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About the Book

As a child, Victoria Spry was brutally beaten, neglected and starved by the woman she called Mummy.

To the outside world Eunice Spry was a devoted parent, but behind closed doors she was an evil tyrant. Instead of protecting, loving and caring for Victoria, she forced bleach and urine down her throat, knocked out her teeth, tied her up naked and made her live in squalor. It took eighteen years of heartache and despair before she found the courage to expose her mum.

Tortured is Victoria’s gripping story of survival.


About the Author

From the age of one, Victoria Spry was abused by her adoptive mother, Eunice Spry. The abuse lasted eighteen years. In spite of the horrors she suffered, brave Victoria, who is now 28 years old, has miraculously flourished. She has taught herself to read and write, she has gone to college and she is now engaged to the love of her life. Victoria tries to lead a normal life and likes to spend time with her precious dogs.
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For Ollie and Alfie and Milly
You will always have a place in my heart


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


AUTHOR’S NOTE

When I was less than a year old, Eunice Spry became my foster mother. When I was five, she adopted me, and became my legal parent. For eighteen years, I called her Mum. That is why, in this book, I still use that name.

Some people have criticised me for using the word instead of Eunice, now that everybody knows what she has done. Believe me, I know she doesn’t deserve the title. I know she hasn’t been one inch a good mother.

But some habits are hard to break.

She was just the only mum I ever knew.


PROLOGUE

I want you to close your eyes and imagine. Imagine a world where everything is not how it seems. Where toys are not for playing with. Where perfect parents are anything but. Where asking someone for help is just about the most dangerous thing you can do.

Imagine a world where the metallic bang of your mum unpacking tins of baked beans signals not your supper, but a weapon ready for wielding. Imagine a world where your mother brandishing a stick is not some make-believe game of pirates or spies, but something far, far darker. Imagine a world where the unmistakable sound of a bath tap running won’t lead to a fun playtime, a child’s laughter gurgling amidst the brightly coloured rubber ducks. Instead, you should listen out for the gurgle of a child’s throat as she is held beneath the water’s surface, time and time again, until she learns to feign death to make them stop.

Welcome to my world.


PART ONE

BAD GIRL


CHAPTER ONE

‘Just what do you think you’re doing?’

My hand shot back from the shiny silver can. My eyes dropped straight to the floor. I was only three years old, but already I knew to look down, look down, look down.

From beneath my lashes, I could see the tin cans all lined up on our red-tiled kitchen floor, like regimental soldiers: some tall, some short, some squat, and each in an identical silver uniform. Scattered around them were their labels. I had been peeling them off, one by one. Not out of naughtiness; perhaps curiosity. Perhaps because I wasn’t allowed to play with any of the toys in the house, so I found my own distractions. The coloured labels, whether bearing the bright turquoise livery of Heinz baked beans, or the smiling face of a cat or dog, appealed to me somehow.

Sitting on the floor, I could feel Mummy’s eyes boring into my back.

‘Now I’m not going to know what’s in what can,’ she said crossly.

I dared to dart a glance up at her. My mother, Eunice Spry, was a short woman, but she towered above me now, her gaunt, drawn face blazing with anger, dark eyes piercing and cold. Suddenly, her hand whipped out and I felt a hard blow to the back of my head. I looked down again, quick as I could, my skull throbbing with pain. I didn’t cry out.

I never did, anymore.

‘Pick a can,’ she commanded, in her thick Gloucestershire accent.

Confused, but knowing better than to question her, I reached out and picked up the one nearest to me. It felt heavy in my little hand. She snatched it from me and marched over to the kitchen table to open it.

‘Sit in that chair. You are going to eat whatever’s in this can. Eat it all up!’

The grinding noise of the tin opener filled the kitchen as its metal teeth bit into the lid. Silently, I walked over to the chair and, with difficulty, tried to clamber up onto its high wicker seat. Mummy grew impatient with my efforts. She came across and yanked my arm, pulling me high up in the air and then shoving me into the hard seat.

I sniffed and wiped my hand across my runny nose. I had a cold, again. I always had a cold. That was another thing Mummy was always complaining about; something else I could never do right. She would make me stand to attention while she tilted my head back and poured Olbas oil down my nose, holding me firmly when I tried to squirm away from the overpowering scent, every trickle of it stinging my senses. Somehow, even the whole bottle of oil poured down it only made my nose stream more.

Mummy pushed the open can in front of me. ‘Eat it!’ she ordered.

I peered inside. Jellied chunks of brown meat glistened, and a stench of cat food reached my poorly nostrils. Even the smell was enough to make me retch.

But I knew I would have to eat it. What I ate, when I ate and how I ate was something Mummy had controlled from the moment I’d been handed to her on her doorstep, at the age of ten months, borne into the sanctuary of a foster mother’s home after my birth parents couldn’t cope. Throughout my early babyhood, I was later told, I lay ignored in my cot; never played with, barely fed or clothed, just lying on my back in a dirty nappy: placid, quiet, resigned to the fact that no one ever came.

As an adult, I don’t blame them for giving me up. It was obvious they couldn’t cope with me or my older brother, Tom, and so we were taken into care. Tom went off to another family – a family who also wanted to adopt me.

