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  PROLOGUE




  I’ll never forget it – the moment I met Biddy. It was the turning point of my life, although I didn’t know it then.




  What I did know was that me and her, we had something in common: we were both pissed off. She was pissed off because that morning she’d had her babies taken from her. They were ten weeks

  old and needed to be fattened up, ready for slaughter. Me? I was pissed off for other reasons.




  I’d been transferred that morning – a steaming hot day in the middle of July. No one here knew me, no one respected me. I didn’t know the routine, I didn’t know the

  people, I didn’t know what it was going to be like. I was back at the bottom of the heap again.




  They’d strip-searched me, and shown me my bed – the bed in the horrible-est, tiniest, stuffiest corner of the biggest dorm. Then they’d said I should see the farm. We set off

  down the concrete driveway – me, my friend Louise, the only girl I knew there, and Mr Coveney, the officer who ran the farm.




  The farm was a bunch of sheds and huts about five hundred yards from the main building. Beyond it was the most amazing view I had ever seen. Miles and miles of green fields, everything green.

  For years in the closed prisons all I’d done was look out of my window through bars at the building opposite. I couldn’t enjoy the view over the fields though. I felt too apprehensive.

  I felt sick, on edge, like the first day at a new school. It was confusing, too, to be out in so much open space.




  The first thing that hit me, before we even got to the farm, was the smell. It was horrendous. Like horse manure, but worse, and mixed with something musty and rotting. It was like the smell

  filled up my whole mouth and nose and I couldn’t breathe. It was a shock to the system; it was too much. I gagged.




  My mantra to get me through every difficult thing had become ‘Deal with it’. Some days I would have to say it to myself over and over: ‘Deal with it, deal with it, deal with

  it.’ But I didn’t think I could deal with this. I wanted to turn around and walk away.




  We got a bit nearer and I saw the girls working there. I was careful not to catch anyone’s eye but I knew without looking that they’d all stopped what they were doing to silently

  watch me. They had tied the top halves of their green overalls round their waists, and they had little skimpy tops on underneath. One girl had cut off her overall trousers so she had shorts on over

  her thick prison socks and work boots. A couple were on tractors with trailers attached. They all looked brown, and fit, and sweaty.




  My mind started whirring away. I was doing the calculations quick as I could, trying to spin out the walk down the driveway to give myself time. I thought, it smells of shit and worse, but

  you’re out in the sun, getting a tan, keeping fit, you might get to drive a tractor. So I didn’t turn around, I kept on going.




  We got to the farm, and they took me to the pens. It was what they call a dry sow yard, with about ten pens in it. In each pen was a massive sow, and each sow had loads of babies. Most of the

  sows were just lying there on their sides, not moving, with the babies all on them, getting milk. That was quite sweet. In one pen there was an enormous boar. The smell here was worse, if that was

  possible. Now I was closer to the shit and the silage – and there was the overpowering fusty smell of damp animal mixed in too. There were flies everywhere, and a board up with names and

  numbers written on it – Babble, Rosie, Dictator, 2 kg, 3 kg, 14 x 1 kg. It didn’t make any sense to me.




  It was a big shock. I hadn’t thought about any of this when I’d filled in my form – the smell of them, and the size of them. Now I was regretting the little white lies

  I’d told to get here. I’d said I’d worked with animals. Well, I had worked with animals a bit – with my dad’s horses when I was a young girl. But that was a long time

  ago, and horses and pigs aren’t the same thing.




  ‘So, what do you have to do?’ I asked Mr Coveney, stomach knotted, making sure I sounded not bothered.




  ‘You have to go in there and feed them and clean them out.’ He was watching me for my reaction. He knew I was upset and frightened.




  I was very fit. In the closed prison I’d been running five back-to-back step classes a day. But the pigs looked like they weighed 90 kilos each, and they weren’t going to move just

  because I wanted them to. I wasn’t just apprehensive now. I was scared. The thought crossed my mind – what would I have to do to get taken back?




  We kept on walking.




