
  About the Book


  ‘I made a dash for the hallway and then my mind froze. Should I dart into the kitchen, where my mother would be swigging from a bottle? Or should I run upstairs and try to find somewhere to hide? It was a choice I didn’t really need to make, because there was no escape.’


  Anna Lowe grew up on the doorsteps of pubs, waiting for her mum to come out. Giving up her bedroom to her mother’s drunken friends, and regularly calling out the ambulance, after finding her mother unconscious and covered in vomit. But it was when they moved in with her mother’s boyfriend, Carl, that things took the ugliest turn. He sexually abused Anna from the age of six – destroying any semblance of a normal childhood she had left.


  Wake Up, Mummy is the heartbreaking true story of a little girl who eventually found the courage to break free from the past.


  About the Author


  Anna Lowe is mother to three children, and today runs a successful business with her brother.


  Author’s note


  THE EVENTS DESCRIBED in the first chapter of this book took place before I was born and when I was just a baby, so what I’ve written about them is based on what I’ve been told by other people. I’ve included them because I think they help to explain some of the reasons why my mother was the way she was.


  Many people had effects on my life when I was growing up, most of them negative. But one of the most significant influences of all was the abuse – mental, physical and sexual – that was inflicted on me by my mother’s boyfriend, Carl.


  I didn’t understand what Carl was doing to me at the time, and it wasn’t until some years later that I realised he’d taken my virginity one morning when I was just six years old. I’d woken up with terrible earache and my mother had left me with Carl while she went out to get me some medicine. And it was then – as I lay in the bed beside him, crying with pain – that he did something to me that was quite different from the horrible, disgusting things he’d done so many times before.


  Saying that my mother ‘went out to get me some medicine’ makes her sound like a considerably better parent than she actually was. In reality, though, she probably caused me more hurt and more long-lasting psychological damage than anyone else in my miserably unhappy childhood.


  There were reasons why my mother failed so dismally in her duty to protect and care for me and my brother when we were children, and I suppose I understand – at least partly – why she behaved in the way she did. But when someone recently called me ‘an amazingly forgiving woman’, it made me wonder if I have, in fact, truly forgiven my mother.


  For years, almost every aspect of my behaviour was influenced by anger and bitterness. I was resentful about what happened to me when I was a child and, above all, about the things my mother’s love of alcohol and lack of maternal care had deprived me of – including my childhood, a normal family life and any chance of being happy.


  Living with my mother was like living in a nightmare in which the only certainty was that nothing good ever lasted. So I doubt whether I’d have been able – or willing – to start building a relationship with her as an adult if she hadn’t turned out to be a much better grandmother to my children than she had ever been a mother to me.


  Perhaps ‘tenacious’ and ‘stubborn’ are better words to describe me than ‘forgiving’, because I think these are the characteristics that have been of most help to me on the many occasions when I’ve had to struggle to survive. And if I had to think of something positive that came out of my life as a child, it would be that I know how essential it is for children to have the love and stability that were so lacking in my own childhood.


  My mother’s parents and some of my aunts and uncles showed me, briefly, that there is a better way to live, and I have a great deal to thank them for. I’m grateful, too, to my brother, for being there when I needed someone as a child, and for making me feel – then and now – that I’m not entirely alone.


  For me, though, the most important driving force of all is the absolute love I have for my children.


  1


  Cause and effect


  BERNADETTE RESTED HER head against the spindles of the high-backed oak chair and looked down at the baby that was sucking with single-minded determination at her breast. She ran her finger along the downy softness of her daughter’s cheek and then turned her head towards the open door. It was early spring, but the day had all the sun-soaked languor of midsummer and Bernadette released a slow sigh of contentment as she listened to the sound of the children playing in the garden.


  As a child herself, she had sat on the same wooden chair on more occasions than she could have counted, her feet dangling nearer the ground with each year that passed. She closed her eyes and imagined herself aged seven or eight years old, swinging her legs and half-listening to the pleasantly lilting voices of her mother and aunt as they drank tea from flower-patterned china cups and discussed the family issues of the day. It felt good to be back once more in the familiar security of her aunt’s kitchen.