But that didn’t happen. Instead, I went to Eunice.

‘Eat it!’ she hissed at me.

I picked up the fork she had thrown down on the table. My tiny fingers fumbled on the cutlery, but I was careful not to drop it – I didn’t want Mummy to feed me. Though I didn’t have a clear memory of it, some part of me instinctively recalled her force-feeding me when I was eighteen months old, the sharp metal spoon prising between my closed gums, blood streaming down my face. She used to pin me to the floor and shove the spoon inside.

‘Get on with it, you autistic twit!’

I lowered my head and thrust the fork into the meat.

I wasn’t autistic, but no one, not even the doctors, could convince Mummy otherwise. According to her, I was an autistic twit, a backward child; the most stupid girl she had ever come across. Mummy had two natural grown-up daughters, Judith and Rebekah, from her first marriage, and they were both bright as buttons. They had learned to read at the age of two. They had attended private girls’ schools, spoke several languages, rode horses and played musical instruments. When I’d landed on her doorstep in December 1986, sometime after Mummy’s second marriage had ended – she took the name Spry from that husband, but little else, and as he was never mentioned at home I only found out about him much later – I was withdrawn and solemn, and I didn’t know how to work my little arms and legs because I’d never been encouraged to crawl or sit or play. Yet Mummy had instantly thought that God had sent her a devil child who simply refused to meet her high expectations. She was convinced I was autistic. Though social services had warned her that my development would be delayed because of my poor care, and the doctors pronounced me perfectly normal, she wasn’t having any of it. She insisted on tests, diagnoses; she said I was stubborn and refused to learn. And when she beat me, she said that she was doing it to beat some sense into me.

I lifted the first forkful to my mouth. I retched again, but I forced it down. It was cold and slimy on my tongue, the jelly slippery and wet. It tasted vile. I managed a second mouthful, conscious that Mummy was watching me. With her dyed black hair pulled back in her usual tight ponytail, her expression was clear to see. She looked satisfied, somehow – and righteous. She believed in what she was doing; she believed she was absolutely right.

And I did, too. For I had been naughty; I was a bad girl.

I deserved to be punished.

Knowing this didn’t make the punishment any easier to take, though. I forced another forkful of cat food into my mouth, fighting against the gag that convulsed my throat. Tears streamed down my cheeks, but I didn’t make a sound, other than the rattle of my retching. In my three years on this planet, I might have been slow to learn how to build a tower of bricks, or how to walk on my own two feet, but one thing I had nailed was the art of crying in complete silence.

From another room in the house I could hear music playing. My five-year-old sister, Charlotte, was probably watching a Disney film. Charlotte was Mummy’s adopted daughter. Unlike me, who came to her tainted and damaged, Charlotte had been in Mummy’s care since birth. Mummy had in fact seen her born, and immediately coddled her in blankets and love, sweeping her back to our home at 24 George Dowty Drive to be cosseted and cuddled and spoilt rotten. Charlotte was a favourite. She had toys to play with and pretty dresses and her own room with Paddington Bear wallpaper and a bunk bed that Mummy had specially made for her.

Charlotte never had to eat cat food.

I couldn’t help what happened next. As I swallowed down another mouthful, the vomit rose up the back of my throat and through my nose and spewed all over the kitchen table. I hiccoughed, the sick mixing on my face with my salty tears, my blonde hair stringy with it. Mummy and I both surveyed the mess.

‘You are such a naughty child. No wonder Rebekah left. My beautiful Becky left because you were such a stubborn, naughty girl, from the moment you arrived. You’ve wrecked everybody’s lives and you’re still doing it, aren’t you?’

It was my fault Becky had left our family – Mummy had told me many times. Just before I had arrived on Mummy’s doorstep, her youngest natural daughter had gone to university, and at the same time she had written to the church we all attended, saying she could no longer come to the Jehovah’s Witness meetings anymore. She was still in touch with us, she even popped in from time to time when she visited from university, but I had turned her worldly and that meant she was going to die when Armageddon came. And of all the things Mummy told me I did wrong, every day, that was perhaps the one I felt most guilty about. Every day I lived with that guilt. Not only had I driven Becky out of our home, but I had damned her, too: she wouldn’t join us at the resurrection.

Mummy looked in disgust at the vomit on the table before fixing me with a glare. ‘You eat that sick up right now,’ she said.

I wanted to shake my head. I wanted to scream and shout. But I had fought this battle before. So, instead, I lowered my head to the table and I lapped up my vomit, over and over again, doing just as I was told. Trying desperately to get in her good books. Trying hard to be a good girl.

And that’s my first memory of living with my mum; my first memory, full stop. The cat food, and the sick, and her cold, commanding eyes, watching my every move.


CHAPTER TWO

Rat-a-tat-tat!

Judith banged on our neighbours’ front door. We saw a curtain twitch, but no one came to answer her knock. With her lips curved into a thin, tight smile, Judith grabbed me by the wrist and yanked me back down the path and along to the next house.

