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‘I had my hair done on Saturday. It looks so nice that I’m sorry I’m all dressed up and nowhere to go (joke)’

Myra Hindley, letter to her mother, 17 April 1966, two days before the ‘Moors trial’ opened at Chester Assizes
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PREFACE

‘There’s never been a single book on this case that’s got the facts right,’ former Detective Chief Superintendent Ian Fairley told me. As Hyde police station’s newest member of the CID, Fairley was one of three policemen to enter 16 Wardle Brook Avenue on the morning of 7 October 1965, bringing the Moors Murders to an end. His statement underlines one of my primary reasons for writing this book: the facts have never been properly told.

I can’t remember when I first heard about the crimes committed by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley. They occurred before I was born but have seeped into the national consciousness over the years, becoming something we absorb as part of our collective history. Although there have been other similarly horrific crimes in the decades that have passed since then, the Moors Murders case remains unparalleled in terms of the strength of emotion it provokes and the sense of utter incomprehension that a woman could abduct children with her lover, then collude in their rape, murder and burial on the moor. Repulsion at Hindley’s part in the crimes, above all, gives the case its notoriety.

Myra Hindley died in prison in November 2002 but remains as omnipresent in death as she was in life. There have been acres of newsprint written about her since the 1960s, several books about the case, as well as documentaries and drama series. Those who attempt to say anything in her defence are met with a storm of protest while those who feel that she was evil are accused of being too emotional and unwilling to believe in redemption. The truth, as always, is more complex. It is an unbearable fact that Myra Hindley was capable of love and kindness towards her family and friends, adoring of her niece and the children of those who visited her in prison, yet had been responsible for the sadistic murder of other children. The dichotomy is difficult to process – it calls to mind how the perpetrators of the Holocaust were able to inflict torture and murder on a vast scale, then return home to their families quite clear of conscience. Contrary to what some sections of the media would have us believe, people who commit monstrous acts look no different to the rest of humanity and have likes and dislikes, strengths and weaknesses too. What sets them apart are their choices – acts of appalling cruelty and violence – but otherwise they exist among us as nursery nurses, doctors, office workers, shopkeepers... In some cases, they are even children themselves – Mary Bell, Constance Kent, Robert Thompson and Jon Venables, the Doncaster boys who cannot be named...

What lay behind Hindley’s choices and whether she was genuinely remorseful or not remain points of contention. She and her supporters claim that she acted under duress and had redeemed herself, while her victims’ families and a large section of the public believe her crimes were committed out of sheer wickedness and her remorse was simply a facade to win her freedom. This book explores her motivation and what followed it as dispassionately as possible in order to leave the reader to draw his or her own conclusions.

A biography of Myra Hindley understandably draws accusations of sensationalism and unnecessarily raking over painful memories; I hope to have steered clear of the former, while the latter may also be true of almost any study of contemporary history. I’ve also tried to give a voice to the people who are rarely heard in books of this kind: the victims’ families. Myra Hindley’s supporters and friends present their views, but it seems to me that a book about someone who has committed murder should reflect – if they wish it – the impact on the people closest to the victims. The book also draws on the memories of the policemen involved with the original investigation, none of whom have ever spoken in-depth publicly about the case. Their recollections result in the overturning of a number of persistent misconceptions. Myra Hindley’s recently released prison files give new insights into the woman, her crimes and the institutions that contained her. They include personal papers, prison reports, documents and correspondence, many of which are published here for the first time.

Several books have been written on the Moors Murders case since the trial in 1966, focusing on the crimes and their detection. To date, there has only been one biography ‘proper’, published in 1988: Myra Hindley: Inside the Mind of a Murderess, by Jean Ritchie. Well researched, it was nonetheless written over 20 years ago, before such a vast archive of new documentation was made public, and focused on her life in prison. Duncan Staff’s The Lost Boy (2007) is the most recent publication on the Moors Murders; he met and corresponded with Hindley and was permitted access to some of her personal papers. Despite its subtitle, ‘The definitive story of the Moors Murders and the search for the final victim’, there are a few inaccuracies throughout the book – for instance, the date when Keith Bennett went missing is given as 18 June 1964 when it was in fact 16 June, and the photograph purporting to be of Lesley Ann Downey’s funeral is actually the funeral of John Kilbride. There are others, some of which are flagged in the text as endnotes.

Myra Hindley remains a gauge of female iniquity; One of Your Own is both a study of the woman and her crimes, and an attempt to redress various factual errors that have accumulated over the years.

I am grateful to the many people who have assisted me during the course of writing this book. It is difficult to single out anyone most deserving of thanks, but I must first of all thank Danny Kilbride, who shared at length childhood memories of his brother John and explained quietly and rationally, but no less heartfelt for that, the effect of his loss on his family over the years.

For interviews and source material (and hospitality), I would like to thank Bernard Black and his wife Margaret, Joe Chapman, Allan Grafton, Yvonne Roberts, Duncan Staff (who kindly provided tapes of his documentaries on the case), Father Michael Teader, the Revd Peter Timms and his wife Veronica, and Sara Trevelyan. I am especially grateful to Andrew McCooey for his interview and for extending permission to quote from Myra Hindley’s own words. I must also offer a heartfelt thank you to Mrs Bridget Astor, who generously allowed me access to her husband’s papers, and to Geoffrey Todd and his secretary, Paula Corbett, for making them available to me. Anne Maguire shared painful memories of the wrongful imprisonment inflicted on her and her husband and two sons, and I am grateful to her for talking to me. I’d also like to thank Angela Handley for putting me in touch with Mo Statham and Anne Murdoch. I owe a special debt of thanks to Peter Stanford, who was particularly helpful and kind in giving me access to his letters from Myra Hindley and a (then) unpublished interview with Lady Anne Tree, as well as for putting me in touch with Bridget Astor, Anne Maguire and the Revd Peter Timms, and for providing a lively interview and ideas for further research. Clive Entwistle, the first reporter to speak to Myra Hindley and the most knowledgeable, gave me a terrifically helpful interview; his documentary, The Moors Murders (1999), is exceptional in its detail and accuracy. I must also thank Michael Attwell for his documentary, Myra: The Making of a Monster (2003), and Katie Kinnard for sending me a copy of Martina Cole’s documentary, Lady Killers: Myra Hindley (2008). Thanks, too, to Norman Luck for allowing me to draw on his interview with Dorothy Wing.

I spent a wonderful day with Margaret Mounsey and want to thank her for that and our contact since, and for sharing with me memories of her husband, the redoubtable Joe Mounsey. To Mike Massheder, I offer my thanks for his insights and friendship, and extend the same to Ian Fairley, Tom McVittie and Bob Spiers, all of whom are exceptional men. I’d also like to thank Maureen Spiers for the lunch she provided when I interviewed her husband.

Anthony Ainsworth talked to me about the geography of the moor and provided the introduction to Norie Miles, Winnie Johnson’s close friend; sadly, he died a few months after this book was published. Norie Miles has studied the photographs taken by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley and also facilitated an interview with Winnie Johnson. I thank them both, and Elizabeth Bond who looks after Winnie.

Although David Smith did not wish to be interviewed for a book about Myra Hindley, I am very grateful to him for agreeing to an informal chat, and for his and his wife Mary’s hospitality. Thank you, too, to their son David and his wife Diane, for providing initial contact.

Together with my son River, I spent two wonderful days at the splendid National Library of Wales, where the papers of Emlyn Williams are kept. The staff there – Manon Foster, Anwen Pierce, Glyn Parry, Caronwen Samuel and others – were unfailingly kind and helpful, and I’d like to thank them not only for their assistance with the Williams’ archive, but also for making my son so welcome. I only wish the staff of every archive were as thoughtful and knowledgeable. Thanks, too, to the staff of the National Archive in Kew for their assistance with Myra Hindley’s prison files, and National Image Library Manager Paul Johnson especially for his kindness and patience in dealing with the photographs. I’d also like to thank the staff at the Brynmor Jones Library at the University of Hull for providing copies of Myra Hindley’s letters held there.

Many literary sources have informed this book, and I am grateful to the authors and publishers for allowing me permission to quote from their works.

Closer to home, I must thank my agent, Jan Michael, and her agent, Jane Judd, for supporting the project from the start. Jan’s suggestions on the text were incisive and made a difference to the manuscript generally, and Jane and her husband Brian very kindly let me stay with them while I worked in London. At Mainstream, I offer sincere thanks to Bill Campbell, Peter MacKenzie, Deborah Warner, Ailsa Morrison, Graeme Blaikie, Karyn Millar and all the staff for their hard work and faith in the book.

And literally closest to home, I have to thank my friend Tricia Room especially, for ferrying me around various places and discussing ideas. I’m also grateful to my family and other friends for putting up with me while I wrote the book, and to my mother, for listening as I talked about it every day and for looking after River when I needed more time to write. And to River, who knew only the most basic facts of the book, I offer the deepest thanks, for keeping me grounded and bringing joy into my life while I worked on a complex and distressing subject.

I corresponded, briefly, with Ian Brady, and would like to echo Danny Kilbride’s words: ‘Tell us where Keith is. Stop being a coward. There’s a little boy out there on the moor who should be brought home to his family. It can’t end like this.’

Finally, there is one other person I would like to acknowledge, whom I did not meet whilst working on this book, but who contacted me after publication. That person is now my partner, Keith’s brother Alan Bennett. His support, courage and love mean everything to me and I want to thank him for it all from my heart, with love.
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A radio station that ran a £500 sweepstake asking listeners to predict the time of Moors Murderer Myra Hindley’s death has been branded irresponsible and insensitive by the radio watchdog. The Manchester station Key 103 asked listeners to ring in with the time Hindley would ‘meet her maker’... The item followed an afternoon news bulletin announcing Hindley had received the last rites.