  And that’s when I saw Biddy. We turned round a corner and I saw this beautiful pink and black saddleback sow, just standing on her own in the middle of the yard. I could see she was

  confused, upset. I looked at her, and she looked back at me. She had these sad big eyes, really expressive. They said: I’m well pissed off. She didn’t want to be there. That was how I

  was feeling too.




  ‘What’s up with her?’ I said.




  ‘Oh, she’s had her babies took off her today.’




  I thought about it. She was used to having her babies all around her, and then they were just gone. One minute she was a mum, dozing in the sun with eight little mouths sucking on her; the next

  minute, standing all on her own in the middle of an empty farmyard.




  And something just clicked. There was a connection there. I felt choked up, for her and for me. I kept on looking at her and she kept on looking at me, and I just knew. I thought, I want to do

  this. I want to come and look after you. If I can’t do it, I can’t do it, but I’m going to give it my best shot. Love at first sight.




  I took a deep breath. Which was a mistake, because it still smelt of shit whether I’d fallen in love with a pig or not. I said to Mr Coveney, ‘Yeah, no problem, I’ll do

  it.’




  And I went back to my dorm, and I lay on my bed and I couldn’t wait to come back in the morning and look after those pigs.
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  DADDY’S LITTLE PRINCESS




  My whole life nearly, except when I was in prison, I’ve lived in Romford in Essex. I was born at five o’clock in the morning, in Rush Green Hospital in Dagenham, on

  14 October 1964. I was a small baby – 5 pounds 14 ounces – my mum’s still got my little tag. She didn’t keep anything else though. No baby book saying what my first word was

  and that. No newborn baby photos – the first one is of me sitting up – even though there’s baby photos of my younger brother Gary. Normally it’s the other way around,

  isn’t it? I was the firstborn – where’s the pictures of me then? There are only two stories about me as a baby that I can recall. One is, that I was hard to conceive and worse to

  carry. My mum had pre-eclampsia – she called me a toxic baby – and was in and out of hospital the whole pregnancy. And the other is that I was one of those toddlers that people used to

  hate having round their houses. Supposedly I was a right little horror; I’d go round touching all their ornaments, opening all their drawers, climbing on the furniture: ‘If you’re

  coming, don’t bring her round.’ I’ve always been a problem.




  My mum was twenty when she had me, and my dad was twenty-two. They’d been married for three years and they were living on a caravan site with no running water.




  My mum, Caroline Ann Brooksbank, known as Carol, was born in York in 1944. She was number ten out of twelve children: Hilda, Rhoda, Louie and Ivy – they both died as babies – Gladys,

  Dolly, Malcolm, Derek, David – who was actually Rhoda’s war baby, but my nan brought him up as her own – my mum Carol, Johnny and Janet. My nan, Louie, was pregnant eleven times

  between the ages of twenty and forty-four. She died in 1963 at the age of sixty, the year before I was born, when my mum was nineteen years old. My mum’s dad, Harry Brooks bank, came from a

  large wealthy Tadcaster family and worked for himself as a coal merchant. He died at the age of forty-four of lung cancer, when my mum was three years old. My Auntie Janet, the baby, had been born

  in the January and he died in the September.




  My mum didn’t have a very good childhood. The older children remembered being quite well off and told stories about going to church in beautiful matching dresses. But after my grandad

  died, my nan had to bring up all the little ones on her own, in a two-bedroomed house, on widow’s pension and family allowance, plus the money she got from the American airman who’d

  knocked up Rhoda. The younger children grew up with nothing. At Christmas, my mum remembers going to the courthouse and there would be a parcel left there, with a present for each child and an

  apple and an orange.




  The oldest brother Malcolm was a drinker and treated all the younger ones, including my mum, really badly.




  When Mum was fifteen, in 1959, she came down south to live with one of her older sisters, Gladys, and Gladys’s husband, Bob. She got a job as a junior cashier at Wilson’s, which was

  a ladies’ fashion store in Romford. After that, she was never very close to her brothers and sisters – who stayed up in York – only with Gladys and Janet and Johnny, the ones who

  came down south.




