
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
   
         
             

         

         ‘An extraordinary journey from being an abused child to a celebrity confessor. This one must be true.’ – Daily Telegraph
         

         
             

         

         ‘Michael Seed is a man of warmth and humour and deep faith too, honed through his overcoming of terrible adversity. It has enabled him to empathise with those from all walks of life who have themselves endured great suffering.’ – Catherine Pepinster, editor of The Tablet
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            This book is dedicated to my grandmother,  Mary Ramsden, and Cardinal Basil Hume O.S.B., O.M..  I also wish to remember those beloved people who have  given me a part in their lives these past fifty years.

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Friends of Michael Seed

         
 
         Martina Cole, Novelist
 
         I have known Michael for a good number of years now, and he never ceases to amaze me. My son, Chris, is also a friend, and on many occasions we have all shared a drink, and humorous stories together, over meals in our favourite Soho restaurants.
 
         He’s a great friend if one is needed, and a good listener, with a compassion and fair mindedness that puts most people to shame.
 
         He’s also a wonderful priest and very good company. Michael, as my old mum used to say, could make a cat laugh. He has a great humour that brings to his story the human element which is missing from so many other tragic biographies.
 
         His love for his mother, and his belief that somewhere, and at some time, a life would eventually beckon which would help him overcome all the ills that had befallen him, made me feel a new vigour for my own life and troubles.
         
 
         I read this manuscript with some trepidation, because after all, this was the awful story of his private life, talking about things he had previously only hinted at in our conversations.
 
         However, after sitting mesmerised for half the night, my feelings were mainly of deep sorrow, and a deeper sadness that someone’s life should be so blighted by the very people who were supposed to love him, cherish him and mature him.
 
         My most overwhelming emotion though, was one of complete and utter admiration, for a man who could overcome such an upbringing, and instead of using it as an excuse for the sorry state of his life, could overcome it, to such an extent, and make other people’s lives better. Michael can reach inside himself, and take his own experiences and use them to understand the plight of others.
 
         This book is not an easy read, but it has one thing so many of these tragic biographies often lack. There is no self pity and no ‘Oh why me?’
         
 
         Rather he seems to have accepted it all as part of a greater plan.
 
         Read this story and weep, knowing that every word is true, but expect, as I did to feel a connection with this sad child, who knew, deep in his heart, there was something better waiting for him, and who ultimately found it by giving himself over to a higher authority, and by dedicating his life to people less fortunate than himself.
         
 
         Michael is a lovely man and a wonderful friend. He is kindness itself, and has a gentleness that brings out the best in people.
 
         I hope you read this and feel a difference in your own life, as I did in mine. Because no matter what happens to him he finds a way to overcome it and make some good come out of it. That’s something we can all understand at some time in our own lives
 
         Lord Jeffrey Archer
 
         Father Michael Seed is a rare and remarkable man, whose life story is far more incredible than any bestselling novel.
 
         Michael mixes with prime ministers and ordinary folk and treats us all with the same kindness, warmth and wisdom that have won him so many friends from all walks of life.
 
         His story is an inspiration to us all, and in particular for anyone who feels life has been hard on them, for Michael has overcome obstacles that would have put off a battle-hardened marine let alone a normal mortal.
 
         But, above all, what shines through in this book is Michael’s faith which has sustained him through so many troubles on a journey that will keep you turning the pages, and in the end you can only wonder what else is in store for this man who can best be described as the Good Samaritan.
         
 
         The Right Honourable Ann Widdecombe MP
 
         Michael Seed was the priest who converted me to Catholicism and received me into the Church in the midst of a media circus which turned the normally quiet, dignified Westminster Cathedral into a veritable bedlam. Life was not the same for either of us thereafter.
 
         In the 20 years since we first met, I have got to know Michael well, not only as a priest but also as a close friend. He is humorous, kind and a very dedicated friar but, from time to time, he has dropped hints of a time when life was bleak and those of us who know him know also that his childhood was scarred by a suicide. Nothing could have prepared me for the real story which is truly scandalous in the number of adults who passed by on the other side while an innocent child fell victim to bullies and perverts.
 
         That Michael emerged clever, sensitive, kind and sane is a genuine miracle and we should all thank God for this man’s resurrection from hell. Read on and wonder… 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Foreword by Michael Seed

         
 
         Alarge part of me felt that this book should never have seen the light of day. There is no one to blame but myself. Finally, after years of discussion with my good friend, publisher John Blake, it is over. Am I happy? I don’t know. Close friends tell me it will help others – a glimmer of consolation. This book is very basic and brutal and I hate its content myself. I can only apologise to those who might now see me in a different light.
         

