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About the Book

“He would say to me, ‘You can’t stop me – no one can!’ There was no let-up from his evil. I knew he would never stop, so I just had to do what I could to survive.”
 

Mandy Thomas was just 18 when she met the man who would change her life forever. She was soon under his spell – and then her real nightmare began. Mandy found herself part of a cruel and violent relationship that she couldn’t escape. Until one day he went too far …
 

You Can’t Run is Mandy’s searingly honest and moving true story.


About the Author
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From birth to present day, I have experienced numerous tests of endurance, pain, grief and survival. There are many things we have not included in this book. Some of which would explain who I was when I met my ex and who I am now. We are all given choices in life. How our choices affect others is called ‘The Butterfly Effect’. It can ripple out changes that are good or bad, dependant on individual decisions and actions. Tortures to my body, mind and soul were inflictions endured that were caused by men who were dominant in their force and control. God knows I am a survivor on a mission fighting for Justice and Freedom for all victims. No one should steal your identity, happiness and dreams. Break the silence, speak out and get out! Writing, poetry, art and photography are my release forms, vital to my very being. My work with Women’s Aid is mainly raising awareness and funds for the ongoing silent disease that is domestic violence. If we all stand together with a united global voice, change will come!
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For my Babies

Daniel, Jahméne, Corice, Isaac, Junior and Darren


‘Freedom is what you do with what’s been done to you’
Jean-Paul Sartre

‘You must be the change you wish to see in this world’
Mahatma Gandhi

‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me’
Philippians 4:13

‘Justice will not be served until those who are unaffected are as outraged as those who are’
Benjamin Franklin


This book is a work of non-fiction based on the life, experiences and recollections of the author. The names of people, places, dates, sequences or the details of events may have been changed to protect the privacy of others.


Foreword

Mandy Thomas’s book is probably one of the most important books you will ever read. This book could potentially save the lives of thousands of women who are prisoners in their own relationships.

I am in awe of Mandy’s continued strength, determination and pure survival instinct. It cannot have been an easy decision for her to write this book and speak so openly and honestly about her ordeal. But while Mandy’s story is horrific, it still gives us all hope; hope that we can speak out and stand up to those who try to control us. When life feels dark and hopeless you stumble across a story like this and realise in our darkest hours and deepest despairs there is still a point in fighting. It’s hard not to feel angry when reading how many times people failed and let Mandy and her beloved children down. It could have been very easy for Mandy to retreat into herself and become angry and bitter. I’m a huge believer in turning a negative event into a positive situation – after all, it’s not what happens to us that defines us, it’s what we choose to do with it afterwards that truly matters. By sharing her story Mandy has chosen to turn years of vile abuse into a vehicle to help and empower other families.

Today Mandy shines bright, as a beacon of hope to other women. Anyone at any time can find themselves a victim of domestic violence. Someone tried to burn Mandy’s bright light out countless times, but they failed. It’s heart-breaking to read how many times she got knocked down but absolutely inspiring to read how many times she got back up – and won her fight and right to survival.

Katie Piper
July 2015



One man’s choice:
Fear …




Fear rules
Our night and day
In every way.
We have no say.



The aftermath will be:
‘She tried to tell you,
But you didn’t see …’


Prologue

Lives change in an instant. With a look. With a smile. With a promise.

My life changed with a touch. A soft touch: a gentle tap on my shoulder. It was innocent, unthreatening, nothing to fear. Just a man with an everyday question for me.

This stranger, he asked me: ‘Have you got the time?’

I looked at my watch, and I told him. But whatever the dial on my wrist said, whatever minutes and hours I mentioned, I answered him wrongly.

Because …

From that moment on, my time was running out.


PART ONE

FALLING UNDER A SPELL

How sad
You feel to steal
My summer’s tune
And turn it
Into winter’s gloom.


Chapter One

It was 1984 when my life changed forever. May 1984. Duran Duran were at the top of the charts – and I was on top of the world. I was eighteen years old, living with two girlfriends in a shared house; a house where all our mates used to come to chill out, to watch movies or simply hang with a coffee and a nice slice of conversation. That day – that fateful day – the girls and I had headed from our hometown of Rugby to the big city: to Birmingham and its famous Bullring Shopping Centre. I’d been there the week before for the very first time, shopping with my mum for her birthday, and when I’d raved to my housemates about how amazing the shops were, we planned a girls’ day out, just the three of us.

I was a short, skinny teenager then: a bubbly girl with distinctive bright red hair – and an even more distinctive quiff fringe, which I used to flick out of my eyes when I was dancing to Simon Le Bon in the nightclubs; dancing till my feet ached. I loved to dance – and to paint and to draw and to write. Music was in my soul – I sang everywhere. I loved anything that expressed myself.

I’d discovered writing when I was nine years old, after my father had died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of just thirty-eight. The only way I could express my crushing grief was through words. My English teacher, Mrs Mickleborough, told me I was a born writer; she said I’d moved her to tears with a poem I’d written about my father when I was ten. After that, she entered me into competitions for my poetry – competitions I won. I have continued to write poetry throughout my life, and I’ve included some of my poems in this book because they help to express what I was feeling, even in the darkest times. I also excelled in art. I drew all the time, anything from Beatrix Potter books for an old lady I knew to cartoons and my own artworks. The colours seeped into my dreams, and I hoped to make a career of it one day. Just one of my dreams.