  ‘We’re going to call her Judith.’ Bernadette stroked the baby’s cheek again as she spoke.


  ‘It’s a good name.’ Her Aunt Martha paused for a moment and smiled at her, before turning to lift the heavy, cast-iron kettle from the range cooker and pour water into a large, brown teapot that stood warming beside it.


  A shadow fell across the baby’s head and Bernadette looked again towards the open back door.


  ‘Sarah? Is that you?’ she asked, raising a hand to shield her eyes against the brightness of the sunlight that framed the dark silhouette of a child standing in the doorway. ‘Come into the kitchen, darling, so that I can see your face.’


  The child didn’t move, and as Bernadette’s eyes grew accustomed to the sharply contrasted light and darkness, she saw that her niece was holding something in her arms.


  ‘He won’t say anything,’ Sarah whispered. ‘He was lying on his tummy…in the stream.’


  As if in confirmation of her words, large drops of water splashed on to the step at her feet.


  With a gasp of sudden understanding, Bernadette sprang from the chair, startling the baby as she almost tore its mouth from her breast. But Martha had already crossed the flagstone floor and was snatching Stephen from Sarah’s grasp. Sweeping one hand across the kitchen table, she sent plates and cups crashing to the floor as she gently laid the child on the hard, scrubbed-pine surface.


  Bernadette thrust the howling baby into Sarah’s still-outstretched arms and ran to her son’s side. Her face bore an expressionless mask of apparent incomprehension as she watched Martha put her ear to Stephen’s mouth and then feel his neck with her fingertips, searching for a pulse.


  A sound more animal than human rose from somewhere deep inside Bernadette. But Martha barely heard it, as she placed the heels of her hands on the little boy’s fragile chest and pressed firmly. She counted aloud, ‘One, two, three,’ and then bent down, putting her mouth over Stephen’s and blowing her own life-giving breath into his limp and unresponsive body.


  Bernadette clasped her son’s hand and began to whisper, ‘Please, God. Please, God. Please, God.’


  The other children had followed Sarah in from the garden and they were clustered around her, their eyes wide with fear, when Martha suddenly stood upright, her face flushed with anxiety and exertion, and looked towards them.


  ‘Becky!’ Martha’s tone was sharp and commanding. ‘Stop your crying now, Becky. Stephen needs your help. Run down the road to Mrs Ryan and tell her to fetch the doctor. Quick now! Go as fast as you can.’


  Becky released a single sob as she fled down the pathway that wound around the house to the front garden, and the woman turned back towards the table. Once again, Martha placed her large, capable hands on Stephen’s chest, while Bernadette continued to whisper her prayer and tried in vain to block out the voice in her head that kept repeating with cruel insistency, It’s too late. It’s too late.


  Even before they heard the sound of the doctor’s car in the lane, Bernadette knew that the voice in her head was right: God was not going to save her child.


  On a warm, sunny, early-spring morning, three-year-old Stephen was pronounced dead where he lay on the kitchen table, and Bernadette thought her heart would break.


  BURYING THEIR SON was the hardest thing Bernadette and her husband Charlie had ever had to do. But not only had she lost her precious child, it seemed also as though his death had severed the bond between Bernadette and her baby daughter. Of course, she knew it wasn’t the baby’s fault that she’d been feeding her in the kitchen of her aunt’s house instead of being outside, watching her two young sons and their cousins play by the shallow stream that ran through the bottom of the garden. She knew, too, that it was neither reasonable nor rational to blame Judith for having absorbed her attention that day. But she simply couldn’t help herself.


  Over the next few years, Bernadette and her husband had three more children and loved them all. But the fact remained that every time she looked at Judith, she thought of Stephen, and every time she thought of Stephen she felt an ache in her heart so profoundly painful that sometimes, for just one guilty, fleeting moment, she wished the two children could have exchanged places.


