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Disgusted and Defenceless 

When I woke up the next morning, I was back in my old life for a wonderful few seconds before the memories of the horrors of the night before hit me. ‘Did I dream it all?’ I wondered for a moment, hoping against hope, but then I moved and an aching pain emerged between my legs. It brought me back down to earth with a bang. But although the pain was very real, it just didn’t seem believable that David could have raped me. How could my brother do something like that? I didn’t want it to be real. ‘It just couldn’t have happened’ I said over and over in my head, trying to convince myself. 

I was desperate to go to the toilet but I was frozen with terror. ‘What if I pass him on the landing?’ I thought. ‘He might do it again. He’s capable of anything.’ 

Eventually I had to go as I couldn’t keep it in any longer, so I cautiously moved the bed away from the door, peered through the crack, and then ran across the small space between my bedroom and the bathroom. Locking the door firmly behind me, I looked at my reflection in the mirror but I didn’t recognise the girl with the puffy eyes looking back at me. What did I do? Why does he hate me that much? Has he done it to other girls? I had so many unanswerable questions floating around in my head. Questions no girl my age should have to ask. I was surrounded by reminders of our everyday family life – Dad’s razor on the side of the bath, Mum’s dressing gown on the back of the door, David’s toothbrush nestling against mine in the holder. I couldn’t believe that everything looked so normal, so innocent, when my whole life had been destroyed overnight. 

Relieving myself was painful; it stung terribly. I carefully washed between my legs and then tried to bring my face back to normal by splashing it with cold water. Again, I had to brave myself for the short journey across the landing but I knew I couldn’t stay in the bright, reassuring light of the bathroom forever, so I ran back to my bedroom and got changed. I felt better with my clothes on, more protected, and I sat on my bed for a few minutes trying to pluck up the courage to go downstairs. The thought of seeing David at the breakfast table was making me feel sick. 

‘What do I do?’ The question ran over and over in my head until I felt sick and giddy. ‘What do I do?’ 

Even though I was close to Dad and had always felt like I could tell him anything, I knew if I told him what had happened to me it would break him. I knew that he’d feel somehow responsible, like he hadn’t protected me properly. I just couldn’t do that to him, especially now he was so happy with Mum. I was so scared that he would somehow love me less. Would he think I was to blame? Would he see me differently? I loved being his little girl and thought he would be disgusted by me if he knew what my brother had done to me. 

I also worried about whether Mum would even believe me. Mum thought so much of David; would she believe he could do such a thing? He was often in and out of trouble, but this was a completely different thing. Would she believe that her precious son had raped her daughter? And if Mum didn’t believe me, would Dad take her side? 

All kinds of thoughts were spinning around in my head. It somehow felt easier to hide and pretend it had never happened. In a way, I felt like I was protecting my parents from themselves – it would be easier on them if I didn’t tell. I loved them fiercely; this would ruin everything and turn our family upside down. I didn’t have a single friend outside of the family; there was no one else who cared for me. Even though my life had been ruined, I couldn’t bear to feel responsible for ruining everyone else’s by telling. I was just twelve years old and I simply couldn’t take in what had happened. 

I was still sat on my bed when Mum called out to me. 

‘Vicky, are you up? These dogs need feeding,’ she shouted up the stairs. I jumped out of my skin, like someone had just violently shaken me out of a dream. My head was full of so many questions and emotions that I couldn’t think straight. 

‘Get a grip Vicky,’ I told myself, and I got on to my feet. I took a deep breath and walked down the stairs. My legs were so weak I thought I might collapse, and still I could feel the nausea rising in my throat, ready to burst out as soon as I opened my mouth. My stomach felt like it had hundreds of butterflies flying around inside. 

‘I have to tell Mum and Dad,’ I kept thinking. I tried thinking of a sentence, a word, anything, just to get their attention. But my mind was in a state. I couldn’t think straight for one second. All kinds of thoughts were overtaking one another and inside I was screaming in confusion. 

I turned the corner without realising and before I knew it I was standing in the kitchen. 

‘Oh, there you are,’ Mum laughed. ‘Look at these dogs, they’re starving!’ She was smiling, bustling around like nothing was wrong. I’d never felt my heart beat so fast and heavy in all my life. I thought I was going to collapse. I imagined I looked a state, white and sweaty and scared, but Mum obviously didn’t notice anything odd about my appearance. 

