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Chapter One

My life reads like the romances I became addicted to months after turning eleven. The tales I devoured as an impressionable young girl were published years before my birth. They tended to feature vulnerable, innocent women, sometimes still in their teens, being swept off their feet and often rescued by older, powerful men. The hero inevitably had faults only the heroine could overlook, or even cure. By becoming his wife, after a series of struggles, they lived happily ever after and she enjoyed a lifestyle she would not otherwise have enjoyed.

These tales were light-hearted and easy to read. They were designed for gloomy evenings when there is nothing better to do or for holiday sun loungers where nobody wants to tax their brains.

They were never designed as guides for life.

I was born with a name that I felt suited a spirited heroine who would one day be found by her prince. My full name was Lily Belle Hundreds, Lily to everyone and Lils to my nearest friends. I was born in the North Kent village of Corringford on 23rd April 1983. I was the only child of Daisy and Sebastian Hundreds and my childhood was idyllic until the month after my eleventh birthday.

My mother was born into a Romany family, the Tharlands, who travelled about Kent, originally picking hops and making baskets, but by the time of her childhood, their main source of income was horse-trading. My mother never attended school nor lived in one place for more than two months until her immediate family settled into a chalet on a permanent site when she was fourteen. Two years later, she met my father and they married just after she turned nineteen.

My father’s background was very different to my mother’s. The Hundreds owned hundreds of acres of Kent for hundreds of years. Consequently, they were very wealthy and considered old money. He attended private schools from the age of five to eighteen, at which point he joined the army and enrolled at Sandhurst. He was very much following in his family’s footsteps. Every generation of Hundreds produced at least half a dozen soldiers.

My father saw action in Northern Ireland and distinguished himself on many occasions. Whilst on leave, three years before I was born, he met my mother at a fair. He was twenty-five, nine years her senior. Although he was from another world, they instantly fell in love and soon won each other’s family over. It was like a fairy tale romance but the happily ever after did not last forever.

However, they were very happy for fourteen years. I was a much-wanted baby, and they only regretted that no little brothers or sisters followed me. Instead, I was the focus of their love, attention as well as their time, and plenty of money was spent on me. No expense, no effort was spared in my upbringing but I do not think I was ever spoiled as such. I was raised to have good manners, to respect myself, to respect other people and to have a firm sense of right and wrong. 

I moved between three worlds effortlessly as a little girl. 

There was my Romany mother’s family, some who still moved from place to place but most lived near Corringford, either in houses or on a Travellers’ site. 

There was my wealthy father’s family, his father actually owned a stately home and his mother mixed with minor royals. 

There were my friends and neighbours, a mixture of middle and working class people, most of whom had lived in the area for generations and most of whom were white. 

I got on with everyone. From visits to Appleby Horse Fair with my Tharland cousins, to mixing with the other officers’ daughters, to playing let’s pretend with the pair of sisters who lived over the road, I fitted in happily. I was a quick, easy-going child who naturally looked on the bright side of life.

Growing up, my background was more Corringford than Romany or wealthy. My mother became very English in many ways when she married, but she still me taught many Romany ways. My father often played down his moneyed background, and I was never encouraged to show off. I went to the local primary school and attended Stage Club.

Stage Club was a twice weekly after school activity where dozens of children, aged from seven to sixteen, learned the performing arts. We learned to sing, act and dance. Stage Club demanded its members take their craft seriously. A few children were always thrown out each year for bad attitude or persistent lateness. Stage Club had many links to television production companies, theatres, music agents and modelling agencies. It was not uncommon for auditions to be advertised through the club for minor, or even major parts, in children’s dramas or for someone to look for a child to take part in a television advertisement.

I attended the club from the age of seven. I was very good at singing, I danced well and my acting was passable. Everyone praised my voice. It was unusually mature for a child’s and my range of three octaves was rare for someone my age. I appeared in various pantomimes as a village child or a fairy, always alongside several other children. I sang twice on Children in Need. I was in a crowd scene in a soap. These enjoyable experiences made me determined to have a career on stage. Maybe as a singer, maybe as an actress, maybe as a model. Whatever I ended up doing, I wanted to be performing in some way.

It was very unlikely then that I would become a model. I was a strange looking child. I was on the tall side and too thin for my height, my face was long and my eyes were the colour of brandy and almond shaped but too deep set. My ears were slightly pointed and stuck out, almost like an elf’s. My nose did not suit my face and my teeth were not completely straight, although they looked very white against my red lips and golden-brown skin. My hair looked as though my mother was dying it despite my young age. It was thick, straight and glossy but a very bright shade of auburn. My father called me his little ruby redhead.

I never felt plain as a child though. How could I when I was so loved and nobody picked on me? My mother, on the other hand, was beautiful. She was neither tall nor short, her hourglass figure was slim, her lovely pink and white face was flawless and her very black curls and eyes always shone. She was always modestly but smartly dressed and knew how to show herself to her best advantage. She told me I was pretty and could grow up to be anything I wanted to be. I could marry a nice Gypsy boy. I could go to university or I could act. The world was my oyster. She was determined I would complete my education though. Having never really learned to read and write with confidence, she wanted more for me. I admired her for her gentle strength, her immaculate manners and her ability to read people and situations. When I grew up, I wanted to be the same.

My father was equally good looking and similarly encouraging. He stood six foot three in socks, he was broad shouldered and long limbed and muscled thanks to years of army training. He was fair, his hair was dark blond, his eyes were very blue and his Roman nose was freckled. For the first eleven years of my life, he was my hero. He was a charismatic man with a keen sense of humour and popular with men, women, soldiers and civilians. He adored my mother and she worshipped him. As I grew up, I wanted, no I expected, such happiness in my future marriage.

