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The original
paperback version of this book, published in November 2009, formed
the basis for a civil case against Nottinghamshire County Council.
Most of the events occurred in the area administered by this local
authority. Many of the names of places and people have been changed
to protect the privacy and dignity of the innocent. For legal
reasons I have also changed the names of guilty parties. I have
made a few minor corrections and additions.

For every copy
of this ebook sold I shall be donating twenty pence to NAPAC, the
National Association for People Abused in Childhood.
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This book is
dedicated to my loving husband and two daughters, whom I love
unconditionally and who provide me with a life worth living.
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follow. However, I would like to thank all those family members,
friends, professionals and colleagues – past and present – who have
helped to make this book possible by showing me love and offering
help and support. Thank you for never giving up on me or letting me
down. I am sure you know who you are and I hope when you read this
book it will be clear how grateful I am.

My co-author
and publisher is not credited in the text. Had it not been for Eric
believing in me, or for his skills, determination, blood, sweat and
tears, nobody would be reading this book today. Thank you so much,
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Finally, I
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helping others, as well, I hope, as helping you.

 


With love and
best wishes to everyone
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Hi there,
Angela!

[I was]
interested to know that you are recording your experiences and that
these are likely to be published. There is no doubt that the very
act of writing things down can help one to understand better, to
turn disorder into order, to work through painful experiences. [I]
hope that this happens for you.

I can remember
the first time I saw you: your father came to [school] to discuss
with Mr. Jones your possible enrolment as a pupil, following your
exclusion from [your local comprehensive]. You were heavier then
than you are now, sylph-like after two children! [I have fought a
lifelong battle with anorexia, as detailed in this book.] For the
most part, your face was ‘closed’, your mouth tight and your eyes
defiant in expression, sometimes blazingly. You contradicted or
challenged what your father said to such an extent that I think you
were placed in another room so that he could say what he wished to
say without further interruption. I gained the impression, even at
that early stage, of someone who had given the adults in her life a
very hard time, but at the same time, had lost faith in their
capacity for understanding her, for loving her and for ‘holding
firm, yet fair’ when problems arose. There was no evidence of any
real relationships in your life but you never explained exactly
when, where or what had gone wrong except that I vaguely recall
that it was to do with remarriage? [One aspect of it, my
relationship with my stepmother was traumatic, to say the
least.]

You were always
immaculate. I never remember you anything other than spotlessly
clean, groomed. You were athletic too, physically well co-ordinated
and intelligent... articulate. The other thing I became aware of
was your recklessness, probably as a direct result of all this. You
were cut free from all restraints, as it were, and there was a
sense that you were going to gain attention, one way or the other.
You got up to all sorts at Spital Hill [the care home from which I
had every reason to escape]: breaking out at night, and so on....
When I look back on all this, it seems to me an absolute miracle
that you pulled round from all of this: fractured family,
residential care, new school and plenty of time to spend out of
school with other kids who had problems too. But you did pull
round, while you were at [school]. How and why, I wonder?

I am trying to
dredge up memories of those years, but it is not easy. Anyway, this
is a start.

All the
best,

Meg Eves

 


Note: Meg Eves
was my former teacher and mentor, and one of the few adults to show
me kindness. These extracts from an email are used with kind
permission.


Prologue: 9/11: September 11, 2001,
08:46:26 in New York, 13:46:26 British Summer Time
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Thousands
arrive for work at New York’s World Trade Center. American Airlines
Flight 11 (which had taken off forty-seven minutes earlier from
Boston’s Logan International Airport) crashes into the
one-hundred-and-ten storey North Tower, opening a huge hole. There
are ninety-two people on board. At 09:02:54 a second plane hits the
South Tower and then at 09:37:46 a passenger aircraft strikes the
Pentagon. At 09:59:04 the South Tower collapses and at 10:06:05,
according to seismographic readings, another plane ploughs into the
ground, eight miles southeast of Pittsburgh, while at 10:28:31 the
North Tower collapses.

Approximately
3,500 miles away, in a three-bedroom semi in a village on the
outskirts of a northern English town, a young woman in the smart
garb of a paramedic enters her living room. Shadows around her eyes
betray sleeplessness and underneath the crisp uniform her skin is
raw. She is carrying a mug of tea and a little plate bearing a
buttered slice of toast. Slightly trembling, she places these items
on a side table, spilling some of the tea. She switches on her TV
and settles herself on the settee, a glazed expression on her drawn
features. Mechanically she raises the toast to her mouth and then
chews, but her mouth is dry. She sips her milky tea, barely
registering the images of the outside world, but then as the horror
onscreen at last penetrates her abstraction, her expression
changes.

The roots of
what happened on September 11 run deep and the consequences are
ongoing. There are those who see the atrocities as being a response
to the aggressive alliance of Christian fundamentalism, neo-liberal
capitalism and Zionism, and an ignorance of and disregard for other
peoples and values on the part of many in the West. Others blame
the distortions of Islamic fundamentalism and the systematic
indoctrination of vulnerable young people by evil ‘Mad Mullahs’.
What’s indisputable is that behind the tragedies of that day lie
gross inequalities of wealth and power, and innumerable sordid and
brutal acts. Many dreadful events have occurred in their wake, not
least the invasion of Iraq, the London bombings of 7 July 2005 and
the human rights violations of US Naval Base Guantanamo Bay. As I
write, it is estimated that over 80,000 civilians have been killed
in Iraq with little sign of the carnage coming to an end.

Certainly, I
cannot claim that my personal ordeals, nightmarish as they were,
compare in scale or significance with the abominations associated
with the infamous 9/11, but September 2001 was as significant for
me personally as it was for the world, and the origins and
consequences of the anguish that I went through are also complex.
It has taken me a long time to disentangle and understand the
thoughts and emotions of that tea-sipping young woman, the girl she
once was and the woman she became (myself), but at last I’m getting
there. While I am powerless to contribute meaningfully to healing
the world’s problems, I hope that this book will be of some help to
those who have suffered experiences similar to my own: abuse need
not break your spirit; there is no need to be a victim forever.


Chapter 1: 999 and 9/9 to 12/9
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999, 911, 9/11,
11/9... These numbers are confusing. In the UK, dates are listed
with the day first and the month second, and so, until it became
associated with the terrorist atrocities of 11 September 2001, to
most Britons the infamous ‘9/11’ would have meant the international
emergency telephone number, 911, if it signified anything at all.
Until recently, the only number for accessing the emergency
services in the UK was 999. On dialling this you would be asked,
‘Police, Fire or Ambulance?’ For me, this number is of great
significance because for years my ambition was to become a
paramedic, becoming ‘ambulance technician’ en route to that.

If you were to
look superficially at the four and a bit years of my life from 4
March 1996 to 26 July 2000 you would see a normal, fulfilled,
well-adjusted young woman. Yes, my two little girls – Laura and
Jenifer – may have been fathered by someone else, but Andrew, the
man I met at the start of that period and subsequently married, was
the loving and reliable ideal I had long sought. Furthermore, I had
what to many must seem the perfect home/life balance: working
part-time as a bank nurse, but largely able to devote myself to the
care of my darling girls and to running a tight ship, a good home
base for my hardworking husband, an industrial chemist. During
those years I frequently pinched myself, looked at my adored family
– my perfect partner, my gorgeous daughters, and even the three
cats and a rabbit – and asked myself whether this had really
happened, or was it just a dream? Had I really got lucky at last? A
smooth ride on calm waters, could it last?

It’s human
nature to always want more, to seek novelty and challenge, and I
was only human. In that seemingly contented suburban housewife,
ambition had been growing for some time. I wanted to work in an
ambulance, to be a paramedic. Of course as a bank nurse I was
already helping people and using my medical skills, but all too
often the work was mundane and relatively thankless. In comparison,
the adrenalin-fuelled, action-filled life-and-death world of an
ambulance paramedic seemed glamorous and hugely appealing, and
whenever I heard an ambulance siren, or saw those garish machines
hurtle through the streets on what I imagined must be a life-saving
mission, my heart would race and a powerful longing sweep over me.
In the light of what happened, this now seems hopelessly naïve and
it’s hard not to see the parallels with the hapless Toad of The
Wind in the Willows, though I can still empathise with the
person I once was.

At last the
time came when both the girls were settled in primary school and I
could realistically consider turning my dream into reality. Having
filled out the application form with huge excitement and a
trembling hand, I was almost overcome with a mixture of trepidation
and light-headedness when it was at last consigned to the Royal
Mail. It was perhaps a good thing that we were booked to go on
holiday to Spain for the last two weeks of the anticipated waiting
period – I hate to think what a bundle of nerves I might have been
without the distraction of fun-in-the-sun with the kids.
Nonetheless, the last few hours of our journey home on that fateful
day, 26 July 2000, were nail-biting because I knew that a certain
letter would almost certainly be waiting for me. Our luggage seemed
to take forever to appear on the carousel at the airport and the
traffic was annoyingly busy on the long journey home. Andrew drove
as calmly and competently as ever, but he must have been aware of
the fraught state of the woman in the passenger seat.

The car rolled
into our familiar drive and I breathed deeply and briefly clenched
my teeth and fists before unbuckling my seatbelt – no, I was not
going to rush into the house and frantically dive into the mail! I
would act as if this were a normal homecoming; that way if I had
been rejected at least I would enjoy a few more blessed minutes of
hope. I smiled to see the immaculate state of our house and garden.
Andrew’s parents took pride and pleasure in their custodial duties
during our holidays and it gave me a warm glow to think of them, a
far cry from my own early experience of parental care. The plants
had been watered and fresh bread and milk were waiting in the
fridge. Andrew brought in the luggage while I saw to the girls and
switched the kettle on. There’s nothing quite so welcoming and
soothing as that first cup of tea on coming home after a long
absence, but the tea would have to work hard to have a calming
effect on me. On top of the Welsh dresser in the sitting room was a
neat little pile of envelopes. I could stand the wait no longer and
rifled through, looking for some telltale postmark or insignia.
There it was: the distinctive red logo of the Ambulance Service!
But now the kettle was boiling and poor Andrew deserved a cuppa
after the drive and carrying our luggage upstairs. At last, three
minutes later, I sat down with the little white rectangle. Clumsily
I tore it open: ‘Dear Mrs. Bayley/We are pleased to....’

Yippee! I had
cleared the first hurdle and been invited for interview. ‘I’m going
to do it,’ I told myself, ‘I’m going to achieve my dream! This will
show him, my so-called father!’ Sitting there on the sofa with
Andrew and the kids at our feet, I opened the rest of the post.
Although it was only July, it felt like the Christmas I’d never had
as a child, but always longed for. Life was great, and getting
better, and the past only made me appreciate the present that much
more. Of course this state of euphoria could not last and as the
day of the interview neared, doubt, apprehension and anxiety took
hold. As the long school holidays ticked by, I tried to involve
myself with the girls, but part of me was always fretting about the
ordeal that now loomed ahead. Would I be up to it? It was a whole
day – what would I have to do? What if I got lost on the way there?
Andrew was a star. We travelled to the ambulance headquarters the
previous weekend so that I knew exactly where I was going. When the
day eventually came, he took time off work to look after the girls.
That morning I was a twittering idiot, fussing about what the girls
would have for lunch and how Andrew could keep them entertained.
With a forbearing smile he urged me to get going ‘...or you’ll be
late!’ I kissed them all goodbye and drove off.

You’d have
thought I was already in the job and on an emergency call, to judge
by my dry mouth, sweating palms and racing pulse on that journey.
Fortunately the traffic wasn’t as bad as I’d feared it might be,
and I arrived with a good thirty minutes in hand – one worry gone,
phew! The receptionist directed me along a corridor to a
conservatory, of all places, and as my steps echoed in the
passageway my nervousness reached a new high. I could feel my heart
thumping, so took a deep breath or two: ‘Calm down, Angela.’

I opened the
door, to be accosted immediately by ten pairs of eyes and what
seemed to be a hostile silence. As I found an empty seat, those
eyes appeared to watch my every move. Then a voice broke through:
‘You here for the interview too?’ It was a relief to have some
human contact. Now I was one of them as we watched more nervous
applicants join our jittery throng. Eventually there were 20 of us,
all trying to appear nonchalant despite the butterflies cavorting
in our stomachs.

A brisk and
businesslike chap appeared at the door and briefly welcomed us,
before outlining the day’s itinerary. Thorough doesn’t come near to
describing it: the day’s activities sounded daunting and rigorous
in the extreme. They would start with a talk giving us background
information on the Ambulance Service and then we would be given a
detailed description of what the job involved and what the training
course would consist of, should we get through the day
successfully. Group exercises and individual assessments would
follow, not least being a driving test, scheduled for after lunch,
which would be followed by a formal interview. I was aghast! I had
been used to watching Teletubbies and until recently nappy changing
had been a prime activity. Now my mettle would be put to the test
and I was no longer sure that I could go through with it. Mention
of the driving test alone had me thinking: ‘Run!’

Despite my
fears, I stayed and completed all the tests, assessments and
interviews. I was told that I had done well and my application
would be taken further. However, far from feeling ‘joyful and
triumphant’, in the words of that well-known hymn, I was dejected
and defeated. Should I get onto it, the course would last a full
nine weeks, of which nine would be residential. I couldn’t possibly
take that time away from Andrew and my daughters. Driving home
disconsolately, I couldn’t help thinking, ‘My bloody father’s done
it again; he’s won again. I’ll never prove myself!’

Andrew was
waiting for me, anxious to hear the news, and from my expression he
must have feared the worst. ‘I passed everything, but I can’t do
it, Andrew. I just can’t do it...’ Like so often in the past, his
buoyant enthusiasm swept over me, washing away most of my doubts:
‘Nine weeks, Angela? What’s nine weeks in a lifetime? Of course you
can do it! You know you won’t be able to live with yourself if you
turn it down. The girls and I can manage fine, and we can see you
at weekends. You have to do it! Don’t worry.’

I fussed and
fretted about how they would manage, but Andrew carried the day and
I salvaged my conscience by telling myself that I would give him
some cooking lessons so at least I knew they wouldn’t starve or
live off junk in my absence.

In due course a
telephone call came through: I had to undergo occupational health
screening and a fitness assessment, but if these went well I would
be offered a contract. An official letter arrived at the end of
August telling me I had passed these too. Now it was just a matter
of when my training would start. I was hoping this would be after
the girls went back to school in the September to allow me to get
them settled into the new academic year and so I was pleased when I
received notice that my course would start in mid-October. However,
the training was to take place way up north.

Once more, my
past began to cast a shadow on my present as the memories of all
the times I’d been let down by adults came flooding back. I so
remembered that feeling of abandonment when a parent, or yet
another carer disappeared from my life, and now I was about to
inflict this on my daughters! Thus far I had striven to give them
the stable and loving environment that I myself had not experienced
and now I was surely repeating one of the sins that had caused me
so much anguish. Was I not being utterly selfish? What would people
think of a mother leaving her young children? Racked with guilt, I
seriously considered jettisoning the whole scheme at this late
stage, but then I remembered that there was one person I could
trust to give me the right advice, one person who could put my mind
at rest: Grandma. If she approved of my new venture, anyone
would.

We were very
close but up until then I had not mentioned my plans during the
course of our daily telephone conversations, perhaps not wanting to
have to admit to failure, should I have failed the selection
process, or possibly simply postponing the pain of her potential
disapproval. Now I felt I had no option: I needed her wholehearted
endorsement or I would pull the plug on my long cherished dream.
Though I tried to sound casual as I introduced the subject into our
routine chat, I suspect she heard the tremor in my voice.
‘Darling,’ she said, ‘that’s wonderful news! Well done! Of course
you must do it. Andrew will manage fine with the girls. If
anything, the experience will be good for them all.’ Dear Grandma!
I was on the verge of tears and would have kissed her if she’d been
in the room.

I passed the
last few weeks of ‘civvie life’ showing Andrew his way round the
kitchen, spending time with the girls and doing the Christmas
shopping. At least the first week of my new career would be
relatively easy as I would train at the local headquarters and
could go home every night. Nonetheless, as I set off on 15 October
I felt as if my new life had already begun. Andrew had had to take
the girls to school that day because I was to report at ‘08.45’ –
the very sound of that was exciting! The hands gripping the
steering wheel were no longer merely those of Mrs Bayley, Mummy and
Chief Pot-and-Bottle-Washer; now they belonged to Angela Bayley,
Trainee Ambulance Technician, soon to be Paramedic. I was proud of
my new identity and raring to go.

That first week
of training, ‘Familiarisation Week’, I found myself surrounded by a
mob of loud youngsters, few of them much over twenty-three. I
recognised only a couple of faces from the interview day. There
were eighteen of us altogether, and I was one of five women, plus
the only parent. Resolving not to rabbit on about my husband and
daughters, I regressed a little towards my teenage self and soon
bonded with my new colleagues, a good thing as we were to spend
nine intensive weeks together, many miles from home. In addition to
being slightly surprised by the youth of my classmates, however, I
was taken aback to learn that only three of us had any medical
background. [Looking back and having been in the Ambulance Service
for six years, I now take such things for granted. Like the rest of
the NHS, it appears to be more about numbers and costs than quality
of care, but that’s another story!]

