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For Helen, with all my love




Change

Working daily, facing fears,

Releasing pain, allowing tears,

Letting go of inner hate,

Time for self. Special date,

Breaking habits, brand new choices,

Ignoring cruel, internal voices,

No mistakes, the past is past,

Just let go, break the cast!

Opened eyes, really seeing,

Dissolving blocks, spirit freeing,

Waking up to worldly needs,

Selfless acts, tender deeds,

Loving, spreading, joy and hope,

Looking up, expanded scope,

Reaching out to young and old,

Taking time, being bold,

Holding hands, giving, sharing,

Listening deeply, truly caring,

© Hazel Trudeau, June 2005
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Prologue

‘It’s a shame your Dad’s not around,’ I said.

She just nodded, her mind more on the view than me.

‘But this is the next best thing,’ I went on, gesturing at the beautiful scenery surrounding the spot where her father’s ashes were scattered.

She looked puzzled as I began to kneel down in front of her, still not understanding what I was doing. I nervously pulled the ring out of my pocket and took hold of her left hand.

‘Will you marry me?’

I knelt there, waiting for my words to sink in, but she didn’t reply. She just kept looking down at me, smiling …

In the summer of 2002 I received a call telling me that my elder sister, Sonia, had stabbed her boyfriend, Jed, in self-defence after a weekend of violence. I was used to receiving phone calls from Sonia, or from other people, telling me what she had got up to, but this was the worst yet.

Trying to flee his brutal hands, she had met with a locked door and at that moment reached her breaking point. Picking up a knife, she thrust it into his chest, close to his heart. Many women in abusive relationships have found themselves at that point and will recognise the desperation and panic that forced Sonia to do what she did. In her case, charges were eventually dropped.

Such incidents are tidily labelled ‘domestic violence’ in police files, but the term is too sanitised. For some women, subjected to years of such trauma, the whole justice system appears to be stacked against them and there seems to be no way out. Once breaking point is reached, all reason is forgotten and, fearing for their lives, they lash out in primitive acts of self-defence.

It was when Sonia stabbed Jed that I decided to try and turn our lives around in a dramatic way and I wrote my first book, Just a Boy. I wanted to explain how Sonia had got to a point where she was able to commit such an extreme act, and I needed to do something that would make a difference to the way our family had become.

But things don’t go as badly wrong as they have in our family overnight. The root of our troubles went back many years. It all began with the murder of our mother, Wilma McCann, in 1975 at the hands of Peter Sutcliffe, the man who became known as the Yorkshire Ripper. At the time of Mum’s death, Sonia, the oldest, was seven, I was five, and my younger sisters, Donna and Angela, were four and two.

I had heard that our parents’ relationship was a complex and violent one, and that they had separated in 1974. My father, Gerry McCann, apparently walked out because of the constant arguing. Mum went on to another boyfriend, Keith, who beat her just as badly. In those early years in which a child develops, the years where our personalities are largely formed, we would witness drunken arguing and fights in which Mum often came off worse. Sporting bruises and black eyes, she would carry on with her life, doing her best to bring up her children and never leaving us in any doubt that she loved us dearly, although she received very little help and support, as most of her family lived in Scotland. She was not above picking a fight herself, however, but she was never violent towards us.

Sonia and I had woken in the early hours of a cold October morning in 1975 and walked to the local bus stop to wait for Mum to return home from a night on the town. We followed a path through a field behind our house, unaware that Mum’s lifeless body lay just yards from our feet, shrouded by the early-morning darkness and mist.

By ending the life of our mother so cruelly and prematurely, Peter Sutcliffe left our family a legacy which has followed us all to this day and will probably continue to do so until the end of our own lives.

Once Mum’s body had been found, Sonia, Angela, Donna and I were taken into the care of the local authorities. After a few months of uncertainty, not to mention numerous failures by our father to turn up for promised weekend visits, we eventually set up home with Dad, his new girlfriend, Pauline, and their newborn baby, Cheryl. We were given no choice; the decision was made on our behalf by the authorities.