Life at home was hard after my dad passed away. I won’t go into it here, but let’s just say I moved out as soon as I could, not long after my sixteenth birthday in November 1981, into a little bedsit. I worked like a demon to support myself. Even at home after school, when I was fifteen/sixteen, I was a waitress at a local hotel. Then when I left school, I worked in a newsagents/grocers, went on to selling windows and worked for an American health company. I then started in a bar in a working men’s club, collecting glasses and doing other odd jobs as I was sixteen. At seventeen, I helped a woman run exercise classes; a good job for me, as I’d done gymnastics as a child and got into formation street-dancing as a teenager. It was another way of letting out any pain I had inside. You can’t feel down, not when your feet are pounding in time to your own heartbeat, and your limbs are wild and free. I may have been on my own, but I was surviving. I was doing OK. I was doing the odd painted portrait for people too, putting my beloved art skills to good use.

Fashion was another one of my loves – especially clothes in bright colours, like those I swirled in my paint palettes – so this day at the Bullring was a real treat. The girls and I had only been living together for a few months at that time, and we really felt like a team as we browsed through the outfits on display, giggling over some of the more outlandish gear and oohing over other items. I had a sweet, kind boyfriend back then, a six-foot-four basketball player who also body-popped, and my brain was ticking over thoughts of what I might wear on our next night out clubbing together. I was fretting about our friendship a bit; I kept telling him he was too nice for me, that he deserved someone who wasn’t quite so fragile inside, but he wouldn’t listen. He was so nice he couldn’t even see the damage in my heart.

It was on our second loop round the shops when it happened. We’d been shopping for a few hours by then, exploring most of the stores in the Bullring, so we were all flagging. We decided to sit and have a rest and a cuppa. It was a hot day and we were done in.

There was a café on the ground floor in an open area not far from where we were, so we headed for that. I strode across the mall towards the escalator in my sensible grey court shoes, my heels scoring a soundtrack to a scene I will never ever forget.

I was about to step onto the escalator when I felt that gentle tap on my shoulder. I heard his voice for the very first time, from behind me. It was slow and polite. Smooth and velvety. Charming, you might call it. I could hear a smile in it, infusing the words he said.

‘Have you got the time?’

I turned around. A man about my age stood before me, dressed in jeans and a red sweatshirt. He was around my height, five foot three, with a head full of curly hair and a beaming smile that displayed a fine set of white teeth. His eyes gleamed a light brown, like his skin. They seemed to drink me in as my gaze flickered over him. There was a breathless pause, and then he smiled again.

And in that moment, everything changed.

It was as if he’d cast a spell. To this day I say that. As though he’d magically waved a wand and made my whole world stop stock-still. It wasn’t sexual chemistry, nor the romance of falling in love – it was a powerful, hypnotic incantation. An enchantment, if you will.

Or a curse.

Not realising his request was a classic pick-up line, I dragged my eyes away from his to check the numbers on my watch. I didn’t normally wear a timepiece, but something had impelled me to slip it on that morning. I was dressed very conservatively for me, in a white blouse and a grey skirt, and perhaps I had thought it suited my outfit.

Thinking about it now, I must have looked like a schoolgirl that day. Innocent. Sweet. Corruptible.

We chatted all the way down the escalator. My friends and I went to get a drink from the café, just like we’d planned, and he followed. For some reason, it seemed OK. He was asking us questions in that charming voice of his, finding out where we were from and simple stuff like that. The feeling was really weird, like everything was glazed. Still under this haze of magic, I chatted away, quite happily. Before I knew it, my friends had wandered off, back to the shops, and it was just me and him sitting in the café talking. But it was a busy public place, right in the middle of the mall, and I thought, I’ll be all right.

I don’t remember what we talked about. I have no idea. Knowing me, it was a load of twaddle because I always ramble. All I remember is the escalator and then me falling under a spell; and me thinking he was very charming, with his white teeth and his big smile. He mentioned that he went to the gym. I remember thinking that with the gym and those fine white teeth he must look after himself well. Something inside me – and perhaps it started that same afternoon – wanted him to look after me, too.

No one ever really had.

My friends came back, eventually, and we all got the train to Rugby, back to our shared house. There was a whole group of people who came with us because my housemates were social girls, just like me, and they’d made some new friends and invited them back. But amidst all the chatter, he and I sat talking, just the two of us alone. We chatted all the way back on the train like I’d known him all my life. And that’s what made me think, This person’s the person.

He stayed the night. Nothing happened, not in that way, but in some ways everything happened because my life as I knew it was never the same after that. The next day, I broke up with my boyfriend, with this soft teddy bear of a boy, and I broke his heart. Seeing the hurt in those bright, kind eyes of his, I did think to myself, What on earth am I doing? But the spell I was under was a strong one, and it said: Just do it anyway.

The man from the mall soon came back. It might have been the next day or a few days afterwards, I can’t remember now, but he pretty much moved himself in, to my delight, and we continued our long, deep conversations. I told him everything about myself: the good, the bad, the painful … the shameful. Every last detail of everything about my life and my history; all my hopes; all my fears. I’d never met anyone before who made me feel like I could let go and show my true self, but he did.

