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​Introduction​
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This is a true story.

For fifty years, I had believed my intrusive thoughts and burning fantasy world were attributed to a chaotic, dysfunctional family of warring parents and mental illness. In fact, something bizarre and horrific has happened to me, which I had remained unaware of for almost five decades.

This is not a biography nor a family chronicle but describes a gash running through the heart of my life. A page-a-day diary I kept in the Seventies and Eighties has been used as part of this account.

The subject of this book has been described accurately. Names of people, places and certain details have been changed to protect identities and I am writing under a pseudonym.
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​Part 1: Secret World
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1 Floats to the Surface

At the time of writing this, I am fifty-one years old and am coming to terms with a traumatic event that occurred in the August of 1969 – a month after Neil Armstrong had set foot on the moon. I had been four then and blessed with an identical twin, Eve. We are mirror image twins, meaning that she is right-handed, and I am left. When I look at her, I see myself, but I also see differences. She has a kink in her fringe; I don’t. My eyes are narrower than hers and I have a firmer jaw. Her smile is a little crooked and she has a wider gaze. I grew up to be more of a tomboy, always in jeans. She wears skirts and frilly blouses.

We are both blue-eyed and possess hair of blonde ringlets. Everyone except our family have trouble telling us apart. Born forty minutes before her and over a pound heavier, I had transfused some of her blood. I therefore have an edge on her. Being more vocal and boisterous, I had become her caretaker, her entertainer, adviser and a bit of a parent. But she is also my soulmate and my resilience.

Being a caretaking twin has defined me. Sharing a twin-world of fantasy, curiosity and made-up words, I had believed this explained our woeful lack of cognitive development on starting school. But after encountering other twins, have discovered this not to be the case. Our history had set us apart from most other twins.

Forty-seven years later, I am sitting on Colwyn Bay’s beach on the north coast of Wales with my children. My partner could not accompany due to work, but I was happy with just the three of us. The August day blazed hot, and my children had bought a couple of ring floats that they could take out into the Irish Sea. The beach had been crowded and the sky, cirrus-streaked. A perfect day brought contentment.

From the rocks off the quayside, I watched them drag their rings across the sand. I had instructed them not to go further than the other swimmers and promptly began snapping them on my camera as they launched themselves into the blue.

I had made the decision not to exhibit the fretfulness of my mother – with tight apron strings, over-vigilant and obsessive about every possible danger to foster anxieties. My mother had kept my twin and me on reins until the age of about four because we kept running off and climbing. Our hyperactivity had not suited her sedentary tastes, it seemed. Still, I wanted to give my children the freedom I had craved.

I remained attentive as they floated out, being the heedful mother, I thought I ought to be. But slowly, my children kept diminishing. I put my camera down thinking, now’s the time to paddle the other way. Having no one with me, I would have to leave my belongings unattended. A drunk trio lurked nearby as well as a beach full of strangers harbouring a possible opportunist for pilfering unattended belongings. A few moments became four and then five until I could no longer make out their faces.

And that’s when it dawned on me.

Were they in fact calling me but I could not hear them? Had an undercurrent caught them, and they could no longer paddle against it? Were they crying? Were they in serious trouble and could not communicate with me?

Suddenly, they seemed so very, very far away, small dots against the wavelets of the sea’s rolling surface. A vast blue divided them from the nearest rocks.

A thunderous dread slammed into my chest, and I felt sick. I shot up but my legs could not move immediately. The sound of my voice unleashed from my throat mutated my sick fear into a feral panic.

‘Come back! Come back!’

God, I sounded frenzied, not like me at all.

People on the beach glanced my way, but I barely noticed and didn’t care about the fuss I was about to unleash. My shouts became a scream. ‘Come back! Come back!’ I dashed from the rocks towards the water’s edge. A woman came to my side. She tried to assure me that the sea is shallow here. But this offered no comfort as my voice trembled. ‘But they seem so far away.’ The woman had no answer, seeing my desperation had crushed all logical thought. ‘Is there a coastguard here?’ I demanded. ‘Where is the coastguard!’

But there was no coastguard.

