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1. Abused

The sexual abuse started when I was five, or so I’m told. I don’t actually remember when it began, but I have no reason to doubt it. After all, I was informed by the abuser himself, the man I had once trusted most: my uncle. I only have vague recollections of something horrible first taking place at the age of about seven or eight, but I’m assured I was much younger. In the very beginning, it only happened on holiday; then it occurred once or twice a week, but it became more frequent as the years passed. By the time I was fully aware of it, it had become a daily ritual, a chore to be undertaken every night after dinner, like washing the dishes or throwing out the rubbish.

The odd thing is that as I was growing up I didn’t know it was wrong or that it didn’t happen to everyone else. I had been groomed for my uncle’s sick pleasure from such an early age that it had become normal behaviour and I simply factored it into my day-to-day routine: school, homework, dinner, sex, television, bed.

Uncle George seemed to relish telling me about the first time he had taken advantage of me. He confessed he had an attraction to children and boasted about his sexual exploits with schoolgirls in Hong Kong during his time in the Royal Navy in the 1960s. ‘I like ‘em young,’ he would say. I was a very early developer and was wearing a bra at six years old. By the time I was eight, I’d already had my first period. I was more mature than I should have been for my age. It made me perfect prey, it would seem.

The first time I recall my uncle doing something to me was just before I hit puberty, so I must have been about seven, maybe slightly older. Uncle George had taken me to bed and proceeded to rape me, but when he finished the condom split. I can clearly remember his state of absolute panic as he dragged me through to the bathroom and stood me up on the toilet pan before using a bath sponge to try to clean me out. He soaked the sponge in cold water and put it between my legs while squeezing it as tight as he could. He then tried to push it inside me, and I could see the horror on his face. He was frightened, I was frightened, and it was a traumatic experience. Before me was a man who normally appeared very calm and in control, but something had caused him to get into a state I hadn’t seen him in before. At seven, I was too young to understand why. This is the age at which I was expecting Uncle George to say he had first taken advantage of me. Not five. My God, not five. Little did I know then just how much of a profound effect that abuse would have on the rest of my life, or how it would shape the person I am today.

I was born Yvonne Jeffries on 17 September 1966 at Perth Royal Infirmary, the first child of parents William and Jean Jeffries. My first home was at Fortingall Place in Perth, but I don’t remember it at all and, if truth be told, when I pass that street today I don’t even know which house I was born into. We didn’t stay there long. In fact, we didn’t stay together as a family for very long either. Dad walked out and abandoned us within a year, leaving Mum to fend for herself as a single mother. She struggled and at weekends I went to live with my Auntie Betty, who was Mum’s sister, and Uncle George to give her some respite.

It’s strange, because I have very few memories of my time with Mum when I was growing up. I can remember fragments, such as her blonde hair, which towered above her in a 1960s style, and how she would always dress very conservatively. Old-fashioned, if you like. She was a clean and tidy person too, which wasn’t a surprise, given that she worked as a cleaner for a bus company. Apart from this, though, I can recall very little else about my mum when I was a girl. However, I do remember one occasion when I sparked a full-scale emergency by going missing from home. Well, everyone thought I was missing. I was only about four years old and was living with Mum and, by that time, my grandmother in a flat in Perth, and I had become friendly with Pauline, the little girl next door. The pair of us would get together in the stairwell and play with our dolls and prams, as girls do, but one day we decided to go for a walk without telling anyone. We walked. And walked. And walked. Before long, the police were looking for us. Hours passed, but Pauline and I didn’t think we were doing anything wrong – the babies simply needed a walk. When the police eventually found us and took us home, Mum said she didn’t know whether to thump me or kiss me. It’s a fond memory but, sadly, the only one I have left.

I’m not sure why I don’t have cherished family stories like everyone else or why I’ve blanked Mum out. I’ve had counselling over the years to see if that would help any, but it remains a mystery. It may simply be that the trauma I suffered at the hands of my uncle has resulted in my early childhood years being wiped entirely.