He told me his name – Dusty – but the rest of his world was closed off. I didn’t realise that at the time. It was only afterwards, long afterwards, that I realised I’d told him everything, but he’d told me nothing. I’d ask him questions and he would change the subject or give me a brief, nothing kind of answer. He’d say he didn’t want to talk about it. He’d say he was way more interested in what I thought and what I dreamed, and why didn’t I tell him another little secret? I was overwhelmed by his interest, thinking, This person really cares about me. (How wrong I was. How stupid I was.)

But it was breezy, in the beginning. He made me laugh. I actually looked on him as my knight in shining armour who was going to whisk me away to a bright new future. He bought me chocolates and flowers; I’d never had that before. It made me feel special and wanted. And it was even more special because he knew everything about me – all my hurts and sorrows that had maimed me deep inside – and yet he still wanted me.

(Later, I found out that my damage had attracted him, right from the start, from that day in the mall. Watching the hurt little ‘schoolgirl’ cross the mall, he’d bet his friend he could ‘get’ me. Oh, he won that bet. Big time.)

Before too long, he came to meet my gran, the most special person in my life. He was polite and charming, just as he had been on the day I met him: pleasant and nice. I met his parents, too, though it wasn’t an arranged visit. It turned out that they’d wondered where he was, as he was always stopping at mine and he hadn’t told them where he was going to. He had, however, scrawled my address on a mirror in his bedroom back in Birmingham, and eventually his folks came to check he was OK at this mystery location, as it had been so long since they’d heard from him. I found all that a bit odd, but when I asked him about it, he said, ‘It’s none of your business.’

What was his business, however, was me. Oh, I was his primary concern. And his interest was always so caring, of course. I felt almost touched by it, this man looking out for me. I’d mention some party I was planning to go to, or a new nightclub I wanted to check out, and he’d say, with seemingly genuine concern, ‘What do you want to go there for?’ In time, he might suggest that one of my pals, from my very wide circle of friends, perhaps wasn’t looking out for my best interests, or he might say lightly that he didn’t know what I saw in them. Naturally, we’d end up not really seeing that person anymore. He might turn up at the house unexpectedly, and I’d get in ‘late’ because I didn’t know he was coming, and he’d say, ‘Where have you been?’, like I was in the wrong. Then I’d tell him where I’d been and he’d get so angry. That’s a bit weird, I thought, but I didn’t see it as any kind of warning sign. I was blind and deaf to everything but him.

In the end, I found it was easier to stay in, not to go out, to avoid my friends, not to speak to anyone he didn’t like. It seemed to make him happy, they seemed mild requests, and I trusted him. So I thought, Well, I want to be with him and I want to make him happy, so I best just do as I’m told, for the overall good. I thought he was doing all of it with good intentions, after all, so there didn’t seem to be any harm in wanting to please him.

My housemates tried to talk to me about him. Only a couple of weeks into our relationship, they pulled me aside.

‘Mandy,’ one of them said, struggling to find the words, ‘we’re not sure about him. There’s something about him we don’t like.’

Fool that I was, I thought, They’re just jealous.

They didn’t have boyfriends at the time, and I thought they didn’t want me to have one, either. I didn’t see what they saw.

Maybe I didn’t want to.

As I stopped going out, my friends got more upset. We had been a team – three girls out on the town – but I wasn’t part of the team anymore. Nonetheless, they didn’t say anything to me again. What more could they say? They’d already told me they didn’t like him and I’d just carried on seeing him. I was a lost cause.

One night, a few months into our relationship, I was ‘late’ home again. My housemate and I had nipped to the shops but the shop we’d planned to go to was shut, so we had to go to one further away, and then a friend offered us a lift back in his car, but he had to make a detour first before he took us home … Anyway, long story short, when I walked back into our crowded house, which was jammed as usual with our gang of pals hanging out, Dusty wasn’t best pleased.

To say the least.

He led me up to my room and started asking me questions. Where had I been? What had I been doing? Why did it take me so long? And that velvety voice of his began to rise in volume until he was screaming at me. I was trying to explain, to stutter out about the shop and the lift and everything, but he just didn’t want to know.

His questions got more and more heated.

I couldn’t get a word in edgeways.

And then, with no warning, his hand shot out and he slapped me across the face.

That shut me up.

I stopped talking and lifted my hand to my cheek. It wasn’t a really hard slap. But it was the first time he had hit me, and that made my skin sting more than the actual power of his strike.

I didn’t say anything at all at first. I was too shocked to speak. But then I found my voice. I started shouting back at him, shouting that he’d slapped me, and he roared at me that he was leaving and he wasn’t coming back. He took off into the night and I wandered slowly down the stairs, back into the warm mass of friends in the living room below.

I told my housemate what had happened. She hugged me. She said again that she thought he was a bad egg. And I spent the evening in the company of my friends, my head buzzing with confused feelings, even after the red mark of his flattened palm had faded from my skin.

He returned the next day, bearing chocolates and brightly coloured roses. He smiled sheepishly at me, and he said one word.

‘Sorry.’

I stared at him, at all his bright white teeth curved into a toothy grin, trying his best to make me smile, and I felt the tug of that mysterious spell again. Something in my mind was telling me to make it work. He was the one.

I was young, and I was foolish, and I was blind and deaf and dumb.

That was the only ‘sorry’ he ever said.


Chapter Two

‘This is the one!’

