


Acknowledgements

I would like to thank the following people who have supported me and helped me to write this book:



My sister who has shown me both love and support. To my brother Gordon for his help with the family history. Hazel, who has been a great friend for the last fory-five years and helped with material for this book. Lynne and Marilyn who have also contributed material to this book. My care team who keep me challenged and moving forward. My local friends who have supported me through the writing process. Bob McDevitt, Rowena Webb, Helen Coyle and Kerry Hood at Hodder & Stoughton and Mel Dawson for all their help and advice.





10

Shaky beginnings

I had finished college, but Gerry had decided that he wanted to do a fourth year of training in order to get a degree in education, which meant that we would be remaining in London. I found a teaching post near Gerry’s college. I was upset to discover that he would live on campus, which meant that I had to find a room in someone’s house for that year. I didn’t like it, mainly because I found it disorienting to live with strangers, even though they were nice people. I ended up spending most nights with Gerry in his college rooms. The friends we had made at college had all found jobs in different parts of the country, so we were cast somewhat adrift – neither of us had been brought up in London and we knew no one. I was completely lost. I needed some kind of familiarity around or I became anxious, and when I became anxious, we all did.

   Things didn’t go well for me. There was so much dissonance in my life that my stress levels rose sharply and my alters began to switch and switch again. On the plus side, I liked my students at the school for children with special needs. They were sometimes wild and difficult, but as I recognised some of their behaviour, having seen it in myself and my siblings, I could empathise with them. What I found interesting was that they very quickly picked up that I was there for them. However, because my alters were so twitchy, some days at school were simply awful  . . . they were completely lost to me. I would remember getting to the classroom and having the children get their books out. I would sit at the desk  . . . and then somehow it would be twenty minutes later. The classroom would be partially or completely empty. There would be an irate head teacher, Mrs Jonas, in my face, yelling at me for not keeping better control. But I would have no idea where I had gone. This happened several times a week.

   When I ‘blanked out’ like this, the children would wander out of class and run up and down the corridors, disrupting other classes even if they hadn’t wandered into their classrooms. Not surprisingly, the head wasn’t amused.

   ‘Miss Dee, I know you can control them. I watched you yesterday and could not fault you. Then you let them run wild again today. What is the matter with you? Why don’t you try to focus more?’

   If Mrs Jonas was annoyed, I was terrified. I had no idea about MPD, and losing these long periods of time left me feeling distressed and distracted. As time went by and things did not improve noticeably, my relationship with Mrs Jonas deteriorated to the point that Mr Chatsworth, the deputy head, tried to intervene.

   ‘What is it between you and the head? Some kind of personality clash?’

   There was not much I could say except deny that it was a personality clash. In my heart of hearts I knew that Mrs Jonas was right to be upset with me. I was upset with me.

   Gerry noticed nothing amiss. When I walk into a room, I notice everything, as I automatically look for anything that could be dangerous to me and seek out the exits. Gerry, on the other hand, is introverted and not particularly emotional. In addition, at the time of my developing troubles, he was deeply immersed in his studies and, unless my problems hit him on the head with the force of a sledgehammer, he tended not to be bothered by them. He was a quiet, studious type who seemed to find his contentment from somewhere deep inside but it was this apparent calm levelness that had attracted me to him. Now, because of my great need for him, I briefly wondered at his withdrawn demeanour. I wondered why we didn’t have a home together. Even a small bedsit would have sufficed. I didn’t understand why he never thought of keeping a bit of food in his room, knowing that, when I finished work, I would return to him rather than go to my lodgings. I always had to get something to eat on the way back, as he ate in the cafeteria and I – no longer a student – couldn’t.

   Even as the questions I wanted to ask were forming, he’d tell me, ‘You’re a good teacher, Ruth. You were great in college and you’re great now. It’s their problem, not yours. You shouldn’t worry about what they think.’

   And with this vote of confidence, he’d return to his books, leaving me stunned and surprised. In a way, I really couldn’t blame Gerry for not noticing my plight. I too was at fault here. I tended to hide my problems, aided and abetted by my alters, who’d chorus, We have to stay strong. We mustn’t let them know we’re afraid.

   Even observant people tended not to notice that I had needs, and part of me even expected this attitude. After all, wasn’t I nothing? Wasn’t I conditioned from childhood to believe that no one would be interested in me? Why, then, should they be interested in my problems? So I never asked for more, and I never got more.

   I began to develop major problems with claustrophobia. When I was in the teachers’ training college, I had been able to travel on the tube, even though I found that I ‘lost’ time. Now I began to fear the crowded carriages of people being hurried to work as the teeming mass of flesh pressed hard against me. Not being able to get off the tube when it stopped in a tunnel, which it often did, reminded me of being locked in the cupboard as a small child. My stress levels rose, my other selves became distressed and chaos ensued in my head. It was difficult to remain, at least outwardly, composed, as my panic levels went sky high. I was being hurled back into my childhood, into my sixth year in this world, and the young ones would set up such a cacophony of screams that I feared I was going to be mad like Mum and that the panic might make me run up and down the carriages.

   ‘Run! Run! He’s coming to hurt me again,’ Jenny would be screaming.

   ‘We’re always getting hurt! What did we do? Why does everyone hate us?’

   ‘Run! Run!’ Jenny was shrieking, high pitched and terrifying.

   ‘Who do they think we are? Why can’t they leave us alone?’

   ‘Kick them where it would do the most good!’

   ‘Please don’t hurt me. Please don’t! Why didn’t you run? Why didn’t you?’

   ‘Leave her alone! She’s only a little kid.’

   ‘Aaaaaaaah!