During the first eleven years of my life, my father completed four tours of duty, totalling four years. When he was away, I missed him with all my heart and jumped on the letters he sent home as well as the phone calls he was occasionally able to make. He missed us. He hoped I was a good girl and working hard at school as well as at Stage Club.

I was not an academic child. I do not brag when I say I was not stupid, but it was clear that my talents lay outside of the classroom. I was good at games and practical things like cooking, sewing, drawing and woodwork. I struggled with reading, writing and maths. Because I struggled with the basic building blocks, I struggled with other academic subjects. However, I was a popular child, I had many friends and I enjoyed school. My mother suspected I enjoyed the social side more than the learning she insisted upon and she was right.

Although I enjoyed school, I loved Stage Club passionately. I was generally a well-behaved child, but if I did act up, my parents only had to hint I might not be allowed to attend the next session to keep me on the straight and narrow.

My childhood, full of performing, my parents, my wider family, my friends and cushioned by wealth, was blissful. I was loved, praised, valued and part of something bigger than myself. I always felt so secure that I took everything for granted. On my mother’s side, I was closest to my cousin, Delilah, several years my senior. On my father’s side, I was closest to Letty, another cousin, who was about the same age as Delilah and about to enter Sandhurst.

I had no idea how quickly everything could come crashing down.


Chapter Two

May Day, Monday 2nd May 1994, was the day my childhood ended. My father was on leave but not at home, he had left us the day before to visit an old army friend. Neither my mother nor I thought much of it. He told us he would be back on Tuesday morning, and I expected to see him after I got back from school and Stage Club.

I never went to Stage Club that evening. I would not attend for weeks to come.

I had no idea that when I kissed my father goodbye on the Sunday afternoon, I would not only never kiss him again, but I would never think of him in the same way again. My mother kissed him on the lips as usual, and we waved him off before heading back inside the house. She went to listen to the radio while I went to brush Roxy, our dog.

I did not attend school the following day because it was a bank holiday. Instead, I played in the park with six of my classmates. Towards midday we headed to our homes, agreeing to meet again after lunch.

I suspected nothing as I walked home, my head full of the gymnastics we had been doing. I could almost do a handstand then fall forwards into a crab position. Elise, a girl who was very flexible, had been coaching me, holding her hands near my back. I was convinced I would master the move after lunch. I noticed an unusual car on our drive. It was dark blue and a BMW that was only a few years old.

I knew this car belonged to Uncle Tim and the sight did not disturb me. He was my godfather, my father’s oldest friend, a fellow soldier who served with him and whom I saw fairly often. We were not close although he was always kind to me, and he took an interest in my life. He was married to Elspeth and they lived in Dragonhill, a village half an hour’s drive from Corringford. They had no children. He was then forty-three years old, and he had recently left the army.

I opened the front door and instantly knew something was wrong. The house was silent. From what I could see of it, nothing was out of place, but the atmosphere was dreadful.

“Mum?” I called. Panic made my voice shrill.

There was a brief noise and Uncle Tim appeared. His handsome fair face was marred by weeping and shock. His deep set, deep blue eyes were red and sunken, and his straight, brown hair was unusually messy. He was as tall as my father, with the same excellent posture, but he appeared stooped and shrunken.

“What is it?” I gasped.

“Lily, come inside and sit down.” He took my hand as though I were a much younger child. “I have very bad news.”

We entered the living room and I saw my mother in a state I never saw her in before. Her face was drained of blood, her neck was mushroom-white, but her face looked orange, thanks to her usual make up. I could see how she had outlined her lips and eyes that morning. She looked stunned and kept moving about as through trying to either shake off or grasp something. She barely noticed me until I was seated then she began to weep.

Uncle Tim turned me to face him and spoke the words I never forgot.

“Lily, your father was in a car crash late last night. He tried to overtake a bus and misjudged. He hit an oncoming lorry. He did not suffer. The doctors at the hospital confirmed he died instantly.”

I stared at my godfather. The familiar room began to spin, and I could feel my mind leaving my body as my limbs became numb.

Uncle Tim took my icy hands in his large ones and looked even more uncomfortable as he continued.

“That is not the only thing I have to tell you. Your father also had a girlfriend and a six-year-old daughter by her. They were both in the car at the time, and they also died instantly.”

“No, no, no, no!” I shrieked, bouncing up and away from this source of pain. “That can’t be true. You are lying. He’s my daddy and he is married to Mummy. I never had a little brother or sister and nobody is dead. He’s not on a tour of duty so he’s safe. Bring him to me! He cannot die.”

My mother’s sobs became louder and Uncle Tim had no more words. He hugged me, half pulling me onto his lap, and also began to weep.

It took many days for me to absorb the news, weeks to accept it and even longer to fully understand all the details. My father, my adored, idolised father of whom everyone spoke well, had been having affairs from a time before I was born. Some of these liaisons were one-night stands, some lasted for months, and his relationship with Kelly Walsall had been going on since I was four. Their daughter, Cathy, was the only child my father ever had apart from me.

Uncle Tim tried to reassure my mother and me of this, but it was no comfort at all. My mother’s grief gradually gave way to anger. Soldiers had a reputation for extramarital affairs whilst away but she always believed my father was faithful to her from the day he told her he loved her. She demanded to know what Uncle Tim and the rest of the battalion had known. What had the wives of the soldiers known? Had Kelly and her child been accepted as one of them? Did they all used to laugh behind her back at her, the Gypsy who never went to school?