I spun round in excitement and looked at Dusty, a beaming smile spreading across my face. We were flat-hunting together, and we had found our new home.

It was a top-floor flat in the attic part of a building on Woodstock Road in Moseley, Birmingham. I wandered from room to room, which didn’t take long as it was only small; a one-bed apartment that was just big enough for two. It had a good-sized living room, separate kitchen, bathroom and bedroom. Being on the top floor, we had a great view, too.

I started planning in my head what would go where and which items we still needed to buy. I linked my arm in Dusty’s as I chattered animatedly about how we might decorate our home. With a head full of ideas and colours, I drifted into a happy place. He, however, had a vision for cork tiles and said he would put them up in the flat to keep the heat in. It was a bitterly cold and snowy January; the January of 1985. I’d known him for eight months. He hadn’t hit me once since that first time, and I’d almost forgotten the incident.

I couldn’t wait for us to move in together.

I can’t recall now which one of us had suggested the move in the first place, but we were both excited as Dusty signed the mortgage deeds and we relocated to our new home. It felt like we were growing up together, and I felt like I was leaving my past behind, once and for all. Birmingham as a city held so many opportunities, too. I needed to find a job quickly, as I’d just missed out on a post as a cartoon-strip illustrator and was currently unemployed. There were loads more jobs in my new town than there were in Rugby; the possibilities seemed endless.

We unpacked together, although Dusty didn’t have much to bring to our new home: a bag of clothes and a few other bits. I had got a fridge, bed, TV, wardrobe, saucepans and crockery. This was his first move away from home; it was my third. His parents gave us a sofa, we scraped together to get a cooker and a washing machine came much later. For the first year, I had to put all the washing in the bath to scrub and wring it out by hand, and then go down six flights of stairs to hang it out on a line in the shared garden below. It was a mammoth task each time.

Dusty was a technical whizz and got himself an Amstrad computer. He also had a Vectrex games console, which we would end up playing on for hours. That very first afternoon, though, I concentrated on unpacking my boxes and bags. As I lifted different garments to hang them in the wardrobe, Dusty came over with a smirk on his face. He pulled the clothes from my hands.

‘I don’t like that,’ he said, slightly cross. ‘You’re not wearing that.’

The offending items were thrown in the bin. I shrugged – whatever made him happy, it was no skin off my nose – and unpacked another box instead. This time, it was full of old photographs (another art form I adored): snapshots of my friends and family, old boyfriends, a wide array of friendly faces and animals.

He went through them one by one, screwing up his nose in faint displeasure.

‘You’re not having that,’ he said at each image. ‘You’re not having that, you’re not having that.’

The pictures were torn and thrown in the bin.

I unpacked my most precious things next: things my father had given me before he died, when I was just a child. My favourite was a china ornament he had presented to me after a work trip – I think it was to Scotland – of a little girl with fluffy red hair, who looked a little like me.

She too was smashed and thrown away.

I protested at that, but Dusty took my hands and looked me deeply in the eye.

‘You’ve got to throw your past away, Mandy,’ he told me frankly. ‘This is us now.’

I was not to have anything that had connections with my past.

I did what he said. I thought he was doing it because he cared and he wanted me for him alone. This is a fresh start, I told myself, so start fresh.

He bought me new clothes to replace the items he had chucked. Sometimes we went to the shops together; other times he’d bring me back an outfit and say, ‘Here you are, that’s for you.’ The clothes weren’t to my taste, but they made him happy. Though I had once loved to pick out my own outfits, to select the shapes and shades that suited me the best and expressed how I was feeling inside, it was a hobby and a passion that I slowly let slide. In the past, I had even designed and made my own clothes, with help from my granny, and one of my dreams was to become a famous fashion designer, but it was something that slipped through my fingers into the trash, just like my dolly with the bright red hair.

I had many dreams and ambitions that faded with time.

I didn’t go out anymore at night, once we moved. I’d changed cities, after all, and no longer had any nearby friends to go out with. And anyway, after eight months of Dusty subtly suggesting that this person or the other wasn’t to his liking, I’d fallen out of touch with lots of people. When I moved away from Rugby, there weren’t too many friends left to say goodbye to.

There was still my granny, but Dusty said I shouldn’t see her anymore; what did I need her for when I had him? I worried at his words; my granny was my rock, and she’d kept me alive and sane throughout my difficult childhood. She was far too precious for me never to see her again, but in those first few weeks in the flat I had other priorities than a visit back home, so I didn’t push it. My first mission was to find a job.

I went to interview after interview, trudging through the freezing winter snow with a woolly hat pressed down firmly over my long red hair. I remember feeling sick with nerves every time – properly ill. But, even after my interviews were over, the sickness didn’t stop. When I heard I’d got a job – as a full-time daytime barmaid at the Crown, a central, upmarket bar situated right next to the canal – I still felt really unwell. My whole body felt different, peculiar. I decided to go to the doctor.

I can still remember walking to the call box down the road to get the results of the tests the doctor gave me. A bag of nerves, I dialled the numbers shaking with anticipation, dropped the coins in the slot and waited for a voice.

I can still remember clearly what the nurse on the phone said: ‘You’re pregnant.’

