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In loving memory of my brother Andy.

This world was too hard for you. Loved and always and forever in our hearts.




This book is a work of non- fiction based on the life, experiences and recollections of the author. In some cases names, places, dates and the detail of events have been changed to protect the privacy of others.




Prologue




2014



I thought my life was settled then but that did not stop me wanting to find the root cause of the lingering fear that still disturbed my dreams all these years later. Like most people, I had anxieties I attempted to label as being rational.

My daughter disappearing from my sight for a nanosecond.

The ringing of the phone during the night when someone I love is in hospital.

Or a friend who left me to drive a long distance and has forgotten to let me know of their safe arrival home, despite all their assurances.

Yes, those are the ones I saw as normal.

Then there were the irrational ones, the ones that made me angry with myself. For after all I had achieved, I was still frightened by the dark and the creaks my old house made as it settled down for the night. And should I have been woken by the sound of soft footsteps or the click of the landing light being switched on, even though my rational mind told me it was just my four-year-old daughter seeking the warmth of my bed, my irrational one said something quite different. It was then that the sweat broke out on my forehead and my knuckles turned white as my fingers clutched the duvet tightly for comfort.

One thing I was sure of was that I was not born with that fear. No baby is, not when the world is brand new to them and they have not yet been faced with the cruel reality that fate may hand them. Much as I had tried to force it, my mind refused to take me back to a time before I was four years old, though the memories of what began to happen then were still clear in my head … unfortunately, all too vividly.
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Part One



My Small Self




Chapter One

For almost all of my life I believed my story began the day I was born.

It was not until I reached my forties that I discovered it had started much earlier. The day I learnt about our family’s secrets was the day I searched for the photograph albums that, when small, I had watched my mother filling painstakingly with our collective memories.

Had they been thrown out, I wondered, as I frantically went through the boxes my father had brought down from Scotland and left for me to look through.

One by one, I opened them, impatiently tossing out shabby old clothes, a couple of dented saucepans, a few kitchen utensils and, surprisingly, some books by well-known authors I had never seen him read. Just as I was thinking they were not there and becoming resigned to accepting that he had not saved those albums, my fingers touched several firm oblong objects at the very bottom of the box: I had found them.

Blowing off the fine layer of dust, which over time had dulled their shiny red covers, I sat cross-legged on the floor, pulled them onto my knees and started putting them in order.

There were two dating from the three-year period before I was born and ten after that: one for each year before my mother knew that she was going to disappear from our lives. As I examined the images I had not seen for so long, I decided I did not want to leave what appeared to be the only record of my and my brother’s early years in those albums’ plastic pockets. I guessed there might be some I would want to make disappear and Katy, my inquisitive little daughter, would be certain to ask about the empty spaces I would have created. Instead, I opened each of those pockets and then carefully removed every photograph.

I had an idea, which could make showing them to my daughter easier for me: keep the ones I wanted and turn them into a video. She was still young enough to take delight in us watching it together, but also old enough to have started asking questions about her grandparents. I think she was the only child at school who did not have any. Or rather, any that I had been prepared to let her meet. She needed answers. Using the video, I would be able to tell her stories of all the people she would see on it, although not necessarily totally truthful ones.

Luckily, Katy loved the stories I made up more than the ones in the books I bought her. Ever since I had written about how our cat grew wings, which took her to a magic place called ‘Cat Land’, she had pestered me for more.

There were two people in the video that Katy had developed close bonds to. A little bit of embellishment would also be needed on their childhoods, I thought ruefully.

Of course, the question ‘What are you doing, Mummy?’ was asked by her repeatedly. Each time, I answered with a smile, ‘You’ll just have to wait and see, sweetie.’ Not that waiting patiently was something my daughter was good at. But I was determined she would not see it until I had made the sequence of the pictures look as attractive as possible.

I watched them flitting across the screen carefully, but they did not, I realised, give the impression that they were the loving record of my brother’s and my childhood. Definitely, for Katy’s sake, a little bit of tweaking would have to be done to make it appear so. Still, at her tender young age, hopefully she would not understand that. For what the albums’ contents showed was a well-put-together deception. Every photo my mother had chosen to place in them was designed to show unsuspecting eyes images of the perfect family.

