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  ‘Every area of trouble gives out a ray of hope; and the one unchangeable certainty is that nothing is certain or unchangeable.’


  J F Kennedy


  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, sequences or the details of events have been changed to protect the privacy of others.
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  I had never been on a train before, but I thought it was brilliant. Sitting by the window, I stared out openmouthed at the houses as they whizzed past. My breath steamed up the window, but I quickly wiped the condensation away with my sleeve. Sitting in the carriage with my mum, two-year-old sister Lisa and baby brother Paul, I felt that I was heading towards an exciting new life.


  All too soon, the train pulled into a train station. We collected our bags from where they had been stowed away. It was time to leave the carriage. But as I stood at the doorway, I couldn’t move.


  A big gap had opened up between the train and the platform and far below I could see the dark, dirty tracks. I was a small child, and I didn’t think I’d be able to get across without falling into the crack.


  That day I was wearing my favourite outfit – a pair of pink flowery culottes with a white shirt and matching pink collar. The top and shorts were connected with a pink scarf that tied with a bow at the front. I’d also worn my best shoes, which had blue lace bows and little black buttons. I loved those shoes.


  ‘What if I fell into the gap?’ I thought. ‘I’d get my outfit all dirty, or lose a shoe. Or worse, I could die!’


  In my small chubby hands, I clutched my black wheelie bag for dear life and looked pleadingly up at Mum.


  ‘I can’t do it,’ I whimpered, shaking my head, which made my pigtails flap against my cheeks.


  ‘Come on, Tina,’ she yelled as she struggled off the train with the pram, holding my baby brother Paul. Toddler Lisa had already made it on to the platform, and if she could, surely a big seven-year-old like me could too. So taking a deep breath I jumped – and landed safely on the other side, to my great relief.


  Now we bundled down the platform with all our bags and suitcases – Mum pushing my brother, my younger sister Lisa on reins and me holding the side of the pram with one hand, and yanking my bag along with the other.


  As we walked towards the barrier a man was there to greet us on the other side. He wore a pair of horrible cream trousers, a white shirt and brown shoes. He had thin blond hair in a quiff over a thin face and was grinning from ear to ear.


  Mum’s face lit up with eager anticipation and then she threw herself into his arms for a long embrace. When she finally let him go, she turned to us. ‘Kids, this is Charlie.’


  I nodded at the blond man and he leaned down to me, eyes wide and full of smiles.


  ‘You must be the lovely Tina!’ he said. ‘What a sweet thing you are! I’ve got lots of lovely surprises for you.’


  I didn’t think much of it at the time; he was just another man. And there had already been so many men in Mum’s life.


  But if I’d known the destruction and terror Charlie would bring to my world, I would have turned and jumped back on that train, however big the gap.
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  Life at home had always been difficult and chaotic with Mum. I found out much later on that she’d suffered from paranoid schizophrenia, but as a kid all I knew was there were two sides to her.


  There was the lovely, bubbly woman who could make everyone smile and laugh, and then there was the horrible woman who hit me, shouted at me and said hateful, hurtful things.


  From the word go, I was made to feel like an inconvenience in her life.


  Every day she’d tell me, ‘I hate you! You were a mistake,’ and crushingly, ‘I wish you’d never been born.’


  She never made me feel as if I was wanted or loved. Is it any wonder, then, that I grew up thinking that I was unlovable?


  As a baby I was in hospital a lot, mainly for bladder infections, but once my mum smacked my head against a door and another time I was pushed down a flight of stairs in my pram. I found out from my social services’ files that both times my granddad had reported Mum to the authorities but nothing ever came of it.


  Despite it all, I did love her. She was my mum but she wasn’t very nice to me.


  My earliest memory is of my mum telling me that everybody dies someday. I was playing with my dolly on her bed, my legs swinging over the sides, when Mum sat down next to me, clearly upset.


  She put her arm around me and leaned against me. I leaned back. It was so rare that my mum showed me any affection, that whenever she did I was so grateful to her.


  ‘The thing you have to realise, Tina, is that people die,’ she said simply. ‘That’s a fact of life. One day you’re here and the next day you’re gone. It’s going to happen to me, to you, to all of us.’