With hindsight
it’s easy to be wise. I wish I’d asked myself why, in the first few
lectures, there was so much emphasis on bullying, harassment and
disciplinary and grievance procedures – I remember thinking this
would hardly be relevant to me. Another topic covered was
‘difficult situations’ – how to recognise and avoid danger,
communication skills and ‘release procedures’. The evening after
that particular lecture, I practised on the hapless Andrew.
Ostensibly the module concerned dealing with troublesome patients
and there was no mention of having to use the same techniques on
colleagues.

Naturally, more
mundane matters were also discussed, such as working hours,
contracts, wages, time sheets, expense claims, base stations,
patient report forms, the handling of patients’ notes and the
importance of confidentiality – phew! On the Thursday we were told
about the residential part of the course: how to get there, when to
arrive and the timetable we would follow. We were handed a heavy
green A4 tome: The Institute of Health and Care Development
Paramedic Training Manual (IHCD Manual, for short). I
didn’t realise to what extent my life would revolve around this
bible, although it’s true that we were told that we needed to learn
the contents inside out. The instructors did not mention the blood,
sweat and tears that would be associated with it over the coming
weeks. We were excited to finish the day by visiting the stores so
our uniforms could be fitted. This was a great opportunity for a
girlie giggle in the changing rooms as four other women and myself
galumphed around in our new green suits, for all the world like
five great Teletubbies.

Frivolities
over, Friday was spent visiting an ambulance station and
‘thirdmanning’ with a crew. All week, I looked forward to this
hands-on experience. After all, this was why I’d embarked on the
course in the first place, not to sit scribbling notes in a
classroom! Unfortunately the edge was taken off by the fact that we
were not allowed to wear our uniforms. This was a privilege
reserved until we qualified at the end of our time in training
school. A further letdown was the fact that I was assigned to one
of the quieter, rural stations and only attended a couple of jobs,
mundane ones at that. I freely admit that I was partly in it for
the adrenalin of life-and-death emergencies and the fact no one’s
life hung in the balance that day was a disappointment. How naïve I
was, not to say selfish, and how differently I view things now.
Yes, of course I enjoy the challenge of proving myself in combat,
so to speak, but I would never wish others to suffer that I might
help them. Despite things not being as glamorous as I had hoped,
all things considered, I enjoyed that day. It was good to meet new
people and familiarise myself with a previously unknown part of the
country. The crew that I worked with – both men – were kindness
itself and used the available time to give some tips for the course
ahead. They have since retired and are certainly a loss to the
Service.

As I was away
all day, every day, during that first week of training, getting
home late and tired in the evenings, Andrew had to take on much of
the childcare and housework on top of his own work. He did an
excellent job, but somehow, returning to the domestic environment
on a daily basis and once more taking up some of the burden of the
routine chores made me all the more aware of the magnitude of the
responsibilities that I was about to abandon. Unable to focus for
long on the domestic scene, however, my mind and my emotions were
all over the place. Poor Andrew must have felt as if he had
tinnitus as I related the minutiae of what to me were monumentally
significant days. Since 1996 I’d not ventured far from the hearth,
but now I was virtually a born-again teenager relishing my new
experiences and acquaintances in the outside world. I could sense –
or did I imagine? – Andrew’s disquiet, especially when I informed
him of the male to female ratio on the course and the fact that
everyone else was single. I worked hard to reassure him, but the
sight of my metaphorical wings growing as they met the tantalising
breezes of new possibilities must have been disquieting. The next
few weeks would be interesting.

The big
adventure really began when I left to start my course on Sunday, 21
October 2000. I kissed the girls goodbye, reassuring them that I
would call every day and come home at weekends. As I turned the key
in the ignition, I bit my bottom lip, then determinedly engaged the
gears and drove away, waving until they were out of sight, unable
to stop myself sniffing. For a while I found it hard to focus on
the road as I was almost overcome by emotion. A dark corner of me
imagined some disaster overtaking those precious little souls in my
absence and so I drove automatically, while wrestling with my
demons. In fact, about a hundred miles went by before I was fully
aware of my surroundings. I was now in unfamiliar territory and
nearing what was to me a new land; I needed to consult my map.

Exhilarated and
enthusiastic, and with my new band of comrades to meet again, I
drove up to the hotel near the ambulance centre in the highest of
spirits. Switching the engine off, I opened the door and breathed
deeply, relishing the fresh air of my new life. It had been a long
journey.

However, there
was scarcely leisure to enjoy the surroundings. From the outset we
were tested, mentally and physically, with lectures, practical
sessions, hours of study and a great deal of driving. The driving
was the part I found hardest, but the greatest challenges often
seem to yield the richest rewards and I have a special memory of a
night drive, a hundred and fifty miles further to the north.
Overhead, the skies were clear and an enormous moon, cool and
luminous, appeared to keep watch on our speeding van throughout
that long journey. Was this a sign that my life was on track and
that everything was meant to be?

Whether or not
this was the case, it was certainly tiring and, had I been idle, I
would have missed Andrew and the girls all the more and possibly
resented our separation. As it was, the weeks flashed by, broken up
by the welcome weekends. On a couple of occasions the family even
made the trip up north, staying in the hotel with me to save me the
trek down to them. I remember Andrew helping me with my revision by
the side of the hotel pool while the girls splashed away happily.
He was coping admirably with the childcare, and I experienced an
unsettling mixture of pain and joy to see the close father-daughter
bonds developing, my own girlhood having been so different.

Friday, 15
December 2000 was one of the proudest days of my life. Andrew
arrived the previous evening to witness my glory. That morning I
swelled with happiness as I donned my green uniform, the badges on
my shirt proclaiming, ‘Angela Bayley, EMT’ (Emergency Medical
Technician). After the brief ceremony we new recruits took
photographs of each other, revelling in our achievement and also
enjoying the knowledge that there was no studying to do that day.
Of course there would be a lot of hard work ahead as I had signed
up as a ‘Direct Entry Paramedic’ (DEP), which meant that I would
undergo ongoing training and assessment on the job, which would
start virtually immediately. Nothing made this more concrete than
the rota handed to me. Now my life as an Ambulance
Technician/Paramedic was mapped out in black-and-white and no one
could take it from me, or so I thought. But would my father be
proud of me now, or would his recognition come only when I was a
fully-fledged paramedic? Instantly I berated myself for thinking
that way. After all, I was now an independent adult, loved and
admired by those I respected. I didn’t need his approval. I smiled
at the thought of going home again. Bottle-Washer and Ambulance
Technician now, Paramedic next!

To most people
an ambulance is an ambulance is an ambulance. Not to us, the people
who crew them. Ambulances are machines, of course, but there are
different makes with different specifications and layouts, and
beyond this, each vehicle has its own individual quirks – one might
say personality – and, of course, associations. Back in 2001, we
preferred the older models in our fleet, the Mercedes. The newer
Renaults, of which there were (happily) not many, had excruciating
turning circles and a cab separate from the back, with only a
partition window that enabled one to see one area from the other,
but no mutual access without leaving the vehicle.

Experience had
taught us that not every patient was co-operative or grateful for
our help and that the immediate assistance of one’s crewmate was
sometimes very welcome. Of course they were not just a potential
bodyguard, but also a vital extra pair of hands in certain medical
emergencies, someone to share mapreading and driving in an
unfamiliar area too. More than this, the ideal crewmate would keep
up one’s spirits in the direst circumstances and would be a friend
as much as a colleague. In contrast, if one were paired with the
wrong person then things could be very unpleasant indeed.

Ultimately an
ambulance is a garishly painted van with a siren, a removable
stretcher (also known as a ‘cot’ when it is in place), cupboards,
three seats, bright fluorescent lights inside and flashing lights
outside. First and foremost, it should be a highly functional aid
to saving people’s lives. You might think therefore that there
would be no room for anything without immediate and direct medical
application. Ambulances, however, are crewed by human beings, who
function best in environments in which they feel comfortable. I
loved working with my regular partner Rebecca (‘Rebs’) and we had
our own little rituals before setting out on our shifts together,
the equivalent of an aircraft pilot’s pre-flight check. Apart from
methodically inspecting the medical equipment and supplies, we had
to check our little stock of drinks, sweets and chocolate and then
stash it all in the central armrest together, of course, with our
all-important morale-boosting and sleep-combating selection of
music for the night.

 


Sunday, 9
September 2001

 


Bad omens:
Rebecca’s not on today, I’m to work with Carson and the vehicle’s a
Renault. To this day, I can picture the back of that wretched
vehicle: oxygen to the fore, a cot on the right, an attendant’s
seat by its head and a ventilator further to the right; on the left
a side door and two more seats; at the foot of the cot a cupboard
housing the ECG machine and defibrillator; extraction equipment is
also visible and cupboards line the remaining space along the sides
of the vehicle and the bulkhead. I know where all the drugs, sharps
and bandages are stowed. It’s fully equipped and smells faintly of
surgical spirit (I always swabbed it down between patients).
Despite superficial attention to hygiene and the van’s relative
newness, the ambulance looks neglected. One of the green seats is
torn, the legacy of a scuffle with a patient. Also torn is the foot
of the stretcher. At least this has been patched, albeit clumsily
and with micropore tape. Inside the hub of the steering wheel is an
inflated surgical glove, labelled ‘airbag’ – someone’s
unprofessional attempt at a joke. Externally, the ambulance is
white and decorated with green-and-yellow chevrons, not yellow as
they are today.

23:02:24.
Carson’s leering lips are inches from my own, his lecherous eyes
gloating, drunk with lust and power. His breath is rank and his
mullet of once mousey hair is well on the road to grey, thinning on
top. He has me pinned on the attendant’s seat next to the cot; he
has freed his erect penis from his trousers. ‘Go on, suck my cock!’
he hisses, and now his penis is pressing onto my mouth, ramming its
way between my unwilling lips. I hear my shirt rip and there’s a
sharp pain in my chest. As the asphyxiating horrors of my childhood
sweep over me, dredged up from the depths where I’d buried them, I
am helpless to fight. All I can do is feebly attempt to dislodge
him. I turn my head to the side. Carson is thoroughly aroused now
and his pulsing member succeeds in squirting some of its slimy
juices between my lips, the rest spatters over my face and on my
shirt. I feel him relax slightly and so I make a move to rise. ‘Oh
no, I’ve not finished yet!’ he says, and shoves me back down
again.

‘Emergency!
Immediate response required!’ It’s the radio.

‘You idiot!’
Carson spits, ‘You fucking keyed in, didn’t you?’ Someone has
dialled ‘999’ – and saved me.

 


Tuesday, 11
September 2001

 


I sit on the
settee, transfixed, as winged metal tubes, full of human beings,
plunge through putative barriers of windows and walls. In time, the
once proud buildings collapse, demolished by the chain of
destruction triggered by the initial violation. Huge clouds of
smoke and dust attend their demise. Gone forever: buildings, lives,
memories, complacency too. I shudder and tell myself this is far
worse than what I have experienced. In the short term this way of
thinking will see me through; longer term, the collapse of the
buildings proves to be an intimation of what will happen to me. I
manage to go back to work that day. In the evening I receive a
phone call informing me that my stepmother Margaret is critically
ill and that my family want me there. All night, I stay by her
bedside.

 


Wednesday, 12
September 2001

 


Margaret dies,
riddled with lung cancer.
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The Humber
Stone is a deep-fissured strikingly red lump of granite near a
roundabout that is close to a garage adjacent to the eponymous
village of Humberstone on the eastern edge of Leicester city.
Despite being clearly signed and only six feet from the road (which
leads, prosaically, to the Hamilton housing estate), visitors are
not necessarily welcome. Within ten minutes of arrival, one curious
recent sightseer (a Mr Alex Peach) was assailed by three police
officers emerging from two squad cars and accusing him of
trespassing! Technically the stone itself is also an interloper –
an ‘erratic’ deposited by an ice-age glacier, miles from its
origin. Its current humble situation contrasts with a dramatic
history and significance. Legend has it that it was dropped by a
god and has been the haunt of fairies, but ‘Hell Stone’ is among
the various names it has held, suggesting darker associations.

Even the more
recent and verifiable tales are strange. Three hundred years ago it
stood proudly on top of a knoll, a massive block that was ten to
twelve feet high and six across. Around the base the soil was dug
away to reveal more of the ancient surface. With no granite in the
vicinity, let alone red granite, it is easy to imagine the
powerful influence the stone exerted on the imaginations of local
people. However, in the mid eighteenth century, the landowner –
annoyed at the valuable farmland taken up and unimpressed by the
surrounding legends – determined to cut it down to size so that he
could plough over it. He removed a good part of the top and filled
in the hollow around the base. Unhappy fellow, his labour was for
naught: in a short space of time, he went from being the proud
holder of 120 acres to destitution. Some years later, he was to
perish in the workhouse. The stone was partly exposed in July 2000,
and although now considerably smaller and much of it still buried,
it remains an impressive sight.

Distinctly
well-to-do Humberstone village was where my maternal grandmother
lived, and where my parents were married: in St. Mary’s Parish
Church. As with the stone, however, the more obvious and
superficial facts do not necessarily give much away and I suspect a
great deal lies buried. My limited digging has certainly revealed a
dark side to the strikingly glamorous couple smiling up at me from
the photos of their happy day in the Swinging Sixties. They would
not have looked amiss gracing the cover of any of today’s celebrity
magazines. Had they been famous, their tale would have furnished
plenty of tabloid press fodder, for good looks were about all they
had in common. Grandma was born in Bristol on 4 July 1916 – US
Independence Day, and an appropriate date as events compelled her
to become a strong and independent woman. Her early years were
happy and stable, though. Certainly there was no shortage of money:
after her family moved to the village she was privately educated.
The first loss in her life was that of her mother, who passed away
when Grandma was a teenager. Although this was mitigated by the
fact that her new stepmother quickly earned her love and respect,
it cannot have failed to mark her. Her father – my
great-grandfather – was a cultured man, a writer and a musician,
and his sound choice of spouse also speaks in his favour.
Coincidentally, both his marriages lasted 22 years.

Grandma’s next
losses came during World War II, when both her brothers were
killed. She seldom talked about it and never told me their names.
Happily, she met and married John White, an engineer, and settled
comfortably in a three-bedroom semi in a well-to-do village. With
two children, Matthew John and Jane Louise (my mother was born on 9
August 1945), her life must have seemed on track until one morning
in about 1950 when she woke up beside a corpse – John had passed
away in the night. She was left with two children to support on
only a widow’s pension. Resourceful and intelligent, she found
herself a job, working as a secretary at the local girls’ high
school, an institution that went co-ed during her time there and
later closed.

For over ten
years Grandma coped well on her own, eventually marrying a teacher,
Henry Sears, in the early 1960s. This marriage would also leave her
widowed when Henry died of multiple sclerosis only eighteen months
later. Grandma nursed him at home until the end.

In the meantime
my mother had grown into a vivacious young woman. Although
academically gifted, she did not take kindly to the institutional
environment of school and, ever the rebel, she left at sixteen with
few qualifications, to work as an apprentice secretary. Photos show
her as a dark-haired beauty, an air of mystery exuding from her
lustrous brown eyes. At five foot two and very slender, her petite
frame harboured a feisty, determined and self-confident spirit, her
resilience possibly derived from her mother. She was not unaware of
her physical charms and, dressed in the latest fashions and
adornments, she must have been a magnet for the opposite sex. If
she had any faults it was that her quick brain did not suffer fools
gladly and she was perhaps rather reckless and impatient.

With Grandma’s
eye off the ball while she nursed her dying husband and Mum out on
the town, flaunting herself in her glad rags, what happened next
seems almost inevitable. She became pregnant. At that time to be an
unmarried mother was shameful indeed, and most young women
unfortunate enough to violate societal norms in this way found
themselves under considerable pressure to put their babies up for
adoption. Instead, my mother chose to keep her daughter, Catherine
Jane White (born on 11 March 1964 weighing 6.2 pounds) and Grandma
put a brave face on it and stood by her, taking them both in. One
can imagine the gossip they would have had to endure in that nice
little middleclass world, and one might guess that my Grandma’s
support for her daughter spoke of an unprejudiced and tolerant
disposition. This last deduction would be wrong, for she did not
approve of the lad from ‘the wrong side of the railway tracks’ whom
my mother was soon to take as her husband.