  THE YEARS PASSED and Judith grew from restless toddler to difficult child to angry, aggressive teenager. As her siblings became strong in mind and body, she developed into a manipulative, argumentative, sneaky and vindictive liar who demanded attention, threw spectacular tantrums when she didn’t get her own way, and indulged in mood swings that were as uncontrollable as they were frightening.


  Judith’s well-behaved, well-adjusted brothers and sisters all grew up to be – or to marry – successful professional people, and became the sort of adults their parents could be proud of. It was just Judith who was different. By turns depressive and wildly unpredictable, she was a constant source of embarrassment to everyone connected with her. By the time she was 13, she was playing truant from school, spending her days stealing to fund what quickly became a serious drinking problem, and indulging in a promiscuity that was shocking even for the relatively liberal-minded 1960s.


  However, although Judith’s behaviour was extreme by any standards, she somehow managed to continue to function convincingly enough for Bernadette to refuse to consider the possibility that her daughter was in a state of mental crisis.


  An accomplished and determined deceiver, Judith caused trouble wherever she went. Her irrational, self-destructive, supremely self-centred behaviour resulted in repeated and often very distressing conflicts, confrontations and misunderstandings between her parents and siblings. Inevitably, she gained a reputation for being an attention-seeking troublemaker who was best avoided.


  Today, someone would probably have picked up on the fact that she was suffering from a mental illness. In those days, however, there was such stigma attached to mental health problems that they were rarely discussed, and therefore most people knew little about them. So it’s unlikely that Judith’s parents suspected there was anything seriously wrong with their daughter, and that she was ill rather than ‘bad’.


  Bernadette was proud, respectable and respected, a pillar of her local church community and a good woman who had suffered a terrible tragedy in the loss of her beloved son. Appearances and conformity mattered to her, though, and she would rather have died than lay herself open to the humiliation of being judged by her friends and neighbours. She and her husband based their parenting on sound Christian principles. They were strict with their children, but had close, loving relationships with them – all of them, that is, except Judith. It was Judith alone who caused problems in the family, and although Bernadette tried to love her, Judith constantly pushed her mother away, frightening her with her irrational and explosive behaviour and creating chaos and unhappiness all around her.


  As a teenager, Judith resented what she saw as her parents’ total lack of understanding and sympathy for her. Whenever they did try to help her, though, she flew into a rage, hurling foul abuse at them and accusing them of interfering in her life. No amount of cajoling or pleading seemed to have any effect.


  And, throughout all those years, Bernadette was haunted by crushing guilt for her son’s death, and by the fear that Judith might be able to sense her struggle to love her. Sometimes, when Judith was out with her unsuitable and mostly unpleasant friends, Bernadette would wrestle with the conflict of worrying about what trouble her daughter might be getting into and gratitude for the few hours of peace and harmony that were restored in the house whenever she wasn’t at home. It was a deeply unchristian, un-maternal thought and it filled Bernadette with remorse and shame. But she simply couldn’t help thinking it.


  Then, one day, driven to the end of her tether by her daughter’s snarling aggression, Bernadette walked silently into the hallway, lifted her coat from the stand by the front door, picked up her handbag and left the house. She had to talk to someone. She had never hated anyone in her life, but sometimes, when she looked at her daughter…


  A tear slid down the side of her nose and she wiped it away impatiently with the back of her hand. She hadn’t wanted anyone, ever, to know what went on behind the front door of her home. But Judith was single-handedly ripping the family apart, and something had to be done to try to stop her, for all their sakes. As Bernadette walked down the street with feigned brisk purpose, she decided she would talk to her priest. If only she could make Judith learn to have faith in God, she was certain her daughter would be able to turn her life around.


  The priest at Bernadette’s local church was also a family friend and a regular visitor to the house. So he already knew a little of the trouble and distress that had been caused over the years by Judith’s reckless selfishness. Even so, he was shocked to see the strain and exhaustion so clearly evident on Bernadette’s face, and he agreed readily to speak to Judith.


  Now all Bernadette had to do was find a way to persuade her daughter to meet with the priest.


