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Author’s Note

All the names and identities of those who feature in this book have been altered, along with the geographical locations and some dates. I have used a pseudonym to write it. I have done this to protect the anonymity of my children, though they are aware of its publication. The reason for this is that, while I hope telling my story might help others who have found or find themselves in a similar situation, my children and grandchildren have the right to privacy, and I would ask for this to be respected.
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ONE

Wednesday’s Child

Standing before the mirror in her white dress and wedding veil, Emily looked every inch the beautiful blushing bride as her older sister Alice, who had not only made the wedding dress but all the bridesmaids’ and pageboys’ outfits as well, put the finishing touches to Emily’s gown and make-up. A shaft of summer sunlight added further lustre to the glossy raven ringlets of Emily’s hair, but she was far too pensive to admire her reflection, her normally full red lips remaining pinched while her once flashing emerald eyes looked dull and distant. Sensing her sister’s unease, Alice gently laid a reassuring hand on Emily’s arm, but nothing could soothe the bride’s sense of impending dread at walking up the aisle of the local village church that day to become Mrs Ronald Baird. This match, however, was her mother Gerti’s wish and, as her brother Harry and sisters Lily, Alice and Grace knew all too well, where the family was concerned, their mother’s word was law.

The youngest of the five children, Emily had been born in the spring of 1922 in the front room of the three-up three-down terraced house on the outskirts of Littlehampton, a small family home already bursting at the seams. Her father, Dick, a coach driver, spent long hours working on the round trips from Littlehampton to London. With no laws then to govern the amount of hours a driver could do in one day, Granddad would often drive until he was ready to drop and then grab a few hours’ grateful sleep, if he was lucky, before setting off again.

As the driving job was seasonal, my grandparents would often open up their already cramped home to tourists and lodgers to help supplement their income. The children all slept in one room, their parents in another, whilst the third and largest room was reserved for the paying guests. Downstairs was similarly divided, with the central room next to the small scullery serving as the family’s living room and kitchen, while the front parlour was the preserve of the lodgers. Life was hard and money remained a constant concern, as it did for most people in those days, but they were by and large a happy family who enjoyed simple pleasures such as walks through the surrounding fields, which stretched as far as the eye could see, visits to the beach nearby and to the local bandstand, where on a Sunday local ladies and gentlemen danced to the music and ate their picnic teas on the grass.

But my mother’s family harboured an unspoken secret. My grandmother, Gerti, had performed a home abortion prior to conceiving her youngest child, and on discovering she had fallen pregnant yet again, Gerti tried to abort using a crochet hook, but this time to no avail. Such actions might seem harsh in this day and age, but Gerti was one of eight children herself, and after being orphaned at the age of ten, she had formed a pragmatic iron will while growing up in the poverty of a north London workhouse. Whether her actions had any effect on her unborn child will never be known; however, it quickly became apparent that Emily had been born profoundly deaf.

In those days, many deaf children would have been sent away to an institution, but my grandmother steadfastly refused to let this happen – perhaps she felt some guilt over her baby’s disability or perhaps she was simply in denial of it. Instead, she raised her daughter within the family home, and her three other girls took turns to nurse and look after their youngest sister. Despite her seemingly austere nature, Gerti doted on the young Emily, teaching her how to sew, knit, cook and clean, all to the high standards Gerti demanded. My grandmother was also determined to teach Emily how to talk, holding up items or pointing to objects and then making Emily painstakingly repeat the right words until her pronunciation was perfect. During these lengthy lessons, Gerti would also gently place her daughter’s fingers to her throat and mouth and then back to her own, so she could copy the vibration and mouth-shape each word made for herself.