It doesn’t take
much psychological expertise to imagine the scenario, and it’s
almost frustratingly obvious what happened next, but if I could go
back in time and change things, would I? Probably not, because I am
the result of it all, and having been to hell and back, I am now –
dare I say? – the reasonably well-adjusted, happy and proud mother
of two super young daughters of my own. But, to return to the
village: two strong, proud women and a screaming baby under one
roof... Grandma undoubtedly loved her daughter, but she would not
have approved of her extramarital dalliance and my mother would
have felt uncomfortable at the constant reproach she could surely
read behind Grandma’s stoicism. Mum still had her youth and the way
out for her was obvious: catch another man to look after her, the
sooner the better. But with her stunning looks, and an eye for
aesthetics, she would only have been prepared to settle for a
partner to match. Cathy was barely a toddler when Mum met my
father. He was tall (six foot one inch), lean and quite literally
possessed of filmstar looks, being something like Robert Redford
with a dash of Clint Eastwood, complete with blond hair and
greeny-blue eyes. He fitted the bill, as she did for him: a
gorgeous young woman from a good background.

My father
rarely spoke of his family, and I had little contact with them, but
I have managed to gather some information. I do not know the maiden
name of my paternal grandmother, Mrs Hilda Cook, whom I knew simply
as ‘Nan’. She was married and had several children at the time she
met my grandfather, George Cook, who was a joiner. They were
next-door neighbours in a rough council estate when their spouses
ran off together. Mutual consolation ensued and they had further
children together, the oldest being James, who died of heart
failure before I was born. He was followed by Sheila, then my
father, Graham, came along, and then Steven, who was raised by her
sister as my father’s cousin. Two more sons, Kevin and Ned,
followed, the latter born in the 1960s, only a few years before the
death of George, his father.

With such a
large brood and only a joiner’s wages, it’s hardly surprising that
my father could not talk about his childhood without recounting the
deprivations. Apparently they could not even afford blankets and he
and his brothers would sleep together under a pile of coats, taking
bricks heated in the fire to bed with them to take the chill off
the damp sheets. Dad’s education at the local secondary modern was
limited and he left at sixteen to become an apprentice
accountant.

My Grandma had
many good qualities, but she was not without a touch of the snob,
and from the word go she never hid the fact that she considered her
uptown girl too good for the downtown lad who was smitten by her,
and who had apparently similarly dazzled her. What qualities did my
father possess to explain his magnetism, other than devastating
looks? I imagine his tough background would have given him a
certain swagger and an appealing machismo, for one doesn’t survive
in the proverbial ghetto without cultivating such attributes. To
the naïve, albeit intelligent young thing that my mother was, this
would have come across as evidence of self-confidence and maturity,
a spurious impression possibly strengthened by his John Wayne-like
taciturnity. Anyway, Grandma was unable to put my mother off the
council-estate swell. In fact, I suspect she feared she might lose
her headstrong daughter altogether if she did not fall into line,
so she swallowed her pride and even paid for the wedding, in
September 1966. However, my father surely must have been aware of
her disapproval. Sadly, while he was hardly welcomed into the bosom
of the White circle, he did not have a particularly good
relationship with his own family, to judge by how disparagingly and
seldom he talked of them, and Grandma did not encourage contact
between the ill-matched sets of relatives. He must have felt
isolated and uncomfortable, with a gorgeous wife, granted, but
saddled with someone else’s daughter (who took his surname), while
his mother-in-law constantly looked down on him.

What of my
mother’s brother? Matthew was to travel a more conventional route
than his temperamental sister, working hard at school and entering
the police force at eighteen. He met an entirely suitable young
woman, Samantha Walker, and they wed not long before and in the
same church as my parents – an alliance viewed very differently by
Grandma. They settled in London, where Samantha worked in a bank,
and I got to know them as ‘Auntie Sam and Uncle Matt’, models of
respectability. ‘Not a bit of trouble he was,’ Grandma would say to
me of my uncle, ‘Not at all like your mother!’

Matt and Sam
were both there at Grandma’s place, on 25 December 1970, for the
traditional family Christmas, along with my parents and little
Cathy was there too, in a manner of speaking, and made my presence
felt when Mum experienced the early twinges of labour. ‘I think
I’ve started,’ she is reported to have said, ‘but I’m jolly well
going to have my Christmas tea before I call the hospital!’ She
would have known from her experience with Cathy there would be a
long interval between the first mild contractions and the eventual
delivery, but it’s also possible that she thought it might be a
false alarm as I wasn’t due for two weeks.

Anyway, Mum
tucked into the Christmas fare, liberally washing down the feast
with Babycham and Cherry B, her favourite tipples and the
equivalent of today’s ‘alcopops’. She had not touched alcohol
during the rest of her pregnancy, but I assume she reasoned that a
day of indulgence would hardly do any damage at this late stage.
Ironically, she had thought nothing of puffing her way daily
through a pack of Player’s No. 6. The whole family smoked and I’m
not sure if the health risks of tobacco were widely appreciated at
the time. Of course we now know that smoking during pregnancy
increases the risk of miscarriage and that the babies of smokers
are often born underweight and prematurely. I was slightly
premature because at ten p.m. Mum finally had to admit defeat. Dad
drove her to the hospital but, rather than pace the waiting room
like most expectant fathers, he supposedly went home to bed! Had he
been more normal he would scarcely have worn away much shoe leather
– I was born not long after midnight. At ten and a half pounds I
was a good weight, especially if you consider how petite Mum was –
ouch! Perhaps her intoxicated state mitigated the pain of labour
and accelerated the process.

Dad wasn’t
present at the birth, but had been eagerly anticipating the arrival
of his new blood relative. The joy he must have felt to see his own
greeny-blue eyes and blond hair (which I possessed in abundance)
can be imagined, especially in light of his estrangement from the
Cooks, the cool reception he received from Grandma, and – something
I discovered many years later – his struggle with impotence, which
must have dealt a considerable blow to his self-esteem. On New
Year’s Day, I was taken home to our three-bedroom semi in one of
the better parts of the area.

I was, without
doubt, the light of my father’s life during those early years and
when he was not at work, it was he, not Mum, who was my main carer.
He fed, changed and cuddled me, day and night. I’ve been told he
rarely put me down and the bond between us was as strong as ever
existed between father and daughter. While his relationship with
his vivacious and self-confident wife must have been cruelly
affected by his conjugal shortcomings, he could at least give and
receive uncomplicated and unconditional affection when it came to
his daughter. I can understand the strength of this love, having
experienced it with my own girls, who also came into being in less
than ideal circumstances.

For about
eighteen months we lived as an ostensibly happy family of four,
with Grandma hovering in the wings as the dowager matriarch. Then
Dad was offered a better job, necessitating a move. Looking back,
the next few years seem to have a happy bloom on them, although my
memories must, to some extent, have been constructed in retrospect
– I would have been too young to remember much. We lived in a
spanking new three-bedroom semi – yes, another one! This time,
though, it was a bungalow with all the mod cons and came complete
with a beautiful garden for Cathy and I to romp in. Cathy went to
the local primary school and Mum, who must have been itching to
regain some measure of independence, enrolled me at a nursery and
went back to work. It was Dad who took me there and picked me up,
and so the bond between us grew ever closer. I remember him
plonking me down on the kitchen worktop in the mornings, chatting
to me about the day ahead. I would whine about having to go to
nursery and he would mollify me by promising me a Curly Wurly (a
chocolate-coated caramel bar of which I was very fond) on the way
there. In the evenings and at weekends he would push me on the
swing, or set up the paddling pool. At three years old I was tall
for my age and had long blonde hair. He must have glowed with pride
when people described me as ‘a real Cook!’

My poor sister
suffered from the partisan nature of my father’s affections. With
dark hair and big brown eyes, she was the image of Mum; a little
small for her age, well-spoken and good at schoolwork. She would
not have understood why ‘her father’, to whom she bore no
resemblance whatsoever, so favoured her baby sister. I’ve no doubt
her understandable jealousy and hurt explained why she was
highly-strung and bad-tempered, while I was a real Miss Goodie-Two-
Shoes. Knowing how children are, it’s likely that I played on my
privileged position and Cathy’s life could not have been easy. We
fought bitterly and she was always the one blamed for our
altercations, a good few of which must have been provoked by
me.

My mother does
not feature in many of my memories of that era. In the evenings,
she went out a lot and if we weren’t seeing Grandma at the weekend,
then the family would split in two: Dad and I playing together at
home while Mum and Cathy ventured further afield. As time went by,
Mum would be away almost every evening and her homecomings would
herald huge rows with Dad. I don’t remember what was said, but I do
recall my distress. Somehow I picked up on the idea that Dad was
frustrated and his pain unsettled me. Later, Cathy told me that he
was violent towards Mum, but I did not witness this side of him
myself, at least not then.

One Saturday
morning, in the run-up to Christmas 1974, I was sitting on Dad’s
knee, happily babbling away about Santa’s forthcoming visit and my
ensuing birthday, when I was startled to see a tear running down
his cheek. Abruptly silent, I wiped it away. I remember that Mum
was hovering in the background and there were suitcases in the
hallway, but for some reason I became fixated by the bright red
shoes that Dad had helped me put on a moment earlier. I was aware
that Cathy was sitting next to Dad with her coat on, and he had an
arm round her too. With my eyes still locked on my feet, and with a
lurching feeling in my stomach, I clung to him for all I was worth
– something was wrong. With false jollity, he said, ‘Come on,
chicken! Let’s put your coat on. It’s cold outside!’ We were going
to watch Saturday morning TV together, as usual – why would I need
my coat on? The cold sensation intensified. Gusts of freezing air
issued from the open kitchen door as Mum went in and out, carrying
boxes and cases to a vehicle outside. Dad said, ‘I love you both
very much and I will come and see you as often as I can.’

I was thrown
but somehow I made the connection with Mum’s frequent evening
absences – this must have something to do with them. Mum snatched
me away from Dad, ordering Cathy to get into the waiting car. But
it wasn’t Dad’s car, a turquoise Vauxhall Viva – it was a cream
Morris Minor. Whose was it? My world destroyed, I remember being
driven away, picturing the tear on Dad’s cheek and then his vacant
face as he sat helpless on the settee, a broken man. That was the
first major trauma of my life – the first of many.
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After a short
journey, during which I was left alone in my confusion on the back
seat of the little car, we pulled into the car park of a One Stop
supermarket. Mum and Cathy got out. Dazed, for a moment I sat there
until Mum beckoned me, having pulled her seat forward to allow me
to get out. I got the impression that Cathy was not suffering from
the same disorientation as me, but neither she nor my mother
offered any explanation or word of comfort, a foretaste of the
hurtful ‘you’re-too-young-to-understand’ brush-off which would
become all too familiar in the years to come.

I held Mum’s
hand as we walked towards some steps at the side of the supermarket
– so we weren’t going shopping, then. It was a noisy place, with
vehicles coming and going and exhaust fumes in the air, a far cry
from the quiet oasis of the suburbia we’d left behind. A little man
stood at the bottom of the steps, his anxious face relaxing as he
greeted Mum, who had released her grip on me. I noticed that Cathy
was also given a warm smile, and the three of them mounted the
steps. I don’t remember being acknowledged, but then my agony at
being wrenched away from Dad could hardly have given me a friendly
expression. I toddled along behind, aching to be back home with his
arms around me, a longing that would resurface intermittently for
almost thrity years, dying at last on a bridge in York when I faced
what I thought would be my own end.

We entered a
poky little flat – there were three bedrooms but the rooms were
small. I remember the strange little man saying to Mum and Cathy:
‘I can’t believe you’ve done it at last. Now we can be a family!’
My thumb was in my mouth, my eyes were fixed on my red shoes, and I
was clutching the golliwog that Dad had given me, having lovingly
collected the tokens from jars of Robertson’s jam. Noticing me
standing there awkwardly, Mum asked, ‘Would you like to see your
new bedroom, Angela?’

I shrugged, and
let her lead me. The man stood in the doorway, smoking a cigarette
as he looked on. My eyes swivelled from Mum to him, questions
written all over my face.



‘This is Ben,
Angela. He will be living with us now.’

‘What about
Daddy? Will he be living here too?’

The man
harrumphed, his benign expression gone as he turned away. Mum
hurriedly followed him out, a hand on his back. She was murmuring
something. I knew that he was not a friend of my father’s, and
never would be.

Ben was just
about as unlike Dad as it was possible to be. At five foot one, he
was on the portly side with dark hair. Although he usually wore a
jovial expression, he was not conventionally good-looking – not a
patch on my handsome father, the very mention of whom would
transform his friendly gnome-like features into a ferocious scowl.
(I was to learn quickly that Dad was a taboo subject.) Apparently
Ben and Mum worked together and had been having an affair for some
time. With my parents’ mismatched backgrounds and temperaments, not
to mention Dad’s difficulties in bed, one can readily understand
how Mum had taken a shine to her utterly contrasting and
sympathetic colleague. From work mates, they had rapidly progressed
to friends, then lovers, and I think she might have described him
as a soul mate.

Tormented by a
recurrent nightmare over the next week or two, I did not sleep
easily: I was sitting high in the apex frame of the roof of my
nursery waiting for Dad to come and collect me. I’m not sure how I
could see what was happening outside the building, but he would
attempt to climb the walls and be knocked back by hundreds of
tumbling balls. One night just before Christmas I awoke screaming,
only to immediately face a fresh horror – there was a strange
elderly woman sitting on my bed! She introduced herself as my new
Gran. Over the Christmas period, I was introduced to other ‘new
relatives’. I was also informed that I would be visiting the
nursery less often; Ben’s sister-in-law would be looking after me.
My only concern was when I would next see Dad.

Christmas day
was spent at Grandma’s. The day held little joy for me, however,
other than in the fact that it preceded my birthday, which I would
be spending with Dad – and sleeping over! It was an endurance test
for me not to mention that imminent light on my horizon.

1975 – a year
that would have a strange resonance for me twenty-six years later –
saw the Sex Discrimination Act enter the statute books, the first
ambulance strike and the election of Margaret Thatcher as the first
female leader of the Conservative Party. For me, it was a
relatively stable time as we were to spend over twelve months in
that little ‘One Stop’ flat. My new childminder, ‘Auntie’ Claire,
turned out to be likeable enough and I developed a good
relationship with Ben once I learnt never to mention my father. A
significant point in the thawing process came three days after Mrs
Thatcher’s success. One evening as Mum was tucking me up in bed I
could tell she had something on her mind by her distracted
expression and the slight twitch at the side of her mouth.
‘Darling,’ she said, at last finding the courage to speak, ‘you
know it’s Ben’s birthday and St Valentine’s Day tomorrow?’

‘Yes...?’

‘Well, he’s
been nice to you, hasn’t he?’

‘Ye-es.’ I had
no idea where this was leading.

‘Um, I was
wondering... do you think you could call him “Dad”?’

For some time I
lay awake, fighting with my conscience and remembering the tear on
Dad’s cheek. Uttering this little word would always feel like a
betrayal. But I felt I had no choice but to comply, and so, on the
morning of 14 February, Ben’s face radiated delight when I greeted
him with ‘Happy birthday, Daddy!’

Later I
overheard him saying to Mum, ‘You know she’s a fine little girl,
that Angela, and I’m proud of her.’

Despite this,
my relationship with Ben was not as close as Cathy’s. Physically,
of course, with her, Mum and Ben all being short and dark, I was
very much the odd one out. The household atmosphere was warm and
calm, though, and with Mum and my stepfather making plans for a
lifetime together, we began to gel as a family over the winter of
late 1975, my father fading in importance as contact with him
became more infrequent; Ben really was becoming ‘Dad’.

We weren’t long
in the flat, moving into a new house in time to celebrate
Christmas. It was a three-bedroom semi in a nicer area. When she’d
left Dad, Mum had taken nothing more than our clothes and a few
personal possessions and this move cost them both much scrimping
and saving. Although our new house had been built in the 1930s and
was a bit dilapidated, it was a definite step up, with a big
garden, something Cathy and I had missed. Over the next few months
it was gradually refurbished and a real home emerged. You’d think I
would remember what must have been an exciting festive season, but
to be honest it’s a bit of a blank. I have subsequently learnt that
it’s not uncommon for people who have been abused to find it easier
to recall unpleasant times and events than happy ones, unless the
latter are really outstanding. I can only assume that our lives
were easy and untroubled. By then, Cathy had moved to senior school
and after the Christmas holidays I started at primary school, no
longer spending my days at the nursery or with Auntie Claire. I do
remember, though, my first day at ‘Big School’: Mum shepherded me
into the strange building, her arms around me. I settled in quickly
and, despite Mum’s full-time job, I seem to recall that she became
a bit more involved in my life.