I cried, I smiled, I laughed – I was above and beyond feeling blessed. I think I must have skipped or flown back to the flat. I was so happy. It was genuinely one of the happiest moments of my life. I wanted to tell the world – dance, sing. How perfect to have my own little family, I thought, a precious little soul I can love and give everything to. I couldn’t wait for Dusty to get home from work.

I kept going over and over in my mind how I would tell him, picturing his excited reaction, those white teeth beaming at me as I told him he was going to be a dad. ‘We’re a family now,’ I would say. I was fit to burst by the time he walked in the door, but I let him settle first; he was sometimes grumpy when he first came home and unconsciously I was starting to judge his moods and adapt my behaviour accordingly. Only once he seemed ready to talk did I share the news, my happiness popping out of every word like lemonade bubbles in a full-brimmed glass.

But his reaction wasn’t quite how I’d imagined it. He didn’t smile. He didn’t say anything. Nothing apart from a quiet ‘oh’, and then it was as though a big wall had come up between us. I wondered, Why aren’t you happy? Why aren’t you happy like I’m happy? A dull flatness entered the conversation, sucking out the joy. The room just lurched, the floor falling away from me. His reaction threw me into a headspace of: Oh my God, he’s not taking this how I thought he was going to take it.

I knew only one thing. There was no way on God’s earth I was not having the baby. The thought drummed in my head, neatly in time with my new child’s heartbeat: I’m having this baby, he will come round, it’s the shock.

After that, Dusty started staying out more. ‘I’m doing overtime at work,’ he’d say, or ‘They’re sending me on a course.’ I barely saw him. I tried to be understanding about his reaction; after all, we were both young, only nineteen years old, and I knew blokes were a bit more immature than women. Maybe he’s not ready yet, I thought. Maybe that’s it.

He seemed to come round to the idea, in time. We told his parents, and he appeared happy: ‘She’s pregnant,’ he said, with that smile I so admired. ‘She’s having our baby.’ We got a machine so he could listen to the heartbeat through my swelling belly, and he played music so the baby could hear the melodies in the womb. I loved all that. I was so excited about the new life growing inside me, and I loved being pregnant. I bought books and videos and learned everything I could. I was determined that my child would have a happy life; an idyllic childhood; a doting, caring, loving mum.

We were out shopping one day when he decided to get me a ring. It was a dark red, garnet-stoned engagement ring. He didn’t ask me a question to go with it, though. He simply said, ‘We’re engaged,’ to his parents, who sent a card to congratulate us. There were no celebrations; no party; no cake or flowers.

To this day, I don’t really know what that was all about. Maybe he did it to make his mum happy. And I guess it made me happy too, for a short while, thinking he wanted to marry me at some point, which made me feel needed. But it was hardly the romantic proposal I might have dreamed of. I still don’t know, even now, if it was his parents’ suggestion that we get engaged. It was odd because it felt like he didn’t want to. Like it wasn’t special.

Dusty was starting to unnerve me, now. Though he put on a happy, charming face in public, he seemed to have another one at home.

On the rare occasions he was in the flat, he made his presence felt. He would interrogate me when I got home from work, with what I thought were stupid questions.

‘Which way did you walk back today?’ he’d say, and wait for my answer with a stern expression on his face. At first I would laugh and think, What’s he asking me that for?

That laugh became a problem. I already had a nervous habit of laughing or smiling when I felt under pressure, and when he used to grill me about my walk home, with all the intensity of a murder cop, I couldn’t help the mirth that used to bubble up inside. If he shouted at me, I would giggle: a very real, nervous disposition. I’d try to reply to his questions, and I’d let a little laugh out with my response. I couldn’t control it.

He hated that, absolutely hated it.

‘Stop laughing,’ he’d say. ‘Stop laughing or I’ll slap that smile right off your face.’

At that, I’d bite my lip and strive to keep the nervous giggles locked inside.

My face used to annoy him, too. Evidently, I unwittingly pulled faces that he didn’t like. We’d just be chatting, and he’d suddenly go, ‘You’re pulling that stupid face again.’ And I’d think, God, what am I doing? What face am I pulling?

Anything could set him off, pacing back and forth with annoyance across our small flat. I had a habit of biting my nails when I was feeling nervous, too, and that would drive him nuts – his simmering frustration would spiral into him batting my hands away from my face. That didn’t help because the more upset I got, the more I bit my nails.

The pregnancy made me hotter than usual as the months progressed. I used to change my clothes throughout the day, putting on layers and taking them off, trying to get comfortable.

‘Why have you changed?’ he’d ask me, looking me up and down, not missing a thing. ‘You weren’t wearing that earlier.’

It seemed really weird to me, but I’d answer him anyway, and indulge his questions. I’d never understood men and I didn’t have a clue what he was thinking. It was baffling, the things he would ask me over and over.

I knew that he didn’t like me working, though. That was crystal clear. He’d pick fights with me about it when I got home, grilling me about who I’d spoken to, what had happened, where did I go, why was I home a few minutes later than usual – on and on and on. Why? What? When? How? Who? He wanted to know everything. He wanted to control everything. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, but being constantly interrogated was turning me into a nervous wreck.

I already didn’t socialise because I knew he didn’t like it, and I had no friends. Now, though, he made it obvious that he didn’t like me even speaking to anyone else. I had to stay in; I wasn’t to tell anybody anything. I became this recluse, trying to ‘behave’. I couldn’t do anything I wanted, not even draw. He controlled my world.