‘Please, ask me what’s wrong!’ I begged inside. I was desperate for her to ask me, anything to help me get the words out. I didn’t feel strong enough to say it myself, to form the words: ‘David raped me’. If only I had someone to weave it out of me – if only. I hovered on the spot for a few seconds, trying to put one foot in front of the other, but feeling frozen to the floor. 

‘C’mon Vicky, we haven’t got all day. There’s lots to do today,’ Mum added, before walking out of the door. I managed a thin, wavering smile and then the moment was gone, and I was lost. I felt numb. I went over to the dogs’ bowls, looking around the room hesitantly – thankfully no one was there. No sign of David. I let out a huge sigh of relief. I gave Ben a big hug, feeling reassured as he licked my face, and then I let him and Taura out while I prepared their food. I kept looking over my shoulder waiting for David to appear. Where was he? I was desperate to find out but I didn’t want to ask Mum in case I broke down and gave myself away. I kept waiting for the right moment to tell her. I didn’t manage to eat any food that morning; I couldn’t even stomach a drink. Everyone was busy and getting on with their day. If only they knew what had happened to me last night. Even if I had wanted to tell them, how could I? When? They had no time to sit down with me and talk and I didn’t have the words. 

I hadn’t been going to school for months, but for the first time in ages I wondered if it would be a better place to be than my home that morning. Ignored and cast aside at school, or this horrifying new world of fear and intimidation at home? It was too much to get my head around. What had I done to deserve all this? I cried inside. I wanted to curl up and sleep and never wake up; this was too tough and adult for a shy, scared child like me to deal with. 

But as much as school might have been an escape for other girls, for me it wasn’t really an option. I didn’t think I could cope with the bullying on top of everything else. Someone would say something mean and, in that state, I would have just fallen apart, spilling my poisonous secret everywhere. It wasn’t like there was a friend or teacher who I could ask for help or advice. I had no choice but to stay where I was. 

I clung to Mum and Dad, following them round like a shadow to avoid any danger of being alone. I didn’t see David all morning and the tension was unbearable. Every nerve in my body was straining to listen out for his heavy footsteps, the smell of his deodorant. 

A few hours later, I was in the bar with Mum. 

‘Do me a favour, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘Can you polish the brass for me again? Thanks, petal.’ 

I didn’t utter a word, just got on with the jobs like I always did. I walked around like a ghost. I’d never felt so dead and confused in all my life. I felt empty inside, like someone had ripped out my feelings and emotions. Every time I turned a corner I held my breath, wondering if I’d see David. 

And then, just after lunch when I was sitting at the bar drinking, he came in. I couldn’t look up. I just heard his voice, saying something to the boys around the bar, and then I felt his eyes burning into my skin. And then he went straight into the poolroom without speaking to me, without touching me. He acted like nothing had happened. 

I couldn’t believe it. It made me hope again that it had been a dream, praying it wasn’t true. There was no way he could be so casual about attacking me, was there? I desperately wanted to believe it was all just a horrible nightmare. But then I caught a waft of his deodorant again, and I knew that it was all too real. 

I couldn’t breathe. I’d suffered with asthma from a young age and I pulled out my inhaler, but my mouth went dry, my hands turned clammy and my heart beat faster than it had ever done before. I started swinging my legs and bouncing on my stool – I just couldn’t keep still. It was like my body was doing whatever it had to in order to cope. I looked up towards Mum and Dad. Should I tell them? Should I do it right now? I asked myself. But they were chatting away with friends, laughing with big grins on their faces. What would I say? In a way, I suppose I wanted them to notice that something was wrong with me, that I was unusually quiet, so they could ask me something. That would give me an opportunity to tell them and it’d be easier. But they didn’t notice a thing; they were too busy with the bar to notice anything about me. I couldn’t bear the idea of destroying their world. They’d hate me, turn against me, and I’d be completely alone. In the end I decided it was just easier on everyone to keep quiet. 

For the rest of the day I walked around the pub, following Mum and Dad like a lost puppy, half asleep. Trying to force my mind away from the terrors of the night before, I focused on helping my parents get the bar ready. I polished the warm mahogany until it glowed and wiped down the brass labels of the beer. Even the sour smell of the empty spills trays was a welcome distraction from my whirling thoughts. How could I be in danger here? I was surrounded by objects as familiar as old friends. In my dazed state, the comforting bulk of the cigarette machine seemed as good a protection as any other. But then, as soon as I’d convinced myself I was safe, David would stride across the pub’s threshold without a care in the world and I’d be plunged back into the new, brutal world he’d made for me. 