When Emily was ten, her parents tried to teach her how to read, using books for children half her age, but this time they did not enjoy quite the same success. Emily would become extremely frustrated and refuse to cooperate, hurling the books to the floor in disgust as she stormed out of the room screaming she was not a baby. For despite the close bond Emily had with her family, especially her sister Alice and her father, a placid, humorous man so different in nature from his wife, Emily’s world was often a confusing one, haunted by a peculiar loneliness brought on by its perpetual silence. Even as she grew older, her sisters would have to take turns at night to sit with her until she fell asleep, with Emily clinging tightly to their clothes to make sure they didn’t leave her. Each sister would pray she would fall asleep quickly, but as soon as they made to get up from the bed, Emily would waken with tears streaming down her cheeks, pleading with them to stay. When she eventually did fall fast asleep, the patient sister was free to resume the chores she had to finish before it was her time to retire for the night.

Emily’s world was further confused at the age of 13, when a place was found for her at a local school. The school had no facilities to deal with a deaf child and, due to her frustration and fear of the unfamiliar surroundings, she soon became so disruptive that the exasperated staff had no other option but to inform her parents they could not keep her. From there, Emily was sent to a convent, as in those days nuns or monks would often educate deaf children. But, once again, they could not cope with her behaviour, and it was not long before Emily was sent home. In desperation, Gerti decided the family should move back to her old neighbourhood in north London, as perhaps it would be easier to find a more suitable establishment there at which Emily could continue her fragmented education. And as fortune would have it, a more illustrious member of the extended family stepped in at this point and not only managed to find Emily a place at a private boarding school for the deaf but also made a sizeable contribution towards her tuition fees.

The specialist school certainly succeeded where the others had failed. It offered Emily a degree of stability, and she remained there happily for the next two years, until she was sixteen years old. But whilst Emily had achieved some stability in her life, the world at large was growing ever more unsettled as the dark clouds of the Second World War loomed ominously above and, prior to the mass evacuations that would soon become commonplace from major cities such as London, the family moved once more to the relative safety of the small village of Redbourn in the Hertfordshire countryside.

Emily had by now blossomed into a beautiful young woman, her striking features, tall slim figure and effortless grace turning many a young man’s head as she ambled along the country lanes. But perhaps her most alluring aspect was a happy-go-lucky nature and newfound zest for life; she exuded a youthful self-confidence that was no doubt the result of the tranquillity her new life afforded her after the relative chaos of the previous few years.

As her elder siblings married and left home to start families of their own – with the exception of Alice and her husband Jack, who stayed at home with Gerti – Emily took comfort in the two jobs she’d been able to secure within easy travelling distance of the village, working within the packing departments of two different factories. For despite Emily’s natural beauty and charming manner, her mother Gerti was under no illusions as to her deaf daughter’s chances in the marriage stakes, nor indeed was Emily herself. With the passing of her father in 1946, mother and daughter were left to grow older together in what had once been a family home bustling with activity.

Emily’s time, however, was not divided wholly between work and home, as she had begun to attend a deaf club, a place where she could meet socially with those facing the same difficulties and discuss their experiences. In early 1954, a tall, dark newcomer joined the group, and his attention was immediately drawn to the striking-looking woman in her early 30s. This man was Ronald Baird, her husband-to-be and my birth-father. He asked the resident social worker at the group for an introduction and, sensing a potential relationship, she was only too keen to oblige.

Ronald, who had an older brother called Richard and a younger brother Patrick, had been born and raised in Lincolnshire in a deeply religious family. His father was a vicar, as were five generations of the male line before him, but Ronald’s health issues, namely his profound deafness, tunnel vision and ear disorder, had precluded him from following in the family tradition of entering the Church, and the bitter resentment Ronald felt at life’s injustices was indelibly etched into his very being. He had been sent away to a conventional boarding school at the age of four, where it was hoped his elder brother would be able to look after him, for, as with Emily’s education, no provisions were made for his deafness. Instead, Ronald became not only a natural target for his peers but was also subjected to similar cruelties and rudeness by the teaching staff. It all served to add yet another layer to the silent bitterness with which he shrouded himself.