         I wish to record my deepest thanks to my dear friend of nearly twenty years, Noel Botham, without whose dedicated help this book would not have been possible.

         If you read my book you will no longer be surprised I needed assistance in its writing. My problem in committing anything to paper has been a continuing, and emotionally disabling one. Even today, all my sermons and lectures are planned mentally, and remembered. I can give an hour-long talk without even referring to notes – there are no notes. Nature appears to have compensated for my severe dyslexia and difficulties with written communication by blessing me with an exceptional memory.
         

         In the past Noel has helped me with two books to raise funds for The Passage, the charity for the homeless founded by the late Cardinal Basil Hume. It seemed only natural, when I agreed to tell my story, that I should again seek his help.

         I trusted him to transfer my spoken word to the pages of this book as far as is humanly possible, and he has done a remarkable job, even down to capturing my emotional reaction to fully reliving it for the first time.

         I would also like to thank John Blake and his wonderful team for their sensitive handling of the book and its publication.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue

         
 
         Our family lived in one of Manchester’s worst  slums, a neighbourhood long condemned by the  council and gradually being demolished around us,  street by street, house by house.
         
 
         My earliest memories are of Mammy and me  wanting to escape. Not from the squalor of life in  Openshaw, but from the terror and the hatred and  the violence. From the man who beat and tortured us:  my daddy. The best we managed together was to  steal away in the afternoons with a friend of Mammy’s.  They were the only happy moments I remember from  my childhood.
 
         I did try to run away alone once – to live with the  gypsies – but I was found and dragged home and beaten unconscious by Daddy. I was too terrified to ever try again.
         

         But Mammy tried to escape many times – and, finally, when I was eight years old, she succeeded. She threw herself in front of a train and left me to cope with life and Daddy without her.

         After that, every day for five years I thought of trying to follow her by killing myself. I even lay on the track, in the exact spot where she had died, hoping to die under the wheels of the same train. But, each time, at the last moment, something more powerful than my desire to die made me scramble to safety.

         Sometimes today I still cry for the lonely, frightened little boy I was then – so unhappy and so longing for love – and marvel at not only surviving the brutality and the other appalling abuse but also, in the end, triumphing over it all.

         As that boy, I found it difficult to understand when other children talked of having nightmares in their sleep. For me, sleep was the only time when I felt truly safe.

         The nightmares I dreaded were always waiting for me when I awoke. 
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            Chapter One

         
 
         I can’t remember a time when Mammy and Daddy didn’t shout at each other and when he didn’t hurt us. The arguments and the pain were a part of our family life and I thought they were normal. Shouting and snarling and lashing out, Daddy would always win. Sometimes Mammy would shout back, but most of the time she just stood there, as though in a trance, and did not even answer him.
         
 
         There were always slaps. On the legs and bottom and arms – and occasionally across my face. And slaps for Mammy too. But sometimes he would punch her in the face and her lip would split or her eye blacken, and she would scream louder than usual. Then we would cling to each other, huddled on the floor behind the settee, while she sobbed and I gritted my teeth, determined not to cry like a baby, and we would wait until Daddy had gone out or gone to bed.
         
 
         Then Mammy would crawl on to the settee and go to sleep. The settee was where I was supposed to sleep, but on those nights I would collect the old blue-and-white baby blanket my nanny had crocheted for me and a pillow, and make my bed on the floor in the corner. Sometimes Mammy had already taken my blanket and I would curl up in one of the easy chairs to try to keep warm. But they were covered in shiny, cold, black plastic and provided little comfort.
 
         We had no central heating and the fire, which was wide and deep and had cast-iron ovens on either side that were never used for cooking, was always allowed to die down at night – even in the middle of winter – so sometimes it would be freezing cold. To me, it seemed I often spent the whole night shivering, and in the morning the inside of the window would be covered in frost, which would gradually melt as the fire warmed the living room. That is, if Mammy had remembered to fetch coal and actually restarted the fire. On those days, I would wait until she had gone downstairs, then rescue my blanket and stay huddled up in a chair to keep warm.
 
         At the time, I thought very little about the cause of all this violence and misery – I was far more concerned with the very real and painful effect it was having on me – but later I was able to piece together my parents’ story.
 
         My mother’s name was Lillian and, as a young teenager, she was acknowledged to be the prettiest girl on the council estate where she lived in Bolton. Her parents were in the Salvation Army and she was being groomed to become an officer in the movement. My grandmother, Mary Ramsden, who was known to everyone as Polly, told me that Mammy was then in love with a young Salvation Army officer, Harold, who would later become one of the movement’s top officials. She would have loved Harold to become her son-in-law and always hoped they would marry.
         