Uncle Tim tried to reassure her. Aunt Elspeth tried to reassure her, but it was no use. A wedge grew between them and my mother, and therefore also me. Eventually, it became clear that they, especially my godfather, knew that my father was habitually unfaithful and they had also known about Kelly and Cathy, but they never actually met either of them. This turned me against them. I could no longer see my uncle as the morally upright man who could always be relied upon to do the right thing. I could no longer see my aunt as a good woman who handled the difficult role of being a soldier’s wife well. I was too young, too shocked, too hurt to see shades of grey, to see that soldiers had to stick together due to the dangers they faced and that nobody could force a man to be faithful. I could not see that a man could be an excellent father, a loving husband and a lying adulterer all at the same time. As I could never stop loving my father, I had to withdraw from that side of the family, especially Uncle Tim, and hate Kelly and Cathy Walsall with a ferocity I never experienced before.

At the same time, I was obsessed with them, but my mother was in no mood to answer my questions. She turned into a cold, distant person who snapped curt replies to my painful enquiries.

I saw a photo of the pair in the local paper shortly after they died and before we became estranged from my father’s connections. I was struck at how ordinary they looked. I did not know what I had expected, some signs of evil, I suppose. Kelly was described as being thirty-two and living in Margate. She had very blonde, straight hair with a long nose and dark grey eyes set in a fair, slim face. She gave the impression of being petite. Her daughter was of greater interest to me. Did she look like me or my, our, father?

The photo of Cathy was clearly her last school photo. She wore a striped tie with a white shirt under a burgundy V-necked jumper. Her skin might be described as olive, it was slightly darker than mine. Her eyes were nothing like mine or my father’s, they were the same colour as her mother’s but round and framed with black lashes. Her face was round and pretty, and from what I could see of her hair, tied up in a ponytail, it was thick, wavy and dark brown, worn with a fringe.

I stared at my half-sister for some time before shaking my head and burying the paper in the bin, where my mother would not see it.

My mother’s family rallied round, both appalled at our loss and at my father’s deception. A whisper went round that she would have done better to have married a good Gypsy boy, which she agreed with and cut me to the bone. I was half Hundreds, half English and my father’s daughter. Did they not see the pain they caused?

I did not go to school for a fortnight, but I was glad to escape there and to Stage Club, whenever I could. Home had become a bewildering place. I had thought my father was safe because he returned alive from his last tour of duty. I had thought I knew him and that my mother would never turn cold or stop loving him. How wrong I was.

Various members of my Tharland family stayed with us and tried to sort out what to do once the funeral was over and my mother declared she no longer wanted any contact with her in-laws. I was given no say in this. Besides, nobody liked to upset a grieving widow.

Until that fateful day, I automatically assumed I would continue my education at a private school for girls in a nearby town. The school had an excellent reputation. I had scraped through the entrance exam and passed the interview with flying colours the previous November. Now everything was up in the air.

My father had some savings, and my mother would receive a widow’s pension. Despite this, our financial situation was not as healthy as it once was and my mother never worked outside the home. I overheard whispered conversations between Tharland aunts that she should think of re-marrying once she felt able to. They also discussed me. Might I be withdrawn from school, like so many Romany girls are, after completing primary school, and learn to be a wife and mother? Maybe we would move to the site?

In the end we did not move, and I did continue with my education but at the local comprehensive, Downshill. It was a decent school, and most of my classmates were going there. I was happy enough to go, but I did not expect to be truly happy anywhere. It was no big deal to put on a scarlet, round-necked jumper over a white polo shirt with a navy-blue skirt instead of a dark green, V-necked jumper, over a white button-down shirt with a green and grey plaid skirt. I expected little happiness from whichever school I attended.

I felt grief, grief for the father I had known and lost as well as grief for the fact I had never really known him at all. I felt anger at him for his deception and anger at my mother for her anger at him. I also felt scared, shaken and confused. It felt like literally anything could happen now.

I saw increasingly less of my father’s side of the family after his funeral, and my Tharland cousins began to withdraw from me after Delilah’s wedding in August. The bride now had new responsibilities to focus on, and my cousins who were my age were taking a different path to me. Until then, we all attended local schools, but now they would remain at home and learn Romany ways to prepare them for anticipated marriages in their late teens or early twenties. Those who did not live on the site, lived near it. I did not live within walking distance and my mother would not allow me to cycle there on my own.

I began to drift apart from these cousins. A coolness grew between us. They did not know how to act around a girl their own age who had suddenly lost her father, and our lives were diverging. A few of them made disparaging remarks about my education. I would be made to be alone with boys and read dirty things then who would marry me? I wasn’t a proper Traveller. Uncle Billy, my mother’s cousin and a man who violently conformed to every negative stereotype of a Traveller was suddenly arrested for arson. Although his behaviour frequently appalled the family, this went too far. The focus shifted from my mother to him and his pregnant wife. I felt invisible.

I began school and discovered what academic ability I had once possessed had now left me. I struggled with every lesson, and within a month, I was put in the special needs class for maths and English. Despite this, school was not as bad as I feared. I had been told that those who did not object to my Romany blood would most definitely object to my father’s family history of old money and a country house, given to an ancestor by Charles II. Here, I also had a shameful relative. Hermione Hundreds, a second cousin and an It Girl, who was currently in a Thai prison for possessing cocaine.

I feared Uncle Billy or Cousin Hermione would be mentioned by someone at school, and I would suffer for it. However, nobody seemed to connect either person to me, and my background attracted no more than mild curiosity. When people learned my father had died and so recently, it killed any further questions. Nobody knew what to say. Even my odd looks, odder than ever thanks to adolescence and grief, attracted no comment. I was not exactly popular, I made no close friends, but nobody picked on me, and I usually had someone to sit with at lunchtime.

My mother barely noticed my poor academic performance. Her grief, hurt and anger distracted her from me when I once held the greatest part of her heart, alongside my father. Now it felt as though she wanted to erase those years they spent together. Where did that leave me, her despised late husband’s daughter?

