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About the Book

‘I felt like Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Snow White and all the other fairy-tale princesses, and Pat was my Prince Charming.’

Sam Skye Lee had often thought about getting married, but never imagined that her dress would be bright pink with flashing lights and weigh a staggering 20-stone. But then she didn’t count on having a gypsy wedding…

It’s rare for a ‘gorger’, or non-traveller, to marry into the gypsy community. But after a shocking childhood tragedy, Sam found the comfort she needed from an unexpected source - Patrick and his family of travellers.

Gypsy Bride is the heartwarming true story of how an ordinary girl finds herself discovering an extraordinary world. A place where ‘grabbing’ is a sign a boy fancies you, six-year-olds get spray tans, and christenings, weddings and funerals are jaw-droppingly flamboyant.

This love story is more than boy meets girl. It’s about a girl who falls in love with a whole race of people and their wonderful ways.
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In memory of Martin Norton (1983 – 2011). Always missed, never forgotten.


This book is a work of non-fiction based on the life, experiences and recollections of the author. The names of some people, places, dates and sequences, or the details of the events, have been changed to protect the privacy of others.
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Prologue

‘Where’s my husband?’

It was the first time that I had said the ‘H’ word in relation to myself and at first it felt alien in my mouth.

I rolled it around on my tongue again.

‘Husband,’ I repeated quietly under my breath. A faint smile flitted across my lips, like one of the delicate crystal-encrusted butterflies sown carefully on to my dress. I was a married woman at last and, although it had only been an hour or so since I’d said my vows, I felt a sense of peace and belonging that, now I had found it, I didn’t even know had been missing from my life. Even after such a short period of time, being a wife already seemed to suit me. It was meant to be.

I was now Mrs Samantha Skye Lee, newlywed. But at that particular moment I was missing the most important man in my life, my new hubby Patrick. We’d been together just a few minutes ago but he’d disappeared just as one of the most important parts of the day was approaching. For months I had kept what I was about to show him a secret and I wanted Pat to be bowled over when I revealed it.

I was squirming with anticipation. ‘Where is he?’ I asked his mum Karen urgently.

She shrugged and hurried off to find him while I crept into a side room to prepare with the only people in the room who knew my secret – Thelma the dressmaker and her two assistants.

I looked through a small window in the door at the room outside. It was full of loved ones: my family and friends, my new family, and the exotic cast of characters that had welcomed me into their strange community. I was 17 years old, my future was stretching out before me, and I knew that I would be walking towards it arm in arm with Pat.

The room was a whirl of activity and excitement but at that moment time seemed to slow down. I had been told that wedding days are so hectic and so emotional, they often pass in a blur with only one or two moments of clarity where you get the opportunity to take in everything and appreciate what is happening around you. You wake up a bundle of nerves in the morning and somehow, before you know it, you are standing in a half-empty hall or pub, it is dark outside, most of the guests have gone home and the day is over. By that standard my day had been the same as many others. I couldn’t believe that half the day had already gone. It had started with a family row and had progressed to a frantic race to reach the church on time. Getting to the altar had been no easy feat, and after the ceremony we had caused a traffic jam of over 100 cars on the way to the venue, thanks mainly to one aspect of my big day: my dress. With 105 rings of fabric puffing it out to over eight feet in diameter, the dress literally stopped traffic. And the glass carriage we travelled in allowed everyone to see it. But that wasn’t even the real showstopper. I had yet to reveal the ace up my jewel-encrusted satin sleeve and before that happened I wanted to make the most of the lull in proceedings and drink in my surroundings.

I breathed deeply, consciously trying to still my racing mind. We were in a social club in St Helens, between Manchester and Liverpool. Behind the dance floor the karaoke screen was switched on and waiting for the first brave guest to start warbling away. The DJ had set up his decks and the lights on his mobile rig were flicking in coloured sequence.

Over in a corner there was my mum Linda, her blond hair almost white against her dusky pink-and-black outfit, and my dad Brian, his eyes twinkling with pride. Mum and Dad had separated when I was little but got on well. Dad was at the wedding with his partner Jamie; they had been together since I was five and had been engaged for many years but never married. Bouncing around excitedly were their children, my younger half sister and mini-me bride Tiffany with her brother Morgan. My older brothers Dean and Brian were enjoying a drink and chatting at the bar. Then there was my new family: Pat’s mum Karen, his sister Chantelle and brothers Levi and John Thomas. I took a moment to reflect. It wasn’t just a special day because I was getting married. It was special because two cultures were coming together.