Seeing no other option, I launched myself out. The entire section of the beach had become spectators, watching this hysterical mother dash into the waves. The woman had been right, the sea lapped a mere thigh-deep for a way out, but my children remained dots. The distance between us diminished slowly, but I kept on calling, waving my arms and screaming, ‘Come back! Come back!’ My windmills slowly drew their attention. A few hundred metres or so seemed more like ten thousand. But this did not stop me from running against the sea, shouting, waving and making the biggest fuss Colwyn Bay’s beach-lovers had probably ever seen.

And as I ran, I started to have the eerie sensation that another ‘me’ was running inside of me. My subconscious thought had been: I’ve been here before. I’ve done this before.

My dip into this stretch had been the first in my life, but the running, the terror and the sun on my back had been my second.

When the children finally looked my way, they appeared shocked and surprised. Slowly, they picked up their floats. I then noticed other bathers behind an outcrop nearby. They weren’t the furthest out at all and weren’t in any danger whatsoever. But knowing nothing of Colwyn Bay’s coastline, I had believed a strong undercurrent could have claimed my children.

Slowly, the children followed me back to the beach, their rings dangling from their elbows. The entire beach watched our return. I cared little for the spectacle I had caused. I cared little for the embarrassment I had inflicted upon my children. I simply dished up a few words about keeping close by.

When I was done, they wandered off towards the quayside.

I felt stupid.

Gosh, I sounded like my mother, I thought with regret. I had gone all hysterical over nothing and caused a massive fuss. The tranquil sea, dotted with bathers had posed no danger at all.

Later, my children told me the beach from their perspective seemed big and therefore closer than from my view. Bathers near them had similar floats too. My children were safe and had heeded my caution after all. However, the drowning of five young men on East Sussex’s Camber Sands a week later would haunt me.

The following day, the children enjoyed a day at the beach. I hoped yesterday hadn’t blighted our holiday. I still wanted them to explore the world, to grow in confidence. But during the remainder of that day, A mysterious and crushing depression overshadowed me. Yes, I had experienced a false alarm, but something else bothered me – a separate force drip-feeding nausea into my gut. My sense of another self, running inside of me seemed the reason. I had never experienced such fear in my adult life before.

And that’s when the truth of my past began to open up.

2 Somebody Else

Six weeks prior to the incident on Colwyn Bay, I’d had a disagreement with one of Mum’s carers. Disagreements are common, but I am averse to confrontation and for this reason, avoid it whenever I can. But there is a big reason for this. I seem to have this crippling condition that I privately call, black-blame. Even if the other person might be in unfair and I might be right, I end up feeling black-blame. Such a sensation, I believed, is not unusual and forms part of being human. But over the years, I have come to realise mine not routine. Bouts would last weeks, sometimes months after an event and at times come on like a migraine. It’s a feeling of wishing to be someone else; an animal, a bird, an insect; wishing to be anyone else but me.

I bear a murky mark on my being somehow. This trickle-feed of blame got so bad that I wished I had an off-switch to escape it. Occasionally I have found comfort in the idea that one day I will no longer be here to carry this terrible sensation.

The occupants of my childhood home are of stalwart values with nothing to explain my condition. Such a sensation seemed odd under the circumstances. Why do I feel this way?

This uncomfortable feeling has been the driving force of my projects: art, writing, record-keeping, researching, blogging and other pursuits described within this book. It was like trying to get comfortable sitting on a pin. Diversion had been the drive of my nervous energy. To me, sitting still had never been an option.

Long ago, I had made a logical assumption of where this feeling came. Of course, childhood must be the source and this affliction in place by the time I had begun infant school. Only years later, did I realise that none of my siblings share the depth of this awful feeling. Not even my twin, Eve.

I have five siblings, all sharing the same upbringing as I do. Contributions about them have been kept scarce, respecting their privacy, and retaining the focus of this book. With this, I shall explain how I came to believe this black-blame feeling exclusively mine.

I’m going to get this bit out of the way. My early childhood has been...difficult. I am not judging my parents, for circumstances beyond their control were largely to blame. Furthermore, invoking pity or compassion is the last reason for writing this book. It’s simply fact and is relevant to this account.

