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ABOUT THE BOOK

What do you do when the person you’re meant to trust the most in the world is the one trying to destroy you?

‘When people met her they thought how lovely she was, this attractive woman with a beautiful laugh. But she was one person in public and another behind closed doors. Who would she be today? The loving mother? The trusted teacher? The monster destroying my life?’

Olivia has been afraid ever since she can remember. Out of sight, she was subjected to cruelty and humiliation at the hands of the one person who should have loved and protected her at all times – her mother, Josephine.

While appearing completely normal to the outside world, Josephine displayed all the signs of being a psychopath – unbeknown to her daughter until adulthood – and Olivia grew up feeling scared, worthless and exploited. Even when she found the courage to cut ties, her mother found new ways to manipulate and deceive, attempting to destroy her life with a vicious campaign of abuse.

Now Olivia has come to terms with her past and gives a fascinating, harrowing and deeply unsettling insight into what it’s like growing up with a psychopathic parent.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Olivia Rayne works for a global marketing agency, where she takes pride in championing the women around her. A firm believer in the idea that your past pain is not what defines you, she hopes ‘My Mother, The Psychopath’ will raise awareness of the insidious nature of psychological parental abuse. She is also hopeful that her story will help people in similar situations, reminding them that they possess the strength to break free, as she did. Olivia lives on the sunny South Coast with her lovely cat and even lovelier boyfriend.
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To my grandmother, who helped me gain my freedom,

To my best friend, who gave me the strength to cut ties,

And to my boyfriend, who has loved me unconditionally ever since.

 

‘If you say it, it can’t hurt you’

Olivia Rayne





 

 

 

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



PREFACE

I always thought that if I met a psychopath, I would definitely know. For years fascinated by criminal psychology, I devoured every book on the subject I could find, watched every documentary, every film. I could recite the hallmarks of psychopathy as easily as my ABCs. I knew the most important weapon in a psychopath’s arsenal is charm, because it’s that which lures you in – but that charm, I knew, wouldn’t work on me. There’d be something there that would tip me off – a hardness to the smile perhaps, maybe an iciness in the eyes. Something would set the alarm bells ringing – after all, I’d read the books.

The reality was very different.

I met Olivia in 2013 when we worked for the same company. Olivia is bright, funny, playful and vivacious. I thought she had an infectious laugh, a warm smile and a quick wit. I was also struck by what a lovely mother she had. When I first met Josephine I observed her zeal, the way she seemed genuinely interested in everything and everyone around her. I noticed her smile, her earnest eye contact, the heartfelt way she talked. On each occasion we met, I thought, what a magnetic woman. Later, I noticed the gifts she sent Olivia that came to the office: designer shirts, dainty gold necklaces, sets of expensive make-up. ‘You’re so lucky!’ I would say to my friend. ‘Your mum’s so generous.’ Olivia would smile thinly and say nothing.

As time went on and we became closer, Olivia began to open up about her mother: all the awful things that had happened in the past, all the terrible things that were happening now. I listened, incredulous. Her story seemed so outlandish that initially I wasn’t sure how much I believed – she must be exaggerating, surely? How could a young woman in her early twenties be caught up in such an intricately toxic situation? Moving from one destructive relationship to another, being passed back and forth between her abusers as if they were playing catch. It was an unlikely story, wasn’t it? And besides, her mother didn’t just seem ‘nice’, she was positively lovely.

But then I started to see it for myself. Olivia showed me the hateful emails that flooded her inbox. I heard the furious messages her mother left on her phone. I witnessed Josephine’s attempts to control her daughter, I watched as she tried to sabotage her life. Intimidation, manipulation, blackmail, threats, exploitation, gaslighting, lies and deceit; Josephine utilised all forms of psychological abuse against her daughter, but physical abuse wasn’t beneath her either. I saw the visceral effect this persecution had on Olivia: the flushing, the shaking, the way she picked at her skin like it itched.

Never would I have thought that the enchanting woman I’d chatted with would be capable of such overt cruelty; I could never have imagined my cheerful friend with the wicked sense of humour could hide such a brutal secret. I was by Olivia’s side during her mother’s final campaign of harassment, and later, I would be on the receiving end of it myself.

Olivia’s story is so outrageous and so dangerous that I simply had to tell it. With her blessing I wrote an article, which later led to this book. Reliving memories that she tried for years to suppress was extraordinarily painful for her, and hearing truths from family members that were concealed for decades was both distressing and humiliating.

At times I wondered if it was too much, recalling 22 years of torment at the hands of the one person you’re meant to trust the most, but Olivia never wavered in her conviction: she wanted her story told. If her experience could help one person escape a situation similar to her own then it would all be worth it.

No more shame, no more pain, no more fear, no more grief: by untangling herself from the bind we’re taught from birth to trust, Olivia took back control, and now her story is an open book.

I want to thank Olivia for having the courage to share her ordeal. No one has impressed me more with their strength, humour, generosity and resilience – and above all, such unwavering determination to move forward and heal.

This is Olivia’s story.

– S.M. Nelson




1
DREAM

In my dreams, my mother watches me drown. She stands above me, her head tilted to the side, and as I stare at her from beneath the surface, I see her looking down at me. She looks cloudy, as though I’m peering through mist. Her eyes meet mine.