To all intents and purposes I was what most people would call a normal girl. I had grown up as part of a normal working-class family in a normal semi-detached house in a normal part of north-west England. But one part of my life was, to outsiders at least, distinctly abnormal. I had fallen deeply in love with a traveller. For two years I had been courted by a gypsy boy and had integrated into his community. I had learned about traveller customs and traditions and now I was marrying into his way of life. When the day was over I would move out of my mum’s house and go to live in the trailer that Pat had bought for us on the site where his family lived.

But before any of that could happen I needed to reveal my secret.

The buzz of voices in the room outside started to die down and the guests were ushered to the edge of the dance floor as the lights were dimmed. It was a riot of colours and exotic outfits. My bridesmaids in black and pink were smiling and mouthing the words good luck to me as I walked out into the darkness. People clapped, others gasped. And then, in the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of white walk through the door. Pat.

The crowd parted to let him through and our eyes met.

‘It’s our first dance, babe,’ I said gently, but he didn’t seem to hear me. He was too distracted, looking me up and down, drinking me in. My dress had revealed its final secret.

Sewn expertly into the fabric were hundreds of lights which twinkled like stars in the night sky, illuminating the billowing fabric like the Milky Way. And nestled in the folds of chiffon and satin the butterflies had begun to flutter their robotic wings and dance their hypnotic dance.

My dress had come alive.
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Accidents Will Happen

MY FIRST MEMORY was of blood. There was plenty of it. It filled my mouth and trickled down my throat. I was only around four years old and although I can’t remember the pain, I must have been hurt badly because I was screaming so much that the window I had been looking out of was covered in a fine red mist of spray.

I remember my older brother Brian too. He was standing next to me with a look on his face that was sheepish and terror-struck in equal measure. He did what most little boys do when they realise they are in trouble; he skulked away with a look on his face that clearly said oops! As he shuffled off, Mum, alerted by the noise, ran into the room to see what the commotion was about. Her hand automatically went to her open mouth as she gasped. She was confronted by a scene straight out of a horror movie, with me looking exactly like a mini-vampire who had just enjoyed a hearty meal. By now, the blood was dripping off my chin and spreading a crimson stain across my clean white top.

I had been the victim of a prank that went wrong. I didn’t know it then but it was something I would have to get used to over the following years. In this instance I had decided to climb on to a chair pulled up to my bedroom window so I could look outside. I had hoisted myself up to the windowsill with my chubby arms so I could see into the garden and watch the biggest member of our family – Vinnie the horse – as he ate the grass in our backyard. Every so often he would come and stay for the day, and having him there was always a novelty.

We were lucky enough to have a big area at the rear of the house for him and there weren’t many houses that I knew of which had horses in the back garden, so for an inquisitive tot like me, the curiosity was just too much. I loved Vinnie and nothing was going to stop me from seeing him now that he’d come to visit from the stables where he usually lived, not even the fact that I was too small to see out of the window.

Brian, who at six was two years older than me, had walked past my open bedroom door and seen me standing there on the chair. It was an opportunity too good to miss, and as I gazed through the glass in awe of the giant creature grazing on the lawn outside, he crept up behind me and pulled my legs away. My arms buckled and I dropped like a stone, catching my chin on the windowsill. Crunch! I almost bit clean through my lip.

It took weeks for the nasty injury to heal, during which time people would stare at me as I walked down the street with Mum, my fat lip red, swollen and disfigured. It didn’t help the healing process when, a few weeks after the incident, my other older brother Dean, who is five years older than me, tripped me up as I ran past him. I fell flat on my face and split open the wound for a second time.

Mum and Dad soon got used to patching me up and I quickly learnt that if I was to survive, I needed to toughen up. The lip was just the start. Another time, I was sitting in the family car waiting for Mum to drop a DVD back to the local Blockbuster store. I was strapped in my seat in the back and Brian was in the front in the passenger’s seat. I watched him fiddle around with something in the centre console and heard a click.

We had been told repeatedly not to touch anything in the car.