Eve and I were born at the worst possible time within a troubled and overburdened family. Mum had a difficult pregnancy, carrying twins to full term and suffering all sorts of complications along the way. A few weeks after our birth, she almost died from a haemorrhage and didn’t fully recover for months on end.
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My childhood cottage, circa 1967. The dog, Lucky, is from my toddlerhood. Dad’s side extension is on the right.

Soon after marrying, my parents lodged in a caravan on Granddad’s grounds with their first child. Until then, Dad worked hard to get the cottage they had bought into a liveable state. A two-up two-down affair overlooked fields and pond with a view of the village church. He built a side-extension with a scullery and bathroom with stairs leading up to a guestroom where my Nan used to sleep. The cottage back door became an internal sliding door, which would lead from the kitchen into the scullery. This sliding door would come to represent a split in the household.

Dad worked for the family haulage business, which didn’t pay much. He reminisces on those times, for being quite contented. He used to keep chickens in a pen and grow his own vegetables. Out-houses, sheds, coalbunkers, and a garage provided countless places to play and hide. Dad’s carpenter brother had made a caravan with awning and stable door on the northern limb of the garden. Adjacent, Dad built a play area and swimming pool – a rectangular trench painted blue. Family members used to play in the caravan and have a splash in the pool. Photos show a garden full of children. Indeed, my family did look happy then; Mum and Dad, a routine couple.

By then, Dad had jumped ship from the family business for better prospects. A dispute resulted, of which I don’t know the details. This meant Mum had to find the money to buy school uniforms. The last straw came in the form of Eve and me, baby twins – two more mouths to feed.

To make ends meet, Dad began working for a car company. The money flowed, but at a bigger price. The pressures and the nightshift did not suit Dad’s nature and he became bad-tempered and obsessed with getting his sleep. We all had to creep around whilst he slept in the day. The atmosphere weighed heavy, and rows flared up. Dad’s migraines closed in, and he took painkillers and sleeping pills to keep him going. Eventually, all proved too much, and Dad went on permanent sick. He moved out of the main bedroom and into the guestroom where Nan used to sleep. The lot of us plunged onto the breadline.

The gardens may have been idyllic in the summer, but the little cottage remained run-down, cramped and cold in the winter. Dad stayed in bed and his personality changed. In the Seventies, drugs and anti-psychotics were dished out like sweets. Dad ended up with a full-blown drug addiction. I think the doctors were stupid for prescribing such a concoction knowing Dad had young children living with him. Years later, Dad admitted that breaking his dependency had been the hardest thing he has ever had to do. He took five years to get clean without any supervision from the hospital at all, slicing the daily dose into smaller portions over months on end.

I heard he’d been a wonderful dad before then. I never saw the real dad until I had a family of my own years later. I feel robbed of the dad I should have had as a child.

By my fourth year, a full-blown mental illness had taken Dad’s even temperament. A fever, cravings and hallucinations bound him to bed. He refused a doctor and remained cooped up in the guestroom for days on end so Nan could no longer live with us. We all had to keep quiet when he was around. Dripping taps had to be switched off and running baths wait until he had left the house. Rustling papers and a ticking clock would be a source of irritation. He used to sit rock-still in the centre of the room staring murderously into space and daring anyone to latch eyes with him.

The atmosphere became a knife-edge of keeping this capricious man-child allayed. I can see now it wasn’t his fault, but at the time, I didn’t understand. Life in the cottage at times, became hell. Naturally, I felt sorry for Mum and wished Dad would live somewhere else.
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Eve and me in our double pushchair.

One day, I made too much noise and Dad came out of nowhere and grabbed me by the ankles, pulled me upside down and wacked my thighs until I couldn’t breathe. To this day, I can picture the beetroot flush of his face against the ceiling, his mouth bunched up with grim intent. Once, he beat both Eve and me in succession before he disappeared into the guestroom dogged with wretched remorse. For a second, I felt sorry for him.