 
         But, during the war, Mammy met Joe, an RAF navigator, and fell in love with him. Joe, who was to become my father, was a Roman Catholic whose parents were a well-to-do couple from Liverpool.
 
         This, Nanny Ramsden later told me, was the start of their problems. For Joe’s parents believed he was marrying beneath him and, even though Mammy converted to Catholicism, they remained bitterly opposed to the marriage. Daddy’s mother, Florence, even threatened to kill herself if the marriage went ahead.
 
         But it did, and she, I would very much regret later, didn’t. The wedding took place in Bolton in 1942. According to family gossip, the Ramsdens and the Seeds did not exchange a single word on that day – or afterwards.
 
         Twenty years later, in our house in Manchester, all the poison and the forecasts of disaster which had shrouded their marriage had festered and grown and were now tearing our family apart.
         
 
         Even had I understood the cause of their conflict – and I was never really certain what it was – I had no way of preventing what was happening. I was only four and unable to defend or retaliate. Half the time Mammy didn’t seem to know I was there and to Daddy I was just ‘a good for nothing’, ‘a bad boy’, ‘a useless brat’, ‘a waste of space’. I was, he frequently told me, ‘nobody’s child’. And I believed him. I grew up accepting that I was bad and stupid, but also that our family was no different from any other. This, I thought, was the way all little children and their mammies were treated.
 
         Ours was a small two-storey terraced house, number 447, the corner one of a long row of identical properties with smoke-blackened bricks and dark slate roofs. The front doors all opened directly on to a wide pavement and were faced, across the busy Ashton Old Road, by a row of identical houses.
 
         I didn’t know then that we were right in the centre of the square mile or so of the most deprived part of Manchester. The houses had yards at the back and little lanes separating them from more identical houses behind them. Car-repair shops and other light-engineering businesses were run out of lock-up garages in the yards along these lanes.
         
 
         There were already gaps between some of the houses where buildings had been wiped out by German bombs during the war. The council had put up advertising hoardings, promoting products like Oxo and Persil, to fill the spaces where once there were homes. There had been no attempt to rebuild because the whole dump was scheduled for demolition and redevelopment.
         
 
         Compared with our neighbourhood, Coronation Street looked like Millionaires’ Row. There were always lots of people and noise, and most families seemed to have three or four or more children. I think I was the only lone child in our street.
 
         Where the downstairs rooms were in the other houses, ours had been converted into a shop, run by my mother, that sold sweets, cigarettes, fizzy drinks and sandwiches. Most of the local women would pop in to buy stuff and to gossip.
 
         My mother was very beautiful and everyone liked her. The only person I ever knew who didn’t like her, apart from Daddy’s mother, who hated her, was my father himself, and I was always puzzled as to why they had chosen each other when they so obviously couldn’t get along.
 
         We lived on the first floor, which had a big living room at the front, a bedroom at the back and a tiny kitchen and toilet in the middle. There was no bathroom. We took our baths in a galvanised tin tub in front of the fire once a week. Except Daddy, who said he showered at work.
 
         The place smelled permanently of damp and was always dirty. In the living room there were stained and grimy floorboards on which lay three small, cheap and badly soiled machine-made rugs. The wallpaper, plain white and unpainted and covered in damp marks and stains, was peeling away from the walls in places.
         
 
         On the floor of the small kitchen was brown linoleum, cracked and worn through in front of the sink. Nothing was ever polished and the windows were only ever cleaned by the rain. I rarely saw Mammy use a brush around the place, but she was fastidiously clean when it came to her personal hygiene, strip-washing in front of the sink every day.
 
         Ours was a slum dwelling in a slum area and we lived in appalling conditions, but I didn’t realise then that we were very poor. There was very little furniture. In the living room, there was only the settee and two easy chairs covered in shiny black plastic, which was torn in places and crudely fastened together with sticky tape, a small table and three kitchen chairs and a radio. When I was nearly five, Daddy bought a second-hand, black-and-white TV with a tiny 12-inch screen.
         
 
         There were no family meals in our house. I would sometimes eat at the table in the living room, but I can’t remember the three of us ever sitting down together to eat. My mother never actually prepared a meal for me. Sometimes there would be a packet of cereal in the kitchen and I would have to go downstairs to the shop to fetch milk. Unless there had already been a delivery that morning, it was often warm and not very nice.
 