She watches me with a distant interest, like she’s studying a painting she isn’t sure she likes. She watches the bubbles drift up like pearls as my breath comes in panicked torrents; she watches the ripples swell to the surface as I churn through the water. She watches as I’m dragged beneath the depths, blind eyes blinking as I float face down. She does nothing but wave me on, her palm circling in the chilly air as I wash down the river. Goodbye, Olivia, each wave says. Goodbye. Don’t forget your mother.

I don’t wake up until the end, until I’m suffocating in stagnant blackness and I know that it’s over. I try to feel relief – it was just a dream – but as I settle down and try to sleep, the fear creeps in and waits silently by my bed. It feels sharp, like a paper cut, and it smarts like a burn, but it’s also an ache, like the dull throb of stomach cramps, or the fading hurt of a yellow bruise. Whenever I feel I am rising up past it, it presses down on me until I’m limp and shaking and it squeezes me to pieces.

Whatever is happening to me is my fault. I must have done something wrong, something so huge I can’t even see it, something that’s drowning me. In the pit of my stomach I can feel my own cold contempt – guilt and horror, shame and disgrace. But I don’t know where these feelings have come from; I’m not quite sure what I’ve done.

What did I do?

What have I done?




PSYCHOPATHY SYMPTOM #1

Glib, superficial charm

Psychopaths are unusually charismatic. They are entertaining, articulate and quick-witted, and their easy charm is very alluring. Frequently described as magnetic and seductive, their flattery and perceived empathy disarms people, helping lure their targets in. They are excellent conversationalists, able to tell the most implausible stories in a powerful and authentic way.




2
CHARM

‘Psychopaths are unusually charismatic, magnetic and alluring.’

The thing about my mother is that if you met her, you’d like her. Everyone did – at least at the start. It took a while to see through her pretty mask of charm. She wore it like armour, and it was so powerful, so effective, that the idea it wasn’t genuine was absurd. To other people, looking in, she was respectable, successful and generous. She taught art to children, either in schools or privately, in our home. Sometimes, when her pupils came to our house, I listened outside the room, pressing my ear as close to the door as I dared. The kind, patient way she spoke to other children was alien to me.

In the evenings she marked her pupils’ homework, glancing over their drawings and paintings and sighing from her brown leather chair. Sometimes I could see she was impressed: she never said anything, but I could tell by the slight raise of her brows that she was looking at good work. When she didn’t like something, she told us. ‘Look at this!’ she would say, holding up a painting of a fruit bowl. ‘What a load of shit! How did I get here, marking this drivel? God help me!’

When the pupil arrived for their next lesson she would squeeze their shoulders as they came through the hall and say, ‘Well done on your painting!’ and it was as if she really meant it. I peeped at them through the banisters, wondering if they could somehow tell she didn’t mean it, that she’d been mocking their drawing the night before. They never seemed to. When their parents arrived to collect them an hour later, I wondered if maybe they would sense it. But they never did. They said, ‘Josephine, thank you so much for what you’ve done for Annabelle, she looks forward to coming here every week,’ and Mother would glance down at the floor as though embarrassed and she’d say, in a soft, demure voice, ‘Oh please, the pleasure is all mine.’

She had this way of looking you right in the eye and making you feel as though she understood you completely: she just got you. But it was more than that, because when you looked into those wide, earnest eyes you got her too.

She had the most beautiful eyes. It wasn’t the colour that was startling, a steely grey, but how expressive they were. She could make you feel whatever she wanted, just with a look. She’d turn her eyes to you, reproachful or ecstatic, solemn or wry, and you’d feel it, all of it, like a hammer to your gut. But that was only sometimes, when she wanted you to feel that. Other times I looked into her eyes and there was nothing there, only a dark vacuum staring back at me.

Mother could walk into a room and befriend anyone – but not only befriend them, captivate them. Throughout my childhood she had a pattern of making very close, very intense friendships. They never lasted much longer than a year or two; either she did something so disturbing the other person never spoke to her again, or else she cut ties herself, casting them off and discarding them like they’d never existed. But still, she had a gift of connecting with people almost instantly. It was like she knew your deepest worries and would do anything to help. She stroked arms as she listened, rubbed backs, wrinkled her brow in concern. She knew exactly what to say, what strings to pull, what compliments people ached to hear, and she delivered the goods each time. She did it to me, too, showering me with praise and gifts and making me feel special, then ripping it all away the next minute. She could sniff out vulnerability in seconds. Show her your belly, show her any weakness, and she’d rip you apart.

Her voice was sweet, but her words sharp as a blade. She had a thing for pet names. I was alternately her darling, her love, her sweet angel face – or a fucking bitch, a stupid whore, a sad disaster of her past. I was her sweetheart, her flower, the love of her life, but also a slut, a pervert, a cockroach ripe for zapping. One week she was my best friend, teaching me to paint, reading me my favourite stories, spending hundreds on baking kits so we could make cakes together; the next, she wouldn’t even speak to me. I followed her around the house like a dog, begging her to tell me what I’d done wrong. ‘If you don’t know,’ she said with that wry smile, ‘I’m not going to tell you.’

Yet from the outside she had this way with her, this lightness. She’d breeze around the room, her perfume trailing behind her, throwing her head back and laughing. Mother had a beautiful laugh and she knew it. She laughed a lot whenever she was around other adults, particularly men. She always did this thing when she laughed: she tilted her head right back, exposing her long, elegant neck, then she put her hand to her throat and traced her fingers all the way down until they tugged on the neckline of her shirt. She glanced down then, tucking her hair behind her ear as though self-conscious; then she’d look up through her lashes and smile at the man goggling back, maybe sigh breathily through parted red lips. It seemed like a spell to me, when I was young. How silly men were, that with a laugh and a look and a stroke of her neck, they’d become prey. How funny that they thought they were special. How simple they must be, not to realise Mother’s game.