  As a teenager Mum used to go to a cafe in Collier Row where all the scoundrels and villains hung out on motorbikes. One Sunday when she was sixteen, she was having a cup of tea there with a

  girlfriend and she got chatting to a bloke called Doug, who would have been eighteen. Doug asked her out for a bet with his mate, and it went from there. That was the April. She married him in the

  October, at seventeen, had me at twenty, and then my brother Gary came along two years later.




  When I was little Mum looked like a young girl, not like a mum. She was very good-looking, and she was a flirt which caused quite a lot of problems. She had long dark hair, lovely long legs, and

  she used to flaunt herself, wearing hot pants and that, or doing her hair up just to go to the cafe.




  She wasn’t a kissy, cuddly, huggy kind of mum. We weren’t really that kind of family. And looking back it must have been a struggle for her – she was very young, she

  didn’t have her own mum to help, and my dad wasn’t around much. If I want to picture her happy back then, I think about her looking after her garden, or breeding her Yorkshire terriers,

  or flirting with other men.




  My dad, Douglas Robert Mackness, was born and bred in Romford like me. He’s one of eight – six brothers and two sisters – and they all went to Chase Cross School, which was

  quite rough. The Macknesses were always a well-known family round here.




  My dad’s mum was very strict from what I can remember – she died when I was about eight years old. My dad’s dad, my grandad, I never really took to. He was a sarcastic bastard,

  and always having affairs with the women in the betting office where he worked, and he gave my nan a bit of a dog’s life. When Dad was about fifteen, my grandad brought a kid home, Dennis,

  and my nan had to bring this kid up, because it was his kid, and the mum had died. All the other brothers never took to this Dennis; they didn’t class him as their brother and they hated him

  for the fact that their mum had to look after him. I remember Dad crying when my nan died but there were no tears when my grandad died.




  How Dad got into the business he was in when I was growing up was by pure chance really. When he was about fifteen, his best friend got given an air rifle for Christmas. And they were playing

  with it, and it went off, and it blew my dad’s left eye out. And because this friend’s dad felt responsible – and because Dad’s family was known, and feared, in Collier Row

  – he always looked out for him after that. He let Dad come and work for him on his stall at Romford Market, and then when he died he left the stall to my dad. The friend with the air rifle

  didn’t come out quite so good. He married one of Dad’s sisters, had five kids with her. But, back then when no one was doing it, he was into speed. He got drunk and drugged up at a

  party one night, had a row with Dad’s sister, ran off, lay in the gutter all night, and died of hypothermia.




  I didn’t really know any of my grandparents, but I was always close with my mum’s two sisters who came down south, Gladys and Janet.




  Auntie Gladys was a bit like a nan to me I suppose. She had a son the same age as Mum, and she was quite like me. When I was in my twenties, the two of us used to go on holiday together to Spain

  and get up to all sorts of mischief. Like, we’d have our dinner in our hotel, go up to our rooms and get changed, and come downstairs and have another dinner!




  Auntie Janet married my dad’s brother Malcolm – two sisters married two brothers. But when I was about eighteen, Malcolm started going out snookering every night. Well, I

  wasn’t stupid, no one goes to snooker every night of the week, and when he came back there was no chalk on his cue. I paid for a private detective to follow him to catch him out, and that was

  the end of that marriage. In hindsight I wish I’d turned a blind eye because I suppose I caused that break-up.




  As a child I spent a lot of time at Janet’s house. In those days, and even now, I could take my problems to her. Sometimes aunties can be more understanding than mums.




  When I was about five months old we moved out of the caravan site to a council flat in Gidea Park and from there quite quickly to a little second-floor flat on Hillrise Road in

  Collier Row, near Dad’s mum. Collier Row is like a working-class suburb of Romford; not very big but you could safely do your weekly shop there. It still today has a Wimpy Bar – of

  which I have fond memories – and it had a couple of schools, a library, banks, a few restaurants, pubs, and the Collier Row cafe where my mum and dad met. There’s a couple of quite

  well-known high-rise estates too.