Only recently did I learn from one of Mum’s sisters that her family had pleaded with the authorities to let us live with them in Scotland, placing two of us with one part of the family and two with another. Their requests were met with a brick wall of rejection. Dad was our next of kin, so it was considered his right to decide what was best for us, regardless of how he had behaved towards us and our mother in the past.

For the first few months we thought it was an adequate replacement life for the violent one we’d been living at home with Mum and her boyfriend. We thought our dad would look after us and protect us. We soon found out we were wrong. Before long, evidence of Dad’s temper when in drink surfaced, and every one of us, including our new stepmum, experienced violence at his hands.

His mindless acts of bad temper and aggression included drowning Winnie, the pet dog, in the bath because it irritated him, and beating us all with sticks the thickness of chair legs. He often used to punish us by making us face the wall and place the palms of our hands on it. We would then have to crouch down, all the while keeping our palms flat on the wall. It was torture and our limbs screamed with pain within minutes, but we weren’t allowed to move or he would threaten to kick us back into position. We always obeyed him.

Pauline did her best, considering she had to look after a newborn child and four severely traumatised children whose mother had been snatched away from them. At twenty-one she was little more than a child herself. What we needed was love and tenderness, understanding and compassion. Instead we ended up just existing from day to day, trying to keep on the right side of Dad.

He was a terrifying force as far as women and children were concerned, but his cruelty did not end with physical violence. He did not like us discussing Mum or what had happened to her. It was as if she had never existed. None of us were allowed to go to her funeral and we were never informed where she was buried. (I found out later in life when I overheard my father tell a friend.) Unable to comprehend or rationalise what had happened in our lives, we had to pretend that we had accepted she was gone and weren’t going to remember her.

But I would never go through a day without thinking about her. The pain was almost unbearable. In Just a Boy I wanted to explain what it felt like to go through such a trauma as a small child, and to describe the long-term effects of a very public tragedy on our family, even the painful and embarrassing parts like Sonia’s descent into alcoholism and my prison sentence for a drugs offence. I wanted it to be a ‘warts and all’ story, which showed how, despite everything, we had all survived.

But publication of the book was like detonating a bomb. Its success was colossal and it changed everything for me, but it forced us all to face our pasts. The consequences were dramatic and left me with a whole new set of problems as well as some incredible opportunities. The question was: would I be able to take advantage of those opportunities and heal some of the damage from the past?

In this book I have gone on another journey, into the parts of my past I didn’t previously understand or know anything about. In writing it I wanted desperately to change the painful pictures in my head in order to move forward, and, by understanding what had happened to my mother and our family, finally to find peace and happiness.
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CHAPTER ONE

Finding a New Family

It was June 2003 and the heavens opened as we huddled under a few umbrellas at the graveside of Grandma Newlands, my mother’s mother. It was a huge family gathering in Inverness with all seven of Mum’s brothers, her three sisters and countless other relatives present. It had already been a long and emotional day. The hearse carrying my grandmother’s coffin had taken a detour through the estate, ‘The Ferry’, where she had lived for so many years, and where she was well respected. Her children had followed in the black limousine and the rest of us drove behind in a convoy. I felt honoured to be part of such a large, close family and was struck by how much I looked like my mother’s siblings. We all had the same deep-set eyes.

That day was a turning point for me. Although it was another attempt by me to say goodbye to Mum, at the same time I met a great many new relatives, some of whom I had known existed and others whom I knew nothing about. I don’t know if Dad deliberately kept us separated from the Newlands family, or whether he just couldn’t be bothered to keep in touch. Whatever his motivation, the results were the same and I was now meeting them as strangers.

After the burial we went back to the bungalow Grandma had only recently moved to. Everyone started talking and taking photographs, not knowing when they would all be together again in one place. The thick Scottish accents of my aunts mingled with the more varied voices of their brothers who had travelled down into England many years before.