Mother had beautiful hair too, back then. It was thick and golden and curly, and she wore it in a braid when she was working, or else loose down her back, where it hung in glistening coils. I always envied that hair. I used to stroke her plait lovingly, tracing my fingers over the smooth shafts. ‘It’s my pet snake,’ I’d exclaim, smoothing the length of it as if it were alive. She’d turn around, pick up the end of her braid and jab it at my neck. ‘Watch out it doesn’t bite you, then!’ she’d say, and I’d shriek with nervous laughter.

Every evening she brushed her hair until it crackled. She was so alive, so pulsing with energy, that to me she seemed to crackle too, to buzz and fizz with electricity she could never quite expend. Next to her I felt grey and flat; two-dimensional and squashed, pressed into myself like a dried flower.

Mother loved flowers – one of her only traits I’ve inherited that I’m glad about – and our house was always full of them. ‘If you were a flower, you’d be a foxglove,’ I once told her when I was 12. She was arranging flowers in a vase, about to start painting a still life. She glanced up, surprised but apparently pleased.

‘Why a foxglove?’

‘Because they’re beautiful and exciting and exotic,’ I replied. I knew how much she prided herself on being exciting and exotic. She’s French, after all, totally different to us stiff, boring Brits, and she was spontaneous and fun and free-spirited.

‘They’re also deadly,’ she said. Then she laughed. ‘That’s a good comparison, sweetheart.’

‘What flower would I be?’ I asked, glad she liked my game. She thought for a moment, her head on one side. Then she smiled.

‘You’d be a dandelion. But when they’re seeded, not when they’re yellow.’

‘Why a seeded dandelion?’ It certainly wasn’t the flower I wanted to be: I liked peonies – bright and beautiful and maybe a little blowsy, but soft and delicate inside.

‘Well, they’re boring, not very pretty, and totally insubstantial. You can blow them away with a single puff!’ She turned those big amused eyes to me. ‘Oh Olivia, I’m jooooking! Don’t be so sensitive, I’m just playing.’

I looked into her grey eyes, wishing I knew what she was thinking. It was like gazing at the surface of a dark and murky lake; I wanted to see what was underneath, but was afraid to stir around and disturb the depths below.

Mother grew up in France but when she was 17, she moved to England – or, as she always said, was ‘thrown out of the house’ by her parents, though I later learned that wasn’t true. It was the first of countless moves for her; she was impulsive and restless, and chased stimulation like it was crack. When I was a child, she moved us around the world on a whim – from England to Martinique, Germany to Monaco. Before I was 16 I’d lived in four countries, been to eight schools and lived in nine different homes. She was always getting itchy feet and uprooting us somewhere new. ‘I’m bored,’ she’d say. ‘It’s time to go. I need a fresh start. Somewhere new, somewhere different.’

But in this instance, back when she was 17, she moved countries for love, so she says. She’d fallen in love with a married man and followed him back to England. It didn’t take him long to extract himself from her, although not for want of trying: she used to tell me, in a strangely blasé manner, that she’d stalked him for a while. She’d stand outside his house and cry and shout as he drew the curtains and refused to come out. He was terrified, she chuckled, truly terrified. Even as a child I always thought it was odd how she found that funny.

But then, several years later, she met my father at a party. Josephine gravitated towards the tall, dark stranger with the gentle smile. They say opposites attract, and in my parents’ case this was true. My father has always been an introvert. Since he was a child he was content with his own company, happy to sit by himself in the sandpit while his three brothers played around him. He was so reserved that his brothers used to take turns teasing him, just to see how long it took him to react. Eventually, his face would turn pink and his tiny fingers would curl into angry red fists, but that was as far as little Clive’s rage ever dared to flare. This type of meekness seemed sweet in a boy. It’s not quite so endearing in a man.

The night they met Mother was ‘the life and soul of the party’. My father is chatty enough if he knows you, but he’s always been shy. He was mesmerised by how Mother worked the room. She didn’t know many people there, but somehow managed to place herself at the centre of everything, where she belonged, burning like fire, luring pale moths to her glow. She was louder than anyone, livelier, funnier. Mother invited herself over to his flat the next night to cook for him – ‘Nobody is as good a cook as I am,’ she’d said – and that was it. Clive was ensnared.

But Clive wasn’t the only one beguiled. When he first brought Mother home to meet his family, his brothers nudged him and said, ‘Talk about punching above your weight! Clive, how did you bag her?’ His friends began inviting him to more events and social occasions – ‘You’ll bring Josephine, won’t you?’ they asked – and my father was proud at how alluring his partner was, delighted that his loved ones wanted to be around her. When I was born five years later, it was the same, and when people met her, they thought what a lovely mother she was, this attractive, chatty woman with the lilting, beautiful laugh.

At times she was kinder than I predicted. Often she was crueller than I could imagine. There was no consistency to her behaviour, no pattern I could follow. I was perpetually on edge. When she was nice it left me feeling guilty, certain the problem must be me. Was I paranoid to doubt her? Was I mean to suspect? Could I not see that she loved me?