Dad was not
quite off the scene yet, and the huge grin and proud posture
evident in a photograph of me in my smart new school uniform no
doubt reflect the fact that he triggered the shutter, on one of my
occasional and erratic visits to him. I think the last time he took
Cathy and me out was at the end of January 1976. Cathy was
desperate to get a copy of the Queen single, ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’,
which had topped the charts since the end of November 1975. That
weekend he patiently accompanied us on what turned out to be a
major expedition – no quest for the Holy Grail could have been more
ardent than Cathy’s desperate hunt for that little vinyl disc! Once
obtained, it was the record’s turn to know no rest, as she played
it constantly for weeks. The mysterious lyrics became as familiar
to me as the words of any nursery rhyme. From today’s perspective,
it’s hard not to see connections between them and episodes of my
life, for example the bit about being trapped in a landslide and
unable to escape. I can also see parallels with Dad’s life. He had
certainly been a poor lad, as in the lyrics, and I can imagine him,
at various times in his life, telling himself that whatever
happened didn’t matter (also in the song) – a survival strategy
akin to sweeping dust under a carpet and one that I would later
adopt myself.

I had seen Dad
from time to time in 1975 and saw him again once or twice in the
early weeks of 1976, but Ben and Mum resented the fact that he
appeared to think he could compensate for his unreliability by
dropping Cathy and me off laden with presents. The ensuing
arguments were heated and whenever I let my guard slip and blurted
something out after such events, Ben shouted, ‘I don’t want his
name mentioned in this house!’ At last I trained myself never to
let the forbidden word cross my lips. Dad’s visits tailed off in
the face of the unwelcoming reception he received and so the
‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ episode virtually marked the end of an era.
Apart from the animosity displayed at these times, all was peace
and content in the household.

The summer of
1976 stands out in the memories of all who experienced it and I am
no exception: long days of unbroken sunshine, with temperatures
frequently exceeding 30°C (86°F). Much of the holiday was spent at
Grandma’s because her school job meant that her break coincided
with mine, and Ben and Mum could carry on working without worrying
about childcare. I spent hours outside on the new bike that Grandma
bought me and I also remember a trip into town with her one day,
when I insisted on marching several times around a triangular green
at the end of her street, singing ‘Lord of the Dance’ and ‘All
Things Bright and Beautiful’ at the top of my voice, before she
succeeded in dragging me to the bus stop.

While Dad was
fading away into the past, Ben and Mum were married that year. It
was a no-frills lunchtime affair, with only the requisite two
witnesses. Mum acceded to Ben’s request to change all our surnames
to match. He wanted to abolish any memory of my father and for us
to present ourselves to the world as ‘a proper united family’.
Although I hated the name (Higginbottom), I was persuaded of the
benefits, and Ben was rising very well to his role as our father,
which he undoubtedly filled wholeheartedly. I remember him taking
me to the hospital to have my chin stitched after a bike accident.
Afterwards, beaming with paternal pride, he presented me with a big
bag of sweets ‘for being such a brave girl’.

Life was
definitely on the up. Cathy and I were happy at school, and when I
wasn’t there I would play under Grandma’s doting eye or kick up at
the blue sky on the new swing that Ben had installed in our garden.
Our house was now a lovely and welcoming home. Mum was working as a
secretary, and although Ben’s new job as a sales rep meant that he
was working hard, he did get a fine company car, his pride and joy.
(If only he had known what lay ahead!)

With Dad now
off the scene, all was peace and harmony. The only tense moments
were mealtimes. I was increasingly fussy about what I would and
would not eat, and Mum’s patience was wearing thin. Everyone
reassured her that this was just a passing childhood fad, and I
wasn’t worried myself, not realising how this behaviour would
re-emerge many years later.

The heatwave
finally came to an end in September of that year. Grandma, Cathy
and I returned to our various schools, but not all of us to
routine, for I was chosen to play the ‘Chief Angel’ in the school
nativity play and would have to sing ‘Silent Night’ solo! Thrilled
doesn’t come close to describing how I felt. Mum spent hours
rehearsing the words with me and Grandma put together a magnificent
costume. I’m not sure what I had expected, but when the day came no
lottery winner could have experienced anything near the joy I felt
to see Mum, Ben and Grandma there in the audience. Perhaps even
happier and more proud than on the day Dad had photographed me in
my new school uniform, I know that I shone that night, and it
wasn’t just because of the bright costume and the stage lights. My
family loved me, and I was no longer the odd one out.

The festive
season that year was as happy and normal as any child could wish
for. Little did we know that this would be our last family
Christmas.

I hold a coin.
Silver, it shines as brightly as I did on that school stage all
those years ago. It bears a picture of the Queen sitting smartly on
a proud horse, a jaunty plume on her trim hat as she rides
confidently into the future. I close my hand on it. It is cold and
hard in the darkness of my tight fist, and hurts. That Queen’s
Silver Jubilee Commemorative Crown triggers so many memories from
1977, one of the happiest and saddest years of my life, for it was
given to me by Mum and Grandma at the high point of a glorious few
months: 28 July was the last day of the Queen’s tour of the region.
Dressed in red, white and blue, and equipped with little flags,
Cathy, myself and several friends were taken by Mum to watch HRH,
Queen Elizabeth II, drive slowly past, waving regally. I could
hardly believe that I was actually seeing the Queen! These days the
coin’s importance for me lies not in its association with the
Monarch, but with the pictures it evokes of the vivacious, petite,
dark-eyed woman with the ready smile and love of life who took me
to see her.


Characteristically, Mum had started the year off for us with an
astonishing piece of news. Returning from work one day in January
she had opened the front door all smiles and announced that she’d
bought a new house! Fortunately, Ben loved her impulsiveness and
that evening the four of us were giggling near-hysterically as we
ran around a large freshly built detached house with a large garden
in one of the best parts of town. It was part of a new development
and I was delighted to note that other houses were still being
constructed – I imagined the fun I would have watching, and
possibly helping, the builders. Not only that, but there was a huge
park just down the road. Life was getting better and better! Of
course, I would have the trauma of changing schools, but Ben
quickly reassured me that I would be going to his old school, where
he’d been very happy indeed, and he walked me there for a look.

Shortly after
our visit we moved. School was great – there were plenty of
children in the neighbourhood and I made many new friends,
including the identical twins, who lived at No. 8, a few houses
along. I remember much of that year as a glorious and continuous
romp in the park and gardens.

With
greasepaint in my veins following my nativity play triumph, I
didn’t waste much time in finding an outlet for my new thespian
cravings. During the summer holidays the twins and I spent hours
writing plays and songs, complete with tambourine and recorder
parts. When we were happy with our elaborate routines, we sent
invitations to most of the neighbourhood to attend a grand garden
party concert, not worrying about such irrelevancies as informing
my mother or organising seating and refreshments. Mum was horrified
to see a crowd assembling on our front lawn, but gracefully rose to
the occasion and soon had chairs set out and tea and cake
distributed.

She wasn’t the
only one to arrive home with good news that year. One day Ben got
back from work to tell us that the following Monday we were off to
a chalet in a holiday camp – for two weeks! Much as Cathy and I
loved our new house and garden, and all our new friends and
activities, we’d never experienced a real holiday and so the next
few days passed agonisingly slowly.

With many an
‘Are-we-nearly-there-yet?’ assailing him, poor Ben drove us all the
way there – for Cathy and me it seemed like a voyage to the end of
the earth, but it couldn’t have taken more than two hours.

The camp was
kids’ paradise – and adults’ too – as there was an on-site club
where exhausted parents could deposit their boisterous charges. I
won the ‘Holiday Princess’ competition and Mum was not shy of
expressing her pride. Ben made his usual wisecracks along the lines
of ‘Were you the only one who entered?’ and ‘Were the judges all
blind, then?’ but the grin belied his words, and we would wrestle
in jest before he tickled me and we both dissolved into
laughter.

Among the many
diversions in this sunny wonderland was a portrait painter. On the
wall of my hallway today there’s a picture of a radiant young woman
in her prime, brown eyes beaming at me from a glorious and
near-mythical time and place. I remember Mum’s delight at seeing
the completed work. It was the last time her image was captured and
that was the last holiday we had with her.


Chapter 4: Adrift
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17 December
1977 – three years since I had been torn from my father’s arms just
as I was anticipating a lazy morning in front of the gogglebox.
Much had changed, but not my Saturday morning TV habit. I woke at
about nine and sleepily tottered downstairs in my pyjamas to watch
the children’s programmes.

‘Grandma! Uncle
Matt!’ I was delighted to see them both there on the settee. Uncle
Matt’s company was a rare treat indeed, usually reserved for
special occasions, and I flung myself onto his lap, beaming with
delight. ‘What are you doing here? You weren’t here last
night!’

But his
answering smile was wan. ‘Angela, your Mum and Dad have had a
little car accident, and we’ve come over to look after you and
Cathy. Be a good girl and go and get some clothes on.’ He patted me
gently on the shoulder.

Without
thinking too much about it, I dutifully trotted away, but as I
climbed the stairs the idea came into my head that this was a game
and Mum and Ben were hiding somewhere. I ran from room to room,
scouring the upper floor, looking under the beds, behind the
curtains and in the wardrobes. They were not there. With growing
unease, I pulled on my clothes and made my way downstairs again,
less blithely this time.

Grandma seemed
to be pottering about in the kitchen with Cathy, while Uncle Matt
was on the phone in the hall, his voice serious and low. There was
nothing for me to do but watch TV, so I clambered into the big
armchair in the lounge and tried to lose myself in what was
probably Multi-Coloured Swap Shop. After about half an hour I began
to relax.


‘Waaaaaaaaaaaah!’ I started at the unearthly keening. It was
Grandma. I’d never heard her cry. The noise was dreadful. Then my
sister began. I can still hear that eerie chorus. Dry-eyed, I knew
instantly that Mum had died. I was a week short of seven years old
at the time, but frozen there in that dwarfing armchair, I
understood.

The wailing
continued, gradually giving way to more measured sobs, but no one
came to me. Finally, after what seemed an hour in limbo, listlessly
staring at images of adults doing their
jolly-and-enthusiastic-for-the-kids act on the box in front of me,
Uncle Matt reappeared. I remember thinking: ‘He’s going to tell me
now, but I already know.’ But I was wrong.

‘Angela, love,’
he said, ‘Do you have any friends nearby you could visit?’ And so I
told him where the nearest one lived, and he left, closing the
front door gently behind him. Fifteen minutes later he was back. He
told me to make my way to Louise’s house. Not daring to object, I
put on my shoes and set out alone, leaving Uncle Matt, Grandma and
Cathy to cry themselves into exhaustion.

Louise’s mother
met me at the door, a sad look on her face. She did not mention my
Mum, far less offer condolences. No one was going to acknowledge
what had happened, it seemed. Coldly, she told me to go and play. I
had never taken to this glacial woman and felt that she didn’t like
me either. To some extent Louise took after her, being fairly
withdrawn. She was a sort of ‘better-than-nothing’ friend, one you
would play with if your ‘real’ friends were unavailable. We managed
to occupy ourselves most of the day, interrupting our half-hearted
play for a simple lunch. By four o’clock I was feeling very
uncomfortable and really wanted to go home. I was in a strangely
confused state, yearning to see Mum, but also aware that she was
gone forever; I needed some warmth and openness from someone at
least, and so I informed the ice lady, very politely I’m sure, that
I was keen to return home. She told me that she would need to call
Uncle Matt first.

My uncle
appeared, uncommunicative as before, and took me round to our
next-door neighbours, a young couple with a three-year-old
daughter. I was more at ease there as they had always had a soft
spot for me and I imagine their wee girl was just the right age to
be a compliant accessory to my make-believe play. I don’t remember
how the next few hours passed, but we probably played and watched
TV.

It must have
been about twelve hours after I had sleepily come down the stairs
that morning when Uncle Matt showed up again. As if on cue, the
family melted away, leaving my uncle and I alone on their settee.
He was trembling.

‘Angela,
darling, there’s something I have to tell you...’

I was an
emotional blank, a state in which I would take refuge through much
of what would follow, right up until September 2001.

‘Angela, your
Mum has gone to Jesus.’

‘I know,’ I
said, ‘can we go home now?’

We stood up and
walked home in icy silence. Waiting outside the front door was Ben.
Cathy was standing next to him, looking drained. I ran towards him
as he lowered himself onto one knee to receive me. Sitting there
with his arm around me, I watched a tear making its way down his
bruised and cut face. The image of a similar scene from three years
back flashed into my brain. All I could think was: ‘I want my
Dad.’

The only other
memory I have of that day is of being told to go to bed and get
some sleep. I imagine I stared at the ceiling for some time, but I
know that I left all the crying to others.

Perhaps, to
some extent, my apparent emotional unresponsiveness, in addition to
being a defence mechanism, was a subconscious response to the lack
of openness in my family’s dealings with me, a ‘passive’ weapon
borne of the resentment I undoubtedly felt. The circumstances
around my mother’s death, for example, were never willingly
discussed. For years, I tried to discover what really happened.
Uncle Matt is a genius at evasion, and Cathy and Grandma, while
honest people, refused point-blank to discuss painful or difficult
subjects. Even when I spoke to him as an adult, Ben came across as
defensive where Mum was concerned and would only ever talk of the
good times. My father was open to the point of brutality, but his
callously delivered and graphic information turned out not to be
entirely accurate. In the 1980s he answered my question about Mum’s
death with these words: ‘Ben was driving. There was a head-on
collision with a lorry. She was ejected from the passenger seat.
Her neck was snapped like a chicken’s, and, hey presto, your mother
was a gonner.’ At last, after much investigation, I believe I have
a fair idea of what transpired.

Mum was one of
the volunteers who helped run a Youth Club. I think her title was
‘Youth Leader’. On the evening of 16 December they held a Christmas
party for the youngsters and Ben collected her when it was over. He
then had to deliver something to his office. I had been left in
Cathy’s charge, then a responsible thirteen-year-old. They had an
uneventful journey most of the way to the office and were waiting
to turn right at a junction when an oncoming vehicle flashed its
headlights. This informal signal is usually interpreted to mean
that the driver is slowing down to let one through, and Ben
apparently took it that way, for he engaged the gears and pulled
out. The approaching vehicle did not slow down, however, and as it
was travelling at about sixty miles per hour, and Ben’s was doing
ten, they collided at a combined speed of seventy miles per hour,
the impact occurring in the passenger seat area.

I haven’t been
able to establish whether Mum was thrown from the vehicle, or
perhaps trapped in it, but I do know that she didn’t die instantly,
but later, of head and spinal injuries. Grandma told me she had no
external marks at all, this being the only information she
provided. The death certificate merely states that she died of
‘injuries sustained in a road accident’. An inquest was held on 28
February 1978 and I am still trying to get a copy of the report,
but having attended many ‘RTCs’ (Road Traffic Collisions, formerly
known as ‘RTAs or Road Traffic Accidents) as a paramedic, I can
well imagine what injuries she would have sustained, especially
considering that seat-belts were not then mandatory and side-impact
bars and airbags non-existent.

On 22 December
Cathy and I were deposited at Auntie Dorothy’s house (Auntie
Dorothy was Uncle Matt’s mother-in-law) while the rest of the
family, all dressed in black, went off to attend to something
important. My frustrated enquiries only elicited that infuriating
response: ‘You’re too young to understand.’ It was, of course, the
day of my mother’s funeral at the crematorium. The rage I feel at
being denied the chance to say goodbye to her is hardly lessened by
my present-day understanding that they thought they were protecting
me. An elementary knowledge of psychology suggests how damaging
such ‘protection’ can be.

Christmas was
soon upon us. The adults rallied round, showering Cathy and me with
presents and attention. They did not forget my birthday on Boxing
Day either, when Grandma, particularly, made a big fuss of me.
Perhaps these rituals were helpful distractions for them, their
desire not to spoil our Christmas and my birthday giving them some
structure and motivation to keep going. Behind the brave faces, of
course, there was a sadness that could not be hidden, but, as I
came to think of it, my ‘emotions switch’ was firmly in the off
position. Part of me looked on as my hands tore the gaudy wrappings
from the well-meant offerings as if I were controlling them
remotely, from a thousand miles away.

Now car-less,
after New Year Uncle Matt drove us back home: Ben, Cathy and me.
There had been some debate about our future, I believe, but Ben won
the argument, insisting that we return with him to our familiar
home to pick up the threads of our lives as far as we were able.
What we didn’t know was that my father would soon be back in our
lives, but he would not be the benign and indulgent Dad of paddling
pool and ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ fame. Several other ordeals were to
come before then, though.

‘If wishes were
horses...’ My deepest longings were indirectly connected with
horses, and just as unlikely to be satisfied as those of beggars
wanting to ride. Back at home I buried my head in the pillow and
inhaled the residual scent of my mother, a combination of her own
unique smell and Elizabeth Arden’s ‘Blue Grass’ perfume, named for
the vista of rolling grasslands opening out before Ms Arden’s
Kentucky home. (Kentucky, famed for its thoroughbreds and music, is
known as ‘The Blue Grass State’.) Smell bypasses the higher
faculties and evokes emotions and memories more directly and surely
than other sensory inputs. With my medical background I am aware of
the anatomy and neurology behind this, but a scientific explanation
does not really help to convey the comforting, warming and
individual olfactory sensation I experience when, for example, I
sit next to my daughters, helping them with their homework. In
January 1978 it connected me with my dead mother.