The Guardian, 17 January 2003



Her funeral was held at night.

Rain slanted in from the Fens, as it had all day, beating with a thin, hollow sound on the roof of the small 1930s-built chapel. The gardens of remembrance were pitch-black, but the gravel courtyard burned with light and the white draughts of breath issuing from the multitude of journalists who represented every broadsheet, tabloid and TV news company in the country. Closer to the chapel, and guarding the gates, were the legions of police drafted in to search the grounds for intruders, the luminous bands on their uniforms a glare of brilliant yellow among the black trees.

But no one uninvited came. The warning to the public to stay away proved unnecessary, for in a curiously medieval display of suspicion the woman was shunned in death. There were none of the incendiary scenes of rage and hatred predicted by jittery government officials. In life, all that she said and did met with widespread revilement; the ferocity of feeling she evoked gave rise to seething statements by those who could not reach her and physical violence by fellow women prisoners. The few who sought to defend her found themselves attacked. But in death, it was as if her power to terrify and repulse was multiplied – as if mere nearness to her corpse would contaminate the bystander.

Against that backdrop, the burning of her body was not simply a funeral rite. It was an act of ancient justice. The woman herself had sensed that no resting place on earth could contain her bones peacefully; she left instructions in her will that her remains be cremated and her ashes scattered in secrecy.

‘I know people would have liked for me to be chucked into a pond three times to discover if I sank or swam,’ she wrote, five years before her death.1 It was a shrewd observation. The nature of her crimes and their unfathomable source tapped into old, unspoken fears.

Whilst she was free and still young, she and her lover visited the Perthshire village of Dunning, where they climbed through a gap in a wall to reach the cross-capped stone cairn that marks the execution place of an obscure witch. A grainy black-and-white photograph captures the woman perched on the monument, grimacing, staring at nothing. The stones behind her are daubed in white paint: ‘Maggie Wall, burnt here 1657 as a witch’.

A few weeks later, detectives searching the house the woman shared with her lover dug deep into the garden, uprooting plants and destroying the little rockery where a boulder stolen from Maggie Wall’s grave sat, squat as a toad.

No one wanted to drive the hearse carrying Myra Hindley. Discreet enquiries had been made by the Prison Service more than a year before, when her health was already in steep decline. The authorities had anticipated a problem, but the volume of refusals took them by surprise; in Suffolk, within whose boundaries Highpoint Prison lies, every firm of funeral directors declined to handle the body. Their response was echoed by larger companies nationwide. Finally, after months of negotiations, a firm was found in a town 200 miles away who reluctantly agreed, its identity protected by the Prison Service and Home Office officials, who would divulge no more than that the firm was located somewhere in the North. Police then approached West Suffolk crematorium, with a view to holding the funeral service there, but were turned down. An internal prison memo noted: ‘Ipswich crematorium also refused to cremate Myra... I will make further enquiries regarding costs and funding and try to find out how the funeral of Fred West was managed, as this is the closest parallel I can think of.’2 Eventually, Cambridge City crematorium consented to the service, providing strict conditions were met.

In her will, Myra had requested the presence of 12 close family and friends, though the chapel secured for her funeral could accommodate 60 mourners. Her mother, brother-in-law and 27-year-old niece informed the authorities that they wouldn’t be attending. A couple of invited friends were also expected to avoid the ceremony, which, like all the funeral arrangements, was funded by Myra’s estate (reports that she had willed other monies to charities, including the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, were refuted; the NSPCC said it had no record of her as a benefactor and that donations from her estate, if offered, would be returned immediately). Another memo, strictly confidential, posited a question: ‘Will Ian Brady be allowed to attend the funeral? For guidance: he is not related to Myra Hindley and has had no continuing contact with her.’3

Myra’s death from natural causes – bronchial pneumonia brought on by hypertension and coronary heart disease – occurred on Friday, 15 November 2002 in a remote corner of West Suffolk Hospital, Bury St Edmunds. Afterwards, Room J on Ward G2 was torn apart by staff with instructions to incinerate every article, from the bed linen to Myra’s clothing. A spokesman told the press that the hospital administration was sensitive to future patients and therefore ‘the room has been cleared of everything that was used during her care and has been redecorated’.4 The smell of fresh paint drifted down the corridor, but not as far as the mortuary, where Myra lay isolated from the other dead and under constant police guard.

The anonymous firm of undertakers came for her on the evening of 20 November. Her 5 ft 8 in. ‘heavily built’ body was laid out in a light beech coffin with gold handles.5 Once the lid had been secured, they covered it with white lilies and orange gerberas, then carried the coffin through to the waiting hearse, driven up to one of the rear exits. Cellophane-wrapped chrysanthemums and bouquets of carnations filled the glass compartment where the coffin would rest. After a few minor security checks, the hearse departed under police escort.

A reporter noted that a doctor standing at the exit doors muttered ‘good riddance’ before returning to his rounds.6

One of the attendant policemen told the reporter that the floral tributes would be destroyed, although the cards were to be kept for Myra’s ailing mother, living in sheltered accommodation in Manchester under an assumed name. In the courtyard where the two men stood hunched against the rain, the glorious flowers were momentarily visible as the hearse turned onto the road for the crematorium. In a low voice, the policeman said, ‘There should have been thorns.’7

The mourners arrived in two cars shortly before half past seven, directed to the back of the crematorium to escape the media’s probing questions and cameras. Myra’s mother was too frail to make the journey, but Andrew McCooey, Myra’s steadfast solicitor, was there, as was her barrister, Edward Fitzgerald QC, the leading human rights lawyer who married a granddaughter of Lord Longford, Myra’s most vocal campaigner.

Among the other mourners was Bridget Astor, widow of Observer editor David Astor, whom Myra regarded as her adoptive father. Bridget recalls, ‘It was a very quiet affair. There were only about eight or ten people in all. Tricia, a former partner of Myra’s and still a close friend, didn’t go either, despite what the press said. She rang me up afterwards and said, “Tell me every detail.” I went with my daughter Lucy, who had once visited Myra with me. We travelled to Suffolk by train with the two lawyers, Andrew McCooey and Edward Fitzgerald. There were two other people at the chapel who looked as if they didn’t want to talk to us, but they were definitely among the mourners. An elderly lady and another woman. I just felt they were hostile in some way. I remember thinking, “What have the police done with the crowds of troublemakers?” There weren’t any. That was interesting. I saw the barriers, those cattle-fence things. The funeral was very dignified.’8

Three members of the crematorium staff were brought in for the service. The mourners sat talking quietly, listening to the persistent drumming of the rain on the chapel roof. Outside, where camera crews stood rank and file behind the steel barriers, exhaust fumes from vehicles passing on the main road coiled and vanished in the beam of generators. In lay-bys, long-distance truck drivers settled down in their cabs for the night, while others woke from their naps and continued on their journeys. Most had no knowledge of the funeral about to occur; those who did sounded their horns or shouted as they passed the crematorium gates. But that was all.

A set of headlights swung onto the driveway of the chapel, followed by a second, and the press threw down their cigarettes, stamped the numbness from their feet and began jostling for an uninterrupted view of the black Volvo carrying Myra’s coffin. The tyres of the police escort vehicle ground over the gravel, then waited to let the hearse pass. Flashguns lit up the clock tower of the crematorium and the stark rows of winter trees lining the path. The hearse drew up to the chapel porch and the pallbearers stepped out, clutching their coats against the wind and rain.

Father Michael Teader, Myra’s priest and close friend, appeared from inside the chapel, his white cassock billowing in the wind. A solitary lamp hung creaking in the porch, and the priest stooped below its flickering light to sprinkle holy water on Myra’s coffin before the pallbearers raised it onto their shoulders. They entered the chapel beneath a stone arch engraved with the Latin text: Mors Janua Vitae – Death is the Gateway to Life. The doors of the chapel silently closed; the press had had their last encounter with Myra Hindley.

Afterwards, Andrew McCooey described his former client’s funeral as ‘very quiet, in the sense that there weren’t too many people... The priest did give a very proper service for the people who were there. His theme was basically the parable of the prodigal son returning home and that really was it.’9

Father Michael addressed the mourners from the lectern beside the coffin on the blue-clothed catafalque. ‘I used the story of the prodigal son at her funeral because I felt she was the prodigal daughter,’ he explains seven years later. ‘She’d gone away from the decency of humanity and from God, but somewhere she made the decision to return to us and to the Church. God forgave her and she became a different person.’10 He conducted a short Mass, and the music Myra had requested on her deathbed, Albinoni’s Adagio, briefly masked the pattering rain. When the service ended, the curtains were drawn while the crematorium staff bore the coffin to the incinerator, where it was heated to 1,000°C and razed to a pile of ash. The crumbling residue was covertly removed through a side entrance, carried to a prison van and driven away from the black, wet Fenlands.