   I was switching in and out, from one to another and back again. Round and round and round we went. With all the terror, pathos, anger and determination to fight, I struggled to remain seated. Then I had moments when I thought I might simply hold my head and scream too. However, knowing that would be the quickest route to the nearest psychiatric hospital, I started travelling by bus. But the alters were still switching and during my journey to work I would lose time, just being aware of the ‘highlights’ of what was happening for the brief moments I was allowed to be myself. I began to arrive for my teaching duties late.

   Although Mrs Jonas was exceedingly unhappy about my tardiness, she did try to be encouraging regarding the frequent occasions when I was unable to control the children. I was a puzzle to everyone as, on my good days, I showed the promise of the good teacher I would eventually become, and it was clear that I could empathise well with disturbed children and get to the bottom of their concerns. For example, there was a little girl who never spoke because of her disturbed background; her father was a murderer. I was able to get close to her and, as the child developed a strong attachment for me, she began to speak again. She would take my hand and follow me wherever I would allow her, and one day she came to me in assembly, and insisted on sitting with me, which left my colleagues looking quite amazed.

   The head teacher spoke with me several times about my progress and, in addition to her admonitions about my inability to keep control in class, she also had praise for my successes. At the end of my teaching year she gave this final assessment:

   ‘Ruth, you can be an excellent teacher if only you can be more consistent. I have just gone over the test results for your class and they are beyond what my expectations were at the beginning of the year. Overall, their reading levels are much better. I am impressed. There have also been improvements in the children’s behaviour generally. It is only on the occasions when you relinquish control that they become disruptive. Unfortunately, I am going to have to make this inconsistency in your abilities clear in any references I write for you. You do understand, don’t you?’

   I understood her all right, and if she thought it had been a bad year for her it had been a nightmare for me. When I wasn’t switching, I could see the alters all around, some clearly, and others like ghostly shadows in the background. No one commented on any changes in my behaviour, which made me think that – except for the tube episode – it was the older alters, from Alex the teenager upwards, who were largely dominant. It was clear that my interactions with the other staff were adult enough not to cause eyebrows to be raised. Eventually, as the school year was drawing to a close, depression set in.


Gerry passed his exams with flying colours and, armed with his brand-new degree, we made our plans to leave London and move north. London was too expensive for two youngsters just starting out, and Gerry didn’t wish to go as far north as his home town, so we stuck a pin in the map. We settled on Leicester, which was approximately midway between his parents’ home and London. Both of us managed to find jobs there. It was harder for me, as my references were not terribly encouraging. Nevertheless, I found a headmaster who clearly read between the lines and invited me in for interview.

   ‘I am Ian Darling,’ he said when we first met, and indeed he was darling enough to give me a chance. He looked as if he was in his fifties, and his neatly trimmed dark hair was peppered with white. His moustache was full but discreet. By that I mean that it was not a pencil type, nor was it bushy. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, and bright blue eyes surrounded by laughter lines twinkled at me from behind them. I liked him straightaway. We were sitting in his office and he had my application and references on the desk in front of him. He muttered as he read through some points in the reference, then said more clearly, ‘incomprehensibly inconsistent’, and he looked at me over the top of his glasses.

   He asked why I thought I had not performed as well as Mrs Jonas had hoped, and I ventured to explain.

   ‘I know I got a poor reference, Mr Darling, and in a way I deserved it. I was having the most dreadful year personally, and the additional stress of it being my first job and wanting to do well didn’t help.’

   ‘Yes. I know nervousness can be disastrous. Mrs Jonas also says that you have a good touch with the children emotionally, and that has impressed me. Many are chosen but few have the gift, and she seems to think that, with time, everything will come together for you. I am of the opinion, therefore, that with careful supervision, all will be well.’

   I was made to feel so much at home that I shed my depression and many of my fears as if taking off an overcoat. Gerry and I found a flat to rent temporarily, until we could buy our first home, and we had plenty of time to plan everything and get it all sorted out before the school term started. It was wonderful. I was comfortable and adjusted well to the new surroundings. I got on well with my colleagues and, as now I wasn’t switching often, and then not for more than a few short moments, I never again lost control of a class. There was simply no time for it to become disorganised. I enjoyed being with the children, rarely lost my temper, and whenever I felt sorely tried by one or more of them I was firm but fair. They quickly learnt that I was no pushover. I managed such an impressive year that I was given a promotion to take into year two.

   Gerry and I settled into our routines and I continued to value his lack of demands on me. I had already recognised that our relationship was not one based on passion; I saw his cool, dispassionate steadiness as a prerequisite for what I needed at that time in my life: a secure, undemanding relationship. Ours was typical of the male/female relationships of those days, with a clear demarcation of our roles. I tended not to do the heavy stuff and he didn’t cook, do laundry and so on. Between us, all went well. We married at the end of that first year.

   Initially he had got on well with my parents. I still saw them whenever I went home for holidays from college, as I had nowhere else to go and I still felt a need to check on my younger brother and sister. Mum was still dominant and Dad seemed puny and harmless to me now. As they were always polite with outsiders, I risked introducing Gerry to them, ensuring that for the two or three times we were with them, we always met in a public place and for a comparatively short period. We certainly didn’t stay long enough for Mum and Dad to get tired of their act. I hadn’t told Gerry anything about them at all, which I suppose someone else might have thought a little odd. But Gerry, being who he is, never seemed to notice. Later, cracks would appear in his relationship with my mother as her true nature emerged with longer exposure.