         One day, when I was four, I went down and grabbed a bottle of milk that turned out to be completely sour and curdled. It made me very sick and I have never drunk milk on its own since then; occasionally in tea or coffee, but never alone. But already I had learned that complaining made no difference. It was not, I think, because Mammy didn’t care. She just didn’t seem to know I was there. Most days, it was just as though I was invisible. Her eyes would be open but she didn’t seem to see me or hear me.
         
 
         From overhearing neighbours’ gossip, I knew that Mammy suffered from something called ‘depression’ and that she was taking lots of very strong tablets called ‘anti-depressants’ and ‘tranquillisers’. These had a very odd effect and she would go for long periods as though she wasn’t really there.
 
         When this happened, I would tell myself that Mammy was switched off. She wasn’t working properly. And I knew not to pester her with questions, because I knew also that I would either get no reply at all, or mixed-up answers that most of the time didn’t make any sense at all.
 
         Often it was just like having a beautiful, big, walking doll in the house. She moved around but you couldn’t speak to her.
 
         I stopped telling Mammy that there was nothing to eat when I was about four, because usually all she would do, if she acknowledged me at all, was point vaguely down in the direction of the shop.
 
         Occasionally, a new box of cereal would appear in the kitchen and I assumed she had been shopping. But there was no pattern to this and sometimes for weeks on end there would be nothing upstairs for me to eat. More often than not a banana or an apple would be my breakfast – and dinner too.
         
 
         Mammy never prepared an evening meal for Daddy either – and that was the cause of many of their rows. I learned much later on that, in the early years of their marriage, when romance was still alive, she used to cook meals for him like any other wife. But 15 years of a brutal marriage and the eventual onset of serious clinical depression had dramatically altered that. By the time I became aware of what was going on, she had stopped cooking for Daddy entirely.
 
         At lunchtime, there was a set routine. I would go down to the shop and be given a sandwich. Mammy made sandwiches, using the cheapest sliced bread, behind the counter for the local workmen, and, as a small boy before I started school, I survived mainly on a daily diet of cheese and pickle or ham and tomato sandwiches and odds and ends of fruit.
 
         I came to hate the taste of cheese and ham but I would force myself to swallow them down rather than go to bed hungry. By then, I knew that there was very little chance of getting anything substantial to eat before I went to bed. And I was only too aware of the hunger pains that accompanied a rumbling, empty tummy while waiting for sleep to come.
 
         Luckily for me, we were surrounded by good neighbours, and I’m sure most of them must have been aware of my mother’s haphazard catering arrangements for her family. I don’t think any of them were better off than us – most of their homes were just as sparsely and shabbily furnished as ours, and they had more hungry mouths to feed – but the local mums nearly always offered me some titbit or other when I went round to play with their children. I could usually count on being given a currant bun or a slice of home-baked cake or some other treat to supplement my meagre home diet, and told, ‘Come on then, love, tuck in now.’ Usually this was accompanied by a pat on the head and a comment like ‘poor little mite’ or ‘poor bairn’.
         
 
         At the time, I couldn’t understand why I was such a poor creature but I welcomed the food and all the impromptu hugs the other mums gave me. Hugs were something to cherish. I never got them at home. Mammy never cuddled me or kissed me. I think she only ever held me for her own comfort when she was frightened or hurt. And the only times then that Daddy ever touched me was when he lashed out in anger.
 
         During the day, I used to spend hours alone in the living room watching television. Mammy never seemed to care what I did or what I watched, and in fact most of the time I don’t think she even knew where I was. After a while, it became obvious to me that the families on television were all very different from mine. The mothers all seemed to be happy and smiling and spent lots of time playing and talking with their children, and cleaning their homes, and the fathers nearly always seemed pleased to see them. The dads took their children out to play ball games in the park.
         
 
         I asked Mammy one day, ‘Why doesn’t Daddy like us?’
 
         It happened to be one of her more communicative days and she told me, ‘He loves us really. He just gets very angry and can’t help himself. It’s the devil in him, mixed with the drink.’
 
         I didn’t know much about the devil but I reckoned, if that was who was making Daddy beat us, he wasn’t very nice.
 
         I also knew that if Daddy came home smelling of beer – a smell I knew from when he drank bottles of the stuff in the living room – he was more likely to start shouting and hitting out than at other times. If I caught an early-warning smell of beer on his breath, I would either run out to play in the yard or sit down very quietly behind the settee.
         
 
         Anything, however small, could trigger an explosion, but one of the things which often made him angry was the way Mammy dressed, and the make-up she wore. She was very pretty and people said she didn’t need to wear the amount of mascara, powder and lipstick she sometimes used. She liked her skirts just above the knee and most of her blouses and dresses were low-cut at the top and showed a lot of her breasts. She also loved cheap imitation jewellery.
 