We were on ministry for the church, going from door to door in our local neighbourhood, trying to encourage others to come into the Truth. It was a bitterly cold day, and my hands were bright red. I had no gloves, no hat. Shivering in my navy-blue coat, I rubbed my freezing fist against the constant trickle of snot coming out of my nose. My legs ached. I was still very little, and we had been walking for hours.

‘Judith, why didn’t you bring the pushchair?’

That was Sandy, who worshipped at the church with us. She had ginger hair and kind eyes, though I wasn’t allowed to look at them. Look down, look down, that’s what Mummy always said.

‘She’s lazy, she needs the exercise,’ Judith snapped.

Judith was very close to Mummy. In her mid-twenties, she still lived at home. She loved her little sister Charlotte, but I knew I was an inconvenience to her. If I was sat quietly at the bottom of the stairs, she’d push me roughly out of the way. She was always rough with me – just as she was, now, as she bent down with a tissue to wipe my streaming nostrils. I squealed in pain as her fingers crushed my nose.

‘How can you say she’s lazy? Victoria’s just a little girl,’ Sandy protested.

‘Mummy says she’s lazy, and Mummy’s always right,’ Judith replied, serenely. ‘She makes her walk up and down the stairs each night because she’s lazy. And laziness is against Jehovah. “The lazy person has his cravings, yet he has nothing, but the diligent one will be fully satisfied.”’ She echoed Mummy in quoting scripture, and God’s word, of course, was the last on the matter.

Mummy was always quoting scripture at me. She would push her face into mine and yell until she ran out of breath. I could see her right up close: her big, greasy nose with blackheads all over it; her sallow, dirty skin. She had yellow teeth and bad breath and her angry words would be accompanied by a noxious puff of air as she yelled about the ‘rod of discipline’: ‘Do not hold back discipline. If you strike him with the rod, he will not die.’

Mummy was determined that we would be the perfect Jehovah’s Witnesses, as a family. So we all had to study the Watchtower and rehearse the answers we might give in the weekly study groups at church. If ever I didn’t pronounce a word properly, I was smacked in the mouth until my lips ballooned up like two fat sausages. The study groups themselves, which took place at different members’ homes, were very intense – for me, at least. Mummy used to watch me like a hawk in case I got an answer wrong, which I often did because I was so nervous. I’d be punished for that later, at home: thrown into the living room, where the green curtains were always closed against the world, and beaten on the floor, while she stood on my throat to make sure no one heard me scream.

I think Charlotte quite enjoyed the meetings, though. After the Bible study, which she’d spend snuggled up close to Mummy on the sofa, there would be squash and biscuits for the children. I wasn’t allowed squash, though; Mummy said I didn’t deserve it.

One night, we were at a study group with Sandy. Though you were supposed to stick to the same group, Mummy didn’t. We were always going to different groups – perhaps so that no one got too close. I was sitting on the floor and Sandy smiled down at me, catching my blue eyes with her kind ones. I quickly looked down … but it was too late; Mummy had seen. I felt her strong, scrawny hand come down heavily upon my shoulder, her fingernails blackened with dirt pressing hard against my coat. She squeezed: a warning.

Mummy had already had a clash with Sandy at the Kingdom Hall, our place of worship. When I was a very little girl, too young for me to remember, Sandy had smiled at me in my pushchair. Mummy had snatched up a blanket and draped it over my chair so that no such smiles would reach me, and my world was only dark. She had her eye on Sandy; she thought she was trouble.

It was very hot in the room, but Mummy wouldn’t let me take my coat off. She had beaten me the day before, and I had bruises all down my arm. I grew hotter and hotter and redder and redder in the face. I wasn’t allowed a drink, and I wasn’t allowed to look at anyone. Suddenly, Mummy picked me up and started squeezing me tight. I went even redder as the air was crushed out of me. Mummy was a thin woman, but she was physically strong, and she used every sinew of muscle to crush me to her. Tears pricked my eyes and rolled silently down my cheeks.

‘What are you doing to that child?’ Sandy spoke up at last, the sole voice in a room full of witnesses.

‘She’s been diagnosed as autistic,’ Mummy lied, so confidently, not letting her grip slip for a moment. ‘This is what you have to do with them, squeeze them tight.’

I didn’t say a word, but in my head I was willing Sandy to be quiet. Please, don’t, I thought, because she’ll hurt me; hurt me even more than she was already doing. Because any time anyone questioned her – not that it happened very often – it would be all my fault for getting her into trouble.

But, the thing was, hardly anyone did question her – for my mother was an intimidating woman, hard-faced and hard to please. She was manipulative, adept at playing whatever role suited the situation, whether aggressive or put-upon or sweet and innocent. And so, even though – unbeknown to me – my playgroup (which I’d attended only eight times before Mummy withdrew me from the class) had expressed concerns about my mother’s ‘harsh approach’ to me, and the doctors had said she wasn’t a suitable foster mother for me, and the medical reports said I never smiled, and health visitors were banned from the house, and even though I was spotted with an unexplained bruise on my face … despite all of this, just after my fourth birthday, in January 1990, the official panel approved Mummy’s application to adopt me, and the bureaucratic machinery started whirring to have me assigned permanently to her care.