I do know that money was tight when I was growing up, and as Mum continued to struggle, the time I spent with Auntie Betty and Uncle George at their house on the other side of Perth became longer and longer. Weekends became long weekends and then there was the odd weekday as well until before we knew it I was almost living there full-time. My aunt and uncle didn’t have any children of their own. They had been unlucky over the years, and every time Auntie Betty did fall pregnant she miscarried. It meant she always looked out for me as if I was the daughter she’d never had, and I got everything I ever wanted when I was with her. While life was difficult financially at home with Mum, my aunt and uncle were both working, and with no child of their own they were desperate to spoil me. Who was I to deny them? They would take me out to places I’d never been before and do things Mum just didn’t have the money to do. I loved it. If I’m honest, it’s where I was happiest.

Uncle George adored me just as much as Auntie Betty and so no one seemed to mind when he suggested taking me away on a summer holiday, just the two of us. I was only five years old. The pair of us decamped to a small family-run hotel in Blackpool and it was here that the abuse started. The trip to the seaside became an annual excursion after that, sometimes for two full weeks, and by the fourth or fifth time I knew what the plan was going to be before we got there. During the day I would get treats and be allowed whatever I wanted. All I had to do in return was share a double bed with my uncle and give him what he wanted at night, and then keep my mouth shut.

The abuse was intense during these holidays – there was easy access for him and no one to watch over me. People who know about my past have often asked if I dreaded going away with Uncle George. The truth is I didn’t. The abuse became part of normal daily life for me and I didn’t know anything different; I didn’t see what the issue was. Yes, it hurt to begin with, but I physically adapted and never for a moment did I imagine that this experience wasn’t happening to every other little girl.

Mum was beginning to build a new life for herself by then and, with me away part of the week living at Auntie Betty’s house, she had managed to fall in love and remarry. When I was 11, she took the decision to move to Hastings with her new husband, and I went with them. However, I really didn’t get on with my new stepfather and I struggled to adapt to life on the south coast of England. After only six months away from Perth, I was truly miserable, so when Auntie Betty offered me the chance to return to Scotland to live with her permanently, I was delighted.

After years of staying on an ad hoc basis, 55 May Place in Perth, with its red door and my cat called Lucky, became my home in the spring of 1979. It was an end-terrace three-bedroom house on a council estate in the North Muirton area of the city, and I loved it.

My aunt and uncle both worked long shifts. Uncle George was a school janitor while Auntie Betty was a part-time cleaner at a different school. She would have to start very early in the morning before the pupils arrived and then go back late in the afternoon. It meant that, at the age of 12, I found myself in charge of the house, and I did the housework, including the washing and the ironing, and a lot of the shopping. Even the arrangement of the furniture, such as our garish orange three-piece sofa, and where the ornaments sat in the living room were down to me. However, Auntie Betty’s shift patterns also left me wide open to my uncle’s advances.

The routine was the same almost every night. Most evenings Auntie Betty would retire to bed early, leaving me alone with Uncle George in the living room downstairs. I wasn’t allowed to go upstairs to my own room because the noise would keep her awake, or so I was told. Uncle George would lie on his stomach on the floor resting his chin on his hands as he watched television, with a glass of whisky by his side. The moment he knew it was safe, he would turn around onto his back and simply say, ‘Come on.’ I then had to lie beside him and undo his trousers while looking him in the eyes. He would often try to kiss me, but the taste of the whisky would make me gag. This only made him complain that I was putting him off, and he would then push my head down to his semi-erect penis to perform oral sex on him. Sometimes he would tell me to straddle him as he forced me down by the shoulders so that he could penetrate me. He seemed to get some kicks from that, as if perhaps he felt he was playing at being a rapist. And, of course, that’s exactly what he was.

I would never struggle or put up a fight. It was a chore, nothing more, and once it was done, it was done. Uncle George then left me alone and I could go back to doing my own things. I didn’t enjoy it, and the whole day at school I would anticipate it coming and wanted it over with as quickly as possible.

At other times, if I went for a bath, and we were in the house alone, he would unlock the bathroom door from the outside and climb into the water with me. Uncle George was almost caught once when Auntie Betty returned home unexpectedly. He quickly got out and put his underwear on and explained that he had gone into the bath to play with me. He wasn’t lying about that.

