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Dedicated to my Nan and Grandad (Joy and Richard Barry) with many fond memories of the creek. Although you both never lived to read my novels, I’m sure you’d have enjoyed them.




Prologue


Lucy Mitchell


Twenty Years Ago


Dear Mum,


It’s my 11th birthday soon and I miss you. I know you didn’t mean to hit me all those times, but you told me it was because Dad walked out on us. He was sleeping with that other woman, you shouted at me. The bruises have gone now, but the scars on my arms are still there. I’m sorry for making you angry. I didn’t mean to upset you.


I tried to make you smile after Dad left us, but I couldn’t stop you from crying every day. I saw that you were really sad, and I understand that you can’t look after me anymore. I’m worried about you. I miss you.


I did all the housework, all the washing for you, but you said it was my fault that Dad left. You told me that getting pregnant ruined your life. It was only because of me that you stayed together. Is that why you hated me and called me all those names?


I thought you were ill because you were in bed all of the time. You said your head hurts, but I picked up all the bottles and I noticed you were sick after all the vodka you were having. I don’t think it is any good for you Mum, please let me know if you’ve stopped drinking. I want you to get better. I could arrange to see you soon too if you agreed. When you’re better, that is?


I have a foster mum called Linda. Social services probably told you that already. She seems quite nice, and I’ve got a bedroom of my own here, but she told me that a new girl is coming soon. Her name is Amber. She’s my age as well. Linda said she’s like me, so we should be good friends. I would have called you, but I know the phone got cut off. Linda said she would post this letter for me instead. Please write back.


I love you Mum.


Lucy xx




One


Lucy Mitchell – Now


Sunday Evening


My hair is soaking wet. I’m drenched through as the rain is lashing down from the dark clouds overhead. I wipe most of the water from my eyes using the sleeve of my jacket and notice the weather is getting worse. I’m picking up my pace, shivering and cold, but at least now I know I am into the woods. She has to be here somewhere. I’ve not seen Amber for hours and I’m scared. I wish she would stop playing these stupid games with me.


I’m here in our favourite spot. I can smell the dampness from the leaves. The pungent scent of the wet earth and the plants makes my nostrils twitch, but I should be clear from the worst of the torrential downpour. I didn’t think the storm would hit Settleton this quickly. I also didn’t expect Amber to get so angry. Sometimes she’s a storm in herself. We understand each other though. I know exactly when she needs her space, but we’re two of a kind. We’re like sisters. I wish she was my real sister.


Why did she run away from me?


‘Amber,’ I shout, but my voice croaks because I’ve had this cold festering for a week already, I hope she can hear me. ‘Amber, I’m sorry. You’re overreacting, come on, let me know you’re alright.’


There doesn’t seem to be anybody around. I hear my own voice echoing through the woods. I turn left, I turn right, the sound of the broken branches crunch beneath my feet.


‘Amber, it was only a harmless kiss,’ I shout. ‘I’m sorry. I never meant for it to happen. I didn’t think you’d be this upset about it. Get your shit together.’


I stop still for a moment to listen to the sounds I hear around me. I hear the raindrops fall from the trees, the slight whistle of the wind, but I’m very much alone. I can feel the goosebumps prickle my skin as I slowly walk further ahead. It may only be a one mile stretch of woodland, but Settle Creek is our safety net. So many good memories in these woods, so many times we needed to escape the trauma.


We feel safe here, these woods fascinate us. There are times when we would both hide behind the trees and people watch. Times when we would see a group of boys on their bikes and jump out to scare them. Of course, Amber loves all the attention and reminds me she’s the one with the looks. Even though we aren’t real sisters, we feel like sisters. We have a bond in the foster home, and we’ve known each other since we were both young girls. I was coming up for eleven years old when I first met her.


‘Amber, come on, stop playing games now. It’s only me.’


Again, my voice echoes, but the rain is falling harder as the wind picks up speed. I’m freezing, but I can’t leave her out here alone. I’m starting to become fearful, but I know these woods inside out, she can’t be that far away now. I look down at my arms and see the scratches starting to scab. It looks like nail marks embedded in my skin. I can’t remember how they got there.


Did I do this?


‘I’m sorry. I know you fancied him, but Josh kissed me first. It wasn’t my fault.’


There’s still no response. I don’t know whether to turn around or keep going further.


What am I going to tell Linda? She would absolutely kill me; I know she would.


‘Amber, I didn’t mean to upset you, seriously. I said I was sorry,’ I say out loud. I’m convinced she can hear me. ‘Linda will totally flip out if you don’t come back home with me. You know what she gets like.’