Had I known about it, I wouldn’t have had much of an argument against it. Mummy had told me all about my real parents: how my daddy was a murderer and my mummy was a psychopath and a drug addict – and how they never wanted me. (All of it was lies, but I didn’t know that then.)

So where else would I go? Who else could possibly want a naughty, dirty, devil child like me?

‘Torrie, come and play with me!’ Charlotte called to me from the garden. It had been snowing outside, and the window in the kitchen showed a scene of perfect frosting all across the lawn.

I hesitated on the doorstep. It was freezing outside, and I didn’t have any warm clothes or gloves, or a scarf to keep me toasty. Charlotte, in comparison, was bundled up like a Michelin man in layer upon layer of pink wool.

‘Torrie, now!’ she yelled.

In our house, whatever Charlotte wanted, she got. She was adored by everybody – including me. She was my sister, my sometime playmate; the girl I followed around, always desperately hoping that in so doing I would learn her secret. I looked up to her. After all, Charlotte always got it right; she was always in Mummy’s good books. Maybe, if I could learn to be like her, I’d get it right, too.

‘Come and play outside!’

I ran out to join her, on command. And we played together in the snow, two little girls messing about building snowmen and making snow angels. Charlotte was in charge of the game, and ordered me about, but I was used to that. She was bossy and domineering, but the only time I got to play was when she asked me to, so I did as she told me. Even though I always had to be the baddie to her angelic heroine, some playtime was better than none.

Before too long, though, the cold snow we were playing with had rubbed my bare hands red and raw, and I started crying because my fingers were so cold. I didn’t want to play anymore.

‘Mummy!’ Charlotte stood stock-still in the garden, her imperious voice carrying into the house and bringing our mother rushing to her aid. ‘Mummy, Torrie’s not playing with me, she’s not playing with me!’

Mummy seized me by the arm and dragged me inside, into the kitchen. I stared up at her in confusion – why wasn’t she making me stay in the garden?

I soon found out. She opened the door to the big freezer, and thrust my hands into the ice box. ‘Stay there,’ she said, ‘I’ll show you cold fingers.’

And I did as she told me. As a little one, you don’t fight back. I had been naughty, I hadn’t played with Charlotte – I was a bad girl.

I knew this was the truth because the evidence was all around me, impossible to ignore. I saw how Judith and Charlotte were treated by Mummy: lavished with gifts, sprinkled with smiles and hugs and affection. Who was the odd one out? Me. It was my fault. So I meekly accepted that I didn’t deserve her love. I always tried to be good enough, hoping, maybe this time … but I never was. And so, that afternoon, when Mummy took my shoes and socks off and told me to run around the snowy garden barefoot, I did exactly as she said.

‘If you move, you’ll get warm,’ she told me, with perfect logic, as she slammed shut the back door and went to join Charlotte and Judith in the living room, where they were catching up on Mummy’s beloved soap operas.

So I picked up my poor cold feet, and I ran, and ran, and ran, trying to find some energy from somewhere to keep on running through the winter night, trying to ignore the gnawing hunger inside me.

I was always hungry. Mummy told me you had to starve a cold – and I always had a cold. So I was always starving. I’m not talking a missed meal here or there, I’m talking for weeks on end, no food.

Of course, you can’t survive that long without sneaking mouthfuls here and there, stealing the end of the bread or a snatched prize from the lowest cupboards in the kitchen, which were all I could reach. So, as well as being autistic, and lazy, I was also a thief.

I told you I was bad.

To be fair to Mummy, she tried to make the punishment fit the crime. If she caught me stealing food, she would tell me all about how, in Islamic countries, thieves would be punished by having their hands cut off. Yet even Mummy, despite her talents at manipulation, might have been hard-pressed to explain how a four-year-old lost a hand – and so she devised her own take on it.

If she caught me stealing food, she would summon me to the kitchen and turn on the hotplate. While it heated up, she would lecture me.

‘In Arabia, they chop your finger off if you steal food,’ she told me. ‘They chop them off one at a time. Then they chop your hand off and eventually they cut off your arm. If you’re going to keep stealing food, this is where this is going to go.’

In time – time enough for me to realise what she was planning – the hotplate was ready, glowing bright red for danger. Mummy took my hand and separated out my index finger from all the rest. With clinical precision, she pressed it firmly against the red-hot cooker and held it there.

Pulsating pain rocked through my body. Instinctively, I wrestled my hand out of her grasp and away from the searing heat that burned and burned and burned.

‘Right,’ Mummy said, ‘you’re going to have it held there for a minute now. Stop misbehaving!’

Mummy didn’t understand that I’d moved because I was in pain; she thought I was deliberately going against her, being rebellious, not towing the line. She seized my finger and shoved it against the glowing hob.

Once again, I couldn’t help but pull away.

Mummy looked at me with disgust and disappointment. ‘Two minutes,’ she said, unequivocally. If you went against her punishments, she’d always double the drill.

She took my hand for a third time, and pressed my finger to the searing heat.

‘One, two, three …’ she began to count.