   My parents insisted that we should have a bigger wedding than Gerry and I were considering. It was described by some of my friends as a ‘posh’ wedding, and certainly my parents pulled out all the stops, making all the arrangements, inviting more people than I would have done – and paying for everything. As usual, they were showing what they could do, and were effectively stamping their class on Gerry’s parents. Recalling my Christmases at home, I was eternally grateful that nothing got broken as the day progressed. We were married in church and the reception was held in the grounds of a large and prestigious restaurant near the river running through the town. It was lovely in the garden, and we enjoyed our slap-up meal as the insects buzzed around us and rays of the sun blessed our day. My day was all simply perfect, and for a change my parents did nothing to spoil it.

   Instead they waited six weeks to tinge my happy memories with a large splodge of sadness. Six weeks later Mary also married, but as Mother didn’t like Dennis, her fiancé, my parents didn’t pay for this wedding, even though by now they were very well off and could have afforded it. Mary and Dennis did their best with limited resources and managed a buffet meal for their guests, but their wedding was so much more low-key than my own and Mary was distressed at our parents’ lack of interest. I too was unhappy. Why did they do this? I simply did not understand it. I would happily have had a much less extravagant wedding so that my baby sister could have had a more upmarket one. Why did they shut her out? Disliking her choice of husband didn’t seem like any sort of justification for me and I hated them for upsetting Mary.

   My sister hid her distress and didn’t allow the snub to affect her relationship with me, since thankfully she recognised I wasn’t to blame; but neither did she let it destroy her relationship with our parents, who surely had much to be blamed for. Having discussed it, we decided in fact that our mother, who had instigated the whole thing, actually wanted to cause a rift between us sisters, and we were determined not to dance to her tune. She had played us one against the other so often as we were growing up that we tended to recognise her machinations and refused to let her destroy our friendship. My little sister had grown up to be a truly lovely woman.

   Gerry and I bought our first house, which we got at a reasonable price because of the amount of work it needed to make it comfortable. He enjoyed working with his hands and was good at DIY. For him, working on the house after a hard day at school was a balm. I did what I could to help, but he would have been happy even if all he got was the occasional cup of tea, and for me to hold something or other when he needed another pair of hands.


I had many promotions and new job titles over the next few years. I became the only woman in the management structure as I was promoted over the heads of several older and more experienced men. When I became one of the heads of department, and therefore part of the senior management team, many colleagues saw me as a young upstart who had done nothing to deserve the post. Even so, I wasn’t prepared for what happened when, at my first senior managers’ meeting, a much older deputy head, Marcus Hatton, asked for a quiet word.

   ‘Yes of course,’ I responded as he took my elbow and led me to a corner of the room. I was unhappy about his touch, but I managed to hold the terrors down successfully. He was a colleague and we were in a room full of other people.

   ‘You’re just a kid. There are a lot of good men who could have done with this job. You’ve only got it because you’re sleeping with the headmaster, aren’t you?’ His tone was snide and, as I looked into his cold, hard eyes and registered the downturn to his mouth, I wrenched my arm away and said loudly, ‘I am a married woman. Why on earth would I want to do that?’ And I laughed as coldly as I could as I walked away.

   Somehow, I’d had the presence of mind not to mention the headmaster, because I wanted there to be doubt in the minds of all the people in the room. I suspected that they all knew what he was accusing me of, but the uncertainty in several pairs of eyes after my indignant remark, and his own shocked reaction, would cause some to always wonder whether he was propositioning me himself. With an air of genuine disgust, I rejoined my colleagues in the middle of the room.

   Although I appeared calm on the surface, I was seething inside. What right did he have to speak to me like that? Why would I do that? I had a husband and had never chosen to sleep around. Of course, the men in the room with me didn’t know that. None of them knew me well and they most certainly didn’t know of my background. Yet still they felt able to judge me negatively, even though all I had done was do my job well. I was highly offended and Marcus Hatton knew it. It did nothing for our working relationship and I believe that he grew to dislike me intensely. The feeling was mutual.


I had always wanted to have children and hoped to have four of them, two boys and two girls. It was what married women did – that’s how I and my peers were brought up to think, and when I became pregnant I was simply over the moon with delight! I had so much love to give to this child and I talked to my baby from the moment I found out I was pregnant.

   ‘Hey, Munchkin. What do you think of this then?’ I read the article from a magazine on the benefits of exercise in pregnancy and asked my unborn child for an opinion.

   ‘This is Vivaldi’s La Notte.’ I would say the name of whatever piece of music I was playing and Baby would give the required response.

   I would talk to my ever-expanding tummy, play music to it, and when I was rewarded with the baby kicking I felt such happiness that I thought I would burst! In this way, I learnt that my as-yet-unborn son liked Mozart, Schubert, Elgar, Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov, but turned his nose up at Wagner. He loved Handel’s Messiah! He also enjoyed a little jazz and the Beatles!

   I didn’t at this point think too much about the actual mothering of my baby. I knew it would come naturally, as I would simply do for him or her the things that I wanted done for me when I was young. I was also not worried because I had already experienced the rigours of childcare with my own brothers and sister. It wasn’t until just before the impending birth that I began to worry. This would be a tiny baby. What was one supposed to do? Did I need to be extra careful? How? Would I make them happy? These fears were swept away as the day of the birth approached and they were replaced by other problems.

   In those days teachers were given about seven weeks’ leave before the birth. I thought I might have an enjoyable time preparing for my baby’s arrival, but my problem was that I had too many energetic alters and too much time on my hands. I was suddenly – and for the first time in my life – on my own for long periods of time and with little to do. For someone who was used to waking hours lived at full throttle, it was horrendous. I became disturbed and was enveloped in a constant haze of fear. I didn’t have any friends who weren’t at work and I tried to occupy the free time reading. I began to experience a lot of ‘floating’.