Thunder roars with a flash of lightning that unleashes more rain, only this time harder than it was before. My clothes are soaked through, with my jeans now clinging to the skin on my thighs. I look up at the trees with the branches swaying with the wind’s momentum. I need to get back home; I know Linda will be worrying about us. She’ll be angry as hell, but I can’t return home alone. There’ll be too many questions.


‘Amber, I mean it, I’m sorry. Stop acting like a little bitch.’


As the water from my hair now trickles down my face, I feel disappointment and hurt. She shouldn’t have run away from me. It was just a stupid kiss, but I can’t stop thinking about it. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so honest. Would one little lie have hurt?


‘Amber, I don’t want Josh. I fucking said so. I’m sorry,’ I shout to no avail. ‘Stop messing about and come back home. You’re scaring me.’


I can’t stop crying. My tears are streaming down my face slowly and into my open mouth. They taste salty, and I feel like giving up. I stop to catch my breath because I hadn’t realised how far I had walked, nor how fast.


My mind is fixated with the image of Amber running away from me. I couldn’t keep such a secret as that to myself. I can still see that look on her face: the frown, the anger, the hatred in her eyes before she turned away and ran. Her hair was perfect, she’d spent an hour at least perfecting her wavy red hair. Even though it was apparent that Josh was not interested in her, I think she saw him as competition.


She’s done something stupid, hasn’t she?


‘Amber?’


I stop dead still because I can hear footsteps behind me. I can’t see anyone, but there is a definite sound of someone’s boots hitting the ground. Someone is following me; a shiver sharply crawls through my spine as I begin to wonder if someone is watching me.


‘Amber, is that you?’ I ask. ‘Can you hear me? You’re scaring me. Say something.’


Still no reply. The silence is unnerving. The sound of leaves rustling in the wind continues.


I know I’m shaking head to toe because I’m cold and wet. I don’t know what else to do. I don’t have my phone on me and there’s nobody else I can think of to help. I drop to my knees, feeling the dampness soaking through my clothing. I place my hands over my face as the upset takes hold of me. I failed her; I don’t know how she could forgive me. We’re meant to be sisters. I betrayed her, but it wasn’t all my own fault.


‘I’m so sorry, Amber,’ I cry into my hands. ‘I didn’t mean to do it.’


As I crouch on to the ground with a feeling of regret and unrest, my mind is muddled by what is happening. The footsteps are getting louder and louder, but as I turn to look for Amber, a hand is placed on my shoulder. I close my eyes and squirm with dread. I stand up again and shudder as I’m startled by the presence. I catch my breath and clear my throat, while wiping the rain from my eyes once more.


‘Amber where the hell are you?’ I ask, but the face staring back at me is much older. ‘Sorry, I’m looking for my friend. I’m lost. Have you seen a short girl, she’s about my height with red hair? Red shoes and looks trouble.’


‘It’s bloody me, love,’ the woman replies, yet at this moment, the misery is clouded by confusion. I feel sick to my stomach. ‘It’s me, you know who I am. Everything is going to be okay. Come here to me. Let’s go back inside, shall we?’


I feel the rush of warmth in my stomach as the hot flush rushes to my cheeks. I think I recognise her. I’m sure I do. The rain is still belting down, but I hold out my arms and embrace her. A sense of familiarity again, the environment starting to become clear. I feel safe for just a moment before I remember everything.


‘What’s happening?’ I ask. ‘Where’s Amber, did you take her?’


She lets go of her grip of me and stands back from me slightly. Her concerned look starts to worry me as I can’t seem to think straight. The thunder and lightning still crackle in the sky, the rain is beginning to slow. My mind is a mess, but then I start to remember things. She’s standing in front of me; I sense her tension. She keeps looking around like she’s afraid of something. Is she afraid of me?


‘What is it?’ I ask, more firmly. My eyes fixed on hers. ‘It’s fine, you can tell me.’


‘You’ve been out here in the bloody garden for a while now,’ she replies. ‘Why don’t you follow me back inside? You’ve had another one of your episodes, love.’


‘Garden?’ I respond, confused by my surroundings. ‘Where’s Amber, there’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?’


No sooner have I asked, then I realise. A flurry of random memories and thoughts flood my head. I feel faint, as though I’m about to fall over and the overwhelming urge to vomit strikes me. I don’t say a word, but I turn around to take a look at the garden. This time my eyes are wide open, and despite the rain clouds, I now observe the over-grown fir trees, the plant pots, the weeds around me. I’m not in the woods, I’m not down the creek. It’s as though fifteen years of memories have collided with confusion and disappointment. I’m not that teenager that I once was, am I?