  I don’t know what made her want to tell a three-year-old that people die, that she was going to die, and that I would too. It frightened me and I didn’t understand what she was trying to say. In my confused little mind, I thought she was telling me that she was going to pass away soon, so I started to cry.


  At first Mum and my dad Tony were happy together. We lived in a small flat just outside a big town in the Midlands. Dad was a driver and sometimes Mum used to take me down to the yard to see him when he was on his dinner break. He was short, with a big chest and a shaved head. I liked Dad back then. He decorated my bedroom with Danger Mouse wallpaper and he used to take me fishing down the canal. Once I caught an eel, but when it came up it was all wrapped up round my pole and wriggling like mad so I ran off screaming.


  But soon the arguments started. I’d sit upstairs in my bedroom, listening as Dad interrogated Mum about where she’d been. Mum had some friends who lived at the bottom of our road, the kind of people who liked to party all the time. She’d be out half the night with them, leaving Dad and me alone at home.


  When she got back, Dad would start on her. ‘Where have you been Susan?’ he’d roar. ‘What have you been up to?’


  Mum wasn’t a very good liar. She always got caught out, saying she’d been out with a friend, but then Dad would say he’d seen that same friend and she wasn’t with her. The fact was Mum was always out seeing other fellas. After a bit of yelling, she’d storm out and we wouldn’t see her for a couple of days. My grandparents – Mum’s parents – would look after me while Dad was at work, then Mum would come back and she and Dad would have yet another row. That quickly became our routine.


  My sister Lisa was born when I was five and my brother Paul came along two years after her. Of course, Mum told Dad they were his. We found out much later from Mum that he wasn’t their dad, so they were only my half-brother and -sister; but Dad believed they were his and his name went on their birth certificates.


  Mum could be lively and funny, especially when we went round to see her sister, Tanya. She’d bundle me up, put Lisa in her pram, and walk the short distance to Auntie Tanya’s house.


  They’d reminisce about when they were younger together and I’d watch them crease up with laughter at their girlish adventures on the estate where they grew up.


  Tanya had a little girl called Carly and we used to play together, jumping on the beds or running round the house singing. Later, if our mums were feeling energetic, they’d chase us round and round the house until we all collapsed laughing in a big heap in the living room. They were good times and I always looked forward to staying at Tanya’s place. There was no tension there, unlike at my house where Mum and Dad were always arguing. And Carly’s mum doted on her, unlike mine. Her room was crowded with toys and games, whereas I only really had my dolly to play with. And going round to Tanya’s meant that I had someone to have fun with – usually at home I was ignored or I crept around trying not to upset anyone, so it was lovely to have somewhere to go where I felt welcomed.


  Sometimes, we’d go down to my nana and granddad’s house a mile and a half away from our home. I loved it there. They had all these videos we could watch and two little dogs named Bella and Meg, but we called them ‘The Ankle Biters’. Nana and Granddad cuddled me, they bought me things like toys and sweets, and whenever Granddad came in from work he’d call from the front door, ‘Where’s my Tiny Tina?’ It was his special name for me and after he’d come in and sat down, I’d crawl in on all fours, pretending to be cat and start purring and meowing. Then, he’d sit me on his knee and ask me about my day. I was happy at their house and I felt loved.


  At home it was a different story. For some reason, my own mother just didn’t want to be around me. She hated me. And she made sure I knew it. Every day I heard the same spiteful words, telling me I wasn’t loved. I tried to ignore it – after all, she was my mum. Out in public she was okay – she treated me like her daughter and didn’t put me down in front of other people, but on our own, she’d change. She didn’t want to know, I became a total nobody. If I asked her a question, she’d ignore me. She always seemed to have something more important to do than talk to me.


  I remember going to my room quite a lot crying but she never once came up to comfort me. I’d just be left there.


  When Dad came in, Mum would tell him: ‘She’s been naughty, leave her.’ So he wouldn’t come up to see me. It was her way of making sure that nobody was nice to me.


  She barely ever touched me, let alone cuddled or hugged me. I can’t remember her once saying she loved me. Not once.