I had naively believed Dad simply exercised his style of correction on my siblings. But have bitterly learned he had saved his upside-down beatings for Eve and me alone. By the age of six, my respect for Dad plummeted to zero, seeing only a wretched, twitching ogre we had to accommodate. A clinic offered Dad a coma-inducing insulin injection and a bed for a few weeks. He refused but considered a rehab stay in Exeter before refusing that as well. Mum never forgave him for refusing treatment. To this day, I have an incomplete picture of what made him ill. Eve and I, so distressed by Dad’s episodes, seldom discussed them until reaching our early twenties.

A remission would bring Dad’s nice side and things seemed okay. He took up his art pursuit and used the garret at the west side of the cottage which had a disused larder at one end. He became obsessed with capturing colour on food. He would rise at the crack of dawn, his still life ready. Large panes of glass made for ideal mixing palettes. During his darkest hours, his art got grim, sketching harrowing images of eyeballs, blood, gore and veins. They so disturbed me, I would take another route through the house to avoid seeing them. Mum made him burn them in the end, but I can see now that Dad had become seriously ill and intervention crucial. Sadly, nothing like that existed at the time. In the late Seventies and early Eighties, Dad experienced some success with his art, exhibiting in major city galleries. But he went through further bouts of psychosis, with outbursts and paranoia.

And now I am getting to the part of where I think this horrible black-blame sensation came. Of all my siblings, I resemble my dad the most, even more so than my twin. I am the only child who pursued art into adulthood. But because of Dad’s mental illness, I valued my ‘gift’ little and seldom shared my pursuit with him, trying to make my style and subject matter as different to his as possible.

Dad’s Aunt Lily suffered manic depression and received electroconvulsive therapy which would suggest this trait ran in his side of the family. I wanted none of it and wished I took after Mum. A newspaper clipping showing Dad’s one-man show says it all. The photograph shows Dad, Eve and me holding Dad’s art. I can be seen standing furthest from him, looking sheepishly down. Yes, I’m arty, like him, but wished I was good at something else. Sadly, I couldn’t separate Dad from the mental illness.

This is why I looked up to and revered Mum. She appeared the survivor under adversity. Her fierce, matriarchal, and overprotective ways promoted routine like school, church and doing charity work. On a severe budget, she made her purse-strings go miles and performed miracles at Christmases and birthdays. She kept a radar for potential danger: strangers, deep water, stray dogs and busy roads. She sometimes vocalised her aversion to men who impose physical strength and authority like Dad. I, too, bought into this idea because of the way Dad behaved.

People didn’t warm to Mum easily. She could appear stern without trying, and she could maintain a grudge for days to put you in the cold. Once she had not spoken to a sibling for two weeks because she had stopped at Mum’s sister, Aunt Maud against Mum’s wishes. But I felt this trait gave Mum a bad press; people simply misunderstood her. If only people would get to know her, they would see her heroic ways. One of Diana Ross’s songs, I’m Livin’ in Shame speaks my feelings for Mum. She had done her best for us despite the dreadful situation she found herself in.

A casualty of a floundering marriage seemed to be her ability to express tenderness. Once or twice she even told me Dad’s ways came out in my misbehaviour. I reasoned unhappiness fuelled these words. She seldom saw her own family and money kept dwindling. Her situation depressed her to the point that she expressed a wish to end it all. These words cut me to the core, but I could hardly blame her.

Ultimately, I disliked being like Dad, whether or not Mum remarked upon my likeness to him. I simply felt this way because of what I saw through my own eyes and without her input. And it seemed logical that my black-blame feeling stemmed from taking after someone who (in my eyes) had become a negative role-model. And this remained my belief for most of my life.

3 Chaos

Dad’s illness continued to cast a long shadow over the family into my early twenties, fuelling countless unpleasant episodes. The house became rack-and-ruin and Dad’s studio spilled into our living space. He would remain in his room, reading, painting and living a separate life to the rest of us. During a bad spell, Dad acquired a dozen saplings and planted them around the perimeter of the garden to shield the house from ‘prying neighbours.’ Mum went mad, accusing him of stealing the trees from the local park.

