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This book is dedicated to my brother Hugh and my Uncle Jim, who I still miss every single day and who I know I will eventually see again, and to my poor mother, who didn’t have the strength to walk away from the man she feared so much.




What you are about to read is my account of my own childhood. I can only talk about what I saw and experienced for myself, anyone else’s story is theirs alone to tell. This book is a work of fact. However, I’ve changed some of the names of people and places, as well as some physical descriptions, to protect the privacy of the individuals concerned.
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‘You’ve been a very naughty girl,’ I said sternly, frowning and shaking my finger in front of my doll’s face before suddenly clutching her tightly to my chest and whispering, ‘But it’s all right. I still love you. I won’t let anyone hurt you.’

The light filtering through the windows made patterns on the carpet as I crouched on the floor at the back of my father’s car, breathing in the rich smell of leather upholstery and feeling safe in the knowledge that I was out of sight of any casual passers-by. Then, rocking my doll gently in my arms, I began to sing her a lullaby, with my mouth pressed against her ear and my voice almost inaudible.

After a few minutes, I lifted her up on to the back of the car seat and steadied her for a moment before letting her slide gently down the soft, padded leather. Repeating the game over and over again, I became so engrossed in it that time seemed to stand still. And, for a few precious minutes, I could imagine that I was just like any other little girl, sitting playing with her doll without a care in the world.

Suddenly, there was a noise behind me and the door of the car flew open. Something struck me hard on the side of the head and, as I reeled from the force of the blow, my body slammed into the back of the front seat and I began to tremble uncontrollably.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ my father bellowed, his voice cold with fury.

‘I’m p . . . I’m p . . . I’m p . . . playing . . .’ I stammered, trying to shield my head with my arms and turn so that my back would absorb the shock of the next punch.

‘I’ll give you “playing”, lassie,’ he shouted, grabbing me by the hair with one hand while the short, powerful fingers of the other closed tightly around my upper arm.

My father was a builder - a very successful one at that stage - and although he was quite small, he was strong, particularly when he was angry, which he seemed to be most of the time. My skinny little body was scrawny even for a four-year-old, and it must have seemed as light as a feather to him as he dragged me out of the car and threw me on to the pavement. Struggling to gain my footing, I could feel the rough ground grazing my legs, but it was mostly fear rather than pain that made me cry out as my father shoved me ahead of him through the front door and into the house.

‘I’ll - teach - you - to - get - into - my - car,’ he raged, his words punctuated by punches and kicks that threatened to snap my bones clean in two.

I knew there was no point trying to explain. There was no point in trying to tell him that I hadn’t meant any harm; that I’d just wanted somewhere quiet to play with my doll and had been attracted by the cocoon-like safety of the car. In fact, I knew that saying anything at all would simply enrage him further and prolong the attack, and that all I could do was take the blows and wait until my father either ran out of steam or lost interest in battering me.

As he flung me against the wall, and I fell in a heap on the floor, I suddenly realized that I was no longer holding my doll. I must have dropped her as my father yanked me out of the car, and the picture that came into my mind of her lying alone and abandoned on the pavement was for a moment even harder to bear than the pain and fear I was already feeling.

A familiar sense of guilt swept over me as I cowered in a corner of the hallway, my face pressed against the wall. But I knew that, however hard I prayed, no secret door was going to open up in the wall, and no gentle hand was going to reach out and pull me through it to safety. My father was in control, and there would be no escape from his brutal assault until he decided to stop.

He looked down with contempt at my limp little body curled up into a ball on the floor and snarled, ‘Get to your room, and don’t ever let me catch you touching my car  again.’ And then he turned on his heels and walked into the kitchen.

Sharp pains were shooting through every part of me as I crept silently along the hallway to the bedroom I shared with my older sister, Audrey, and sat, aching and exhausted, on the floor beside my bed.

The beating had left me in a daze, so I don’t know how much time had passed before I heard my mother’s voice shouting crossly, ‘Lizzie! Do you hear me? Get yourself in here for your tea.’ That evening, I waited even more impatiently than usual for my dad to go out to the pub. Finally, I heard the front door close behind him, and a few minutes later, I slipped out of the house to look for my doll.

Not daring even to touch the sides of the car in case my father was somehow able to see everything that happened anywhere in the town we lived in, I searched the gutters, the pavement and the bushes that ran along the edges of the gardens. But she was nowhere to be found. I imagined her having been picked up and chewed to pieces by a passing dog, or kicked down the street by some rough boy and then abandoned miles from her home, and hot tears of guilt and sadness streamed down my cheeks. I loved my doll; she was my only confidante and comforter. But, even more importantly, she was my responsibility, and I’d let her down. And now she was lost,  and maybe lying alone and hurt somewhere, wondering why I didn’t come and find her. Or maybe some nice girl had picked her up and taken her home with her, and she’d be somewhere warm and cosy with someone new to love her. It seemed the least likely of the possibilities, but it was the one I clung to as I crept miserably back into the house.