There had been endless press speculation about Myra’s ashes. Cambridge City Council, on whose property she was cremated, issued a statement: ‘The cremated remains will be taken as soon as they are available after the funeral back with the Prison Service. They will take possession of them and will make the arrangements in consultation with the family as to what happens with them.’11 The Prison Service put out a statement of their own: ‘Myra Hindley did not say exactly where she wanted her ashes placed because she was worried that the news might leak out. She left it to Father Michael to scatter them in a peaceful and secret place.’12 In truth, Myra had specified where her ashes should be scattered, and by whom. Her powdery remains were handed first to the Prison Service and then to her family, who gave them to her ex-partner, Tricia Cairns. On a clear day in February 2003, she scattered Myra’s ashes at Stalybridge Country Park, an area of woodland and water at the foot of Saddleworth Moor. One tabloid claimed to have photographed the ashes and printed a picture of a leafless shrub shrouded in white dust. The possibility that someone would attempt to photograph Myra in death seemed strangely inevitable; an internal memo from Suffolk Constabulary noted: ‘Photographs of Hindley alive are greatly valued. Those of her dead are believed to be worth more.’13

For it was, after all, by a photograph that the world knew Myra Hindley best: an image that captured ‘the most evil woman who ever lived’, ‘the devil’s daughter’, ‘a Medusa’, a ‘peroxide-haired Gorgon’ and ‘a disgrace to womankind’.14 A photograph sealed her transformation from convicted murderess to something that modern language could not adequately convey: she was both the stuff of age-old nightmares – hence the references to mythical female horrors – and the depraved product of modern society. ‘She was the end of innocence.’15

Throughout her years in prison, Myra fought against the impact of the photograph, launching persistent campaigns to rehabilitate herself in the public eye. She grew bitter when they failed. In an open letter to The Guardian, she wrote: ‘The truth of this continuing Gothic soap opera is that most people don’t want to accept that people like myself can change. They prefer to keep me frozen in time together with that awful mugshot so that their attitudes, beliefs and perceptions can remain intact.’16 Each fresh story of her efforts to educate herself, to express remorse, or of her conversion to ‘good Catholic girl’ was accompanied by the same infamous photograph. Towards the end of her life she admitted defeat: the crude black-and-white mugshot from October 1965 was impossible to efface. It defined her, no matter how fervently she and her supporters insisted she had changed, and would serve as her epitaph.

She was 23 when the photograph was taken in the basement cells of Hyde police station. Six months later, the ‘Moors’ trial closed at Chester Assizes and Myra began life in prison. She and her lover, Ian Brady, were known then to have killed two children and one teenager; they were also strongly suspected of killing a twelve-year-old boy and a sixteen-year-old girl, but the police investigation was contentiously shelved, although the case itself remained open. Two of their victims were discovered buried on the vast, bleak moor between the villages of Greenfield in Lancashire and Holmfirth in Yorkshire. The crimes had gone undetected until David Smith, Myra’s then brother-in-law, told the police that he had witnessed a murder in the newly built council house Myra and Ian shared, and that Ian had boasted of other victims, on the moor. David Smith insisted that Myra was no mere accessory to her lover’s crimes but an active participant. She denied his claims for almost a quarter of a century; although she never admitted an equal role in the murders, she did eventually confess that the children had been willing to go anywhere she and Ian suggested, simply because they trusted her. Like all children of that era, they had been diligently warned about strange men, but it never crossed their young minds to fear a woman.

The murders were cold and calculated, committed, in the parlance of the day, ‘for kicks’. When the known details were made public, there was both seismic shock and outrage, and calls for the two accused to be hanged. But there could be no question of that; the Murder (Abolition of the Death Penalty) Act had been passed one month after their last victim was killed. The convicted pair were sent to prison for life instead.17 Ian Brady accepted that he would never be free and apparently succumbed to mental illness; Myra worked obsessively at winning parole, sustained by a number of high-profile figures who crusaded publicly on her behalf, and she kept her sanity.

Widespread indignation greeted Myra’s reaction to her punishment. Her desire for freedom seemed unaccountably arrogant in view of the relentless suffering endured by the families of her victims. Her resistance to insanity once she had – or professed she had – come to terms with her crimes defied common logic. The idea that she could have committed such appalling acts of cruelty over a sustained length of time, then emerged with a sound mind and the good heart her campaigners accredited to her was deemed unthinkable.

And yet, in reverse, it had proved possible: a few years before the murders began, in the close-knit streets of Gorton where she was raised, young Myra was regarded by local mothers as a dependable, cheery babysitter. As a teenager, she defended her sister and school friends against neighbourhood bullies. Despite claims by both Myra and those who have written about her, there was nothing substantive in her background to hint at the crimes she committed in her early twenties. Her roots were as normal and absent of wickedness as that most homely of local dishes, the Lancashire hotpot.

But if that is the case, then might it not also follow that her crusaders may have been right and that a succession of Home Secretaries acted unethically in keeping a repentant and rehabilitated woman imprisoned? After her death, should Myra Hindley be viewed with more compassion than she was in life? Or is the summing up of her character by the detective in charge of the original Moors Murders investigation closer to the unpalatable truth: ‘She was an evil girl – if you ask me who was responsible for what [she and Ian Brady] did, I’d say it was six of one and half a dozen of the other.’18

In her unpublished autobiography, Myra declared: ‘I am a child of Gorton, in Manchester. Infamous, I have become disowned, but I am one of your own.’19 Towards the end of her life, she gave her birthplace and site of her crimes another name. One of the few journalists to whom she spoke relatively unguardedly recalls: ‘The one phrase that really sticks in my mind is that she referred to Manchester as “Victim Country”. She was talking to me about a friend who lived in the area and she said, “She lives in Victim Country.”’20

The red warren of Gorton’s terraced houses where every working day began and ended with the din of the foundry buzzer; the soot, brick and iron of the streets and the high-railed playgrounds of old Victorian primary schools where countless knees had grazed and beaded with blood on the asphalt... And then the moor: the stark swell of the land, with its pallet of myrtle green, charcoal and indigo; the black stone ruins and barrelling winds, and birds that spark up from the heather like tinder. Two very different geographies overlaid with a chilling name: ‘Victim Country’. Her journey through it, from wartime slum-kid to funeral pariah, was down a long and crooked path.
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Gorton Girl: 23 July 1942 – 21 December 1960
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The Mancunians in particular are rooted in the myth right up to their heads; they’re narrow-minded, conventional people who believe everything they read or see or hear – and they’re vengeful.

Myra Hindley, letter, February 1985



‘Once upon a time,’ she wrote, ‘I was simply Myra Hindley, a very normal child.’1 In her memory, Gorton was ‘a tough but respectable working-class district. There was a lot of poverty but virtually no crime and a strong ethos of Victorian prudery.’2 Today, the Gorton of Myra’s childhood no longer exists. It was swept away in the 1960s and 1970s, when town planners ordered its demolition as part of the city’s slum-clearance programme. Most of the inhabitants were resettled on overspill estates in council houses and tower blocks that were supposed to provide them with a better standard of living; what was lost was a watertight sense of community, replaced by crime levels and rigid disenchantment as high as the electricity pylons dominating the skyline.

Ghosts of the old Gorton remain – the odd, mouldering pub and recognisable street name – but the rest has gone. It was once a neighbourhood interchangeable with countless others throughout the north of England, an urban village where the inhabitants all knew each other and life revolved around the neighbourhood. There were few, if any, feelings of inferiority; everyone was in the same boat. Apart from the weekly wage, the only other source of income was an occasional win on the horses or (for the truly blessed) a windfall on the football pools. Communities were close-knit because different branches of one family lived in the same street or nearby; children ran between virtually identical homes of grandparents, aunts and uncles. This invisible gridwork extended to leisure, where outings were taken en masse, with whole streets hiring a charabanc to ferry them to the nippy coast for the day. The era of cheap foreign holidays was but a speck on the horizon; Gorton’s clans looked forward to public holidays and traditions to lighten their working lot – Easter, Shrove Tuesday, Whitsun, Guy Fawkes, Christmas, New Year’s Eve. Otherwise the days were indistinguishable: when the buzzer of the foundry sounded every morning and afternoon, a labour-filthy line of men poured down Gorton Lane, leaving or returning to condemned houses where their wives strove to manage an equally heavy workload of domesticity.

It was into these unambiguous surroundings that Myra was born, as she wrote in her autobiography, ‘an ordinary baby’, in the middle of the Second World War.3 Her mother, Nellie Hindley, went into labour on the sweltering midweek afternoon of 22 July 1942, and travelled six miles by bus from Gorton to Crumpsall Hospital, a former workhouse. Nellie was 22, delicate in appearance though headstrong in character, and had been married for little more than a year when she fell pregnant with her first child. Her husband, Bob, was serving in the war overseas and so it was on her mother Ellen Maybury’s arm that Nellie leaned as she made her way to F Block, the hospital’s maternity wing stretching over four floors.

In the early hours of the morning, Nellie gave birth to a healthy daughter whom she called Myra, a name that had been popular since the mid nineteenth century. A hundred years after it came into common usage, ‘Myra’ fell into sharp obscurity, a phenomenon entirely due to the deeds of the girl born that stifling night in the red-brick Victorian building in north Manchester.

Nellie entrusted the baby into Ellen’s care while she returned to her job as a factory machinist earning a meagre wage. Ellen now became ‘Gran’ to all the family and was to be the most constant figure in Myra’s life, providing her with a proper home and the stability of unconditional love. In common with most children of her age, Myra grew up in a house where the mantelpiece bore a sepia photograph of a soldier killed in the Great War: Gran’s first husband, Peter. When the war ended, Gran married a coal carter, Bert Maybury, and with her son and daughter from her first marriage, James and Louie, settled into a cramped house at 24 Beasley Street in Gorton. Three more children followed: Anne, Bert junior and, in 1920, Myra’s mother Nellie. Louie died of peritonitis shortly after her marriage to an Irishman called Jim, and Myra was fascinated to hear how Gran’s hair had turned white overnight from grief.