‘You’re not allowed to play with that,’ I scolded, ever the annoying little sister.

Brian turned around and I caught sight of something red and glowing in his hand. He had the mischievous look on his face that meant that trouble wasn’t far away.

‘What’s tha—’ I began to ask. Before I got a chance to finish the sentence a searing hot pain flashed up my leg and strangled my words. The object Brian had been playing with was the car’s cigarette lighter and he had pushed it into the soft flesh of my leg like a cowboy branding a cow. When Mum came back the car was full of my screams and the smell of burnt flesh. To this day I still have the scars from my brother’s prank. Mum and Dad would always stick up for me. They were protective of me because I was the only girl.

Life as the only girl in the house could be tricky. Often I was stuck between the urge to have fun with my older brothers and the knowledge that if I did, I would be playing with fire – sometimes literally as in the case of the cigarette lighter. On one occasion we were in the kitchen helping with the food and one of my brothers was hogging the rolling pin. I wanted a go with it too and tried to yank it out of his hands. As I tugged at it he threw a freshly cooked pizza in my face like a comedy custard pie. As Mum peeled the melted cheese off me, skin came off with it.

And then there was the first Christmas I can remember. It was spent in hospital and once again Dean had something to do with that.

It was Christmas Eve, and like all children I was so excited I felt like I was about to burst. However, as I suffered from bad asthma at times, especially during the winter, Mum and Dad were determined to try and keep me calm. Anxiety and excitement triggered the condition and I had suffered a few severe attacks. Despite the dangers of making me hyper, Dean decided to wind me up.

‘Santa’s coming, Sam,’ he whispered as we were getting ready for bed. ‘Can’t you hear his sleigh? He’s coming with all the presents.’

‘Where is he?’ I gasped as I began to jump up and down uncontrollably.

‘He’s on the roof, Sam, we’re going to see him any second now,’ Dean continued.

It was at that point that I started to feel my chest tighten. As I continued to jump up and down my breaths began to come in shorter and shorter gasps and my heart started to race. Soon I was feeling light-headed. My legs were getting weaker and I needed to sit down.

Even at that age I recognised the signs and realised that I was having an asthma attack, but this only made matters worse, because I believed Santa was about to make an entrance with a sack full of toys and that I was going to pass out and miss him. I got myself increasingly worked up, using the diminishing breaths in my tiny lungs to gasp the word Santa over and over. When I went blue, Dean called my parents.

I was rushed to A&E where I was put on a nebuliser and given steroid inhalers and oxygen to stabilise my airways. I remember waking up groggily on Christmas Day in the children’s ward at Billinge Hospital. My family were at my bedside looking drained. Noel Edmonds was on the TV with his Christmas Presents programme and was visiting children in hospital to take them gifts. I kept wondering if he was going to turn up on my ward.

There was one advantage of being in hospital on Christmas Day, though. Eventually I did get to see Santa. He came to visit us after we had our Christmas dinner. I could see the blue of his doctor’s uniform underneath the costume, and he sounded very much like the doctor who had examined my chest that morning, but it didn’t matter. As far as I was concerned he was the real deal and he even bought us poorly children presents.

Billinge Hospital was already familiar to my mum and dad because, on a bright spring day in 1993, it was where Mum went to give birth to me. It has long since closed down, and has been redeveloped into a housing estate, and I find it strange to think of people going about their daily lives in the place where I, and many other children, were born. By all accounts I was a happy, chubby baby with a shock of dark hair, dark eyes and chubby little hands that loved to explore. I was named Samantha Skye Norton and I was part of a family that included Brian and Dean and my half-brother Carl who was 11 years older than me and who Mum had before she met my dad and who lived with my maternal grandparents. He had been settled with them when Dad met Mum and decided to stay there, rather than move to a new house.

Home for me was Edward Street in Haydock, a former coal-mining town near St Helens in Merseyside, which is almost halfway between Liverpool and Manchester and famous for its racecourse. We lived in a comfortable three-bedroom, semi-detached house in a quiet street. We had the luxury of a big back garden with a lush lawn, big enough for those times that Vinnie came over to stay.

Mum didn’t work when I was younger but Dad ran his own haulage firm and although we were not rich, we didn’t want for much. Mum was a precursor of today’s yummy mummy; she loved dressing up and wore trendy, revealing outfits. She would regularly pop off for sunbed sessions and would come home looking like she had spent a week in the Caribbean, rather than an afternoon in St Helens.