A quick click and I was transported back inside the immaculate house I had spent my early years in. There was the lounge, as my mother called it, where cushions were always plumped to perfection, curtains tied back with gold-edged tassels and fresh flowers sat in sparkling crystal vases. The difference between that room and the ones my friends with children have is that not one child’s toy marred its polished perfection. But then we were not allowed to play with ours anywhere outside our bedrooms. They might have just made the house look ‘lived-in’ in my words, or ‘untidy’ being the sentiments voiced by my parents.

No doubt guests imagined that we had all spent the morning before they arrived frantically tidying up. But they were wrong: that is how our home always appeared.

I pressed forward and watched the pictures of my parents entertaining friends in their landscaped garden. There was my father, showing his public persona: the loving father and devoted husband, standing next to the gleaming fitted barbecue. His charming smile was fixed firmly in place as he threw meat my mother had marinated onto the metal racks. Behind him my mother, wearing high heels and make-up, was pouring various drinks into their visitors’ glasses.

That picture brought back a memory of Dad, not a glimmer of a smile on his face, emphatically stating that he did not approve of women wearing trousers, not even if it was an outside lunch party.

‘Not in my house,’ I am sure he said, for that was an expression I frequently heard him utter throughout my childhood years.

He also told her to make sure that their children looked neat and tidy as well.

‘We want them to do us credit, don’t we?’ he would tell her with a playful wink.

And there we were, all three of us, with neatly combed hair and freshly ironed clothes. Andy and I sitting together as far away from the adults as possible while Gavin hovered near my father, no doubt trying to win his approval by being useful. Not that he ever succeeded in gaining it when there were no visitors. Publicly, of course, Dad would place an arm around his shoulders. Gavin, who yearned for any show of affection, would see it as a genuine reward for being helpful, not that my father was showing what a wonderful stepfather he was.

The opinion I formed, when older – one I still have – was that my mother, Andy and I were his possessions. Like his house and large car, he wanted to keep us looking shiny and bright. For the man my father was back then wished to see not just admiration but envy in his contemporaries’ eyes. He knew only too well that this was not an emotion that Gavin, with his clumsy body and lack of charm, was likely to arouse. And Dad, who only wished to own what was perfect, despised him, if for no other reason than that.

I flicked through more images of us, the model family.

There was just one photo of a children’s birthday party. I don’t know if it was mine or Andy’s, nor do I remember who the children were. They would have been the carefully chosen offspring of people my mother wanted as friends. People who disappeared soon after our lives changed.

No point adding that to the video, I decided.

As soon as I pointed the remote at the screen a picture appeared of a pretty blonde woman. Dressed in a cream lacy dress that fell to just below her knees, she was gazing adoringly up at her new husband: my dark-haired, green-eyed and extremely handsome father.

Why, you could see that she was practically incandescent with happiness. I had absolutely no doubt that my mother had been head over heels in love with him then. And what of his feelings? To this day, I don’t know. I don’t think love was something he was ever really capable of. Possession, yes, but never, I suspected, unconditional love.

In the background I could see an assortment of guests, most with champagne glasses in their hands and benign smiles upon their faces. I’m sure that everyone who was there that day thought what a perfect couple the charming, good-looking and charismatic man and his petite blonde wife made.

Some of them must have known my mother’s first husband. Perhaps they had supported her throughout the break-up of what, I have been told, was a disastrous marriage. Just looking at the wedding photographs tells me that her friends and family believed that she had finally found the happiness she deserved.

But did she, I asked myself, deserve happiness? Maybe, but not at the price her children paid for it.

Those well-wishers would also have been happy for the only child from her first marriage, my half-brother Gavin.

He was, I later learnt from my Scottish grandfather, a boy who everyone thought needed a father. ‘For what little boy didn’t?’ my grandfather declared emphatically. ‘I mean, mothers are good at cooking and sorting out grazed knees, but a boy needs a father to look up to.’ On the day of my parents’ wedding he and everyone there believed Gavin had acquired one.