  But back then, I believed she loved me because she was my mum and mothers are supposed to love their children, aren’t they? As a child you can’t think any different.


  So any small gesture, I took to be a sign of affection. If she was talking to me normally, not being nasty or saying hurtful things, I thought that meant she loved me. That way I could believe that she did care about me. After all, she wasn’t mean to my brother and sister. She loved them to bits.


  Over time, the fights between my parents got even worse and Mum took us with her when she stormed out. We’d go and stay at our auntie Tanya’s or at Nana’s or at Mum’s friends’ houses. And then Mum started taking us round to houses of men we didn’t know.


  These were fellas Mum had met through chat lines. Sometimes when she and Dad had had a fight, we’d end up staying at these strangers’ houses for weeks on end. After a while we might move to another bloke’s house, then we might go back to Tanya’s and eventually we’d land back at home again.


  I just did as I was told. If Mum said, ‘Come on, pack your bag, we’re leaving’, I packed my bag and left with her.


  She didn’t always take me with her though. One time, during a brief period when Mum and Dad were back together, we were staying with their friends Myra and Harry as our house had been broken into. They were really nice people and had a girl and a boy, Katie and Simon, so we used to play together. They lived on the third floor of a block of flats and I shared a room with Katie, which overlooked an alleyway that went under the flats. My sister was nearly two and Paul was just a baby.


  We’d been there nearly four months when an argument broke out between Mum and Dad. She’d gone out and when Dad asked her where she’d been she’d lied and said she was with a girlfriend. But someone saw her with this other guy and he came round to Myra and Harry’s to confront her about it.


  Us kids were sent upstairs and locked in the bedroom. My sister sat on the bed playing with some toys while me and Katie listened to the shouting downstairs.


  ‘How could you do this to me, you bitch?’ I heard Dad shout.


  Harry was trying to calm my dad down because he was getting really angry and Myra was shouting at my mum. I was crying.


  The next minute we heard doors banging. I looked out of the bedroom window to see my mum walking away down the alleyway with Paul in his pram. She knew that Lisa and I were in that bedroom but not once did she turn round and look at me. She just walked away as if she didn’t have a care in the world. And she took my brother with her.


  Later on that evening, I had to go to the toilet so I was banging on the door to be let out. Dad thumped up the stairs, opened the door, grabbed hold of me and threw me into the bathroom, bruising my arm down the side. And when I’d finished he threw me back into the bedroom and locked the door again.


  ‘Why are they locking me in?’ I worried. ‘Have I been naughty?’


  I was seven and it scared me. It scared the hell out of me.


  We must have been there for a week without Mum. Every night I’d sit at the window, crying, waiting for her to walk back down the alleyway, hoping that she’d come back. Every footstep I heard I wanted to be hers. But it never was


  Then Dad was so miserable and would get tetchy with me and Lisa – even when we were good. I didn’t know what was going on, all I knew was that I just wanted Mum to come back.


  And then she did. I was walking back from the shops with Dad one day; Lisa was in the house with Myra and Harry. Suddenly, a police car pulled up next to us and a policeman got out. He grabbed hold of my hand, took me off my dad and bundled me into the back of the police car. I didn’t know what was going on and started crying. Then the policeman went into the house with Dad and took my sister out. Then, he put her in the back of a police car and drove off. We were later reunited with my mum. It turned out that she’d gone to the police and told them that our father had run off, taking me and my sister with him, leaving her alone with the baby. Lies, of course they were, but she was able to convince the police that Lisa and I had been taken away by my father. She told them other lies too; a policeman told me that my dad was violent and he would hit me and shout at me all the time.


  The funny thing is, apart from that one incident when he was upset, I don’t remember Dad being violent. Mum made a lot of that stuff up, or at least exaggerated the situation. The problem was there was no one saying anything different so after a while I started to believe her.


  ‘He always used to push you around, Tina. Don’t you remember?’ Mum would prompt. Then, she’d describe the event in great detail. It seemed so real when she was talking about it that I believed it had happened.


  It got to the point where I became terrified of my dad because I believed he did all these awful things, even though I had no real memory of them. But when you’re a kid and you’ve only got your mum telling you one story, you don’t question it.