         Mammy said that how she dressed was one of the few ways she had of brightening her life. Daddy said she tarted herself up like a slut and beat her because of it.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         Daddy was a warder at the notorious Strangeways Prison in Manchester, and in uniform he always looked a bit scary, not just to me but to the other kids in the neighbourhood too. Some of those kids would be cheeky to almost anybody. But not to my father. Perhaps they had heard stories about the beatings he gave Mammy and me, but they seemed to know not to mess with him.
         
 
         His black uniform jacket and trousers were like a policeman’s and were complemented by a shiny, black peaked cap, white shirt and black tie. Daddy always kept his hair very short at the back and sides, which helped to make him look very fierce. At that time, he always seemed to be angry about something and I don’t remember ever seeing him smile.
 
         He carried a whistle, which he once let me blow, and a black baton, and wore a thick, black leather belt with a large buckle. He was a tall man and quite slim, though his arms were hard with muscle. Daddy often told me he was the fittest and toughest man at Strangeways, including the prisoners, and that he was a match for any of them.
         
 
         I don’t know if that was true because, apart from a crazy situation when I was older, I only ever saw him hit Mammy and me – and neither of us could put up much of a fight.
 
         The first beating that was different, and I can still remember it vividly, was when he made me bleed for the first time and dragged Mammy into the bedroom to do things to her. As usually happened, she was half-asleep in an easy chair when he came in, and I was watching Dixon of Dock Green on television. I heard Daddy’s footsteps coming up the stairs and I shuffled myself as far back into my chair as I could, trying to make myself less noticeable. I had long since learned that out of sight meant out of mind and that I was less likely to receive a slap if he didn’t notice me.
         
 
         Mammy didn’t look up when he came in. Perhaps she didn’t even know he was there. That often seemed to be the case with her. Her eyes could be open but she didn’t appear to see what was happening around her.
 
         Daddy marched over, still wearing his cap, and stood, legs apart, in front of her, just staring down. Then he reached down and shook her by the shoulders. ‘Can’t you ever be bloody normal when I come home?’ he shouted. ‘Well, don’t think you can get out of your duties by doping yourself into stupidity, ’cos you can’t. You’re like a bloody zombie. Absolutely useless. It’s like being married to a corpse.’
         
 
         Mammy seemed to understand something and tried to push him away. ‘Stop it,’ she said in the sort of singsong voice she sometimes used. ‘I don’t want you to touch me. You hurt me.’
         
 
         ‘I’m not hurting you,’ he yelled, his face only a few inches from hers, ‘but if you like I’ll give you something to hurt you,’ and he slapped her hard across the side of her face with his right hand.
 
         Mammy screamed and I jumped from my chair and rushed over to him. He was still leaning over her and I grabbed hold of his sleeve and pleaded with him. ‘Please, Daddy, don’t hit Mammy any more. You’re hurting her.’
 
         ‘What the hell do you want, you stupid boy?’ he snarled. ‘And what are you doing here anyway? You’re nobody’s child. Don’t you understand that, you little brat? You’re nobody’s child.’ He glared at me, then undid his belt buckle and began to take off his belt.
 
         ‘Please don’t hurt us,’ I said again, but it was far too late for that.
 
         He pulled his belt free of his trousers, folded it in half lengthwise and suddenly swung it violently at my legs.
 
         The pain was awful and I couldn’t help screaming. ‘Please don’t, Daddy,’ I yelled again.
 
         But he was too angry to listen and he lashed at me again. This time the belt landed across my shoulders and the buckle end wrapped around my head and smashed into my face.
         
 
         I screamed again and put my hand up to my face. I was in agony. I felt my face was wet and thought it must be tears, but when I took my hand away it was red with blood. The big metal buckle had split my cheek.
 
         Daddy was already raising his arm for another blow, but when he saw the blood he paused with his arm in the air.
 
         Mammy was still crying – but not for me. Although she was staring towards me, I don’t think she knew what was happening. Usually, if she wasn’t drugged, she would try to stop him when he started beating me. But this time Daddy seemed to think I had had enough.
 
         ‘Stop your bloody snivelling, boy, and go and wipe your face,’ he said, and returned his attention to Mammy.
 
         ‘Please don’t hit her again,’ I pleaded.
 
         ‘Just do as you’re bloody told, you stupid brat,’ he shouted. ‘I want my dues. She’s going to do her damned duty one way or another, or I’ll wring her bloody neck.’
 