‘Where did she run?’ I ask. ‘I couldn’t find her anywhere. Did you see her?’


She turns to face me as we approach the back door. My stomach is churning because the anxiety is reminding me why I’m here in the first place. I hear the rattle of her keys and I want to run away. I shouldn’t be here. That rattle triggers a stark warning.


‘Yes, love,’ she replies. ‘Amber ran away fifteen years ago. You can’t keep scaring me like this. We might need to speak to someone when you’re better. I need you to get back inside now. Be a good girl and get inside.’


I place a hand on my chest as my heartbeat races. She frowns again but comes closer as she closes the back door behind us both.


‘What really happened that day?’ she asks. ‘Did you remember anything more. Did you hurt her? Did she say anything that might have upset you?’


Time stood still for a fraction of a second. Overcome with fear, I look her in the eyes.


‘I don’t remember anything,’ I reply with honesty. I can feel the emotion overpowering me. ‘Everything is still a blur. I’m not speaking to anyone. It’s just the stress of everything. I don’t even know where it comes from, or how it’s happening.’


How could she ask me such a thing? Amber was like a sister to me.


I hear the sound of the metal lock ring through my ears. I need to sit down and gather my thoughts. I can’t remember everything, it’s like I have memory blocks.


When can I go back home? Josh will be worried about me.


‘I’ll get you a glass of water,’ she says. ‘It’ll do you some good. You also need to take my bloody coat off, love. It’s too big for you, and it’s soaked through.’


In a split second I have a flash back of being given drinks in a night club. I remember dancing. I see my friends at the bar, then they’re gone. I remember their faces, then I remember hearing the rain. Two memories are blurring my thoughts. I’m sure I was in the woods, so now I can’t think straight. Memories are colliding with my imagination to create visions that I’m trying to decipher.


Am I ill?


‘Josh,’ I shout, but she pulls me inside. ‘Josh, I’m here in the house.’


She holds on to my arm and locks the door behind me. I need to rest because I feel sick. I’m still confused by my surroundings and she’s acting very strange.


What does she mean, episodes?


‘Let’s cook you something nice for dinner,’ she says, leading me into the kitchen. I look at the sharp knives, contemplating taking one. ‘You need something hot in your belly.’


That fear I had initially forgotten awakens itself. She’s holding out the glass of water. This feeling of weakness must be my bad cold. I really need to speak to Josh.


I have to explain everything. I have to escape her.




Two


Lucy Mitchell – Last Week


Monday Morning


I’ve dreamt the whole wedding in my mind over and over, time and time again. I visualise the release of a dozen white doves, all eyes on me as I arrive in a horse and golden carriage, and then walking down the aisle towards Josh in the only suit he’s ever likely to wear in his whole life. He’s a man’s man, and as much as I adore that scruffy look he rocks in his worn jeans and creased shirts, I’d at least like him to make an effort for our wedding day.


In reality, I know our wedding is not going to be anything like the grand event I’d fantasised about when I was a young girl. I used to look at my mother and father and wished that one day I would be like them. They were so in love. I used to watch them holding hands when they took me to the park. I’d see them sneakily kiss each other in between getting my dinner ready, and other times sat cuddled up on the sofa. I was under the illusion then that marriage meant happiness, but the whole time my father was secretly in love with another woman. My mother changed the day he walked out. I changed too.


In my childhood days I had accepted that my father would be the one who would walk me down the aisle, like I’d seen in all the movies. I don’t even know where he is now, that connection between us was broken the day he left. I tried over the years to hunt him down, but he might have changed his name or moved abroad. Everywhere I turned came to a dead end. I miss the childhood that I had, but when I think back to those days it’s separated from the reality of all the arguments I heard, and all the times I was told to stay in my room. Before all the bad times, there were moments of normality and family days out. I treasure those times; they stand out to me more than the misery because they were so few and far between.


I can’t believe how much money our wedding is costing us both. You’d think it was something super extravagant for what it’s costing. Neither of us are over the top, and it’s only a swanky hotel, but Josh is convinced that we will still need to take out another loan. All he talks about is how much it’s costing, and how much more money he needs. I’ve been trying so desperately hard to stick to our budget. I don’t have any family that can contribute. Linda is the closest person that I’ll ever have to a mother, but she’s not exactly made of money. Josh’s grandad, Joe, has chipped in with a couple of thousand after a series of payments into our joint account, and I couldn’t be more grateful. He’s a weird one, I don’t see him that often. He gives me the creeps.