I was a prisoner in my own home. Wherever I went, whatever I did, he was always there, lingering in the background as if just waiting for a moment to pounce. Even when we walked past one another in the hallway, he would have a grope. The abuse was constant. It was particularly intense during the times my aunt left us to visit a cousin, 40 miles away in Stirling, for the weekend. With Auntie Betty gone for two or sometimes three nights, Uncle George, who was a heavy drinker, would go to the pub, but he would give me strict instructions beforehand to be in the house for a specific time. I had to be there for him returning to do whatever he wanted with me. After that I was free to go off wherever I wanted and even stay out all night. That was my reward.

I had a very strange relationship with Uncle George. It was almost as if he was obsessed with me. When I went out, he would want to come with me. When I met friends, he wanted to go too. He wanted to be my friend, he wanted to be my partner, he wanted to be my lover. Yet he was my uncle.

When I was thirteen, I asked Uncle George if one of my friends could join us for our summer break in Blackpool. ‘Yeah, no problem,’ he said excitedly. In hindsight, I should have wondered why he was so keen for her to come with us, but I didn’t realise until we got to the hotel that he wanted to abuse her too. At the end of the first day, he demanded we both sleep naked with him in his bed. My friend wasn’t impressed and hurriedly put her pyjamas on. However, the next day Uncle George went to the joke shop and secretly bought itching powder to put into our nightwear. On the second night, unable to wear our pyjamas, we had no alternative but to sleep naked, and that’s what we did. With him in the middle. My friend was horrified. She wrapped herself up in spare sheets and spat in his face whenever he tried to get near her.

When I saw her reaction, the penny finally dropped and I began to realise that what Uncle George had been doing to me was wrong. When we got home to Perth, my friend told her mother, and I remember being lectured about his unacceptable behaviour. I became really upset and pleaded for them not to tell the police or anyone in the family, because I thought I would be taken away from my aunt. The woman didn’t tell anyone in the end, but my friend was forbidden from coming anywhere near our house. My uncle did tell my aunt about the girl spitting at him – his version of it anyway – and I was then forbidden from being friends with anyone who was dirty enough to spit. My friendship with that girl was over.

Uncle George became very manipulative after that. When I finally questioned him about why he was doing these things to me, he said, ‘You started it. It’s your fault. You climbed on top of me and were jumping up and down on me. You must have wanted it.’ He was talking about when I was five, when I was no doubt doing what any little girl would do as they had fun with their uncle. ‘If you tell anybody,’ he carried on, ‘you’ll be taken into a home. Your mum doesn’t want you, your dad doesn’t want you, Auntie Betty won’t believe you, and you’ll get taken away. If anybody was to believe you, I’d be put in jail and you don’t want that, do you?’

He was right. I didn’t want him to go to prison. He was a highly respected member of the community and someone people described as a ‘good bloke’. The suffering continued, in silence.

Looking back on it now, I should have told someone, but I believed every word of what he said then. I even believed it was my fault, that I had started it. There was no reason whatsoever for me to doubt it. People talk about the horror of abuse, particularly when it comes to children. For me, when it was happening and was part of everyday life, it wasn’t horrific. It’s difficult to explain, but when it has been in your life for years, it simply becomes normal behaviour.

Having said that, even if I had wanted to run away and leave my uncle behind, there was nowhere for me to go. Mum was down in Hastings, and I didn’t even know who my father was, let alone where he was. In any case, I wasn’t brave enough to run off and disappear into the night. Some teenagers pack their bags and head south to London, but I just wasn’t streetwise enough. I wouldn’t have known how to run away.

I couldn’t confide in anyone either. I had been well warned by Uncle George that if I did tell I would likely be taken away. That was a real fear. I already felt rejected by my father for walking out on me, and I felt rejected by my mother even though it had been my choice to leave her in Hastings. In my eyes, she had chosen my stepfather over me. But I knew my aunt and uncle loved me, however they showed it. Love: it’s all any child wants.

In many ways, it was the lesser of the two evils to stay and put up with the abuse than to tell and lose the very people that cared for me the most. It sounds crazy, but Uncle George was still a father figure to me, the only father figure I had ever had. Auntie Betty had also been like a mother, and I knew if I told anyone about him that it would have a huge impact on her too. She didn’t deserve that. It was easier just to carry on and keep quiet.