Before long, the tired old Punch and Judy act of Mum and Dad became a system of scoring points against each other rather than doing the best thing. Each used mind-games over money and use of the car to get back at each other. Of course, Dad could never win with me.
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The images show my diaries. I had crammed so much into each page, my Christmas stocking included a bigger diary. References to my burgeoning secret world can be found in tandem with a growing obsession for novel writing. I kept notes on how to submit novels to publishers, story ideas and painting.

Throughout this, I kept a diary.

My diaries have been used as part of my research.

I began my diary at eleven (1977) and finished at twenty-three (1988). It is unsettling to see how much can be forgotten unless it is recorded. Looking at these diaries now highlights how the brain can play tricks on the memory, donning rose-tinted glasses. I don’t know how I coped with those black days at the cottage.

From the age of eleven, I became the diary-writer of the family, although Eve had kept one sporadically. My diaries were big, with lots of lines to fill. By the early Eighties, an even bigger diary awaited me beneath the Christmas tree. It became a bit of a joke. How do I fill each page? This need not have been a worry, as I had plenty to write about.

The main body of each page described the mundane: what I wore, the food I ate and routine events of the day. My stickler record-keeping grew apparent. There are tables showing my weather readings, the top-forty music charts, what I bought family members for Christmases and birthdays; what they bought me. There is a lot of stuff about my exams, assessments, degree and interviews; driving tests, jobs, moving away and when children arrived. At times, I seem a bit of a sad-case, moaning about my periods, mood swings, and my awkward social life.

Between the pages, I could tell I really struggled with growing up. I didn’t want periods nor boys taking an interest in me. I didn’t want Mum working long hours at the hospital or Nan growing old. My teens showed little rebellion or waywardness, but hobbies and studies. The family ructions are squashed in the margins as though an afterthought. I could see from these add-ons that old ruts followed the first of their kind. Bust-ups became the norm. Dad had done nothing to further shape me since my sixth year, and I feel no point in delving into these episodes.

Having five siblings, debt problems and cramped bedrooms meant that noise and disruption remained close by. I had the sense of living a bootcamp of emotional experiences, and not just of the bad, but exhilaration. I adored Nan who provided the maternal touch Mum lacked and the house always seemed cheerful in her presence. She used to tell us funny stories, teach us card games and read our tea leaves. Her too-short visits always left me feeling dejected, and bitterly concluded that Dad’s episodes must have driven her away.
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The playhouse Dad built for Eve and me.

Despite a building estate obscuring the fields and the church in the late Sixties, our garden remained idyllic, with several apple trees, a sloping lawn and swings. My dad replaced the old caravan with a fantastic playhouse that the neighbourhood envied.

The story goes, he agreed to build one if Eve and I popped down the shop to get a box of matches. Not believing our luck, Eve and I did just that. And so, Dad built Eve and me a playhouse in exchange for a box of matches.

Our den would have two rooms, a felt roof, windows with openers, electric light, a mock fireplace, carpets and curtains. A balcony with rocking chair gave it a homestead feel. Eve and I would spend hours in there, and sit on the roof watching the clouds, yakking, and singing. Children who lived over the fence would come over and the lot of us would have parties in there and make up secret clubs. I loved that playhouse. But shyness descended on me when Eve became unavailable. I noticed I didn’t have a strong identity. I put this down to being one half of identical twins and hoped I might grow out of it.

A large, noisy family further drowned me out, but has its upside too. A vinyl 45 often fell onto the turntable or the radio prattled in the background. During Dad’s settled spells, I even considered myself happy. Family and friends would crowd-up the living room and the garden. Dad would spruce up old bikes and take Eve and me on bike rides. He took us to Granddad’s, local pantomimes and the Exes where live bands used to play. On occasion, he would reminisce on his National Service, his childhood and the ‘mischief’ he got up to with Mum’s brother, Uncle Dan, and his own brothers.

With Dad’s uncustomary nice side emerging, I didn’t know how to handle it. I didn’t know how to say thanks. But these respites came too piecemeal for me and failed to change how I ultimately felt about him.

Our Jekyll and Hyde cottage brought excitement and despair, great times and gloom. But our twin-world provided a buffer to whatever the cottage had to throw at us. However, few could breach it, and we had chaos of our own.

