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About the Book

“It’s what daddies do with their little girls,” he explains, “every little girl does it. But it’s a secret, and you must not talk about it.”

Cassie was too young to remember when her father started abusing her, but she remembers how unclean it made her feel. When she got married at sixteen and had a family of her own, she thought she’d finally escaped his clutches, but he found a way to make sure she could never move on. Turning to drink to cope, Cassie’s babies were taken into care and her husband left her. Now would begin the biggest challenge of her life: winning her children back and working to eclipse the pain of the past.

This is the heartbreaking true story of a little girl that just wanted to be loved.
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I dedicate this book to all survivors – you are not alone, there is a light.
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Why, so many people ask, why don’t children talk?

I could tell them by asking that question they must never have felt fear. Not the fear of a bad school report, or of not having the right dress to wear to a party, nor being late for an appointment. No, not that one; but the other, the one that sits heavily on our chests while we sleep, creeps into our dreams and slides down our throats, choking back any words asking for help that might have been on the tips of our tongues.

No, that emotion has never been their constant companion. For if it had, they would know that once held in its grip, we are in a place without mercy, where both reason and logical thinking cease to exist.

Ask the person with claustrophobia why they cannot enter a lift. Or the one with agoraphobia why their legs shake and their feet will not move to take them outside. They have very few answers because they understand their behaviour is irrational. But those demons that cause chests to tighten and breathing to become pants of terror pay scant attention to reason.

I grew up in the dark age of ignorance, two decades before organisations like Childline told us that just one phone call could make us safe. When I was a small child the thought of telling anyone in authority the truth simply did not enter my mind, or the minds of those who, like me, suffered in silence. We had no faith in adults, no trust whatsoever. For we were the awkward children, the grubby ones, the ones who stood alone in the playground, the ones whose homework was ill-done, the ones who were difficult to love. We seldom received a kind word from an authoritative figure, nor did we expect to. For we were all too aware it was us who were blamed for our parents’ neglect.

The well-watered seeds of suspicion, planted by those in charge, gradually became so firmly embedded in our minds that it was impossible to speak out – to tell where those bruises came from, or that we often went to bed hungry. When our bad marks for class work were ridiculed and we heard the sniggers of our peers, we could not say that fear peppered our sleep with nightmares and deadened our concentration.

Was it likely then that we could have stood up and said ‘Please, Miss, my mum and dad came home from the pub drunk and their rowing all night stopped me from sleeping’ or ‘Please, Miss, my dad spent my mum’s housekeeping money at the dogs and there was no breakfast this morning. And those bruises on my legs … Well, Miss, my dad took his belt to me when I told him I had to finish my homework. And my broken arm last year when I said I fell out of a tree … that was my dad too. That’s why my homework never gets done.’ Those were never going to be sentences that the children of abuse could utter.

If we could not tell our teachers that, then how could we, with eyes cast down and cheeks stained red, whisper the words describing the very worst?

That we did not like the way Daddy crept into our rooms and touched us in the places we thought were private?

There was a time, just once, when I summoned up my courage and tried to ask for help. But that was a sad mistake, one I can still hardly bear to think about. For when I tried to tell, I had clearly said the unsayable. Instead of receiving help it was disdainful looks and harsh words that were thrown at me.

Because of the repercussions that followed that one time when I put my trust in an adult, I never tried again. For after that hadn’t I been told what would happen, should I talk? Like tiny drops of poison entering my bloodstream so my parents’ whispered threats entered my mind, spiking it with anxiety and distrust.

No one will believe you.

They will say you are a dirty little girl making up those stories; something I had already learnt to be true.

When I entered my teens and thought my voice might be believed it was shame that silenced me. But not before I had tackled my father, who on hearing my threats mocked me.

Wasn’t I the one who had taken part in those sordid deeds? he asked, a glimmer of malevolence in his eyes.

The one who had kept quiet all those years?

Who would believe I hadn’t enjoyed it?

‘Nobody will love you if you talk, Cassie,’ he said. ‘You will be the one shunned. You will lose everything.’