Not wanting to disillusion my grandfather at the time, for he had become an old man when we had that discussion, I stopped myself from saying that all three of us would have been better off if we had a different father to his son.

Let him keep his illusions, I decided. Let him believe, as my mother’s friends had, that my father had embraced the seven-year-old boy as though he was his own. The gap my mother’s first husband had left was filled and Gavin would have no reason not to stay the happy child he so clearly was on that wedding day.

No doubt everyone who was celebrating my mother’s second marriage saw my father as being the perfect role model for his stepson. They must have been aware of how hurt the boy had been, not just by the upheaval of his parents’ acrimonious divorce, but his father’s complete rejection of him too. For the day that my mother’s first husband walked away from the marital home was the last time Gavin ever saw him.

I have never been given an explanation, only that he made it abundantly clear that once his marriage was finished, he had no intention of playing any part in his son’s life.

‘There is not always an explanation for cruel behaviour,’ my English grandmother said when, years later, I questioned her. ‘It was most probably that he did not want to be weighed down with any baggage when he and your mother finished. Knowing him, he already had his eyes on her replacement. He was not a kind man.’ And those were the only words I ever heard her utter about her first son-in-law.




Chapter Two

As a child I had never thought about the sadness of my half-brother’s life, I had just known that he resented both Andy and me. Now, as an adult, I can understand those feelings for I can see clearly the reality of his life with us.

Already he had suffered through the break-up of his parents’ marriage. He knew that his father’s behaviour was not normal – he had a friend whose parents were separated and every other weekend that boy’s father arrived to take him out for the day. Not only that, to compensate for not being there seven days a week, he brought along wonderful presents – toy cars, train sets and Lego, which Gavin was allowed to play with when he visited.

Of course, no matter what was said to him, he hoped his own father would do the same. For weeks, I have learnt, Gavin, forgetting about the rows between his parents and how he was shouted at and pushed aside roughly, would stand by the window, hoping to see his father’s car turn into the road. And I can hardly bear to imagine how he felt when that car never appeared.

For the seven-year-old he was then would have felt that it was entirely his fault that his father did not love him.

But on his mother’s wedding day, he looked happy.

Involuntarily, my hand clicked on pause. That boy, dressed in a grey jacket with matching trousers, smiling shyly at me through the screen, was a very different boy to the one I had grown up with. I was looking at an appealing child, not the sullen, withdrawn one whom people avoided.

I would, I knew, have liked that boy, but sadly I never got to meet him.

Sitting there, with my finger still on the pause button, I began to really feel the extent of Gavin’s sadness during the years he lived with us. On the day of the wedding he was starting to feel secure. His mother, he believed, would always adore him and his new father had given him every indication that he would treat him as a much-loved son.

I felt tears well up when I thought he was completely unaware then of just how his life was really going to be.



It was not until I had watched the end of the section when my parents, all smiles and waves, were climbing into the large American limousine that something dawned on me: where were the photos of their earlier lives, my grandparents, my father as a young man and my mother’s early years before she met him? And surely, even if she had ripped up all the ones of her first husband, there must be some of her and Gavin?

It was as though they were stating nothing that had happened before their wedding was of any importance. But then, I asked myself, just what had my mother thought really mattered? For not only were there no photos of her and her first child, but also missing were any baby pictures of either me or my older brother, Andy.

Even though the whole process of buying and developing films was very different forty years ago, I would still have thought that she would have wanted to record as many moments of her children’s early years as possible. I certainly had. The moment I saw what resembled a small wriggling tadpole appear on my first scan, I was hopelessly enthralled. I smiled when I thought of all the friends I had shown that one to. On my dressing table is the first picture of Katy, taken when she was placed in my arms after her birth. I can’t even count how many shots I took in those early years. There were those first steps, her gummy smile when she was told about the tooth fairy, and then, all too suddenly, it was her first day at school. The list is endless!

So, where were the photos of us? Hadn’t my mother wanted to catch her children’s first toddling steps, their wide happy smiles when they blew out the candles on their birthday cakes, unwrapped Christmas presents, built snowmen in winter and sandcastles in summer? The answer was of course staring me in the face. Not by what I could see, but what I couldn’t.