His mum taught me how to knit and that became my new passion: knitting beautiful, unique, brightly coloured clothes for our unborn baby. That was the only hobby I was allowed – but he hated me knitting if he was there; the click-click of my needles would make him furious. So I spent all my spare time doing the washing and the cleaning, trying to keep our home nice and clean and tidy. I was striving to be this perfect ‘wife’ and mother-to-be, so that it would work …

But it just wasn’t working.

It didn’t matter what I did, I just seemed to irritate him. He was in his own world. Every now and then he would show affection, which would make me think there was hope. But, generally, he was just angry. He was always angry at someone, it seemed – be it a friend, someone at work, his parents, me … It was as though he didn’t like people.

There were some people he liked, though – liked too much. It wasn’t long before rumours started circulating from his friends and associates, who would pop into the pub where I worked, that he wasn’t working late but was with other women. People told me they’d seen him here and there; anywhere but where he’d told me he’d been. I decided to confront him about it – and that was when it all went wrong.

How dare I ask! Who was I to ask! I didn’t have the right to question him in any which way or form, he said. I had crossed a line by bringing it up.

It fuelled the bubbling temper in him. It brought it up to boiling point. And he started getting violent again. Not just threatening, not anymore – he’d actually do it. He smacked me to put me in my place. He slapped me because I was a free spirit with what he called ‘attitude’. He hit me because he said I needed controlling. He strangled me because I wasn’t doing as I was told. I’d be trying to stand my ground and he’d get so, so angry.

But, like before, his outbursts were sudden and short, like a summer storm. And while they were worse, in degrees, than that simple slap in Rugby, they were still rare, only every couple of months. And so I tried to cover up the marks he left, when he held me up against the wall by my throat with one strong hand; when he hit me in the face till my cheek bruised; when he punched me in the chest, or the arm, or the leg. I’d put on my make-up and wrap a scarf around my neck, and I’d go into work like nothing was wrong. I thought I’d got away with hiding everything.

My colleagues at the Crown were concerned, nonetheless. They knew what was going on – not only from the bruises, but because he’d turn up sometimes when I was working, raging angry, and cause a scene. I had to explain it somehow, so in the end I just told the truth. I said what he’d done. I stroked my growing belly to reassure myself as much as my unborn child, and then I said: ‘You can’t do anything about it because it will only make it worse.’

I’d already learned that much.

I didn’t really know what else I could do. I was pregnant, having his baby, and I had nowhere else to go. Having stopped speaking to so many people over the past year, I couldn’t very well phone up my old friends and ask for help. There was no way I could go back home. Everything felt out of my control, but I knew I’d put myself in this mess. It was up to me to get myself out of it. I reasoned to myself: It’s only every now and again that his temper flares up and he hurts me. Maybe it’ll be different when the baby arrives. Maybe when the baby is born he’ll mellow.

Midway through my pregnancy, Dusty invited a work friend of his to stay over at our place while he house-hunted. I met his wife, Shania, later, and instantly liked her. She was a Londoner, loud and beautiful. She had a little boy around a year old. He was the most gorgeous, dark-skinned little lad, with bright green eyes and a mop of curly hair, like his mum. The two of us quickly bonded by chatting about children and girly stuff. I hadn’t been allowed friends for so long that she was a warm welcome in my world. I guess she was allowed as she was the wife of Dusty’s colleague.

But, to Dusty’s displeasure, we became good friends, close friends. In time, she told me her husband hit her, too. We became more than friends then; we were allies. I was so proud of her when she managed to get away from him and went back to London; I missed her, but at least she was safe. She came back a couple of times to try to save her marriage, but it didn’t work.

When I was eight months’ pregnant, her fella was having a party while she was ‘away’, to which Dusty and I were both invited. I was banned from attending; Dusty planned on going alone.

On the evening of the party, though, Dusty’s mum came round and said I should go. She got me to put on a lovely green dress that hugged my big bump, and encouraged me to have a good night, to get out of the flat and enjoy myself … to surprise Dusty. She said I looked positively blooming and beautiful; she even dropped me off at the party. I was nervous and a bit anxious, but I walked up to the door and rang the bell.

As soon as someone let me in, I knew I shouldn’t have gone. Shania’s husband came over to say hello and I was shocked at the décor I saw behind him; he’d painted over the pretty wallpaper Shania had picked out with thick streaks of black paint. Everywhere was black. I found it very disturbing and felt extremely uncomfortable. I wandered through the throngs of partygoers looking for Dusty, trying to squeeze past the jumbled bodies with difficulty, just wanting to go home. No one looked me in the eye. I clearly wasn’t meant to be there.

What happened next happened so quickly, in a haze. I found myself at the bottom of the staircase and saw a couple canoodling on it. I started to stutter out an apology for interrupting them – when my jaw dropped. It was Dusty on the stairs, entwined with a stranger. I couldn’t breathe. What is he doing? Though I’d heard the whispered rumours, there’s a big difference when you see it with your own eyes. That was the father of my child. That was supposedly my fiancé. That was my man, for better or for worse.

Watching him on the stairs that night, I felt something new fracture in my heart. I felt so hurt, so lost. I felt betrayed.

As soon as he saw it was me, he leaped up and started screaming at me. ‘Why have you come?’