Myra’s parents met in 1938. Eighteen-year-old, wilful Nellie began a fiery courtship with twenty-five-year-old Robert (Bob) Hindley, who was tall, dark-haired and sinewy. The Mayburys were Protestant, and though the teenage Nellie was indifferent to religion, she was scathing of the Catholic Church, a ubiquitous presence in Gorton. Bob was born and raised a Catholic: he had been educated by monks at the school in the shadow of St Francis’ Monastery on Gorton Lane. Religion was rarely a cause for argument during the early days of their courtship – that came when Myra was born – but Nellie and Bob had furious rows and equally passionate reconciliations. They married in 1940 and moved into the two-up, two-down house on Beasley Street that was packed to the creaking rafters with occupants: Gran’s husband had died, but her other children – James (Jim), Annie and Bert junior – had not yet left home.

Bob Hindley wasn’t part of the household for long. A flair for sport at school led to enrolment in the Parachute Regiment; he took part in regimental boxing matches and won the championship. During the war, he worked as an aircraft fitter and left the damp streets of Gorton for the broiling heat of North Africa, Cyprus and Italy. ‘I must have been conceived during his period of leave from the army after a night on the booze,’ Myra reflected years later. ‘It would have been better if I wasn’t born at all.’4 On his next leave, Bob and Nellie had a fierce quarrel over the baby. He wanted Myra to be baptised, but Nellie was against it. They reached an uneasy compromise: Nellie agreed that Bob could have his wish provided Myra would not have to attend a Catholic school. Bob relented, and on 16 August 1942, Myra was duly baptised at St Francis’ Monastery. Her Uncle Bert’s girlfriend, a sensible young Catholic woman named Kath, was godmother. Myra’s father had already returned to his regiment.

The Luftwaffe flew regular sorties over the streets of Gorton, targeting the foundry and damaging the schools adjacent to the monastery. The backyard of Gran’s house held an Anderson bomb shelter, but it was seldom used by Gran and her tenants, who felt safer in the communal shelter at the end of Beasley Street. Although Bob was at war, and Myra’s Aunt Annie and Uncle Jim had each left home after marrying, there were still five people living in Gran’s tiny house: Bert and his girlfriend Kath, Nellie, baby Myra and Gran herself. The family ran so often to the communal shelter that as soon as the air-raid sirens began to sound their ear-splitting wail, each person embarked on their individual task: Gran and Kath would dash straight out to join the neighbours flooding towards the shelter, while Nellie scooped Myra up from her cot, swaddled her in a blanket and handed her to Bert, who was a fast sprinter. In her autobiography, Myra records the story of how on one occasion Nellie leapt upstairs to retrieve her daughter and, in her panic to escape, flung the baby down to Uncle Bert, who was waiting to catch her at the foot of the stairs. He missed – and Myra flew through the air, landing safely in a thick pile of washing in a tub on the stairs. From then on, Nellie always clutched Myra in her arms as she hastily negotiated the stairs.

Life at Beasley Street was cosily populated by women, apart from Bert, who had inherited his parents’ gentleness and easy-going nature. ‘Like most families at this time, we made the best of what we had,’ Myra recalled. ‘I was strongly influenced by my uncle Bert, who was a father figure. He was kindly and caring.’5 She couldn’t recall him ever losing his temper and one of her earliest memories was of being thrown deftly into the air by Bert under the washing hung up in the parlour while she screamed with delight. ‘I always went to [him] for help and advice. I respected him,’ she mused, ‘but somehow I seem to have inherited my dad’s strength of character.’6

After VE Day, when Bob Hindley came home permanently, three-year-old Myra’s reaction to her father was cautious, even slightly fearful. He did his best to win her love and trust, but it rapidly degenerated into a formidable battle of wills: his, and those of his spirited daughter.

In her autobiography, Myra recalls that her father found it difficult to adjust to civilian life; his wartime experiences were bottled up inside him, something he either couldn’t or wouldn’t articulate. Like his own father, he began working as a labourer at Gorton Foundry, which had withstood the Luftwaffe bombs to retain its dominance as ‘a thudding reverberant wilderness of brick and iron’ in Gorton Lane.7 Bob’s return had several repercussions, one of which was a new home for his family. Myra sobbed when her mother told her they were going to live in their own house but was slightly placated when she saw how close it was to Gran’s – literally round the corner, at 20 Eaton Street – and virtually identical, although with the twin benefits of electricity and a tiled fireplace. The similarities were odious: an army of cockroaches that scuttled under furniture and into cracks in the walls whenever a light flicked on, and rooms that were just as poky and mottled with damp. The back bedroom, which should have accommodated Myra, had a leaky ceiling and rotting floorboards. She slept in a single bed in her parents’ room, resenting the change and the person responsible for it: ‘I hated him for forcing us to move away from Gran’s... having to listen to him snoring and blowing off was a nightmare.’8

Bob persevered in building a relationship with Myra. Both he and Nellie were proud of her looks; the resemblance to her father grew more marked as Myra entered her teens, but as a toddler the determined Hindley chin was offset by large grey eyes and a heavy mop of blonde curls. Nellie always ensured that Myra left the house in clothes that were clean, neat and as pretty as their meagre income allowed. If Nellie tried to put a hat on Myra, Bob objected, enjoying the compliments his daughter’s curls drew. He was careful to spend time alone with her, visiting nearby Belle Vue, the huge entertainment complex where crowds flocked to the pleasure gardens, roller coasters, Speedway stadium, greyhound racing, pubs, dancing and zoo. Curiously, Myra remembered those visits with less emotion than a trip father and daughter took into the city centre, where in Lewis’s department store she suddenly needed the toilet but was too frightened to go into the Ladies alone. Sympathetic to his daughter, Bob asked to see the manager and insisted that Myra be permitted to go into the Gents with him. He refused to listen to objections and eventually the manager gave in.

Bob also took Myra to his relatives, who lived less than a mile away in Longsight. The little girl didn’t warm to her paternal grandmother, whom she addressed as Nana Hindley; Bob’s mother had dyed curls, wore garish make-up, liked to air her opinions and was a complete contrast to softly spoken, naturally pretty Gran. Her maternal aunts and uncles lived almost on the doorstep: Annie and her husband lived in Gorton’s Railway View, while Bert and Kath had married and lived a mile away in Clayton. Jim, to whom Myra was never close, lived in Dukinfield, four miles from Gorton.

Despite the sleeping arrangements at Eaton Street, on 21 August 1946, Nellie gave birth to a second daughter. Myra’s sister Maureen had a shock of dark hair and petite, birdlike features. There was no jealousy on Myra’s part at the new addition to the family; she worshipped her sister and called her by Bob’s nickname for the baby: Moby. Sometimes she called her Mo Baby or just Mo, pet names that lasted into adulthood. Like Myra, Maureen was baptised into the Catholic faith at Bob’s insistence. Unlike her, she was not a baby who slept well and most nights were splintered with her sudden wails and lengthy bouts of crying. Nellie found it increasingly hard to cope. Weekday mornings were the worst; Myra helped occupy the baby while Bob dressed and Nellie prepared breakfast.

Another mouth to feed stretched the warring parents’ resources to the limit and Bob started bare-knuckle fighting in the evenings to bring in extra money, even though he was disadvantaged by a war wound. Promoters sponsored the matches, which were held in local halls in ‘blood tubs’ – a moniker which suited the brutish nature of the fights, with their ill-matched contestants and dearth of fair rules. But after an accident at the foundry left him unable to walk without a pronounced limp, Bob retired from fighting and spent his days with other unemployed and elderly men in Gorton’s pubs. There were three pubs on adjacent corners of Gorton Lane, in the shadow of his old workplace: the Bessemer, the Shakespeare and, Bob’s preferred bolthole, the Steelworks Tavern (the Steelie). His transformation from brawny, newly demobbed breadwinner to jobless semi-invalid got to him most when he drank – his behaviour after last orders was a running thread in Myra’s post-trial writings and conversation.

She summarised Bob’s violence in an article she submitted to The Guardian in 1995: ‘[He] went off to the pub every night and being a taciturn, bad-tempered man, almost always got into a fight... and staggered home bruised and bleeding. I was often sent to the pub to retrieve his jacket which he’d taken off before fighting; it was the only “good” one he had. When my mother berated him for the state he was in, he began knocking her about and when I tried to prevent him, I was hit too.’9

Her parents began to row again fiercely at home, and Gran was Myra’s ally when the fights became physical: ‘Gran was protective of me and we would both protect Mam by attacking him, even before I started school... I remember Gran bashing him with a rolled-up newspaper while I tried to pull his legs from under him.’10 She laughed as she recounted the story to her prison therapist, explaining how she ‘concentrated on the leg with the war wound, which was the weakest one’.11 Nellie was no cowering victim; as her daughters grew older, she would drink copiously in the Steelie’s lounge while Bob stayed in the vault with the men, and she was always as quick as her husband to launch into rows with a punch, but his build, strength and boxing skills made him a fearsome opponent.

Myra created a hostile picture of her father in her re-written autobiography and later conversations, incorporating everything from ‘his oily, greasy hands... clutching a piece of bread’ to an incident when he struck her after finding her smearing shaving foam on her face and scraping it off with a kitchen knife.12 She maintained that she was singled out by her father for hidings, while her sister was never hit. In her autobiography, there is no mention of violence at her mother’s hands, but Myra told her ex-partner Tricia Cairns a different story; according to her, Myra was beaten so badly by her mother that her ears bled, but she spared her mother in print because Nellie stood by her at the trial and afterwards.