The hotplate wasn’t the only punishment for stealing food. She starved me so often, and I resorted to theft so frequently, that she would lash out with whatever was to hand. She pummelled me in the face with a baked-bean tin. She would make me throw up whatever I had eaten, so she could see the half-digested evidence in my sick. And then she would point to the clump of stale bread or whatever it was I’d managed to steal, and she’d say, ‘You want to eat that, do you, madam? You want to eat that? Well, you get and eat that.’ And I would gag and gag, and she would tell me I was weak-minded for gagging on my own sick. I would be crying and retching, and she’d say it was mind over matter: that I was weak, weak, weak.

One afternoon, though, she came up with a new plan that was different to all the rest. Mummy had locked me in Charlotte’s bedroom as a punishment, a couple of days into a starvation sentence of three weeks. I can’t remember what I’d done wrong; it could have been anything, or nothing. I sat on the floor, staring up at the beautiful dappled rocking horse that Charlotte loved to play on, which I was never permitted to ride. My eyes drank in the toys piled high in the room. Dolls were my favourite. I had a big heart and I loved the idea of swaddling a baby doll in a blanket and kissing her and hugging her and loving her to bits. But I wasn’t allowed to play with any of the toys. Sometimes, Mummy would present both me and Charlotte with elaborately wrapped gifts. We’d open them up, and Charlotte would be allowed to play with hers, but mine would be confiscated. Maybe one day I could earn it back, Mummy told me, if I was good.

My tummy rumbled, but my head was too full of hunger to focus on the forbidden treasures inside the bedroom. I listened carefully. The house was still and quiet. Maybe, just maybe, if Mummy had forgotten to lock the door, I could tiptoe downstairs and find something to eat.

I crept to the door and listened again. Silence. I tried the handle, and the door swung wide. After scampering down the stairs as quickly as I could, I snatched the end of the bread – what Mummy called the ‘knobby’ – from the bread bin, and ran back upstairs, my mouth aching to taste it. I crammed it in, my little hand tearing off strips at a time, and stuffing them into my mouth.

It wasn’t long before Mummy discovered my crime. She came slowly up the stairs to Charlotte’s room. I could hear each of her footsteps on each tread of the stairs, and I knew she would be coming for me. I stood up straight, and tried to look innocent.

The door opened. ‘Where’s the knobby?’ she asked me, calm as you like.

‘I don’t have it, Mummy,’ I said.

‘Mother,’ she instructed me coldly, ‘I’ve told you before: “mummy” is common. You call me Mother.’

‘I don’t have it, Mother,’ I said again, obediently.

In a flash, she grabbed me and slung me to the floor. I started to scream, but that was no good in a place like George Dowty Drive, where neat red-brick houses sat on a suburban street. Someone might hear me.

‘Judith!’ she called. My sister came rushing in. I tried to run, but Mummy grabbed me and flung me into the corner like I was a rag doll. I was four years old, and no match for her.

‘Judith, stand on her throat, stop her screaming,’ Mummy commanded. Judith, as everyone always did when it came to Mummy’s demands, did exactly as she was told. She pinned me to the floor and pressed her foot, solid in its sturdy green boot, against my windpipe. The scream gurgled and died in my throat.

Mummy whipped my legs up, so I was lying on my back with my feet in the air. She vanished for a moment, and then she returned with a length of wood. Judith did carpentry – one of her many talents – so there were always bits of wood lying about the house. In fact, there were bits of everything lying about the house: Mummy was a hoarder, and the place was overflowing with stuff, piled high in every room against the curtains that were always drawn.

‘I used to be a nurse,’ Mummy told me now, chillingly, ‘and I learned something in my time on the wards. Do you know what I learned?’

I tried to shake my head, but Judith’s big foot on my neck stopped me from moving.

‘I learned that feet don’t bruise. So if I hit you there, nobody will be able to tell what I’ve been doing. Nobody will be able to see. No one will ever find out what’s going on.’

I stared up at her in mute horror. And then she held my little bare feet still, and she brought the wood down firmly upon them.

‘Do not hold back discipline. If you strike him with the rod, he will not die,’ she intoned.

Pain rocked through me: dull, numbing, throbbing pain that travelled from the soles of my feet to my brain and back again. I tried to cry out, but Judith’s foot kept the scream locked inside. Her foot shoved my head to one side so my cheek was pressed into the carpet, and I couldn’t breathe, which made me panic deep inside. Mummy brought the wood down on me again, and again, and again. It was the worst punishment she had ever given me. It was the first time she beat me on my feet.

It wouldn’t be the last.


CHAPTER THREE

I sat by the window, and tears streamed down my face. But I wasn’t crying because of a beating, or because I was cold, or hungry.

I was crying because I missed my mummy.

She had taken Charlotte to Disneyland – without me, of course. I wasn’t the kind of child who deserved to be taken to America to meet Mickey Mouse. And after all, being autistic, how could I possibly enjoy or appreciate the experience?

Every day that she was away, I sat by the window in Nanny’s house, and I cried for my mummy to come home.

‘Come on, now, Torrie,’ my nan said to me, and I turned from the window to see her coming towards me with a brand-new dolly in her arms.