  My first memories are from that time. One is of shoes. Mum used to take me to her friend’s house up the road when I was just a toddler – two or three. They used to trick me. They

  would take me to the bedroom and get out all the friend’s shoes for me to play with. I remember thinking one time, I know Mum’s going to do a runner now, because they’ve got the

  shoes out. And I ran out into the next room. But she’d already gone. I didn’t know then, but those were the days she was visiting my dad in prison.




  And the other, I would have been about three years old, is him coming home from prison. I was standing at the top of some concrete steps and he was walking towards me, carrying this big

  see-through bag with ‘HM Prison’ on it. They’re a collector’s item now, those bags. In those days though, you would know if someone had just got out because they’d be

  at a train station holding a see-through bag. And I knew he was coming home. He hadn’t been there, and now he was.




  When I was four, and Gary would have been two, Mum got a brand-new three-bedroom house on a new estate in Harold Wood. They had knocked a load of prefabs down and built what must have been three

  hundred brand-new houses. Harold Wood was a move up in the world. It had bigger houses and a hospital.




  It was lovely the day we moved in, we were so excited. I still remember it, everything was new – new carpet, the same pattern all through the house, my mum’s first brand-new washing

  machine, new big colour telly, and a garden, which we hadn’t had before. And every family that moved in on the street were all our age, so as we got older there was always a group of kids for

  us to play with.




  We had a little den at the back of the garages. And we used to all play out there, or on the street, just hanging around, playing knock down ginger, swapping stickers, riding our bikes. I had a

  Chopper and Gary had a Grifter.




  My favourite thing on telly was Little House on the Prairie – I used to run home from school to watch that. And I liked Rolf Harris, The Monkees, Wacky Races, Why

  Don’t You?, Crackerjack (‘. . . it’s Friday, it’s five to five . . . it’s Crackerjack’), Multi-Coloured Swap Shop on a Saturday,

  and John Wayne films on a Sunday. I did like Doctor Who too, except the Daleks scared me.




  One day, when I was six and Gary was four, Mum and Dad took us to a farm in South Ockenham – they were buying something for the market stall, I don’t know what. It

  was Victor Maddern’s farm, the actor, only he wasn’t there, there was no one there but the four of us. And while Mum and Dad were sorting it out, loading it into their van, whatever it

  was, we went running around the place, in the early evening light.




  We came across a circular brick wall, about the size of a dining table, two, three feet high, with a concrete base. And we were running along the top of the wall, round and round in circles, and

  climbing in and out, in and out. And my brother said, ‘Oh look, this side’s come up.’ And I jumped on the bit of the base that had come up, and it crumbled under me, and I fell

  down with the crumbling concrete, ten foot down into the deep, dark, murky water in this well.




  I can still remember being in that black water clutching at nothing – and seeing my anorak spreading out on the water, keeping me afloat. And seeing Gary, four-year-old Gary, looking over

  the top of the wall and trying to decide what to do – watching me for a while, watching me disappear under the water.




  My brother ran to where Mum and Dad were. ‘You’d better come. Tracy’s disappeared, under the water.’




  ‘Where is it, where is it, take me, take me there!’ shouted my dad.




  And I remember going down under the water and touching the bottom, and clawing at the sides, and coming up and going down again, and my little short life – birthday parties and favourite

  dogs – flashing past me. I was only six – I didn’t know at the time that that meant I was nearly dead.




  And they came running over, and Dad jumped straight in. He was feeling in the filthy black water for me, and he grabbed me and slung me up in the air and Mum got hold of me and pulled me out.

  Mum shouted down to Dad that I was all right, I was still breathing. But it was so deep, Dad couldn’t touch the bottom either, and we were the only ones there on that farm. So, with my

  four-year-old brother in shock and me nearly drowned, Mum had to go and get a hosepipe and tie it onto the van and Dad had to haul himself out.




  Then he drove the four or five miles home, and got all his day’s takings out of his pockets and hung it on the line to dry.




  I was off school for a week after that, quite ill, and the school made me stand up and tell everybody about it in assembly. And a couple of weeks later, we read in the local paper that two

  brothers had been found dead at the bottom of a well. We all thought: that would have been us two, if Gary had fallen down with me instead of staying up and running for help.