While there is no reason to doubt Myra’s accounts of being hit by her parents, the slant she put on the stories appears to depend on what purpose was served by their telling. She quickly learned through her encounters with prison doctors that dwelling on a troubled childhood worked in her favour and might be viewed as a mitigating factor in her own psychological make-up. In her Guardian article, written as she was approaching another bid for parole, she mused, ‘With hindsight I can see that my sense of family values and relationships were seriously undermined by [my father’s] influence on me as a child... he was far from being a good role model.’13 She was silent both on the subject of her father’s sufferings – although that clearly doesn’t excuse his behaviour – and the feminine role models that cushioned her life: indulgent Gran, perhaps her mother Nellie, and certainly aunts Annie and Kath.

The notion that this was the point at which Myra ‘accepted’ violence, with fatal consequences, is endorsed by Professor Malcolm MacCulloch (former medical director of Ashworth Hospital, previously Park Lane Hospital) in Duncan Staff’s book about the Moors Murders, The Lost Boy. In the absence of a fluent explanation behind the crimes from the protagonists themselves and ‘in keeping with our culture’s Freudian cast of mind’, Staff’s book is one of many which tries to stitch the fabric of the past into a satisfactory psychological pattern from which the murders then emerge. The credibility of such theories is somewhat undermined by the unfortunate commonness of Myra’s childhood experiences.

Although there can be no justification for the mistreatment Myra witnessed and endured as she grew up, or the beatings that Nellie took from her husband, what occurred in the Hindley household was relatively routine in that era and environment; Myra was honest enough to admit as much in her Guardian article: ‘Friday and Saturday nights were known as “wife-beating” nights: the men worked hard all week and many spent the weekends drinking. Pub closing times were dreaded, because we all knew what would happen. Women ran out into the street, trying to escape from being beaten. All of the kids used to jump out of bed and rush outside to try to stop our fathers hurting our mothers, and we were often turned on too.’14

Children were regularly clouted by their parents – and other adults – for the mildest of misdemeanours. Unlike Maureen, who didn’t challenge her parents until she was old enough to leave home, as Myra grew up she answered back when her parents rebuked her and was deliberately cheeky, despite knowing that a whack would follow. If Bob and Nellie sought to intimidate Myra by blows, they did not succeed: by the time she was a teenager, Myra was on the whole doing and saying exactly as she pleased. In her late teens, she began dealing with Bob’s attacks on her mother by meting out even harsher beatings on him. Her father was weakened then by his war wound and work injury; he would fight with his wife but never retaliated against Myra, except to hold up his arms to defend himself when she punched him and hit him about the body with his own stick. There are hints that her attacks came from something other than a need to protect her mother; by the time she was approaching her twenties, she was known in Gorton as a fighter, and Jim Burns, the uncle to whom Myra was never close, described her ‘temper and meanness as a child’ as having become ‘major faults’.15 Father and daughter were in many senses cut from the same cloth, as Myra confided in a trusted friend 40 years later: ‘If my father were alive, people would notice how much I resemble him in looks – at least I did when I was young, and I know I took after him in temperament in many respects too.’16

She privately admitted that if Ian Brady suffered as a result of his fractured upbringing, she could not validly claim the same: ‘I didn’t have any traumas in my childhood as he may have done. I didn’t have a grudge against the world or society. I had no excuse for my actions.’17
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Progress and conduct: satisfactory.

Personality: not very sociable.

Attendance: consistently unsatisfactory.

Myra Hindley’s school report,

Ryder Brow Secondary Modern, 1954



‘Any good in me comes from my gran,’ Myra wrote to her idealised father figure, David Astor, three years before her death. ‘She was a wise, gentle, polite and kindly lady who had not had an easy life and worked her fingers to the bone to make ends meet. She loved me dearly and I loved her more than anyone in the world.’1 After years of accommodating her children and their spouses, Gran felt as if she rattled like a pea in a bucket alone in the house on Beasley Street. She suggested to Nellie that four-year-old Myra move in to keep her company, perhaps hoping it would help diffuse the tension between Nellie and Bob. He was opposed to the idea, Myra recalled: ‘I wanted to go back to Gran’s but Dad wouldn’t let me... eventually he said I could but had to come home for meals.’2 She doesn’t explain why her father was against the move; it may well have been that he feared his daughter would become spoiled by living with her overindulgent grandmother. Myra had three disparate examples of adult behaviour guiding her through her childhood: her strict father, her extremely lenient grandmother and her inconsistent mother, who would let Myra do as she liked one minute, then wallop her for relatively little the next.

Myra’s permanent departure from home to Gran’s house is often perceived as an unnecessary upheaval of Dickensian cruelty, instilling her with ‘a lurking sense of rejection’ and the fact that ‘there had never been any question of Moby being the one to go’ made her banishment seem complete.3 In reality, there was no discussion about which child should be sent to live with Gran for the simple reason that the request for Myra came from Gran herself; Maureen was then a very young baby who needed her mother. The two houses were so close that Myra could skip between them in a matter of minutes, and she certainly wasn’t the only child in Gorton to live with a grandparent: it was a practical arrangement in the overcrowded terraces where working mothers had to rely on family members to mind the kids. And Myra was pleased with the move. Living with Gran meant respite from her bickering, irritable parents. She continued to eat at home because her father insisted upon it but was soon telling her mother that Gran was a better cook, and received a slap for her cheekiness. She was ‘forced to eat meals, especially fish, which I hated. I would eat it and be sick rather than get a good hiding.’4 When she was older and refused to eat what was on her plate, Nellie resorted to serving a side dish of chips at every meal, determined that Myra would leave home with some food in her tummy.

A year later, Myra and Gran moved to 22 Beasley Street. Their new home was scarcely an improvement on the last. As before, the front door opened straight into the front room or ‘parlour’, where there was a stove and an open staircase, and the second of the two ground-floor rooms was a gloomy space with a lean-to scullery where cold water wheezed from a single tap into a Belfast sink. Upstairs, the wintry back bedroom overlooked the toilet shed in the yard and faced the back window of the Hindley house on Eaton Street. The room was too cold to be functional; Gran slept downstairs next to the stove, while Myra had the front bedroom, sleeping on a tick mattress on a lumpy bed. The furnishings were few: a wardrobe, a chair, a rickety marble-topped chest of drawers and a handmade rag-rug to brighten the floorboards. Gran followed the usual custom of piling old coats on the bed at night for warmth, together with bricks she’d heat in the stove and wrap in newspapers before pushing them under the blankets.

Myra began school in 1947. Gran accompanied her on the three-minute walk there and back to Peacock Street Primary, a sooty, two-storey building opposite the foundry. By the age of seven, Myra was allowed to trot to and from school on her own; she was an independent little girl and sensible enough to be relied upon not to wander off. She soon made friends, though most of the boys and girls were children she already knew, having played with them on the street. A few of them thought her bossy and spoilt, and one lad decided to see how tough she really was by scratching his nails down her face. Myra ran away, crying – and it wasn’t Gran to whom she rushed for comfort but her father, who gave her a few tips on how to get the better of her tormentor, then sent her back out to put the theory into practice. In her autobiography, Myra describes the confrontation that followed: ‘I set off up the street to meet my persecutor and I quickly concentrated on the things Dad had told me and shown me. As Kenny’s hands came up, I shot out my left hand, fist bunched, towards his head. As I had predicted both hands went up to protect his face and I lifted my right hand and slammed it into his tummy, hitting his tummy. With a gasp, Kenny Holden’s knees crumpled and, before he could recover, I slammed my left fist into the side of his head. Kenny was so shocked he sat down heavily on the floor and burst into tears. I stood looking down at him, triumphantly.’5 Her detailed account is imbued with gratification at having beaten her opponent, even though the event itself was long past.

After she had trounced Kenny, her father ruffled her hair and said he was proud of her. He decided to teach Myra how to stick up for herself by passing on a few more boxing techniques. She never forgot his advice: ‘Don’t put both your hands up. If you can’t deflect the first punch with one arm, keep the other one ready to protect your stomach.’6 Professor MacCulloch cites this as an example of Myra being brutalised by her relationship with her father, but Bob Hindley knew that bullies wouldn’t pick on his daughter if she were an equal or bigger threat to them. Myra recalled, ‘He would make me fight back if anybody tried to hurt me. I think he would have liked me to be a boy.’7 Bob’s advice stood her in good stead, not only during childhood but also in prison, where she was frequently the target of attack. Tricia Cairns, who grew up in Gorton but didn’t meet Myra until she was in prison, admits that you either fought back on the streets or risked being bullied. Myra was able to protect herself and other, more timid children, but only used the skills her father taught her in self-defence.

Myra’s relationship with Bob was still unsteady; his awkward efforts at affection were never a success. She told her prison therapist that when she was eight: ‘I was sitting in front of the fire in my nightie, and Dad picked me up and sat me on his lap. He suddenly kissed my forehead. I was so shocked it made me jump and I knocked his fag out of his hand. It burnt my shoulder and I ran out of the house screaming that he had burnt me with a fag end... Poor man, he was only trying to be nice to me, which wasn’t often, and I accused him of child abuse. Mam had a go at him for hurting me, so he gave her and me a beating for causing such a fuss.’8

She maintained that from then on, rather than letting her parents see when she was upset, she developed ‘a strength of character that protected me a lot from emotional harm... from a very early age I learned to keep [emotions] under control, to refuse to cry when being chastised, except in the privacy of my bedroom at Gran’s house, to never let my feelings show, to build up layers of protective buffers, to tremble, rage, cry and grieve inwardly.’9

Living with Gran proved a godsend to Myra; there were no raised voices or hands itching to slap in the house on Beasley Street – just softly spoken, doting Gran. Photographs from the time show Myra with a disarming, ready grin and, regardless of her parents’ bitter squabbling, she has the look of a confident, happy child, full of mischief and humour. Gorton was her world, familiar as her own reflection.