And because I believed him, this prophesy eventually came true.

It was only later, when it was too late, that I realised maybe another life might have been possible.

And when those memories slide into my head they bring with them a question I need answered. It is the one that angers me still. Why? Why did no one ask?

All those teachers and those heads of schools that worked during the fifties, sixties, seventies and eighties, they saw the bruises, the neglect, the nervousness. Why did they never ask?

I remember looking at those adults – ‘See me,’ I prayed, ‘see what is happening to me.

‘Can’t you look at me? Why don’t you ask me?

‘I could tell if you did.’

But no one heard my silent pleas.

No one rescued me.
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I am no longer young. But then neither am I lonely or unloved. Not now, not any more.

I love my job, working with the elderly. This is where they come to when they need the extra care that those outside can no longer give. This place is called a home. I like that word for that is what we all try and make it. When I step through the doors to begin my shift I feel it is also my home and those elderly people who are spending their last days there, they are now my family. My arm goes easily around thin shoulders to give a slight hug and each time I hold the hand of a resident I am moved by the weightless papery feel of it resting in mine. I grieve when someone in my care slips away. Sometimes it is one who remains sprightly to the end so that I am unprepared for their death and that intensifies the pain I feel. I go to the funeral and my body shakes with silent sobs. All too often it is just us – the carers and a few of the residents – who attend, for only faded photographs remain of lifelong friends and the spouses they have outlived. Daughters and sons have moved to faraway places – Australia, America – but sometimes, even more sadly, only a county away.

It’s very hard not to have favourites although I have been warned to keep an emotional distance, something I cannot always bring myself to do. There are always those who pull on my heartstrings. I feel the bond between us the moment they arrive and, as our eyes meet, I know they feel the same.

There is Doris with her beautiful hands. Young hands still, though her face bears the wrinkles that time has bestowed on her. She was once a famous concert pianist. Travelled the world, she tells me. She delights in drawing back the curtain separating the past from the present to show me the world she once inhabited.

‘There were lovers,’ she says, punctuated by her still-girlish laugh, ‘but only one husband. He did not last long.

‘Oh, he was a decent man,’ she adds archly, ‘he fell in love with my playing. He told me that almost the first time he took me out.’

Her cheeks take on the flush of youth each time she shares her stories with me. Names of composers that I have never heard of trip off her tongue, as do the names of the concert halls. I can almost hear the sound of the applause and see the size and colours of the many bouquets.

I venture to ask questions.

What happened to her husband is one such enquiry.

The answers vary depending on her mood but some are consistent.

‘It was not long after the war finished when we met,’ she tells me. ‘He was not one of those who waited at the stage door with flowers in their hands and hope on their faces. He had a friend who knew the manager of the concert hall I was playing in. A dinner was arranged. Such a shortage of young men then, so of course I was flattered to be singled out. But once that ring was on my finger he wanted me to play only for him. No more travelling, no more concerts … Stay at home and have children.’

‘What did you do?’ I always ask Doris.

‘I left.’

But she does not volunteer any more information on that subject, which leaves my curiosity unsatisfied.

Another old lady, Dorothy, remembers the days when she was a child more than she does anything from the present. It is the war years she wants to reminisce about.

She tells me about the bombs that fell over London and the nights she had spent in the crowded Underground bomb shelters.

‘Most of the children were sent away then,’ she says. ‘It was terrible for those who lost their parents and had no home to come back to when it was all over.’

I never ask if she was one of those. Instead I turn her away from recounting more sad tales by swapping some of mine for hers, for as well as listening, I am encouraged to share experiences of what is happening outside the home and in my own life.

That time of the afternoon, when tea is served and ginger biscuits are dunked into the hot milky liquid, inquisitive eyes turn to me, waiting for answers to their questions. With my own cup balanced precariously on my knee I tell them of the era I grew up in, the late sixties and the seventies.

I recount how we were not a rich family, but a happy one. I draw pictures with words of a plump, loving mother, reading my brothers and me bedtime stories, before tucking us in at night. I try and put life into my descriptions of the park where we were taken to feed the ducks and the thrill of excitement every time my father, his liquorice dark eyes sparkling with good humour, and with head thrown back, pushed my swing higher and higher until all I could see was the sky.