I always thought my aunt would have been suspicious, but, amazingly, she was not. However, I later found out that another uncle had raised concerns about Uncle George. The two men had been talking and during their conversation Uncle George told my other uncle, my mother’s brother, about his time in the Navy when he would go to Hong Kong and find young children for sex. He even boasted about ‘having a six-year-old’ as if it was something normal. My other uncle was absolutely horrified at the very thought of it and went to Mum and asked if she had any worries about my weekends away with George. ‘Are you sure she’s safe?’ he had asked. Mum then turned to my gran for advice, but all she said was not to worry. ‘George loves Yvonne; he would never do her any harm,’ she had insisted.

Everyone thought the world of Uncle George: that was the problem. He was a gem of a guy, one of the proper pillars of the community. And he was, at least to the outside world. However, his marriage to my aunt was a convenience and nothing more. It wasn’t a marriage. They weren’t close, they never went out together, and they most certainly didn’t sleep together. He had his life, she had hers, and that was that. The only time they were ever seen together was at family gatherings or at New Year, when they would always throw a big Hogmanay party. I don’t know how much, if at all, the fact they never had any children affected their relationship.

No one ever suspected I was being abused, even at school, where I spent most of the day. I was a very shy and quiet pupil. I wouldn’t say boo to a goose, so to speak, and I didn’t have a lot of friends. But if I thought going to school would give me a welcome break from my uncle, I was very much mistaken. At night I was being secretly sexually abused in my own home; during the day at Perth Grammar School I was the target of the playground bullies. I was seen as the class ‘good girl’, the pupil everyone else called a ‘swot’ just because I happened to do well in subjects and was in the top section of all my lessons. To make matters worse, I also had a problem with my weight. I was in plus-size clothes even at school and it became a major issue for me. When it came to sports classes, we all had to put on really tight navy gym shorts and a white T-shirt that showed every bulge. I hated it. Well, I didn’t actually dislike the physical exercise; it was simply what we had to wear that I couldn’t stand. There was no way of disguising lumps and bumps, and my appearance only gave the bullies the ammunition they needed. School became a vicious circle for me: I didn’t have many friends because I was fat, but because I had to deal with the bullies I would go home and comfort eat.

Some of the stupid rules kept by my aunt and uncle at home didn’t help either. Pupils at school frequently called me fat and smelly, and as a result, I was desperate to keep as clean as possible. I thought to myself, OK, if I was fat then I wasn’t also going to stink. However, the problem was that Auntie Betty and Uncle George didn’t allow me to use the bath every day. They didn’t deem it necessary. It meant I was forced to secretly take baths without their knowing, by running the water ever-so-quietly then cupping my hands under the taps, both hot and cold, to muffle the sound. I then had to get in and out as fast as possible, dry myself, pour cold water in the bath and dry it before anyone noticed. It was ridiculous, but it had to be done to make life easier at school.

The bullying happened every day for about ten years; there seemed no way of avoiding the name-calling and the jokes. However, one day it stopped after I got involved in a punch-up in the playground. At the time I was dating a boy called Robbie and was absolutely besotted with him, but I found out a girl from a nearby school had also been seeing him behind my back. I sought her out and punched her straight in the face before pulling her down to the ground by her hair. Everyone who saw the fight – the bullies included – just stood there with their mouths hanging open. This wasn’t the Yvonne Jeffries people knew. By dating Robbie, this girl was taking away the only thing I had: I’d simply had enough of being second best, and the aggression just came flooding out. Things changed after that: when people realised I could stand up for myself, school life became so much better. Even the teachers turned a blind eye to what I had done, having watched me being bullied for years.

The thing I could never understand about the bullying was that I wasn’t a swot. I bunked off school as much as I could and missed lessons I didn’t like, but it still didn’t make me cool and I only had a couple of real friends. It was easy to skip classes at Perth Grammar School in the 1970s; as long as you registered first thing in the morning, no one seemed to notice if you weren’t actually there for the rest of the day. Most mornings I would go to Robbie’s house, having first used this cunning plan of checking in as present and correct at school. We’d sit in his room and smoke, listen to music, play darts or give one another trendy Indian ink tattoos. There would often be some of his friends there too, and at times it felt as if everyone who was skipping school was in the sanctuary of Robbie’s house.