‘Your mum’s family were all tinkers and gypsies,’ Dad would tell us dismissively if ever we asked, as if that was a good enough reason to have nothing to do with them. Now, as I listened to the family history directly from them, I learned that Mum’s ancestors had indeed been itinerant labourers, travelling from one area to another, seeking whatever work was available. Often they would labour on farms when there was a demand for extra hands at harvesting times, sometimes they would join road-building gangs. But to my ears their way of life sounded noble and romantic, certainly not to be scoffed at. My grandparents were grafters, unlike Dad, who would drift in and out of work when he felt like it and didn’t have a hangover. To me, being itinerant seemed a great deal more admirable than being idle.

Travelling back to Scotland, both geographically and through time, jogged a long-forgotten memory of visiting a farm with Mum. I can’t have been more than four at the time and I had had no idea where the farm might have been.

‘Is it likely that I have memories of coming to Scotland as a child?’ I asked.

‘Your mum often jumped on a train and headed up to Inverness,’ my aunts told me, ‘to be with her parents for a few days of respite. What do you remember?’

‘I can picture an old stone farmhouse with a very large building at the back where they stored hay. I remember being sat in the deep furrows made by a complicated, dangerous-looking piece of machinery hooked on the back of a tractor. I was running my hands through the soil.’ Finding potatoes in the soil had felt like unearthing hidden treasure; a game for a small boy, but hard toil for the adults who depended on a good crop for a living wage. They all nodded as they listened to me, and told me that the farm I was thinking of was about eight miles from Inverness. So it was a real memory.

Uncles, aunts and cousins happily regaled me with stories about Mum and the things she’d got up to as a girl and a young mother. Their eagerness to reminisce about her was a stark contrast to my father’s insistence on pretending she never existed. For years I’d wanted so desperately to talk about the most important person in my life, to keep the memory of her alive, but had been forced to remain silent. This Newlands family gathering was like a feast after a long, agonising famine. Now I started to see Mum’s death through the eyes of her parents and siblings rather than exclusively through my own eyes, and those of her other children.

At first I found it a little presumptuous to call them ‘my family’ after being kept away from most of them for so long. Even though it hadn’t been my choice or my fault, I felt I’d been denying their existence for most of my life. I knew that if I could have turned the clock back to the days after Mum died and if anyone had asked me who I wanted to live with, with hindsight I would have chosen to spend my childhood with these open, welcoming people rather than with our father. But no one told me about them, let alone that they had tried to claim custody of us. And what would I have known anyway? I was five years old and unable to understand what was going on around me.

But Mum’s family understood only too well what kind of person Dad could be.

‘We’d seen your mum beaten black and blue at his hands,’ my aunts told me. ‘We feared the same would happen to you.’

As it dawned on me that they had never rejected and abandoned me as I had assumed, I warmed more and more to them, asking endless questions about the past, eager to make up for lost time.

‘Your grandparents came from the islands off the north-east coast of Scotland. They were married on a small island called Bow in the Orkney Isles,’ one aunt told me. ‘Some of your uncles were born closer to Norway than Scotland.’

These snapshots of a family history seemed to come from a different world to the one I was used to in inner city Leeds. It was a world of family pride and togetherness, good humour and a sense of tradition.

Sonia had not attended the funeral and I knew one day that she would regret it. On the journey back to Leeds my mind drifted back to our childhood in Bramley with Dad. It must have been obvious to our teachers that our family and the Dudleys who lived two doors away didn’t have much in the way of a disposable income. One year we were given letters to take home to our parents inviting us to go to The Leeds Children’s Holiday Camp. The camp was at Silverdale, close to Morecambe Bay on the west coast. It had been set up before the war for children whose families fell below the poverty line. In years gone by it had been embarrassingly named, “Leeds Poor Children’s Holiday Camp” and children were weighed before they went. After two weeks of good food they were weighed again when they returned. Most, not surprisingly, had put on considerable amounts of weight.

I was happy to be chosen, and even more delighted with the news that the Dudley boys were going too. For most of us, it was our first holiday. We were more excited than we had ever felt before.

The first thing we were asked to do on arrival was to strip naked and form a queue in the corridor. Whilst trying our best to cover ourselves, we were each given the uniform we were going to have to wear for the two weeks of our stay; grey shorts, socks and black sweaters.