We were a normal family and did the things normal families do. A treat was a trip to the cinema or McDonald’s and we’d have days out at the seaside or the park. Sometimes we’d head off to North Wales where we’d stay in a caravan or a chalet, and we took holidays abroad to places such as the Canary Islands and Spain.

So even though I often ended up the brunt of one of my brother’s pranks, there was still a lot of love in our household. In those early years I don’t remember any rows between Mum and Dad. The only bickering in the house was between me, Dean and Brian. In many ways, we had an idyllic life.

We were also a family of animal lovers and as far back as I can remember there were always pets in and around the home to look after. We lived in a suburban street but we may as well have been on a farm. We had dogs and rabbits and a host of other pets, which I adored. I learned how to care for things when I was young and despite the odd mishap, such as when I forgot to feed my pet rabbit over the Christmas week because of all the excitement, I became a proper little Dr Doolittle. I chatted away to our pet boxer dog Charlie and when I was just a few years old, Vinnie became part of our family too. Within days we were best friends and I would tell him all my secrets.

Mum had grown up with horses. She had one when she was a little girl and continued to love them through her life. As many girls before me have discovered, once you have a horse you are hooked for life and Mum was definitely hooked on Vinnie.

She bought him when I was four and he was a giant of a horse, a cross between a shire horse and a thoroughbred. He was 18-and-a-half hands high, a far cry from the dainty ponies that most little girls start out riding on. He was light brown with huge shoulders and haunches and as a four-year-old, I could feel the earth shake when he clip-clopped towards me on the farm where he was usually kept. He had a white flash down his nose and the deepest, kindest eyes I have ever seen on an animal. When I talked to him I felt he understood what I was telling him.

Mum was fixated with Vinnie too and twice a day she would go to feed, groom and ride him. Whenever I could I would go with her. It was the highlight of my day.

I sat on Vinnie for the first time some time after we got him and from the vantage point high on his back I swear I could see for miles and miles. It was exhilarating and a little bit scary but I knew Vinnie would never do anything to harm me and even if he did, having two boisterous brothers ensured that I had quickly toughened up. After having sizzling pizza thrown in my face and cigarette lighters held to my legs, there wasn’t much that scared me.

As well as making me braver than perhaps was good for me, being a little girl in a male-dominated household affected me another way: I was a tomboy.

In Edward Street there weren’t any other girls my age to play with so inevitably I spent my younger years trailing around behind my brothers. As a toddler they were not interested in allowing me to play their games but as I became older they realised that I was not going to go away and that if they wanted some peace and quiet from my constant pestering, they would have to include me.

Begrudgingly they began to accept me into their boys’ world. We would play super heroes, cops and robbers and other rough-and-tumble games. Most of the time I would come out worse off, but through my tears I would secretly be glad that they had let me play.

While other girls my age were getting acquainted with Barbie dolls and Tinkerbelle, I was playing with Action Men. The Disney Princess craze passed me by, which is surprising when you think about my fairy-tale wedding. I didn’t know Pocahontas from Princess Jasmine but I did know how to climb a tree and how to pop a wheelie on a bike.

I’m sure Mum was horrified to see the type of girl I was growing into. My wardrobe looked more like a boy’s, with the pretty dresses she bought me stuffed messily at the back. I hated pink, I hated bows and I hated most girlie things. The only concession I made to my mum’s need to dress me up was my hair. My mum could control the way it was cut and made sure it was long and flowing.

Mum was forever trying to persuade me to dress like a normal little girl but she was fighting a losing battle. ‘Please, Sam,’ she’d beg as we got ready for one family function or another, ‘just put on that lovely pink dress I got you last week. You’ll look like a beautiful princess.’

‘Yuck,’ I’d reply, pulling on a pair of tracksuit bottoms. In baggy jeans and trainers I’d zoom off on my bike with my brothers for another adventure.

Even my musical tastes were distinctly un-girlie. While my contemporaries were dreaming of being like their idols, the Spice Girls, my favourite song during my early years was ‘Witch Doctor’ by the Cartoons. I loved the nonsensical chorus of made-up words and would bound around my bedroom repeating it over and over.