I had
experienced it almost as a violation when we returned to that place
of happy memories and I discovered that virtually every trace of my
mother’s existence had been expunged. It seemed that it was
standard practice in my family (if such existed any more) to
stifle, deny, hide, delete or ignore anything that might have any
unseemly or embarrassing emotional aspect to it. Once a person was
off the scene, whether through death or the breakdown of
relationships, then they ceased to exist... had never existed. Of
course, the outcome was merely that the pain of absence had to be
endured alone, and when my emotions were not frozen, this burnt
horribly and did untold damage... well, ‘untold’ until now.

Paradoxically,
in wanting to obliterate Mum’s memory for himself, Ben unwittingly
did me a favour. I found that the house had been rearranged. He was
to sleep in what had been my bedroom, and I was to have his and
Mum’s. From one point of view, this was selfish and cruel – if he
couldn’t cope with the memories associated with that room, why
should I be expected to? And Cathy, older and presumably better
able to cope, did not have to move! But from another point of view,
there was a part of me that relished the ineradicable smell of my
mother. I could remember the little glass perfume bottle with the
shiny metal top and the stylised picture of a horse’s head with a
wavy mane, the way Mum applied it to her wrists and dabbed it
behind her ears, happy and excited before a night out. It was agony
smelling her still, but at least alone in my room I could allow
myself a moment’s indulgence in what was probably a healthy pain.
Apart from the holiday picture and, of course, my precious Silver
Jubilee Crown (also featuring a horse), there was one other memento
of her, one that had been overlooked by the human vultures who had
ruthlessly scoured the house. Behind the settee I found some
half-knitted doll’s clothes that Mum had been planning to give me
for Christmas. Tangible evidence of her love, although she had gone
forever.

With Mum dead,
you might have expected that we survivors would bond together more
than ever, to comfort each other in our shared grief. Far from it!
Once Ben had done what he saw as his duty and escorted me back to
school, explaining to the teachers what had happened, he threw
himself into his work, regularly putting in twelve-hour days. He
was away before I got up in the mornings and wouldn’t be back until
seven in the evening, at the earliest. Cathy, meanwhile, was in her
teens, and at that stage when her friends were her universe and her
boyfriend an important galaxy, so I rarely saw her. At the age of
seven, I was a latchkey kid and, apart from school dinner,
responsible for my own meals, not to mention personal hygiene,
clothing, entertainment and counsel.

Coming home to
an empty and neglected house, I would gorge on chocolate biscuits,
my staple diet. I refused to eat much of what was offered to me at
school, the confrontations with the dinner ladies just one
manifestation of my increasingly disruptive behaviour. My diet was
varied occasionally – if Ben got home before nine I would have fish
and chips from The Blue Dolphin.

Ben wasn’t
looking after me, but then he wasn’t looking after himself either.
Broken-hearted, and blank-eyed after a hard day at work, he sought
solace in Watneys Party Seven, massive seven-pint cans of beer with
distinctive white lettering on a red background – warning colours!
Most nights he would drink his way through one of these. In the
meantime the house became ever more dirty and untidy. I was the
only one who did any housework, and I didn’t do much – a reaction
to this experience perhaps explains my fastidiousness today? I
wasn’t even managing to keep myself and my clothes clean, and the
latter were now one or two sizes too small for me as I continued to
grow despite my unhealthy diet.

As I was, by
this time, dishevelled, smelly and a classroom troublemaker, my
teachers tried to contact Ben. Of course there was no one in to
answer the phone during the day and I was the first one home in the
evenings, enabling me to intercept any letters I didn’t want him to
receive. It goes without saying that any entrusted to me by the
teachers concerning events such as parents’ evenings would find
their way into a rubbish bin. As the lonely weeks dragged by, Ben
and Cathy spent less and less time at home and the environment
continued to deteriorate. Living virtually alone at the age of
seven, surrounded by filth and disorder, I was becoming a
bed-wetter. The lingering sweet odour of my mother was cruel
comfort. From time to time, I thought of phoning Dad but I didn’t
have his number.

Come June, the
stench was so bad that even exhaustingly long days and twenty units
of alcohol a night could not dull Ben’s senses sufficiently for him
to ignore the fact that I – unassisted by himself or Cathy – was
making a poor job of the housework. He hired a cleaner. Lydia came
on Tuesdays and Fridays, and the house became habitable once more.
Actually, with hindsight I wonder whether Ben really did notice.
Could it have been a quiet word from Grandma that alerted him?

In those dark
times, Grandma was a light. However nasty the week-time
confrontations at school and horrors at home, I always had the
weekends to look forward to. She would arrive on Fridays, catching
the train to our place after work, and would stay the weekend,
restocking the cupboards and showering Cathy and me with sweets and
little presents. Her parting gift on Sundays was a magnificent
lunch.

Despite Ben’s
neglect in the early months of 1978, he was undoubtedly fond of me,
and I do have some happy memories of him from that era. When summer
arrived, he would take me to the pub of an evening and introduce me
to his drinking buddies, teasing me gently: ‘Isn’t it about time
you are naughty so that I can give you a good hiding?’ He never
laid a finger on me, of course, and I glowed with pleasure at this
indirect compliment – also with embarrassment, as he had no idea of
the trouble I was getting myself into at school!

One long
weekend he took me to the seaside. Fuelled by cooked breakfasts,
ice cream, fish and chips, and sweets and chocolate, we spent hours
playing on the beach and in the amusement arcades, the nearest
thing to a family holiday since my mother had died. Pubs were, of
course, our evening haunts.

Our seaside
trip marked a turning point as, after spending three days in my
company, Ben inevitably began to pay more attention to my clothing
and personal hygiene. He had been slow to learn the tasks
undertaken by my mother, but learn them he eventually did, and he
also began to notice when I was unwell. He made an attentive and
conscientious nurse, vital practice for what would happen later
that year.

We were to
return to that area before long, as Ben booked a family holiday at
a holiday park in North Yorkshire, just a bit along the coast to
the southeast. He didn’t stay for the whole fortnight, but Cathy
and I were not unduly bothered as Grandma, her friend ‘Auntie’
Grace, and the latter’s grand daughters, Sophie and Melanie, were
also there. We managed to enjoy our selves, and even Ben, around
for a few days at the start and end, seemed to regain something of
his old spark. Mum was never alluded to, of course. Although
memories of our last family holiday were just under the surface, I
knew well enough from the reactions elicited by the mention of my
father not to raise the painful topic.

Talking of
forbidden subjects, on 25 July 1978 Louise Brown was born, the
world’s first ‘test tube baby’. This was a huge story and the
newspapers, radio and TV were full of it, as were people’s
conversations. An inquisitive child, I paid a lot of attention to
the news, and the ‘whys’ that were never far from my tongue were
seldom the prelude to idle adult-baiting questions but rather the
product of a serious desire to know and understand the world. I
remember sitting on Ben’s knee outside his local one summer
afternoon. He was chatting to his friends, but I couldn’t contain
my curiosity any longer and interrupted: ‘Dad, what’s a test tube
baby?’ All eyes were on him. Infuriatingly, the usual answer was
trotted out: ‘You’re too young to understand.’

My plaintive
and insistent ‘But why?’ was futile, producing only sniggers from
the onlookers. He diverted me with a tussle and a tickle, but this
episode surely contributed to my general frustration at the time
and to a life-long loathing of condescension of any sort.

If one sets
aside Ben’s neglect of me during the period when he was, I assume,
suffering from clinical depression in the wake of Mum’s death
(exacerbated by guilt?), and his occasional frustrating refusals to
answer my questions or deal with certain topics, then he was a
remarkably good stepfather. If my emotions were generally on ice,
then at least so too was the whole of me – literally – as I took to
ice-skating. He would give me a lift to the rink when he could
(generally on Saturday mornings) and I would get there by other
means at other times, racing through the grades as I thrilled to
the uncomplicated adrenalin fix of physical challenge and speed.
With no frustrating relationships or emotions to negotiate, I
relished my growing prowess in the one domain I could call my own.
My self-esteem was also helped when I joined the Brownies. I
remember Ben and Grandma coming to see me make my pledge at the
promise ceremony: ‘I promise that I will do my best...’

Much of the
summer was spent at Grandma’s but I also remember staying at Auntie
Sam and Uncle Matt’s for a few days. They had two children of their
own: Paul, who was then about 4, and Louise, 3. While on the one
hand it was lovely to experience normal family life, I could not
help but feel jealous of my cousins, living with both their real
parents.

The Smurfs made
their appearance in 1978, and like most kids of my age I was
smitten. A chain of petrol stations visited by Ben on his travels
stocked toy replicas and I would beg him to bring me one character
after another. One day I arrived home to find him there (a rare
treat in itself), a strange smile playing on his lips. On my
dressing table the entire Smurf range sat waiting! If anything, I
think his delight at seeing my face exceeded my own rapture.

The Smurfs
weren’t the only marketing phenomenon that year. The film Grease
came out, starring John Travolta and Olivia Newton John. Although I
had been exposed to pop music through Cathy, and knew the words to
‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ of course, the pop bug hadn’t really bitten
until ‘You’re The One That I Want’ hit the charts in May. By the
time ‘Summer Nights’ reached the top spot in September I was
hopelessly addicted to Sunday’s chart show. I don’t remember seeing
much of Cathy that summer apart from on this day of the week when
we would battle for sole possession of the family radio, but I was
to see a lot more of her in the autumn – and under circumstances
such that I would be more than happy to surrender the radio to
her.

Normally full
of energy and out all hours with her large circle of friends, Cathy
had begun to lose colour and vitality. Probably thinking she had
nothing more serious than a cold, Ben nursed her at home for a few
days until her skin turned yellow and her weakness progressed to
the point where she was barely conscious. With fear in his eyes, I
remember him scooping her up into his arms and driving her to the
general hospital, with me tagging along in a state of bewildered
concern. The doctors examined her and reported to Ben that they
couldn’t tell what was wrong, but that things didn’t look good at
all. They advised him to call the family in.

During the
early hours of the following morning I remember Uncle Matt and
Grandma appearing, anxiety personified. She was clutching a scrap
of paper on which the words ‘hereditary spherocytosis’ were
scrawled. She handed it to the doctors, explaining that Mum had had
the condition, as did Uncle Matt and his son, Paul. Cathy was
immediately wheeled into the theatre, where she had her spleen
whipped out and subsequently made a full recovery. If any episode
illustrates the dangers of poor communication, then this one does.
Even now, I am furious. I too have the same condition. Had I not
learnt of it then, would they ever have told me? My relatives’
propensity to avoid unpleasant subjects might well have proved
fatal for my children or me as it so nearly was for Cathy.

Christmas came
soon after Cathy’s recovery. With the memories of the year before
hanging over us, and yet another disaster only just avoided, Ben
tried his best to make it special. We were to spend Christmas day
itself together, just the three of us, and visit relatives during
the rest of the festive season. Christmas morning was a triumph.
Ben had put a great deal of thought into our presents and Cathy and
I were over the moon to unwrap, among several exciting and
well-chosen gifts, our own radios! No more squabbling over the
family radio. We could listen to the charts – or anything else – in
the privacy of our own rooms. We all mucked in to prepare the
traditional Christmas dinner and somehow we managed to get through
it without too much sadness. I think by the afternoon Ben was
struggling to maintain a brave face, so he decided, after all, that
we would visit his relatives.

My birthday the
following day was, if anything, even better. Tired of hiring
inferior ice-skating equipment, over the previous few months I’d
been asking for my own. Ben always responded that he couldn’t
afford skates, and I’d accepted his answer and put it to the back
of my mind until the next time. Come the morning of my birthday, I
was intrigued to see a large and splendidly wrapped box sitting
there. I thought that I’d already been given everything I’d asked
for and more, so what could it be? Tearing the pretty paper off, I
opened the box, nearly fainting with delight to see the contents: a
pair of pristine white ice skates, size three, complete with blade
guards and a carrying bag! The next parcel took my joy to a new
level. Ben’s mother, a seamstress for the Co-op, had run me up a
gorgeous ice-skating dress! I was desperate to get to the rink and
show them off.

The rest of
that festive season was spent visiting Grandma and Uncle Matt and
Auntie Sam. Little did we know we had just experienced the last
Christmas of Ben, Cathy and me.

In 1979
Margaret Thatcher was elected the UK’s first female Prime Minister,
Saddam Hussein became President of Iraq, the Yorkshire Ripper was
on the loose and the Sony Walkman launched.

The year
started uneventfully enough for me as my latchkey,
chips-andchocolate existence continued, leavened by my trips to the
ice rink, Grandma’s visits at the weekends and the occasions when
Ben had time and energy for me, when I was on my best behaviour.
The good little girl at home continued to contrast with the
troublemaker at school and I was consigned to a special class for
disruptive children. You might have expected Sunday evenings to be
a sad time for me then, with Grandma away home and an unpleasant
week at school ahead, but I would take my radio into the bathroom,
run a deep bath and lie back, luxuriating in the warm water while I
listened to the charts. Grandma had taken me to see the film
Watership Down and although I’d been the only dry-eyed kid
in the cinema (I had lost the ability to cry), I still enjoyed it.
When the theme song (‘Bright Eyes’ by Art Garfunkel) entered the
charts in March, I would sing along happily to the sad lyrics.
Cathy’s social life was once more in full swing, and Ben was
increasingly out in the evenings, on top of his long days at work,
but by then I was well used to being on my own and my strange and
often solitary life began to feel normal.

One June
evening Ben took me to the local squash club and introduced me to
two sisters, Sophie and Lisa Brown. The girls bracketed my age by a
year, Sophie being the older. At first puzzled, the penny dropped
when he presented the girls’ mother, Samantha – obviously the
explanation for his evenings away!

Fortunately, I
got on well enough with Sophie and Lisa as I was soon sleeping over
regularly at their house. (Needless to say, I wasn’t the only one
doing this!) I didn’t take to Sam, who seemed rather fierce to me,
and a poor substitute for my mother, but I kept my head down and
enjoyed playing with her daughters, soon to be my stepsisters.
Before long, Ben insisted that I called Sam ‘Mum’. I hated this and
would try to avoid conversing with her, and when I did so I would
strive not to use that sacred word.

One afternoon I
arrived back home from school to be greeted by Ben. Although I was
used to lonely evenings, I much preferred company and beamed to see
him. Unfortunately this wasn’t a ‘Smurf evening’ – he wasn’t there
for my benefit, but to show an estate agent round and put the house
on the market.

By July I was
all but living with the Browns. Grandma was uncomfortable in Sam’s
presence and I hardly saw her any more. As for Cathy, she was
spending most of her time at her boyfriend John’s house. Ben had
met John but, wrapped up in his new relationship with Sam, he
seemed indifferent rather than concerned about his suitability.
That summer, both our house and Sam’s were sold and the happy
couple bought another three-bedroom house, this time a
semi-detached a few miles to the north. Being that much harder for
Grandma to visit, her visits stopped altogether. She let me know of
her distress. Next, I was informed that I’d be moving to a new
school when the holidays ended. I was shocked – I would not be able
to say goodbye to my friends, was not offered a final visit to our
house and even had to give up my ice-skating and the Brownies.
Fortunately, the emotionally moribund girl who had sat through
Watership Down without a tear could cope with such
tribulations.

That August we
moved to our new home, just before the academic year started. I
don’t remember much about the house or garden, although I do recall
ritually burying (and digging up) the coin Mum had given me, at the
foot of a weeping willow, the symbolism of the tree bypassing me at
the time. I shared a room with my stepsisters. Initially Cathy had
a small room to herself. I say ‘initially’ because not long after
we moved in, she disappeared. No explanation was offered, my
questions only eliciting a sharply delivered variant of the usual
adults’ response from Sam: ‘I don’t know, and you’re too young to
ask!’

Despite this, I
settled satisfactorily into the new school, and was assessed as
being ‘above average’ – surprising, given my history. I moved into
Cathy’s vacated room, a cruel echo of what had happened when Mum
died. Now, with my sister and grandmother both out of my life, I
felt very alone. I wasn’t to know that my new accommodation would
be very temporary; I was about to embark on what some might
thoughtlessly have described as a life of playing musical houses,
schools, and – most significantly – beds, though likening what
happened to a children’s party game would be grossly
inappropriate.