The days were filled with hours of playing out in the camp’s grounds, which consisted of an outdoor pool, swings and a wooded area where boys could run as wild as they liked. The nights consisted of watching films in the small cinema or attending discos in the hall. We would also visit local places of interest like The Wishing Well, The Pepper-Pot or a trip down the coast to enter the “eerie caves”, which were reputed to be haunted.

Many of the other boys were shy and found it difficult making new friends, so I was relieved to have the Dudley boys there and to be part of a big, happy, boisterous group.

Having experienced losing someone, I always find myself watching to see how other people cope with similar tragedies. Most, I’ve realised, do cope in their own ways, but those who don’t need all the help they can get. Nothing can prepare any of us for the devastation we feel when the news of a death first sinks in but eventually, maybe two, ten or in my case almost thirty years later, we learn how to adapt, accept and move forward, driven by the human spirit and its will to survive.

The pain is made all the more unbearable by the death of someone young and seemingly healthy because it’s so unexpected. As I sank further and further into my own thoughts I wondered if the risk of grief was the price we all had to pay for entering into relationships and making attachments, which inevitably involved loss, either through death, separation or parents letting go of their children.

The first thing we do when we hear of a death is search for rational explanations to make the news more understandable and I remember as a five year old doing just that. I felt back then that Mum had been a sacrifice to give us a better life. How wrong I was.

After the loss of my own mother when I was a child, the pain would return when I felt a subsequent loss, like when a girlfriend would end a relationship, particularly in my late teens and early twenties. It seemed to be compounded by the devastation I felt when I lost Mum and resonated afresh each time.

I had lost so much through my life, starting with Mum and the security and love which she had given me. I then lost the ability to be myself; Dad saw to that. I lost the confidence that I had as a young boy, and when I went to prison for dealing in drugs I lost my freedom. I almost lost the home that I cherished when I came out of prison and, for a brief moment, I lost the will to live, as I planned the suicide pact with my elder sister, Sonia. Somehow I had managed to deal with all these losses along the way and had come out the other side.

I remembered the feeling from years before, when I’d tried to cope with my mother’s death. Was this my mind’s way of dealing with death, keeping the pain at arm’s length?

I could often imagine the range of emotions that people who lost loved ones, especially those whose lives were cut short, might experience. They might assume there would be a solution to their pain; that something would happen to take it away and that life would then return to how it had been before. Then a new pain would rise up when they realised that no such solution would ever be possible; that there would be no cure for what they were suffering. I had witnessed many young deaths over the years, one of my younger sisters boyfriends died aged seventeen in a freak accident, another thirty two year old friend of Sonia and I had been found drowned in a local river a couple of years ago, probably one of Sonia’s closest friends and I had known a couple of old friends who had committed suicide over the years. Part of the pain comes from knowing that nothing you can do will ever make a difference to the deceased now.

I wondered how my own father would have felt if I had been successful with my plans to kill myself when I left prison. I wondered if he would have felt guilty about my death.

I was beginning to see a pattern as to how the human spirit deals with unplanned tragedies and losses, and how we work through the pain until we are finally able to accept what has happened and move on.

We are almost prepared for the loss of the elderly, once they’ve lived long and fruitful lives. But when someone young dies it blindsides us and throws us into total shock. They would have to adapt to a new understanding of the world, which would contain memories of a loved one and an irrational longing to wake up and discover this had been some awful nightmare.

That was how I had felt when Mum died. A week later it was my sixth birthday and the staff in Becketts Park Children’s home did their best to give me a present and have some form of celebration. But the only thing I wanted was to have my loving mother back beside me. For thirty years I’ve been wanting to wake up from that nightmare.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Good Samaritan

All the time I was writing Just a Boy I was aware that it might prove to be a waste of time, that it was possible no one else would be interested in my story. Once I’d received a firm offer from a publisher for the book, however, I realised I was being given an opportunity to completely transform my life, although I couldn’t work out what direction I wanted to take it in. I knew that over the years I had been trying to find help to overcome some of the pain of my childhood and now I felt I could eliviate the pain others felt but didn’t know how I could go about it.