There’s something about him that makes my skin crawl. I tolerate him because he’s Josh’s grandad. They’re not close, but the way he looks at me and the comments he makes can often be taken as a bit suggestive. Josh tells me to ignore him because it’s harmless banter. I don’t see it that way, so I’d rather avoid him if I can. I’m not happy to have remarks made about my arse, or how much tit I have on show. I don’t look for attention that way. I dress in what I think is comfortable. I certainly wouldn’t dress up to visit that rancid houseboat he lives in either. He can keep it.


We’ve been saving for our wedding for almost three years now, but I can’t wait for our big day next month. I’m ready for this level of commitment. Every so often I’d tell myself that if he loved me, he wouldn’t talk to me like that. His temper is the only side of him that lets him down, but when he’s having a good day it’s as though it wipes out any other bad memories. Josh is the only man I can see myself spending the rest of my life with.


Josh and I have been on and off as a couple for years since we first met in 2005, but we have been living together in this flat for the last five years. Our engagement wasn’t anything spectacular either. Josh proposed to me on Valentine’s day four years ago after we ate a large stuffed crust takeaway pizza. Josh loves his food, so if there was any way he was going to do it, it was that. Ideally, I would have loved the whole romantic holiday in the Canary Islands with him getting down on one knee on the beach. The ocean in view, the gentle breeze blowing my hair like in the movies, but not Josh – he threw a ring at me after a takeaway. It couldn’t have been any more unromantic.


‘Fancy it?’ Josh asked – he wasn’t even on one knee. ‘You and me getting wed?’


I thought he was joking at first until I saw the ring. It was a white-gold band, half-carat diamond solitaire. Right then, at that moment, I felt like my life had been divided into two distinct choices. If I had said no, would we have split up because we had only been living together for a year by then? I wasn’t sure how he would react, but the awkwardness would surely mean moving back to Linda’s house. Saying yes meant I was committed to him forever. I know it doesn’t really have to be forever if things didn’t work out between us, but for me, to say yes means yes. It’s a serious commitment that I don’t take lightly. I never want the marriage that my parents had. I don’t want there to be any secrets between us.


I made him wait at least a minute before I answered, but I was still in shock. My gut reaction was to say yes because I loved him so much. He distracted me from the dark times when I couldn’t get myself out of a mental rut. It was like I took myself down a well of misery. I could only describe it as a form of depression that ate away at me until I snapped myself out of it. No one had ever really shown me any affection before. I was Lucy who had to pass my mother the bottles of vodka before I got a slap round the cheeks. I was Lucy who was given away because my family weren’t caring enough to consider my needs before their own. Still, I had Josh now in my life.


‘Yes, of course I will,’ I replied with a tear in my eye as the realisation hit me that the man I loved had proposed. ‘Yes, yes, yes. One-hundred-percent, YES.’


Josh threw his arms around me, then proceeded to phone some of his mates to tell them the news. I called Linda to let her know too. I thought she’d be happy for me considering she knew how I’d been treated in the past.


‘You could do worse,’ she replied, sounding disappointed. ‘Well done. I hope you’ll both be very happy together.’


Linda didn’t even congratulate me and there was an awkward silence. I suspected that she thought Josh and I would split up again like we always did. I know she hoped that I would come running back to her house. It wasn’t my fault that she lived on her own and struggled to find a man for companionship, or a relationship. All the men she used to invite round the house when I was a teenager, none of them stuck around. She must have expected me to move out too at some point. I’m a grown woman, but she treats me sometimes like a child. She’s stuck in the past.


It made me feel guilty that I had left her on her own, but I have my own life to lead. I couldn’t stay living there forever. It may have been convenient and cheap living, but she must have expected me to find my own independence. Linda knows how serious I am about Josh. It couldn’t have been a surprise.


When I was living with Linda, and Josh was living with his flatmate at the time, we were saving up our deposit money. Not for a house of our own, but rental properties need a month’s rent in advance, a deposit equivalent and we knew we’d need a shitload of furniture too. We took our time, but we did it in the end. I could never go back.


The majority of our savings now has gone on the costs of hiring out the wedding venue at Barry House Hotel, including the Bridal Suite. Our wedding planner, Jane, has helped shape our plans into what should be a magical, extraordinary day. We both chose exclusive use of the grounds, a red carpet for the ceremony, a DJ, and an evening meal for all our guests, followed by a fireworks finale.


The stress of all the planning and thinking about where everyone will sit has been a real nightmare. The bags under my eyes must be showing the lack of sleep I’m getting; the grey hairs are now starting to show more too. I thought moving to a new house was a pain in the arse, but nothing compares to this wedding.