Sometimes when I turned around I’d catch her looking at me, and her face unnerved me. She didn’t look away when our eyes met but kept staring at me, her eyes glinting, her mouth a thin line. Other times, I’d catch her looking at me with an expression I can only describe as hate; the type of hate that twists your face and curls your lip. When she saw me look at her she’d walk over to me, place her hands on either side of my face, kiss my forehead and say, ‘My darling girl, I love you so much.’

Had she wanted me? Did she love me? Sometimes I thought she did.

We used to have this mixtape in our car, and whenever we had a long journey, we played it. I know that tape so well, even now – every song, the order they played, how long the hiss of the tape fizzed between each track. Whenever Eurythmics’ ‘There Must Be An Angel (Playing With My Heart)’ came on, Mother turned it up full volume and sang at the top of her lungs, and when the chorus kicked in, she twisted around in her seat, faced me with a smile, put her hand on my knee and sang to me. She sang like she meant it, like she’d written every word for me, and whenever she sang ‘angel’ she gave my leg a squeeze. I loved those moments but I always wondered, how long will this last? How long will I be her angel before I’m that bitch again? How long will she love me before she hates me? I wanted to believe she meant what she was singing but I also knew who she was. This was how it always was: reel me in, make me relax, make me feel loved, then take it all away. It was a game to her; she was playing with me.

When I was with her there was always, always, this underlying sense of dread. It was almost worse when she was loving and kind, because it came with this twisted knot in my stomach, this feeling that I was continually holding my breath and waiting for the switch. In the car I tried to act like I was relaxed but I could see her looking at me in the rear-view mirror, her eyes boring into me. I would flinch and wonder, Do I not seem grateful? Am I not being happy enough? Should I thank her, for singing these words to me?

Even now, when ‘There Must Be An Angel’ comes on, a feeling of apprehension sweeps over me. It’s a song people can’t help singing along to, and sometimes when I’m with friends they belt out the words while I smile and twist my fingers together. I close my eyes and lean back, like I’m enjoying the song, but behind my closed lids I’m back in that car again, dread rising up from my belly. The lyrics whirl around in my mind as Mother’s face floats in front of me, my heart pounds, my stomach shrinks.

I hear her singing about bliss, that no one else could feel like this, that I must be her angel. Then I see her eyes look at me from the rear-view mirror, and then I know the truth: she’s playing with my heart.

* * *

My mother is a psychopath. By definition she lacks conscience, remorse and empathy towards others. Underneath her carefully constructed veneer of charm she is deceitful, manipulative, narcissistic and callous. She was one person in public and another behind closed doors. She wore different masks depending on her mood and what was useful in that moment, and she flitted effortlessly between her roles like a seasoned actor. Who would she be today? The loving mother? The cancer victim? The trusted teacher? The antagonist destroying my life?

Most people who knew her had no idea that Josephine Lacroix – charming, quirky Josephine Lacroix – could do what she did. Even those she was close to, even my grandparents, never saw the full extent of it. And of course, her worst moments were juxtaposed by her best, and when Mother was at her best she was brilliant: spontaneous, funny, flirtatious, exciting.

For a long time I tried to rationalise her behaviour, to make excuses for her. It was because she was ill … because she was stressed … because I was naughty. It was because I gave up on her, that awful time when I was eight. Regret chased me, relentless. It was like running down a long and winding dark tunnel; every time I saw the glimmer of light at the end, it swallowed me back into its windowless depths.

It’s astonishing, when I look back now, to realise what a good job on me she did. What an excellent job it was. Everything I knew – or thought I knew – about love was warped. For years I thought control and manipulation were normal in relationships. She used and discarded me at her leisure, she reeled me in only to cast me off. I was entirely at her disposal, but I willingly went back for more – I had no idea it could be different. How would I know? It couldn’t be bad, what she was doing, because my father was there and he saw, he knew, and he did nothing.

She knew exactly how to play me, and she did it expertly for more than 22 years. For 22 years I couldn’t see the truth, and even when it was upon me, I barely recognised it. For 22 years, cold self-loathing flowed through me like blood, and the damage she inflicted distorted me, warping my mind, scarring my body.

I need to go back and tell my own story – the way it was, not the way she told me it was. Time may comfort but it doesn’t cure. I’m better now, it’s true, but the damage done can never be undone. It’s still there, itching quietly beneath the surface, like a sharp metal wire cutting into me for too long. Even though I’ve snipped through the barbs and finally discarded it, the angry red imprint is etched forever into my skin.




PSYCHOPATHY SYMPTOM #2

Lack of empathy

Psychopaths are unconcerned with the feelings of others and have a near universal lack of empathy. People are seen as mere objects to be used for their own fulfilment, and they are unable to put themselves into the shoes of others. They care nothing for the suffering of those around them, and are scornful of the weak and vulnerable. To the psychopath, strangers are disposable; family members are possessions.
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CONTEMPT

‘Psychopaths have a near universal lack of empathy.’

There’s a photo, hanging on the wall of my mother’s house. Or at least, there used to be; she’s probably burnt it now, along with all the other pictures that went on the bonfire that day. I used to look at that photo and use it as proof of Mother’s love. Because look how happy we were, the two of us, cuddled up together on the sofa. Look at her arms wrapped around my shoulders, her proud, wide smile, the way her head rests gently on mine. How could she not have loved me? Look at me, at my wide, bright eyes, the innocent glee. Of course I was loved, of course my mother loved me.