Stage Club proved to be a godsend during those unhappy times. However distant I felt from my family, however much I grieved for and raged against my father, however hurt I felt at my mother’s lack of interest in me and however much I wondered about Kelly and Cathy Walsall, I felt safe at Stage Club.

Stage Club was a cosy bubble where I could briefly forget about the outside world and my inner torment. My singing, dancing and acting improved. I continued to find friends there, although I was not close to anyone anywhere at this time.

My mother became close to someone. One year, three months and five days after my father’s death, I noticed her whistling as she cleaned the house. Her face was happier than I had seen it since she was widowed.

“Why are you so cheerful?”

“Oh, it’s a cheerful sort of day, don’t you think? Look at the sky, there’s not a cloud in it.”

I was not fooled.

“You’ve never smiled at sunshine like that before.”

She briefly blushed and laughed.

“Very true. Lily, I’ve met someone, just a friend, but he makes me very happy.”

“Oh.”

“His name is Lionel Blessingham, and he is from a small town called Gardale in South Yorkshire, but he’s been living in Whitnor for the past ten years. He’s just a year younger than me, but he’s never had children. He works in insurance, he’s very senior, and he holds a lot of responsibility. I met him at the pool several weeks ago, and we got chatting.”

I was disturbed on more than one level. Women in my mother’s family did not form friendships with men like this, not unless it would lead to courtship with a view to marriage.

“Have you met his wife yet?” Hope still flickered within me.

“No, Lily. He’s never married, but he was engaged once.”

“Oh. You know a lot about him.”

“Like I say, we’re friends, very good friends. Tonight, he’s taking me to a new Italian place that’s opened in his town. He’s picking me up at six.”

“Whitnor is miles away. It takes a good half an hour to get there, even when the roads are clear.” I could think of nothing else to put her off.

“I know, but he does insist.” Her eyes sparkled in the way that they used to when she saw my father after a long absence.

I was raised to be a good Gypsy girl, to respect my elders, so I slunk off to my room to cry quietly and did not throw the tantrum I desired.

She did not come after me. This was fresh hell indeed. I knew my mother now hated my father, but was she truly going to replace him and with whom? Who was I going to be expected to call Daddy?

“It’s still too soon for me,” I whispered into my wet pillow. “Why can she not see how soon it is for me? Why is it not too soon for her? I hate Kelly and I hate Cathy. They made this happen. Why can’t things go back to how they were before the world went mad? Before I became so lonely and unimportant?”

By the time six o’clock arrived, I was calm but cold. My mother left in a cloud of perfume, kissing me before running out the door. I tried to get a good look at Lionel, but I couldn’t see much of him because he stayed in his car. My mother had been watching from an upstairs window. All I could say was that he was punctual and could afford a BMW.

Daddy would have got out of the car and knocked on the door. He would never have been so rude.

Uncle Tim and Aunt Elspeth were the only members of my father’s family whom I saw at all. They met Lionel before I did, and I could not get an opinion out of them. We were not together often enough or for long enough to talk deeply. When we did meet, I struggled to ask what I wanted to. Was this unknown man likely to replace my father? Was he anything like my father? Why could nobody see how unhappy I was?

My aunt and uncle were reluctant to discuss Lionel with my mother for fear of offending her and losing contact with me. Instead, they kept their conversations light hearted and jolly.

Their last ever visit to our house, although I did not know it at the time, took place during the Christmas of 1995. Aunt Elspeth turned to me as they were leaving and said kindly, “You know, Lily, you really are growing up to be a very pretty girl. Your hair has darkened to such a rich shade of auburn, and your face has filled out slightly. Now you have had your braces taken off, everyone can see your lovely smile.”

Uncle Tim joined in the compliments. I took them with a blush and a stammer. I was so used to considering myself as weird looking that I never thought of my appearance any more than necessary. I plucked my eyebrows and shaved my armpits and legs because all the girls in my year did. I wore mascara, concealer and lip gloss for the same reason, but I did not look in the mirror for any longer than it took to perform these then tricky operations. It was not that I disliked my looks so much as I knew what I was going to see and that it would not please me greatly. I always considered my aunt to be beautiful, what with her long legs, shining blonde hair and beautiful bone structure, so her praise was praise indeed.

My mother smiled vaguely to hear me praised. Her thoughts were clearly in Whitnor. She had not shown me how to remove body hair, apply makeup or shape my eyebrows. I learned these skills, after a fashion, from my classmates. Although I had no close friends, I got on well enough with the other girls to be invited to the occasional sleepover where we experimented with tweezers and the like. My mother might once have shown me the tricks she used to look so polished every day, but now she had little time and even less inclination.

Curious, I headed upstairs after our visitors left and studied myself in the full-length mirror on my wardrobe door.

My bedroom light was bright so I could scrutinise myself intensely. I was still quite tall, when we had to line up in order of height one games lesson, I was the tenth tallest out of thirty pupils, but the gangly look had left me. I was slim, not skinny. Some curves were developing in my long limbs, which no longer looked so awkward, and also, please God, in my bust and hips.

My skin also looked better. Twice daily attacks with spot cream for several months had cleared my skin, and it looked healthy. My hair now looked like it belonged to my skin and eyes. The red hue looked unusual rather than unnatural, and only one other girl in my year also had hair that reached her hips. My nose, mouth and ears no longer looked too big for my face.

I smiled. My teeth were not completely straight, yet they suited my face. Maybe at the grand old age of twelve and three quarters, I was going to be worth looking at after all.

Happily, I went to pick up my latest book. In the weeks after starting secondary school, I began to visit the library again. It reminded me of the trips I used to make there with my father, and the building was near enough for me to go there after school. However, I could not look at the children’s section that I used to visit my father. That was far too painful. Instead, I focused on the Romance section. In particular, the True Heart Romance series.