   I floated around the house vacuuming, or cooking, or doing whatever jobs needed doing. I ‘floated’ down to the shops to get the groceries, or to get things for the baby. I even ‘floated’ to the antenatal classes, and as I did my exercises. I ‘floated’ as I waited for Gerry to come home. I needed his presence as a comfort. He never knew that I was somewhere just short of the ceiling as I put the dinner on the table. I had no fear of the pregnancy itself, or the impending birth. Instead I was scared of the difference between a full and active life in which I was constantly occupied, and this semi-life where nine or more people were doing chores for one. As I became more and more unsettled with the idleness, I began switching as the alters became more active. They were staying longer, doing what I don’t know. Time was being lost to me again, and in large quantities. I began to be scared non-stop.

   The day for the baby to be born came and went. I was at home but the midwife trusted me to know when the baby was coming, even though it was my first. That was a sign to me that – whatever else I was doing – I continued to appear capable and in control to others. My parents were making a permanent move to the coast down south at that time and they had arrived to spend an evening (and night) with us before going to visit Gordon who lived near the Scottish border. They intended visiting all of the children in turn.

   The next morning, I realised that my baby was preparing to make his appearance. I was terrified! Not of the impending birth, but rather that my parents would want to stay for it. I didn’t want either of them near my baby, especially if I was in no state to defend it. Therefore, when I realised that the baby was coming, I said nothing and watched with immense relief when they got into their car. I waved cheerfully as they drove away. In a way, I wondered why I was feeling so relaxed. I should have known. How could I have forgotten that I was not alone? Although it was late spring, it had begun to snow. I shut the door and turned to my husband.

   ‘My contractions have started. The baby is coming.’

   Gerry looked at me, panic touching his eyes briefly before he smiled and said, ‘No it’s not. You’re having me on.’

   ‘But it is. Honestly. I’m not joking.’

   ‘No! You’re not in any pain. You have to be in pain. That’s how you know it’s coming.’ My husband was an expert obstetrician all of a sudden. ‘They won’t thank you for going in too soon,’ he continued, ‘so we’d better wait a while. Especially in this weather.’

   So I went upstairs, lay on the bed with a book and waited for a few more hours. When I began to feel that it would be dangerous to wait any longer, I walked downstairs, picked up my packed bag from near the front door and called to him, ‘I’m going to the hospital now. You can come with me or not.’

   Within seconds he was standing in front of me. ‘But you’re not ready yet. Look at you. You can walk without problem.’

   ‘Gerry, if I wait much longer, you are going to have to deliver this child. Are you ready for that?’

   He paused only a moment before he said, ‘Let’s go to the hospital.’

   At the hospital, the ‘sister’ midwife examined me and declared that I was well into labour. She checked the baby’s heartbeat, then carried out a few other checks before attaching me to the monitor. Her brows furrowed as she looked at the monitor, which showed my contractions coming fairly close together. Then she looked at me lying there looking inquisitively at everything she was doing. She walked to the monitor, thumped it sharply on the side and continued to stare at it for another minute or so.

   ‘Have you much pain?’ she asked.

   ‘No, not really, but I could feel the contractions,’ I replied, half amused at the apparent preoccupation with pain. First Gerry, now the midwife.

   ‘I think I have a defective machine. Your reactions do not match what the monitor suggests is happening. I’ll just get it changed.’ She said all this as she was detaching me from the machine.

   She picked up the supposedly broken machine and disappeared, leaving me alone in the room. While all this was happening Gerry, who was very calm, sat with me and spoke encouragingly. He had thought he would be hanging around for hours waiting for me to give birth, and he had brought some sandwiches, in case he had no time to get a meal. As the nurses had told him I would be in labour for ages yet, he went outside to eat. While he was away, the midwife returned, and I was reattached to another monitor. She frowned again. A nurse midwife came into the room and she called her attention to the monitor. I felt the fear coming.

   ‘What is it? Is something wrong with the baby?’ I asked.

   ‘No. No. Don’t think that, the baby’s fine.’ The ward sister had returned to me and was lifting the sheet to begin an examination. ‘It’s just that the monitor indicates that you are far along into childbirth, but your lack of pain reaction suggests that you are still in early labour.’

   ‘No. I’m not. I’ve been in labour for hours,’ I just managed to say as I began to ‘float’. I heard a rush of air that told me that an alter was with me and had experienced a shot of pain.

   ‘Heavens!’ she exclaimed, ‘the crown’s showing. The baby’s coming.’

   They called to Gerry, who came back into the room just in time to see the baby’s head appear. He began to bounce up and down in his excitement, causing my hand, which was in his, to bounce up and down too.

   ‘Okay. She needs to push now,’ the midwife said.

   ‘Push!’ Gerry ordered.

   I pushed.

   ‘And once more,’ the midwife said.

   ‘Push!’ Gerry said again. He gripped my hand hard in excitement.

   ‘One last big one.’ That was the midwife again.

   I heaved and felt the surge as I expelled my baby. Gerry looked from me to the nurses, who had moved away briefly with the baby. Within seconds, I heard the lusty bawl that would dictate my life for several weeks to come. The midwife spoke and smiled. ‘It’s a boy!’

   ‘It’s a boy!’ Gerry shouted, as though somehow he thought I hadn’t heard the nurse. He kept looking at the baby and it was clear to see the pride etched on his face. He looked as though all his Christmases had been rolled into one. He held our son, only for a few minutes, but he gazed at him with delight.

   Within minutes, Jack had been cleaned up and was placed in my arms. From the first moment I saw him, I fell deeply in love with him. I cradled him in my arms, there was a satisfied chuckle, and I sensed another pair of strong arms around my own. Several other pairs joined in, until I believed that all of us, including the tiny alters, were in contact, all of us holding our newborn baby son.