I felt a wave of tiredness at the lack of them. I had to admit to myself I had hoped there would be enough captured on those strips of plastic film to jog my memory. That somehow, just looking at them would take me back to my childhood. I wanted to understand what went so wrong in our lives. And I needed to piece together not just my parents’ earlier lives but mine and Andy’s as well.

‘Oh, stop being pathetic, Lynn!’ I told myself crossly. ‘You’re just searching for reassurance that you were loved. That’s why you’re hoping to see loads of pictures showing how you went from baby bump to a leggy twelve-year-old. So, get a grip and get over it, there aren’t any. Anyhow, you are making this for your daughter, aren’t you, not for yourself. So, let’s have a look at those holidays in Scotland. At least then you can show Katy what her great-grandparents were like.’

Yup, I thought, she would definitely love looking at the gypsy caravan. I’ll just have to make up some good stories about that. Bring over those Irish leprechauns and have them travelling across the water until they found their home with the gypsies.

And quickly I clicked onto the section of the video showing our Scottish holidays. There were a couple of photos of Andy, but only one with all three of us in it.

Smile, we had been told, and smile we all did. And a happy trio was fixed in time.

Well, that section has been well doctored, I thought wryly.

My mother, in her efforts to convince friends that she had a luxurious lifestyle, was photographed posed outside smart hotels, hoping they would believe that was where we had all stayed. However, the reality was that we had spent those holidays in my grandparents’ caravan, parked in the field next to their house.

I remembered her face screwed up in distaste as she complained incessantly about the outside lavatory and lack of running hot water. It was little more than a slum, she said. But Andy and I loved both the caravan and our grandparents’ cottage, with its wood-burning stove. Thinking of that, I can almost smell the wood smoke and the aroma of fresh bread being baked while a stew, thick with homegrown vegetables, simmered away in the pot.

I wish there were some photographs of my grandparents. Although I can remember my grandfather clearly, when I try to picture my grandmother, I have only vague memories of her for although her husband had travelled down to visit us, she never did.

I suppose she knew my mother disapproved of both her and my parents’ lifestyle and had not wanted to visit the house they were both so evidently proud of.

All I can conjure up is a vague impression of a plump, white-haired woman who, sitting by the fire, read us stories from beautifully illustrated children’s books. I remember her telling us, with a fond smile, ‘These are the ones I used to read to your dad when he was just a wee bairn.’

Somehow, I have never been able to imagine my father being a small child.

I do remember more clearly though the picnics she and my grandfather took us children on. Unlike my parents, they treated Gavin as though he was their own grandchild.

If we went to an ice-cream shop, he being the eldest was asked first which flavour he would like. He was encouraged by them to voice his opinion on all manner of things and was listened to as though they felt his view was important.

Whereas Andy and I were called ‘bonnie bairns’ he was referred to as a ‘young man’. I think now they saw his sullenness as being a combination of shyness and insecurity, no doubt caused by going from only child to one of three. They certainly did their best to try to build his confidence. I am pretty certain though they had no idea what was really the reason behind it. And if they had thought the fault lay at our parents’ door, it would have been my mother who would have been blamed, for their son could do no wrong in their eyes.

Not being used to either kind words or an adult showing any interest in his opinions, at first Gavin viewed them with suspicion. It took more than a day or two for it to sink in that their affection for him was genuine. When it did, he became noticeably more relaxed. And once again the smile of his from the wedding photos was seen, a smile that disappeared within minutes of us leaving to go home.

Looking back, with a fond smile forming on my lips, at my enjoyment of the simplicity of those holidays, I jostled another memory out of my subconscious mind.

As though it had happened just yesterday, I could see my grandfather with his wide smile and pockets full of sweets, clicking away on his camera.

‘I’ll send them to you,’ he promised and I had waited expectantly for the photos to arrive but to my disappointment they never had.

Or had they? I wondered, as another memory nudged its way in. I was coming out of the kitchen and my mother, oblivious to my presence, was opening a letter that had just arrived. I watched as she flicked through its contents before, with a dismissive snort, placing everything back in the envelope.