I avoided his eyes like a frightened animal, but it didn’t help. It was like I knew he was there without looking up and I felt like I was going to self-combust until he’d leave again. When my parents were busy I’d feel him stare at me so hard that I worried he would leave a mark on my skin. I couldn’t bear to think about what he might have been thinking. I felt dirty and disgusting. Still, no one noticed. All I could think about was why? My mind was whirling. I went through almost every day of the last year but still no answers came to mind. I wondered if someone had said something about me; had John Paul been winding him up about being soft with me? I racked my brain, going over every possible reason why he could have wanted to hurt me so badly. 

As the sun went lower and lower in the sky I became more and more panicky. If only it could have stayed day for ever, I could have coped with it, I could have stayed strong. But no one heard my silent prayers, and far, far too quickly it started getting dark. 

That night I went to bed as late as I possibly could. I kept finding little jobs to do around the bar, making myself useful to put off the moment when I had to leave the safety of my parents. 

‘Vicky, it’s late, go on up,’ Mum ordered, when I was still downstairs at 10pm. I stood, just looking at her, searching for the words to tell her how terrified I was of going to bed. But what could I say? She’d already turned to serve a customer and so, with a heart of stone, I climbed the stairs up to my bedroom. Looking back, it was like I was climbing the steps of a scaffold, trudging towards my own downfall. 

I climbed into bed and I lay still, petrified. I was scared of going to sleep but I was totally exhausted. The emotional strain of the day had taken its toll so, although I fought sleep for as long as I could, my body betrayed me and I dropped off. I must’ve just closed my eyes when I heard a noise. The door creaked and the landing light shone into the room. This time I knew what was coming. I wanted to scream but I couldn’t get any sounds out of my mouth. 

I smelt David’s odour as he climbed in my bed behind me. I held on to my nightie and tried to wrap it around my legs, but I was scared that if I resisted too much he’d hurt me even more. He tugged on my nightie again. I tried to hold it tight between my legs but his tugs got harder until eventually his hands were on my skin again. I didn’t know what to do. Knowing what was to come, should I get up and run or wait until it was over? If I stayed still, was I allowing him to rape me? But, if I run, would he catch me and hurt me even more? Would he kill me? All sorts of thoughts were running through my head. But, before I could decide what to do for the best, I felt his arms wrap around me and pull me close to him. He raped me from behind all over again. His hands pulled me hard into him. The pain was excruciating. I felt so sick. I could hear him panting and his body was hot and clammy next to my bottom. It felt so disgustingly wrong, but I was so trapped and fearful of what he’d do. Tears filled my eyes and rolled silently down my cheeks, forming a wet patch on my pillow. I kept my body stiff, hoping it’d ease the pain, but it didn’t. I looked at the pictures on my wall, stared out my window, anything to help me deal with the pain. Minutes later it was over and he shuffled out from under the duvet. My brother didn’t utter a word, and then he was gone, just like that. He closed the door behind him and I cried and cried. David was like a ghost in the night, flying into my room, taking what he wanted and leaving without saying a word. Why was he doing this to me? 

I barely slept all night and when the sun shone through my curtains in the morning I went to the bathroom and lay in a hot bath. I scrubbed and washed myself hard to try and remove the dirt I felt creeping all over my skin. I felt like my entire body was crying on the inside. The tears falling didn’t make the pain any easier, so what use was it to cry? I longed to be the innocent girl I had been a few days ago. Even though life hadn’t been a bunch of roses, it was still better than feeling the way I did now. I felt like I was living in hell. 

David was gone by the time I went downstairs a few hours later. Thankfully he’d gone off with his mates so I didn’t have to see him yet. As I walked into the lounge I couldn’t even look Mum or Dad in the eye. 

‘Morning love,’ Mum sang. I was so disgusted with myself I couldn’t look up.‘Are you OK?’ she added. I stood still staring at the floor for a moment. ‘Vicky? Everything OK?’ she asked again, but as I tried opening my mouth the words wouldn’t come out. A few seconds passed and I just stood frozen to the spot. ‘Oh, stop playing games with me,Vicky. On your way,’ Mum spat the words out, clearly annoyed by my strange behaviour. 