It’s strange, thinking about this photo today. How misleading photos can be – but at the same time, how alluring. I was so desperate to believe Mother loved me that I would pore over old pictures of us, urging myself to remember that moment when the camera went off, right then, that exact moment in time, because then Mother loved me. Then it was real. It was almost like I was taunting myself, staring into these snapshots of another life. It felt voyeuristic, like I was looking at something I wasn’t meant to, something off-limits. I would hold these photos close to my face as if somehow, if only I were close enough, some of the love and contentment in the photos would escape its paper constraints and be real. It seems silly now, but for a long time it wasn’t.

Mother – or ‘Maman’, as I called her then – loved having her picture taken. Usually, when I begged to have a photo with my father, she’d refuse. ‘Let’s have one of us together,’ she’d say. ‘Don’t you want to have a picture with Maman?’ And of course I’d agree that I did, and she’d pull me towards her, snake her arm around my shoulders, twist her body towards me and smile that toothy grin.

Our happy photos were proof of happy families. Tangible, undeniable proof, and she wielded them like a shield, but also a weapon. After we’d had arguments, before she ‘forgave’ me, she loved getting the photos out. She’d wave one in front of my face and say, ‘Remember this? Remember this day? Look how happy we were, look what a good girl you were. What happened to that sweet girl? What did you do to her?’

And I would look at the photo and try to remember. Because the photos really were happy ones: we looked happy. We were happy. We were, we were.

‘Remember this day? Remember how special it was and how happy we were? Remember how we went swimming in the lagoon and made sandcastles? Remember how you felt sick and I wrapped you in my arms and looked after you? Remember? Remember?’

I wanted so badly to remember. I would strain my brain, I would close my eyes and clench my fists as Mother’s words drummed away. Remember, remember?

I want to, I want to.

And then suddenly, I would remember, and the memory hit me with a swooping gust of familiarity that made my belly ache: I’m a small child on a beach; I’m squinting in the sun, grains of sand scraping between fingers smeared sticky with sun cream, lips cracked and dusted white with salt, baby-soft hair crusted coarse; Mother scrubbing me dry, the feel of the towel against my face, the way her arms wind tight around me; how the wind is sharp, how she holds me close, how I screw up my eyes, how orange orbs of sunlight whirl behind my lashes. It’s so clear, how could I not have remembered?

‘Yes, I remember. I remember it.’

And then came the line she’d always say after a big fight, her favourite line of all: ‘I’m the best fucking mother in the world, aren’t I? Aren’t I just the best?’

She would wait next to me for the answer. Her words hung between us. Silence shuddered through the room; it hovered, heavy with the unsaid, those words I could feel rising in my throat but didn’t have the energy to utter.

‘Aren’t I just the best?’

Very quiet this time.

‘Yes. You’re the best mother in the world.’

* * *

I didn’t really remember that moment on the beach, of course. I’m sure the reality was worlds away from my desperate imaginings. But I wanted to conjure up a happy childhood and those photos became my fuel. I looked at my younger self and wished more than anything that I could go back to that point, back before I ruined everything by being devious and scheming and demanding. Why did I have to spoil it? What was wrong with me? I’d had a wonderful childhood. Look at all the places we went, the fun things we did, the gifts I received – what more did I want?

I believed her, when she said it was my fault; when she said I ruined the special memories, all those happy years we’d shared. I believed they really were happy. I know the photographs played a part in that, and to this day I think it’s why Mother was so keen on taking pictures. Because they were ‘proof’: ‘Look how happy we were, Olivia. Look what you’ve ruined. Look what you’ve done …’

I collected fragments of memories like treasures, piecing them together like mosaics; I reconstructed events and believed they were real. For so long I was in denial. Until I accepted that these photographs were just illusions, how could I accept there was something wrong? How could I understand that it wasn’t me, it was her? It was easier to think that there was something wrong with me than to think it was her. I never wanted to think that – that hurt too much.

Eventually I had to abandon the idea that things used to be good, that I’d had this happy childhood and somehow, along the way, I’d ruined everything. Because Mother had always been like this, hadn’t she? She was just good at hiding it. But I didn’t know any of this for a long, long time. Even after I broke away, I didn’t realise the whole truth until I spoke to my grandmother, until I begged her to reveal everything that had been kept hidden for years. Poor Granny, she only wanted to keep me safe. She’d bitten her tongue, terrified Mother would take me away again, terrified of what she might do. My grandparents – my father’s parents – were the only people in my life who saw through Mother, who never fell for her facade, and when Granny told me about my early years, those things I’d forgotten or tried to erase, everything I’d held dear for so long came tumbling down around me.

‘Do you remember Christmas ’95?’ she asked me. ‘You probably don’t, you were only three. You came to stay with us that year in the cottage, all of you – your parents and cousins and uncle. It was that Christmas that changed everything. I never looked at your mother in the same way after. But once you’d all gone home, your grandfather and I never talked about what happened. It was too hard.’ She spoke slowly; partly to gather her thoughts, but also to coax the words out. It wasn’t an easy story for her to tell; I wasn’t the only one repressed.

‘We just couldn’t confront the reality of what was happening. We thought they were just episodes, you see … isolated incidents. Your father said they were – “Josephine sometimes has episodes, that’s all,” he’d say – and, you know, we didn’t see that side of her often. At that time anyway.’ Granny paused, looked at me, sighed. ‘She was capable of being so lovely – to you, as well as to us. Your Grandad never liked her, from the beginning, and she knew it, but I did. I thought she was odd, and sometimes she reacted so strangely, but fundamentally … fundamentally, I thought she was a good person.