However, the only place I truly felt safe as I hit my teenage years was in my own bedroom at home. My aunt had put a lock on my door to give me some privacy as I grew into a young woman, and inside my room was my space away from the bullies and away from Uncle George. It was a fairly girlie room, with lace and flowers, though I must confess I also had posters of the Bay City Rollers, AC/DC and Thin Lizzy on the walls. Oh how I loved Thin Lizzy. I also had a CB radio, which I used to chat with people until the wee hours of the morning. It gave me a way of being anonymous; I could be whoever I wanted to be. I had to be careful, though, because I remember the men on the radio – and they were always men – would ask for my location and I would have to lie. However, I could tell by the reading on the meter that they were getting nearer and nearer, so I often signed off abruptly before we ended up with gentlemen callers at the front door! It was all a bit of teenage fun for me, but who knows what these lorry drivers would have been after had they made it all the way to May Place.

Childhood was not a happy time for me, and the few quiet moments I had alone in my room were welcome respite from a life of being abused wherever I turned. However, it was impossible to escape my uncle for too long and his sexual desire only seemed to intensify as the years passed. By the time I was about 14, Uncle George was regularly telling me he wanted me to have his children. He was deadly serious. He had decided that once I was 16, once I was legally old enough to have a child, he would make me pregnant with his baby. In the earlier years he had made sure he was safe by always using a condom, but he said he didn’t want to use protection as I got older. Being manipulative, he had even persuaded my aunt to take me to the doctor and get me put on the contraceptive pill as I reached my teenage years. ‘We don’t want her getting pregnant now, do we?’ he had said to Auntie Betty. I was to tell the doctor I needed the pill to control my menstrual cycle. Uncle George made sure I took that pill every day but warned me that the moment I turned 16 he wanted me off it. For obvious reasons, he didn’t want anyone else to know that any baby was his. No, that would be his dirty little secret. Instead, what he had planned was that I would be in a relationship with someone else but then suddenly fall pregnant to him. Uncle George wouldn’t raise the baby but at least he would know that it was his. That was his sick plan, anyway.

Clearly he was ill. He had to be ill. I know that now. For any man to feel that way towards a child in the first place, he has to be pretty screwed up. But to then want to make them pregnant defies belief. I was absolutely determined not to let this happen. Uncle George had already taken my childhood; he wasn’t going to take my first child too. It meant I needed to get pregnant by someone else as soon as I could. I had to beat Uncle George to it. I needed an escape.


2. A Way Out

I first met the man who would become my husband in a dark and dingy nightclub when I was just 15. He was as drunk as a skunk. It was late 1981, and even though I was still at school and supposed to be preparing for my exams, I was already a Friday-night regular at the Riverside Bar. Tucked under Perth Bridge on the banks of the River Tay, it wasn’t the most salubrious of places and was renowned for underagers. In fact, at times the dance floor resembled a school outing, but no one seemed to care. It was easy to get in – we all just showed up with the birth certificate of someone older. A friend, a relative, it didn’t matter as long as we suddenly became 18. Doormen never asked for photographic ID in those days, and I’m sure they knew about the ruse, but they turned a blind eye. That said, when I was 15 I never really looked my age anyway and could easily pass for 18 or older.

By this point in my life, there was a little bit of a rebel in me. Perhaps it was as a result of years of abuse at home and bullying at school, but I developed quite a devious streak. I craved fun and I wanted excitement, but I didn’t know how or where to get it. I also wanted to be within an adult community and be with more mature people who weren’t likely to hurl cheap insults at me. I found that sanctuary in the Riverside Bar nightclub.

I never went out to get drunk: that didn’t interest me. All I wanted was to have a couple of alcoholic drinks, a dance and a giggle with friends and to savour the atmosphere of a more grown-up environment. Auntie Betty and Uncle George didn’t really approve and they tried to discourage me, but at the same time they seemed to understand my teenage needs. They set rules, though: I couldn’t go out on a school night, and while I was allowed to head to the Riverside on a Friday and Saturday, I had to be home by 11.30 p.m. That was fine by me.