I loved my nanny. Spending time with her was the only bright spot in my life. She had a big heart, and she was kind and simple, nothing like her daughter. She and my granddad lived ten doors down from us in George Dowty Drive, in a humble red-brick bungalow. As soon as you walked through the door, it smelled of Nanny. That was the best smell in the world, a fragrance of fresh laundry and apple pie: clean and homely and warm.

At my nan’s house, I was allowed to play with dollies. Nanny even bought some for me: every couple of weeks, she would collect her pension and go down to the post office and buy these porcelain dolls in outfits from around the world, and she would show me them. They lived in a suitcase on top of her wardrobe, and every time I visited she would show me them, hoping one day my mum would let me have them, that one day I’d be deemed good enough to enjoy the treat. My nanny knew that Mummy was strict with me, so she knew better than to let me keep the collection myself. She didn’t give me the dolls to take home. Every time I played with them, she would give me a secret wink and whisper, ‘Don’t tell your mum.’

Nanny didn’t know what was going on, not really. She didn’t know the severity of it. She knew her daughter had strong beliefs and that she was strict, and she would sometimes even call her on it; she stood up for me. Charlotte never had to do chores, and my nan would say, ‘Why is it always Victoria who’s got to do all the chores? It’s not fair, she’s two years younger. Why can’t you let Charlotte do some jobs?’

My mum would make some excuse, or tell Nan I had been naughty and was being punished, or get into a blazing row with her about it. When we got home, I would be beaten for causing tension in the family; for turning her own mother against her.

My granddad, like his wife, was lovely, too. He could be quite stern, but he used to lift me up onto his lap and call me his little ducky. He’d take the lid off his hip flask and jokingly dare me to smell it. I’d screw my nose up at the unappealing whiff that emanated from the silver flask and he’d laugh, a proper laugh that shook me on his lap as he cuddled me.

Mummy hated the fact that her father loved the little girl she so despised. And even worse was the fact they seemed to prefer me to Charlotte – or, at least, that Charlotte wasn’t held up as the angel child Mummy knew her to be. For Charlotte had been raised to believe she was special, and that she was to have everything she wanted, so she was often demanding and bossy, which didn’t endear her to my grandparents, though they had such big hearts they loved her just the same.

When Mummy saw me on Granddad’s lap, she would pull me off and say, ‘No, she doesn’t deserve that.’ She would order me to go and sit in the corner. ‘Turn around and look at the wall.’

And Nan, bless her, would speak up for me and say, ‘She hasn’t done anything! Eunice, you’re too hard on her.’

And another row, and another beating, would ensue.

But Mummy wasn’t here right now. And my nanny had a very special treat for me.

‘This is for you, Torrie,’ she said, handing me the dolly. I barely dared reach out and touch it, but I trusted Nan. I looked up at her with my blue eyes round with wonderment, and she nodded at me reassuringly. So I took the dolly in my hands and stared down at her, drinking in every detail.

It wasn’t a porcelain doll like those in the collection I could never keep. This was a rag dolly, soft and squishy. She had long yellow wool plaits, and a polka-dot pink top and skirt. I loved her the instant I set eyes on her.

‘What are you going to call her?’ Nanny asked.

I didn’t hesitate. ‘Katie,’ I said. That was my nanny’s name.

‘I’ve made you this for her, too,’ said Nanny, and she handed me a knitted doll’s blanket made up of white and peach squares. No one had ever given me such a lovely present before. I carefully wrapped the blanket round Katie and hugged her to my chest.

‘Thank you, Nanny,’ I said, and she gave me a kiss on the top of my head.

From that night on, I slept with Katie by my side. I knew better than to let Mummy know what she meant to me. I learned how to hide her, under the stairs or twisted up in the bedding, and I tried not to show that she meant anything to me.

Mummy noticed the new addition to our family, of course. Those eyes missed nothing. When I told her that I’d named her after Nanny, she snapped at me disparagingly, ‘God, you’re so thick, you autistic twit! Why is it you’ve got to repeat names you’ve already heard, why can’t you think of your own?’

I bowed my head and said nothing, as usual. Soon, though, I would have a chance to think on my own. That September, I was starting school.

Overbury School is a picture-perfect village school, set in a Cotswold-stone building on the southern slopes of Bredon Hill in Gloucestershire. In September 1990, Mummy marched me into my new classroom with strict instructions to speak to no one. The other children were worldly, she told me, and the Bible taught that ‘bad associations spoil useful habits’.

She gave me a packed lunch to take with me, containing thickly pasted Marmite sandwiches. I hated thick Marmite sandwiches, but that was the way Mummy operated. It was like a game to her, like a war; it was a control thing. Mummy always had to be in control.

Yet that September, for the first time, I thought I might be out of that control, just a little bit. I was still very quiet, and I was so frightened of her that I tried to do what she said. Nevertheless, I found that, at playtime, another little girl might come up to say hello to me, or a teacher might bend down and give me a kind word as I sat on a bench on my own. I might smile back at one of the other children, or dare to look up to watch a game going on between the older kids.

Quite early on in the school term, I came home from school and Mummy was waiting for me.

‘Get upstairs,’ she told me. ‘Take your shoes and socks off.’

I scurried to obey. We had a dirty green carpet on the stairs at George Dowty, and it didn’t quite reach the landing – there was a little strip of bare wood at the top, where she now directed me to stand. She sat on the stairs below me, my bare feet in front of her face.