I sometimes think about all this money and wonder if we should have used it as a deposit on a house to own. Weddings shouldn’t cost this much. They never tell you this in school. In fact, if they had taught me about real adulting, I probably wouldn’t have wanted to grow up so quickly.


It’s hard to keep everyone happy with these plans and even more of a struggle to keep my shit together. I’ll be glad when this is all over. It’s been the only thing on my mind for months on end. It’s all going to be worth it though. My heart melts at the thought of marrying Josh because he’s my whole world. I wouldn’t be the woman I am today without him. He gives me strength, guidance and supports me in every way. I can’t wait to be Mrs Lucy Symons; I’ve even been practising my new signature.


Josh was also my escape from Linda too. I thought I’d never move out of her house. She doesn’t have any children of her own, and I think both Amber and me were the closest she ever got to having any daughters. I hope to have children with Josh one day. He’s not persistent, thankfully, and in our own time. I’m scared of being a mother myself. I’d hate to inflict the same damage my mother did to me. I’d hate for my child to think so little of me like I do my own family. Am I good enough to be a mother in my own right? Can I love a child while my head is filled with angst?


I always wanted a spring wedding because it’s my favourite time of year. The flowers in bloom from daffodils to hyacinths and primroses. The pastel colours of this time of year remind me of my childhood. I remember when the social worker delivered me to Linda’s house during the spring of 2000, I was only ten years old, and I hated her so much. Linda was strict as a foster parent, but she wanted me when no one else did.


My parents split up a few months before that, and my father eventually walked out on my mother. He was a builder working all the hours under the sun while my mother worked part-time in the local supermarket. All I can remember about it now is that my father had an affair. My mother caught him sleeping with someone else in her own bed and it sent her over the edge. It was an instant breakdown, and she couldn’t cope. Social services got involved after a few weeks because the neighbours reported her, but she turned to the booze. I guess there was no going back after that.


I wasn’t meant to be with Linda permanently, I was told initially that my mother was in rehabilitation, or that she would visit me eventually. Nothing ever came of it.


‘Just a few more months,’ my social worker informed me. ‘Your mother is homeless and can’t support herself. She’s not in a good way.’


After years of no contact from her or my father, I lost interest in both of them. I know they’re out there somewhere, or they could even be dead for all I know. If they’re not dead, then they are dead to me already because that bond was broken. To be unwanted by your own parents is a traumatic experience. I had to adapt to a new way of life, new rules, new people. I struggled but conformed eventually. I had no choice. When Amber vanished, everything changed again.


Every time I imagine this wedding, there still feels like part of me is missing. Amber was meant to be my maid of honour; we had a pact. I still can’t believe she’s been gone all these years. I wonder whatever did happen to her. I convince myself that one day she’s going to walk right back into my life. If she did, then I also wonder if we’d still be friends considering so much time has passed. We’re two different people now, I imagine. We’re all grown up.


Amber moved into Linda’s almost a year to the day after I had. She had a similar situation with her parents. However, I believe her father used to beat her and her mother and was removed from the house for her own safety. It changed the dynamic of the house too because for the first year when Linda started fostering, it was just the two of us. Amber came along and that’s when all the trouble started. That’s when Linda became more dominant and controlling. There were two of us to keep in order, and she wound her up rotten.


‘Linda, she’s stealing all my good clothes,’ Amber used to claim, making it all up just to get me into trouble. ‘Linda, she’s broken some of my things. Look what’s she’s done now.’


I was eleven years old, standing there in the bedroom we shared watching Amber break her own belongings and pin the blame on me. I don’t know why Linda believed her, but she shouted at me and would make me get on my hands and knees picking up all the pieces. She once even forced me to apologise despite my denial and no evidence to support Amber’s claims I deliberately ripped her clothes.


I think she just went along with Amber to shut her up. Now I’m older, in the same position, I would probably do the same. No point having a constant argument over it, just clean the shit up and move on. It made me resent Amber for a few weeks before we became closer as friends. We realised in the situation we were in, all we had was each other.




Three


Josh Symons – Last Week


Monday Afternoon


Working for a telecommunications company in complaints was not what I had dreamed for myself as a career. I never took my education all that seriously in my school days because I was too preoccupied with bunking off and chasing girls. I thought I was better than everyone else too. I had a bad attitude problem; most kids do at that age. My mates were shit scared of me, and I had my own little gang. It was just me and a few other lads who did as they were told, otherwise I’d beat them up. Nothing over aggressive, but hard enough to warn them I meant it.