I wanted to do something positive towards alleviating this pain, but didn’t know how I should go about it. I had no training in counselling. I hadn’t even had much of an education, having left school at the first possible opportunity. I decided I would start by contacting Samaritans and asking if they would consider me as a volunteer. I remembered calling them myself once when I was at a low ebb and they had been a lifeline to me that night. I’d been watching the television when a scene came on in which a prostitute was murdered in a way that reminded me of Mum. It had affected me deeply and I’d needed someone to talk to. I knew how much that person had helped me and I wanted to have a chance to do the same for others.

I rang to find out about the joining procedure and was invited to a group interview. I went along, feeling very nervous. We were all asked to sit round a table. Some small cards had been placed face down on the surface in front of us. Once we’d introduced ourselves we each had to turn over a card and say a little about the subject written on it. I found all the subjects easy to comment on until prostitution came up. My stomach muscles instantly tightened and my mouth became dry. For so many years I’d had to read in the papers how the Ripper’s victims had been prostitutes, including Mum. Other children at school used to ask me if it was true. I never denied it, believing that if the press said so, then it must be right. In time I learned that it wasn’t that clear cut and that the press had merely lumped many of the victims under one label.

The first time it was said on television, one of Mum’s brothers, Isaac, and his then wife, Vicky, contacted Yorkshire Television, outraged, and insisted they apologise on air and admit the allegation was untrue. They did apologise, but the label still stuck, particularly when later victims turned out to be on the game. It was hopeless trying to fight the slur against her character once the national press started repeating it. It didn’t matter to me what Mum had done in that way, she was still my mum, but I knew that society looked down on prostitutes and I didn’t want anyone looking down on her. In writing Just a Boy I felt as though I’d finally vindicated Mum by explaining her lifestyle and what a loving mother she was.

After our group interview we each went individually to another room with two Samaritan volunteers. I was still feeling a little uncomfortable. But the interview was low-key and relaxed and I thought I was doing well until one of them asked me how the group session had gone. I had to be honest and say that one of the subjects had unsettled me.

‘Which one?’ they asked.

‘Prostitution.’

Now I felt even worse, imagining they would think I was a user of prostitutes. I tried to explain, feeling as if I was being interrogated under a spotlight. It was hopeless. My mouth became too dry to talk and I just wanted the interview to end so I could drive back to the safety of my home. They thanked me for sharing such a personal thing with them and told me I would hear from them within the next week or so. I explained I was going on holiday the following Friday in the hope they would let me know their decision before I went.

I felt terrible. Although I really wanted to have succeeded, it was one of the worst interviews I’d ever given. But I truly believed I would be good at the job. I felt I’d always been sympathetic to other people’s problems and found it easy to empathise with them, maybe because of the pain I’d felt as a young boy and from so often feeling like the underdog. There had been many occasions when I’d been proud of myself for standing up for someone being bullied, or made a stand against someone for being racist. At one of the companies I’d worked for there’d been quite a culture of racism. It was ‘black bastards’ this or ‘pakkis’ that. It infuriated me but I remained silent because I was new to the company and most of the time it was the team leader who was the guilty one. It was particularly difficult to listen to as my half-sister Cheryl had a mixed race daughter. She was a lovely child and each time I heard a comment I thought of her. Once I’d been with the company a few months I rustled up enough courage to speak out.

‘Can I just say something to you all?’ I said, although I was actually aiming it at the team leader. ‘I have a mixed race niece and when you speak in this way it offends me.’

‘You what?’ shrieked the team leader, immediately adding another racist remark.

I was boiling inside but knew I was the odd one out. Taking a deep breath, with my heart thumping, I repeated what I’d said and asked if they would refrain from speaking like this, at least when I was around. The team leader jumped out of his seat and started shouting at me.

‘Who the fuck do you think you are coming in here with your views? We’ve never had any blacks or pakkis working here and it’ll always be that way.’

‘I’d like to see you say that in front of my niece’s father,’ was all I could think of saying, which infuriated him even more.