He’d banned me, after all – I wasn’t supposed to be there. I was going against his word, and he was clearly in shock about that, more than anything.

I couldn’t reply. I felt like my world was falling apart around me.

He went on the attack. ‘What are you doing here? You’re pregnant. You should be at home.’

I just thought, I’m having your baby – what are you doing?

He said it wasn’t what I thought it was, but it was obvious what was going on.

His barrage of words continued: ‘You shouldn’t be here. I told you not to come. You get home right now, you slag.’

‘Slag’ wasn’t a new insult. In fact, it had become a favourite word of his, to use for me, to put me down. I’d almost got used to the sting of its sibilant sound, but it was humiliating having him call me it in front of other people. A jagged thought snagged in my head: You’re always calling me a slag – but this is what you’re doing while I’m pregnant with your child …

I just wanted to get out of there, run away. Somehow, I did. I don’t remember how I got home that night, but I do remember thinking, This isn’t right. There is something very, very wrong in this relationship.

Other people would have thought that a lot sooner, I know. But I’d been blinkered. I’d been under his spell. I’d been trying so hard to make things work – for me, for my unborn child, for us – but everything was fracturing around me, falling apart into useless fragments of shattered, hopeless dreams. I felt like my very future was crumbling in my hands.

I felt like the spell was broken.

Not long after the night of the party, after I’d stopped work at the Crown and was counting down the days before my labour began, I spotted Dusty outside Burger King one evening, getting onto a bus with a girl. They were holding hands – until he spotted me; then he tried to make out she was just a workmate. I was with Shania that evening – we were just out shopping, picking up a few last things for the baby before it arrived – and she boldly shouted at him. She saw right through his lies. He’d been caught in the act and was clearly shaken, but he soon twisted it onto me, asking why I was out so late when I was pregnant. It was only 7 p.m., but it was ‘late’ according to his ‘rules’. Normally, I would have been reliably at home, where I was meant to be, but we had missed our bus.

He was shocked, then angry with me. The whole story then became about me … how I was in the wrong.

I wasn’t allowed to see Shania again after that, not after she’d spoken out against him in public.

The next day, and the day after that, and the day after that, I had only one concern.

What would happen when the baby came?


Chapter Three

When it comes to giving birth, there is no other feeling like it. It’s miraculous. It’s overwhelming. On Sunday, 10 November 1985, I welcomed my son into the world.

For nine months, he’d been growing inside me, part of me. It turns out that, even after your baby is born, they’re still part of you, still connected to you, even once the umbilical cord is cut. You can feel their hurt and their happiness, their joy and their fear. You have that bond from the minute you know you’re pregnant and it never, ever weakens.

My new-born son looked up at me from where he lay in my arms in the hospital bed. He was beautiful: big brown eyes, dark wisps of hair, skin the colour of honey. I remember counting all his fingers and toes, just to check he was all there. And he was. He was perfect, all five pounds eight ounces of him. He smelled so sweet and his skin was so soft. How precious he was: so tiny and delicate. He was a very alert baby, with bright eyes that seemed to latch onto mine immediately, and my love for him was instantaneous and huge. I’d never felt anything like it. My uncle gave me an enormous ET cuddly toy for him – about 40 centimetres tall – and my baby looked so tiny next to it. Of course, as he grew, slowly he started catching up with the creature, and I used to chart his development in photos by seating the baby and ET together. It was amazing how fast he grew.

I called him Booboo for a month, while we thought of a name. Dusty and I decided on it together: Daniel. I liked it; it was a fighting name, a survivor’s name. The kind of name he would need in this world he’d been born into.

Dusty was a proud dad. He set up Daniel’s cot at the end of our bed, squeezing it into our tiny bedroom. He enjoyed the post-birth drinks with his mates, with their masculine back-slapping congratulations on the arrival of his first-born son. And I think he enjoyed, too, the fact that I now had a reason to be at home 24/7. Because his rules and interrogations continued, without a break. If anything, the iron fist in which he now held my world stiffened and squeezed my horizons even narrower than before the birth.

Those rules didn’t apply to him, of course. He was frequently out – where, I didn’t know. When he said he was on a course, was that true? Or was he with another woman? His parents asked me about it once, soon after Dan was born; perhaps they’d seen their son with someone else, I don’t know what prompted it. They came round and spoke to him, but it just blew up in my face and left things worse than before – as any intervention always did. Dusty stuck his face in mine and told me firmly, hissing his words into my ear: ‘You’re mine, you’re not going anywhere. And you’re not taking Daniel anywhere. You stay here, you stay put.’

Exhausted from the stress of being a new mum, lonely and scared, I desperately needed guidance and help, but I had nobody I could really talk to who was on my side – nobody except my granny.

My granny was like an angel on earth. I’ve never met anybody like her, before or since. She had the most beautiful soul, bound up in a tiny body. She was only four foot three. The two of us had been in a car accident when I was six – I’d been sitting on her lap when the crash happened and we both flew out of the car – and she came out worse, having broken bones. She already had curvature of the spine so the accident made things worse. But every inch of her was caring and loving. She had thin grey hair and wise eyes that showed me the depth of her soul. She was my rock. Dusty knew exactly what she meant to me from the long conversations we’d had when we first met, so he had banned me from seeing her, as punishment.