I talk about my happy school days, how I loved drawing and writing poetry and when I presented my paintings to my mother I had been so proud when she pinned and taped them to the kitchen walls. How I squirmed with delight when she heaped praise on every single one of my early attempts. Crayoned drawings full of blue, red and green squiggles which I said were people, but they were nearly as tall as the little square houses I drew over and over.

Some afternoons I take my elderly audience straight back to my teenage years – the dances, the boyfriends, my first job, the fun I had and the fashionable clothes I wore then.

But of course none of what I tell them is true. Neither my childhood nor my teenage years had been anything like that.
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I was still a young woman when I first had therapy. It was not my decision; that was made for me. I was given a card, thick cream paper with a name printed on the front. Flipping it over, I saw the address and time of the appointment written in neat, cursive letters. On reading it, I said that yes, I knew where it was and which bus would take me there.

I placed the card in my pocket with my fingers still curled around its smoothness and made my way home. Much as I would have liked to have taken that small oblong card out, torn it up, scattered the pieces and let them disappear into the air, I understood my choices had come to an end. There would be consequences if I did not attend and those I was loath to face.

Two days later, at 10am, I caught the bus that took me from the council estate I had hardly left for several months along roads where developments of well-cared-for private houses sprawled on either side. Neat semi-detached red brick squares with white net curtains at the windows and clipped box hedges dividing the gardens from their neighbours’. Seeing them, my mind floated back to what seemed a lifetime ago, when I was a child. I had watched those houses springing up like wild flowers until our estate, with its rundown houses, seemed like a forlorn island lost in the midst of their elegance. The area the council had designated for us was one reserved for problem families. Which, it appeared to be, that anyone with more than two children was classed as. Certainly there was some truth in it for unkempt gardens, grubby curtains, overflowing dustbins and streets constantly littered with unidentifiable debris were the norm there.

It was the general consensus that children from the streets where I grew up were badly disciplined, ran wild and once grown, would be nothing but trouble to their families and society while those who lived on the private estates had other ambitions for their offspring.

The architecture of the private houses, with their through lounges, two-and-a-half bedrooms and patches of manicured lawns, might not have been much different from ours, but they were still a different world. At weekends lawns were mowed, shiny Austin Morrises and Cortinas washed and polished, and children’s playtime was supervised. Those who lived there were proud to be homeowners, not tenants, as many of their parents still were.

Our section of the town was an eyesore, one they resented being in their midst. They did not want us there any more than my mother wanted me, or for that matter my two brothers. I had watched those carefree first-time buyers drive up to their new homes. I’d witnessed the delivery trucks arrive and furniture, often still in its plastic covering, being carried in. Now those same young couples are elderly, their offspring grown and already moved away.

Most of their children attended the same school as me. I remember those groups of well-dressed girls who had already formed their own little cliques well before their schooldays had begun. Most probably they had known each other ever since their mothers pushed their prams side by side. They would have been in the same mother and baby groups before being enrolled in play school and by the time infanthood was left behind, they were already attending each other’s birthday parties. I might understand now why they all stayed together in little groups, but then I just felt like an outcast.

The cold shoulder treatment seemed to be learnt at a very young age. I cringed every time a small child, who could have played the part of an angel in a nativity play, showed obvious reluctance to sit next to me in class. I tried to make myself invisible when envelopes containing invitations to birthday parties were passed around. At five I thought one was going to be for me, my hand already raised to take it and my mouth beginning to stretch into a delighted smile, when it was given to a little girl seated just behind me. By the time I was six I accepted that not one of those invitations was ever going to be placed in my hand. Even now, all those years later, the hurt I have repeatedly told myself is buried rears its head from out of its hiding place and bites sharply when I least expect to feel its fangs.