Due to his apparent dependency, Ronald remained at home well into his 20s, but then two dramatic incidents, which I heard about from other relatives, led to him having to fend for himself. Deaf as he was, Ronald would not have heard the persistent hum of his father’s car coming from the garage, but he had seen his father go in there some time before. When his father didn’t emerge, Ronald tried to open the garage doors but found them locked from the inside. Ronald knew for certain his father was inside, but he simply turned away and told no one. It was much later before his father’s body was discovered slumped in the front seat, poisoned by the carbon monoxide still pumping into the car through the hose his suicidal father had connected to the car’s exhaust.

His mother’s death was as dramatic as it was untimely. During an argument between Ronald and his brother Patrick, their mother tried to intervene but was accidentally pushed, hitting her head on the brass fender that surrounded the fireplace as she fell. She died instantly, with each sibling vehemently blaming the other for their mother’s demise. It led to a rift that neither would ever try to heal.

My knowledge of my birth-father’s life from this point up until he met Emily remains sketchy at best; the little I’ve gleaned is that at some point he became a basket-maker for the Institute for the Blind in London. At that time he was living with two old ladies who rented him a room in their home, but he was eventually asked to leave for ‘causing too much trouble’. Soon after this, he first crossed paths with Emily at the local deaf club, and I can only assume he possessed qualities that appealed to her, as she persuaded my grandmother to allow him to stay at their house until lodgings were found for him with a local widow in Redbourn. This lady was in need of the extra income as she had a young disabled daughter and was living off a small pension. But despite her circumstances, she, too, soon sent Ronald from her home, though the reasons were never revealed to Emily or her mother.

He may have had many personal problems, but this did not deter Ronald in his swift pursuit of Emily’s hand, and he proposed to her within weeks of their first meeting in 1954. Perhaps Emily saw this as her sole opportunity to emulate her brother’s and sisters’ happy marriages, and Ronald might have felt the same way. Both were by then 32 years of age, and this seemed the ideal opportunity for them to take their places in normal society, something so long denied to them by their disabilities. Whatever their personal reasons may have been, the marriage was set for June that year. However, Emily’s siblings were far from impressed by her fiancé, as they instinctively knew that married bliss and ‘happily ever after’ were not what Ronald Baird was offering. Always protective towards their youngest sister, they made their feelings known to her as gently as they could, unaware that Emily already had reservations of her own that dated back to the day of the engagement. When she protested that the small diamond ring her suitor offered her must have been extremely expensive, Ronald dismissed her worries by telling her he had bought it for a previous girlfriend some time ago. When the relationship had broken down, he had demanded his ring back. This rang alarm bells for Emily, but she felt caught in a situation already spiralling out of control, for when she mentioned her concerns to her mother, Gerti would have none of it. Surely, she said, Emily could see these were just pre-wedding nerves and everything would be absolutely fine after the big day.

I can only speculate as to which sides of Ronald’s nature Emily had already been exposed to that would lead her to plead with her mother on the day itself not to make her go through with the wedding, but her pleas were swiftly silenced. Gerti always had her way, and she was not about to see her last child spurn her one opportunity for a settled married life.

Had Emily’s siblings known of the conversation that day, they might have fought their mother on Emily’s behalf. They were not given the opportunity, however, and as soon as the pair returned from their honeymoon it became apparent to all that something was desperately wrong. Emily had already become withdrawn and uncommunicative. If asked a question, she would immediately reply, ‘Ask my husband’, and though she still worked, she rarely went anywhere without Ronald. The carefree laughter she had become known for had been silenced for good.