   Well done, Ruthie. Well done. My smile grew wider as I gazed at baby Jack.

   Gerry hurried off to phone everyone – family and friends. People said later that they were surprised to hear how excited he was about the baby. He was clearly a doting father, even though – in the spirit of the times – he was very unlikely to pick his son up or do any of the caring things that so many fathers do for their children today.

   They took Jack away to the nursery, which he clearly found not to his liking. He cried virtually non-stop. He was always hungry, it seemed, and even when he shouldn’t have been, he continued to cry.

   ‘Perhaps if he could have his cot beside my bed,’ I asked, albeit hesitantly because I knew that it was not permitted. All babies had to be in the nursery. The rationale in those days was that the new mother would be more able to rest if she didn’t have the baby beside her twenty-four hours a day.

   ‘No. That’s not on,’ the nurse replied. ‘If I do that, who knows? All the other mothers might want the same.’

   So Jack cried on, disturbing all the other babies in the nursery. It is an unusual thing that human beings so young can feel the pain or distress of others so intensely that it changes their behaviour. Instead of the calm, sleeping infants they were before, almost every baby in the nursery began to cry. Jack was therefore moved to another room so that peace could once more reign in the nursery. But he screamed even more, it seemed, and as he was now nearer to the nurses’ own office, they were not very happy.

   Eventually one of them, a burly middle-aged woman who had little patience, brought him to me. The look on her face alone warned me of her displeasure.

   ‘This child is hungry. He needs feeding again. Clearly you are not producing enough milk to satisfy him. I’ll show you how to give him a bottle.’ The aggression was streaming out of her and Jack, apparently sensing it, began to howl his rage to the world. Still holding him, she walked to a trolley that stood not very far away, and picked up a sheet. She then proceeded to swaddle him tightly. A younger nurse arrived with a bottle of milk, having been clearly dispatched to get it before Nurse Aggressive came to my bedside, and she darted away again.

   The nurse tried to force the baby to drink, but by now he was so enraged that he was turning a horrible puce colour. For the next minute or two it was a battle of wills between the nurse and the baby – and Jack won. Fed up, the nurse handed him and the bottle to me and stalked away.

   I loosened the swaddling and, cooing to him, I offered him my breast, which he took almost immediately. Peace reigned as he fed. The nurse returned, pushing a small trolley on to which a cot was fixed. Jack had won more than the right to be fed the way he wanted to. He was allowed to stay by my bedside too, where I fed him on demand. Although he later showed himself to be a baby who needed little sleep, something the nurses commented on with some surprise, he never found a need to cry incessantly again and settled down well beside me.

   One nurse amused me by her reaction to his not sleeping much.

   ‘Why isn’t he sleeping yet?’ she said. ‘Are you keeping him awake?’

   ‘Er  . . . no,’ I responded, slightly taken back.

   ‘Well, I’ll be back in a half hour and I expect him to be asleep by then,’ she said as she walked away. I grinned and looked forward to the next half-hour, for I had already begun to understand my son and this would be a battle he couldn’t lose.

   I had spent much of the time during the experience of childbirth watching myself. I was watching myself when they cut the perineum to allow Jack to be pushed free and I saw the midwife who was also the ward sister look sharply at me as I happily pushed. After the ‘It’s a boy’ moment, she had looked at me for a longer moment with a frown on her face as I was being stitched up. I didn’t understand her reaction as I moved up to peek at the baby who was lying on his tummy on my chest. What I did understand was that, as I was outside watching all this, a ‘mother’ alter, Kathy, was taking the pain of childbirth and holding our baby. Soon after that, she let me rejoin and I could enjoy the magical moment of us all cradling our baby.

   When I left the hospital, the ward sister who attended me for that birth, and who I’d seen observing me closely, wrote to my general practitioner that something was wrong with me. She could not put her finger on it, but she suggested that the GP kept an eye on me. On my first postnatal visit to him, he told me about her concern and laughed.

   ‘You must have been difficult,’ he said. ‘They always write something like this when the patient is a problem. Were you? Did you have a falling out with them?’

   ‘I don’t think I was a problem and, except for Jack crying such a lot, I didn’t think I was that bad a patient,’ I answered. It was an opening I could have taken, but the need to keep the ‘secret’ was so strongly ingrained in me that I didn’t take the opportunity to say that I thought I was probably mad, that I saw and spoke with others within me.

   The GP began to make a series of joking remarks to which I responded in kind, even as my mind gnawed away at the news of the ward sister’s actions. I was pretty sure that she was not referring to me being ‘a problem’ as such, but rather that she had seen something in her close observation of me during childbirth to puzzle her. I even suspected what it was that she’d noticed. Both she and Gerry had been surprised by my lack of response to the pain of my contractions. She was watching me, both when the perineum was cut and then when it was being stitched, as I cheerfully ignored what must have been excruciating for others. Later I realised that she was watching me when I sprang out of bed and strode down the corridor. When I realised that all the other new mothers could barely crawl out of bed and had to hobble down the corridor, I began to understand something of her scrutiny whenever she was around.

   The fact is that I leapt out of bed because I found it less noticeable than slowly getting out of it. My jauntiness walking down the corridor was a reflection of my natural cheerfulness and my pleasure with my new son. What no one knew was that an alter had taken over and prevented me feeling physical pain. However, the realisation that she had spotted something and was interested enough to be keeping an eye on me caused my anxiety levels to shoot through the roof and I began switching non-stop. This would have given her more opportunities to notice the differences in my personalities and behaviours, and although she might not have understood clearly what she was observing, she had become concerned enough to ask my GP to follow up.