  Mum and Dad made sure we both learnt to swim that summer.




  From when I was about seven or eight years old, we used to go to Saturday morning pictures. I was the oldest so I would always be in charge. I used to take about six other kids

  on the 247A bus through Gidea Park and into Romford – my little brother Gary, and some other boys from our road. First we’d go to British Home Stores and buy all our sweets from the

  pick ’n’ mix, and big bags of Wotsits, and a little carton of drink each. I’d have written a list of what we were going to buy. Then we’d walk back to the early morning

  pictures in South Street. My favourite was the Famous Five. Afterwards, I’d take them across the road for chips. Then we’d get another bus to Romford Market, and congregate around my

  dad’s stall and cause him aggravation. My dad and my mum would be so busy that he’d give me money to take them all away again.




  I wanted to help though. I just wanted to be where he was, doing what he was doing. ‘Can I help, Dad? Can I do it? Please can I?’ And from about eight or nine, he let me. In those

  days, back in its heyday, Romford Market was manic, heaving – it was the place to be. It was one of the busiest markets there ever was – Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays. People came

  there from miles around. There were probably three or four hundred stalls all around the square, mostly families selling fruit and veg, meat, fish, nuts, sweets, biscuits, clothes, shoes,

  toiletries, dog food, all trying to outdo each other, shouting the loudest, getting the customers’ attention. Even at six o’clock in the morning it was buzzing, with the vans all trying

  to unload before a certain time, their reverse lights beeping, drivers arguing with each other about who had to get out of whose way. Most weeks there would be a physical fight, and there was

  always a drama – someone’s husband would come back to his stall drunk and the wife would be screaming at him, or some stallholder was having an affair with some other

  stallholder’s daughter.




  Next door to my dad’s stall was Fancotts, a wet fish stall, with live eels out the back in a tank, and the whole square smelt of the frying onions from the hot dog stands.




  I shouted what my dad shouted: ‘Come on, Mum, get your plums. Come on, Mum, get your bananas in their pyjamas.’ It was crazy, exciting, and I felt like I belonged.




  I always wanted to be with him, but he wasn’t around much for one reason or another through these years. He was a really bad gambler and he was into all kinds of illegal

  activities to help fund it – silly things, handling stolen goods, things like that. He was in and out of prison all the time I was growing up. As a young girl, I just took it for granted that

  everyone went to visit men in prison.




  And then even when he was around, he wasn’t around if you know what I mean. His routine was, he used to go out at three o’clock in the morning and go to the fruit and veg market in

  London or Stratford to buy all the veg for his stall and shops. At first he just had the stall on Romford Market, but later he got a chance to buy a couple of shops, one on the Collier Row

  roundabout and a farm shop further down the road, and he got people in to manage them. All he wanted to do was go and get the fruit and veg. He’d be done by maybe eight o’clock, go for

  his breakfast in the Collier Row cafe, and then he’d go and spend all day with his horses on his farm outside Ockenham. In the afternoon he might go down the betting office or the casino. And

  he’d come home about seven or eight o’clock at night and fall asleep in his chair.




  What little time he was around, he would spend most of it arguing with my mum. Sometimes it felt like that was all they ever did. Me and Gary hated it.




  They would argue because he was never there.




  They would argue over money. Mum was very money-oriented, maybe because growing up she never had anything. Every Sunday afternoon when Dad and his brother Dennis would count up the week’s

  takings, Mum would see the money and start on about her share.




  They argued about Mum’s Valium tablets. She was on them for years and Dad hated it. One time, when I was about nine, he flushed them down the toilet.




  ‘What did you fucking do that for?’




  ‘Because you’re out of it all the time.’




  ‘I need them, the life you’re leading me. You’re never here.’




  Screaming, shouting, crying. I was sitting at the top of the stairs.




  ‘Tracy!’ my mum shouted. I came down. ‘Go to Tommy’s mum down the road and ask her can I have some of her Valium please.’