Beasley Street was in a cluster of terraces set within Gorton Lane to the north, the privately owned houses of Furnival Road to the south, crofts to the west and Casson Street recreation ground to the east. The area was dominated by the two buildings on Gorton Lane that served as the twin custodians of local life – religion and work: the monastery and Gorton Foundry, with trains shunting by on the railway line behind that led into London Road station (renovated and reopened as Piccadilly Station in 1960). Stippled about the neighbourhood were a broad variety of working men’s clubs, pubs and cinemas. Home was the domain of women, while the streets belonged to the children. Life was a constant routine: the fish-and-chip tang of Friday and Saturday nights, Housewives’ Choice blaring from tinny radios, stray dogs barking, the whiff of Woodbines from the corner shop – even the starlings settling on the rooftops seemed rooted to Gorton.

Despite the drunken rows Bob and Nellie conducted on the street, the Hindleys regarded themselves as respectable. Nellie was vigilant about her daughters’ clothes and cleanliness, and though she didn’t ‘hold’ with religion, each Sunday Myra was allowed to walk hand-in-hand with her auntie Kath to worship at St Francis’ Monastery, joining a congregation that poured in from every corner of the city. Because Kath fasted before morning Mass, Myra did the same, and entered the great church feeling light-headed with hunger and piety. The monastery captivated her, from the hallowed, luminous beauty of the stained glass to the cool grace of the stone arcades. Each Sunday, Myra sought a place at the end of a pew, hoping to catch a drop of the rich, spicy incense as the priest swung it back and forth along the aisle, and she listened with eyes tightly shut and head bent as the hypnotic cadences of the Latin Mass – which she didn’t understand – rose and fell. When she was a bit older, she visited the monastery alone through the week, lighting candles and peeping at the folded pieces of paper bearing scribbled prayers. She loved watching the Whit parades too, when whole communities dressed in their best proudly bore embroidered banners through the crowded streets.

Myra was less spellbound by school. She joined other skiving children to play in derelict houses or to run down to the reservoir where ‘we would skim stones across the water or try to build rafts out of old doors’.10 Gran knew about the truanting but ignored it, even when the authorities stepped in; it seems that none of Myra’s family took a great interest in her education. Myra recalled: ‘I remember the school board man coming to Gran’s house. She would tell him I was ill. I don’t know what ailment I didn’t have as a kid...’11 But Gran was an asset in other respects: ‘She helped with my schoolwork,’ Myra remembered. ‘I liked reading and writing the best. Gran was the main reason I became good in English.’12

Myra discovered a passion for books. She enjoyed Swallows and Amazons, and all Enid Blyton’s books, particularly the Famous Five series, identifying with the tomboy character of George, whose best friend was her dog. Gran acquired a collie named Duke, whom Myra loved. Duke disappeared once and was missing for several days. The local newspaper wrote an article about it, and Duke was found, chipper and unharmed, and reunited with his owner and her ecstatic granddaughter.

Myra’s favourite book was one she had to study at school: The Secret Garden by Manchester-born author Frances Hodgson Burnett. She read the book again and again in her bedroom at night by candlelight, rapt by the story, whose setting is an isolated mansion reached by a ‘rough-looking road’ through a ‘great expanse of dark apparently spread out before and around them... a wind was rising and making a singular, wild, low rushing sound like the sea’.13 Curled up on the tick mattress in Gran’s house, Myra imagined she was Mary, the girl in the book, whose guardian reassures her that it isn’t the sea she can hear but ‘the wind blowing through the bushes... It’s a wild, dreary enough place to my mind, though there’s plenty that likes it – particularly when the heather’s in bloom.’14 It’s the moor through which they drive, and the girl in the story is instinctively afraid of it: ‘On and on they drove through the darkness... Mary felt as if the drive would never come to an end and that the wide, bleak moor was a wide expanse of black ocean through which she was passing on a strip of dry land. “I don’t like it,” she said to herself. “I don’t like it,” and she pinched her thin lips more tightly together...’15

Myra’s best friend was Joyce Hardy, a lively little girl with blonde hair in an urchin cut. Joyce lived on Beyer Street, just behind Peacock Street Primary, and after school she and Myra would play marbles together and buy sweets, if they could afford them, from the herbalist. They used to perform a trick made popular by the comedian Harry Worth: standing in the glass doorway of the dry cleaner’s, extending one arm and one leg to make it look as if they were levitating in their reflection. They invented games based on ones they already knew; Britain in the early 1950s was an ascetic place in which very few people could afford bought entertainments and most had never seen a television. Children were baffled when adults ‘reminisced about eating oranges, pineapples and chocolate; they bathed in a few inches of water, and wore cheap, threadbare clothes with “Utility” labels... Austerity had left its mark, and many people who had scrimped and saved through the post-war years found it hard to accept the attitudes of their juniors during the long boom that followed.’16

The ‘long boom’ didn’t begin until well after Myra left primary school. In her final year at Peacock Street, she was nicknamed ‘Beanstalk’ because she was so tall and lanky. Her hair had grown long and poker-straight, and she caught nits from someone at school. Gran parked her by the sink, rubbed vile-smelling liquid into her hair and dragged a steel comb through the dark-blonde lengths. She got rid of the nits, but when Myra went outside to play she was spotted by Eddie Hogan, who jeered, ‘Nitty Nora!’ Myra was furious. She raced up and pummelled him to the ground while a crowd of yelling children gathered. Gran, hearing the commotion, came out and hauled her off Eddie, who limped away, ashamed at having been beaten by a girl. Myra records this fight, too, in her autobiography, adding with characteristic remembered glee, ‘Eddie never called me Nitty Nora again.’17

Despite her poor attendance record, Myra’s school marks were good. Records show her IQ rating as 109, above average, and she sat the 11-plus exam at Levenshulme High. Upon arrival, she was overwhelmed by the prospect of grammar school and stared at the pupils in their immaculate uniforms, trying to fathom how her parents would afford such extravagance. She failed the entrance exam, hinting in her autobiography that she did so deliberately.

Nellie wanted her daughter to attend Ryder Brow Secondary Modern, close to home, but some of Myra’s friends were going on to the Catholic school attached to the monastery and Myra was eager to join them. Bob supported his daughter, but Nellie was vehement: no Catholic school for Myra – that was the deal. Bob tried to sway his wife by inviting an old school friend of his, Father Roderick, to drop by to discuss the matter. The visit was a disaster, as Myra recalled in a letter written while she was on remand; Father Roderick declared that because Bob and Nellie had married in a registry office rather than a church, Myra and Maureen were nothing but bastards. Bob barely managed to restrain his fists as he propelled the priest towards the door. Myra shot off to tell Gran that she was a bastard like her and her mother before her. No amount of pleading, sobbing and shouting on Myra’s part after that could persuade Nellie to send Myra anywhere but Ryder Brow.

Myra began attending the school – a three-quarter-mile walk from Gran’s house – in September 1953. Although she was unhappy at being separated from some of her closest friends, the more affluent backgrounds of a few classmates inspired her with ambition. She recalled, ‘I felt like a fish out of water at first. All of the other kids seemed to have big smart houses and smart clothes, but I still lived in the same house, with a loo down the backyard. This had quite an effect on me at the time and I remember thinking: one day, I’ll have all of that.’18

Myra settled in sooner than she had expected and found a new best friend, Pat Jepson, whom she already knew. Pat lived on Taylor Street, just round the corner from Gran’s house. The two girls spent their evenings and weekends together, playing games on the crofts around Belle Vue. Pat recalls: ‘I don’t remember Myra crying or being a bad sport... Myra was a strong character. If we were going anywhere, she picked the place to go... She wasn’t a violent person, but if she said something it was taken that it was done.’19

Still taller than average, and skinny, as puberty crept in, Myra developed large hips, and local lads would rile her by shouting ‘Square Arse’ – though few risked saying it within walking distance. ‘Myra wouldn’t let herself be pushed around by any of the boys,’ Pat remembers, ‘She was so tough she frightened some of them off. She was so much a tomboy that I sometimes thought that she wanted to be a boy. On the other hand, she was very intelligent and could hold her own on any subject.’20

Myra was in the A stream throughout her time at Ryder Brow, although she wasn’t an enthusiastic pupil. English remained her favourite subject, and she loved poetry, but otherwise sat listlessly in the classroom. The headmaster, Trevor Lloyd-Jones, tried to engage her by suggesting that she keep an official class diary. She did as he asked, but without any interest. He set her a second task: writing an essay for a classmate to illustrate. Myra had a gift for creative prose – her essays were often read aloud – and she threw herself into the project. The resulting story, ‘Adventure at Four Oaks Farm’, was exceptional. She let her imagination follow where Blyton and Ransom had led, filling an entire exercise book with the tale of a group of intrepid children. Her friend Jean Hicks drew the accompanying pictures. When Myra handed it in, Lloyd-Jones was delighted and said he was going to have it bound and put in the school library. Her sister Maureen – then at primary school – recalled Myra writing two other essays that were highly praised by the teachers, one about a leopard in a jungle, the other about a shipwreck.