   ‘Anyway, Mrs Bradley, you seem eminently unproblematic to me, and little Jack’s fine. A bonny little boy. As for the ward sister, they need to be kept on their toes sometimes or they’d be caught flat-footed.’ Completely ignoring the very valid concerns expressed by the midwife, the doctor made his last inane joke before I left his surgery.

   I had remained in the hospital for ten days before being allowed home. I and my new alter, Kathy, spent a lot of time caring for Jack. In addition to the usual tasks of baby care, we played with him, cuddled him, loved him – and just generally did all the things for him that made for the kind of relationship I would have loved to have had with my own parents.

   Jack quickly began to sleep all night, but refused to do so during the day. This didn’t bother us and, as we finished our household tasks so quickly, we spent all our free time with him. I would have him on my lap, propped up against my chest as I read the daily newspaper aloud to him and ‘discussed’ any items of interest with him. When he was old enough to lie on his stomach and hold his head up, I used to settle him on a portion of the paper and I would lie over them both. Then I would point to the words as I read, or show him items of interest in the photographs. I was also reading children’s picture books with him.

   By the time Jack was six months old, he had begun to speak, something that startled everyone, but I realised that it was because of our reading sessions together. He was showing such an interest in the pictures that, although he was so young, I bought him some crayons and began drawing with him. By the time he was eighteen months old, he was drawing in 3-D. People began to say that he was gifted, but as a teacher, I always knew that he was simply responding to the quality attention he was getting from both his mothers.

   Whenever my baby cried I hated it, as it had the power to return me to a small girl listening to her siblings’ screams. Fortunately Kathy, the alter who took my birthing pains, didn’t hold any of those memories and she was a more than capable and loving mother. She was always with me as I interacted with Jack.

   My role model as a mother was myself. I thought of all the things I had wanted from my own mother and what the children within me also wanted. The result was a child-friendly mother who was prepared to go the extra mile to ensure her child’s happiness. I was always asking my selves:

   What did I want as a child? What should I be doing for him? How can I best meet his needs?

   I knew what my needs for all of my children – Jack, Barry and Kate – were. I wanted my children to grow up to be comfortable with themselves, to have consistency and to be considerate of others. I wanted them to feel and to be secure, to know what they were good at and to feel proud of themselves. I took them to meet children with special needs so they could learn that their comfortable existence was not universally shared. I answered their questions about some of the kinds of things that could affect small children who were alone in some way, either because they had withdrawn from their environment or because they had been left physically alone by adverse circumstances. I did this because I wanted them to be rounded adults who considered others, and they didn’t fail me. Everyone thought that I was eccentric as always, but my children never seemed to notice.

   My husband didn’t notice either. When Jack and I returned home, Gerry was quietly pleased with his new son. He was never a demonstrative father and had little to do with any of his children. My feminine roles became even more strongly demarcated, as did his role as the man of the house. He took this role seriously and, having restored our home beautifully, he was on the prowl for an older property to renovate. He found a four-bedroomed, two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old house, which we moved into when Jack was just eight weeks old.

   I had no say in the matter, as it was not a ‘woman’s decision’, but I wasn’t very happy about moving house with a brand-new baby, particularly as the place needed a lot of work. But it was by then early summer, and I eventually fell in love with the house, which Gerry was redecorating with both enthusiasm and good taste. The area was also pleasing as it had plenty to offer mothers and young children. Even with my mother–child duties, and the bits I did to help Gerry and my general housekeeping chores, I was still brimming with my over-abundant energies, and I found all manner of tasks to do both at home and in the community. My alters continued to keep me busy.

   My family continued to grow. I had another son, Barry, who arrived when Jack was eighteen months old. He arrived more quickly than Jack did and we bonded immediately. When a woman told me in a pitying tone that it was a shame I’d produced two sons, I was understandably highly annoyed, but I bit the angry words back. What right had she to say that? Who does she think she is? I am so pleased to see my strong, healthy baby  . . . he’s beautiful and I am very happy with him. I couldn’t understand how anyone could think I would be sad to have a healthy baby boy.

   My next child was a little girl. Kate beat Barry’s record and was simply adorable. I had originally wanted four children, but by now there were serious cracks in my marriage as far as I was concerned, and I decided that three children under five years old was enough. A fourth baby, no matter how much wanted, would put an unbearable strain on what was already becoming a tense marriage.

   Gerry had still been working on the house through Barry’s birth and I was pregnant again with Kate when he started on the kitchen. He literally pulled the thing apart. The house had been designed so that the kitchen was the central room. In order to get to any other room, one had to walk through the kitchen. The place was a complete mess, and, having grown up amid such strict cleanliness, I hated it. The problem was that I had become obsessively tidy. I was not quite in my mother’s league, but I liked things to be in the right place. 

   We had no kitchen for nearly a year, as Gerry was a conscientious schoolteacher and he was building the kitchen in the odd bits of spare time he had. For me, pregnant and coping with two young children, without a kitchen and with other building work going on all around us, was trying at times. We exposed beams, renovated old fireplaces and stripped all wood back to its original state. I tried to keep it a fun experience, especially as my sons were fascinated with it all, and to get involved in the work. I became good at plastering small sections of wall, at paint stripping and tiling. It took up much of our free time, but it was satisfying to see the house transform slowly into a homely old cottage.