I wasn’t born this way; I was made this way. My parents have a lot to answer for, but as I’ve got older, I’ve learnt to try and deal with my anger. When I get to boiling point, I have to get away from everyone around me to stop myself from doing things I would regret. Lucy understands me that way, she knows me better than anyone else. One small issue can sometimes escalate into massive problems. I don’t speak to most of my family anymore. I’ve only started bothering with my grandad again because he’s old and lives close by.


I was unwanted as a boy. Uncared for and it sent me spiralling with issues as a teenager. With a father like mine, I’m surprised I could ever amount to anything. All those beatings, all the times he used to shout at me and tell me I was fucking useless, I believed him for many years. I hardly ever went to school, and I don’t have a decent degree or certificate of any worth to my name. I somehow fell into a customer services job through agency work and now at thirty-two years of age, I’m at least earning a decent wage to support myself living in my own flat. Lucy and I share all the bills equally which helps. We’re not flush or anything, and everything we have saved we’ve put towards the wedding.


I really don’t want to turn out like my father. I’d never treat my own kids like the way that he treated my older brother and me. I don’t speak to Ben anymore either. I think he blames me for the way Dad treated us, but he didn’t have it any worse than I did. I don’t have the physical scars anymore, but I still fear the mental ones. I know he damaged us both in some way. I’m by no means perfect, and I can lose my temper at times like he used to, but I have more self-control.


‘Turn around now and take your top off,’ he used to yell, belt in one hand. ‘This is for drinking all my fucking beer, and another one for answering me back. If you have no respect for your mother and I, then maybe this will show you how to behave.’


When I get angry, I recognise the signs and the behaviours that led me to those dark thoughts. He can’t control me now, but there are times I get flashbacks and memories of the abuse. There were days he’d hit me and emotionally I would switch off to the pain. It became normal to me and my body got used to it. Taking my top off to reveal the bruises never hurt anymore after a while. Mentally I would shut down as it happened; I’d tell myself to switch off and think of other things. He could hit me with that belt and my mind would be wondering how long before he’d fall asleep so I could sneak out in the night. I’d close my eyes and count to ten. Sometimes it was all over by six, and other times done by eight. By ten I’d be raw and tender, desperate to sit down.


My father stopped hitting me when I was fifteen. I was at an age when I decided to retaliate. He wasn’t as strong as me when he was drunk, and I once punched him so hard in the mouth a piece of his tooth broke off. He was livid. This was the start to the end of my old life and the beginning of a new one. My anger issues were already embedded within me, and I accept I had issues. Learning to control my temper was always going to be a lifelong battle. It’s like a switch. Once it’s tripped, it’s lights out.


‘I’m going to fucking beat you so fucking hard, lad,’ he would yell. ‘Don’t you dare show your face in this house again. No son of mine would dare to disrespect me like that. How dare you.’


I don’t bother with him anymore. I don’t even care if he’s dead or alive. There’s no connection there between us, so I actually feel like he could be anyone or anywhere. I don’t think you can ever mend the mental torture he inflicted on me all because my mother walked out on us. I could hardly blame her with an alcoholic husband like that. With all the arguments, the beatings, the alcohol. I forgave her in the end. But I grew up differently to other kids my age. I had no direction in life. No guidance or support to mend that damage. It is what it is, I guess.


I never witnessed him hit my mother, but I know it happened. I heard the shouting matches. I used to put my hands over my ears when my mother screamed at him to stop. She’d cry and beg, and I would close my eyes really tight trying not to cry in case he found me. He would call me weak and that I should be treated like a girl. He threatened to put a dress on me if he caught me crying again.


I was only about eleven when she left him for someone else. She’d been having an affair with a guy at work; I only found out the whole story when I moved into Linda’s house. Four years I endured his abuse and every year it got worse. All of it tied to his addictions. I detest that man for what he’s put me through. I absolutely hate him.


When my parents’ marriage completely broke down, and neither of them were in any position to look after me, it was the first time I had ever needed to go into a foster home. I was told it was a temporary measure, but this is when I found my freedom and I never wanted to go back home. I wish I had done it sooner because I should have walked out or made a plea for help at school. My father is a waste of space, but my mother could have done more. She knew what a monster I had been abandoned with. I hated her in the beginning for not taking me with her, more so because his drinking worsened. The beatings got worse too until I started to hit back.