All that energy had to go somewhere and, thanks to my brothers and the fact that we lived in an area surrounded by a high concentration of Premiership football clubs, I soon started kicking a ball around and discovered I had a natural talent for the game. Later, when I started school, I began playing in a team. The funny thing was that I hated watching football on TV and I didn’t know any players. They could have passed me on the street and I wouldn’t have recognised them. Some of them probably did, as many of the big teams stayed in the posh hotel just up the road from our house before games.

All things considered, life in Edward Street in those first years of my life was cosy and happy. Despite the frequent brother-initiated dramas I was safe, secure and loved.

And to be fair on them, it wasn’t always my brothers that landed me in trouble. I developed a sense of inquisitiveness which, years later, would help to change the course of my life and lead me to meet the man of my dreams. As a toddler, however, it almost always resulted in some form of medical drama. Like the time I almost poisoned myself.

It was a hot summer afternoon and I had been playing in the garden with Brian and Dean. Vinnie was back at the stables so we had the lawn to ourselves and had made a tent from an old sheet and a couple of garden chairs, under which we had been sheltering for shade. While Brian and Dean guarded our new camp I ran inside the house to get a drink.

‘Mum, I’m thirsty,’ I yelled. ‘Can I get a drink of something?’

Mum was on the telephone to one of her friends. I could hear her nattering away in the lounge and walked in to get her attention. I mimed raising a glass to my lips so she knew what I was asking and she held her hand over the mouthpiece and gestured to the kitchen.

‘I’ve just been shopping. There are bottles of pop on the kitchen counter,’ she explained. ‘Help yourself but don’t drink too much, you’re having your tea soon.’

I wandered into the kitchen and looked up at the bottles lined up on the work surface ready to be put away in the fridge. There were bottles of Diet Coke, Fanta, Lemonade and Sunny Delight but I didn’t fancy any of them. Maybe there is something else behind them, I thought to myself and dragged a stool up to the counter so I could climb up and have a better look at what was on offer.

I clambered up and rifled through the carrier bags until a bottle of clear liquid behind all the shopping caught my eye. It was an unmarked bottle and the sunlight from the kitchen window glinted through it invitingly. It looked to me like the mineral water that my mum liked to drink and exactly what I needed to quench my thirst. I unscrewed the blue plastic top and without hesitating raised the bottle to my lips and tipped my head back. I took several long, deep mouthfuls. At first nothing registered and so I drained the lot. It wasn’t the sweet taste I had been expecting. Seconds later I felt a violent belch of gas escape from my stomach and rise up through my throat. It stung as I exhaled through my nose and my eyes started to water.

What had I done? I panicked. Another rumble erupted from my stomach and I started to feel dizzy.

I ran into the lounge and started to cry.

‘I don’t feel very well,’ I sobbed to Mum, waving the empty bottle in front of her face. She grabbed it, sniffed it, and immediately hung up the phone.

I had no idea what I had just swallowed but I knew by the look on Mum’s face that whatever it was would not be doing my insides any good.

‘Oh my God,’ she gasped. ‘You’ve drunk a bottle of turps.’

Dad had been doing some painting around the house and the turps had been left safely out of reach for when he needed it to wash the paintbrushes. Neither Mum nor Dad had thought that I would fancy it as a cooling drink.

Mum sprang into action while I continued to belch out hot chemicals from my stomach. She grabbed my hand and led me over the road to one of our neighbours, who I think was a nurse or a pharmacist. Everybody on the street used to seek medical advice from her, so she must have been an expert.

‘She’s drunk turps,’ Mum blurted out. ‘What should I do?’

Calmly the neighbour explained that the worst thing I could do was try to be sick and bring the liquid up. She seemed to be an expert because she explained that turps comes from pine trees and although unpleasant probably would not kill me. That was a relief! She advised that the best thing I could do was to drink orange juice to neutralise the harmful effects the liquid may be having on my innards.

We ran back indoors and Mum got me a glass of orange juice, which I gulped down in a panic. She watched me like a hawk for the rest of the afternoon and the orange juice seemed to work because after a few hours my churning tummy settled and by the early evening I was back under our makeshift tent, impressing Brian and Dean with the story of how I had swallowed a whole bottle of poison, stared death in the face and survived.