Some of the titles were forbidden to me. The staff on the counter informed me that they could only lend them to members over fourteen. Others, however, I could take out for three weeks at a time. My Gypsy cousins would have disapproved of books that hinted at, let alone described sex, and my wealthy cousins would have sneered at the lowbrow content and wafer-thin plots, but this did not deter me. As both sides of my family had more or less abandoned me, why should I not abandon their values? The colourful covers, full of beautiful young women and brooding, handsome men, promised me an escape from reality.

True Heart Romances soon became my main reading material. Even I could read the simple texts, and I found the guaranteed happy-ever-afters comforting. I was not yet ready for a boyfriend, but I savoured the feelings these paperbacks excited within me.

True Heart Romances was a popular series, founded in 1922, and it boasted hundreds of authors and thousands of titles. The first few pages of any of their novels listed the various sub-genres, but all of them were romances of some sort, and they were all easy to read with a common theme. Once a woman, or in some cases a girl, met the right man, she would be happier than she had ever been before.

I happily swallowed this, half hoping for my own Viking warrior, brooding sheikh, Greek billionaire or haughty Regency gentleman. I unconsciously swallowed other lessons, something I would not realise until I was much older. Most of the books, unsurprising given their publication dates, held attitudes that were not considered fashionable, or even acceptable, by the mid-1990s. As I read book after book with titles like “The Reluctant Novice Nun” and “Bought for the Sultan’s Pleasure,” I absorbed tales of male dominance, of men pursuing girls who would now be classed as minors and of blurred lines regarding consent to sex.

I was growing into a young woman physically as well as mentally. I received very little guidance from my mother about either my changing body or the new situations I could expect to face. This cut me to the core and drove me more enthusiastically to paperbacks. She had taken such care to meet my needs before that fateful Monday, and now it was quite the reverse. Ghastly Lionel took up most of her thoughts, and I received the most basic advice. I already knew about periods before I started mine, but when I told my mother I had started, she was more embarrassed than I was. She directed me to where she kept the sanitary towels and muttered something about being old enough to take ibuprofen before scurrying off. This was a dirty subject, and to be discussed as little as possible.

She was so absorbed in her own life that she did not even withdraw me from sex education lessons in school, something she had announced to a Tharland aunt that she would do.

Boys seemed to be a similarly taboo topic. She took it for granted that I would be attracted to the opposite sex and gave me a brief, embarrassed talk whilst we washed up one evening. Do nothing with them and do not give the impression you would ever want to do anything with them. If you do this, you will meet a nice boy when you are a bit older, and he will marry you, were the messages I absorbed.

School continued to be hard work. I struggled with my academic subjects at Downshill and had good acquaintances rather than close friends. Stage Club still held its charms, but it was only two evenings a week, and I struggled to balance it with homework and the netball team. I joined the netball team in Year Eight to try to make friends, to distract myself from my misery and to give me something to do. I was good at netball and enjoyed playing Goal Attack, but it did not lead to close friends, and it only took up my lunchtimes and the occasional evening when we played in matches.

Was it any surprise that True Heart Romances took up so much of my attention?

In the January of 1996 I met Lionel and immediately decided I was justified in calling him Ghastly Lionel in my head.

Lionel Blessingham was then in his early thirties, several inches from being short, with eyes as blue as cornflowers, but apart from that, he was not attractive to look at. He was almost completely bald, what hair he had was mouse in colour, his features drowned in a fat, pink face while his limbs were scrawny, and he generally looked at people as though they existed only to amuse him.

Our first meeting was not a success. I met not only him but both his brothers, their wives and his two nephews, both of whom were younger than me. My mother brought me to meet them at a restaurant in Whitnor for lunch on a cold, wet, windy Sunday. I had no desire whatsoever to meet Lionel, but, as usual, I obeyed my mother with little fuss. I had even less desire to meet his family and was quite surprised when my mother informed me who else would be present as she pulled into the car park of the carvery. I thought I was only meeting her boyfriend.

My face must have shown my unhappiness and discomfort. However, nobody made any allowances for a nervous, miserable twelve-year-old who felt thoroughly out of her depth. My mother ignored my downward gaze and trembling lips. The Blessinghams did not even behave with that grace.

“Hello Lionel,” my mother leaned in for a kiss. “Hello everyone. Lily, this is my good friend Lionel, his brothers Chris and Ian, their wives Jilly, Carol, Jilly and Chris’s boy Alistair, Carol and Ian’s boy Simon. Everyone, this is my daughter Lily. Lily, do stand up straight, dear.”

I muttered hello and nice to meet you.

Lionel looked at me with ill-natured amusement and repeated my words, mimicking my voice. His relatives, and my mother, laughed.

I looked at her in horror, hoping for guidance.

“Don’t be so sensitive, Lily,” she sighed before picking up a drink’s menu.

My eyes filled with tears.

“Ooh, we’ve got a sulker,” Carol cooed maliciously.

I bit my lip. They laughed and turned their attention to their menus. I could not read the blurred print. What fresh hell was this? Until then, my experience of adults had always been benign. I was polite and obedient. In turn, they treated me well.

The meal continued in a similar vein. I barely said another word whilst everyone else talked non-stop. Someone occasionally turned to me with malicious glee and made a barbed remark, which sometimes provoked brief laughter. On the whole, it was clear there was no room for me at that large table. I was mainly ignored and excluded from the lively chatter.

We finished our roast dinners. Simon and Alistair picked up the dessert menu. They looked at the pictures of ice creams eagerly. I half-heartedly picked up another menu.