The couple moved out to live in a rented room quite some distance away in Luton and, separated from her family, Emily was truly in Ronald’s clutches. He wasted no time in exerting his control over his wife, refusing to let her use electricity either to cook or see by, and woe betide her if she tried to light the room’s small fire for warmth. Instead, they lived off cold meals, read by candlelight and shivered through the long winter’s bleak chill. Emily secretly confided in her sister and closest friend, Alice, about the conditions she was being subjected to, and Alice would meet her sister’s bus on the Luton Road every day to hand her a flask of soup just so she could have something warm inside her while she was at work. However, it was during a family get-together at my grandmother’s house that Ronald’s true colours were revealed. As was her way, Gerti rather abruptly told Emily to stand up straight and stop slouching, a typical statement she had made many times before. In an instant, Ronald turned around and punched his mother-in-law full in the face, knocking her to the floor. At that precise moment, my uncle Jack walked into the room, and this normally placid man was so incensed by the outrage he witnessed that he lunged straight for Ronald, grabbing him roughly and warning him he had better not lay a finger on another woman ever again or he would beat him senseless. Confronted by an adversary more threatening than a little old lady, Ronald slumped to the floor, begging my uncle not to hit him before seeming to faint. My auntie Grace had been standing at the sink washing up, and she soon brought the prone Ronald around by pouring a ladle full of dirty water over his face. The whole scene might have been quite comical if my grandmother had not suffered such a sore lip. Ronald quickly learnt from his mistake, as in future all his acts of cruelty and violence took place behind closed doors.

In spite of this altercation, my extended family were thrilled when Ronald and Emily announced less than a year after their marriage that they were expecting their first child. My grandmother graciously invited the couple back to the family home in Redbourn and made up a bedsit for them in the dining room, while Uncle Jack and Aunt Alice, who by now had their own five-year-old son, Robert, buzzed with excitement and made all the preparations for my impending arrival. It was probably just as well, as my birth-parents showed a surprising lack of interest in the matter.

Emily sailed through the pregnancy without any complications, and on a bitterly cold February night the household was woken in the early hours by her crying out. I was on my way. Uncle Jack hastily threw on his clothes over the top of his pyjamas and raced off at top speed through the icy night to the nearest phone box. An ambulance took Emily to hospital alone, as, for whatever reason, Ronald chose not to go with her. It must have been absolutely terrifying for her, trapped in her silent world with no one to communicate with and no one to explain what was happening and calm her fears.

On 23 February 1956, I entered the world, but there was no welcome from proud parents filled with joy, hope and dreams of the future for their first-born. I didn’t even enjoy the comfort of my mother’s arms, as Emily had been so traumatised by what must have been a difficult birth that she could not bear to have anything to do with me. When the time came for mother and daughter to leave the hospital, my birth-father was noticeable by his absence, and my aunt and uncle came to collect us. Emily still refused to hold me, so, looking deeply into my aunt’s eyes, the ward sister gently placed me in her arms and whispered, ‘Please take care of her.’

We returned to the family home, and for my birth-parents life continued pretty much as if nothing had happened. It was only after a great deal of persuasion that Emily would take any part in my daytime feeds, and her most active role in looking after my day-to-day needs was to occasionally dress me and rock me in the manner of a child playing with a doll. Little was known about post-natal depression at the time, and she may very well have been suffering from this, but the bond between mother and daughter was non-existent. Meanwhile, my birth-father’s interest was confined to putting on a show for any visitors to the house, at which point I instantly became ‘his little girl’. At all other times, I remained invisible to them both. It was not unusual for them to go out of the house, sometimes for hours on end, without even telling anyone that they had left me alone in my cot. On one of these occasions, I was heard screaming at the top of my lungs because the cot blanket had started to smother me and I’d woken up in a panic. As ever, Aunt Alice came to the rescue, as it was she who looked after me as well as looking after my grandmother and acting as surrogate mother and childminder to any of my many cousins who might be staying over at the house.

Three weeks after my birth, the local council offered my birth-parents their own accommodation in a prefab about a mile away from the family home. They eagerly accepted the offer and packed their belongings for the move. There was one ‘possession’, however, they had no intention of taking with them. Without any attempts to ask for help or discussions as to why they couldn’t cope with a newborn child, Emily and Ronald literally left my aunt and uncle holding the baby. ‘You have her,’ they said, ‘we can’t be bothered. You have her.’ And with that, I was left behind.


TWO

Calm Before the Storm

With my birth-parents gone, my grandmother’s house on Shepherds Lane became a child’s paradise, and my earliest memories are for the most part filled with love and laughter. Auntie Alice and Uncle Jack loved me as they would their own daughter, and from the moment I learnt how to speak I referred to them as Mum and Dad, having little or no memory of Emily or Ronald. Their son Robert, who was five years older than me, was my brother, and we played and fought like all siblings do.