He also instructed me to stay in the flat and not go out. I’d left my job at the Crown to have Daniel, so – as he saw it – there was no longer any reason for me ever to leave the confines of what had become my prison. I knew only too well what the consequences would be if I disobeyed. But, miserable and frightened as I was, I decided a visit to my granny was worth the risk. And after all, I wasn’t actually doing anything wrong, I reasoned. I only wanted to see my gran. Beyond anything else, I wanted to show her great-grandson to her. I was so proud of my little boy. The hours I spent cuddling Daniel as a baby were the absolute happiest moments of my life up to then. I could lose myself in the sheer wonder of his perfect beauty; lose time as I wallowed in my overwhelming, unconditional love for him.

When Daniel was just over a month old, Dusty took off on one of his extended absences. I thought he would be gone for a while so I took my chance. I secretly lifted the handset of our landline phone and called my granny – another risk, as Dusty tracked the calls coming in and out. She was surprised to hear from me, but relieved: she’d been worried about me, she said, as she hadn’t been able to track me down over the past few months; it had been like I’d vanished off the face of the earth.

We arranged to meet that day at her house in Rugby. I bundled Dan up in a little pouch that I strapped to my chest, and snuck out of the flat. I looked around nervously as I pulled the door to and set off down the six flights of stairs, worried that someone might spot me and report back. Dusty was so charming with the neighbours that he always had them eating out of the palm of his hand.

No one stopped me. My son and I boarded the train to Rugby and I felt the most glorious sense of freedom, seeing the countryside flash by outside the windows. My granny lived in a little warden flat on the ground floor. I remember walking up the path, and the enormous hug she gave me when she opened the door. She cried when she held Daniel. I took pictures … I don’t know what I was thinking, taking pictures. I wasn’t supposed to go there and I took pictures …

My granny and I talked and talked and talked that day. And everything came tumbling out. I was crying as I told her what Dusty had done to me, what he was really like, and she wrapped her arms around me like a soft blanket and held me as I cried. Each tear seemed to make her hurt; I’d not said anything before because there was nothing she could do about it, but now I was desperate.

I sat next to her with hot tears streaming down my cheeks. ‘I’ve got myself into a mess,’ I confessed, and I felt the weight of it lift, just a little, for the simple act of telling. It gave me courage. I took a deep breath and told the absolute truth, even to myself: ‘I need to get away from him.’

My granny, as she always seemed able to do, immediately saw a way to help me. ‘You can come and stay here,’ she told me, her kindness sugar-coating every word.

I longed to accept her offer, to never go back to Dusty and the one-bed flat, but I could only imagine his reaction if he found out where I was – and what he might do to the woman who was helping me. ‘I don’t think it’s as easy as that,’ I said, reluctantly, thinking of his sneering face and his vicious temper. ‘I’ve got to sort this out … but I don’t know what to do.’

She urged me to get away from him. She told me he was no good. We talked it over all day, as the winter shadows lengthened on the floor and Granny clicked on table lamps to light our desperate conversation.

But, in the end, I felt I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t leave, not like this. I bundled Daniel back into his pouch and I retraced my steps to Woodstock Road. It was dark outside now, and I couldn’t see the countryside as the train rushed me back to Birmingham. I could see only my reflection: a pale-faced, indistinct young woman who was blurry at the edges.

It was half-eleven at night by the time I trudged up the six flights of stairs and turned my key in the lock.

I had expected to find the flat empty and dark. Usually when he went away, he stayed away – for days at a time, for weeks.

Not this time.

When I walked in, he was there. He flew at me, shouting, ‘I told you to stay in the flat! Where have you been? Where have you been? I told you not to go anywhere.’

I held my head up high and tried to draw strength from everything my granny had said throughout our long afternoon together. I’ve done nothing wrong, I told myself, even as Dusty’s eyes blazed at me, his expression full of dark displeasure that I’d broken his precious rules.

‘I went to see my granny,’ I told him, with a little of my old defiance.

‘I told you not to go there. Why are you going there? You’re going there against my will.’

He went on and on and on, screaming at me, up in my face, his tongue sharp with insults and my crimes. He went on and on so much that, in the end, my defiance broke down and I apologised meekly for doing wrong. That’s what he always managed to do. His interrogations made me feel so on edge and his clever manipulations took me in circles until I didn’t know up from down, right from wrong, good from bad. He would repeat himself over and over and over until I agreed with what he’d said, even if he was spouting nonsense. He twisted my mind like that. He twisted words.

‘The grass is green,’ I might say, for instance. ‘It’s blue,’ he’d riposte. I’d keep saying it was green, and he’d be saying it was blue, and he’d be shouting it, so many times, getting so angry, that in the end I’d say it was blue just to please him, just to shut him up. But, later, he’d say, ‘The grass is green.’ ‘It’s blue,’ I’d respond, having learned my lesson. But I’d be wrong: the grass was green, obviously. And that’s what he’d do with everything – where I said I’d been; who I said I’d spoken to; when I said I was sorry, even if I wasn’t in the wrong. I never won. Whatever I said, whatever I did, it was always wrong.

I don’t remember if he hit me that night. The problem now was that he didn’t need to. I stayed in line anyway, my fear keeping me prisoner in an invisible cage.

That night, after I’d fed Dan and laid him to sleep in the crib at the foot of our bed, I lay down next to Dusty, mere inches from the man
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