  Once again, we were on the move. Mum could never stick anywhere for long and we moved from one place to another, sometimes to fellas’ houses, sometimes to hotels and once to a caravan. The longest time we stayed anywhere was when we went to live with Auntie Tanya for three months and Mum even put me into the school near her house, but soon we were packing our bags again.


  I never understood why we kept moving. There was never any discussion or explanation. Mum would get the bags out and announce, ‘Come on, we’re leaving.’ And that would be that.


  When we went to different guys’ places she’d just say ‘This is Rob’ or ‘This is Mark’. And then we’d live with them for a bit. I accepted it because I didn’t have any choice and it quickly became the normal state of affairs. I was constantly changing schools, but it never fazed me. I just accepted that was the way things were.


  Sometimes in the middle of the day Mum would go off to the bedroom with whoever we were staying with but it didn’t bother me. I’d sit in the living room watching my favourite cartoons like Dogtanian, Mr Benn or The Moomins while Lisa played nearby and Paul slept in his cot.


  I now know what they were doing, but when you’re seven, cartoons are the most important thing in your life and adult stuff doesn’t really interest you.


  One man we stayed with was a security guard at a supermarket. He was nice and friendly and he had a record player, which was brilliant. I used to love putting on records and dancing around the room, holding a hairbrush for a microphone. My favourite was ‘Toy Boy’ by Sinitta and I listened to it over and over again.


  After the hundredth time of playing it, the record started to jump – I’d scratched it! I was scared in case Mum’s boyfriend found out, so I hid the record down the side of the cabinet. But three days later, he was off work for the weekend and was going through his albums when he discovered the ruined record.


  ‘What have you done?’ he raged, after trying to listen to it.


  ‘It wasn’t me!’ I lied. I didn’t want to get into trouble or make Mum mad at me too.


  But he knew better. ‘You’re the only one who listens to it! You were obsessed with it. Now I know why you haven’t played it for days,’ he fumed. ‘You broke it, you silly little girl. Just admit it and stop lying to me!’


  I looked over at Mum, who was filing her nails on the settee, but she just raised her eyebrows as if to say, ‘Well?’


  Mum never stuck up for me. Here was a complete stranger having a go at her kid but she never once said anything to him.


  The security guard would get up in the morning and go to work and Mum would get on the phone and then sit on the chat lines all day. She must have run up a fortune in calls on this guy’s bill. And most often, I heard her talking to someone called Charlie.


  Three days after the record incident, we were packing our bags again.


  When we’d left wherever we’d been staying at before, we’d always go on to the next place on the bus or in a car, but this time we got on a train. It was so exciting – I’d never been on a train before and I loved the way we moved so fast. I loved seeing the world rushing by, and I loved watching the other passengers reading the papers or sipping the cup of tea they had bought from the trolley that rattled its way down the aisle of the carriage. It was all so new to me and different – could it be that we were going on to a brand-new and exciting life? Were things finally going to change?


  I didn’t want the trip to end but when we pulled into a station, Mum told us all to get off and that’s when we were introduced to Charlie.


  My heart sank. We were going to stay with yet another stranger. I knew straight away it was the man she’d been talking to on the phone but I didn’t say anything.


  Charlie put his arm around my mum and gave her a cuddle. Then he picked up our bags and led us out to the taxi to take us back to his place.


  I didn’t think anything of it then. He was just another man. I guess I thought we wouldn’t be there long.
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  When we arrived at Charlie’s home, I was pleased to see it was a nice place, not scruffy like some of the houses Mum had taken us to. It was a terraced house on a neat, tree-lined street, and although it wasn’t a particularly posh area, the houses were all well maintained. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad living here after all.


  There were brown–green carpets all through the house and in the living room there was a settee, two chairs and a TV. At the back there was a tiny enclosed patio garden with a back gate leading to the alley. Lisa and I even had our own room upstairs. But best of all, there were toys and books! It was great – none of Mum’s other men had ever bought us stuff.