Our closet world goes way back. Our preschool behaviour manifested into playfights and trashing our bedroom. I often instigated jump on beds, scribbling on schoolbooks and bashing our dolls together. Unable to cope, Mum would shut these feral twins in the bedroom for spells or else keep telling us off.

At four, we had surpassed ourselves. Eve fell on a glass cabinet and cut her cheek. She had tripped after boisterous play. Mum had been tending to a wasp-trap in the garden and Dad had been sleeping off shiftwork. He rushed Eve to hospital while Mum disappeared upstairs in a panic.

Eve and I saw no point in discussing the accident, but Eve’s scar became a means of telling us apart, the other children calling her names. Despite this, she still managed to garner more than her share of boyfriends at teen-hood and even had a stint at modelling. In January 1983, a plastic surgeon reopened the wound and took the stitches to the contour of her nose. He did a fantastic job, and the scar is hardly visible now.

By the time we started school, our shuttered twin-world and the chaos at home had cognitively impaired us. We didn’t respond to teachers, disrupting the class, running away and hiding. We had screenings for learning difficulties. The results came back with higher scores than average.

To bring us out of ourselves, the teacher put us in different classrooms. This separation left me bereft and insecure. My inability to make friends grew obvious and I shrunk to the back of the class. But I became the ‘arty’ one of the class, the one who could draw and paint. Panto backdrops and school posters became my job. The headmaster hung one of my paintings in his office and he kept it when he retired. In a few years, I would begin art school and reel out a load of jungle murals, figure drawings and landscape art. So, I had some sort of identity, even if I wished for something else.

By the Eighties, two of my siblings had moved out and another arrived. Seeing a small child brought the dread that Dad would hurt her during one of his spells, but thankfully he never did.

I felt sorry for Mazie when she first came. A large age gap existed between her and the rest of us, making her like an only child. This made her seem vulnerable and I feared something terrible would happen to her. For this, I became like a guardian, playing with her and minding her welfare. As for me, I remained the black-sheep who lipped-off at Dad. I got the collarings and the cloutings and reasoned being alike, we simply clashed. My desire to be in Mum’s camp fostered a sense of no-belonging that I feared could afflict my sister.

After a few years, I extended my role as the caretaker-twin to Mazie, the three of us playing together. Mum seeing me read stories and perform toy plays for my sisters and niblings seemed to please. I grew attached to that feeling of approval and belonging. I had found a way of making Mum happy within a difficult marriage. I had also found an antidote to the horrible black-blame feeling that had blighted my life. And this was because I had found the opportunity to prove to Mum that I can be caring and protective.

Unlike Dad.

4 Light and Dark

No relationship compares to that of identical twins. I used to feel sorry for other people. They don’t have a twin. They must feel terribly alone. But of course, they couldn’t feel this way because they have never had a twin. I have this notion of being able to see a spectral wavelength invisible to others. Our secret world made us special and no one else could get a look-in. With an identical twin, you can share complex ideas, dreams and fears without verbal dexterity. I just know what my twin means and what she might be feeling. The same applies to her.

A lot of daft notions abound on twins within literature and films. I get irritated by twins that play on their identical-ness, dressing the same at adulthood and speaking in tandem as though for a freakshow. And as for telepathy...well, strange images or words have never materialised in my head from nowhere. Eve and I have similar cerebral wiring and life experiences, having seldom been apart. We therefore make parallel connections with similar thought processes. Situations bring on thoughts that echo within our brains.

I actually feel very different to my twin, despite people telling us how alike we are. Our differences in our appearance and nature are obvious to me. I am often the driving force between us, coming up with games, entertainment, and solutions to problems. I am the logical one who is a bit ‘sciencey’ and nerdy. Meteorology became my obsession, taking daily readings from my weather station and reading about natural disasters in my tomboy clothes. Meanwhile, Eve crocheted, macraméd and read the agony-aunt columns. Indeed, she seemed more comfortable with growing up, having interests in the latest beauty tips and fashion craze.