Catching sight of me, she just said, ‘Oh, only a letter from your grandparents for your father.’ No mention was made of the photos and I never asked. But they must have been in the envelope; it was too thick to have contained only a letter.

Think, I told myself, what did your mother do with it? I screwed up my eyes in concentration as I forced myself to go back in time until I saw her slipping the envelope surreptitiously into the hall cupboard drawer.

Would my father have thrown them out? No, I did not think so. My mother might have thought his parents were beneath her, but he had never shown any shame at them being simple people.

Back to those boxes again, I told myself. If he had kept them, they must be somewhere in there. I was right, for in amongst the heap of paper I had delegated to the rubbish pile were several thick envelopes. ‘Got them,’ I muttered. Flicking a finger under the edge of the envelopes, I found both letters from my grandmother as well as an assortment of black and white photographs.

‘Thought you might like these,’ she had written after telling my parents how lovely our visit had been and that she was already looking forward to the next one. Love to all us children had been included, as were scraps of information about the chickens, the old dog and how empty the house seemed without us all running around. A lump rose in my throat when I imagined her sitting at the kitchen table, her brow furrowed as she tried to think of interesting things she could share. She must have pictured my mother reading them out to us after supper and hoped that in return we would write back to her. I thought of how disappointed she must have been when she did not receive a reply from us, thanking her for sending them.

For not only had my mother not read the letters to us, she had not placed even one of those photos in her albums. No, she had not wanted to show her friends the small cottage where her in-laws lived. Certainly, she would not have wanted them to see the caravan with its outside kitchen tucked under a protective covering or the small outbuilding that housed the lavatory. This, combined with my grandparents’ weather-beaten faces, would have given more than a hint of my father’s origins. Without seeing those pictures, my mother must have been sure, no one would have guessed that Dad, with his smart clothes and polished accent, originated from gypsies – a race my parents’ smart friends despised.

My mother’s snobbery explained something I had almost missed. My well-turned-out English grandmother was in the wedding photos, but neither of my Scottish grandparents were anywhere to be seen.

My mother must have been determined to keep my father’s roots well-hidden.

No doubt they had been told the wedding was just a small registry office affair, though I am sure my grandmother knew deep down what the real reason behind their lack of invitation had been.

I felt rage then at my mother’s selfishness. Those pictures, unlike the ones she had kept, were not meant to be hidden away. They were meant to evoke happy memories, bring a smile to our faces as we passed them around before choosing one or two to frame and place where they would be seen by friends and family. They showed love, and not just for us but through some of the snaps of the river and the blue-tipped mountains they demonstrated a love of Scotland as well. They were so completely different from the posed ones my parents had taken.

Each one of theirs was carefully shot. There was never a sign of a tear or a frown on our childhood faces.

I thumbed through more of the photos showing Andy and me, some family picnics, and although shot through a cheap camera, there had been a certain skill in how my grandfather had managed to captured the rugged beauty of Scotland.

There was one of my parents, where my mother, her hair loose and her clothes casual, must have been unaware that her photo was being taken. My father’s arm was around her shoulders and she was looking up at him and laughing at something he had said. I wonder now what it was. For all my memories of her have very little laughter in them. She looked happy and relaxed. I thought then that this was the woman she was meant to be.

There were a few more of my parents and, like the ones in the album, there was my dad with his sparkling eyes and good-humoured smile. There was not even one that showed he was anything but what people believed him to be, a kind, loving husband and father. But then maybe he had persuaded himself that was what he was. In the years I knew my mother, she, I have little doubt, believed it. Another picture of two small children, who with their mops of curly black hair and bright blue eyes looked so alike, they appeared to be twins: Andy and me. I felt tears prick my eyes as they do every time I think of how we were not just then, but for so many years. It was not so much that we looked alike; even in the photo our closeness could be seen: a closeness that never diminished.

More photos of us outside our grandparents’ cottage until I came to one that for some reason sent prickles down my spine.

At first glance it was an innocuous enough image of two children happily engrossed in those simple things that small children do. Andy is sitting on a rug, clutching one of his toy cars in his hand, while I am standing by the garden fence. I’m holding on tightly to the top rail of the metal fence as I peer over it at something that has caught my eye. At that age between toddler and child, I was still not quite steady on my feet. Judging by the photo, I was determined to remain upright.