  For once, though, it seemed that God heard one of Bernadette’s prayers and Judith responded to her mother’s nervous request by grunting something incomprehensible, shrugging her shoulders and muttering, ‘I s’pose.’


  Judith’s family were often convinced that she hated and despised them. In reality, however, she felt as though her life was spiralling out of control. She was always quick to excuse her erratic, destructive and promiscuous behaviour and to blame everyone but herself for anything that went wrong. And she was loud in defence of her right to do whatever she pleased. But underneath the tough hostility of her facade was a child who was frightened by the power of her own emotions and who often thought she was losing her mind.


  A few days after her mother’s visit to the priest, Judith slammed the front door behind her and set off from the house to walk the short distance to the rectory. Twenty minutes later, she was sitting in an ancient, overstuffed leather armchair in a room lined by equally overstuffed bookshelves, letting the words spill out of her.


  The priest sat with his hands resting on the desk in front of him, his fingertips lightly touching, while Judith talked about her fears, the chaos of her uncontrollable emotions, and how she often did things she was ashamed of simply because she didn’t know how not to do them.


  No one knows what the priest said to Judith that day. Clearly, though, when he offered to give her a lift home in his car, she felt comfortable enough to agree. Bernadette heard the sound of its engine idling for a moment on the road outside the house and then, a few seconds later, Judith burst through the front door, flung her bag on the hall table and exploded into the kitchen, shouting, ‘That fucking bastard! Thanks, Mum, for delivering me into the hands of that lecherous old pervert.’


  Bernadette’s heart began to thump. She longed to cover her ears with her hands and block out the sound of her daughter’s terrible accusations. Instead, she turned away, clutched the edge of the kitchen sink so tightly her fingers ached, and prayed, ‘Please, God, when I turn around, please let her be gone.’


  But Judith was determined to be heard.


  ‘Shall I tell you what he’s really like, that saintly old man you admire so much?’ Her voice had risen to a scream. ‘I told him stuff I’ve never told anyone before, and do you know what he did? That fucking bastard brought me home in his car and tried to put his hand up my skirt. Thanks, Mum! You’ve really helped a lot.’


  Breathless with fury, Judith glared at her mother’s trembling back. And then, suddenly, Bernadette spun round, took a step towards her daughter and slapped her hard across the face.


  ‘How dare you!’ Bernadette shouted, anger erupting from her violently shaking body. ‘How dare you tell your filthy, evil lies about that good man? Stop it, Judith! For pity’s sake, stop lying. Stop trying to make yourself important and special. Don’t you realise that trouble and hurt follow you wherever you go? Stop it – now – or I don’t know what’s going to become of you.’


  For a moment, Judith stood completely still, gently touching the red mark on her cheek with her fingertips, her eyes flashing with resentment and hurt. Then she burst into tears and ran from the room.


  No one ever really knew whether Judith’s story about the priest was true. It certainly became more elaborate and outrageous each time she told it, and she always blamed him for her lifelong distrust of the Church in general. Otherwise, it changed nothing in her life. She continued to be vicious, both verbally and physically, and to alienate anyone who might have been able to help her.


  Sometimes, Judith’s heavy drinking was an attempt at self-medication. When she was manic, alcohol would slow the racing of her mind; and when she was depressed, it would mask her intense sadness and feelings of hopelessness – for a while, at least. But it was also simply an addiction, too, and she would do almost anything to raise the money to buy drink.


  At the age of 14, she returned to school drunk one day after lunch, hit one of her teachers and was expelled. After that, no other school in the area would take her, and her parents eventually enrolled her at a college, which at least allowed her to continue with some sort of education and gave a degree of structure to her days. Unfortunately, however, it also meant that she was mixing with older teenagers and had much more freedom than she’d had at school, and she began to drink even more determinedly, going to pubs at lunchtimes and in the evenings – which is where she met Paul.


  Paul and Judith were brought together by their mutual love of alcohol – apart from which, they seem to have had little in common. Paul was a couple of years older, a short, stocky, violent and vicious bully with an almost palpable air of aggression and a deeply rooted, immutable hatred and distrust of women. He clearly wasn’t the sort of young man Judith’s parents would have approved of – which may well have been part of his appeal for her.