My twin partially shaped me. Without her, I would have no one to share my world. My ideas would have no value and my games would fall flat. I have had the worst arguments, the best laughs, the most excitement and double-dollops of life because of my twin. She is my occasional nuisance, but also my counterpoint, my resilience, and my life-raft.

Being the caretaker twin, made my dysfunction and phobias seem odd.

The focus of this book.

I suffer horrible thoughts.

Episodes of sick terror used to blight my deepest childhood. I clung to Mum, obsessed by the notion of being stifled and crushed. I visualised a mouth stuffed beyond bursting point and of a skull mangled and distorted. A face would then catch fire within a smouldering cave of ominous drumbeats. Occasionally, sleep approached in a snowstorm and a wall of sound. I would lay awake for hours, dreading sleep-onset in the belief I would turn into a skeleton or fall into a coma.

The lights had to remain on all night, much to my siblings’ annoyance. My school photos display a haunted gaze with dark shadows beneath. I developed obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), wiping perceived germs from my hands and hyper-vigilance over the creaking of the stairs. I had the sense of someone hiding in the loft, but no stairs meant no access, and who would go up there anyway? Still, a wallpapered-over loft-hatch unsettled me. Alan Garner’s book The Owl Service about scratching sounds in the ceiling played on my mind. I read this book in January 1978 and never finished it.

I couldn’t imagine where my fears came. Why am I like this? Never did I see a link to my black-blame feeling. I wanted to tell Mum about the face on fire, but she didn’t wish to know, having ‘enough to worry about’. Mum held odd superstitions despite being a Christian, such as imparting dreams would make them come true and that crossing knives could bring on quarrels.

I have an old memory of lying on my bed in the middle of the afternoon emerging from what felt to be a coma. A water-stain near the ceiling like fingerprints pulled my eye. How sinister they looked! Silent panic seized me just then. I could not distinguish dream from realty and the notion of something hiding in the loft fixated me. A world of distortion and darkness awaited, and nothing would feel real again.

I held fast onto the mundane, the daylight where normality lived – like Mum doing the washing, the wittering of the radio or the buzz of a lawnmower. I even found solace from school, preferring to feel the oddball of a boring lesson. At times, nothing could touch me: the school bullies, (which was becoming a problem), being cold, hungry, Dad’s tempers or Mum’s moods. I would put up with the lot if that horrible black feeling from hell would just go away.

Knowing no different, I had assumed others felt this way at times. Corners of the cottage must bring poignancy in others too: sadness in the guestroom; melancholy in the back garden; longing by the rockery. The birth of Eve and me initiated Dad to divide the secondary bedroom into two, creating an annexed bedroom. This ‘partition room’ as I called it, has a cosy feel with a nice little window looking west. I slept in there for a while and yet grew horribly disturbed. I wrote little prayers in a notebook for dreading bedtime there.

I’ve never liked our bathroom.
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I used to write prayers. I wrote Life and Poor World in 1975.

I explained these sensations away, as I have done so throughout my life, to taking after Dad, acquiring Aunt Lily’s condition or a fearful disposition. Dad’s disturbing paintings of eyeballs and blood would indicate that intrusive thoughts ran in families. I feared I would become ill like him.

Between the ages of seven and ten, I slept in Mum’s bedroom while my bed remained empty. I’d conclude an old cottage of dark corners had aggravated a child of nervous disposition. I’m like my dad, I’d conclude over again. Mum was right. I cannot fight genes; my future is set.

With my disturbed behaviour dragging on into my eleventh year, Mum took me to the doctors. He explained things in a down-to-earth manner that my fears are not real. They are of the mind and are quite common in children. They will eventually disappear as I grew older.

I found his words immensely reassuring. Just of the mind? Not real? No one had ever said that to me before. How wonderful! He put everything into perspective in a way Mum couldn’t. Almost immediately afterwards, my fear of sleep began to abate. My dreams remained vivid and recurring, but the doctor’s rational words underlined my horrible visions. Just of the mind.

I could live with that.

The lights went off at night and I went back into my own bed. Everything seemed to settle down.

But a year or so later, the other thing began. This other thing would stay with me for the next forty years.