  Charlie seemed happy Mum had come and genuinely pleased to have us kids there too. He made a real effort to be nice to me. I didn’t think much of it at first. After all, he was just another bloke, this was just another house. I was waiting for the moment when I’d come home and Mum would have all the bags packed. But it never happened and in time Charlie won me over.


  On my eighth birthday, he bought me a cake and we went round to his auntie Pam’s house for a little party where we all watched Annie, the musical about a little orphan girl who gets adopted by a millionaire. I loved it, especially the songs ‘Hard Knock Life’ and ‘Tomorrow’. I sat, rapt, avidly watching every frame, right until the end when Annie’s name was spelled out in the fireworks display that Daddy Warbucks put on for her. I loved it.


  After the video was over, Charlie beckoned me outside, promising a great big surprise and when I came out, I was amazed to see a beautiful pink and white bike leaning against the side of the house. Oh my God, it was gorgeous – so shiny and new.


  ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s give it a go!’


  I’d never ridden a bike before so I was scared, but it had stabilisers and Charlie took me to a deserted car park where I whizzed round and round, my hair streaming behind in the breeze, feeling carefree and happy for the first time in ages!


  Over the next few weeks, I took my bike out every day and one Sunday Charlie said he would teach me how to ride it without stabilisers. I was thrilled, but nervous of course.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ he yelled, holding onto the back of the bike. ‘Just keep peddling. That’s right – keep peddling. Keep going, keep going…faster!’


  And when I looked back over my shoulder I saw he was some way in the distance and I was riding on my own without stabilisers!


  I wobbled unsteadily for a couple more feet then toppled off and scraped my hands and knees, but it only took a few more tries before I was riding round on my own, just like a big girl.


  After a while I forgot about moving and started to enjoy the fact that someone was being nice to me. For the first time I felt like I was wanted and loved. My mum hadn’t changed her attitude towards me, it was Charlie who was giving me the attention I so desperately craved.


  I went to the local primary school and even that was good. Before then, we’d moved around so much I was always the new girl, the outsider and got bullied a lot. But at this school I didn’t get picked on or called names.


  And at home we now had a pet, a big fat tortoiseshell cat called Tilly. We’d never had a pet in any of the places we’d lived before but Charlie loved animals. He showed me how to tickle her under the chin so she’d purr loudly or scratch behind her ears, which made her arch her back.


  Tilly was a myriad of colours – brown, black, white and orange – and I loved curling up with her in front of the TV and stroking her soft fur, marvelling at all the different colours swirling together.


  Mum wasn’t keen though – she thought pets were dirty and whenever she came in and Tilly was on the settee, she’d knock her on the floor.


  Mum didn’t seem to like anything that made me happy. So as time went on and my naturally bubbly and outgoing personality started to shine through, she got nastier.


  She didn’t like the fact that somebody was paying attention to me. On the Christmas after my eighth birthday, she was especially cruel. We were arguing and then she ordered me to take some clothes upstairs.


  ‘No, I don’t want to,’ I sulked.


  ‘You bloody well will, you stupid little bitch!’ she screamed at the top of her voice. ‘You’ll do as I say or so help me…’


  At that moment Charlie walked in.


  ‘Leave her alone, Susan!’ he shouted at her.


  I stood there, mouth agape. I couldn’t believe it – someone was actually sticking up for me!


  But Mum wouldn’t be told.


  ‘NO! She’s my kid and I’ll talk to her any way I like!’


  They started arguing over me right there and I felt the tears bubbling up inside me. This wasn’t how it was meant to be. A mother should protect and look after her children, but I never felt that security with my mum. She was so unpredictable that I never knew what she was going to do next. And so I was barely prepared when Mum took one look at me, picked up the Yellow Pages and hurled it at my head. I ducked down and it missed me by a whisker.


  Then she leapt out of her chair, grabbed me by the hair, pulled me up the stairs and threw me into my bedroom. There was hair everywhere and my head was bleeding. She took a big chunk out of my head and for months afterwards I couldn’t put my hair up in a ponytail.


  Mum hated the fact that Charlie was nice to me – and it was just me he was particularly nice to, not Lisa or Paul, which made me feel really special. He worked as a plumber so he had a bit of money to spend and whenever he had a few quid he’d buy me things – sweets, clothes, toys, whatever I wanted.