As I held the photo, memories flooded back and I felt my heart drop. An old fear had slid into my body, causing my mind to tumble like skittles at the ten-pin bowling centre. My breath started to come in short gasps and I felt my hands begin to tremble.

‘Don’t be silly,’ I told myself, crossing the kitchen to switch on the kettle. ‘It’s only an old photograph, there’s nothing there for you to start having a panic attack about. A cup of tea will sort you out, you’ve been looking at the past for too long.’ Quickly, I poured boiling water over a teabag, added sugar and milk, then impulsively helped myself to a chocolate biscuit to provide comfort and walked over to the settee and sat down.

What was it about that picture that was so disturbing for me? Hard as I tried to remember, only an image, too faint to see, scratched the surface of my mind. It tormented me for the rest of the day, no matter how hard I tried to stop thinking about it. Even that night it stayed in my subconscious, making me toss and turn in my sleep. And through the night, like elusive butterflies dancing in the sun, vivid dreams flitted in and out of my mind.

I tried to force my slumbering brain to reach out, catch one and hold it tightly until I woke, but it refused to obey.

It was not until dawn was breaking that I realised the last images floating behind my lids were not part of a dream: they were memories.

They say every picture tells a story and when I sat up in bed that morning, I shivered. Finally, I knew the reason why the picture of me looking through the metal bars of the fence had been so disturbing. Oh yes, I also understood now where my fear of a light shining through my door and the sound of soft footsteps coming towards me had come from. A realisation that made me want to rush to the bathroom and vomit.

I wished I had never seen that photograph, wished that memory would just vanish into the air, and fervently wished I had never tried to find out every answer.

Too late now, I thought, as my mind transported me back over forty years until I was in the bedroom I had slept in as a child.

Decorated in pink and white with a silver mobile over the cot, it was a pretty room for a little girl. Not that my thoughts were lingering on the decor. Instead, I was seeing the toddler who had once been me, peacefully sleeping there. It was that night when her trust in those she believed were there to care for and protect her was shattered. Instead, she was shown a world that was no longer safe. As I sat upright, arms hugging my knees, I could hardly move as the scenes of what happened that night finally unfolded in my head.

I’m curled up in my cot. Something has woken me. It’s the light from the landing shining through my door. I open my sleepy eyes, look through the bars and there is my father standing in the doorway. He places a finger to his lips as he makes the ‘shhh’ sound that tells me to be quiet, but I can’t help letting a giggle escape my mouth.

I want to stand up, hoping he will lift me out. I roll over onto my back and, holding onto the bars, pull myself up so I can see him better.

Almost on tiptoes, he walks softly over to my cot and bends over it.

‘Down you go, baby,’ he tells me, placing firm hands on my shoulders.

My chubby legs fold until I am sitting on my behind, gazing up at him hopefully.

I feel his hand, warm and heavy, slide under my pyjama top. I’m not frightened, not then: he is my father, the man who holds my hand when we walk to the park, the one who sits me on his knee, his arm keeping me safe from falling, when he reads to Andy and me. The father I toddle towards when he returns home from one of his journeys. The one who lifts me high in the air and calls me his special girl and gives me presents to unwrap: a sparkling bag for my crayons, picture books and my favourite, a flaxen-haired doll from somewhere called Germany.

Him being in my room, his hand under my top, stroking my stomach, does not frighten me. Not then; I am still full of trust.

I like his familiar smell of tobacco and a lemony sharp scent.

I peek up at him through my lashes, trying to see where his other hand is. Is it, I wonder, behind his back, holding something for me?

And then something changes, something I don’t like. His hand stroking my tummy is pressing me too hard. I try to wriggle away, my arms and legs jerking, but his hand is too heavy for me to move my body.

I see now where his other hand is: it’s tucked in his lap and moving as though it has a life of its own. I can hear a funny noise, see his arm moving up and down, and hear sounds of him gasping as though in pain. When I look up at him, he’s no longer the daddy I know. Not this man, whose flushed face is twisted into a strange grimace. He’s not looking down at me; his gaze is focused somewhere over my head. I see his arm jerk, hear him give a louder gasp, then a soft groan as though in pain. I cry out in fear then.