Chapter 5: Animal Farm
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It was the
evening of Friday, 9 November 1979 – a typical night, as I was
sitting on my bed, sulking. I’d been sent upstairs as punishment
for refusing to eat my tea. What did they expect if they wouldn’t
give me what I liked? I only ate chips, sweets, chocolate, Marmite
sandwiches and boiled eggs with Marmite soldiers. Surely they ought
to have accepted that by then! But my strangely comforting ritual
of angry brooding was interrupted by a knock at the back door. Who
could it be at that time? I tiptoed downstairs, stopping at just
the point where I thought that I could spy on the visitor without
much risk of discovery. Whoever she was, she sported a bouffant
blonde perm. Sam invited her into the lounge. Must be a friend of
hers, I assumed, as Ben was out meeting his friend (and mine!),
‘Uncle’ Bill. I made my way back to bed, and empty stomach or not,
soon fell asleep.

Sam gently
shook me awake and asked me to come downstairs. I followed her
dutifully, blinking blearily in the brightly lit lounge. Lighting a
cigarette, she sat down and patted her thigh. ‘Come and sit here,
love.’ By now I was thoroughly uneasy, as she’d never made any show
of affection, far less had me sit on her lap. It must be something
to do with the blonde, I thought, and my suspicion was confirmed as
Sam continued, taking a drag on her cigarette, ‘You know the lady
who was here earlier?’ (So she had been aware of my supposedly
covert surveillance!) ‘Well, she’s married to your real dad and
they want to see you tomorrow.’ She exhaled smoke into my face as
she spoke. ‘Anyway, love, they are thinking it might be an idea for
you to go and stay with them. How does that sound?’

For a moment I
was mute with shock and if I hadn’t been so adept at switching my
emotions off I might have burst into tears. My silence gave way,
however, to a barrage of questions. Years ago, I had lost my real
father and had come to think of Ben that way. I had lost Mum, then
Grandma, and finally Cathy had disappeared. Now, rather than
thinking that I would regain my father, I felt that I would lose my
only remaining emotional anchor, for Ben and his closest friends,
with whom I’d built quite a relationship, were just that to me.

Sam tried to
reassure me, telling me that I wouldn’t be staying with my father
at first, just meeting him for a day to see how we got on, and then
I could stay at Grandma’s for the night! ‘...And I promise, if you
don’t want to go and live with him, or visit him again, then you
won’t have to. OK, love?’

At least I
would see Grandma again. Feeling slightly better, and desperate to
get off this insincere woman’s knee and away from her smoke, I
traipsed back to bed. But I didn’t sleep: I was thrilled at the
prospect of seeing Dad again, but what would Ben think? I loved him
and did not want to betray him in any way. Tossing and turning as I
struggled to reconcile the two seemingly contradictory desires, I
was delighted when my torment was finally interrupted by the sudden
appearance of two friendly and familiar faces: ‘Uncle’ Bill was at
my bedside, while Ben was hovering in the doorway. I’d passed many
a pleasant summer evening with the two of them in the beer garden
of Bill’s local pub, and even stayed over at his place on a couple
of occasions. He was a genial chap, and, like Ben, he doted on me.
Just as Ben had earned the right to be called ‘Dad’, ‘Uncle’ Bill
deserved his honorary title. He always put a smile on my face. I
leapt out of bed and flung my arms around him. He squeezed me
tight, but over his shoulder I could see Ben’s expression, a
picture of misery. I gathered Ben and Uncle Bill knew all about the
blonde’s visit, and neither was happy. Uncle Bill gently detached
me, easing me back into bed. Very subdued for him, he murmured,
‘I’ll see you again sometime.’ What did he mean?

I had a broken
night and woke early. Ben had left the house – unusual for a
Saturday. I had wanted to see him before my weekend away, and asked
Sam where he was. ‘He’s gone to work,’ she said.

‘But Dad never
works on Saturday!’

‘Well, he is
today! Now go and get dressed, and don’t forget to pack your
overnight bag.’ Gone was the sham affection.

Obediently, I
trudged off and was soon sitting nervously in the lounge looking
out for the turquoise Viva I remembered so well. At about ten, a
green Ford Cortina turned into our drive. Where was Dad’s car? Of
course it had been a long time since I had seen him, but the car
was so linked with him in my memory that it didn’t cross my mind
that he might have changed it. Sam called me through to the kitchen
and directed me out the back door. I heard it shutting firmly
behind me. The big-haired blonde was standing there: ‘Hello,
Angela! I’m Lillian. Do you remember me?’ Apparently I had met her
just before losing touch with my father. I shook my head. She bade
me follow her up the drive to the car. Leaning against it was my
father. I looked up at him. Physically he didn’t appear to have
changed, but where once there had been a palpable bond between us,
now our meeting was cold. We simply eyed each other and nodded.
Taken aback by this far-from-joyous reunion, I climbed glumly into
the back of the car. The next surprise, a much nicer one, was
sitting there in the middle of the back seat: Cathy!

‘What are you
doing here?’ I was beaming from ear to ear.

‘I’m living
with Dad, and now you’ll be living with us too!’ It emerged that
Cathy had tracked down Dad the previous summer, after a row with
Sam. But Sam had told me she didn’t know where Cathy was... and had
also said I didn’t have to live with Dad! What was going on?
Immediately I wanted to go home – to Ben – but we were on the road
now and I sensed they wouldn’t turn back, however I remonstrated.
Feeling queasy, I think I already knew that yet another traumatic
separation was being forced on me.

Taking
advantage of the break in the conversation, a red-haired woman
leaned forward from the other side of Cathy. ‘Hello, Angela,’ she
said, smiling, ‘you’ve certainly grown since the last time we
met!’

Sarcasm was
another of the reflex defence mechanisms I had cultivated, but
somehow I managed to stop myself replying with, ‘No, you don’t say?
You didn’t expect me to still be the size of a four-year-old, did
you?’ I merely smiled and let her continue.

‘You won’t
remember me, I’m sure, but I’m your Auntie Sheila. I see you still
have your blonde hair!’

I was thinking,
‘Of-bloody-course I still have my hair! You don’t see that many
bald eight-year-olds!’

Next came an
expression I hadn’t heard since 1974: ‘You’re a real Cook, aren’t
you?’ Lillian had turned round to scrutinise me and I caught Dad’s
eyes in the rear-view mirror. He said nothing.

‘Well then,
Angela, I expect you want to know where we’re off to today?’
Lillian was speaking now, and she told me we’d be spending the day
at Auntie Sheila’s. Then came the question I always dreaded, from
Sheila: ‘What would you like for your lunch and tea, Angela?’
Usually such an enquiry would herald a battle of wills.

‘Chips from the
chip shop, please.’

‘OK, well you
can have that for lunch then, but what would you like for tea?’ It
was Lillian asking now.

‘Boiled eggs
and Marmite soldiers, please.’

‘So you’re
still into your Marmite and eggs, then?’ It was the first time my
father had spoken. Was he smiling?

A debate among
the adults followed as to what Sheila had that might prove a
suitable substitute for the Marmite and eggs, which she apparently
didn’t have in stock. I insisted that I wouldn’t take anything
else.

‘Don’t worry,’
Dad said, ‘I’ll take Ange shopping for her tea later.’

I don’t
remember much more about the drive other than that I was the centre
of attention. In the centre of the car, however, sat Cathy,
uncomfortable and ignored, a little brunette surrounded by blondes
and redheads. Things were no better for her at Sheila’s house,
where she spent hours abandoned in front of the TV. Meanwhile I was
introduced to Dad’s younger brothers. I recognised the youngest,
Ned, and soon we were playing together as if we’d left off only the
previous day. In the background I was aware that Dad, Lillian and
Sheila were having a serious discussion about my future. Dad broke
away at last to announce that he was taking me to the local store
for my eggs and Marmite. On the way there I chattered
inconsequentially about Christmas and my hope that Father Christmas
would bring me a bike.

Later that day,
Lillian made her move. She told me that she and my father had
bought an old farmhouse that they were renovating. It was in a
village not far from home. ‘It might be a bit uncomfortable at
first, because of all the building work, and you won’t have your
own room for a while...’ So it had all been decided! I was
speechless as she went on to spell out my future. She was
apparently a deputy head teacher (that explained her domineering
voice and manner) and would take me to my primary school for the
rest of the present term, but then I would attend the local school
in the next village, four miles away. If Lillian were to have her
way then, yet again, I was to be dragged from home, friends and
family, with no consideration given to my own opinion or feelings.
Seething, but knowing that I was about to see Grandma again, I
somehow managed to keep myself under control. I was confident she
would put a stop to this nonsense! Also, I clung to Sam’s promise
that I wouldn’t have to move if I didn’t want to. Yes, it had been
nice to see my father again, but Ben was ‘Dad’ now!

After my feast
of eggs and Marmite – a minor victory at least – my father dropped
me off at Grandma’s. Cathy came along, but travelled back to
Lillian and Dad’s place. Another warning bell rang in my head.
Although I was only 8, already I could hear them saying: ‘Of course
it’s much better for the girls to be together.’ I could well
imagine Dad using this as a lever to prise me away from Ben, a man
I knew he hated for taking my mother from him in 1974. I was sure
he would do anything he could to hurt him.

Despite all
these worries, it was wonderful to see Grandma again. Clearly, she
was finding it difficult to keep her emotions in check, so
overjoyed was she to see me. Unfortunately, Dad had ‘got to her’
first. He informed her that he was the legal guardian of both
Cathy, adopted at the age of two, and myself. Although he had
agreed to sign both of us over to Ben and Mum, she had apparently
died just before the paperwork went through. Grandma was disturbed
to see how upset I was at this news, and spent that evening and
most of Sunday trying to persuade me that living with Dad again
would be for the best: ‘After all, you’ll be with Cathy, you’ll be
able to see me more often and you’ll be away from that woman!’ (She
was, of course, referring to nasty Sam.) She also reassured me that
I’d be able to stay in touch with Ben. It was clear that it was a
fait accompli – I could like it or lump it.

Lillian arrived
to collect me late that afternoon. I waved goodbye to Grandma, who
stood there until I could see her no longer, an encouraging smile
on her lips. On the drive to Dad’s house Lillian did her best to
convince me of the benefits of a rural existence. The village was
very quiet, apparently, with only one pub and a post office that
only sold stamps. (Of course, I hardly saw this as a selling
point!) Although the house would be uncomfortable for a while, she
went on, there were lots of animals for me to see: they kept
chickens, there were horses in the village and other creatures on
the surrounding farms. At last she had found a way to enthuse me.
Seeing all these animals would be a real thrill for a town girl
like me!

As we sped
along the motorway, my emotions and thoughts swirled like the
plastic bag I noticed tumbling in our wake. Breathing deeply, I
told myself that I had survived so much already that I would surely
cope with whatever came my way. In truth, had I known what the
sleepy village had in store for me, I would have opened the car
door right then and dashed my brains out on the unforgiving tarmac.
In the six years that I was to spend at Grange Farm, I would become
acquainted with depravity and abuse horrific to the extent that
alongside my experiences George Orwell’s Animal Farm would read
like a holiday-camp diary. Fresh country air... That was the first
thing I noticed when I disembarked at the rambling farmhouse – the
unfamiliar scent of soil, greenery and animals. In front of the old
building was a garage and adjacent to this a barn and some stables.
Everywhere appeared neglected and decrepit, and it was all beyond
my experience. The bucolic scene might have seemed charming to
some, but to me the looming hulks of the old buildings in the
fading evening light appeared sinister and caused me to shiver.
Brusquely, Lillian directed me to follow her to the rear entrance,
her resentful back already signalling that I was an unwelcome
burden whom she would barely tolerate. We entered a kitchen. The
paint was faded and patchy, the floor worn and the simple furniture
had seen better days, but it was disconcertingly clean, orderly and
bare, with none of the accoutre – ments and clutter one sees in
most homes. Despite the wear and tear, it did not feel ‘lived-in’ –
this house was not the abode of the warm and easy-going.

My father was
standing there. Though he said, ‘Hello,’ the slight upward movement
at the side of his mouth was not accompanied by warmth of tone and
his eyes were cold. He left the kitchen immediately – did I disgust
him? With an impatient click of her tongue, Lillian relieved me of
my case and led me upstairs to the room I would share with Cathy.
Realising that I dared not tarry, I trotted after her,
wide-eyed.

What a strange
house! At the top of the stairs was a door. Lillian opened it and
led me through what appeared to be the main bedroom into another –
Cathy’s and mine. The room contained two beds and there were some
mats on the wattle-and-daub floor – of course I didn’t then know
the correct term for the compacted mud and straw. I hardly had time
to take in my new surround – ings before Lillian barked at me:
‘Right, strip those stinking clothes off!’ She was referring to the
smell of cigarette smoke after my stay at Grandma’s. ‘Then get in
the bath. You’ll have to borrow your sister’s nightie as yours will
be in the wash, along with every other item of clothing you’ve
brought!’ She made no attempt to hide her sneer of disgust as she
herded me in the direction of the bathroom. Like the kitchen, the
exceptional cleanliness contrasted with its disrepair. ‘Another
thing...’ – so she hadn’t finished yet! – ‘Two inches of water is
your usual allowance but as I want that stench gone from your hair,
this evening you can have four.’ I’d learnt only the metric system
in school but was wise enough not to ask for clarification, soaping
myself miserably in a puddle of water at the bottom of the big
cracked bath. Next to this, my Sunday-chartlistening while
luxuriating in the warm and unfathomed depths of my old bath seemed
like a taste of paradise. If cleanliness were next to godliness,
clearly God also favoured bullies and the pathologically mean. It
was the least enjoyable bath of my life up to that point.

Ablutions over,
I pulled on my sister’s over-large nightie and gingerly made my way
downstairs. I could hear Lillian’s strident tones: ‘Honestly, those
slobs send her here stinking like an ashtray and with hardly a
stitch to her name! I don’t know what the hell she’s going to wear
for school tomorrow, because I won’t get her washing done by then.’
Pale-faced, I entered the kitchen. Her harangue abruptly ceasing,
Lillian glanced at me scornfully and Dad stalked out, his lips
compressed. ‘Well, don’t just stand there gawping, girl! The whole
bloody weekend has been taken up with you and I’ve got some
schoolwork to do. Off to the sitting room!’ Determined not to show
any emotion, I tiptoed through the gloomy house to the lounge at
the other end.

Dad was sitting
on the settee watching TV. I opted to sit next to him, but if his
rigid posture hinted at discomfort any doubt was dispelled by the
clumsy and unnatural way he put his arm around me. It was as if
he’d been told that this was something he had to do – he’d have
felt more at ease patting a rabid dog. I vaguely recall something
boring was on the box and I tried to make conversation with this
virtual stranger who had once been so close. It was futile. I
fidgeted, and from time to time walked through to the kitchen to
see if Lillian would give me the attention I craved. She was busy,
with open books all around her, and I dared not risk interrupting
her.

Eventually she
came through to the lounge. ‘Where is that wretched brat of a
sister of yours? I just hope you aren’t going to be a handful like
her!’ Something in me broke at that point. I’d heard other members
of my family put down at every opportunity; now she was starting on
Cathy. I could never be happy here. I wanted out, but the trap had
sprung, well and truly.

I found myself
being packed off to bed at a time that seemed ridiculously early –
‘Most kids your age have been asleep for an hour already!’ There, I
lay awake, turning over the events and trying to find something
positive to cling to. There was at least the fact that I would be
seeing Grandma again. My meditations were interrupted by a repeated
loud ‘whack’ from downstairs. There was shouting, screams and a
never-ending smack, smack, smack! The awful wailing recalled Mum’s
death. Listening to the chilling sound of my sister being
thoroughly worked over, I was unable to move. Apart from when Cathy
and I had had sisterly tussles, I had never witnessed violence of
any sort. Even Dad had only shouted, ‘Get out of my sight!’ when
our arguments had annoyed him. When I thought I couldn’t cope any
more, the sounds ceased and quiet footsteps heralded Cathy’s
arrival. Motionless, apart from the trembling I could not control,
I sneaked a look at her. She was clutching her head and sobbing. I
heard her quickly undress and get into bed. Terrified that I would
receive the same treatment, I didn’t utter a peep. Her sobs
continued for a long time, a strange lullaby indeed.

The next
morning a tight-lipped and hard-eyed Lillian drove a stony-faced
Cathy and me to our schools. The previous Friday I had been ‘Angela
Higginbottom’. Now, summarily, I was ‘Angela Cook’. Although this
was my original name, I did not want it back. Thank goodness my
former stepsisters, Sophie and Lisa, were there – a connection with
and a reminder of Ben. Cathy would not have found much relief at
her school as the deputy head was Lillian’s cousin, who was under
strict orders to report her every move to the arch demonwitch and
what appeared to be her pathetic lackey (my father).

Ever the
organiser, Lillian arranged for me to stay behind after school for
another half hour, arriving punctually to collect me at the end of
that extra heelkicking thirty minutes. Cathy was sitting in the
front passenger seat; she had on what can be only be described as
an eloquently blank expression, clearly a practised defence. We set
off and it dawned on me that we were heading in the direction of
our last home. My pulse quickened. I asked Lillian where we were
going. She replied matter-of-factly that we were fetching my
belongings.