She was clever and could have excelled at school but was too idle and had no one to properly motivate her. Practical work was never her strong point: she couldn’t draw and her attempts at needlework were wretched. Myra’s friend Pauline Clapton explains that Myra’s talents lay elsewhere: ‘Myra could run very fast and she would have a go at any game. She was always the best in the gym class. She was in the school rounders team and I remember she made up a song that started, “How would you like to be/in the Ryder rounders team with me?”’21

Anne Murdoch was also in the school rounders team: ‘I didn’t like Myra one bit. She hung around with a gang of girls and was dead cocky. We got off to a bad start: during an early rounders match, I hit the ball and pelted down the field and could hear her screaming at me, “Run faster, go on, faster than that, bloody RUN!” I was fuming and faced up to her, “If I’d run any faster I’d have ended up on my head.” She didn’t like being challenged. “Don’t you dare speak to me like that,” she said. “I’ll hit you with my bat if you’re not careful.” I walked off. After a while we got on all right, but we were never friends. She was still a terror during rounders, though – if Myra stumped you out, you didn’t dare argue. She’d fix you with that glare of hers.’22 Naturally gifted at field events such as javelin and discus, Myra was a strong defence in netball because she was so quick and lithe. Her nimble climbing won her another nickname: Monkey. Boys admired her sporting abilities, but she wasn’t pretty enough to grab their attention otherwise. She was more popular with girls, entertaining them by playing the mouth organ and making up little ditties. Linda Maguire, then head girl at Ryder Brow, remembers Myra as ‘funny and always singing, with long, lanky hair’.23

Her attendance record didn’t improve, however. Myra begged her mother and Gran to write notes justifying her absences, and when they refused she wrote them herself. On one occasion, she and Pat Jepson skived school and sneaked round to Gran’s house, expecting it to be empty. When they heard footsteps at the door, they fled. In a fit of remorse, Myra decided to confess to Nana Hindley that she and Pat had played truant. Bob’s mother reacted with unusual calmness and proposed that Myra and Pat should spend the rest of the day cleaning Gran’s house on Beasley Street and Nellie’s on Eaton Street. Gran agreed to the idea when she heard, although she knew exactly what Bob’s mother was insinuating – that she and Nellie didn’t keep their homes in order. But she let it pass and set Myra and Pat to work.

The teachers at Ryder Brow admitted defeat over Myra’s truancy; one morning Trevor Lloyd-Jones asked the class to give Myra a round of applause: she had successfully attended school for five days in a row. Myra shrugged it off with a grin.

Although she disliked school, Myra wasn’t unsociable. Her unwillingness to become involved in classroom discussions was due to boredom, not hostility. As a teenager, she got on well with most of her peers and the younger children. She was always happy to spend time with her sister Maureen, who was small, dark-haired and dainty. Maureen copied everything Myra said and did, and the two of them were as close as siblings could be. Maureen was also a nippy little fighter when she needed to be, but was occasionally bullied. In a 1977 letter, Myra reminisced to a friend that she often ‘leathered’ kids who picked on her sister and recalled an instance where one girl had been tormenting Maureen for weeks without anyone else realising; when Myra found out, she chased the girl across a field: ‘She glimpsed me pelting across and started running like the clappers, but I grabbed her before she had time to lock herself in her backyard and pasted hell out of her. Her big brother, who was in my class, came out and, scared though I was of him, for he was the bigger bully, I went for him before he came for me. To my amazement – to say nothing of relief – he threw his sister and himself into the backyard and bolted the door... Returning home, filthy and scruffy, I got yelled at by Gran and clouted by Mam, who, when Maureen explained, was full of contrition, but, bristling with indignation, I stole without compunction two of my mother’s Park Drives and decided to run away from home – until about 10, when I returned because I was starving hungry.’ 24

As a teenager, Myra was a keen babysitter, and she and Pat Jepson spent many hours looking after neighbours’ children. Mrs Joan Phillips was a regular customer. ‘They were a grand pair of lasses,’ she recalled. ‘They were often round the house, drinking tea and talking about clothes and boys. They never used to take a penny for babysitting – they wouldn’t hear of it – but I used to take the two of them to the pictures now and again as a treat... My husband used to say he liked Myra to babysit because we could go out in peace, knowing everything would be all right if she was there. My boys loved her because she would spoil them. She used to bring them chocolate and let them stay up late, and when it was light in the evenings, she used to play football with them on the bit of wasteland near our house. In her last year at school, she and Pat Jepson used to play wag and come round to our house to hide. Myra was wonderful with our Denis. He was only a year old. She used to turn a kitchen chair on its side and put him in-between the legs to teach him to stand up and then to walk. She used to take Gordon, who was about six or seven, to see the cowboys at the children’s matinee on a Saturday at the Cosmo or the Essoldo. Often I would come in and find she’d have Gordon all scrubbed clean and in his pyjamas ready for bed – I think it was the only time he liked being washed, because she made such a game of it. She was like that, Myra, always full of fun, and if she wasn’t chattering on about boys or records, she would be singing the latest tune. You never saw her depressed.’25

Myra was only miserable when she was forced to spend time at home with her rowing parents. Once she repeated something she had picked up at school, telling her father he only had one bad habit. When he asked what it was, she replied flatly, ‘Breathing.’ The comment wounded Bob; he got up from his chair and left the house in silence. Nellie, for once, said nothing either.

Allan Grafton, who lived on Casson Street and was two years younger than Myra but got to know her during football sessions at Ryder Brow, remembers Bob Hindley in a different light: ‘I played football on a Sunday for the Steelworks Tavern and Bob Hindley was our sponsor. He was really a super guy, and what happened to his daughter later killed him. When we came back from playing football, he’d be sitting in the vault, first seat behind the door, and he used to buy all the lads a drink. Every Sunday the monks from St Francis’ Monastery would come round selling their wine – St Francis wine. The monks would get up early, tread the grapes for the wine, do the service and then three of them got on pushbikes and rode up to the Steelworks Tavern in their cassocks to sell their wine and have a few beers. Bob Hindley never let them buy their own drinks – he paid for all the monks’ booze. We’d be just getting in from football as the monks were ready for going and the landlord used to shout for us to nip out of the pub on Gorton Lane to watch these three drunken monks, cassocks flying, wobbling on their bikes back to church. Bob was smashing with them, and with us. Obviously, I only knew him as a person outside the house, but I never once saw him in a fight. He was a kind, generous man. Myra’s mother on the other hand – she was a bawler and a shouter. You’d hear her yelling every day, “Mau-reeeeen! Come in for yer tea!” She was tall and slim, and always used to walk about with her arms folded. Myra did the same, and Maureen.’26 Allan remembers Myra as ‘one of the lads. We used to practise football on Ryder Brow field and she’d hang out with us. Afterwards we’d pile into a pub just off Ryder Brow called The Haxby for pints of shandy. We were underage, but the landlord never bothered because we didn’t cause any trouble. Myra always came in with us. Because she was such a tomboy the lads never took much interest in her. She could look after herself anyway; she was good company, but she said what she thought and didn’t hold anything back.’27

When she wasn’t with her friends or sister, Myra was content to be at home with Gran. All the neighbours knew Ellen Maybury well, and liked her. One of the most frequent visitors was Hettie Rafferty. She was a similar age to Gran and had a ready laugh, though their conversation was often morbid; they liked to speculate on which of them might die first and discussed their acquaintances’ various ailments. When a penniless friend died, Gran cashed in part of her own funeral insurance to buy the man a coffin. She then ‘laid out’ his body and kept the coffin in her front room prior to burial.

Myra arrived home to find the house reeking of embalming fluid and Gran and Hettie Rafferty sitting with the coffin. Sensing her alarm, Gran suggested that Myra see for herself how peaceful the old man looked. Myra edged forward and peered in the coffin, where the old man appeared to be asleep. She reached out to touch his hand, then withdrew quickly from the feel of his cold skin. The following day the coffin had gone.

There were other reminders of mortality that winter, 1954. One afternoon Gran had a visitor whom she hadn’t seen for many years: her daughter Louie’s widower, Jim. Gran welcomed him in with a smile and invited him to stay for tea, but after he’d gone she broke down, vividly remembering the daughter who had died at such a young age. Her depression lingered, but she tried to deflect Myra’s concern by telling her she was worried about her eyesight. Myra insisted that she visit a doctor, and when Gran took her advice, she discovered that she had cataracts and needed an operation.

Myra was distraught when Gran was admitted to hospital. She was supposed to stay with her parents, but after dark she slipped out and ran back home to Gran’s, where she spent a fitful and forlorn night in the front room, wearing Gran’s old coat for comfort. Nellie told Myra that children weren’t allowed on the ward, but Myra begged her mother to sneak her in somehow. To placate her, Nellie styled Myra’s hair and put a bit of make-up on her; she passed the scrutiny of the nurses and hurried to the ward but burst into tears when she saw Gran sitting up in bed with her head swathed in bandages. Gran told her that the operation had been a success. When visiting hours were over, Myra decided to do something constructive and pressed her mother and Aunt Annie into decorating the front room. She and Gran had recently moved again, and their new home had electricity, a copper boiler in an outhouse for heating water and a bedroom that Gran could finally call her own. It was their third house in the same street, but the address was different because the street had been renamed; Myra and Gran now lived at 7 Bannock Street.28 Myra’s relief when her grandmother arrived home was palpable. Gran’s vision was better than it had been in years and her face lit up when she saw the vibrant red wallpaper in the sitting-room and the special meal Myra and Nellie had prepared.

Myra’s fear of losing her grandmother had been dispelled, but the following year she suffered a disturbing bereavement when her close friend Michael Higgins drowned. His death came out of nowhere, on a perfect summer’s day, and had a profound and lasting effect on her.