I felt so dirty. This was even worse than yesterday. I hated myself even more because I wasn’t able to stop David abusing me, and so, in a way, I felt like I was making it happen, or at least allowing it to happen. Mum left the room and I looked around; everything looked so different. Even the television and sofa looked different, because my life had changed so drastically. Nothing would ever be the same. I sat on the sofa for a while but it felt uncomfortable, after what David had done to me. My life as I knew it was gone for ever – just curling up on the sofa felt unnatural and disgusting. I tried to remember my life, the state of my mind and body two days earlier but I couldn’t focus and everything was a blur. All I could feel was pain and disgust. My whole being was ravaged with fear, and happiness was a distant memory. 

I did my duties as best I could without showing I was in discomfort down below, and then I escaped outside. I sobbed as I hugged Ben in the garden. I took him for a long walk so I could be alone. ‘Is this going to go on every night?’ I thought. ‘How can I stop him? What can I do?’ I was so angry with myself for letting it happen. Looking back, it makes me so sad that instead of being angry with David, I started hating myself for being so weak and vulnerable. If felt like there was no one I could trust, no one I could turn to for protection. I couldn’t even bear to imagine the look on my Dad’s face when he realised what a terrible thing had been done to his little girl. No, on some level I felt like it was my own fault that David had hurt me like this, and I would have to deal with it myself. 

I didn’t see David all day. Mum didn’t even mention him. It was like I had wished him away. If only that had been true . . . If only that could have been the end of my ordeal. 

The day flew past. I kept checking the clocks, seeing how long I had to come up with a way of fighting him off. But I was so traumatised that it was all I could do to sleepwalk through the day. Before I could even think clearly it was evening and I was sent back up to that little room. My stomach churned with hot dread. 

That night I went to bed and chose a longer nightie from my drawer, an old-fashioned one that fastened high up my neck and reached right down to my ankles. I didn’t own any pyjamas and going to bed in your clothes was unheard of. In my little twelve-year-old mind the only way of protecting myself was to find a better nightie, one that would cover my body. I lay in bed and waited. I had to stay awake. I had to come up with a plan to stop him. But again my eyes flickered; the tiredness of two sleepless nights mixed with two days of being completely emotionally drained had wiped me out. I was exhausted. I don’t know what time it was but I heard a creaking sound echo through the room, sounding alarm bells in my head. How I wished it were Mum or Dad checking up on me, tucking me in for the night. But deep down I knew it wasn’t. I knew he’d come back. 

With my back to the door again I couldn’t see anything and I kept my eyes closed, hoping it’d make things easier, less real. The next minute I felt the duvet move and I smelt David’s familiar smell. It made me want to throw up and my whole body started shivering. I kept my eyes shut this time, sealing them closed like I was trying desperately to avoid seeing a ghost. I tried to imagine anything but David’s face but, as David pulled my body from behind towards him again, it was hard to imagine anything when the stabbing, sickening pain started all over again. As he raped me, a constant knifing agony shot through my body. I don’t know how I managed not to scream. The pain was as bad as the first and second time, almost unbearable. But I knew it was only going to last minutes so I held on, trying to think of something else. Anything to block my thoughts. It was exactly the same nightmarish experience as before: the thrusts, the grunting, and the clamminess. It was also every bit as disgusting as the other times – worse, because I was more aware of what was happening. My brother didn’t utter a word. It was like he’d sneaked into a shop, pinched what he wanted and sneaked back out again. Within minutes it was over again and he was gone. 

I lay in my bed overcome with anger and disgust. I wanted to scream at the top of my voice, but I clamped my hand over my mouth. The smallest sound might bring him back and then what would happen? Would he rape me again? Would he kill me? Would he hurt my parents? My brother had broken every taboo by forcing himself upon me – there was literally nothing he wouldn’t do to get what he wanted. 