As a child I had not understood why those self-assured small children, with their pressed clothes and shiny hair, were told to keep away from us. With my older brother, I thought it was just because he was different. I was aware that he was always alone in the playground. I also knew he was mocked and tormented. Hadn’t I seen boys mimicking his peculiar walk and imitating his slow speech? It made me uneasy. I wanted a teacher to stop it, to tell those boys to leave him alone – they must have seen it happening. But nothing was ever done.

No sooner had I moved out of the infant class than being ignored in the playground also became my fate, as it was for my little brother a couple of years later.

As the bus turned a corner, I blinked and told those thoughts to disappear. There were more important issues I had to deal with. ‘Get a grip, Cassie,’ I told myself, ‘stop dwelling on the past. Never does any good, does it?’ Then, glancing through the window of the bus, I saw the pale green leaves of the plane trees were unfurling. Spring was finally making its appearance. Maybe, I thought, the signs of a new year beginning also heralded a fresh start for me.

The next stop was mine. It was only a walk of a few hundred yards from where I alighted to the address on the card.

Was I nervous that day? I think I was past that, my feelings already deadened by the events of the few weeks prior to it.

I rang the bell next to the nameplate on the door and a disembodied voice asked for my name before bidding me to enter. Once inside I was informed that Ms Travis would see me in just a few moments and to take a seat. There were several chairs but a gangling dark-haired youth was the only person occupying one. Behind them was a large, ornate gilded mirror. I gave it an involuntary glance and saw looking back at me a rather shabby woman fast approaching middle age, whose too-tight skirt was rucked at the hips and the buttons on her blouse, bought in a charity shop, were straining to keep closed. Her light brown hair was badly in need of styling and worry had placed deep creases onto her forehead, while her unmade-up face, puffy through lack of sleep, was pale and drawn.

‘That is me,’ I thought, feeling a wave of depression. Where had the person I was disappeared to? For the woman in the mirror was almost a stranger.

I longed for a cigarette and my hand went instinctively into my bag before I spotted the no-smoking sign. My fingers twitched with the need to hold one, a few drags would calm me. I thought of going outside, just a minute would be all it would take to ease that nicotine craving. But then I might be late for my appointment and that would not look good, would it? ‘Cassie,’ my inner voice said unsympathetically, ‘where’s your willpower gone? You can go without one for an hour, can’t you?’ ‘Of course I can,’ I said firmly to that hectoring voice, lowering myself onto one of the chairs. I picked up a magazine and unseeingly flicked through it.

A few moments later I was ushered into a room bearing little resemblance to any doctor’s surgery I had visited before. There was a desk with a computer sitting on it but apart from that, with its comfy chairs and light oak coffee table, it had more the appearance of a sitting room than a surgery.

The woman who greeted me with a warm friendly smile was also unexpected. In her early thirties, she was dressed casually in snug-fitting jeans and a crisp white shirt. Short blonde hair was neatly tucked behind her ears and I noticed her unlined face and warm brown eyes.

‘Cassie, come in,’ she said, as though I was a welcome guest dropping in for a coffee. ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ and she eased herself into the chair with its back to the window and beckoned me to sit opposite her.

‘Cassie,’ she explained, ‘today we are just going to get to know each other. So tell me a little about yourself and how you think I can help you.’

What did she expect me to say, I wondered, feeling panicky. I wanted to tell her my being there was all a mistake and I could manage without her help. But that was not the message I managed to convey, for no sooner did I open my mouth to speak than my voice choked up with barely suppressed tears.

Without any comment she passed me a box of tissues. She was clearly used to distraught patients, I thought, and it was then that I realised that was exactly what I was: a distraught patient. With a wad of tissues clenched in my fist, my throat still so dry words were sticking to it, I managed to splutter out some details of my marriage. How he had left, but not why, not that first time. It was still too raw, too painful, for me to tell her.

My children were another subject I wanted to stay away from. I had noticed a wedding ring on her finger. Was she a mother? I wondered, but dare not ask. For if she was, therapist or not, she might blame me for what had happened to them. Certainly everyone else did. Neighbours I once felt were friends now averted their gaze whenever they saw me. My mother-in-law, who I had once been so close to, refused to speak to me, while my last remaining friend, the one that comes in liquid form, had finally betrayed me. No longer did it dim my memories for they were there from the moment I awoke until night came and fitful sleep grudgingly took hold. Not in a soft embrace, no, it is never that, but to a dark place where beneath my flickering lids the images whirling around my head both mock and taunt me.