  One time he came home with a pair of pink Barbie roller skates. They were the best things ever – I actually couldn’t believe someone had bought me something so wonderful. Whenever Charlie took me to the shops, I’d put them on and he’d pull me along so I wouldn’t fall.


  Mum didn’t like that – she always complained if I had my skates on.


  ‘Why did you have to bring those stupid things out?’ she demanded.


  ‘I have to practise!’ I said.


  ‘Oh, leave her alone,’ Charlie told her and inside I’d be smiling. Charlie was always on my side.


  After a few months, I was good enough to go skating on my own and my friend Sam and I would fly down the path of a big hill near my house. But I hadn’t yet learned to use the stoppers so I’d brake by skating onto the grass.


  One day, I was going down the hill and tried to turn onto the grass, but instead I headed straight towards a big concrete lamppost with big metal rings on it.


  ‘Owwww!’ I yelled as I hit the post head on. I limped back home with a big, bruised eye.


  Charlie ran straight to the bathroom to get some cotton wool and TCP then we sat on the settee as he bathed my eye.


  ‘Just leave her, will you?’ Mum snapped at him. ‘Stop fussing. She’ll be fine.’


  But Charlie just ignored her and after five minutes Mum got up off the couch and stormed out of the living room. Charlie and I looked at each other and we both giggled.


  ‘Hey there, Pumpkin,’ Charlie smiled, putting his head round my door one morning after a particularly vicious outburst from Mum.


  I was lying on the bed, curled up into a ball, big sobs racking my little body.


  ‘What’s up today?’ he came over and sat down on the bed next to me, rubbing my back as I let all the tears flow.


  ‘She…she hates me!’ I wailed, my small voice thick with emotion.


  ‘Oh, come here,’ Charlie soothed, putting his arms out and I crawled into them, instantly feeling better for a hug. ‘Your mum doesn’t hate you, she’s just in a bad mood today. And I don’t hate you. I love you, so that’s okay, isn’t it?’


  I looked up into his warm, smiling eyes, nodded, then wiped my snotty nose on the back of my arm.


  ‘That’s better,’ he laughed. ‘I think we should go downstairs and get a Wagon Wheel. What do you think?’


  I nodded again. Charlie was always there for me and after a while I started to think of him as my dad. He was the only person in my life who was there for me, cared for me, stuck up for me and bought me things. That’s what parents do – but until that moment I’d never had a parent who was so nice to me. Mum was horrible and my real dad Tony had never paid me much attention. Charlie was more of a role model than anyone else had been in my life.


  In time I came to realise that Mum was never going to be nice to me so I gave up trying to get her to love me. And gradually, my feelings for her died too. If she wasn’t going to love me, why should I love her? So I started to hate her back. And I became ashamed of her.


  By now she’d put on a lot of weight and she didn’t dress nicely. She was fat with short black hair and wore bright red lipstick, which didn’t make her look sexy, as she thought, just strange. If you saw her in the street, she wouldn’t be the kind of person you’d be proud to call your mum. But I was proud to call Charlie my dad and I was happy in my new home.


  Unfortunately, we didn’t stay there long – I didn’t know this at the time but Mum hadn’t kept in touch with my real dad. In fact, she’d been hiding from him. But somehow he managed to track us down and one day I came home from school to find the suitcases packed and loaded into Charlie’s car. My heart sank – ‘Oh no, here we go again!’ When I realised Charlie was actually coming with us, I felt slightly happier. But it was such a rushed and chaotic departure, Mum said we didn’t have time to find Tilly.


  ‘We’ll just have to leave her behind,’ she declared, opening the car door for me.


  ‘No!’ I whimpered. ‘We can’t leave Tilly – I love her!’


  ‘Yeah? Well, tough! Just get in the car, will you?’


  ‘Who’s going to look after her?’ I wailed from the back seat.


  ‘Oh, shut up!’ Mum snapped at me. ‘The cat will be fine. Now stop your bloody snivelling.’