“The strawberry sundae looks nice,” I turned to my mother, showing her the picture.

Lionel pounced.

“Now Lily, that’s jumping the gun a bit. You should wait for your mother to say if you’re allowed a pudding. I hope you’re not spoilt.”

Ian chimed in.

“When we were growing up, we weren’t even allowed second helpings, except at Christmas or on birthdays.”

He rested his hands on his fat stomach. Carol smiled smugly at me. Her thin face was bright with malice.

“Well, you’ve certainly made up for lost time. You’ve got a bigger chest than your wife, vinegar tits!”

The group started at me aghast. I was aghast. I had never spoken so rudely to anyone before, but it had been the last straw.

My mother broke the stunned silence.

“Lily, we are going.”

We left with very few more words exchanged, none of them from me.

Once in the car, my mother began to scold me. How could I be so rude? No, they had not been rude to me, it was just their sense of humour. I needed to make more of an effort with people. The world didn’t revolve around me and my moods.

“Daddy would never have behaved like that, and we both know it.”

“Don’t mention your father. He may have had perfect manners, but he was a far from perfect husband.”

“He loved us both, and I’m sure he still does from heaven.”

She laughed bitterly.

“Really? I think he is too busy up there with his other family to give a shit about you and me.”

I broke down. My mother sensed she went too far and said no more for the rest of the tense journey home.

As soon as we arrived home, I ran up to my room, picked up “The Barbarian’s Sword” before flinging myself on my bed and losing myself in a world that never existed.

Forceful warriors battling for their vulnerable, virginal loves in fictional tenth-century Northumbria could not shut out the new developments in late twentieth-century Kent. I next saw Lionel the following weekend when he actually stayed over at our house. Nobody said anything about our first meeting, but his manner was still condescending and overfamiliar. My mother watched me with a constant, flint-hard gaze. As soon as I could, I hid in my room and began “The Heart of the Highway Man.”

Despite Lionel spending increasing amounts of time in my company and my house, my mother’s announcement on Easter Sunday still came as a shock.

“Lily, I have good news for you, indeed, it’s excellent news.” She smiled and I saw the flash of a diamond on the third finger of her left hand.

“No,” I whispered. I could feel the blood draining from my cooling face.

She barely noticed my reaction.

“Lionel proposed last night and of course, I said yes. We will try to book a registry office for as soon as we can. We’re going to have a very small wedding, so we might get married somewhere before the end of the year. We’ll move into Lionel’s house during the May half term. It will be very simple to arrange.”

“Are you pregnant?” I dared to ask. “Why aren’t you having a church wedding? Will I have to change schools? I don’t want to.”

This woman, raised to be a devout Christian and to be chaste outside of marriage, barely heard me.

“No, silly. We just want to be together as soon as possible. You won’t change schools. Whitnor is in the catchment area for Downshill. There is even a library in the street next to Lionel’s house. Now, that will make you happy.” She began to talk of me being a bridesmaid and what I might wear, but it was my turn to stop listening. Ghastly Lionel must never become my stepfather. He was not fit to clean my father’s boots. I had to ask myself if my mother was fit to have been his wife. His adultery and deceit had long vanished from my mind and were replaced by longing and grief.

I made myself wait until my mother left the house that afternoon before sprinting to the phone and dialling all the numbers I could think of.

I tried Uncle Tim’s number, but a recorded voice informed me that the number was no longer in use. Shaking, I tried again. I received the same robotic answer. I tried the number for Delilah. She and her English husband, Olly, now ran a riding school. The number was in use, but I got an answer phone. I left a gabbled message, my tongue felt heavy. Letty was posted in another time zone. I had no phone number for her. In desperation, I tried the number for the pay phone at the Travellers’ site. After a minute, the call terminated without anyone picking up.

I hunted for my mother’s address book, which would surely contain more numbers, but she had clearly taken it with her in her handbag. I could confidently remember the addresses for the riding school, Uncle Tim and Aunt Elspeth and the site, although I was not sure of the postcodes. I found a pen, paper and a book of stamps and poured my heart out in triplicate.

I never received any replies. Aunt Elspeth, Delilah and my mother’s sister Violet contacted my mother who brushed off their concerns. They were tactful in how they approached her, too tactful, for she was able to brush off their concerns. She took their careful words as congratulations, and I did not hear what had happened for a long, long time. Instead, I dissolved into helpless tears and felt greater depths of abandonment. Even True Heart Romances could not distract me for long.

Our house, the only home I had ever known, sold quickly, and I was forced to pack what I wanted to take to Lionel’s home in Whitnor. My mother was keen to get rid of as many things as possible. With a gulp, I realised everything related to my father had already gone. Not even his beret or their wedding photos were spared.

“Oh, I threw those out ages ago, Lily. When I realised what our marriage really was.”

“Why didn’t you keep anything for me? I thought you had. I never asked because it was too painful, and I never thought you’d do such a thing.”

“Don’t start crying again. You were hardly going to wear his beret, were you? You have your jewellery box, which contains things from his side of the family plus a framed photo of him holding you at your christening. Be grateful for that. You need to throw quite a few things out, we can’t take everything with us.”

“Why? Lionel’s house is detached and has as many bedrooms as ours. The garden is much smaller, and some of the rooms are too, but it isn’t a tiny place.”

“Your room will be smaller. Besides, this is a good opportunity for a clear out. I want a fresh start and to get rid of bad memories.”

“Well, I don’t.”

She ignored me. I turned to my room and my most prized possessions. The photo of my father holding me with such love and pride in his eyes, encased in a fancy silver frame, and my jewellery box.