David had such a humiliating hold over me, but I was so desperate to be free of him. I started to toss and turn with frustration. It was unbearable. ‘What am I going to do?’ I thought. ‘What if it goes on for ever? I can’t stand it; I’ll die if it happens again. I’ll have to run away,’ I concluded, hugging myself tightly. Even with so many emotions running through my veins, I still didn’t cry. The tears were somehow blocked, just as my voice had been and anyway, what good would crying do? Everything felt so useless. If only I could turn to someone. If only I could trust Mum to support me. Even if she did believe me, how could I do that to my dad? Would he go after David? Would David hurt him back? I was terrified of the outcome. Could I really let my whole family be torn apart? Whatever I did, I’d have to live with the consequences for life. The more I thought about telling, the more impossible it seemed. How on earth would people cope? It seemed so incomprehensible. 


The next morning I had another bath, but this time, instead of fighting back tears, I was angry. I was consumed with rage that I was letting David rape me. I took Ben and Taura for another long walk afterwards – it was my only chance to be on my own with my thoughts. As I walked I got angrier and angrier. Instead of asking questions that were never going to be answered – Why was he doing this? What had I done wrong? – I started thinking about ways I could stop him. The easiest way would be to tell someone, but what if he persuaded everyone that I was lying? How could I argue with him? I didn’t feel strong enough. I didn’t have faith in the people around me to save me. Even at twelve years old, I knew it was useless to rely on others. The only person who had ever stood up for me was now my biggest enemy. I was totally alone. ‘I have to do something myself,’ I thought. I spent the day thinking of different options – could I ask for a lock on my door? Maybe I could move the chest of drawers up against the door? Anything to keep that monster out. 

When I got home late that afternoon, I heard Mum and David having problems with the bathroom door. As I went up to my bedroom I could hear them trying to get into the bathroom. No one was inside, but the door was locked and they just couldn’t get in there. Then, suddenly, the door just opened. ‘Oh my God!’ I heard Mum laugh. ‘It must be the ghost everyone talks about.’ It freaked everyone out. 

Normally I would’ve joined in the laughter, but now I had no enthusiasm for anything. I’d never been scared of ghosts, but now I had far scarier thoughts going through my head. Ghosts were nothing compared to the real-life horrors that haunted my nights. 

As I sat on my bed listening to their shrieks of laughter, my thoughts were spinning madly. Part of me was listening to what was happening outside my room, while another part of me was obsessively thinking over the past week. Right then and there I suddenly thought of a plan to avoid David at bedtime. The ghosts were a perfect excuse. I could use them as a reason why I never wanted to be alone. 

That night, I was about to go up to bed when I cornered Mum. 

‘I don’t want to sleep alone tonight,’ I said. ‘What if the ghosts lock me in my bedroom like they locked the bathroom door today?’ My heart was hammering in my chest, and I must have looked petrified, but that was all part of the plan. 

‘Oh, don’t be silly,Vicky, your bedroom is fine,’ she tried to reassure me. But this time I wasn’t going to be cast aside. 

‘No, Mum, I can’t,’ I announced, my voice trembling, ‘I’m going to sleep in your room.’ With that I turned on my heels and walked away, praying she wouldn’t come after me and tell me she wasn’t having any of it. She must have noticed how white I was because she didn’t argue anymore. When I was safely round the corner, I slumped against the wall in relief. I was safe. For tonight, I was safe. 

That night I curled up on Mum and Dad’s sheep rug at the bottom of their bed. Part of me knew my brother would never get me here, but I also worried about my little safety net. It seemed such a flimsy solution. David had proved he was capable of anything. Eventually I managed to sleep and, even though I awoke randomly throughout the night, I was left alone in my warm, furry rug. I was so relieved I wanted to cry. 

When Mum and Dad woke up the next morning and found I was still there, they thought I was crazy. But being thought crazy was the last thing I had to worry about. 

‘It’s those ghosts,’ I claimed. ‘They freak me out.’ 

‘Vicky, you’re a big girl,’ my mum said, sighing. ‘Why are you acting like such a baby?’ 

‘Hey now, it doesn’t matter, does it?’ my dad would ask her, then turn to me. ‘Don’t fret, sweetheart. No need to be scared of ghosts. They won’t dare come near you when your scary old dad is around.’ 

I managed a watery smile at the sight of my skinny dad flexing his muscles, relieved that they didn’t suspect a thing. After that I said it every night. Some nights Mum lost her patience and told me not to be stupid, so I got cleverer and watched TV until late, waiting until Mum and Dad went to bed too before curling up on their rug without them knowing. Fear made me resourceful. They thought I was mad, but I stuck to my ghost story so, in the end, they didn’t make an issue of it any more. 