I don’t blame my mother for anything now though, I can forgive her because she was as much a victim as I was. I’ve accepted that she had her own issues, and we were on speaking terms recently. She moved to Scotland with her new boyfriend, and we had the occasional phone call at Linda’s house to keep in touch. They’re still together and it sounds like she made a new life for herself, but every time I’ve suggested coming up, she makes her excuses and puts it off. I only seem to message her at birthdays or Christmases now. If she can’t be bothered with me, then I can’t be bothered with her. It sounds cold, but I’m happy with the way things are. Bad parenting and fractured relationships are part of my past. Lucy is my future, and she’s all that matters to me. If none of the trauma had happened in my life, I’d never have met Lucy. I can’t imagine my life without her. I can’t wait to marry her.


Paying for our wedding was a massive task that had us saving for the last few years with what we could here and there. I had this rule that whatever money was left in our bank accounts the day before our next pay day, we should transfer across to our savings account. It worked, we repeated that method for months and months. My grandad has helped too, but I think he feels that he has to, to make up for my father’s mistakes. It’s not his fault, but I appreciate the support. If I had my way, we’d just have a bog-standard registry office wedding, but Lucy wants a decent show and a good turnout. It’s not all about me, but as much as she can annoy me at times, I want her to have a wedding she can remember for life. She deserves it.


This broken family of mine won’t mend itself, but all I need in the world is Lucy. I hope one day we start a family together too. I would never be the father that mine was, and I know she wouldn’t be the mother that hers was. Together it’s as though we were unwanted by our own family, yet united by their mistakes. Still, at least we found each other. Linda is the parental figure in our lives that we both needed at the time. I still think of her as the mother I never had even now. Looking back, I don’t know how she put up with me.


I’m trying to turn my life around now that I’m getting married. It makes me feel more like I should start acting like a man with responsibilities. I should be able to provide for my wife, buy her beautiful things, take her on holidays, and be happy together.


I’ve started driving legally now. It’s not like I couldn’t drive before, but I can drive confidently now that I have my license. Even passing my test was a positive step in getting my life sorted. God knows how I was never caught by the police, but I was freely driving up the motorways to Birmingham some weekends, as well as most days to work and back. I first learnt to drive through joyriding around the town in the early hours of the morning while my mates and I thought it would be cool. I never knew where the cars came from, nor questioned it. I just jumped in as a passenger then swapped over. Billy, who lived the next street over from me, used to pinch them from the area. He taught me how to control the gears at first and eventually driving became instinctive. After we were done with the cars, we’d drive them out of the area and set fire to them. We’d watch them burn from a distance before listening to hear the sirens of the police or fire brigade and leg it as fast as we could. Sometimes we’d hide in the Settle Creek woods too.


I think the police knew we were all responsible, but they couldn’t find the evidence. When Billy drove the car straight into the old guy one night, we stopped and legged it. My heart was pounding. I thought I’d go to prison. I even questioned if Billy did it on purpose, but CCTV caught Billy running in one direction. I was lucky enough not to be seen running in the other. From that day, I never went joyriding again.


When the police questioned me as a known associate of Billy’s, I denied all knowledge of everything. I certainly wasn’t going to grass on a mate. I knew better than to be a whistle-blower. I was a well-respected bloke in my circle of friends who knew what happened when you grassed on people. You’d get a good beating.


I couldn’t even afford to take formal driving lessons and pass my test until two years ago. Thirty was a turning point for me. I had to take control of my destiny. It feels like life is starting to change for the better. I’m becoming more responsible for my actions and I want to be the best husband that Lucy could wish for.


I finished my work shift about twenty minutes ago. I’ve had the day from hell today, it’s been just one complaint after another. I’m used to all the backlash from the business customers who pay the most money for their services. Still, I don’t think the general public realise the hoops you have to go through to get their complaint acknowledged. I spend all day dishing out credit notes and complementary data on mobile phones to keep people sweet. Despite the letters, the emails, the telephone calls, I can only do what is in the remit of guidance. Nothing more, nothing less. I’m paid to take all the company’s grief which doesn’t even come close to the abuse I suffered from my father. Customers can shout at me all they want. At the end of the day, it pays the bills, and right now I need the money.


I have a honeymoon to try and pay off.




Four


Linda Miles – Last Week


Monday Evening


Now that I’m in my sixties, I keep thinking that I should be a grandmother by now. Every now and again, I sit down, like today, and drift off into a world of my own. In my head, I can imagine some little kids running around the garden, then myself running after them while trying to get them indoors before we all watch a movie together. Letting them stay up way past their bedtime while keeping it a secret between them and myself. I have nothing but good memories of my own grandparents. Memories that I should be passing on to a family of my own. I can’t really explain why that never happened for me. I spent so much time looking after other people’s kids, that’s likely why.