   Although I was outwardly coping, actually I struggled to stay on an even keel. It was all very stressful for me, even though I was not teaching at the time. I tried not to show my unease, though, and it seems I was successful, as Gerry continued in his own way to fulfil what he saw as his role in our marriage. I had never told him about my childhood abuse and the effects it had on me, and I knew I never would. Unburdening myself seemed unattractive and pointless to me. Deep down inside, I sensed (perhaps wrongly) that Gerry wouldn’t be able to come to grips with either the abuse or the alters. I didn’t understand the alters’ appearances myself. I only knew that they were there, that they generally helped me in times of stress, that no one could see them, and that other people did not appear to have them. I decided I would just have to get on with it.

   Then my mother came on a short visit. Although we children tried to avoid too much contact with our parents, we did take it in turns to have them to stay once a year, and we would also take turns to visit them again perhaps one further time during the year. With five children, this kept my parents feeling fairly satisfied, in so far as they could ever be satisfied. On this occasion my father was away in Europe and so Mum came alone. Needless to say, I was even more on tenterhooks than usual about the visit.

   Gerry had already experienced my mother’s need to be instantly obeyed and in control, but he wasn’t really moved by that. He said we should stand up to her. He was of course right, but I was already conditioned to do what she wanted. My mother registered his reluctance to do her bidding shortly after we were married and, by now, really disliked him. The day after she arrived, Mum came in from doing some shopping.

   ‘Gerry and Ruth. My shopping’s in the car. Bring it in, will you?’ she ordered as she walked through the door.

   Gerry stayed where he was. I did as I was told.

   ‘Why isn’t your husband helping you?’ She looked at me as I struggled in with a load of things. ‘Why aren’t you helping her?’ She looked towards where Gerry was sitting. He ignored her. I ran out for another load.

   She spent a few hours shouting about how dreadful Gerry was. He continued to sit where he was. As my mother paused to take a breath, he turned to me and said clearly, ‘When she ordered you about like that, you shouldn’t have moved.’

   At the time, I found this difficult to handle. He was right, but I was still so afraid of my mother. After that incident she always openly criticised Gerry, saying that I shouldn’t have married him. Everything about him made her angry. I had lived my life in constant fear as a child and that had continued throughout my adult life. This sort of situation just made me more afraid. I didn’t tell Gerry how I felt. I just said it was best to humour her. How could I tell him I was afraid of her? I was an adult! I didn’t even know what I was afraid of now. I was a strong woman, used to giving other people their work orders and being assertive when necessary, yet inwardly I was constantly living in fear, and my mother’s presence always made it worse.

   I learnt to switch off my feelings once the fear got too much. A couple of hours would go by in a second as an alter took the opportunity to occupy what I had voluntarily left. Of course I didn’t tell Gerry about this. What would I have said? I didn’t have an explanation for it, nor did I have the language to explain it. What could he or anyone do to help me? And why on earth was I still allowing my parents into my life? I simply didn’t know why and I still don’t know.

   My daughter, Kate, was born just as we finished renovating the house and we now had three children under five years of age. I adored my children and I believe that my love for them helped me to carry on, despite all the stresses. I had hoped that Gerry would help me through this period by showing some support. Perhaps he could have cleaned up after himself, or at least left less cleaning for me to do, but he was clearly completely oblivious to my needs. It was around this time that I found myself becoming irritated with him. I hadn’t minded his coolness towards me before, because it went well with the even stability I needed from him. However, he also seemed oblivious to his children’s need for him to participate in their upbringing. He loved them. I knew he did. I sometimes saw him looking at them with an expression of beaming pride on his face. He just never touched them for more than the briefest of moments. He didn’t hug them, or play with them, or spend any quality time interacting with them at all. If they needed anything, it was, ‘Go to your mother. She’ll sort it out.’

   I didn’t feel as though I could approach him about this. He was always a kind person and he worked hard to provide for us. In addition, the renovations took up all of his spare time and I could hardly complain. I thought I would wait until the renovations were complete and speak with him then, and in due course the time came when the house was finished.

   ‘Gerry, it is wonderful!’ I congratulated him. ‘I can see that we’ll be really happy living here. I love it and the children love it, and I know you must be proud of all you’ve done.’

   However, unbeknownst to me, Gerry had made the decision that the house was too small for us all and that we would make quite a lot of money if we sold the house and bought another one to do up. He wanted us to keep on doing this, as it was a good way to make money and move up the property ladder.

   ‘We’re not staying,’ he told me, abruptly.

   ‘What?’ I was puzzled. Whatever did he mean?

   ‘We’re not staying. I’ve started looking for another house.’

   ‘What?’ I was aghast. All those years of living on a bombsite and he was thinking of selling it. And why wasn’t I worth consulting?

   Biting back the anger that was rising within me, I agreed to move. I didn’t voice any real concern. I wasn’t really being forced to do something I didn’t want to do, as I could see the logic in his argument. Our family was growing quickly. His teacher’s salary was not bad, but I was not working, so more money would be welcome, as would a larger house. Still, I would have liked to have been consulted about a decision this important. But despite my apparent equanimity, the whole business of doing up a house again and living in all the chaos it created made me inwardly quake. I told myself that I wasn’t being sensible. Gerry was a kind person who never tried to hurt me. I couldn’t thank him by reacting negatively to his efforts.

   Why hurt this kind man when you couldn’t hurt those who were cruel?

   What is there to get worked up about? He is doing his best to get us the ultimate home.

   I was a logical and sensible woman. I could make this work. I should be able to cope. I had three wonderful children and a husband who both brought home the bacon and would provide a nice nest (eventually). What was my problem? Why did I feel so afraid all the time?

   Do not be afraid. We can do it. Don’t show any fear to anyone. Not even to this kind man. We will cope. The alter soothed my concern. Liz? No this was someone else. Then I recognised her. It was Kathy. She was the one who took away the pain of childbirth, and mothered my children with me. I trusted her as I trusted Liz.