‘Did you speak to anybody at school today?’ she asked me. Her voice was calm and inquisitive.

I thought back to the little brown-haired girl who’d tried to involve me in a game that lunchtime. But Mummy hadn’t been at school – there was no way she could know about that.

‘No,’ I lied. ‘Nobody.’

She looked up at me. ‘Don’t lie,’ she warned.

‘Nobody,’ I squeaked.

‘Liar!’ she roared. She raised her arm, and I saw she had a wooden chair leg in her hand. She brought it down on my toes, hard. I bit my tongue to keep from crying out, the pain almost shocking me into silence.

‘No liar will stand in my presence,’ she quoted from the Bible. She beat me again, tens of hard raps across my toes, until my nails swelled, red and bleeding. I looked down as the blood bubbled beneath them. Suddenly, I was glad to be standing on the wooden bit; there was always hell to pay if I ever got blood on the carpet.

‘Get downstairs, you liar. We’re going to wash your mouth out for telling such dirty lies.’

I walked gingerly down to the kitchen, my feet throbbing with every step. She stood me by the sink and grabbed the washing-up liquid. ‘Head back,’ she ordered. I tilted my head back, but I kept my mouth firmly closed. ‘Mouth open,’ she ordered. When I stubbornly kept it closed, my body fighting against the punishment even as my mind succumbed, she pinched my nose until I had to open my mouth to gasp for air. In an instant, she had shoved the plastic bottle between my lips, the teat jamming hard against my teeth. She squeezed firmly and glutinous lemon liquid squirted to the back of my throat. I gagged.

‘Don’t be so weak-minded!’ she yelled at me. ‘Drink!’

I had no choice but to swallow, and then swallow again. She glugged it down me, the whole bottle. When I threw up in the sink, she made me eat my own vomit, and threatened that, if I was sick again, she’d do the same thing again with a bottle of bleach.

‘Don’t you lie to me ever again,’ she warned. ‘I’ve got a magic eye; I can see what you’re doing. I’ve got a magic eye; I know exactly what you’re doing.’

And every single day at school, she did. Somehow, she knew who I’d been with; if anybody had spoken to me. I never dared to speak to anyone ever again. As an adult, I’ve realised that she must have spied on me. As a child, I could only assume that what she told me was true: she had a magic eye, and she could see me at every minute of every hour of every day. She was an all-powerful, all-seeing being. I could never, ever get away from her gaze.

The school term drew on. Soon there was a chill in the air, and the classrooms began to ring with the excited chatter of children anticipating Christmas, and the imminent visitation of someone called Santa Claus.

As Jehovah’s Witnesses, we didn’t celebrate Christmas – or birthdays, for that matter. Several times Mummy had read me the riot act about the upcoming festivities. ‘You’re a Jehovah’s Witness, you’ve got to stand strong,’ she would say. ‘You’re only worthy if you don’t join in.’

That December, there was a whole school assembly about Christmas. The teachers shepherded us all into the hall, and I followed meekly. If nothing else, Mummy had certainly taught me to obey adults and to do as I was told. So I joined in the assembly, and I even coloured in a Christmas bauble when we did festive arts and crafts in the afternoon.

As soon as I came out of school, clutching my Christmas decoration, I knew that what I’d done was wrong. Mummy’s eyes … She was so angry. And I knew what was coming when I got home.

She flung me inside as soon as the front door was open, and I sailed across the hallway, just like my rag doll, Katie. Then she beat me around the floor, each blow emphasising her words: ‘You. Are. Evil. The Jehovah God disapproves of anything to do with Christmas. You have just gone and coloured. In. A. Bauble.’ She was absolutely livid.

So livid, in fact, that five days before Christmas 1990, records show that she withdrew me from Overbury to be educated at home.

No one was going to teach me a lesson better than her.

For some reason, though, I did go back to mainstream education, at least for a time. I changed schools to Northway Infant School in Tewkesbury, and Mummy’s instructions about speaking to no one and keeping my gaze down were reissued. Not that I really needed to be told, anymore.

Unbeknown to me, Northway polished up her magic eye for her even more, because there was a Co-op car park that backed onto the playground there. Mummy used to park there every day and watch me. I didn’t know she was there, all I knew was that she always knew exactly what I’d been up to.

Mummy was still keeping up the starvation punishments. At school, I found the temptation of the other children’s lunchboxes too great, and I started pinching food from them because I was so hungry. Mummy, of course, got called in. And I was punished not only for stealing fruit, but also because I’d made her look bad as a parent; I’d humiliated her. For Mummy, who always strived to appear better than any other mother, any other family, this was an unforgivable sin.

She told me I was to come home for my lunch from now on but one lunchtime, when I got back to George Dowty Drive, there was no one there: she’d forgotten about me. I sat on the doorstep for a while, waiting, unsure if I’d be in trouble if she came home for me and found I wasn’t there. Eventually, I ran down to my nan’s, but she was out, too. I headed back to school in the end, quite late, and innocently explained, ‘Mummy’s not in.’ They asked me if I’d had lunch, so I said no, and they gave me a school dinner.