         Then he reached down and pulled Mammy to her feet by her shoulders. She tried to sit down again and he hit her across the face again. With a scream, she dropped to her knees in front of him. Her lovely face was now all red and blotchy and she was crying.
 
         I thought then that he was going to punch Mammy, but I was just too terrified of what he might do to me to try to help her.
         
 
         Instead, he grabbed her by one arm and the scruff of her neck and dragged her, her heels scraping across the floor, out of the living room, cursing her all the way.
 
         ‘Now we’ll see who’s the master here,’ he yelled and hauled her into the bedroom and slammed the door.
 
         I found a dirty teacloth in the kitchen and held it to my cheek, which was still bleeding and really smarting. I crept into Mammy’s armchair and curled up into a ball. Dixon of Dock Green was still on, but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the sounds of Mammy’s cries and Daddy’s curses.
         
 
         I don’t know what he was doing to her to hurt her, but I wasn’t big enough or strong enough to help. And I was too frightened anyway.
 
         Eventually, I must have gone to sleep because the next thing I remember it was daylight and the television was fuzzy and making a funny high-pitched noise. From the bedroom there was not a sound.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three

         
 
         Whether Daddy had stayed the night or gone to work early I didn’t know, but that morning Mammy must have forgotten to take her pills because she was talking and acting quite normally.
         
 
         I thought that perhaps something had happened with Daddy the previous night which had changed her, but it didn’t really matter. I was just so pleased to have her with me once again after such a long time. The real Mammy, not the half-asleep person who looked right through me.
 
         I didn’t dare to hope that the change would be for ever. On the other rare occasions when she had acted normally, it had lasted for at most a day or two but usually for only a few hours.
 
         All I could do was make the most of it. As soon as she emerged from the bedroom, she came over to me, where I was still sitting in the easy chair with my blanket wrapped tightly around me. Her face was still red where Daddy had slapped her, and one cheek was a little bit swollen. Her eyes were puffy the way they always were when she had been crying. There were also blue bruises on her neck and I thought that Daddy must have hit her there as well.
         
 
         Her voice was very calm when she spoke to me. ‘Michael,’ she said. ‘I don’t think we can go on like this. You deserve a lot better – and so do I. I didn’t have you so that you would be hurt and miserable and frightened all the time. We’ve got to get out of here, you and me, even if it’s only for a while. We have to do something nice for a change.’
 
         It was the first time Mammy had ever talked about getting away and doing something nice and it sounded wonderful to me.
 
         ‘I have a friend called John,’ she told me. ‘He has a nice big car and he has offered to take me and you out for the day if we like. Well, I’m going to speak to him today and tell him that we’d both like that. Would you like that? To go out with someone nice?’
 
         To me it sounded almost too good to be true. ‘I’d love that, Mammy,’ I told her. ‘Just you and me, though. Not Daddy.’
 
         ‘No, definitely not Daddy,’ she said with a kind of shudder. ‘It’s Daddy we need to get away from.’
 
         She led me into the kitchen and took a cloth and bathed my face, which was still coated with dried blood. Then she rubbed some ointment into the cut and put a plaster on my cheek.
         
 
         I was overjoyed. It was the most attention Mammy had paid me in weeks. Sometimes she went a whole day without speaking a single word to me. And weeks, or so it seemed, without touching me. I found myself actually daring to believe that she might stay normal this time. That my Mammy had actually come back to me.
 
         The next day, she was still acting normally. Daddy hadn’t been home. He sometimes stayed away for a day or two after they’d had a big fight and on those occasions Mammy would let me sleep in the big bed with her.
 
         She woke me up bright and early and made sure I washed properly and put clean clothes on. Then she brushed my hair down flat with the big brush she used to do her own hair. My hair was already curly and it took a lot of brushing to make it lie down.
 
         I could feel that she was excited, and I was too. She had put on lipstick and the rest of her make-up and was wearing perfume that smelled sharp and sweet at the same time. That, and the fact she was spending so much time getting me ready, was so rare it had to mean something very special was going to happen. And I was right.
 
         Soon after she had gone down to the shop, a big silver car pulled up outside. I was sitting in the window, from where I liked to look down on the busy street below, and saw it arrive.
 
         A few moments later, Mammy came rushing up the stairs shouting, ‘Michael, Michael. It’s time to go. Come on, quickly. John is here to take us for a drive in the country.’
         
 
         I followed her downstairs, where she hung a ‘closed’ sign behind the glass panel of the door and turned the key behind us.
 
         Mammy’s friend was standing by the big silver car, which he told me was called a Jaguar. John was shorter than Daddy, and a bit fatter and had a bald patch, but, unlike Daddy, he gave me a big grin and said he was very pleased to see me and hoped we would become friends.
 