  Next thing I knew we were living across town in a hotel. I missed Tilly but the hotel was fun. We had a big room in the back, which I loved because the room was partly underground. It meant the windows were high up so Lisa and I used to jump on the furniture and swing from the window ledge. Paul was too young to join in, but he seemed content.


  One day there was a knock at the door. Charlie wasn’t in so Mum went to see who it was. Suddenly she whispered to us, ‘Hide on the floor!’


  So we all got on the floor under the windowsill and I heard my real dad’s voice.


  ‘So, you thought I wouldn’t find you?’ he said.


  ‘What are you doing here?’ Mum hissed, then she closed the door behind her as she went out to speak to him.


  By this time I was nine, and I hadn’t seen my dad in nearly two years. After he tracked us down we were made to go and meet him in a contact centre. I didn’t want to go – after all the bad things Mum had told me about him, I hated him.


  At the centre, there was Mum and Charlie on a settee on one side of the room and Tony – it didn’t feel right to call him ‘Dad’ anymore – and his girlfriend seated opposite them while Lisa and I played with Lego bricks on a table in the middle.


  Tony came over and sat between Lisa and me then he started building the bricks into a tower and asking how we were.


  ‘Fine,’ I said in a small voice.


  ‘What have you been up to?’ he tried again.


  ‘Nothing,’ I replied. I stopped playing with the bricks then and turned my attention to a jigsaw puzzle.


  I didn’t want to know him. It was just after my ninth birthday and that day, when he left he handed me two birthday cards – one from him and the other from his parents, Nana and Granddad.


  When I left I was so upset and angry I ripped them up and threw them over the fence in the car park. After all this time, I couldn’t believe he really loved me.


  A few weeks later Tony came to see us at the hotel. Lisa and I were both in the bedroom and I remember him coming into the room and sitting on the bed next to us.


  ‘I’m really sorry, girls,’ he started. ‘I’m sorry for everything. I really love you both very much.’


  Lisa and I looked at each other – we didn’t know what the hell was going on!


  Then he said, ‘The fact is, kids, I have to say goodbye now. I won’t be seeing you again.’


  After he left I was angry and upset. Why didn’t my own dad want to see us again? Didn’t he love us? What about Nana and Granddad? Why didn’t they want to see us? My childish mind didn’t think there might be another reason, like Mum telling him he couldn’t see us.


  I had so many questions and no answers. Nobody would talk to me. I wanted to ask Mum but getting anything out of her was impossible. Most days she barely acknowledged my existence and if she did, it was usually to let me know that I was a mistake.


  Years later I found out my real dad did try and write to us. Social services passed on letters but my mum threw them away. She didn’t want him having anything to do with us. For her, he wasn’t part of our new life – we had Charlie now.


  Soon after my real dad walked out of our lives, Mum announced that she was taking me out shopping.


  ‘We have to get you a dress,’ she said.


  ‘For what?’ I quizzed.


  ‘For the wedding, of course.’


  We went to Tammy Girl and I picked out a lovely blue skirt with a matching blue waistcoat, white top and glittery blue shoes with silver buckles.


  Twirling in front of the mirror, I felt like a princess in my swishy skirt and sparkly shoes.


  I was pleased Mum and Charlie were getting married so that I could wear my nice outfit – and Charlie would be my proper daddy now so he would always look after me! I was thrilled that I’d be changing my name from Tina Davis to Tina Jenkins – a new last name, the same as my new father’s, would mean the start of a new life.


  Not that marriage improved his dress sense. On the day, he wore a horrible dark green suit. It was so revolting I could have puked! But Mum wore a nice blue dress, my brother Paul was in a black and white pageboy outfit and Lisa wore the same as me.


  There weren’t that many people there – just Charlie and his mum Carol, my nana and granddad and Auntie Paula. Mum had four sisters and one brother but for some reason no one else from the family came.


  Charlie and Mum were married at a Register Office then we all went to the pub afterwards for the reception.


  ‘Come and sit next to me,’ Charlie insisted as we sat down for our meal. It seemed strange – surely he should be sitting next to my mum on their wedding day?