  When she was just 16 years old, Judith became pregnant – whether as a deliberate act of defiance or as the result of a drunken accident, no one knows. If it was intended as a means of giving one more twist to the knife she’d embedded in her mother’s heart many years previously, it had the desired effect. As deeply religious people, her parents were mortified by the thought of what their priest (and neighbours) would say if it became known that their teenage daughter was about to become an unmarried mother. So, although they disliked Paul, they insisted the couple should marry.


  In fact, Judith’s father also had another reason for wishing his daughter to be married before her child was born: having been abandoned by his own mother as a small boy, his experiences had left him with the unshakeable opinion that children need two parents.


  Three months after the wedding, I was born – the daughter of a mentally ill, alcoholic, teenage mother who could barely take care of herself, and a violent, misogynistic, drunken and abusive father.


  I didn’t stand a chance.
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  Unfit parents


  MY MOTHER WAS a horrible teenager and a dangerously indifferent, self-absorbed parent. Perhaps her behaviour was due to having grown up feeling unloved – or, at least, less loved than her siblings. Or perhaps she’d absorbed some of her own mother’s guilt and felt as though she was somehow responsible for the death of the brother she never knew. Or maybe it was all entirely due to her mental illness and alcoholism. I’ll never know. But, despite all the terrible things that happened to me over the next few years, the consequences of which I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life, and despite all the misery my mother caused, I’ve always loved her. I think I’ve always known she couldn’t really help herself. So although I can’t actually forgive her for opening the door and pushing me into the lion’s den when I was six years old, I do know that, sober and in her right mind, she wouldn’t have wanted me to suffer in the way I did.


  My father, on the other hand, seems to have had no ‘medical’ excuse that I’m aware of for his cruel treatment of his mother, my mother and me. He may have had traumas in his own childhood. I know how that feels. But I know also that although some of the things that happen to you as a child may leave deep scars which never really heal, you still have a choice about how you behave towards other people. And he chose to treat his own daughter with cruel contempt.


  My father wasn’t present during my birth – I don’t think most men were, in those days. He arrived at the hospital when it was all over, glanced into my cot, hissed at my mother, ‘You can both fuck off,’ and left. He’d wanted a son, and he saw no reason to hide his disgust at being presented with a worthless daughter. He felt that he’d been forced into marriage by his wife’s parents, coerced into shouldering responsibilities he’d normally have avoided, and he was bitterly resentful.


  He returned to the hospital a couple of days later to take me and my mother home. Then he went to the registry office, where he registered only the first of the two names my mother had chosen for me. And that, he felt, was all he was required to do. While I was a baby, he totally avoided having any contact with me – he never held me, fed me or changed my nappy – and he never spoke to me other than with anger and dislike.


  My mother’s father worked in construction, doing contracts that took him all over the world, and after I was born he found jobs for himself and my father in the Middle East. So, when I was one month old, my parents, my grandparents and I left England and went to live there for a year.


  Some years later, on one of the many occasions when my father was shouting about how useless I was and how he cursed the day I’d been born, he told me he’d tried to sell me to a man he’d met in the Middle East when I was baby. Apparently, the man had admired my blonde hair and blue eyes and wanted to ‘buy’ me as a wife for his son when I reached the age of 12. My father could hardly believe his luck. He agreed to an immediate down-payment and then a second, larger, sum of money when the man came to England to ‘collect’ me 11 years later. The man explained to my father that once he’d accepted the initial payment, there would be no going back on the deal, and that, wherever we were living when the time came, he would find us. My father just laughed and assured him he wouldn’t change his mind. His discovery that he could sell his ‘worthless’ daughter was the silver lining to what had previously seemed a very dark cloud, and he certainly wasn’t going to let the opportunity slip from his grasp.


  Luckily for me, though, my grandfather found out about the plan before any money could change hands, and he put a stop to it.