My jewellery box was a small, plain box made out of polished mahogany. It did not lock, and it was lined with the palest pink velvet. It was divided into tiny compartments, and it was half-full. In it, I stored three rings, four bracelets, six bangles, five necklaces and ten pairs of earrings. They were a mixture of gold and silver. Some pieces had been bought especially for me, and some I inherited from both grandmothers. None of the jewellery was costume jewellery, I had a bigger stash of tat that I stored elsewhere, and it was both sentimentally and financially valuable. It was too precious to mix up with plastic and the type of metal jewellery that turns green after a few years.

I kissed the photo and began to pack my summer clothes.

It was a surprise to see just how many possessions my mother and I owned between us. She was keen to sell as many household goods as possible, and in the end, she agreed to leave almost everything in the house for its new owners. They were happy not to have to furnish a house from scratch and appreciated the kitchenware, curtains, beds and sofa.

My mother took her china figurines with her and the best dinner set, these were packed up with care, but I was amazed at how many things were donated to charity shops, left and itemised for the next owner, or simply thrown away.

Lionel treated my mother’s delicate, prized possessions with the upmost care and told her how he looked forward to giving her new, better things. She expressed her gratitude in a coy, girlish voice, and I realised with a jolt how she had adopted his flat vowels. Her voice changed from the distinctive Romany accent to the Standard English that my father’s family spoke when she became engaged. I had only ever heard her speak with rounded vowels and clear diction, but some of my aunts gently teased her about it in my hearing. Now she sounded almost as linked to South Yorkshire as Lionel was, a man who had been born and raised in Gardale.

I have always spoken like my parents. Will I now have to change my accent? His crappy relatives mocked me in the restaurant. Oh God, what if I have to change my name? I will never consent to being called Lily Blessingham. Where is a knight, a lord or an oligarch, committed to your wellbeing, when you need him? Where can you find such a man outside of paper and ink?

Lionel interrupted my thoughts.

“Well, Daisy, we can get your gear over to ours, but what about Lily’s stuff?” He turned to me. “Is this all yours?”

“Yes. I also had to get rid of many things.” My chin jutted out, and my voice became defensive.

He shook his head.

“It’s too much. Far too much for a girl of thirteen. Your new room is half the size of your current one, and there’s no room for extra storage. It’s a squeeze as it is what with the bed, chest of drawers, desk, chair and wardrobe.” He spoke as if these essentials were unusual luxuries.

My mother offered me no help.

“Yes, I did tell her to get rid of a few things. Let me see...Lily, we can get rid of a lot of your winter clothes, as you will have outgrown most of them by the time you need them. Keep your schoolbooks, obviously, but do you really need all of your other books? Are you honestly going to re-read them? Do you listen to all of your tapes?”

Within half an hour, my wardrobe had been cut in half. Most of my books, china figurines, craft kits and sewing kits were marked up for a charity shop. My bike, helmet and my riding gear had been disposed of long ago. Despite not offering me the protection and dignity that a Romany girl took for granted, my Gypsy mother was not happy with me cycling on my own, and we lived too far from Delilah’s stables for me to go riding regularly. Besides, I had outgrown the bike and clothes. When we were settled in Whitnor, she would look at the situation again. If we could afford it, she would replace the gear and look at riding schools and cycling clubs. Now she looked at my collection of photos.

“No! Not those.”

“No, keep the albums and your framed photos, but what about your jewellery?” Lionel gestured towards the mahogany box and the large, garish plastic box that held plastic, coloured glass and cheap metal.

“They take up no space. I can put them under my bed.”

He looked at my mother who consented with a nod, and my most cherished possessions had a reprieve. However, I was shaken.

We left the house in May as my mother said we would. I sobbed over Roxy’s grave in the back garden, she died the previous summer, and took one last look at every room in the house.

Oh Daddy, what would you say to all of this? Would you even recognise your wife?

I took my old bedding to my new room and unpacked my reduced possessions. My mother was correct. There was only just enough space to store everything. The room was two-thirds the size of my old one, and she told me Lionel did not want me cluttering the rest of the house with my knickknacks.

It was different for her. He encouraged her to redecorate and generally to leave her mark as much as she pleased. He even bought her a glass-fronted cabinet for her china. Nobody asked if I wanted to redecorate my room, but I had to admit that I liked the existing primrose-coloured wallpaper, the grass-green curtains patterned with buttercups, the opaque glass lightshade, the white-painted wooden furniture and the yellow carpet.

Whitnor was too far from our old library for me to return there, so on the last Saturday of the half term holiday, I enrolled in the nearest one and returned with six books. All of them were True Heart Romances. To my great relief, Whitnor Library had a better selection than Corringford Library did.

I stacked the books under the bed and realised that although my reading was seen to, I now lived further from all of my old connections. The Hundreds family, the Tharlands, Uncle Tim, Aunt Elspeth, Delilah, Olly and their baby Rose. I had not even met the six-month-old. When would I be able to? Did my mother want to?

Quickly, I pulled out my stash and chose “The Heiress and the Pirate.” If only I too could escape on a galleon.


Chapter Three

Ghastly Lionel married my mother at the end of June, and I was a bridesmaid as she promised. I wore a butter-coloured dress, which flared out at the waist and had beads around the neckline. On my feet, I wore a pair of white Mary Janes. On my head, I wore a circlet of white rosebuds. I carried more white rosebuds in a bouquet, along with a small handbag to match my dress.

I was not surprised to be given a new outfit, but I was surprised that I liked it. Having got rid of many possessions, and having spent several weeks under Lionel’s roof, I was now used to being given things I did not want or need. Due to a growth spurt, I did not have sufficient summer clothing, and so Lionel and my mother bought me new T-shirts, thin skirts, shorts, sandals and sundresses. This was a surprise, but I was not present when they were purchased. My mother used to take me shopping at various points in the year, and I would always have some say over what she bought.