‘A few times I tried to talk to her. I suggested maybe she was being too hard on you. That you were a sensitive child, you weren’t tough like her. You needed more from her: more empathy, more affection. But every time I did, she brushed it off – she smiled and laughed and chatted lightly about other things. Other times she looked at me with hurt in her eyes – those big wounded grey eyes – and she’d say, “Jean, how can you think this of me? You only see one side of Olivia. She’s a difficult child, an angry, aggressive child. She needs to be disciplined now, while she’s young, or where will we be in a few years?” But after that Christmas …’ Granny trailed off, tears in her eyes. ‘It was so awful to see, it was awful.’

There was a sinking in my stomach, because I did remember that Christmas. In my mind it was a happy Christmas. I remembered the photo from that day, that for years was pinned to our fridge. It was right in the centre so every time you went to fetch a drink or snack it floated in front of your eyes. The bottom corner was folded up, and whenever I looked at it, I tried to flatten it down, to protect and preserve it, this precious pictorial proof: proof we’d been happy, evidence I’d been loved.

In the photo are my cousins, my grandparents, Mother and me. We’re gathered in the living room and Mother’s kneeling by the sofa, holding me from behind. Her chin is on my head, her curly hair on my shoulder. She’s beaming up at the camera, at my father standing behind it. My hands are clasped together, my eyes wet, my cheeks pink, my round toddler’s tummy straining against my velvet dress. There’s torn wrapping paper in front of us, jigsaw puzzles and games and new books on the carpet. On the coffee table are glasses of half-drunk wine, chocolate stars wrapped in foil, plates of mince pies with thick smears of cream. We looked full and happy and hearty.

When I looked at that photo I thought I remembered it. I thought I remembered charging around the living room, hot and breathless with excitement; eating mince pies until my little belly stuck out; that my cousins took turns poking it and squealing with laughter. I remembered that – I did, I did.

Or did I? Was it just the photo that made me think I remembered? I knew that I remembered one thing from that day: Mother, gently stroking my forehead. But what else?

‘Do you really not remember what happened that day?’ Granny asked, and I shook my head, squeezing my eyes tight. The memory of Mother stroking my face hovered in my mind but I pushed it aside. What was behind that? At first there was only grainy darkness, but as I dug there were flashes of something else: a floor, a cold floor; pain, heat. I thought there was another memory there – a door, a silhouette? – but it was bleary and it made me feel nervous. What else?

I couldn’t see. I didn’t know.

‘Tell me what happened.’

So Granny told me, and as she spoke the gaping holes in my mind refilled, and my meticulously constructed memories shrivelled away as though they were burning.


It’s dark, it’s night-time. I’m locked in the bathroom, lying on cold tiles, sobbing and crying for Maman to let me out. I’m rattling the bathroom door in desperation, pleading and weeping so hard I can’t breathe. Please let me out, Maman, please open the door. I feel sick, I’m scared. I’m scared, Maman. Maman! She’s standing outside the door – I can see her silhouette through the glass – but she doesn’t say anything, she doesn’t respond.

I’m hot, I’m tired, my head hurts. I press my cheek to the cold floor to cool myself. I’m lying face down, arms spread wide, feet turned out. Sobs hiccup through my chest but still she doesn’t come to me. I call for her, again and again, and I know she’s listening because I see her silhouette turn towards me. Still she says nothing.



This is what Granny told me about the Christmas I thought I remembered.

It was Christmas morning. Granny came into the living room where I’d slept with Mother and Father. She was carrying a tray: mugs of coffee for the grown-ups, hot milk for me. My parents were still lazing on the pull-out sofa, and as Granny came in, Mother sat up with a smile.

‘Morning, Jean !’ she said brightly. ‘Merry Christmas!’

‘Merry Christmas, Josephine!’ Granny replied. ‘Merry Christmas, Clive!’ She glanced around the room, looking for me. ‘Where’s Olivia?’

‘Oh,’ Mother said, and there was a pause. ‘She’s in the bathroom,’ she added, picking up her coffee and sipping it slowly. Granny glanced at the bathroom door adjoining the living room. Her bookcase, that old, heavy mahogany bookcase, was dragged across the door like a barricade. Granny’s head flicked back to my parents. My father was making a great show of blowing on his coffee, staring straight ahead at the wall. Mother was watching Granny steadily, unflustered, smooth as silk.

‘Why is she in the bathroom?’ Granny asked. She remembered that her voice quivered, but she didn’t know why. Mother sighed, shook her head like she was in pain.

‘She kept her father and me awake until the early hours. She wouldn’t stop crying, howling for attention like a little madam, so in the end we had to lock her in the bathroom for the night.’

Granny stared from Mother to Father and back again. ‘But she’s three, Josephine. She’s only three.’

‘I’m aware how old my daughter is, thanks,’ Mother returned crisply, standing up and smoothing back her hair.

‘But she’s only a little girl.’

When Mother didn’t reply, Granny stepped towards to the bathroom, but then Mother spoke loudly.

‘I’ll let her out,’ she said. ‘She’s my daughter.’

Mother strode towards the bathroom and opened the door. Granny stared at her son, my father. He was still staring at the wall, gulping down his coffee even though it was too hot to drink.

‘Are you ready to come out now?’ Mother said into the bathroom. ‘Are you ready to behave?’