  When the building contract came to an end, we all returned to England, my father joined the army and my parents and I went to live in a house on a military base. Our new home was some miles away from where my grandparents lived, and it may have been because they were no longer there to see what was happening to my mother that my father’s violence towards her escalated – and continued to do so even after she gave birth to the son he’d always wanted. She became little more than a punch bag, subjected to a constant barrage of physical and verbal abuse. And every time he viciously assaulted her, she lost a little more of her spirit.


  My mother was still just a teenager, barely able to look after herself. So it was pretty much a foregone conclusion that she wasn’t very good at caring for two young children, particularly once the support of her family that she’d been used to was no longer available. She was too young, too self-engrossed and too mentally ill to find any consolation in loving us and looking after us. Her life was completely miserable, and she grew increasingly dependent on pills and alcohol.


  My first memories are of around that time, although in fact they’re mostly feelings rather than memories of actual incidents. For example, I can remember many occasions when I was afraid and many when I saw blood on my mother’s face and tried to block out the sound of her screams. My earliest complete memory is of when I was three and opened the living room door one day just as my father was beating up my mother.


  I stood there, frozen to the spot by shock, and he suddenly swung round and screamed at me, ‘Hit her! Go on, hit her. She likes it.’


  I looked at my mother, who was cowering in an armchair, blood pouring from her nose as she tried to protect her face with her arms, and I was really frightened. But when I looked back at my father, I felt an excitement that was even stronger than my fear, because he’d spoken directly to me, which he never normally did.


  How to get his attention was something I often thought about as a child. He never touched me or cuddled me or let me sit on his knee – ever – and I used to fantasise about what it would be like if he treated me more like he treated my brother Chris, holding my hand and speaking to me without anger and dislike in his voice. And that day, as I stood in the doorway of the living room, I thought that this might be my chance at last. Perhaps if I sided with my father against my mother, he’d look at me and realise I was just as good as my brother. Of course, that’s how I explain it now, with the benefit of rational thought. At the time, though, I just had a mixture of emotions – fear and pity for my mother, and elation at the thought that, finally, my father was including me in something.


  To my undying shame, I clenched my fist, walked across the room to the armchair and hit my already beaten mother.


  ‘Look at that!’ my father crowed triumphantly, pushing his face up close to hers. ‘Even your own daughter doesn’t like you.’


  It was almost like getting his approval – for the first time in my life – and it should have felt good. But, somehow, although it was the one thing I’d always longed for, I was miserable, and too guilty to look my whimpering mother in the eyes.


  Another early memory is of going into the garden, where my father was drinking with some of his mates. I stood against the wall of the house, watching them and listening to their laughter. I’d probably only been standing there for a minute or two when my father noticed me and called me over to him.


  ‘Stand there,’ he commanded, pointing to a spot on the grass near his feet.


  I felt a hot flush of excitement: my father was speaking to me without cursing or shouting. I almost threw myself on to the grass in my eagerness to show him how well I could do what he told me.


  He grinned at his friends, turned to pick up an empty tea chest and slammed it down over my head, trapping my fingers under one edge and imprisoning me in the dark.


  I burst into tears. My fingers were throbbing painfully and I was shocked and frightened. I could hear my father and his friends laughing and I felt humiliated. I’d been stupid to believe that, for the very first time in my life, my father had had anything other than bad intentions towards me.


  After a while, he lifted the edge of the tea chest a few inches, releasing my swollen fingers.


  ‘Aw, come on; it was just a joke.’ His voice was mocking. ‘Okay, then. Out you come.’


  He raised the tea chest a little further, but just as I was scrabbling to my feet, he slammed it down again. This time, as well as the muffled sound of laughter, I heard the creaking of wood as he sat down on top of it.


  I was frightened of the darkness, and I was frightened of the feeling of not being able to breathe, so by the time my father eventually let me out, I was sobbing hysterically.


  ‘Look at her,’ my father sneered to his friends. ‘She’s nothing but a great big baby.’ As he spoke, he pushed me so that I fell on the grass, and as I struggled to get to my feet, he shouted, ‘Go on, fuck off back inside the house.’