It was during one of those regular nights out that Jim came sauntering over towards me. He’d clearly had a few drinks and immediately started declaring his undying love for me.

‘I’m going to marry you one day,’ he said over and over again, slurring his words.

‘You’re drunk as a lord. Leave me alone,’ I replied, but he was having none of it. He had decided I was the one for him and that was that: let’s get married. What nonsense! I was flattered all the same, and said to him that if he came back to the Riverside the next night, sober, and told me again that he wanted to marry me then I might think about it. I was being flippant, of





























Afterword

I often imagine what James would be like today if he was still alive. He would be 28 years old now, but in my mind I can only see him as the teenager I waved goodbye to as he drove off in the car, smiling and with that cheeky glint in his eye. If only we knew then what the future had in store for us. My son had his whole life ahead of him that night, but it was all taken away with one single bullet. But what if James hadn’t gone to work that March afternoon; what if he hadn’t swapped the guard duty and instead stayed in Reading with me for that one extra day? Would it have made a difference? Would he be alive and well today, and be married with children, like his little brother? Would he even still be in the Army? Perhaps he might be serving in Afghanistan and be regarded as a hero, like so many of our other soldiers. We will never know.

Some of James’s school friends still keep in touch with me, and I enjoy seeing them and hearing about what they are doing in their own lives. At the same time, I feel a little twinge of sadness inside because I know my boy should be doing the same and enjoying his life to the full. As I’ve said before, I still look for James when I see groups of youngsters, only to have to remind myself he’s not going to be there: he’s dead. It hurts all over again.

One of the most difficult days was Stuart’s wedding in July 2009. I tried so hard to be happy – I wanted to feel happy and be there for Stuart and Amanda – but it was impossible. I smiled for the cameras and laughed at the jokes during the speeches, but inside I was broken. James should have been there by his brother’s side. He should have been the one who organised the stag do, he should have been the one who kept the rings safe and told the embarrassing stories of Stuart’s childhood when the time came. Instead, one of Stuart’s friends was his best man, and even he acknowledged that he was only filling the void and standing in for the man who couldn’t make it. ‘James would have been so proud of you today, Stuart,’ he said as we raised a toast to him and shed a few tears. We carried on with the rest of the day, but James was never far from my mind.

I now have three lovely grandsons by Stuart. Obviously they never had the opportunity to meet their Uncle James, but they do speak about him as if they know him, and they enjoy tending to his ‘garden’ in Perth. James would have loved them and no doubt would have spent too much time teaching them about all sorts of mischief from his own childhood. My oldest grandson Joshua has James as his middle name as a tribute to his late uncle, and it’s lovely to think his name carries on through his nephew.

In 2007, a street in Perth was also named after James, and I am sure he would have been tickled pink about that. He might even find it amusing: a street named after him. Collinson View leads off from the main road in Perth at a set of traffic lights, meaning that drivers who stop there will see the name. It was an idea that came about from a local councillor called Gordon Hunter, who wanted to create a mark of honour for James, and for me and Jim for all the campaigning we had done to raise awareness of the Deepcut issue. We’d done Perth proud, he said. I was so touched and was very emotional. Even now when I go back to Perth and walk past Collinson View, I feel very proud.

The loss of a child is, by far, the worst thing that can happen to any parent. I liken the pain of being without James to how it would feel to lose a limb: part of me is missing and I miss it badly, and I feel the constant pain of it not being there, but I must learn to adapt so I can get through every day without crumbling.

I don’t suppose I will ever quite believe James has gone: it hurts too much to face that reality. People have said I should ‘come to terms with it’ or ‘move on’, but I don’t think it’s that easy. I don’t think it’s possible at all. Part of me died when James died. I am no longer the same person as I was in 2002. I can’t enjoy things the same way I used to, and I feel I can’t love in the same way I used to either for fear of being hurt again. In many ways, my body and my emotions have been numbed by what has happened to me.