First, Granny heard my snuffles from inside the bathroom, then she saw me wobble out, red-faced, tear-stained, sticky.

‘Sorry, Maman,’ I said, and then I burst into tears. Mother knelt down and drew me into a hug, and I sobbed into her chest. Granny stood there, staring, disbelieving.

‘She was in there all night?’ she eventually asked.

‘Not all night,’ Mother replied. ‘What do you think I am?’

Something contracted in Granny’s stomach but she forced a smile on her face and said, ‘Merry Christmas, Olivia! Let’s get you washed and cleaned up for breakfast, shall we?’ She took my hand and led me into her own bathroom, where she washed my hot face and brushed my matted hair. After breakfast my uncle and cousins arrived, and Granny watched me play with them, running around the living room like a caged animal released. But then, after a while, my flushed face and bright eyes caught her attention. I kept bumping into things, and when she called my name I didn’t seem to hear. She placed her cool hands delicately on my forehead, frowned, stroked my face again.

‘You’re burning up,’ she said to me. ‘Poor love, and there I thought you were just looking rosy. Josephine …’ she called to Mother, who was sitting with my cousin Jack, reading from his new storybook. ‘Olivia’s got a temperature, it feels very high. Come here, have a feel.’

Mother sighed, rolling her eyes upwards as if Granny was being annoying. She passed Jack’s book back to him, gave him a sympathetic smile and a pat on the head and walked over to us. She leaned over me, planting her fingers on my forehead, trailing them gently down my cheek, stroking me like she loved me.

‘She doesn’t seem hot to me,’ she said. ‘She’s probably just overexcited, what with all the presents and mince pies.’

But Granny knew there was something wrong. She led me back into her bathroom, away from the fun and games in the living room, and undressed me quickly but carefully. Then she wiped my feverish face and burning body with a wet towel, swept my sweaty fringe away from my eyes.

She didn’t know it then, but I’d never felt a woman’s hands touch me like this before, in this affectionate, benevolent, distinctly maternal way. Mother hugged and kissed me when I was good, especially when we were with friends or family, but there was always an impatience to her embrace: an edginess, an eagerness for me to unwind my arms from around her neck and let her go; and also there was a heaviness to it, like holding me was a burden, something tiresome and gratuitous, but something she must endure all the same.

My temperature didn’t go down, and as the hours passed I became more and more distressed. I lay on the floor, squirming and groaning, and only then did Mother concede something must be wrong. ‘Call the emergency doctor!’ she ordered grandly as she stooped over me. When the doctor arrived, I was lying on the sofa with another cold flannel on my forehead. He examined me, quickly and sympathetically.

‘She has a severe ear infection,’ he told Mother, standing up and smiling down at me. ‘That’s why her temperature’s flared. She’s in significant pain and sleeping will be difficult tonight, but it should have eased up by tomorrow. I’ll write you an antibiotic prescription in case it hasn’t, but see how she goes.’

Granny remembers this next bit like it was yesterday. Mother leaned over me, smoothed my face gently, tenderly, and said, ‘Oh no! Oh Olivia, my darling! Oh, my little Olive!’ Her voice shook, tremulous, as if she were about to cry, but as Granny craned her neck to look at Mother she saw that her face was smooth and blank. Mother looked at me, blinked slowly: once, twice. ‘You poor little thing!’ she said. ‘You’ve been so brave, my darling, darling girl!’ Her voice wavered and trembled again – she sounded like she was on the brink of tears – but as she looked at me, her face was still that strange blank mask.

Something shivered through Granny, but as she tried to process what she’d seen she was suddenly flooded by anger. ‘Well, I suppose we know why she couldn’t sleep last night,’ she said. ‘Why she was crying. The poor girl needed love and attention, not—’

‘None of us are mind readers, Jean,’ Mother said lightly. ‘If Olivia doesn’t tell us what’s wrong, how are we supposed to know?’ She placed a hand on the doctor’s arm and guided him out of the room. ‘Thank you so much for coming, Doctor,’ she said, flashing him one of her lovely smiles. ‘We really appreciate it, especially at Christmas.’

After the doctor left, my ear began leaking and I screamed and wept, inconsolable with pain. Granny gave me baby paracetamol but it didn’t seem to work, and I lay on the sofa, shuddering with sobs. As Granny rocked me gently in her arms, my grandfather sang ‘Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star’ in his comforting baritone and my father fluttered in and out of the room, bringing me water and patting my head. After a while Mother came back in, and as she walked over to me my whole body began convulsing.

‘No!’ I cried ‘No, no!’ and I buried my face in Granny’s lap, clutching at her arms. Mother rolled her eyes and wrapped a scarf around her neck.

‘I’m going out for some fresh air,’ she said. ‘It’s Christmas, I deserve a break too.’

After she left, my father sat down gently beside me and pulled me from Granny’s arms. What he said next broke her heart.

‘It’s okay, little Livvy,’ he murmured to me as he rubbed my back. ‘It’s okay, my little Olive. Maman is gone. You’re safe now, Maman is gone.’

How could I not have remembered this? How could I have forgotten her locking me in the bathroom, but remembered her stroking my face? Because that was also true: she did do that. Both those things were true.

I felt a strange sense of betrayal from that photo I’d loved, the photo on the fridge I’d so carefully tried to unfurl. But it was only then that I realised what the photo showed didn’t matter, it was what it didn’t show that was important.