Now, facing this woman who, I had been told, was not there to judge me but to help, I found it increasingly difficult to offer more than a few morsels of information. Each time I stopped she waited patiently for me to continue. The only question she asked after a long period of muteness was if I needed some water to which I shook my head.

Each time my words dried up the silence between us was oppressive. I wanted to give her some facts that might just make her see me in a better light, but after nearly half my time had been used up, they remained unspoken.

‘Cassie,’ and with this she leant slightly forward, then, ‘you do understand why you are here?’

‘Yes,’ I replied, knowing full well it was a question she already knew the answer to. She might not have had a file full of notes about me sitting between us, but they were, I was sure, on her computer and had been read thoroughly.

‘Well, let’s talk about that a little, shall we?’ And then ‘No,’ as though reading my mind, ‘not the facts I have been given, they only tell me what finally happened. It’s the why they happened we have to look at. That is the reason you are here.

‘So shall we start at the beginning?’

‘How far back do you want me to go?’ I wondered.

And again she answered my voiceless question.

‘Let’s start with your earliest memories, shall we?’

As she spoke her words acted like a key turning in a rusty lock and slowly the door leading to my childhood began to creak open. Behind it lay the grim corridor leading to a place I did not wish to visit. I could feel my heart hammering inside my ribcage, my breath was turning into pants and I fought down the panic that stops enough air getting into my lungs. How I longed to slam that door shut and at the same time I wanted to jump up and leave. But that was something I could not do. Instead I clenched my fists so tightly my nails made red crescents on my palms. My hands were shaking and I was unaware that every few seconds I was twisting and snapping the telltale elastic bands on my wrists. However, we only talked about that several weeks later. Aware of my anxiety, instead of asking me an intrusive question, Ms Travis opened a drawer, took out an ashtray and slid it over to me.

‘If you want to smoke you can,’ she said. ‘I always keep this handy in case it’s needed.’

The only sound for a few seconds was the click of my lighter, the soft crackle as the cigarette ignited and the deep breaths whenever I inhaled greedily. Almost instantly the nicotine smoothed my jangled nerves and my body finally began to relax.

‘I know they are bad for me,’ I said ruefully. ‘It’s just now.’

‘I understand,’ she said and a reassuring smile came in my direction.

‘Cassie, it’s not my job to probe, but to find the root of your problem we have to start in the place where it grows: in other words, your childhood. So let’s talk about your family a little. What was your mother like?’

The ease of dealing with that question removed some more of my nervousness. Describing my mother’s appearance was not a problem, although finding the right words to explain who she was would be more difficult.

‘She was short,’ I said. ‘A bit dumpy, I suppose. She dressed neatly, usually a skirt and jumper, or on a hot day a blouse. Nothing remarkable really about how she looked. At night her hair was wound round big rollers and in the morning it was backcombed into a beehive. Once up, it hardly moved as she lacquered it so strongly to her head. But I never thought of her as my mother really. I mean, I knew she was, but she never acted maternal-like or anything.’

‘Can you tell me a little more?’

‘She was not a nice woman. Cruel, she was. The only affection I ever saw her show was to my father. Oh, occasionally to my younger brother, but never to me or my older one. No, the only person I think she loved was her husband.’

I hoped as I spoke that I would not be asked questions about him – I was not ready to talk about my father then. I think she understood for no unwanted questions followed. More confidently, I carried on explaining how my mother had been: her black moods, her spite, her laziness. Even walking to the shops was a chore for her. I was hardly at school age when she sent me off with a list of what she wanted. Mainly cigarettes.

I felt a spurt of anger as I talked about her. ‘She pandered to my father,’ I blurted out. ‘Cooked him nice meals served at the table, whereas we children were offered little more than snacks that we ate standing up.