  Then he started telling me how pretty I looked. He was sitting too close to me, invading my personal space, but I couldn’t tell him how uncomfortable he was making me feel – I owed him too much, for the clothes he bought me, the attention he paid me and the way he made me feel special.


  ‘Don’t you look lovely today,’ he whispered close to my ear. I could feel his stubbly chin brushing against my soft cheek. ‘So nice and pretty in your little blue dress.’


  I didn’t know why but it made me feel awkward – why was he paying me all these compliments? It was creepy. It wasn’t what he said, it was how he said it – silky and smoothly, in a flirtatious manner that I had only seen before on TV. I also felt strange because of the way he was looking at me, studying me too hard, looking as if he wanted to eat me up.


  My cheeks coloured as I stared down at my blue shoes, dangling over the edge of my chair. He gave me a cuddle, then I looked up and caught my mum’s eye. She was staring at Charlie and me. I gave her a big smile but she didn’t smile back.


  She saw the two of us together and she just turned away.


  [image: Figure]


  Everything changed for me after Charlie and Mum got married.


  Shortly after the wedding Mum got pregnant with my little brother Daniel, but the doctors found an ovarian tumour. The baby was growing at the same time as the tumour so they couldn’t give her any treatment while she was pregnant. It didn’t bother me much that Mum wasn’t well but I hoped the baby would be okay.


  She was in and out of hospital so that she could be monitored by the doctors and nurses there, and when she was away, us kids were left at home with Charlie.


  That’s when things got even creepier.


  One night he said to me, ‘Do you want to sleep in my bed tonight and watch TV?’


  It was a treat to be able to stay up late so I went upstairs and fell asleep in his bed.


  The next morning I woke up, rubbed my eyes and realised I was still in Charlie’s bed. There he was, his big chest heaving up and down as loud snores filled the room. I didn’t understand why he hadn’t taken me into my own room when he went to bed instead of sleeping right next to me. It felt odd, waking up in my mum and dad’s room but I didn’t mind and I was too naïve to think much of it – I just rolled off the side of the bed and padded downstairs to make some toast.


  When Mum was a few months pregnant we all moved again. This time to a three-bedroom house, which was not far from the local hospital. Charlie, or Dad as I now started calling him, had converted a small cupboard downstairs into a box room for me – I think he thought I’d find it cute but I didn’t. I was scared because there were spiders in there.


  All I could see when I was in bed was the light reflecting off the cobwebs and I kept imagining the spiders coming down onto my face while I was asleep.


  One night I got so freaked out by the spiders I ran upstairs to Mum and Dad’s room – their door was wide open and I stood there, transfixed in horror as I saw Mum naked on top of Dad, moving up and down.


  Her back was to me as their bed was against the wall facing the door so she didn’t see me standing there but Dad could see me.


  And he just lay there, looking at me. It was a strange look – even worse than the spiders – so I shot out of there and back downstairs.


  As a child, I didn’t know what that look meant. But looking back, I know exactly what it was. It was a leer.


  *


  Once Daniel was born Mum was in hospital a lot for chemotherapy and I had to grow up fast to help Dad look after the other kids and the house.


  My role in the family changed – now I wasn’t just a kid, I was more like a mother, bathing, feeding and dressing the younger ones.


  By this time we’d moved again, to a house a mile away where I had a nice room upstairs, facing the bathroom.


  When Mum was back from hospital she’d be drugged up on painkillers, sleeping. And she lost all her hair. Dad moved his bed downstairs because he said it wasn’t nice sleeping next to Mum any more and even told me that she wet the bed.


  In the evenings, we’d sit watching the space show V or The A-Team and Dad always wanted me to sit next to him for a cuddle. I’d clamber up onto his lap and snuggle into his arms while he wrapped a big arm round my shoulders and sometimes stroked my long brown hair.


  He was my dad, and I loved him. And it was nice.


  But all that was about to change.


  One night I was upstairs in my bedroom watching my bedside telly when Dad walked in. I thought he was going to tell me to turn off the TV as it was quite late but instead he sat on the side of the bed and in a strange, hard voice I’d not heard before he ordered, ‘Pull up your nightie.’


  I was startled and bewildered – what was going on? I didn’t understand what
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