The house itself was a little chalet bungalow positioned at the end of a quiet road, and the low garden wall struggled to hold the mass of rose bushes my grandmother had planted there over the years. On long lazy summer days, the air was filled with the sweet heady scent of flowers and the continual drone of busy bees. The large dark-green front door had a brick porch over it with a small open-arched window to one side, and this often doubled up as a very good ‘shop’ or ‘stationmaster’s’ window, depending on what game we children were playing on any given day. Inside, the front room of the house was the dining room, which was used for special occasions such as Christmas, but mostly it doubled up as an extra bedroom for guests.

Outside at the back, a path led from the kitchen door to the garden beyond, with a high fence dividing us from our neighbours. To the back of the house stood the lean-to porch and, as we children were outside more than we were in, many happy afternoons were spent playing under the lean-to as the rain showered down around us. At the end of the side alley towards the front of the garden was the old air-raid shelter Uncle Harry had built during the war, which had now become part of our kids’ playground. We were told we weren’t allowed to play inside it because it went underground, but this only added to its mystery, and we let our imaginations run wild as to what lay behind the barricaded door. Often we’d try to scare each other with stories of how there were still German soldiers hiding down there, but our tales can’t have been too frightening as the large sunken area in front of the door had been filled with sand, and many a sand ‘cake’ or ‘pie’ was made there, decorated with flowers plucked from an overhanging bush. The gentle slope of the shelter’s roof made it ideal for little arms and legs to scamper up, and from its summit we could survey our entire world. The descent, however, was a far from dignified one, as we slid down on our bottoms, and the thick white knickers I wore, as was the fashion for children in those days, would be stretched out of shape. Needless to say, this earned me the nickname ‘Droopy Drawers’ from my dad and cousins, whilst Mum seemed to be forever good-naturedly sewing up the holes caused by the wear and tear of my games.

A long straight path divided the garden, with the area nearest the house laid to grass and the other section living proof of my grandmother’s passion for gardening. Shrubs and flowers of all kinds fought for space and were continually added to, as Gran thought nothing of slipping cuttings into her bag wherever she went. These were then potted up in the greenhouse until they were big enough to plant out. The greenhouse itself, with its large water butt at the top end, stood part-way down the garden. During the summer months, the greenhouse was full to overflowing with ripe tomatoes, and Dad showed me how to nip the ends out of them – a job I quickly grew to love. After washing my hair, I’d make my way to the greenhouse so it would dry quickly in the heat, but the main reason was that I simply loved being surrounded by the heady aroma of ripe tomatoes. Smell is perhaps the most evocative sense in terms of prompting memory, and to this day I adore the scent of tomatoes, as it transports me in an instant to a time of happy innocence.

Just on from the greenhouse was an area reserved especially for the children to indulge whatever interest they had in gardening. By the time I was old enough to take an interest, none of my cousins were keen, so I had the area to myself. Year after year, I cultivated my favourites – marigolds – carefully nurturing each crop and watering them myself from the water butt. And nothing delighted me more than picking them by the armful for any visitors to take away with them. Past my little garden lay the vegetable patch, where Dad grew everything and anything to help feed the family, and in summer we were blessed with all sorts of fresh soft fruits just ripe for the plucking. A giant rhubarb patch at the end marked the start of the spinney, and the leaves were so large that we children delighted in the fact we could shelter under them and not be seen. On occasions we’d sneak a handful of sugar from the kitchen and feast on rhubarb stalks underneath the leaves until gluttony would force one and all on a hurried trip to the toilet! Amongst the trees was one huge Victoria plum, and Robert and I would occasionally be caught by Mum, lying on its long low branches with plum juice all over our mouths.