5 Another Self

I had long noticed that when in the company of others who are not family members, I ended up the oddball. Something set me apart. I couldn’t explain this thing about me but knew others picked up on it. This pattern continued over and over, chipping away at my confidence. Teachers remarked in my reports that I seemed to lead an intense inner life. Indeed, I often zoned-out and forgot what had just been said. Minutes passed without my notice, and I’d hope I hadn’t missed anything vital.

During conversations, I experienced interruptions to realise I had failed to comprehend the meaning of the words just spoken. People would often have to repeat themselves or I would have to pretend to follow the conversation so I wouldn’t look stupid. This created further boundaries to my social skills.

I suffer a form of dyslexia, it seems, but in listening, an aural disorder. I couldn’t get music lyrics like others and misheard words. I asked Mum for a hearing test. She then said to me in a hushed tone, ‘Would you like some sweets?’ To which I replied, ‘Yes, please!’ And then she returned with a little smile and informed me I could hear perfectly well.

Okay, so I had acute hearing, but my difficulty continued. My reading also suffered. I would often glean half a page before realising I had drifted from the meaning. For this reason, I read few books and struggled with comprehension. However, unlike listening, reading provides the opportunity to reread the text until the meaning comes clear. Of course, my difficulty vanished when talking to my twin.

With my self-awareness developing, so did my sense of embarrassment at my condition. I withdrew in class, wanting to melt into the background until no one noticed me. And with this, utter longing for the past gouged an abyss at my core. I simply wanted to go home, back to this idyllic place that held greater poignancy with each passing day. I had missed out on something that kept receding. This grief consumed the life out of me, and I would find myself swallowing back tears at the most awkward times as though my home and family had been taken away.

Acute childhood nostalgia must be getting to me for the pressures of school. I could not stand up for myself for my phobias and being a twin within a chaotic household. My sense of identity’s gone blurred. Who am I? Perhaps I’ll echo the attitudes of other schoolchildren to fit in. I’ll be like them.

This is why the bullying got bad. My oddity kept showing through and I’d end up on my own. Kids would follow me home, catcall and steal my things. I ran away from school a few times and Mum saw the headteacher. I began to think I deserved it and expected the replay. What else could I do? My home environment had shaped me before I had even stepped through the school gates.

I may as well just get on with it.

Once I had reached teen-hood, I learned how to behave in a particular way within groups. At art college, meeting new people enabled me to start afresh and I perfected ways of hiding my defects. I had plenty of fair-weather friends, went to parties and had a couple of boyfriends. I even lost my virginity (albeit at twenty). My fear of becoming a forever virgin is over, and I made certain with the doctor, for losing no blood like my twin. My troubled childhood is finally gone. People remember me as being pretty, arty and a bit of a laugh. My large jungle paintings drew attention, and I became one of the most productive and promising art students of my year.

But my inner landscape vastly differed to the impressions people had. No one but my twin knew about a secret world that seemed to be taking a grip on my life. The fuel for this secret world would appear to be another self, living inside of me.

6 The Other Me’s

I do not hear voices in my head, nor do I hallucinate, have delusions nor act on some perceived external force. According to consultations, I am not schizophrenic, bipolar nor suffer a genetic or medical condition that affects the function of the brain. I feel I am a rational, grounded and healthy person and know the difference between right and wrong. I do not dabble in drugs, nor do I drink much alcohol. I am capable of looking after myself and of living independently.

With that bit out of the way, I knew that something wasn’t right. The force of my inner life had exceeded that of my own. And it seemed to be fuelled by another self, a person. Shame barred me from taking ownership of this person. He had nothing to do with me. I had simply conjured him up as of a typical fantasy world. Nothing else.

A further divorce came with ‘his’ gender. A man. Always a man. A wretched and repugnant man the world misunderstood.

Acromegaly embodies his wretchedness. This is a condition of overgrown bones. With this came pockmarks, a bleak scowl, a stutter, and learning needs. All doomed him to a miserable existence in a dead-end town. Where do these unsavoury notions come? Over the years, I made him less Frankenstein’s monster and more ‘normal.’ I conjured up countless storylines for this man
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