  Still crying, I ran up the garden, away from the sound of the men’s scornful, mocking voices. And by the time I reached the back door, my father had already forgotten I existed.


  My mother, my brother and I lived in a permanent atmosphere of fear and nervous apprehension. Every day, as the time approached when my father was due home from work, my mother would become tensely anxious and would shout at me to clear up my toys. Sometimes, he’d be in a good mood and she’d be pathetically grateful and relieved. But he could change without warning, and we lived in constant fear of doing something that might irritate or upset him.


  One day, he beat up my mother so badly she had to be taken to hospital by ambulance, and he was arrested by the military police. As soon as he was released, he collected me and Chris and drove with us to the hospital. Although he didn’t speak to us at all, I could sense the anger radiating from him, and I can still remember his painfully tight grip on my wrist as he marched down the hospital corridor, literally dragging us behind him.


  There were other women on the ward, and there must have been nurses, too, although I don’t recall seeing them. But not even the presence of other people could shame my father into controlling his fury. He stood beside my mother’s bed and screamed abuse at her, while she just sat there crying, her swollen face almost unrecognisable beneath all the cuts and bruises. Then he turned abruptly on his heels, grabbed Chris’s hand and stamped off back down the ward.


  My mother called after him, pleading, ‘Please, Paul. I’m sorry. It wasn’t your fault. Please come back.’


  I felt really sad for her, until I realised that my father was going to leave without me. I ran after him, begging him to wait for me, but he ignored me and kept on walking away with my brother.


  Although my father’s physical violence was largely directed towards my mother, he sometimes hurt me, too, and I still have a small, round scar from a cigarette burn he made just below my knee – a permanent reminder of how much he disliked me.


  He used to go to the pub almost every night, and my mother resented being left behind to look after Chris and me while he was out having a good time. In reality, though, she was too selfish simply to accept the fact that she had two young children and had to stay at home to look after us. She’d often put us to bed, give us some medicine that made us sleep and then sneak out to a different pub to meet a boyfriend. Although she always made sure she got home before my father, it seems strange for her to have risked him finding out what she was doing, particularly when she was so afraid of him. It was as though she couldn’t help herself. Perhaps she was driven by the same devil inside her that made her do things that almost tore her family apart when she was a teenager.


  As a child, I didn’t know there was anything ‘wrong’ with my mother, although I was aware from a very early age of her manic-depressive episodes.


  One night, I was woken up by the sound of someone crying and I lay in the darkness, anxiously listening. I shared a bedroom with Chris, but clearly the crying wasn’t coming from him and after few moments he whispered, ‘Are you awake? Can you hear it?’ He sounded as scared as I was.


  The wailing grew louder, until I knew we couldn’t simply ignore it.


  ‘We’ll have to go and see what it is,’ I told my brother, trying to sound braver than I felt. ‘We’ll be okay if we go together.’


  I’m sure he didn’t believe that any more than I did, but the only thing more frightening than coming with me would have been for him to stay in the bedroom alone. So he climbed out of bed and felt for my hand in the dark.


  I took a deep breath and slowly opened the bedroom door, my heart thumping with terror as I tried not to imagine all the horrifying things that might be on the other side of it. But the landing was empty. We tiptoed along it together, our pyjamas damp with the cold sweat of fear, and crept halfway down the stairs, where we stopped and crouched low so that we could see through the spindles of the banister. We had a clear view of the open living-room door and of a large part of the room itself, and could see a woman pacing up and down, cradling her empty arms as though she was holding a baby, and talking agitatedly between loud, heart-rending sobs.


  ‘Who is that?’ I whispered to my brother. ‘Is that our mummy?’


  ‘I think so.’ Chris’s voice was barely audible. ‘It…It sort of looks like her…’


  I tightened my grasp on his hand and bit my lip to stop myself crying out. I couldn’t understand what the woman was saying, and I still wasn’t sure whether she was my mother or someone really scary who looked a bit like her. She crossed in front of the open door repeatedly, but never once did she look away from whatever she could see in her arms and notice us. We watched her for a while and then crept silently back up the stairs, climbed into my bed together and held hands tightly until we fell asleep.