Even when the long hot summer days gave way to an autumnal chill, our home still lost none of its appeal. Bonfire nights were a particularly special occasion, as all of the extended family, with the exception of Emily and Ronald, gathered together. With Mum and Dad’s help, we children began making the Guy weeks beforehand and, once finished, he would sit in a chair under the lean-to so that we could admire our handiwork before the big night itself. Dad’s preparation began even earlier, as all through the year he saved suitable branches for the bonfire and collected boxes that would be stuffed with paper at the very last moment, to save them from being drenched in a rain shower and ensure they were bone dry for the fire.

As darkness fell on Bonfire Night, the expectation was palpable. My aunts and uncles would arrive with more fireworks to add to the supply Dad had already bought, while Mum busied herself in the kitchen, preparing jacket potatoes wrapped in foil and flasks of hot soup as thick juicy sausages sizzled away in the oven. Dad always bought a big bag of chestnuts to add to this delicious feast, which were also wrapped in foil, and once the flames of the bonfire had truly taken hold, the chestnuts and potatoes would be placed around the lapping flames, wafting out a tantalising aroma that made our mouths water.

With hurricane lamps hung from the trees to illuminate the spectacle, the ‘oohs’ and ‘ahs’ of children and adults alike rose through the branches as each firework thrilled us, our fingers burning on the hot potatoes and sweet-smelling chestnuts. Tired and very smoky from the evening’s display, we would trudge back to the house for a hot bath in front of the kitchen fire as Dad and my grandmother put their feet up. Bath-times were an extension of the fun, as we would all sing at the tops of our voices, everything from nursery rhymes to favourites from West End musicals and other popular songs of the day. Shepherds Lane was often filled with the happy sound of children’s singing voices, as my cousins Heather and Peter had a portable record player and we would sing and dance for hours to favourites such as ‘Bachelor Boy’ and ‘Little White Bull’. When I was alone, I would even dress up the Hoover and pretend it was my partner as I danced to the music in front of the big mirror in the hallway. I so loved my home and the games we all played.

It seemed the only real cloud that hung over my childhood was the confusion caused on the rare occasions my birth-parents came to call. Those were the only times gloom seeped into the house, and I would be frightened by Ronald banging and shouting about things I simply didn’t understand. No one ever tried to hide from me the fact that Emily and Ronald were my ‘parents’, but this word made no impression on me. After all, I already had a mother, father and brother, didn’t I? Perhaps the only time I questioned this myself was when I went along to my brother Robert’s school sports day when I was about three years old. I was so proud of him as I watched him compete. I too was entered into an under-fives race, which I won, and at the end of the afternoon I had to go up to the awards table to collect my prize. As I stood there beaming, I was asked what my name was and I replied Isobel Baird. I was then asked if I had any brothers or sisters at the school, and I told them, ‘Yes, Robert Langley’s my brother,’ only for everyone to burst out laughing. I remember my mum looking so awfully embarrassed, and I couldn’t help but burst into tears, thinking I had somehow upset Mum and brought shame on myself. It was the first time in my life I was made to feel different from everyone else, but it wouldn’t be the last, and I have never forgotten that feeling.

There were times when my birth-parents insisted that I go home with them for a visit and, according to my mum, I would always return very sad and withdrawn. When I was about two and a half, Ronald wanted to take me to stay with his old aunt Ethel in the West Country, and I can still vividly recall the smell of burning coal that filled the station, the engines hissing steam and the ominous clunk of the dark-green carriage doors as they were slammed shut. Ronald held me up to the carriage window just before we departed, and as I peered through the glass I could make out my mum and dad waving to me from the platform. In an instant, I realised that these two strange people I could not understand, who shouted and made strange noises, were taking me away from the security of the parents I loved. In my all-consuming panic, I reached out my arms and screamed for Mum to take me back, and I could see the tears streaming down her face as she mouthed for me to be a good girl. As the train slowly lurched forward, I could see Dad lead Mum away from the platform to their car, and my screams were drowned out by the whistle’s shrill blow. Within two days, my mum received a telegram from Great Aunt Ethel pleading with her to come and collect me, as she could not cope with both my birth-parents and a distraught little girl who kept crying for her mum. Uncle Harry drove Mum down to pick us up, and even sitting on the back seat in the safety of my mum’s arms I was still terribly upset. Perhaps it was this ordeal that led to me being terribly sick down the front of Mum’s yellow-and-white checked dress with its scooped neckline. My vomit sat in her bra and all she could do was stuff hankies down her front in a vain attempt to soak it up and mask the dreadful smell.