   So neither Gerry nor I thought that he was forcing me to do something I didn’t want to do. My voice was pretty much emotionless, as my alters tend to be the emotional ones. They have taken the burden of stressful emotion away from me. They hold all my fear, pain, depression and anguish, so that I, Ruth, never learnt how to show these emotions. If there is a powerful emotional reaction from me, then I’m not at home. Someone else is in charge. Whenever I felt strongly enough about something to make a comment, it would be so matter-of-fact that Gerry thought I was just stating a fact that could be swayed by logic.

   And of course he made sense. I simply couldn’t open up, especially to him, but really to anyone at all. I knew that if I had said to any of the people who knew me, professionally and otherwise, ‘Look I am seriously depressed; I think of suicide a lot,’ that my external demeanour would lead them to make a joke of it, saying something like, ‘Yeah! I know what you mean. I get that way every time my husband starts to sing.’ And we would laugh and change the topic.

   So the house-hunting went ahead. We were gazumped a couple of times, and I was beginning to hope that we would be at our lovely home for some time when Gerry came home full of excitement, ‘I’ve sold the house. It’s a good offer. I’ve already signed the papers and we have a month to get out.’

   My mouth fell open. ‘Wha—?’

   He interrupted me. ‘I’ve been looking at a couple of old houses with great potential.’

   My heart fell. I realised I really wasn’t ready to move. I had hoped that we would have a bit more time in this house, and to me it was all happening too quickly. People who knew us thought I was the dominant one, as at work I was so assertive and I did fight as hard as I could for my young charges. I was the one who was so confident and lively and he was always so quiet and withdrawn. That was far from the truth, as at home he was the ‘man of the house’ who always got exactly what he wanted. I knew that if he’d made his mind up, I had no option but to go along with his plans.

   ‘But  . . .’ I tried again and again he shut me up. This time he said, ‘We made a huge profit. We’re going to be able to get something really good  . . . with a huge garden for the children. I have my eye on something. It’s huge, and has a prime spot in this lovely little village. It’s three hundred and fifty years old and a bit derelict, but when you see it, you’ll like it. It has great potential.’

   He was so enthusiastic about the house that, within the hour, he bundled the children and me in the car to go to see it. Even as we drove into the countryside, I was wondering how I was going to get around, given that we just had the one car. I’d have three children to keep me prisoner in the lovely little village. He was right about its potential, though, and I could see that straight away as we parked outside. The house was huge, old, and was set prominently in the village. However, it was pretty much completely derelict. It would require a lot of work, and we had young children for whom living on a building site could be dangerous, but Gerry jumped out of the car and moved towards the house purposefully. I decided to leave the children in the car while I had a look at the house. It seemed silly to get them out just to stand outside the building, which had once been a combination of a forge and a home for the blacksmith’s family.

   Within days, Gerry had made an offer and the house was ours. I discovered that the stairs were rotten and there was no electricity upstairs, no inside toilet and – with the exception of a single sink downstairs – no indoor plumbing. Mould was growing up the walls. It seems that the elderly blacksmith and his wife didn’t ‘hold with those modern conveniences’ and thought an indoor toilet was particularly unhygienic. We had less than a month to find somewhere to stay. Fortunately we had good friends, a farmer and his wife, who said we could stay in their old and unused farmhouse in a nearby village while our new home was being renovated. I gratefully accepted.

   The farmhouse we stayed in was in the middle of a working farm and, to my horror, it wasn’t much better than the house we’d bought. When it rained, the water came in and, because it appeared not to have a proper foundation, everything was quickly sodden. It was also infested with mice, which had no fear of humans and would run boldly across the table when I was preparing our meals. When I found mouse droppings in Kate’s cot, I was beside myself, but Gerry thought the whole thing was just funny. I began to work myself into a tizzy, for I knew that a rat’s bite carried a disease deadly to humans, and I worried about whether mice did too.

   We had to cross the milking yard each morning to get Jack to school, and the children’s boots would be covered in cow manure, which needed to be wiped off before they could get into the car. Jack was then a sparkling five year old; Barry, who was four, was always full of mischief and unstoppable curiosity, and baby Kate was just one year old. I might have had reservations, but the children all loved the farm. Calves were born while we were there and they ‘helped’ in a birth. They watched the milking and ran around a lot in the surrounding fields.

   We had builders do much of the structural work at our new house and Gerry and I did the rest with the children helping. Despite having some problems with the builders, the house made steady progress and was becoming quite a beautiful place. I spent many of my days at the house watching the builders, electricians and plumbers at their respective tasks. At the weekends, Gerry and I stripped wooden beams. We discovered two original inglenook fireplaces, which we restored to their former glory. Everything was done to our own specification and we ended up with quite a luxurious house. Even better, it was completed within our budgets and we had no more than a reasonable mortgage to pay.

   During the entire process, alters were switching in and out, giving me an apparently inexhaustible supply of energy. Kathy, the mother alter, was particularly active, taking care of the children whenever I was beginning to feel overwhelmed. Even Alexis, who was more likely than not to be angry, pitched in and helped, grumbling under her breath as she did so. Liz was also there a lot, soothing, soothing everyone, including me, and keeping my anger to manageable proportions.

   The end product was well worth the wait. I really loved the house’s atmosphere, which was welcoming, warm, old and beautiful. It was in a quiet, pretty village, which was safe for our children to grow up in. My three children were happy and healthy. My husband loved me. I felt that I must be as happy as everything suggested I should be, and in many ways I was. I had what I had always dreamed of: a family. It should have been heaven for me  . . . a place where my alters could settle and quietly disappear, but all was not right with me. During that






