Michael Higgins was not the sort of boy Myra usually befriended. Now nearly 15, Myra was feisty and outspoken. She let it be known that she fancied the head boy at school, Ronnie Woodcock, and she had been smoking for a while, openly lighting cigarettes on the bus that chartered pupils from Ryder Brow to the public baths. Michael, in contrast, was a small and diffident 13 year old, who lived on Taylor Street and attended Catholic school. Despite their obvious differences, Michael and Myra became inseparable; she told him that because they had the same initials, they were fated to be friends and their lives destined to be entwined. ‘I felt very protective towards Michael,’ Myra told her prison therapist. ‘He was always bullied and I would stick up for him. We spent a lot of time together.’29

Michael emerged from his shell when he was with her. Myra’s sturdy presence gave him the nerve to do things he wouldn’t normally dare. They couldn’t afford to go to the Speedway at Belle Vue very often, so would sneak in without paying. Speedway was then Britain’s second most popular spectator sport and every large town had a track. Myra and Michael discovered that by scrambling over various walls and fences, and crossing the railway line, they could squeeze in at a secret spot without being noticed. Myra was bold enough for the two of them and would brag her way into the riders’ enclosure by telling security guards that she had been sent by her nana, ‘Kitty’ Hindley (Bob’s mother worked at Belle Vue, where she met the married lover whom Nellie called her ‘fancy man’). Michael was thrilled when they gained access; he and Myra begged the drivers for autographs, adding considerable value to the Speedway programmes Michael collected.

Myra’s bravado led to another prank that could have landed them in serious trouble. Together with Eddie Hogan – whose ‘Nitty Nora’ slur had long been forgiven – she and Michael would go into local stores and, while Myra chatted away to the shopkeeper, Michael and Eddie filled their pockets with sweets. Years later Myra referred to her ‘criminal apprenticeship’ as involving a few minor acts of juvenile theft, including stealing some potatoes from a local greengrocer ‘to roast on a bonfire we had made, and on another occasion I ran off with some Christmas cards. I was waiting to pay for them, but I kept getting ignored, so I ran off. I also remember stealing some alleys (marbles) from Woolworths.’30

Creeping into Gorton Tank was a more dangerous activity. She and Michael liked to clamber about the trains in the huge railway yard, but on one occasion they were seen and chased out. As they fled, laughing, Myra felt a searing pain shoot up her leg; her ankle was caught in a steel trap and blood poured from the serrated wound. Michael raced for help and found her uncle Bert, who carried Myra home. In her autobiography, Myra recalls that while she was lying on the sofa waiting for the doctor to arrive, she asked Michael plaintively if he thought she might die. He laughed at her: ‘Course not! You’re too young.’31

Of all their escapades, swimming in the disused reservoir in Mellands Fields on the outskirts of Gorton was the most perilous. The water was fenced off, hidden behind thick trees and fertile allotments, and only the most foolhardy ventured in. Two years earlier a girl had been saved from drowning there and several people had committed suicide in its murky, weed-filled depths. Another Gorton resident recalls, ‘We were strictly forbidden from going to the res. My mam always told us, “Don’t go in, mind, cos the Jenny Green-teeth (weeds) will drag you under.”’32 But Myra and Michael went in, swimming until their limbs ached, then lying drowsily on the grassy bank in the sunlight, letting the water pearl off them.

Friday, 14 June 1957 was the day of the Whit parade. The city was in the middle of a heatwave and Myra could feel the perspiration trickling down her neck as she and Pat Jepson and Pat’s sister Barbara stood watching the procession. Michael had been given the honour of carrying one of the embroidered banners. Myra cheered as he passed them, and waved at Eddie Hogan, who marched alongside Michael. When the procession had gone by, Myra accompanied Pat and Barbara to tea at their aunt’s house in Reddish, having turned down Michael’s idea of swimming in the res. Myra and her friends were dressed in their best – new white outfits bought for Whitsun.

On the way home, they stood on the open rear platform of the bus to get some air, but the draught from the road was hot and gritty. Myra saw a boy pedalling furiously to catch up with the bus and realised it was a lad who lived near Pat and Barbara on Taylor Street. He was shouting at them. The girls jumped down as the bus slowed and the boy told them breathlessly that there had been an accident at the reservoir in Mellands Fields. Myra didn’t wait for him to finish; she turned and started running. Pat and Barbara raced to keep up with her, as she flew down the streets and headed across the playing fields to the reservoir. A huddle of people were walking slowly towards them, where the sun glittered on the water behind the trees. Someone detached themselves from the crowd and responded to Myra’s high-pitched, panic-stricken questions.

That afternoon, Michael had been swimming with Eddie Hogan and a younger boy called Walter King. After a rest on the sun-drenched bank, Michael and Walter dived back in. Walter noticed after a while that Michael appeared to be thrashing about and ‘in difficulties’ but shouted at him to stop fooling around.33 Then Michael shot out an arm and pulled Walter under the water. Walter struggled free and resurfaced, gasping for breath. He looked frantically for Michael, but there was no sign of him in the still water.

From the grassy bank, Eddie Hogan watched in disbelief; he, too, thought Michael had been ‘larking about’.34 An older boy who had seen the two lads go under realised it wasn’t a wind-up and dived into the reservoir to look for Michael. Someone else alerted the police. Within minutes, uniformed figures from the fire brigade, as well as several policemen, were wading into the dark water. The wide reservoir varied in depth from ten feet to twenty-five and could be numbingly cold, even on a hot summer’s day. Grappling lines were brought in and Michael’s parents were told that their son was missing.

At ten to seven in the evening, a Lancashire County Police frogman finally broke the surface of the reservoir with Michael’s body in his arms.

‘It was just lying on the bottom,’ he told the inquest later, ‘face downwards. The water was dark and clouded with mud. The deeper he went down, the colder it got.’35

On the bank, Laurence Jordan, who lived near Myra, watched in horror: ‘I saw them bringing out this chalk-white body. You could see the whiteness of the body against the blue uniform of the police. His arms were outstretched... They hurriedly put him in the mortuary van.’36 Michael’s mother stumbled into the ambulance to be with the body of her 13-year-old son.

Myra was hysterical. Pat recalled: ‘It was the only time I ever saw Myra cry.’37 Pat and Barbara took her home with them, but Myra couldn’t stop sobbing and kept repeating that she should have been with him, that if she’d gone with him that afternoon he would still be alive. Mrs Jepson told Myra not to blame herself – there was nothing anyone could have done. ‘If I’d been there, I might have saved him’ became Myra’s refrain, one she still repeated forty years later.38

Her other friends who had witnessed the accident congregated in a cafe nearby. ‘It went round like wildfire,’ Allan Grafton remembers. ‘We all went to the sarsaparilla bar on Gorton Lane. We used to go there a lot. They had pumps, seats and a bar as you went in, but it was all soft drinks and you could get pints of sarsaparilla, dandelion and burdock, that sort of thing. We sat there talking about it until the place shut, unable to take it in. His death that summer was absolutely shattering for the neighbourhood.’39

Myra dreamed of Michael that night, of trying to swim under the dark, reedy water to save him. She pestered her mother to make a black armband and wore it as she traipsed from door to door collecting money for a funeral wreath. Touched by her distress, Mrs Higgins gave Myra a few of Michael’s belongings – his Speedway programmes and a comb – but to everyone else there was something eerie about the intensity of Myra’s grief. Her face took on a white, pinched look.

Mrs Higgins worried about the effect of her son’s death on the girl and asked her to visit the house when the coffin was brought in before the funeral, thinking that might bring her some peace. Years later, Myra remembered seeing Michael in his coffin: the sliver of light under his eyelids, and his mother gently sliding the rosary from his fingers to give to her. Allan Grafton also went along: ‘His mother and father invited the kids in, all of us who’d known Michael, to see him in the coffin in the front room. I went in and came straight out again – I couldn’t do it. I thought I’d be all right, but I looked at the faces of my friends who had already been in and I thought, no, this isn’t for me. I went to his funeral, though. Quite a few of us went.’40

A requiem Mass was said for Michael at St Francis’ Monastery. Every pew was filled to capacity, but Myra’s name was not on the list of mourners published in the Gorton & Openshaw Reporter on 21 June 1957. She explained later, ‘I couldn’t go to his funeral because I was frightened. His death was hard to come to terms with. It made me realise how final death is. He was the first person who had gone from my life for good.’41 She waited at a distance during the internment at Gorton cemetery, back turned to the mourners, while Pat described what was happening.

The local newspaper reported that the inquest into Michael’s death found that he had drowned after getting cramp from the cold water. The verdict of accidental death was no comfort to Myra: ‘My faith was being seriously tested by this. I wanted some kind of sign to tell me it wasn’t just the end of everything.’42 She told her prison therapist that her grief was profound but had no pernicious influence on her otherwise, and she was revolted by ‘fools [who] said that Michael’s death made me start to hate the world we live in, to hate society. Those cretins just need to find one reason for my crimes.’43 She conceded only that it ‘brought about a drastic change in my personal beliefs and really it has never left me’.44

Day after day, she sat alone at his grave, bringing flowers she had picked from hedgerows and gardens. She prayed with Michael’s mother at church but ‘cried openly and was inconsolable for weeks after his death, until I was told there was something wrong with me; I was abnormal, I’d be ill, I had to pull myself together, I’d become “soft in the head”. Well-meaning words, no doubt, but they only served my need and ability to bury my emotions as deep as I could.’45

In her autobiography, she recalls being at the Jepsons’ house on Taylor Street and watching the rain trickle in silver lines down the windows. The rain appeared to shimmer and when she looked beyond it, to the opposite side of the street and the ‘Bug Hut’ Plaza cinema, she saw Michael standing hunched in the shadow of the fire escape. He wore his black overcoat and stared straight at her. Myra leapt up and wrenched open the front door; cars splashed past and people walked quickly by with umbrellas, but the gap beneath the fire escape was empty. Michael had gone.

She returned to the house, disturbed and drenched to the skin. The memory of Michael haunted Myra for the rest of her life: ‘Sometimes I can still see him in that murky water, reaching out for me.’46
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