‘Are you threatening me?’ he demanded.

My stomach was churning. Things were about to turn nasty. I stood. ‘I don’t have to listen to this,’ I said, and walked out of the door.

This scene had been played out in full view of everyone in the canteen, including the union rep, who’d been sitting in front of us. I tried to get on with my work that afternoon but I was too furious to be able to concentrate. A little later the union rep asked if I wanted to take it any further. I told him I didn’t. I’d made my point and knew I would never get an apology. I also knew that nothing I could say or do would change the man’s opinions.

By the time I went on the holiday I still hadn’t heard from Samaritans, which was disappointing. I was sure I had a lot to give them and just wanted a chance to show them that I was capable.

But when I returned from Spain I found a letter waiting for me. Holding my breath as I tore it open, I had to read it a couple of times before taking in what they were telling me. My interview had been successful and I was to start the training a few weeks later.

It was brilliant news. Someone believed I could be a good and useful influence on others. All the experiences I had been through could be harnessed to help people. I couldn’t wait to get my teeth into the work.

In recent years I’d worked as a buyer in the rag trade, which had served its purpose in giving me a living and enabling me to keep my house from being repossessed when I came out of prison, but I’d become disillusioned by it. I knew I would feel more job satisfaction helping others than lining the pockets of shareholders and, at the back of my mind, I had a small thought that if ever I got the opportunity, I would pursue some sort of full-time caring career, using my experiences in life to help others. I wasn’t yet sure how I would be able to make the change, but I knew that joining Samaritans would be a big step in the right direction, increasing my work experience and showing my commitment to this line of work.

I started my training with six other newcomers, all women, not knowing what to expect but excited by the challenge. The trainers started by explaining how to handle calls, the correct procedure to follow, concentrating on the caller’s feelings, and on how to deal with such things as a suicide caller, a bomb warning or a face-to-face visitor. We then took it in turns to role-play a scenario in which the trainer would play the part of a distressed caller and each of us would sit in a booth and try to deal with the call. The resulting conversation was relayed to all the other trainees in another room. We would then discuss each of our calls and give one another feedback on our performances.

The practice calls started gently with a call from a young person who’d fallen out with a friend. They then progressed through to calls from someone who’d been unfaithful with her brother-in-law and a lady who’d been given the news she had a month to live and couldn’t tell her family. There was a call from a woman who’d discovered her son was gay and another from a caller who’d been abused as a child and had taken some tablets. It dawned on me that we would soon be talking to people who would be suffering from a multitude of extremely distressing situations – this was no longer a game, it was a rehearsal for real life.

Once my training was complete I chose a shift and met my new team. At first I listened to a few calls to get a feel for it, but I knew I just needed to get on the phone and speak to someone in order to put my training to good use. I started taking calls that afternoon and was surprised how much easier it was compared to the training, when six others had been listening in. Now it was just the callers and me. I took a long call from a very distressed lady who had definitely had a worse childhood than mine. It was a good feeling to know that there were other people who were finding ways to cope with difficulties which I knew, from first-hand experience, could sometimes seem insurmountable. I quickly learned there were a lot of people out there who had suffered and were still suffering, many more than I had ever imagined. The more I discovered the surer I was that I had made the right decision.

I was surprised by what a hard grind it was physically. Although my regular shift was from 6 p.m. to 10 p.m., we sometimes did overnight duties on a weekend, which started at 10 p.m. and finished at 8 a.m. I wasn’t prepared for how gruelling this would be. I reminded myself that I’d grown used to working such hours in the army, so there was no reason why I shouldn’t be able to do it again. My body would be trying to shut down and sleep around midnight, but the calls would continue to come. A call at 1 a.m. would finish and I would struggle to stay awake as soon as I’d hung up, but would find myself alert again as soon as the phone rang a few minutes later, and then at regular intervals throughout the night. This was far worse than the guard duty I’d done when I was in the army. At least there you were given a four-hour rest in between each period of duty.

Once morning arrived I would drive home and collapse straight into bed, exhausted and usually satisfied but sometimes troubled by the things I’d heard during the night.
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