Under strict
orders to stay put, a terrible yearning filled me as I sat in the
little prison constituted by the car parked in the driveway of that
house. I had not been particularly happy there, with Sam’s
falseness permeating the atmosphere, but Ben certainly loved me and
this was his home too. I looked back on my previous discomfort with
disbelief. Being so near and yet so far from what now appeared to
have been a heaven on earth was a cruel test indeed. How I wish I
had screwed my courage to the sticking point and disobeyed Lillian
and rushed in to tell Ben what Lillian and Dad were doing to Cathy.
I didn’t, and years of hell at the hands of a latter-day Lady
Macbeth and her cronies were to be my reward. I sat there and
listened to the bumps and clunks as items were loaded into the boot
of Lillian’s Mini. Though it seemed to take a long time, given the
tiny capacity of the car it could only have been a minute or two. I
certainly didn’t own much.

Staring ahead,
lost in bleak thoughts, I jumped when someone rapped at the window.
Standing there was Ben – smiling – but his eyes were wells of
misery. I fumbled to open the window. To do this one had to pull
down a catch and push on the glass. His words were brief, ‘I will
see you again some time, eh?’

‘OK.’ Lillian
had reappeared and that was all I managed to say. We drove off. As
ever, I maintained my composure. I’d resolved never to let Lillian
see me upset. In silence I nursed my anger at not having got out of
the car and into Ben’s arms. Cathy’s muffled sobs were the only
human sounds on that painfully long – but in reality very short –
journey; only about thirty miles. Behind my blank face a plan took
shape: the following day, when the final school bell went I would
not wait around for Lillian, but would go home immediately with
Sophie and Lisa. They could hide me in their room until Ben got
back from work. I arrived at Grange Farm a bit more cheerful. (Of
course when the time came, it became obvious that the plan was
unworkable – the teachers knew Lillian was to collect me.)

That evening
Lillian had arranged for two local girls, Laura and Fiona, to come
round and meet me; indeed, Laura could hardly have been more local
as she lived at the pub and restaurant across the road. Although
they had a couple of years on me, they seemed nice enough and we
chatted about this and that. They told me that they couldn’t stay
long as every Monday evening at eight they went to practise their
unusual hobby of bell-ringing. It sounded like fun to me – if
Lillian would allow me to go with them then at least this would get
me away from her for an hour or two every week. (If only I had
known what lay ahead: hell’s bells, almost literally.) Cathy was
also enthusiastic. Not wishing to appear over-eager, however, we
mustered all the politeness at our disposal and carefully asked
Lillian and Dad for permission to attend. They readily assented,
possibly pleased to get us out of their hair for a while... or did
Lillian know more than her impassive response suggested?

At the church
Cathy and I were surrounded by other girls – no boys – and all
older than me. The ‘Tower Captain’, as the leader is known in
campanological circles, was a shortish man of middling build with
dark-blond hair. His blue eyes were narrow and restless, and lent
his big-nosed face a devious air. When, in their shifty travels,
they alighted on me (as they often did), his lips would protrude, a
telltale sign of the prurient interest he took in young female
flesh had I but realised it. Most observers would have classed Ian
Newman as the proverbial pillar of the community, with his wife and
teenage daughter, down-to-earth style of dress (invariably a
lumberjack shirt with cords or jeans), his blunt northern accent
and apparent community spirit.

At first Cathy
and I were observers as we watched the other girls enact the
seemingly arcane ritual of ringing, counting the beats as they
pulled away under Newman’s roving eye, an eye he seemed unable to
prevent from drifting in my direction. Innocently entranced by the
spectacle, I was delighted when he eventually offered to take me up
the bell tower to have a close look at the great domes of gleaming
brass. All smiles and unsettling warmth, he ushered me up the
steps. At the top he had me inspect the bells, a supporting hand on
my rear ‘to make sure you don’t slip and hurt yourself.’ The hand
found its way under my skirt and stroked my underwear. Tiring of
this, the hand withdrew. Gently, he took my hands in his, looking
at them wonderingly and stroking the palms. ‘You’re beautiful. You
know that, don’t you?’ He leaned towards me, kissing me on the
cheek.

I had not known
much affection and was unsure how to react. I sensed all this was
wrong, but so many strange and unpleasant things had happened to me
that I had acquired a sort of passive defence, a shield of numbness
that swung into place when no obvious strategy presented itself. We
descended, and it was now my turn to have a go at pulling the
ropes. Newman found a box for me to stand on, and he steadied me as
I grasped the stripy rope. He remarked that as I was the youngest
and smallest bell-ringer he’d had, he’d need to attend me closely
until I’d grown up a bit. We finished at nine o’clock. Waiting
outside the church was the weekly fish-and-chips van, soon to be
one of the few pleasant things in my week.

Having said
that, the weeks in the run-up to Christmas were not too bad. I
still attended my old school and although unpleasant, it was at
least familiar and enabled me to see Sophie and Lisa. In the
village too I enjoyed the company of my new friends, Laura and
Fiona. Weekends, I would wander around the neighbouring farms,
looking at all the animals and watching the farmers at work. At
home I played with the chickens, giving them all names. The
bellringing touch-up sessions continued, but I perceived that I was
not Newman’s only interest. Although he had no doubt picked up on
my apparent lack of assurance, a vulnerability that was the natural
outcome of my experiences, he was, if anything, more forward with
some of the other girls, including Cathy. No matter how
uncomfortable these experiences were for me, afterwards there was
always the compensation of chips.

One Saturday
morning Cathy suggested that we went into the barn, a hint of
devilment in her eyes. Intrigued, I trotted along. Once hidden from
observers, her manner switched from furtive to saucy: ‘Do you want
to try something?’ Before I could reply, she placed a cigarette
between her lips, putting a match to it and inhaling like an old
pro. Her eyes crinkled with exaggerated pleasure as she exhaled a
long stream of smoke. ‘Go on,’ she said, holding out it out to me,
‘have a go.’ Fingers trembling, I took it and sucked. Coughing and
eyes watering, I handed it back, innocent of the fact that I’d just
been set up for blackmail. Despite, or because of an increasingly
rough time with Dad and Lillian, my sister was on the way to
becoming a smooth operator.

With hindsight,
those weeks were relatively easy for me because Cathy bore the
brunt of Dad and Lillian’s sadistic urges. With her smoking and
truanting she was certainly no angel, but a girl passing through
the difficult years of adolescence just after the double trauma of
the death of her mother and the loss of a loving stepfather could
hardly be expected to exhibit model behaviour. Of course she wanted
to spend as much time as possible with her tall, blond boyfriend,
the only person who offered her the affection she craved.
Paradoxically, this served further to damage her relationship with
those who should have been giving her love, understanding and
security. John was a nice enough chap, and seemed old to me, but he
was only a callow teenager in awe of my fearsome father and could
only offer her temporary shelter. When she dared to come home she
had to perform numerous household chores. How she must have
resented me; at the time I was, however briefly, the same Miss
Goodie-Two-Shoes I had been when Mum and Dad were together all
those years ago.

If she
remonstrated with me, or Lillian and Dad, about her unfair
treatment this only resulted in further punishment, and what
punishment it was! While I wasn’t touched, I could not avoid
hearing the almost-nightly escalating bouts of smacking, shouting
and screaming; sometimes I had to watch as Cathy writhed on the
kitchen floor, being beaten around the head by my father while
Lillian egged him on, malignant glee on her increasingly loathsome
features: ‘Go on, Graham, she deserves it!’ Gloating, she would
enumerate all of Cathy’s imagined or real misdemeanours as if they
were precious jewels that she had accumulated over the course of
the day. By the time the finale came, with Dad dragging my sister
upstairs by her hair, Lillian would be trembling, virtually
orgasmic with pleasure. Cathy would spend the rest of such evenings
alone in her room, in pain, lonely and hungry, her stomach as empty
as Lillian and Dad’s hearts.

Of course Cathy
had to have an outlet, and I was the proverbial dog that got
kicked. While Dad did not evince much warmth in his attitude to me,
at least it did appear that in his eyes I could do no wrong. From
Cathy’s perspective, therefore, I probably deserved everything I
got. After the cigarette episode she could hit and tease me with
relative impunity. If I threatened to report her bullying she would
mime my drag on the cigarette, the tiniest hint of Lillian in her
manner. The message was clear: if I squealed, she would tell
Lillian and Dad that I had smoked, and I knew what would happen to
me then. She had me where she wanted me.

The academic
term at an end, Cathy and I bade our final farewells to our
classmates and the new friends I had only just made. Particularly
painful was parting from Sophie and Lisa, my only remaining
connection with Ben. My escape fantasies died. Christmas was spent
with Lillian’s parents, Violet and Fred. While I felt no warmth
towards them, their presence did seem to curb their daughter’s
excesses (some time later Fred’s behaviour towards me gave an
inkling of the roots of their daughter’s cruelty). Thank goodness
we were then shunted off to spend most of that festive season with
Grandma, and in visiting Uncle Matt, Auntie Sam, Paul and Louise.
But all good things... Cathy and I were collected on New Year’s Day
and preparations got underway for our new schools.

Although that
there was no official uniform, Lillian insisted on kitting me out
in a preppy-looking outfit from Marks and Spencer. I wore a navy
jumper and pleated skirt, a white shirt and Clarks school shoes,
and felt ridiculous next to the other kids in their ordinary
clothes. Lillian was out to impress someone, it seemed, but I would
scarcely have felt more uncomfortable sporting a ‘Kick me!’ sign.
The school had only four classrooms, a hall and an office, all of
which were small. Mr Stone, the head, greeted us and ushered us
into his office. He and Lillian had been colleagues at another
school, so the introduction was limited to my father and me. Having
briefly outlined the salient features of his little fiefdom to Dad,
he and Lillian fell to talking about the education system, and,
inevitably, old times. For what seemed like hours, they rabbited
on. Bored and restless, I had to endure it and sit quietly: Lillian
and Dad adhered to that old Victorian saying that children should
be seen and not heard, and I knew that I dared not utter a
word.

At last the
attention switched to me, and I was shown around the school and
instructed as to what bus to catch to take me the four miles to and
from home. Katrina, a girl the same age who lived across the road
from Grange Farm, was assigned to show me the ropes. Unhappily,
these new metaphorical school ropes proved to be not much better
than the bell-ringing ones suffered weekly in the church. Little
did I know, even the situation at home was about to deteriorate
drastically.

One thing I was
aware of was that there would be almost no time when I wasn’t under
surveillance. On the drive back to Grange Farm, Lillian made sure
that I understood the head was a friend of hers and under orders to
report my every move; she’d also arranged for me to go directly to
Laura’s house as soon as I got off the bus from school. Doreen,
Laura’s mother, was to keep an eye on me until she and Dad returned
from work each night.

Back at the
farm, we awaited Cathy’s arrival after her first day at her new
comprehensive. Tension mounted as the hours went by, and it was
with mixed feelings that I left for bell-ringing that evening. I
would have Newman’s unwelcome attention, of course, but I would be
away from that horrible calm-before-the-storm atmosphere for an
hour, and perhaps the worst of Cathy’s inevitably nightmarish
late-homecoming reception would be over by the time I returned.
Better still, there would be no mealtime conflict as it was
fish-and-chips night! Bell-ringing passed more or less as usual,
with Newman’s fondling fingers having their way with me as the
obligatory price for a brief shot at the ropes. The only difference
was that he appeared very curious about Cathy’s absence, making a
point of telling me that he missed her.

Lillian turned
up at the church at nine p.m. and we strolled over to the chip van.
Her face gave nothing away, so I risked asking whether Cathy was at
home.

‘For her sake,
I hope not! That girl is in serious trouble.’ There was a glint in
her eyes. ‘You know your big sister didn’t show up at school
today?’

Wrapped chips
in hand, we approached Grange Farm and there was Cathy alighting
from her boyfriend’s car! I forgot about my much-anticipated meal.
In sinister silence, the three of us entered the house. Lillian
licked her lips, and with a telltale upward curve at the side of
her mouth and a tilt of the head, announced to my father: ‘Look
what’s just turned up.’ With a smug expression, breathing slowly
and deeply, she set about preparing the table and opening the
parcels of steaming food, a pointless and bizarre ritual in light
of what we all must have known was about to happen. Dad’s
interrogation had started and the heat was building. I sat at the
table and desultorily chewed a chip. No amount of salt and vinegar
could make it taste good. Then, at last, detonation point was
reached, and chips and plates were sent flying. Dad’s fist
connected with Cathy and she followed the chips and plates across
the table. She hadn’t been knocked out, though, and, pulling
herself upright, announced that she was leaving, hardly a tremor in
her voice.

Enraged by this
attempt at defiance, Lillian screamed, ‘Good, I can’t wait to see
the back of you!’ Cathy scampered upstairs. I knew the only safe
thing for me to do was to say nothing and munch away as Lillian
turned to me: ‘And you, hurry up with your tea! It’s way past your
bedtime and we’ve got her to deal with!’ But Cathy really was
leaving. We soon heard her steps on the stairs, and she reappeared
in her favourite straw hat, overnight bag in hand. When the front
door banged behind her I put down a half-eaten chip, went upstairs
to my room and, from the window, watched the straw hat bob along
into the distance, finally disappearing around a bend in the road.
Cathy, my sister and occasional tormentor, had gone; I did not
quite realise that Cathy, my full-time protector, had left as
well.

Familiar hated
footsteps announced Lillian’s arrival and I turned away from the
window. She ordered me to get out of my clothes and into bed.
Realising the subject of Cathy would be taboo, I meekly did as I
was told but lay awake for a long time worrying about her and
praying for her safety, hoping I would wake up to find her in bed
next to me. In fact, it was to be a long time before I discovered
what happened to her, but now that she was no longer there as an
outlet for Lillian and Dad’s sadistic tendencies it wasn’t long
before I would experience what she had been through, and worse.

Ironically, it
was Lillian who arranged for me to spend time at Laura’s house
after school, and it was Laura’s influence that was to see my
behaviour deteriorate to the point that I became, it seemed, every
bit as hateful to Lillian as Cathy had been. A little older than
me, Laura took over where Cathy left off on the fags front, and I
was soon a regular smoker. She also introduced me to alcohol and to
adult-rated horror films – so much for Doreen’s supervision! In the
meantime I wasn’t making much progress at school. Mildly dyslexic,
a condition virtually unknown in those days, I found English a
particular struggle, and, like many fundamentally intelligent kids
with this frustrating problem, was becoming increasingly
disruptive. Amazingly, considering the eyes that were supposedly on
me, I managed to keep my behaviour from Lillian and Dad for several
weeks, but it couldn’t last forever, and by the time they learnt of
my misdeeds they must have been itching for an excuse to beat
me.

I was sitting
in the lounge one evening when the pair came in, looking ominously
purposeful. Lillian spoke, ‘Well, my girl, it seems you’ve been
following in your brat sister’s footsteps. Mr Stone has had a thing
or two to say about you and that Laura. Tell you what... if you
come clean and answer a few questions we might go easy on you. I’m
warning you, though, that if you lie to us there’ll be all hell to
pay, and I mean it. Do you understand?’

Fearful, I
nodded, hoping against hope that I might avoid the savage assaults
I had witnessed on Cathy. I was instructed to sit on the floor and
they sat down too, one on each side of me.

‘Have you been
smoking in the barn?’

I considered
denying it, but if Lillian meant what she said about telling the
truth I decided it might be better to admit it: ‘Yes, me and Laura
have.’ Barely had the words left my lips than Dad hit me on the
head, so hard I temporarily lost my vision. Instantly I was in
defence mode; my emotions off – I was determined not to cry,
whatever they did to me.

Now it was his
turn. ‘Have you been messing around in school?’

I was unsure
whether to lie or tell the truth. The truth hadn’t helped with the
first question, or so it seemed. ‘No.’

‘Wrong answer!’
Lillian yelled in my ear, simultaneously clouting me. Viciously
triumphant, she proceeded to recite a long list of my misdemeanours
apparently faithfully reported by her ally, the aptly named Mr
Stone; the gleeful litany accompanied by further blows. Harder and
crueller, they rained down on me until, try as I might, I could not
prevent myself from emitting an ear-piercing scream of agony. Her
eyes aflame with almost religious ecstasy, Lillian let up for a
moment.

‘We have some
more questions for you, and if you don’t shut up we’ll give you
something to cry for!’ It was Dad speaking now, infected with the
same near-orgiastic fervour. I could not prevent myself from
sobbing and he landed a stinging blow to my head, followed by
others, all to my head and face.

I curled up on
the floor as his assault continued, Lillian’s crowing voice urging
him: ‘Go on, Graham, we need to knock Cathy out of her!’

Then it was
time for more questions. They passed the inquisitor’s baton
backwards and forwards, evidently enjoying the spectacle as much as
the participation. Their lust finally slaked, I was ordered to bed,
without supper of course. I staggered up the stairs, every inch of
my body aching, with their final words ringing in my ears: ‘We’ll
tell you in the morning what your punishment will be.’