         He opened the back door of the car and suggested I sit there. The back seat seemed very wide and had an armrest in the middle. There was an odd smell, which John explained was the smell of the leather seats. After he had fussed about Mammy and got her settled in the front, John slid in behind the wheel and we were on our way.
 
         The Jaguar was so much more smooth and comfortable than Daddy’s second-hand old banger, which used to rattle and shake all the time. It was different from driving with Daddy in other ways too. He hardly ever said a word to us, unless he was in a bad temper and shouting, but John kept up a constant stream of chatter. Mostly he spoke to Mammy, who seemed to be really enjoying herself, laughing out loud at some of his remarks, and sometimes he spoke to me.
 
         John wanted to know all about me, he said. Did I go to school, because I looked so big and grown-up. What games did I like to play? He seemed to be genuinely interested in me and I found myself chattering away in a way that wasn’t like me at all. It felt very strange. Normally, when I spoke to people, I said just a few words, and those usually out of necessity. We didn’t talk much to one another in our family and I had learned to keep everything hidden away inside. But it was nice talking to John. He had a way of making even the most ordinary things sound funny and he treated me more like a grown-up and not like a little boy.
         
 
         We eventually stopped in the countryside, where there were no other people, and we sat down beside a stream which gurgled along between grassy banks and big shady trees.
 
         John showed me how to make boats by folding squares of paper and we raced them down the stream, running alongside and whooping and cheering. I managed to fall in twice, but Mammy wasn’t cross at all. John said he had fallen into the beck which ran through his village every day when he was young. It was all part of being a boy. Mammy took off my shoes and socks and put them on the grass to dry while we had our picnic. I didn’t even mind that the sandwiches were ham and tomato.
 
         I wondered if other boys and girls did this with their parents all the time. It would be so nice to permanently feel this happy, I thought.
 
         All too soon, it was time to go home. By mid-afternoon, we were back in the Ashton Old Road.
         
 
         John gave me a pat on the head and told me he hoped to see me again soon, so we could play some more games. When I told him I hoped so too, he grinned back at me. Then he kissed Mammy on the cheek and was off.
 
         As soon as we were in the shop, Mammy became very serious. She took me by the shoulders and bent forward so that her face was level with mine. ‘This has got to be our secret, Michael,’ she told me. ‘Nobody must know about our trip with John, especially not Daddy. I know you’ve enjoyed it, and so have I, and it will be nice if we can do it again. But we won’t be able to if Daddy finds out. So you mustn’t say a word. Will you promise me?’
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘I promise. I won’t spoil our secret by telling Daddy. I want to go out with John again. It was fun.’
 
         Over the rest of that summer and autumn, then into winter, John became the only bright spot in my life. From the end of one outing, I would long for the next one.
 
         When it became too cold and wet to visit the countryside, he would take us to other places. One trip was to a museum, another to the zoo. And one of the best was when he took me to a big shop in Manchester to see Father Christmas. He asked me what I wanted for Christmas and I told him I would like a big toy truck. I didn’t really expect to get it, though. I was hardly ever given toys for presents, except by Nanny Ramsden, who had given me a football for my birthday.
         
 
         Daddy always gave me hats as presents, for Christmas and for my birthday. I had a prison warder’s hat, a policeman’s, a fireman’s and various others. They weren’t much to play with but I liked them and sometimes lined them up and pretended that people were wearing them and imagined how they would act. Occasionally, Mammy gave me crayons and pencils and drawing books, but neither she nor Daddy ever wanted to look at my drawings.
 
         I had always thought that our outings with John were too good to be true, and I should have known that something that nice wouldn’t be allowed to go on. I was a bad boy. Daddy told me that all the time, and I knew that nice things didn’t happen to bad boys. Only bad things. But I could never have known just how frightening the consequences of our secret would be.
 
         The beatings from Daddy had gone on throughout the time that John was taking us out, but they were no worse than before. The slaps and the kicks were just as unpredictable and painful, and some of the things he said were still as hurtful, but by now I had almost become accustomed to it all. I’d learned to cope with it. Daddy had always been like that, for as long as I could remember and, at least, since the night he had cut my cheek, he hadn’t used the buckle end of his belt on me.
 
         But, on the night we learned he had found out about our secret trips with John, it was terrifying. I really believed he was going to kill us both.
         
 
         It was dark when he came home and the fire was burning in the living room, where Mammy and I were watching television. I could tell by the smell of his breath, almost from the moment he came into the room, that he had been drinking, and I was anticipating the usual punishment even before he began to shout.
 