  The worst though was when she flirted and Dad got jealous. She used to instigate things on purpose. We hardly ever went out anywhere, they were always too tired. But any time we did, to a family

  funeral maybe, or a horse show, or Guy Fawkes’ night at my nan’s, I would be on edge, living on my nerves. It put a black cloud over everything. She’d start attracting too much

  attention, or talking to someone for too long, or dancing with someone, and there would be a big scene. He’d come over and grab her. Or slap her. I used to hope we could stay for the whole

  party but we always left early.




  There was a lot of money around. We were quite spoilt in that way. Well known in the street for it.




  Like, we always had all matching clothes and that. Immaculately turned out, people used to comment on it. Sometimes Mum’d have stuff made up for me because I was quite big. Once she bought

  a coat from Debenhams for £100 – that’s probably about £1000 now – never even wore it.




  And she always had nice stuff for the house, always the best. A really expensive three-piece suite from the best shop in Romford, and a big top-of-the-range wall cabinet with glass in it for all

  her old shit, you know, like tea sets and china dolls and horses and that.




  My dad always had a nice car – a Rover that smelt of the leather seats, with a big cassette player, or a Jag. The thing I most remember from his car though is being whacked in it. Me and

  Gary were fighting in the back. My dad had switched off from it, he was listening to his Roy Orbison, but my mum was screeching, ‘Are you going to do something about them?’ Over and

  over. Until he stopped the car, got out, opened the back door, and smacked both of us. Then it was ‘Don’t hit them, don’t hit them.’




  At Christmas we’d have so many presents, and me and Gary would add up what they came to. If I thought he had a lot more than me there’d be murders. He’d always get a motorbike

  – a little scrambler, a Yamaha 50 or something, five hundred quid – and I’d get jewellery, a sovereign on a chain and things like that. Everyone else on the street got a

  push-bike, he got a motorbike.




  For my birthdays, for about four or five years, Mum would take us to Bumbles restaurant on South Street in Romford. It was like a Wimpy, like an American diner; this was before McDonald’s

  hit the scene. I would be allowed to take a few friends with me, and we’d have burgers, and then they would bring out a cake and sing ‘Happy Birthday’.




  And every Monday Dad would buy us £5 worth of sweets. That was a lot of sweets. And we’d put them in the cupboard and that would last us all week. Pink Panther chocolate bars, and

  them necklaces on an elastic that you’d put round your neck and eat the little hard sweets off, and sherbet Dip Dabs – a liquorice stick that you dipped into a load of sherbet –

  and Space Dust that fizzled on your tongue and Black Jacks and Fruit Salads and Cough Candys and Bon Bons.




  We were the first family in the school to go on holiday to Spain. We used to go to Magaluf in Mallorca, and stay in a five star hotel called the Coral Playa every year for ten years, from when I

  was six years old. We’d always go in June, when we should have been at school taking our end-of-year exams, and there would be the same children there every year, from all different

  countries, and because we were regular clients they would come up and shake our hands and make a big fuss of us. The hotel had a lift down the cliff face to the beach, and every night there would

  be music on and we’d all get up – the girls in long dresses and the boys in white shirts – and dance. And there would be a beauty contest each week. So in the first week, my mum

  would win it, and she’d be ‘Miss Coral Playa’. We’d go to bed and in the morning there would be the big bouquet of flowers and the bloody sash. And then in the second week,

  she’d be invited to be a judge. About four years in a row.




  I enjoyed infants school, but I wasn’t happy in the juniors. I was quite a chubby child and I used to get called names. I wasn’t bullied exactly, nothing as much as

  that, but I felt uncomfortable with myself. I wasn’t happy with what I was. I was confident and bossy at home, but I was shy at school, and I didn’t have friends there, didn’t

  move in a big gang. When I was ten or eleven, there were a couple of girls on our street who were always teasing me about being tubby and we would fight a lot – but not proper fighting, just

  how girls do. Then one day, I lost it with one of these girls and I beat her right up. After that things were different. All the kids saw what I was capable of doing and they left me alone. And I

  felt different about myself too. I know what I was capable of. I knew I could handle myself. And I learnt, even at that early age, a lesson about reputation and giving off a persona that will keep

  people away from you, stop them messing with you.