I was kicked around the hallway floor for that. ‘How dare you tell people I’m a bad parent!’ she ranted. My lips ballooned as her boots collided with my face. She kept me home from school the next day, and on any other days when the bruises were too obvious. She was a clever woman, my mummy; she always knew how far she could go.

One morning, we were late for school. As usual, it was my fault: I had wet the bed. I was always wetting the bed, plagued by nightmares about Satan coming to get me. He would come down the driveway and through the hall and up onto the landing, coming to snatch me and take me out the window. Every time there was a thunderstorm, I thought Armageddon had arrived. And, especially as I grew older, Mummy would show me horror films where people died, one after the other in bloody, violent scenes, and she’d say, ‘Go and make sure you pray to God because you’ve been really naughty today and you might not be here in the morning.’ On this particular morning, Mummy marched me down to school with the sopping-wet, urine-soaked sheet, and she held it up in front of my entire class.

‘This is why we’re late. This is what this dirty child has done,’ she announced.

I hung my head in shame and humiliation – but I had only myself to blame. Mummy had been trying to stop me from wetting the bed for as long as I could remember. As with all of my development, I was slow to learn. Slow to be potty-trained, despite the fact that she would tie me to my potty all day; despite all her best efforts in that field. If ever I had an accident, she would rub my face in the wee on the floor and then wipe my wet knickers all over my face and shove them in my mouth. I’d have to sit there with my soaking knickers in my mouth, as a punishment.

As I got older, and the bed-wetting continued, she’d make me drink her wee in retribution for my crime. She’d pee in the toilet, a dark, dark wee, and then summon me over to drink it. She’d get a cup and I’d have to dip it in the loo and then swallow it down. And I’d gag and I’d cry, and I’d spit it out, but the more I spat it out, the more she’d say it had to be done, there were no two ways about it.

It didn’t stop me wetting the bed. Instead, I had more nightmares than ever, and on more and more mornings I woke up with a sinking feeling at that tell-tale cool dampness on the backs of my legs. Mummy would rant and rave, and call me an attention-seeker. And one Sunday, she had had quite enough.

We got dressed for church as usual. Judith and Charlotte were done up to the nines, in smart frocks scattered with bows, and even pretty bonnets tied around their smiling faces. They looked like a double act: two Little Bo Peeps. I struggled into my charity-shop clothes, which were dirty and ragged, and always too small or too big – usually too big, for the starvation punishments had made me into a scrawny little girl, skin and bone within a hand-me-down coat.

When we were ready, Mummy made me turn around and pinned a handwritten sign on my back. And then, together, we walked to the Kingdom Hall. We came in late, and sat towards the back. Sandy was in the row behind me. I sat quietly, with my head down, and she could see each word on the sign writ large and clear.

This child is evil. She’s an attention-seeker. Do not look at her or talk to her.

For Sandy it was the final straw: she rang social services. Something, she thought, had to be done about this woman.


CHAPTER FOUR

Social services rang Sandy back, two weeks later. They said they had investigated, but felt there was no problem, before adding: ‘What do you expect us to do? We’re short on foster mothers.’

I can remember social services coming round to call on Mummy and me – not because of Sandy, necessarily; they came quite frequently. A social worker would come and knock on the door of George Dowty Drive, as I sat inside in the cold kitchen, listening to the exchange on the doorstep of the house; or they would phone, and I’d hear my mother’s end of the conversation. Each time they came I dreaded it, because Mummy would say I had caused trouble in bringing them to her door, and she would beat me for it.

It was never convenient for the social workers to call in. ‘I’m on holiday that week,’ Mummy would say, brooking no argument, if they phoned in advance to schedule a visit. Or, ‘No, I’m sorry, now is not a good time. You’ll have to come back later,’ if they turned up on the doorstep unannounced. She’d say it with the door open only a sliver, not showing them anything of our world.

Of course, ‘later’ was never good either, for one reason or another. I’d sit listening to these exchanges, with bruises all over my body, and I’d wonder why they weren’t coming in … but I knew why, really: my mother. My mother and her manipulation. They were intimidated and they were subtly influenced. Nobody could wrap social workers round her finger better than my foster mum.

Yet she wouldn’t be my foster mum for much longer. Her application to adopt me was gaining pace. There was a severe setback to her plans in December 1991, though, when my social worker suddenly told Mum that she would not support the adoption due to ‘concerns’ she held about Mum’s care of me – and instead instigated a six-month assessment of my care.

But this was my mother they were dealing with. She simply refused – once again – to see the social worker to allow the assessment to be carried out. I also found out, much later, that social services were late in delivering their file on me to the judge overseeing the adoption process; they simply didn’t get the file in on time.

And so, just one month after that official concern was raised, my adoption was formally approved. Eunice Spry was now my legal mother – and I was on my own.

Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.

The clock sounded loud in the hot, mustard-coloured Volvo. Alone, I sat in the car, watching the farm outside the window, where families had come to pick their own fruit for simple summer suppers. I could see them smiling and laughing as they milled about the open barn, where the farmer, John Drake, weighed their produce and bade them a good day. We were in Eckington, at a
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