Our own family holidays may have been modest by today’s standards, but they were very happy affairs. We had an old white RAF bell tent in which we’d go camping, and the car would be loaded to bursting point as we kids were squeezed inside. We would usually set off in the small hours and stop on the roadside for breakfast, which was a treat in itself.

During the holidays, we would play on the beach for hours on end and eat outdoors with the sound of seagulls above and the briny smell of the sea whetting our appetites as we crunched our way through sand-filled sandwiches. If the weather turned, we simply sat cocooned in the car, cracking crabs’ legs from the bag we shared and picking out the meat as the rain bounced a tattoo on the roof. They were such happy times, and I thought they would never end. I had no idea of just how fragile my carefree existence had been and that it was about to change for ever.

One afternoon I sat on the floor happily playing with the small second-hand toy piano Dad had bought for me. I loved my piano, with its shiny red paintwork, and was so absorbed in my game that I didn’t realise that my birth-parents had arrived at the house on one of their rare visits. I had just returned from a friend’s birthday party, and Mum asked me to fetch the cake I’d brought home and show it to Ronald. I didn’t hear when or how the argument started, but as I returned to the living room I saw my birth-father was angry about something and had begun to make his angry guttural shouts. Emily sat subdued in the corner as I approached him warily with the piece of birthday cake in my outstretched hand, hoping this might in some way calm his anger. Instead, with one swift swipe he knocked the cake to the floor, and I stood in shocked silence as he proceeded to stamp my beloved piano to pieces. Mum ordered both Ronald and Emily from the house and, once they’d gone, we sat clinging to each other as I cried, heartbroken over the loss of my piano. It was only many years later that Mum told me Ronald had come that day to demand I was sent back to them permanently when I reached the age of seven. At that point, I would be moving up to the junior school just across the way from my birth-parents’ home, and Ronald reasoned that at that age I would be able to look after both of them as well as myself. My birth-father’s plan was for me to sell door-to-door the crafted wicker baskets he was now making from home for the Royal Institute for the Blind.

For the next 12 months, Mum and Dad fought desperately with the authorities to keep me with them, but they were repeatedly told that Ronald and Emily were repentant at having abandoned me and that my place was with them. The silent threat was that Mum and Dad could spend all the money they had on legal proceedings but their attempts to keep me would be in vain. Unbeknown to me, my fate was sealed.


THREE

Into His Clutches

A bitterly cold wind whipped through the trees that February evening as Robert and I helped Mum to clear up in the kitchen after tea and waited for Dad to return home from work. The glowing heat from the stove kept us warm as we busied ourselves, and we were all just thankful not to be caught outside in the persistent rain that hammered at the windows. Suddenly, the back door burst open and an icy blast swept through the kitchen. There, filling the doorframe in the half-light, stood Ronald. I had just turned seven years old and, as he’d previously threatened, he had now come to collect what was his. As ever, his face looked pinched and pale, and his twisted lips took on what I would come to recognise as a customary smirk of disgust. Standing 6 ft 4 in. tall yet extremely thin, his black hair parted at the side, he looked for all the world like a taller version of Adolf Hitler but without the moustache.

Mum instinctively took hold of me and tried to usher me from the room, but my birth-father was not to be denied. He lurched towards us and grabbed my arm, roughly pulling me towards him as if I were nothing more than a mere rag doll. There’d been no prior warning of his arrival, so Dad was not there to protect us, and Mum had not had the chance to prepare me for this. We were powerless to resist Ronald, and I was not even allowed to say goodbye once Mum had quickly packed some clothes for me. I was simply whisked out of the front door and into the cold, dark early evening.