  After I was about ten, we used to go on our holidays to Spain without Dad, because he had to stay behind to look after his horses. One year, when I was about twelve, he turned

  up unexpectedly. He’d rung Mum up in Spain and said he needed his passport. He was on bail for something or other and said his solicitor wanted his passport, and where was it? And the next

  day Mum was sitting on the beach in her bikini, chatting to some geezer who me and Gary had been calling Mr Fancy Pants – who was there on his own with his kid. I’d gone back to the

  hotel room for something, and our room was on the same floor as the reception, and I was walking back along the corridor and out of the big glass window I saw a coach pull up and I saw Dad get off

  the coach. I was petrified. I ran down to the beach and screamed, ‘Mum, quick, quick, Dad’s here!’ and she managed to move away from Mr Fancy Pants before Dad got there.




  And it would have been OK, but we were only young, me and Gary, and we kept saying, ‘Oh look, there’s Mr Fancy Pants,’ and one night Dad just flipped. They had a big fight in

  our hotel room, and Dad got Mum by the throat and I thought he was going to throw her over the balcony. Then he got out his knife, went downstairs, and got Mr Fancy Pants by the throat too.




  He was very insecure, and probably, looking back, he was right to be.




  My dad got his shop on the Collier Row roundabout when I was eleven, and the farm shop soon afterwards. He didn’t want to do the Romford Market stall himself anymore, so

  he let it out to a couple called Bert and Joan. Mum and my dad’s brother Trevor managed the Collier Row shop, with me helping on Saturdays for £15 a day, and Dad’s brother Dennis

  managed the farm shop for him.




  That freed Dad up for the horses.




  Over the summer, we used to spend the weekends going to horse shows, and staying in the little accommodation he’d rigged up inside the horsebox.




  Poor Gary hated it – he was always terrified of horses after he fell out of a horse and trap into a ditch. You can tell on all the photos he didn’t want to be there. And it used to

  cause arguments with Mum again. ‘You’re jealous of the horses,’ Dad would say.




  ‘I’m not jealous of the horses. But the home should come first. You pay a thousand, two thousand pounds on a horse and trap, people think you’re rich, but we’re still

  living in a council house.’




  But I loved the horse shows; they were what I looked forward to.




  The shows would run all over the country, every weekend, from May to September. The first one was the Easter Parade in Regent’s Park in London, with hundreds of people with horses and

  carts – they’re not allowed to do that in Regent’s Park anymore – and then the Watford Show, the South of England Show, the Harlow Show sponsored by Gilbey’s gin, and

  one on Clapham Common.




  We started preparing on the Wednesday, when Dad would get someone down to plait the hackney horses’ manes and tails, and put the pompoms on. On the Thursday night, he would get out the

  three sets of harnesses in the kitchen, and he and his man George would spend all evening cleaning and polishing them. Friday night he’d brush the horses and bath them – get the

  hosepipe all over them and Fairy Liquid, or proper horse shampoo, and hope they didn’t go and roll in a load of old shit straight afterwards. Five o’clock on the Saturday morning it was

  like a military operation – load the horsebox, load the horses, pack all the horse feed and everything else we needed for the two days.




  You would always see the same people at the shows. It would be the same competitors, different judges. When we arrived, I’d always want to check first whether the boy I had a crush on was

  there. And then I loved wandering round and looking at the stalls, and eating in the showman’s tent, and staying up late with all the other kids, seeing what we could nick, hanging around the

  show ground and sitting together at the showman’s bar at night.




  Sometimes Mum wouldn’t come and I used to be the little housewife, trying to cook us breakfast and dinner on the two-ring gas stove in the musty horsebox where we ate and slept. I remember

  going and buying the sausages, thinking, These must be the best sausages, because they’re in the showman’s tent. One time I even managed to cook us a roast dinner. It took me about nine

  hours, but I did it.