They would never admit it of course but I knew by the way they listened quietly to my tale that they were impressed. If only for that evening I was no longer their annoying little sister. I was their equal – we were brothers in arms, even if every now and then Mum forced me to wear a dress. Life was perfect. Battle-hardened and invincible it seemed that nothing could come along and shatter our cosy little domestic bubble.
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Broken

MY LITTLE EARS strained to hear what they were saying, but the words were drowned out by the noise of passing cars and by Brian and Dean who were shouting at each other. I couldn’t follow the thread of the conversation but I knew that what was being said was important.

I was four and us kids had been ushered outside. It was a warm spring afternoon and the sun was shining. Something was happening between Mum and Dad in the lounge and their voices were getting louder, more urgent. I couldn’t quite hear them fully but I could tell by the tone something bad was taking place. I tried to work out what they were saying to each other.

‘Shut up you two,’ I hissed at my brothers as I tried to listen.

Call it a girl’s intuition but I knew whatever Mum and Dad were talking about was serious. Like all kids faced with a domestic drama my first reaction was a sense of guilt. Had I done something wrong? Were they angry with me?

I kept looking through the front room window anyway, and every so often would see either Mum or Dad stride purposefully from one end of the room to the other, waving their arms, gesticulating wildly and pointing at each other.

My parents are both even-tempered people, and rows like this didn’t happen in our household. A deep sense of unease was creeping into the pit of my stomach and I didn’t like it. Outside on the street everything was the same as it always had been; same trees, same cars, same houses. But inside my home something was changing.

Random angry words, muffled by the windowpane, floated through the air. Hurt, trust, leave. I didn’t understand what any of them meant but the tone and the way they were being delivered was full of hurt and bitterness.

To people passing we seemed like any normal children playing in the garden, the words from inside the house were too muffled to work out. Brian and Dean were largely oblivious. They were just thankful for the opportunity of a bit of free playtime out in the front garden. They only stopped their game and looked up when they heard the front door open.

Mum walked outside. She seemed crushed, as if something had been drained from her. Her face was creased with fury. Her normally perfect hair was tousled where she had been running her hands through it and her eyes were red and sad; she had been crying. I looked over to the window and saw Dad staring out. He looked suddenly old and defeated, his shoulders had drooped and when he saw me his gaze dropped. My little heart was beating hard in my chest. What was happening?

Mum slammed the door hard behind her and strode purposefully down the garden path towards me, sniffing back her tears as she approached.

‘Come on, Sam,’ she said. ‘We need to go out.’

She told the boys to stay with my dad and strapped me into the car before gunning the engine and driving away. I didn’t have a clue what had just happened but I remember looking out the car window as we drove off and seeing the house shrinking into the distance with my two brothers standing in the garden watching us go and my dad’s shadow at the window.

‘Where are we going, Mum?’ I asked from the back seat. I could see my mum’s eyes reflected in the rear-view mirror. They were puffy and bloodshot. She glanced back at me.

‘We need to go away for a while,’ she answered.

‘Why?’

‘Because there is no food in the fridge,’ she said simply.

That was her explanation, clearly thought up on the spur of the moment and, as a totally trusting child, that’s what I believed. We were leaving because there was not enough food in the house for us all to eat. No matter that we’d all had a decent breakfast a few hours earlier. Who was I to question my mum?

Of course, food shortages had nothing to do with it. Mum and Dad had decided to split up. It was over, and while Mum drove us off to stay with a friend for a while, Dad was in the process of moving out.

In the weeks that followed our lives changed beyond all recognition. Our new living arrangements were worked out and the hard negotiations of family breakdown preoccupied my parents. Even though they had never married, Mum had taken Dad’s surname and there were financial and custody issues to be taken care of.

Much of this time is just a blurred memory to me. I know that Mum and I returned to the house in Edward Street and that Dad moved out and found a new house with Brian and Dean in a town five miles away called Blackbrook. The boys were asked who they wanted to stay with and were closer to Dad so chose to live mainly with him. As the weeks went by I started to notice things being taken out of the old family home. Spaces appeared where there had once been furniture as family possessions were divided up. Mum is and always has been a strong-willed woman and I can’t ever remember her crumpling and falling apart during what must have been an immensely difficult time. Eventually the house was sold and we moved to a smaller house in nearby Norman Avenue.