‘Shhh,’ he says, patting my shoulder. ‘Go to sleep, baby.’

And then he has gone and I am left whimpering into my pillow.

The picture starts to dim. I can hear my mother’s voice calling out to him, but of course I have no recollection of the words she said. My imagination though can fill in the blanks. Remembering her attitude to me when I was a little older, I’m sure there was a note of impatience in her voice, not just because I was awake but that my father was giving me attention.

Attention that belonged to her. For once the children were in bed it was ‘our time, your father’s and mine,’ she termed it for as long as I knew her. We were all aware of what she meant. She wanted her husband to herself and resented any interruptions, including those made by a child crying out from a bad dream.

I can hear her voice clearly in my mind: ‘What’s wrong with her now?’ and him answering, ‘Just a bit of teething, nothing to worry about.’ Then, with confidence that my mother was satisfied with his answer, he would have poured them both a drink.

She never asked what had made me whimper that night but then she never did ask what was wrong when, over the years, my sobs echoed through the house. And I never confided in her as to what he had done that night – I was still too young to talk.

Did it happen more than once? I asked myself.

Did he often come into my room when I was asleep, stroke me and then grip himself with excitement?

Was it difficult for him to wait until I was just a little older, until he could begin to properly give in to his fantasies?

And the most important question of all that rose up in me: did he feel guilty?

The answer to all this is that I don’t know. Any more than I know just when my mother began to see me as a rival for his affections.

No matter how much I reflect, I just don’t know.




Chapter Three

There are times when having to get an active small child ready for school works in my favour, I thought, as I roused myself from my bed. No time to dwell on the past. As soon as Katy and I were both dressed and her hair brushed, breakfast was done and then, trying to act as normally as possible, I walked her to her nursery school. Luckily, she was so busy chatting about an art project, she did not notice my tiredness or my silence.

‘Bye, Mummy,’ she said chirpily as I handed her over to the young teacher. Bending down, I gave her a quick hug, happy that she had not yet reached the age of wriggling away from any public display of affection.

‘See you later,’ I replied, relieved that she seemed oblivious to my mood.

No sooner had Katy, along with several chattering preschool children, walked through the doors with hardly a backward glance in my direction than I walked back to my house as fast as I could.

I wanted to get those photographs out again.

‘Leave them, Lynn,’ said my rational voice.

But I knew I couldn’t. I needed answers.

Once inside, before I had even placed the kettle on to make my morning coffee, I had them splayed out across the kitchen table. It was as though they were telling me that I needed to re-examine my past.

I thought of one of those inspirational quotes that popped up on my Facebook: ‘The past is a good place to visit but not to live in’. Well, almost right, I thought, except mine was not even a good place to visit. Still, it had to be done.



Pulling another picture out of the envelope, I found myself back inside our family house again. There was the dining room where my parents entertained, with its gleaming mahogany table and sideboard. It was also used for what my mother termed ‘family dinners’, a ritual she insisted took place when my father returned from every one of his overseas trips.

He worked for an international haulage company. Not that as a child I had any understanding of what that meant. Only that his job took him away from home for up to a week at a time. This was something that made me happy and should it take him away for any longer than a week, I was even happier!

My mother, however, was far from content when he was absent. Instead of having more time for her children, if anything, she had less. Oh, meals were cooked, clothes washed and ironed, baths supervised and hair brushed, but she seldom read to us or suggested we all sat down and watched something on television together, things that as I grew older I wished for, as I did her affection. Whereas she was warm and loving towards Andy, few cuddles came my way. In fact, the only time I felt any closeness to her was when she trimmed my nails or untangled the knots in my thick hair. Then, just for that short time, I would lean against her, inhale her scent – a mix of soap and perfume – and just feel there was some intimacy between us.

An intimacy that always ended far too soon for the needy child I was.

‘All done, now into your pyjamas with you,’ she would announce in an overly bright voice the moment the last tangle was smoothed or the last nail cut, before not so gently pushing me aside and standing up. It was as though she found being close to me abhorrent.