I’ll never know if David went into my room looking for me. Even the thought of his step on the floorboards sent shivers down my spine and I suffered through many sleepless nights, convinced that he’d find a way to get to me. If my own bedroom wasn’t safe, how could anywhere be? All I know was that he didn’t find me in my new hiding place and for that I was so unbelievably relieved. 

For the next few weeks I spent every night in Mum and Dad’s room, and every waking minute trying to stay away from David. It was a matter of life and death for me to avoid him and I treated it like it was a military operation. Weeks passed without me seeing any more than his shadow, or hearing any more than the muffled echo of his voice from the poolroom. But, after about a month, I walked into the kitchen one day and there he was, preparing some food on the worktop. I saw the back of him and, as quickly as I spotted him, I walked back out again. Afterwards, I locked myself in the bathroom and tried to stop shaking. He had been close enough to touch me. I tried to make sure that would never happen again. Thankfully, because of his nomadic nature – David was always moving around and visiting friends – it was possible to stay clear of him. Mum and Dad didn’t suspect anything. They just thought we acted like typical siblings, fighting more as we became teenagers. If only they had known how twisted our relationship had really become. 

As the weeks passed I began to believe that David enjoyed coming home and terrifying me, keeping me on edge. 

One morning I came out of the kitchen with a packet of crisps in my hand. I was about to open them and tuck in when David appeared from nowhere and headed straight for me. Instinctively, I spread myself across the hallway wall. If I could have had one wish at that moment it would have been to be able to walk through walls and escape from him. I wanted to close my eyes and pretend I couldn’t see him. In the end, his strides slowed down, just like everything became slow motion except my racing pulse and tangled thoughts. With my heart beating so fast it felt like it was going to explode, my head spinning and my hands so sweaty I could barely grasp my packet of crisps. But David walked by. He had a spiteful smirk on his face that was so eerie it could’ve scared a ghost. I looked to the floor as I felt him brush past me. The touch of his body made my skin crawl. Thankfully, he didn’t say a word. I couldn’t even look up. He walked by and didn’t do a thing. It was enough to leave me a shaking wreck. 

Some mornings, when David was home, I waited for him to use the bathroom and leave the house before I even got out of bed. It was easier, as that way I knew there was no chance of bumping into him. Other times I somehow made sure I was always with someone if he was around. I was living with a man I hated, and my biggest fear was that he’d try to get me alone. The very thought made me sick with terror. 

I silently rejoiced when David was away with friends for days on end. It was such a relief not having to walk around and live every day in his shadow. Those days I relaxed a little, but I still couldn’t forget what had happened. Even when his presence wasn’t a constant reminder, it was impossible to forget. I hoped it’d be a







A Wonderful Wedding 

My little family and I moved back to Purfleet when I had Kirk, away from the noisy neighbours and the rough estate. After being back just a few months, a friend of mine announced her engagement and I was invited to her party. It was perfect timing because after a hellish few months I definitely needed a good time with friends. I was in my late twenties by then, with five kids, and I had lost my father, my mother was extremely fragile and my brother was a violent criminal who had already tried to silence me for good. 

Looking back, I had a lot to cope with. 

The party turned out to be a great night and, during the evening, I caught the eye of a guy I’d never met before. He was full of smiles and kept looking over. Eventually he introduced himself. 

‘Hi, I’m Kelly. I think I’ve seen you around town.’ 

He had a lovely voice, really warm and genuine. I was flattered that he’d noticed me, but I’d been burned too many times to lose my head over him – that night, at least! 

The following night I invited a few friends over to my place to gossip about last night’s party, and Kelly joined us. We ended up chatting all night. He made me laugh so much, and we bonded very quickly. Kelly was only a few years older than me and he told me he didn’t really have any family left. I felt for him – I knew what it was like to lose someone you loved – but I also loved his wry sense of humour. 

Kelly wasn’t exactly gorgeous, but then, after Tim, I’d had enough of fickle, good-looking men to last me a lifetime. It’s normally something about a guy’s personality I go for, and Kelly seemed like a genuinely nice person. He kept hanging his arm over his armchair, so we’d brush against each other’s fingers every now and then. There was a lot of chemistry between us and it was obvious he liked me; I liked him too. Kelly later told me that whenever he saw me at the school gates I intrigued him because I wasn’t like the other mothers; I seemed more ‘down to earth’. Likewise, he seemed more real than anybody I’d ever met. 