The relationship between Mum and Dad was frosty in those early months. I would stay with Mum during the week and with Dad at the weekends. We would sometimes see each other during the week but I missed my daddy and even though life on my own with Mum was probably less hazardous, I missed my brothers as well. They would sometimes stay with Mum but mainly with Dad. We would see each other at weekends and, as the years went by, when we went on holidays. I would also see Brian at school but because he was a couple of years older than me he would be in a different part of the playground. It was hard at first to get used to our new living arrangements and I missed having someone to play with.

What I didn’t understand at the time was that Mum and Dad were embroiled in a custody battle over me. They both wanted me to live with them. Because Brian and Dean were older, they had been given a choice, but my destiny would be decided by the court.

I was taken to a hearing where I was assessed by someone who I assume was a social worker. It was in a red-brick building that looked like a school and although it was a sunny day, all the radiators were on and the windows were shut. The whole place felt gloomy and oppressive and I was ushered into a room with faded children’s posters on the walls and a plastic box of toys in the corner.

I was left to play for a while until a man in a brightly coloured tie and blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up walked in and smiled at me. He was carrying a thick pile of important-looking files and it was so warm in the room that he had dark sweat patches under his arms.

He sat down on one of the child-sized chairs and began to ask me questions. At first they were questions I was comfortable with: my name, my age, the names and ages of my brothers. He’d obviously read up about my family because he also asked me about Vinnie and my pets. But slowly the conversation turned to more personal matters. How was I feeling about what was going on at home? Was I happy with Mum, was I happy with Dad? And then came that one question which was hugely inappropriate to ask a four-year-old child.

‘Who would you rather live with if you had the choice?’

Torn between loyalties to both parents I refused to answer. I felt that it was wrong to ask me that question and it was impossible for me to choose between Mum and Dad – but I was only four and couldn’t articulate what I was feeling. Even if I could I wouldn’t tell this man. To his credit he did not pursue the matter and eventually it was decided that I would stay with Mum.

I am not the first person to come from a broken home and I certainly won’t be the last. I sometimes wonder what effect that period had on me as I grew up. Perhaps I was lucky that it happened when I was so young. The memories I have of life before the split are happy on the whole. We did not go through years of arguments and traumas like some families do. When it happened, it happened quickly. Back then, of course I wanted Mum and Dad to stay together but with the benefit of hindsight their separation was a good thing. They both moved on with their lives and Dad now has other children with his partner Jamie so, if it wasn’t for the split, I wouldn’t have my half-sister Tiffany and my half-brother Morgan. My dad also has another daughter from a previous relationship – my half-sister Janet Louise, who I’ve never met but I would like to one day.

Later, I’d come to live in a community, a community that has stricter morals than the one I grew up in, but where concepts such as marriage, fidelity and the sanctity of the family unit is so strong that divorce is practically unheard of, and where children grow up surrounded by their brothers, sisters and cousins. The grown-up me would never have wanted my parents to stay together just for the children’s sake, but separated from my brothers and the father that I loved so much, I was often lonely and a little bit sad. I didn’t really think about it at the time, but it made me realise years later that what I wanted was a stable home life, and to raise my children in a loving, two-parent household.

The period of adjustment after the legal custody issues had been sorted out was difficult for everyone, and it took a long time to work through. Christmas was always particularly hard. We would alternate between Mum and Dad, staying with one parent overnight and in the morning one year, and the other overnight and in the morning the next. What this usually meant was that I would end up eating three Christmas dinners because in between the changeover, I would visit my grandparents who would also have a plate of food ready.

It was always hard leaving Mum alone or coming back to her after a morning with Dad because when I got back home I could see she had been crying. It was the only time the situation really got to her. And as the years went by and we became older our arrangements became more fluid and the festive season got even more disjointed because Brian and Dean would go one way while I went the other. I missed being with my brothers on Christmas Day and would often just see them for an hour when we all visited our nan together before heading off on our way to opposing parents.

Children, however, are adaptable and it didn’t take me long to realise that Christmas in two homes had another consequence that was not so upsetting – two lots of presents! In fact, having two homes meant two lots of everything: two lots of clothes, two lots of toys and separate parents to play off against each other. Like any other typical
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