This time it was different. I was given an admittedly large pile of clothing suitable for warm weather, but it had supposedly been chosen by my mother and paid for by Lionel. Some of the clothes did not fit me properly, some did not suit me, and I did not like very many of the items. It was as though no thought had been put into the choices, or as though someone had selected what they knew I would not like.

On the whole, I believed it to be the latter. I glanced at my left wrist. Lionel had given me a watch as a present for being a bridesmaid. It was a watch designed for a much younger girl. It was a garish, hot pink, plastic monstrosity, chunky and decorated with cartoon characters. My mother insisted I wear it instead of the watch I usually wore. That watch was one I had chosen for my eleventh birthday. It was much more grown up. The buckle, hands and bezel were rose gold, and the strap was white leather. The face was also white, and the numbers were Roman numerals.

“Don’t be ungrateful,” she chided when I explained that my old watch went better with my bridesmaid’s outfit. “This is to welcome you to his family.”

Spending several weeks as part of Lionel’s family had made me realise how much my life was changing and changing against my will. I had stopped attending Stage Club as we now lived too far away. When I begged my mother to find an alternative, she insisted I was too old for it. She would not listen when I pointed out that sixteen-year-olds attended it.

“You need to concentrate on your schoolwork,” she concluded. “Lionel and I have been talking about your parents’ evening. Your teachers said you are not where you should be academically.”

“But I never did very well at school, even when I went to Stage Club.”

“You’ve nearly completed Year Eight and next year, you’ll need to think about your GCSE options. You’ll get more homework soon, your tutor said so. You need to concentrate on that and not clowning about on stage. You get to run about and see your friends when you play netball, what more do you want?”

I went to my room and took off the hated watch as soon as I could. I glanced at my bed. It was piled with new clothes. Two shoeboxes littered the floor. Where was I going to store everything? The small wardrobe was nearly full, and there wasn’t much free storage space. I managed to squeeze the boxes under my bed, beside my jewellery, library books and a linen basket for my bedding and towels. Things that my mother and Ghastly Lionel stored in other parts of the house, their shoes, coats and the towels, sheets and pillow cases that they used, had to be kept in my room if they concerned me. Lionel said it was to keep the house tidy.

I looked around my cramped room, and bit my lip. It felt like an invasion.

I do not have many winter things. What happens when the weather grows colder? Do I have to suffer in thin clothing, or will I have to squeeze more, bulky clothes in here? What will I have to get rid of in order to be warm in winter? I have to be careful when I move my chair as it is.

The wedding was a very quiet affair in a registry office. It was a complete contrast to the Romany weddings and even the English weddings I had once attended. Lionel’s family attended, as did some of his friends, but none of my family appeared. A few of my mother’s friends turned up.

I strongly got the impression this was deliberate. My mother wanted a new life with her new man and as few reminders of her past as possible. Although I took very little interest in the wedding preparations, I could not avoid hearing her words to that effect on more than one occasion.

I am part of her old life, part of her past and part Hundreds. Do I have any place in her new world? Does she want me to have a place, let alone a daughter’s place?

I glanced at her figure as she greeted the thirty or so guests at the reception. Her dress was flattering, she always knew what suited her, but it was still clear that her waist was naturally narrow and her stomach was flat.

Cathy Walsall might not be my only sibling for long. Mum would not have sex outside of marriage, surely not, even though they have lived together, she is a Gypsy, but they do want children. I have heard them talk about having at least two together. What happens to me then? Has she forgotten she already has one?

Tears ran down my cheek. People took them for tears of joy and offered me their congratulations.


Chapter Four

I never did learn when my mother began to sleep with Ghastly Lionel, a ghastly thought if there ever was one, but nearly two months after their wedding, she gleefully announced she was pregnant. She ran through the house, test in hand, showing a joy that she had only equalled when my father came home on leave. Lionel was over the moon. I tried to smile and say the appropriate things.

Inside, I was a mess. This was something that even “The Oligarch’s Mistress” could not soothe. What would happen to me now? Would I fall even further down the pecking order? Would my mother forget about me?

I was then too young and too hurt to acknowledge she already had. My physical needs were met. I had adequate food, clothing and shelter. Adequate opportunities for sleep and for exercise. Nobody hit me or sexually abused me. I attended school and was given the necessary space and peace to complete my homework. Yet my mother had emotionally abandoned me. She barely had any time for me, scarcely noticed if I was there from one day to the next and simply expected me to fit in with whatever her plans were. Lionel behaved in a similar manner. Neither gave me any guidance, the idea that I might approach either of them with any worry was laughable. They expected me to take up less and less space, despite foisting possessions on me that I did not want.

It must be a sop to their consciences.

I was too naïve to realise it was also a way to torment me and to make me feel guilty should I ever complain.

I blew my nose and crept to the bathroom to wash my face, in the hope cold water would reduce my red, puffy eyes and swollen nose.

That evening over dinner they talked and talked about plans for the new baby. They planned to give it the bigger of the two spare bedrooms, a pleasant room that was far from mine and twice the size. They discussed colour schemes. I was silent, and it was only at the end of the meal that they noticed me.

“I’m going to need your help now I’m pregnant, Lily. No more sneaking off to watch TV or read library books all the time.”

“Yes,” Lionel chimed in. “As Mum gets closer to her time, she’ll need you to take over more of the housework.  She’ll also need your help with baby when he’s born.”

I was momentarily silent. It was normal for Romany women to have help at this time and for daughters to shoulder more responsibility, but how Romany was I really? This sort of scenario involved daughters who left school at the age of eleven in order to learn to be wives and mothers. I was expecting to complete my GCSEs at least.

“Do you mean I have to give up school? Are we moving to the
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