That night we got on so well that Kelly never left. I know it sounds crazy but he just decided to move in. There was no official chat and I didn’t even ask him – he just announced it. I made it clear that my children and I came as a package, but he was genuinely enthusiastic about joining my family. I thought his spontaneity was quite exciting, and he was completely honest when he told me he was in the middle of a split with an ex-girlfriend. 

‘Meeting you has made me realise that it should end,’ he added. ‘I want to be with you and your kids for ever.’ I felt bad for his ex, but it was just what I wanted to hear. So, step-by-step, he moved his things over to mine. It’s weird how it just happened so quickly. You’d think I’d be more cautious of sudden relationships as I got older, be a little bit more wary, but deep down I was still hoping that every man who gave me some attention would be the one who would love and protect me and mine for ever. Kelly seemed like a man who could shelter us from harm. 

He certainly didn’t shy away from commitment. Three days after we’d met, we were chatting in bed when Kelly just popped the question. Actually, it wasn’t so much of a question as a statement – ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you. We should get married,’ he said, serious as anything. It was crazy and it had all happened so fast, but I said ‘yes’, completely caught up in the moment. There was just something about him that made me feel safe. And, in hindsight, I suppose the previous few years had been so difficult that I felt I didn’t have anything to lose. It was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. 

The next few months were amazing. Kelly and I had a lot of fun together and he was great with the kids. Kirsty was in her teens when I met Kelly and was still living at her gran’s. My eldest had grown into a wonderful young lady; I was so proud of her. Considering where we lived and the type of people we called neighbours, she didn’t mix with any bad crowds and had a very secure unit of friends around her. She’d turned out brilliantly. But, as Kelly got to know my family, he assumed Kirsty was my sister. He never asked me directly, but we were so close in age he never thought I might be her mother. To be honest, it was what a lot of people assumed. It was very confusing for other people, but it worked OK for us. Kirsty knew I was her biological mum, of course, but had never asked any questions. It was all she knew and she just accepted it in that wonderful way that kids do. And, as long as she was happy, that’s all I cared about. I suppose I’d carried on living my life in a bubble, hoping the subject of her father would never come up. She was such a happy, polite and loving girl that I was sure she was content. Our family’s situation was always going to be a tricky subject for people to understand so we were pretty private about it, until direct questions were asked. I was sure Kelly would find out one day if he stayed around long enough, so I never corrected him. I suppose part of me felt that, if Kelly didn’t know I’d been pregnant at twelve, it would make the whole ordeal less real. David’s attacks were old wounds but they were still deep, ugly ones, and I didn’t want to show them to my fiancé just yet. 

Kelly was very romantic. He regularly wrote me poems and left them around the house for me to find, or he’d text romantic messages. I wrote them all down so I’d never forget them: ‘Good morning my love, just to let you know I love you’; ‘I want to hold you so much. I love you so much.’ I’d never been treated this way before and I found it hard to get used to. 

‘Have you got nothing better to do than text me all day?’ I joked. 

I just wasn’t used to such a loving boyfriend and I didn’t know how to respond. Whenever he gave me a compliment I shrugged it off – having nice things said to me was so alien. I had no self-confidence and I hated everything about myself, having been put down and treated so badly by men over the years. Kelly had a lot of work ahead of him if he wanted the same level of romance back. 

Kelly was brilliant in lots of ways, but his real fault was that he regularly took speed. As I’ve said before, everyone in my life seemed to be taking drugs so when I found out Kelly did too I tried to brush it aside, concentrating on the fact he was a nice guy instead. But, after a few weeks, I realised it was going to cause a lot of problems for us. Taking speed meant Kelly never slept: he grabbed fiveminute naps when he could but he never actually came to bed to sleep. So, in the end, I ended up joining him a couple of times after the kids were in bed. I found myself feeling completely out of control and, even though it was a great way to do the housework, it wasn’t right for me. Kelly, though, was addicted, and it was harder for him to just give it up. 

Kelly may have been addicted to speed, but his love and affection seemed to unleash something even darker in me. If he came back late from work I’d fly into a jealous rage, shouting and screaming and even getting violent. During one argument I grabbed Kelly’s walking stick and slammed it over his back in my temper. There was so much force behind my blow that the stick split in two and it left a mark on Kelly’s back. He looked at me and I could see the hurt in his eyes. Afterwards I felt so guilty I cried myself to sleep. 