The past 11 years have completely changed me as a person and have also altered my views on fairness and justice. I was never very good at dealing with confrontation and always believed in treating others as you would wish to be treated yourself. Oh boy, was I naive to expect those same values from others in positions of power, particularly within the police and the Army. Indeed, it’s fair to say I have had my eyes well and truly opened about how much petty politics influence both institutions on a day-to-day basis.

My children were brought up to trust and respect a policeman, and to seek one out if ever they were in any kind of trouble. It was something I believed in myself, having had it instilled in me when I was young. But when you have been let down, as I have been, by those very same people then you have to ask yourself if that trust was misguided. I’ve pondered this so many times over the past decade, and the answer is always the same: yes, it was. What reason would I have had to ever suspect that the police would not treat my son’s death as suspicious? Or that they wouldn’t even bother to investigate until the media had forced their hand? Why, too, was it left to me to phone around all the police stations in Surrey to ask if anyone was even looking into the shooting? And what about the indignity of having to be forced into exhuming my own son’s body because the police had made a mess of the original post-mortem? I should never have had to do that, and I hope it never happens to anyone else in a similar situation. Don’t forget that it latterly emerged that detectives had been instructed from above to prove all the Deepcut deaths were suicides rather than attempt to solve them. No, trust and respect are no longer things I have for the police in this country. You can’t blame me, either.

As I said at the beginning of the book, if you took me back 12 years and told me my life would pan out the way it has, I don’t think I would believe you. It has been an extraordinary journey, and my world has been turned completely upside down. Jim and I have met people, and been to places and done things we never envisaged we would do in our lifetimes. Prior to 2002, for instance, I had only ever been to London once, on a sightseeing tour bus. By the end of 2003, Jim and I had been up and down from Perth almost 40 times and were on first-name terms with staff on the train, and were sometimes given free upgrades to first class. Before 2002, I had never met a MP and, if I’m honest, I don’t think I even knew who the local one was for us in Perth. Since then we’ve been to the House of Commons countless times, met hundreds of politicians, confronted ministers, and even joined some of the friendlier MPs in the Westminster bar. We’ve also taken part in several documentaries and innumerable news broadcasts, joined the likes of Penny Smith and John Stapleton on the famous GMTV sofa, had two plays written about our experiences, and had a dressing room of our own to appear on Richard & Judy. In our home town we have become well-kent faces and are still stopped in the street by strangers and asked how we are, or given a pat on the back and told ‘keep up the good work’.

It has been surreal, to say the least, but all of it was done without a second thought. It was simply a means to an end, a way of getting answers. The whole process has been a roller coaster of emotions, with our hopes of winning a public inquiry being built up time and time again, only to be let down with an almighty thud by the government.

There is no reason not to hold a public inquiry into Deepcut, and I will never understand why every single political party in office has ruled it out. In 2010, the coalition announced that, following years of pressure from campaign groups, it would allow a public inquiry into the 1994 Chinook crash that killed 29 people on the Mull of Kintyre. In other words, there is precedent for examining historic cases. So why not Deepcut? I still wonder what it is ministers are afraid of. Surely it can’t just be that they fear Army recruitment figures flatlining. If it is, then that is a scandal in itself: the government has done more to decimate the number of people serving in the Armed Forces through cutbacks than anything a Deepcut public inquiry would ever do. Indeed, in January 2013 the Ministry of Defence announced that 5,300 troops and 50 senior officers are to be made redundant, in the biggest tranche of cuts since the 1990s. This is in addition to the 2,800 axed in September 2011 and 3,700 in June 2012.

In the aftermath of the publication of the official report into the 1989 Hillsborough tragedy in September 2012, our barrister John Cooper QC wrote a poignant article in The Independent in which he said that ‘a great many injustices have certainly gone on in the past that have yet to be exposed’. He continued, ‘There are people from all walks of life who know, just as the Hillsborough campaigners knew, that great wrongs have been perpetrated. The deaths at Deepcut are just one example; the families of four young people who died at the barracks are still treated by government and the police as borderline crackpots.’ He’s right there.