‘Her excuse for that was that she had paid for us to have our main meal at school, so we did not need much more. We could smell it though, her cooking, and then we were told to make a sandwich.

‘I’ve never understood why she had children. She never cared for us. If we fell over and scraped our knees she just told us to get up and not make a fuss. Then in the evenings, if it was too dark to go outside, we were sent to our rooms – after we had washed up their dinner plates, that was. Television was for her and my father; she did not want us sitting with them.’

Once I started talking, I managed to say all of that to her, scarcely drawing breath.

She asked about the house I had grown up in, explaining that she was trying to get a clearer picture, not just of my family, but my surroundings as well.

Describing that did not give me a problem either. I told her there was little to say about it. It had four bedrooms, the smallest one being mine, and I described the dark wallpaper downstairs, the sitting room that reeked of stale cigarettes. A brown settee with several burn marks, where my mother, whose interest in housework was negligible, spent most of her time. There was no daytime television then, so she listened to the radio, read her magazines or painted her nails while issuing orders to us children from the moment we were in the house.

There were two prints, in cheap black frames, on the walls: one of a little girl with a dog by her side and the other a blond-haired boy crying. Apart from a couple of chairs the only other furniture was a sideboard where my mother’s ‘good plates’, as she called them, were kept. They only put in an appearance when my grandparents came to visit. It was basically a dreary house, devoid of laughter and care.

Outside was no better; slimy clumps of grass, with pieces of car engines littering the small space outside the back door. There was a shed, which when we were small, we were forbidden to enter. Wanting to turn my thoughts away from that shed, I paused then. For there was a time I had been made to go there and I wanted to push such thoughts straight out of my mind.

If she noticed my voice drying up as I rattled off those details, she made no comment, just swiftly tried to guide my recollections.

‘Your brothers, how did you get on with them?’ And just that simple question caused a lump to rise in my throat and my eyes welled up.

‘All right,’ she added quickly, seeing my distress, ‘we can talk about them later.’

‘It’s difficult to remember everything in order,’ I told her. ‘I might say I was four or five when something happened then later it comes to me that I was older. Everything gets jumbled in my head when I try and go back to those years when I was a child.’

‘Why do you think that is, Cassie?’

‘I suppose because there was little to mark those early days. My grandmother read to me sometimes, but my mother never did, so I cannot even think of favourite stories.’

‘Tell me a little about your grandparents then.’

‘They were kind to us children when we visited. Their house smelt different too. All lovely appetising cooking smells and furniture polish. A proper dinner was placed on the table and my grandmother always asked if we wanted seconds.

‘“Don’t like waste,” she would say to us and we dived in all right.

‘And when we were finished, it was the grown-ups that cleared the table and washed up. We were told to either go outside to play or sometimes we would watch television. I suppose that was my only glimpse of normality, how it could have been.’

‘But in your home there was nothing like that?’

‘No. And there were no planned treats either, so I can’t close my eyes and see a day at the seaside or something pleasurable we all did as a family, and remember when and where it was.

‘We were not made a fuss of on our birthdays either. I was never given a pretty dress to wear and made to feel like a little princess. Except, that is, on my fifth – I remember that well. My grandmother baked a cake for me, brought it over to our house with prettily wrapped presents. A school satchel was one of them. So yes, I remember that birthday.’

What I did not say to her then was that apart from that special day, most of what I can recall about those early years is the constant fear I felt.

Fear of a woman who only shouted at me.

Fear of my eldest brother who pinched me in soft places and pulled my hair.

Fear of not being able to stop the tears, tears that made the woman I called Mum angry.

Then there was the man, the one who sat at the table with a stick by his side. One he raised to hit out at us when we annoyed him.

He was called Dad.

He was, I understood long before I had learnt the vocabulary to express myself, a man who must be obeyed.

‘What did your father do for a living, Cassie?’

I had been waiting for her to bring him up, but I was still not ready for it.

‘He was a self-employed car mechanic,’ was the answer I gave, hoping my tone of voice would tell her to leave it there.