  MY MOTHER’S PARENTS often came to visit us in those days and when my mother was certain my father couldn’t hear her, she’d plead with them to take us away and let us live with them. My grandfather’s response was always the same. Although his dislike of my father had grown stronger over the years my parents had been married, he would tell my mother she had to stick it out and make the best of it ‘for the sake of the children’. What was more important than anything else, he would tell her, was that my brother and I had two parents. He was wrong, as it turned out, but I think he meant well.


  Of course, part of the problem was that my mother had always had a tendency to exaggerate and overdramatise everything. She’d been doing it since she was a small child, and her parents had grown used to never knowing what part of anything she said was fact and what part was fiction. So my grandfather simply didn’t realise how miserably hopeless our lives had become.
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  A new beginning


  IT WASN’T LONG before something must have happened to make my grandfather change his mind, because one day he arrived at the house with my uncle and told my father, ‘That’s enough. I’m taking them home with me. They won’t be coming back.’ He didn’t shout or even seem angry. He just spoke in his calm, authoritative way without raising his voice. But I think my father could tell he’d made up his mind and that he was in no mood for arguments.


  I could feel my heart thumping, as though it was growing larger with every beat until it started banging against my ribs. Were we really going to escape from the constant threat of my father’s violent temper and go to live with my grandparents, who I adored? I didn’t dare believe it was true.


  It wasn’t long, though, before my excitement turned to fear, as it became clear that my father wasn’t going to let us go without a fight. I didn’t understand why he bothered: I was sure he’d be glad to see my mother and me leave, although I knew he’d be sorry about losing my brother – for a while, at least. So perhaps it was just because he liked to be in charge. He always insisted on being the person issuing the orders, whatever the situation, and I suppose it was the fact that my grandfather had taken control out of his hands that made him so aggressive.


  My father was a bully and, like all bullies, only abused those who couldn’t fight back. So he didn’t try to vent his anger and frustration on my grandfather or my uncle. Instead, he started screaming at my mother, who, for once secure in the knowledge that there was someone there to protect her, screamed back at him.


  ‘It’s okay.’ My grandfather could see that I was frightened, and he laid a large, comforting hand on my shoulder. ‘Just go and put on your shoes and coat. Take Chris with you.’


  A few minutes later, I walked out of the front door of my home and stood waiting to be told what to do next. My father was standing by the gate, still shouting and swearing, and when he saw me, he walked back up the path, bent down until his face was level with mine and shouted, ‘That fucking doll was bought with my money, and that makes it my fucking doll. You don’t own a single thing. So you won’t be taking a single thing with you.’


  Thin threads of his saliva spattered across my face as he spoke, and I could feel his hot, stale breath on my cheek. I tightened my grip on my doll, Sally, and tried to tuck her under the open front of my coat. But he snatched her easily from my hands, pulling her away from me with one sharp tug and tossing her on the ground between us.


  ‘Good God, man!’ My uncle sounded shocked and angry. ‘Surely you can let the child keep her doll!’


  My father smiled a slow, smug smile that didn’t reach his eyes, and then ground the heel of his boot into Sally’s face.


  I was still sobbing hysterically when my mother came flying out of the house shouting, ‘You fucking bastard!’ For a split-second I thought she was finally going to speak up on my behalf. But when I looked at her face I could see that her anger was more an expression of how much she was enjoying the drama of it all than of any feelings of sympathy for me. She was probably already imagining telling the story at the pub. She loved describing the terrible life she had to put up with, not least because the more shocking the story – suitably embellished – the sorrier people felt for her and the more drinks they bought her.


  The woman who lived in the house next door had come out into her garden when all the noise started, and she was standing, openly watching, with one hand resting on the fence and the fingers of the other holding a cigarette to her lips.


  My father turned towards her. ‘We’ve got some toys for your kids,’ he said, reaching into the open bag my mother had dumped beside the front door and pulling out a teddy bear and a red-painted steam
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