Deepcut is a name I wish I had never heard of. Not only did it take my son’s life, it took a part of me too. I have spent so many years consumed by it, to the point that I almost jeopardised the relationships I have with my surviving children. Indeed, sometimes I feel as if I could happily drive the bulldozer through the camp myself when the time comes for it to be demolished.

That said, I believe we have made some differences to life within the Princess Royal Barracks and within the Army in general. Many experts even say that Deepcut is now one of the safest barracks in Britain as a result of all the attention it has had. For example, young trainees no longer do routine guard duty without supervision; this role is now undertaken by more mature and experienced soldiers. New recruits and their families are now given information booklets when the trainees move to the camp, explaining more about the garrison and providing all the necessary contact numbers for relatives to use if they have any concerns. Changes have been made in the ratio of instructors to recruits, and there are stricter policies for the handling of firearms. What’s more, when it comes to untimely deaths the military and civilian police are both now clear about who has primacy, meaning that a proper investigation can begin from the outset.

The other thing we have achieved through our campaigning is that we have made the public more aware of what Army life is like, and raised concerns about the way in which recruits can be treated. No one wants young soldiers wrapped up in cotton wool and served breakfast in bed every day, but neither should they be bullied, beaten or placed in any undue danger by the actions of overzealous officers. It is not too much to ask, surely. We realise that the men and women serving our country might sadly lose their lives in action, but we don’t expect them to be put in harm’s way in the relative safety of the Army training camp by their own peers.

None of the changes we have helped force through have brought me any closer to finding out what happened to James on 23 March 2002. We didn’t campaign to make the Army safer, or to bring about change in the standards of care within the Armed Forces. They became accidental, but welcome, coincidences. The only thing I set out to do was get justice for my son, but I haven’t succeeded. Not yet anyway. I will always hold on to the hope that one day someone who saw or heard something will come forward and speak out.

The Army had a duty of care to James. When we signed his parental consent form, they took on the role of in loco parentis, but they failed in the extreme. Interestingly, that role has now been removed from the Army for recruits under the age of 18. During the Board of Inquiry, Lt Col. Laden said he had repeatedly flagged up his concerns regarding the lack of permanent supervisory staff at Deepcut, but was always told by his superiors to make the most of the staff he had at his disposal, however inadequate. Some of those staff, we learned, had to work 72-hour weeks and were toiling through sheer exhaustion. How could they possibly be expected to do their jobs properly and maintain a disciplined and effective Army training camp? They had an impossible task. Had the top brass listened to Laden’s concerns at the time, I believe James would still be alive today, and to that end I hold them responsible for his death.

Nothing will ever bring James back, but at least if we got a public inquiry, we could honestly say we have done everything we can for Sean, Cheryl, Geoff and James, and allow them to rest in peace.

When I look back on my life, it would be easy to feel sorry for myself, but I refuse. I tend not to dwell too much on what has happened to me over the years, from the playground bullies to the abusive uncle and the death of James. It would be too difficult. In any case, there will always be someone who has suffered worse than I have and is perhaps still suffering, in silence. I don’t like sympathy either, and find it unwelcome; it only serves to weaken me. Indeed, I believe that each blow I am dealt is given to me for a reason, and you could argue that surviving my horrific childhood made me strong enough to deal with the loss of my son, and go on to fight for justice for him. What I do know is that losing James has made me a stronger, more determined person.

Deepcut is now in a little box on the shelf, which I choose to open or not. Having said that, I still have days when I don’t want to get out of bed and face another day, of course I do. It’s particularly difficult on dates with special significance, such as James’s birthday, or the passing of yet another anniversary of his death. I agonise over how I should mark these days: they aren’t for celebrating, but neither can they be ignored, and it’s hard knowing what to do.

Whatever terrible things have gone on in my life, whatever pain and hurt so many people have caused me over the years, nothing will ever compare to what I felt the moment I learned my son was gone. Losing my James was, by far, the deepest cut of all. However, I have somehow managed to find the strength to carry on, even if all I do at times is go through the motions of day-to-day life. Somewhere in my heart I know I will see James again, and that the void he left will be filled once more. One day I will hold him close again and give him that cuddle that never was, and when I do, I’ll be able to tell him not to worry any more, that everything is fine, his mum is here. For ever.
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