As I spoke an image of my father crept uninvited into my mind, one that was frozen in time. It belonged to my childhood memories, not my adult ones. Every time my subconscious conjures him up, he always appears the same. I see him always as he was before he grew older, when age thinned his brilliantine slicked-back dark hair, placed deep lines bracketing his mouth and beer coarsened his once-slim body. What I remember most though is not so much what he looked like, but that smell of car grease, petrol and cigarettes that not only clung to him but seeped into his very pores, or so it seemed. Those days as a child it was my nose more than his stealthy footsteps that warned me he was near.

Those were the thoughts I did not share, not that day.

‘Those,’ I told her, ‘are my earliest memories. Now, can I ask you a question?’

She nodded encouragingly.

‘When do you think the first memory is lodged in a baby’s brain? Is it when they leave a dark safe place and come into a world full of noise and light?’

‘Why do you ask that question, Cassie?’

‘I just wondered if they feel fear then, or is it a learnt emotion?’

‘Cassie, all I can tell you is that the early weeks, months and years are important. That is when the seeds for their future are sown.’

‘So at what age do those destructive emotions start?’ I asked.

‘Destructive emotions?’

‘Yes, like rage and resentment.’

‘When do you think they do, Cassie?’

‘The moment the adult world betrays them, I guess.’

‘Are you thinking of your own childhood now, or the years when you were a mother?’ she asks, expecting a reply, but that was another question I did not want to answer.

It was she who told me to write down everything I could remember.

‘Start with your early memories,’ she said.

‘The before?’

‘Yes, Cassie – the before.’
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Whenever I try and think about before that is before he made me feel dirty and ashamed, before that terrible secret was mine to carry, my mind goes blank. It is when I’m asleep that those memories visit me, catching the end of a dream, forcing me awake.

I have come to understand that there are two Cassies: the one before and the one after.

The little girl who was denied what other small children grow up expecting is their right – being nursed when ill, cuddled, played peekaboo with and made to believe in Father Christmas and fairies – was still blessed with a happy disposition. In that at least she was lucky, otherwise she might have lost her childhood almost as soon as she was born.

But despite her mother’s lack of care, her father’s red-hot rages, she clung tenaciously to some of the joy of life that small children possess. Seeing a delicately coloured butterfly, a bright-eyed bird or next-door’s fluffy cat, all things that to an adult were commonplace, to that little girl they were brand new and each sighting filled her with excitement. That was the Cassie of ‘Before’.

‘There are always some happy memories in our past,’ my therapist had told me. ‘Search for them as well as the bad ones.’ She pointed out that there had been people I loved: my grandparents and my baby brother.

‘And Cassie, when you come again, you can tell me a little about your older brother as well.’

That week I did as she asked and tried to put my thoughts in order and commit them to paper.

Reflections on my older brother made me uncomfortable, part embarrassment mixed with a dollop of pity and shame that I still felt the power of the first. Even as a small child I knew he was not the same as other children. Skinny-limbed, with knobbly knees and elbows and a mouth moistened by drops of saliva that never seemed to close. Even as a child he was far from attractive. When chastised, which was often, he would just look bewildered. If one of our parents harangued him even more harshly than normal, he would sit, head hanging down to his chest, a long thread of drool dangling from his mouth, his thin arms wrapped around his body for comfort. It seemed that everything he did irritated them. His walk was clumsy, his mouth slack, but it was the expressions in his eyes that caused my distress. Depending on the atmosphere around him they were sometimes hopeful, but far more often they were hurt and terrified. He did not understand what it was he had done to anger an adult into raising their hand to him. Those times I would watch with a combination of fear and pity as his body would shake while piercing, keening cries came out of his mouth.

Maybe he knew all along that all he had done wrong was to be born.

I have tried to block many of my memories of him from my mind. Child or not, I still feel that I should have looked out for him more. And it is guilt that sometimes swamps me, for even when I was older I did little to help him. I never saw who he really was: an unhappy toddler trapped in a growing boy’s body.

It was only when I started school that I realised his name was Ben.

Up until then I had thought it was Moron.