I couldn’t
sleep. It wasn’t just the pain and rage from the beating that kept
me awake: I was also wrestling with the concept of truth. It seemed
there was no advantage in honesty – the only crime was being
discovered. As if physical trauma and mental confusion weren’t
enough, I was also starving. Having refused the school dinner, I
had had nothing to eat since my paltry breakfast. Lillian had a
stash of chocolates in her bedroom cupboard, given to her by
grateful pupils and their parents, obviously ignorant of her real
nature. Dare I...?

I eased myself
out of bed, not wanting to make a sound and in considerable
discomfort. Standing motionless for a moment, I listened... just
the soft murmur of voices from downstairs. Good! I tiptoed through
and gingerly opened the treasure trove. Eyes wide, I quickly chose
a box of After Eights and scampered back to bed, as lightly as I
was able. Safely back in my nest, I unwrapped the booty, careful
not to damage the packaging so that I could close it again, leaving
it looking as good as new. I slipped the gorgeous dark squares from
their brown paper wallets and into my mouth, the aromatic mint
centres yielding their sweet pleasure to my grateful tongue with a
satisfying crack. I got through most of the chocolates before I
could eat no more. Once more, trembling, I made the furtive return
trip to enemy territory, placing the box exactly as I had found it,
and was soon back in bed.

Still, sleep
would not come. If anything, the pain was getting worse and, to add
to that, a jackhammer headache was developing. A wave of nausea
swept over me and I felt as low, emotionally and physically, as I
had ever been up until then. I knew I had to get to the bathroom,
and somehow managed it. Two fingers down my throat, I struggled to
make myself sick. When I succeeded at last, the relief was
wonderful. It seemed that most of my pain disappeared; furthermore,
I could tell myself that the chocolate binge had never happened. I
flushed the loo, brushed my teeth and headed back to bed, strangely
invigorated by what turned out to be the first of many bulimic
episodes.

Not long after
I had pulled the blankets up, Dad’s footsteps approached and he
came into my room. Had he heard me? Apparently calmer now, he
instructed me to get out of bed and strip. Was he going to give me
another beating? No. Blank-faced, I stood there as he inspected me
from all sides, obviously looking for telltale marks of his and
Lillian’s handiwork. Finishing his minute examination, he swallowed
and told me to put my nightie on and get back into bed. He left me
with the words: ‘...And don’t forget there’ll be a punishment for
you in the morning!’ Somehow I managed to sleep.

Fortunately
there was to be no more beating that day. Instead, Lillian had
prepared a little speech: ‘Now look here, my girl, you’re heading
in the same direction as your sister. That’s going to stop now, and
a few other things are going to change around here too. You are to
call me “Mum”, you are to wash all the dishes after every meal, dry
them and put them away; you are to feed the chickens in the
mornings and evenings, and muck their pen out. You are going to
show me all your schoolwork for me to check and, what’s more, I
shall be phoning Mr Stone every week for an update on your
behaviour. Do you understand?’

I nodded – what
more could I do?

She continued,
‘But it’s not all bad news. You will be spending the Easter
holidays with your grandmother and we’re going on a three-week
holiday to Florida. You’re going to Disney World! Now what do you
think of that?’

Superficially
this all might seem reasonable enough – generous even – but a
little thought shows just how warped and counterproductive Lillian
and Dad’s approach was. Doing the dishes and looking after the
chickens was the least of it; it was the rest that was the problem.
First, calling Lillian ‘Mum’ would amount to another betrayal of my
real mother – I had already been forced to use this term of address
for the unpleasant Sam, and the memory still rankled. Second, if I
were compelled to bring my schoolwork home, unavoidably I would be
subjected to further beatings. My spelling was atrocious and no
matter how hard I tried, I was bound to continue making
mistakes.

As a parent
myself these days, I know how important it is to keep home and
school environments separate. If I became my daughters’ teacher and
academic disciplinarian this would cause great resentment and
poison the parent-child relationship. Helping a child with homework
is one thing, but denying time to relax and play – which is what I
was sure would result from Lillian’s interference – amounts to
cruelty and does not, in fact, contribute positively to
development. The trip to Disney World amounted to a bribe. It was
to ensure that I told no one about the beating I had received, and
to give outsiders the impression that I had loving and generous
parents. In fact, Lillian made me call Grandma immediately to tell
her ‘the good news’. This material generosity as a substitute for
affection was to characterise my relationship with my father: gifts
and expensive luxuries in place of love. In the short term, their
plan worked. To say I was delighted about the trip would be an
understatement: I knew that I would be the envy of all my friends
and classmates. Despite the beating I had just suffered, I now felt
indebted to Lillian and Dad. They had bought my silence and bribed
me into attempting to conform.

On Saturday, 14
February 1980 (St Valentine’s Day and Ben’s birthday), Dad called
me downstairs, his voice stern. I had heard the phone ringing a few
minutes previously and tried to think whether I’d done anything
naughty that might have been reported to him. I couldn’t bring
anything to mind, but was apprehensive as he signalled that I
should sit next to him on the settee – was he lining me up for a
whack on the head? ‘Angela,’ he said, ‘I’ve something to tell
you...’

Had something
happened to Cathy? My eyes widened.

‘Angela, your
cousin Paul has died.’

‘Oh,’ was all I
could say. The numbness experienced at the time of Mum’s death
slammed back, my emotions extinguished. One of the brightest sparks
in my family had been snuffed out at the age of six. I knew that I
should cry, but I couldn’t. Paul had been an extraordinary little
boy, playing chess and backgammon at five years old, even watching
the Open University maths programmes on Sunday mornings. Typically,
years were to pass until I heard the full story. Like Cathy, he had
had his spleen taken out a couple of years previously. While this
had stopped his body from attacking abnormal red blood cells, it
also compromised his ability to fight germs, and the previous
Sunday night he had woken, screaming with the pain of an acute ear
infection. Despite receiving the best treatment at London’s Great
Ormond Street Hospital, his condition had deteriorated and he died
on the Friday.

Although
contact with Uncle Matt, Auntie Sam and my cousins Paul and Louise
was, by this stage, infrequent and irregular, it would be hard to
overstate their importance. Looking back now, I can see that my
brief visits to their home, a normal loving family environment,
must surely have been an important counterbalance to the
dysfunctionality and outright abuse experienced elsewhere. If I am
able to be a good and loving parent now, then it is at least partly
thanks to the model they provided, and Paul, radiant little soul
that he was, was an essential element of this. It’s no compensation
for the loss of such a treasure, but I take this opportunity to let
Uncle Matt, Auntie Sam and Cousin Louise know that he lives on in
my memory, as clearly as if I had seen him yesterday: Paul, you are
not forgotten. I can at least cry for you now.

The following
week Dad attended the funeral in London. I was not asked if I
wanted to go, far less offered the opportunity to talk about Paul’s
death. As far as my parents were concerned, the best way to deal
with such events was to ignore them, and so I continued to attend
school, to suffer bell-ringing horrors on Mondays, and the mealtime
conflicts at home. Of course when I did raise the subject I was
told that I was ‘too young to understand’. The situation was made
more painful by the few words uttered by Dad on his return from the
service: he gave the impression that he resented Paul for dying as
this obliged him to see ‘that bloody woman again’, meaning Grandma.
She had never been one to keep her opinions to herself: she had
never liked Dad, and with Cathy’s tales of his conduct she would
certainly have given him the benefit of her tongue.

The mystery of
my sister’s disappearance had at least been solved by then – on
leaving Grange Farm she had walked to the nearest bus stop, four
miles away. There, she caught a bus, and then took a train. Two
further buses eventually brought her, emotionally and physically at
her limit, to the small but welcoming sanctuary of Grandma’s cosy
flat. While Cathy was now enjoying Grandma’s affection, and still
saw John from time to time (although distance, inevitably, was
eroding that relationship), I was to hear almost nothing from her
over the next few months. I must own that this left me feeling sad
and puzzled. Of course, I now understand that Grandma would have
been very taken up with Uncle Matt, Auntie Sam and Louise and the
whole mourning process.

Although
Grandma appeared to be gone from my life, with Lillian effectively
monitoring my every move I was certainly not short of adult
attention, albeit of an unpleasant nature, and my classroom
behaviour did improve in the weeks that followed. She also
scrutinised all my written work, misspelt words being included in a
weekly spelling test, which I dreaded. Of course this wasn’t the
only weekly trauma: I was increasingly uncomfortable about – not to
say fearful of – Newman’s bell-ringing/groping sessions, but
Lillian and Dad were insistent that once one had ‘made a commitment
to a hobby’, one should persevere and I knew that no one would
believe me if I related what was happening.

While the
schoolwork and sexual abuse were unpleasant, the major battle –
front was over food. Lunch times were traumatic as confrontations
with school dinner ladies continued, but next to my stepmother they
were models of indulgence. Lillian was trying to get me to eat
fruit and vegetables, and would insist that I ate everything on my
plate. If I refused, the same food would be warmed up for the next
occasion. After two or three such re-heatings, I would be faced
with a shrivelled and burnt travesty of a meal. I became adept at
sleight-of-hand, and would slip unwanted food into my pockets. This
did not go undetected for long, though, and one Sunday Lillian
caught me disposing of carrots in this way. She wrenched me by an
arm into the middle of the kitchen, shouting, ‘Empty your pockets!’
Knowing that whatever I did, a beating was more than likely, I just
stood there stupidly, clutching the warm and soggy evidence in one
pocket.

Dad joined in,
shouting, ‘Well?’

Still I
couldn’t move, anticipating my inevitably brutal punishment. But
when it came, it wasn’t the simple beating I had expected. Lillian
grabbed me again and pushed me back towards the table, thrusting my
body against it as she forced my hands from my pockets. The
squashed food was deposited in a sorry little heap on the table.
With that familiar ecstasy of rage entering her, Lillian screamed,
‘Eat it!’

Stubborn to the
last, I shook my head and then shouted, ‘No, I can’t! I don’t like
it!’

She snatched up
a fork, took one big dollop of mushy carrots from the unappetising
pile and, holding me in place with one hand, tried to force the
fork between my firmly closed lips. The prongs jabbed painfully
into my flesh, compelling me to open my mouth. But she was pushing
hard, and the fork rammed in and stabbed the back of my throat.
Blood mixed with the hated taste and sensation of the carrots, and
the pain was shocking. I couldn’t stop myself from retching, and
vomited all over the table.

Dad entered the
fray again, yelling, ‘Now look what you’ve done, you stupid
child!’

Lillian was
incandescent. ‘She needn’t think that by making herself sick, she
can get out of eating her dinner!’ Fork still in hand, she scooped
up a mix of the vomit and uneaten food. ‘Eat!’ she said, her face
and voice terrifying.

I was still
coughing and spluttering, but although tears rolled down my face, I
was not actually crying, and I was at least as determined as she to
win this battle. I screamed, ‘No, no, no!’

My defiance on
this occasion turned out to be stronger than her will, and Lillian
eventually lowered the fork. Still pinning me to the table, she
glanced towards my father. ‘Put some soap and bleach on a cloth,
Graham.’ Tightening her one-handed grip on me, hatred burning in
her eyes, she took the cloth from Dad and pushed it into my face.
‘Wipe your mouth out and then you can clean this mess up! Go on,
put it in your mouth. It won’t kill you, but it’ll damn well teach
you to eat your food!’

I took hold of
the cloth, but just held it there against my lips. Smack! It was
Dad hitting the back of my head. ‘Do as you’re told so we can get
this lot cleared up! I’m warning you, girl...’

I knew that he
would have no compunction in beating me senseless so I complied.
This was just the first of many occasions when I was to experience
the ghastly taste of soap and bleach. My mouth wiped out, my
parents left me alone to clean and tidy. I felt some triumph as I
emptied what remained on my plate into the bin. Although I knew
that a further penalty awaited me, at least they hadn’t made me
eat! I didn’t have to wait long to hear what my punishment would
be. That afternoon a calmer Lillian told me that she planned to
starve me into compliance: ‘I have decided that the only way to
teach you that food is a privilege for which you should be grateful
is by not allowing you to have tea for the rest of the week. You
will watch your father and myself eating, and when you get hungry
your nonsense will stop. You’ll realise that you can eat
anything.’

With nothing to
eat on Sunday evening, and the usual lunchtime battle at school on
Monday, come that evening I was ravenous. Both Lillian and I were
faced with dilemmas. Growing anxiety over Newman was causing me to
make more and more of a fuss about going to bell-ringing and the
one effective inducement was the promise of chips afterwards. If
Lillian cancelled this treat, then not only would she have greater
trouble in persuading me to attend (even she had only so much
energy for conflict), but also her treatment of me would become
public knowledge – our ritual chip supper was no secret. In fact,
Newman himself would witness it as he had by then smarmed his way
into walking me to the chip van after bell-ringing, telling Lillian
and Dad that as Cathy was no longer around to escort me, he would
‘look after me’.

Against her
inclination, Lillian decided to allow me chips that day but her
discomfort was slight compared to my worries over being entirely at
Newman’s disposal – I did not know that what he was doing was
criminal, but I certainly loathed it. Nonetheless, by going to the
bell-ringing I could at least escape for a while and get to eat
something I really wanted! Had I refused to go, I would be starved,
have to watch Lillian and Dad exaggeratedly enjoy their food and
then be beaten. Lillian let me have chips and I went bell-ringing;
I comforted myself with the thought of Friday – it was the start of
the Easter holidays and I would be going to Grandma’s for two whole
weeks! She would treat me like a princess and let me eat whatever I
wanted. I would have been less happy had I known that Lillian had
instructed her not to give me Easter eggs or, indeed, chocolate in
any form, telling her it was bad for my teeth.

Apart from one
woman no one else had turned up for bell-ringing but Newman seemed
very cheerful. He let me have a good go on the ropes and then
suggested we finish the session half an hour early. The woman left,
and I walked to the front porch of the church, followed by him. He
called out to me, holding out his hand: ‘Take my hand so I can find
you in the dark.’ I shivered – nothing to do with the temperature.
He would have me to himself until nine, and there was nothing I
could do about it. Gently he pushed me against the door of the
porch. I could feel it cold and hard against my back. His fingers
wormed their way up under my skirt and inside my underwear. ‘You’re
going to like this,’ he murmured, penetrating me with his questing
digits. It felt sore, but I was too terrified to move. Now his
other hand, which had been fiddling with my coat and shirt, had
found its way under my cotton vest and was stroking my flat chest.
His perpetually pouting lips were nibbling and kissing at my neck.
They headed towards my mouth, but I kept turning away. ‘You like
this, don’t you?’ he wheedled.

I said nothing,
trying to freeze out the present with thoughts of Friday and
Grandma – and Cathy, whom I had not seen since her escape.
Eventually I mustered up the courage to say, ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll
be in trouble if I’m late.’ This was the only line that would have
worked with him.

‘Yes, it’s
nine. We’d better go.’ We left the church and headed towards the
chip van and Lillian.

With glorious
Friday drawing closer, I managed to endure the rest of that week,
uncomplainingly watching my parents eat and doing the dishes for
them afterwards, tending the chickens, trying hard to improve my
spelling and keeping my head down at school. After all, I told
myself, I had only three days to get through and my reward would be
two weeks of love and fun – beatings were nothing compared to the
implicit threat of having that fortnight cancelled. But that didn’t
stop me from indulging in secret nocturnal chocolate binges,
followed by the cathartic vomiting. The process could always be
relied on to convert my painful physical and emotional emptiness
into complete numbness, a state that enabled me to reach the
ultimate refuge of sleep.

At last the
great day arrived. Lillian and Dad drove me to Grandma’s, priming
me all the way there: ‘You have so much to look forward to when you
get back from Grandma’s: the building work will be finished [two
upstairs bedrooms had been converted into three] and your room will
be newly decorated. We’ll all have a fresh start after Easter and
we’ll put the past behind us – no more fights! Don’t forget to tell
Cathy and Grandma all about the super holiday you’ll be having at
Disney World. Have a good time at your Grandma’s, Angela, but
remember you’re not to have any chocolate, it’s not good for
you.’

The Easter
break came up to expectations. Grandma welcomed me with a wide
smile and a big hug. I was allowed to eat what I wanted – the
injunction against chocolate was, happily for me, ignored, but I
did have to brush my teeth frequently. Of course I couldn’t stop
myself chattering excitedly about the forthcoming trip to Florida,
and this had the effect that Lillian and Dad had calculated: ‘You
are a lucky girl, aren’t you? Your Mum and Dad do spoil you, don’t
they? And you’re having a new bedroom when you go home, I hear. Oh,
Angela, I can’t tell you how pleased I am that everyone is settled
and happy at last. It’s such a relief. I’ve had more than enough
tragedy for one life.’
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