I shivered with cold and apprehension as we made our way to the housing estate where Ronald and Emily now lived, and my grandmother’s rules replayed over in my mind. Surely the adults who had made this decision knew what was best for me? For the first seven years of my life, I’d never had cause to question Gran’s rules, but little did I know they were now about to stop me from being saved or saving myself. I was also about to be subjected to a whole new set of rules.

I was not expecting a warm greeting on arriving at the house and nor did I receive one; instead, I was shown to my bedroom and left there. I was utterly confused and miserable, having no idea why this had happened to me. I eyed my new surroundings for the first time, taking in the details that would become indelibly etched into my mind over the coming years. On first impression, my room was quite pretty, with its pink-and-red rose-patterned wallpaper and golden curtains which, when drawn, gave a warm comforting glow to the room. The room was furnished with a small bed and a chest of drawers, and in the corner, built into the wall, there was a wardrobe with metal doors and shelves. I soon learnt that opening the heavy doors, which had two air vents three-quarters of the way up, made a piercing noise like nails being dragged down a blackboard. In time, this wardrobe would take on the role of hiding place or prison, depending on whether I’d chosen or been forced to be locked away in there. But the initial change I had to grow accustomed to on that first night was sleeping alone for the first time in my life, and in the solitude I so missed my brother Robert.

The following morning, I took in more of my new surroundings and soon found them to be as cold and uninviting as the couple that lived there. The house was a prefab set in a small estate on one side of a large municipal park where children could play. The estate had been built as quickly and as cheaply as possible after the war, and all the houses were identical in shape and size. I soon discovered that it was not only my wardrobe that creaked when its doors were opened: all the metal cupboards and drawers in the kitchen also made that eerie screech; unlike me, however, my profoundly deaf birth-parents were of course immune to these noises. The sitting room had a small fire that even in the middle of winter was rarely lit unless my birth-father gave permission, and a narrow hall led from this room onto two bedrooms and a darkly painted bathroom.

Whereas my grandmother’s house could boast the sweet aromas of her rose bushes in the garden or the stash of apples she kept wrapped up in her bedroom, the overriding smell in Ronald and Emily’s house was that of mothballs and TCP. There were no carpets or rugs on the floors, and Ronald had sanded down all the wooden furniture so it looked particularly dull and lifeless. The only colour in the entire house was provided by the plastic tulips and daffodils for which Emily had painstakingly collected tokens from packets of washing powder, and she was immensely proud of these fake blooms. The small gardens at the front and back of the house contained no flowers, just a low privet hedge circling the perimeter, and the only feature was the coalhouse near the kitchen door. This, like my wardrobe, served as a hiding place when I needed it, although I had to be very careful not to dirty my clothes on the thick black lumps, as this would be sure to earn me a beating.

The house may have been basic, but it was the fact it was so lifeless compared to my grandmother’s home that struck me the most. Any spark had been doused by my birth-father’s tyrannical regime: he saw himself as the undisputed head of a household in which both Emily and I were possessions that he could do with as he pleased.

Ronald seemed to run our lives by an invisible clock inside his head. All meals were at set times governed by him, and there could be no delay. If we had toast for breakfast, it was only ever one slice, thinly buttered, and the portions for all of our meals were similarly monitored. Meals were invariably cold slices or food that could be cooked very quickly, and when Emily was permitted to use the stove, woe betide her if she did not cook on a very high heat for the shortest time possible so as not to use up too much gas. Unfortunately, this meant that even cooked meals, which usually consisted of cubed Spam mixed with an Oxo cube and baked beans and topped with instant mashed potato, were either burnt, or cold and raw in the middle. Alternatively, he would suddenly decide on a whim that the most economical method was to cook everything on an extremely low temperature for longer, which only resulted in meals being either hard as a rock or dry as a bone. When we went to the toilet, we were only allowed to use one square of toilet paper per visit, and if the box of paper was used up quicker than he expected it to be, all hell would break loose and either Emily or I would receive a savage beating. Treats and pleasures of any kind were not permitted; he decided when we went to bed, when the lights went out, when we ate, when we had
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