The photo didn’t show the night I spent barricaded in a cold bathroom, trying to cool my flaming face on the tiles. It didn’t show a mother who locked her feverish three-year-old away, forcing her to sleep on the hard, shiny floor. And nobody would have guessed, from looking at Mother’s smile and the way she held me close, that she’d spent the day denying me the most basic motherly compassion.

If I close my eyes I can see her now, standing behind that door, listening to my cries with that strange blank look upon her face: unfeeling, unknowable; unreadable, impenetrable.




PSYCHOPATHY SYMPTOM #3

Need for stimulation

Psychopaths have an extreme need for stimulation. They continually search for new thrills, and enjoy living on the edge and taking risks. This persistent yearning for excitement can lead them to move from place to place as they seek exhilaration; equally, psychopaths are easily bored and have no time for mundane, monotonous or strenuous experiences.
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THRILL

‘Psychopaths have an extreme need for stimulation.’

For all Mother’s faults, being boring wasn’t one of them. If there was fun or excitement to be had, she’d make sure she was having it. She was fearless in her pursuit of adventure and proud of it too. That was always one of the jibes she’d throw at me when I showed any degree of hesitance or anxiety: ‘You’re scared,’ she’d say. ‘You’re a silly, scared little girl.’

She didn’t fear anything, whether it was the unknown or people’s reactions or the consequences of her actions. Whatever the situation, she was audacious and bold; whatever the outcome, she could handle it. Both invigorating and terrifying, it was the best and worst thing about her. It was so easy to get carried away in her vigour and zest for life that when she said we were moving to Martinique when I was six years old it was hard not to get caught up in her exhilaration. For most people, moving across an ocean to a tropical island you’ve never even visited before wouldn’t be a spur-of-the-moment decision. For Mother, it was like deciding she wanted another cup of tea.

We were having breakfast one morning, sitting around the table. There’d been no warning, no prior conversations – just an announcement from her that we were moving to Martinique. I can still hear the clink of metal on china as my father set his knife down and stared at her.

‘What? Why? Why Martinique?’ He was utterly bemused.

I looked between the two of them, holding my breath, trying to think where in the world Martinique was.

‘Why not?’ Mother shrugged. ‘It’s hot, it’s sunny, they speak French. Why not?’

‘But we don’t speak French,’ my father said, gesturing towards himself and me as if she had forgotten something vital.

She shrugged with one shoulder, elegantly, dismissively.

‘But I do.’

Then she looked at me. ‘And Olivia speaks it well enough, don’t you? You’ll soon get better.’ She leaned forward. ‘Don’t you want an adventure, my flower? Don’t you want to live in the Caribbean? The Caribbean, Olivia! The Caribbean! You’ll love it, I know you will.’

‘I think we should discuss this later,’ my father said, laying his cutlery down with an attempted air of finality.

Mother smiled. ‘Oh Clive! I’ve already made the arrangements. We are going, all you need to do is get excited. Live a little! What are you scared of? Life’s short, and I want to enjoy it. I want our daughter to see the world, instead of being cooped up in a little house in grey old England. Don’t you want more for her?’

I remember my father’s blustering then, trying to find the right words to argue with her. He never could. She looked at him, almost sympathetically, then winked at me. I felt the warm glow of being her conspirator. When he left for work a short while later she put her face in her hands, propped up on her elbows, and looked over at me.

‘You want to go to Martinique, don’t you, sweetheart?’

I nodded that I did. ‘It’s too cold here,’ I said. ‘I want to be somewhere hot.’

It was a lie. I have my father’s fair skin: I’m pale as a lily, I burn rather than tan, and when it gets really hot, I feel heavy and useless. Mother always went golden in the sun, all burnished and glowing, and she laughed at how we struggled in the heat. ‘Oh, your poor English skin!’ she’d say, tossing us the sunscreen. ‘Maybe you should go inside, or at least put a towel over your head.’ And then she’d laugh like she’d said something really funny. In spite of her mocking, she was careful I didn’t burn. On a hot day, she never let me out without rubbing sunscreen in herself, and she did it carefully, as if the idea of me burning hurt her.

She smiled at me. ‘It’s not just about the weather, you know. It’s just …’ She sighed, glanced around as if looking for something to help her explain. ‘I’m bored,’ she said. ‘I’m so boooorrrrrred.’ She drew out the word, nudging me as she did so. ‘It’s boring here, it’s time for something new. You’ll love Martinique, I know you’ll love it.’

* * *

So, we moved to Martinique. As I stepped off the plane, holding tight onto my father’s hand, I walked into a wall of heat like I’d never experienced before. We sat quietly in the car on the way to our new rented home, which none of us had seen. Mother had only looked at photos from the estate agent’s brochure, but she promised us we’d love it. ‘Wait until you see the garden,’ she’d said to me with a grin.

I sat by myself in the back of the car, surrounded by suitcases and boxes and coats we’d shed as soon as we landed. I remember looking at the backs of my parents’ heads as we drove along the winding roads of this new country. Everything seemed lighter, brighter than back home: the sky was bluer, the trees greener, and as I looked at the horizon stretching out between my parents’ heads, I remember feeling that this was the beginning of something: something was about to begin here.

When we pulled up to our new home – big, white, square, isolated – I didn’t wait to be shown around, I didn’t even want to see my room. I rushed right into the garden and just stood there, looking at this new place where I now lived.

The garden was long and narrow and faced north. In the distance I could see mountain peaks, dark green ribbons of rainforest, sandy 
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