The love I had inside me was reserved for my grandparents and my baby brother, Jimmy. From the first moment I saw him, a tiny pink-faced scrap, I felt a wave of protectiveness and love. I loved hearing his soft snuffling as he slept, his tiny face scrunched up, and when he cried, making his round, rosy-cheeked face crumple, I could hardly bear it. It seemed to open up a chasm full of sorrow inside me. I felt that he should be happy all the time and knew that it was the underlying anger in the house that caused those fat tears to fall. Once he could crawl and then totter, my mother had no patience with either his laughter or his cries.

‘Cassie, take him outside,’ she would scream impatiently. ‘He’s under my feet. I’m trying to get your father’s dinner ready. Can’t stand that noise he’s making, and he’s under my feet all the time.’ She did not seem at all bothered that the floor was filthy and slippery with grease or that drawers left carelessly open might catch his fingers or cut his face if he caught the corner of them.

‘Come, Jimmy,’ I would say, ‘let’s go into the garden,’ and every time I stretched my hand out to him, his warm little fingers would curl around mine.

A dimpled smile that touched my heart would lift the corners of his mouth, as his tears quickly dried. Podgy little legs tottered beside me as opening the back door we went into what passed for a garden. Out there would be a child’s tea service, given me by my grandmother, which was kept in the old pram that all three of us had been taken out in at different times.

In front of it I placed my doll, also a present from her.

‘All little girls need dolls,’ she had said when she handed me a parcel wrapped in colourful paper. Undoing it, I had found ‘Jane’ as I was to call her, blonde hair with eyes that opened and shut. Tucked beside her was an assortment of paraphernalia my grandmother said was necessary when caring for a doll. My eyes, she recounted, looked like stars that day, so brightly did they shine the moment I first saw that doll. Maybe deep down, in a place she was too frightened to visit, she guessed what I needed was both friends and more parental love and care.

The doll was my constant companion. Every day I brushed her hair, dressed her in her pretty frock, and at night I wiped her face and changed her into a nightdress.

That was who I was before: a little girl who looked forward to visits to her grandmother, playing with her baby brother and finding old copies of her mother’s magazines that she would flick through, her fingers tracing the pictures inside the shiny covers. Unfortunately that little girl had a very short life. And the person she might have grown up into never did live.

A year ago I walked to the park. Being a mile or so from where I lived, few of my neighbours visited it. Children of all ages were shrieking with excitement as they bounced on the see-saws, climbed onto swings and played all the games that so long ago, when I was their age, the children in our neighbourhood had also played.

A memory floats into my head so crystal clear every little detail stands out.

A young mother is holding a small child by the hand. She had taken her to the pond where moorhens were teaching their fluffy black chicks self-sufficiency. I watched as she gave the child some bread to throw. No sooner had it landed than the moorhens, wings beating the water furiously, moved towards it. Dipping their heads down, they greedily gobbled up every morsel. The child clapped her hands in glee, her face one big smile. I had thought then that if I had a camera, I could have captured the delight only the very young feel. Then I would have had it blown up to the size of a painting and called it ‘Childhood’.
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Having been made to think of my time before I was forced to carry the burden of my secret brings a certain man to mind. Not that his visits to our estate affected my life when I was a child, but it shows how we, who lived there, were.

Ours was a street where people liked to say they minded their own business. Of course that did not mean there was no gossip, for rest assured there was plenty; and the more salacious the better. But there was little concern for others or their circumstances.

If a man lost his job, the bosses were blamed. When school leavers could not find employment, no matter how often they played truant and how few qualifications they had to their name, the government was blamed. And a woman sporting a black eye must, they muttered behind her back, have surely deserved it for wasn’t her husband a hard-working man? The tutting and raised eyebrows knew no limit should a young, unmarried girl become pregnant. Without any questions being asked, a label woven out of spite and innuendo bearing the words ‘dirty little whore’ was pinned on her. Both she and the mother would be blamed. Neither poverty nor marriages to men who spent much of their wages in the pub united the women there. Instead, like a flock of caged hens, chests puffed up with righteous indignation, they pecked away ruthlessly at the reputations of those even more unfortunate than themselves.

It
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