Once Andy and I were in bed she would pop her head round our bedroom doors, turn off our lights and say goodnight before going back downstairs.

I never heard her go into Gavin’s room. Even though he was ten years older than us he was expected to be in his room at the same time as we went to bed, although I think he was happier away from all of us.

I did not have to wait for my mother to tell us when my father was due back. Her behaviour spoke for her. The day before she expected him, she would be humming softly to herself as she went into a frenzy of domestic activity.

‘Your father’s coming home tomorrow,’ she would tell us, her face lit up with a rare smile. This announcement did not cause any whoops of delight from us but she ignored the fact that not one of her three children shared her enthusiasm. In fact, there was complete silence for several minutes as it sank in that our freedom was coming to an end.

While my mother baked and cleaned with sudden vigour, we had to fend for ourselves. Gavin was given the task of making our lunch, which usually meant him opening a tin of baked beans.

On the morning of my father’s impending arrival, my mother would disappear into the bathroom with an armful of lotions. It was a good thing for us that we had a separate downstairs loo, for once in that room she must have indulged in every beauty treatment she could.

Passing the bathroom, I would smell the fragrance of bubble bath mixed with steam that wafted out from under the door and wonder what it was a grown-up did in there that took so long.

Once her ablutions were complete and she had wrapped herself in a big fluffy towel, she would go straight to their bedroom. Another hour would pass as, after placing rollers in her hair, she sat under the dryer, painstakingly painting her toe- and fingernails. I knew all that because once I was old enough, it had been my job to bring her up cups of tea, which she sipped at daintily to avoid smudging her fingernails as she transformed herself. It must have been the only time she ever asked my opinion, on everything from the colour of her nail varnish to which dress suited her the most.

‘What do you think, Lynn?’ she would ask, twirling around in the chosen outfit.

‘You look pretty,’ was my standard reply, which in fact she did.



Thirty minutes before he arrived, she would appear downstairs, wearing the dress she had shown me. Her face would be carefully made up, and her high heels, kicked aside during his absence, were firmly on her feet.

His first evening back was, my mother always told us, ‘family time’.

‘We will have a nice meal together,’ she would say. ‘Gavin can help lay the table and Andy and Lynn, don’t get your clothes messed up before he comes now, will you?’

Dutifully, the pair of us, dressed in our Sunday best, would chorus, ‘No, Mum.’

‘Oh, and once supper is over, I’ll let you put yourselves to bed. Just this once, mind, so I’ll have to trust you to brush your teeth properly.’

A statement that always gave me some relief even though I knew it was only temporary.

The moment we heard his car draw up, we clustered near the hall. And then he was there, case dumped at his feet, his arms wrapped around my mother. Then it was my turn for a hug and a lift in the air. ‘My special girl’ was his endearment, a ‘Hello, little fellow’ to Andy as his hair was ruffled and a quick pat on Gavin’s shoulder and a nod towards his case: ‘Gavin, could you … ’ And before the sentence was complete, Gavin had picked it up and carried it up the stairs.

Our family night had begun.



Throughout the meal, I tried to tune out my parents’ conversation. My mother was smiling and asking him all about his trip as though every detail was of vital importance to her. He replied, telling us how well he had got on with the people he had met, implying with every comment that they thought he was pretty special. The sound of cutlery scraping on plates was, I thought, more interesting than that. Much as I wanted to, though, I could not ignore the occasional question thrown in Andy’s and my direction.

‘We all missed you,’ my mother would say, before turning to us for confirmation, ‘didn’t we, children?’ A question to which she received the only answer she wanted to hear – a chorus of ‘yes’ – before she gave her husband a smile to confirm that the house was not the same without him. Which of course was true, but not in the way she meant.

Once the meal was finished, the plates were cleared and my mother complimented on her cooking, it was time for the next ritual: the handing out of presents.

‘Now,’ my father would say to Gavin, ‘go back upstairs and fetch my bag. There’s something for each of you in it.’ Dutifully, Gavin would leave the table to fetch the same case he















EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
A picture-perfect

family with a
terrible secret






EPUB/images/penguin_logo.png





EPUB/images/logo_small.png