         Mammy, who had gone back to her regular zombie routine in between our outings with John, was only half-awake when Daddy hauled her out of her chair and, with no warning, hit her hard across the face with the back of his hand.
         
 
         It was so sudden it took us both off guard. Daddy usually had to work himself up into a temper before he started lashing out.
 
         Mammy screamed and fell back in her chair but he just bent forward and gave her another hard slap across the face, which made her scream again.
 
         Then he started to yell just as loudly as her. ‘You whore! You dirty, bloody whore! You’ve been seeing a bloke behind my back. How did you think you could get away with it, eh, you slut? And you took this stupid bastard brat with you. Did you want him to watch you in action? You’re a right bloody pair, aren’t you! A whore and her bastard son out with her fancy man.’
 
         ‘He’s not a fancy man,’ Mammy screamed back. ‘He’s just a friend who was being nice to us.’
 
         She managed to struggle to her feet and then Daddy began punching her in the chest. She was screaming more with every blow but he just kept on. He seemed to be out of control.
         
 
         Then he hit her across the face again and she went crashing down into the fireplace, scattering the fire tongs and brush and knocking over the coal scuttle as she landed hard on her bottom. Her left arm, which was bare almost to her shoulder, struck against the horizontal bars of the iron grate, and suddenly her screams grew even louder.
 
         ‘You’ve branded me, you swine!’ she shouted.
 
         He laughed at her. ‘Serve you right, you bloody whore,’ he said, and raised his fist again.
 
         I couldn’t stand it any longer. It was far worse than he had ever beaten Mammy before and I was afraid he was going to kill her. I rushed over to him and started kicking his legs and punching at his stomach but it had absolutely no effect on him. He just smashed me across the face with his hand and that took all the fight out of me.
 
         ‘You bloody little nobody,’ he shouted. ‘You need to be taught a lesson just like her. One that you won’t forget.’
 
         He grabbed me by the arm and neck and hauled me over to the fireplace. Mammy had crawled away and was lying on the carpet, sobbing, and nursing her burned arm in her good hand.
 
         ‘Let’s see if a little of what this slut has had will teach her bastard to behave,’ he growled. Then he took my arm and pressed the side of it, between the wrist and elbow, against the hot bars that had burned Mammy.
         
 
         It was the worst pain I had ever experienced, and I screamed out as loudly as Mammy had done. He held my arm against the grate for a second or two, but the pain seemed to go on for ever, and I could feel the agony everywhere at once – on my arm, in my head, all over. I could smell it too – singed hair and scorched flesh.
 
         When I looked at my arm it had turned bright red and I think a blister was already starting to come up.
 
         I was weeping and probably hysterical, and so was Mammy. Sobbing, she crawled over to me and put her arms around me. She could have been trying to protect me from anything else Daddy might decide to do, or maybe she just needed comforting herself.
 
         The amazing thing is, despite all that screaming, none of our neighbours came to see what was happening, even though they must have heard everything. It was just that kind of place. People minded their own business and nobody ever involved the police. But there was always gossip and everyone in the street knew every detail of one another’s lives.
 
         I don’t know if Daddy realised he had gone too far or whether he had just run out of steam, but he didn’t try to hit us any more. Instead he just glared at us both for a long while and then snarled, ‘You two make me sick,’ before storming out of the room and down the stairs.
 
         I don’t know if he was going back to the pub or to work. I was simply in such agony that I was just relieved to see him go so that he couldn’t hurt me any more.
         
 
         That is how our secret trips with John came to an end. He never came back to see us in his big Jaguar, and Mammy rarely mentioned his name again. She did tell me that she had first met John on one of her fantasy shopping trips in Manchester. She couldn’t afford to buy anything, but she loved to go in the expensive department stores and clothes shops and pretend that she was one of the rich ladies who were shopping there. She always looked at her most beautiful when she was going out on one of these fantasy sprees.
 
         She had met John while having coffee in one of the big stores. He had shared her table and they had started talking. Mammy said he was the first man to treat her like a lady for years and that’s why she had agreed to go out with him. He was simply a nice man who had treated her with respect.
 
         But in Openshaw, as in all working-class ghettos, it was impossible to do anything without your neighbours finding out. There were too many eyes.
 
         John had picked us up outside our house at Mammy’s insistence. She hoped that by being open about our outings the neighbours wouldn’t get the wrong message. But one of them obviously had and, keen to cause trouble, had told Daddy about our secret trips. We never did find out who had betrayed us.
 
         It did achieve one result, though. It made Mammy and me more determined than ever to escape.
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