I never did have any children of my own, but Lucy and Josh are the closest two that I have to a real family. I wonder if they will eventually have a couple of kids between them, then I could be considered a grandmother, maybe if they wanted me to be. I can’t see why they wouldn’t. I didn’t think they’d last the distance with all the arguments they had. They even split up once or twice, so when the engagement was announced, it came as quite a shock to be honest. I even asked Lucy once if she really did love him or was going along with what he wanted.


They don’t hate me – do they?


There were times I could have thrown them out for the drama they caused me. Times I had considered an end to fostering and having my own life back, but I wouldn’t change them for the world. I gave them the best years of my life. I don’t want Lucy to make the same mistakes I made. I can’t help but think she’s rushing into this marriage.


Just a shame that life is so short. Before she knows it, she’ll be old and getting closer to her pension age wondering where it all went wrong like I do sometimes. I know from experience. Life isn’t always what you make of it, sometimes fate throws in a curveball and you have to run with it. I’m bloody sick and tired of overcoming obstacles. If I had my time back again, I’d do it all very differently. I’d never have had none of them round taking over my life like they used to. I can see sometimes why their own mothers and fathers gave them up, far too much aggravation and anger in those kids’ behaviours. I know they haven’t had it easy, but I tried to do my best for them. They were in my house after all, night after night.


I still feel like a woman in her forties even if the lines on my face tell you something different. I don’t seem to walk as fast as I used to anymore, but I can still outsmart most people. I still consider myself a good judge of character, and I know a bad apple when I see one. I tried to fix so many kids, but there are some who you just have to consider unfixable. It’s like they’re lost in a world of their own doubts. Trapped in the uncertainties surrounding their parental rejection. I guess for them, nothing is as bad as being abandoned by your own family. Your own flesh and blood not wanting you. I can’t imagine how that must really feel, but I gave those kids a decent bed, a good meal and the only stability they ever had. Not that I ever got any thanks for it.


Since Lucy has left home, I miss her terribly, even after all these years, and I’m certainly too old to start fostering again. If I could rewrite history, I would have saved up all the money I wasted and moved abroad. Still, fostering those kids paid for this house over time, and the little extension out the back too. Some might call it an orangery, but I call it a bloody conservatory. It also needs a damn proper sorting out and a good deep clean. If the arthritis wasn’t so bad, I’d give it a good clean myself.


If Lucy and Josh did start a family, the more I might force myself to enjoy being part of their lives together. It’s nice to feel included. For the first time in my life, I’m beginning to feel a similarity with all the kids I fostered. I can relate now to the loneliness. I wake up most mornings, pull back the curtains, switch on the television to be greeted by the annoyance of over-joyous presenters welcoming me into the day – and after a coffee, there is a niggling emptiness. At least the bingo club gets me out of the house once a week. I met a few friends there. Well… Sally was someone who I couldn’t get away from. It wasn’t like I had a choice over our friendship. As soon as I walked into that bingo hall, a fresh new face, she was on me like a shot. Before you know it, she had my whole life history, invited herself round for coffee and now we’re regular buddies at the bingo hall. I go every Wednesday without fail if I can help it.


At the minute I don’t really feel part of anything. I have my friends, I have Lucy and Josh, yet there was never a man in my life that stuck around long enough. I’m too old for all that relationship crap now. Nick was the love of my life. We bought this house together while I was a receptionist; he was a builder by trade. He had plenty of savings, and when we moved in together, this was originally his house and his mortgage. If I was going to contribute to the mortgage payments when I moved in, then it was only fair my name was added to the house deeds. I’m a forward thinker that way.


I always wonder about the what if’s no matter how far fetched it might be. If I hadn’t have done that, when he died, I could have been out on the streets with his house ending up going to some long distant relative that he hardly knew. Nick would never have seen me being made homeless. Sometimes I could hate that bloody fool for dying on me. He worked too hard for this house, and I sure ain’t going to leave it anytime soon. I owe it to him to take care of it.


Nick had a heart attack in his thirties. Gone, just like that. Dropped down dead right in front of me. I called the ambulance, tried to save him, but it was too severe. It killed him outright. The shock stayed with me for a very, very long time. I took some considerable time off work, and that’s when I saw the advert from the local authorities about needing foster homes. I thought I’d give it a go. I never expected it to be for as long as it went on, and never expected Lucy, Josh and Amber to make the impact on me that they did. We had our ups and downs; I wouldn’t change a thing now – not really.
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