‘What’s wrong,Vicks?’ Kelly asked. ‘Why are you acting like this?’ 

‘I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry,’ I’d whimper. ‘I swear to you it’ll never happen again.’ 

But I couldn’t tell him what was really behind my terrifying fit of anger. I hated what I was doing but I just couldn’t stop myself. It was like I was no better than David. I had hated my life for so many years, and I had locked up so many emotions for so long, that I was torn about by bitterness and it all came out at Kelly. I couldn’t hurt David so instead I raged against the man I loved. 

No matter what I did to Kelly, though, he always came home. I couldn’t believe he hadn’t walked away like so many before him. I think he proved to me that, no matter what we went through, he must love me, because he was sticking around. 

In October 2002, we got married. I managed to find £400 for my wedding dress and Mum came with me to buy it. 

Always being so busy I only allocated myself one day to find one so we went to this wedding shop and I tried loads on, but it wasn’t until I tried the last one that I fell in love. The dress was gorgeous and fitted my figure perfectly, but I was so fussy I still wanted to change it. It had roses all around the neckline and although I liked them I thought there were too many. 

‘It’s a shame there are so many roses, eh, Mum?’ I moaned. 

And Mum just gave me a smile. ‘Don’t worry, I can take a few off for you,’ she reassured me. She was quite clever with a sewing machine and thread. 

We weren’t going to have a big party because we couldn’t afford it but where we could, we splashed out. As Kelly was a great cook, he was in charge of the cake and he made three tiers: one was fruit, one was sponge and one was chocolate and heart shaped. All my girls were my bridesmaids and they had beautiful blue and lilac trouser-suits that mum had made and gorgeous baskets of flowers. After my Dad’s death my relationship with my Mum had really deepened. She’d always been great on a practical level, but having nursed her through her grief and depression we were much more emotionally close now. I’d seen her at her most vulnerable, and now I was very protective of her. I only wished there was a way I could stop her doting on David without smashing apart all of our lives. 

The night before the wedding the girls wanted to see me in my dress and I was happy to oblige. The atmosphere in the flat was very loving and excited. But, as I tried to pull the zip up, it broke. My heart almost fell to the ground. I just looked at Mum in despair. 

‘Don’t worry, love,’ she said, in her straightforward way. 

‘I’ll sort it.’ 

Early the next morning she got up, bought a new zip and was sewing hours before my wedding. It was a bit stressful, but I was so grateful to Mum for saving the day. 

We got married at Gray’s register office. It was a beautiful day, but something was missing – my dad. I could feel his absence and amidst my happiness I couldn’t help but be sad that he wasn’t there to give me away. But when Kelly and I were told we were husband and wife I was so happy that I had tears in my eyes. I’d finally found my soul mate. I never thought it was going to happen and I still had to pinch myself on the day. 

Our party was nothing glamorous – just a nice, simple gathering with friends and family. Kelly wrote a speech and another poem. It was beautiful. I felt very special. 

Mid-evening we ran out of alcohol and food. We just hadn’t expected the day to go on for so long. Turned out it was a party everyone wanted to be involved in. In the end I had to go to the supermarket, but I didn’t want to take my wedding dress off. It was the most beautiful item of clothing I had ever owned and I wanted to keep it on for ever. 

‘I don’t mind going,’ a friend offered. 

But I couldn’t let a guest buy food and drink for my wedding reception. So I decided to go in my dress. 

‘It’ll be fun,’ I giggled. 

So I caught the bus to the supermarket that was just down the road and everyone stared. 

‘I’ve just got married,’ I smiled. 

I loved saying the words. I don’t think I’d ever been so happy. In the supermarket I was running up and down the aisles trying to be as fast as possible so I didn’t miss much of the party. I must’ve looked a right sight. 

It was a wonderful day and, most importantly, David wasn’t invited. He’d gone up to Scotland and done one of his vanishing acts. Mum hadn’t heard from him for ages. He was most probably with a new girlfriend and didn’t want Mum for anything, so he stayed away. Despite Mum’s quibbles, none of us made the effort to get in touch with him so it made the day so much happier. I thought that perhaps we were free of him for ever. I was wrong. 
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