  When I was about thirteen, Dad decided I was going to compete in the shows. He bought me a little grey horse, Charlie, and two different traps – a two-wheel private driving trap, and a

  costermonger’s cart (a red and yellow painted fruit and veg barrow) that we could enter in the trade class – and two different sets of harnesses. My dad sent me away to stay with a

  woman called Georgina Brush in a little old-fashioned cottage with a creaky latch in Great Leighs, near Broomfield in Chelmsford. She was one of the top hackney horse lady drivers in the country,

  right respected on the circuit, very pretty, with long dark hair. I lived with her for three or four weeks, her and her young son. It was quite an adventure.




  She taught me how to drive hackney horses properly – horses that step up high; they seem to float if you do it right. At first, all I could do was hold the reins in my fists. That was fine

  for trade class, but Georgina Brush taught me to drive properly, elegantly, with the reins threaded through my fingers, and just a little tiny movement to make the horse turn or reverse.




  Now I would go with my dad over to his farm in South Ockenham most days after school and at the weekends, to exercise Charlie, and groom him. And now when we got to the shows I had my own jobs

  to do. I had to clean my little trap, and polish the brass on it with Brasso and Duraglit. I had to clean my harness. Clean the velvet cushions for the trap. I had to put the harness on Charlie,

  and oil his hooves and wash his tail and make sure he was gleaming.




  That year at Harlow it was brilliant weather and there were thousands of people there. We were due in the ring at two o’clock. I spent the morning cleaning and polishing. All the people at

  the show wandering round could watch me getting him ready. At twelve o’clock I put the harness on Charlie, and his big long collar. At one o’clock I put on my brown trouser suit and my

  white blouse and my bowler hat with a green feather sticking out of it, and my brown leather driving gloves. Charlie had a thick, thick neck and a little cropped tail because it had got caught in a

  door when he was younger. He was beautiful. And he used to step really high.




  They announced over the tannoy that our class had started, the under-fifteens, and we all stepped into the ring. There were maybe twenty of us that day, all driving our traps around the ring,

  with the judges in the middle. I was sat bolt upright with the reins threaded through my gloves. I only needed to make tiny movements, Charlie knew what to do. I could hear people saying,

  ‘Here he comes, here comes Charlie,’ and I could tell he felt like the cock of the walk. Everyone loved him, and the more they clapped, the more he played up to them, lifting his hooves

  higher and higher, floating round the ring. The judges called us in and lined us up. When it was our turn to go round the ring on our own, my mouth was dry, my heart was beating out of my chest,

  and I was hot and bothered in my brown suit. There must have been a thousand people watching us, maybe more. But I drove him round the ring, stopped right in front of the judges, reversed up to

  show them he would do as he was told.




  The announcement came over the tannoy – ‘Tracy Mackness and Charlie, first prize.’ Everyone was clapping me. I was in the papers. I was full of it.




  We got a first at Clapham Common too that year, another really big one. Me and Charlie kept winning and winning. I became the second youngest junior whip in the country. My little Charlie did me

  proud.




  Overall, if someone was to ask me, did I have a happy childhood? I’d say yeah, a lot of it was happy. Up until about the age of thirteen. And then it wasn’t really

  a childhood anymore.









     

  




  2




  ‘WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO ABOUT IT?’




  One night when I was thirteen, my dad didn’t come home. At two o’clock in the morning I read the order list to Uncle Trevor over the phone so he could go to the

  market and get the fruit and veg. The next morning, Mum got a call from Dad’s solicitor to say he was at the police station. He’d got done again, for cattle rustling this time. Cattle

  rustling? Me and Mum thought it was a joke. We went down there with some food and fags but they wouldn’t let us see him until he’d been charged.




  After three days, my dad came home feeling very sorry for himself and told us the whole story. He had nicked a load of pigs and cows and horses from a farm in Wales. Not just that, he’d

  nicked a cattle box from another farm down there, to drive them all away. Nicked a cattle box from one farm, driven it to another one, loaded up someone else’s animals in it, and drove back

  to Romford. But he’d got greedy. He hadn’t sold them on straight away; he’d kept them in his barns on his farm in Ockenham, fattening them up so he’d get a better price for

  them.
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