 



 



I was one of six children, born close together. In my earliest memories, we were happy some of the time, but any laughter in the house during the day stopped abruptly as soon as my dad walked through the door in the evenings. The whole atmosphere would change, and we’d melt silently into the background, trying not to give him an excuse to lay into us - not that he ever needed an excuse. His presence completely crushed my spirit, and I hardly dared to breathe whenever he was around, in case he noticed me and decided that something I was doing - or wasn’t doing - deserved punishment.

However, ironically, in view of what was to come, Dad apparently saved my life one night when I was a tiny baby. He dreamed that a big hand was reaching down from the sky and choking me. It was such a vivid dream that it woke him up, and as he turned to look into the cot where I lay beside his bed, he saw that I was completely blue in the face. I was rushed to hospital and found to be very  seriously ill with bronchial pneumonia, and I spent the next six months in an incubator. But maybe it was just a coincidence that he had that dream and then found me almost choking to death in my cot, and perhaps the hand he saw was actually his own, because for the next few years he seemed intent on trying to force the life out of me himself, in one way or another.

When I was a wee girl, we’d get a couple of presents at Christmas and a bit of pocket money now and again, and we’d club together to buy a bottle of fizzy pop and some sweets to share. Every week, Dad would give one of my older siblings some money and we would all go off to the cinema or the park, where we’d laugh and lark about with other kids. It wasn’t until later that I discovered he was just getting us out of the way to leave him free to abuse Mum, who would always be sitting sobbing when we got home.

In the early days, we were just like normal kids whenever Dad wasn’t there. When we were on school holidays, Mum would kick us all out in the morning whenever she could so that she could get on with the housework, and we used to scamper off together, happy to be set free. One of the places we often played was an old derelict house in our street, which was our make-believe home. No one ever knew we were there, and no one could get at us, so for a few hours we felt safe, although in reality  we were probably in serious danger of plummeting to our deaths through rotten floorboards or of being flattened by chunks of falling masonry.

We used to call it the haunted house, because it was so old and creepy and just like the houses you see in old horror films. Its wooden doors would creak loudly as we pushed them open, and the wind blowing through the empty rooms made an eerie whistling noise that had the hairs on the back of your neck standing up. But we were never frightened there. We’d sneak in through one of the broken windows and play for hours. We even built a tree swing in the overgrown garden of the abandoned house, and used to have a fantastic time playing on it with other local kids.

It was one of the only times we ever really played with other children, because Dad wasn’t there to see it and stop it. Perhaps more importantly though, playing in that house gave us a means of escaping from reality for a while. It was the nearest we ever got to being carefree kids, and the memories of the fun we had there are some of the few happy ones I have of my childhood. Playing in that house gave us the idea of making a den in our own back garden. Building it took us days, and we spent ages collecting bits of wood from all the empty, derelict houses in the neighbourhood, but finally we were able to stand back to admire what we’d built. We were really proud of  that den, and played in it whenever we got the chance, until Dad wrecked it one day, in a typically violent drunken rage.

I went to ballet classes for a while when I was small, and absolutely loved them. My own parents would never have taken me, and my dad certainly wouldn’t have paid for them. But my Uncle Tommy decided to take me with his own daughter, and to pay for my classes too. He was a lovely, kind man, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. I often used to dream that I was grown up and dancing on a stage somewhere, and living a life like other people seemed to live.

But then, when I was six, my uncle’s car went under an HGV in an accident; its roof was sliced clean off and he was decapitated. It was devastating, and a horrible image that I could never get out of my mind. And, of course, with my uncle gone, there were no more ballet classes for me.

His death reinforced a lesson I’d already learned very early on in my childhood - that almost everything in life is unpredictable. In fact, the only real certainty in my life was that rarely was a day going to pass peacefully.

My dad was always angry. He could be charming to people outside the family, but there seemed to be so much rage inside him that he wasn’t able to contain it once the front door was closed. Even to this day, it makes me cringe  when people praise him and say what a good man he was. He was a good guy, to his mates and to all the old-age pensioners who lived in the neighbourhood, and he’d often hand out vegetables he’d grown in the garden saying, ‘There you go. There’s a wee cabbage for you, and a turnip for your soup.’ But behind closed doors he was a vicious tyrant who ruled his family with an iron fist, and there was simply no hiding from him.

He had a completely overpowering character, and he only had to be in the room, not even saying anything, to make me tremble with fear. I remember looking at him one day when I was older and wondering how he was able to induce such terror in me. He had wiry hair, an awesome temper and an extremely short fuse. However, his hold over me was mental as much as physical, and even the sound of his voice bellowing my name could make me sick with anxiety.

Living with my dad was like living in an army camp. We were all his personal little soldiers, and he used to bark out orders, like a sergeant major, and woe betide anyone who didn’t carry them out to his own high standards. But I was only young, and although I really tried, I couldn’t ever match up to what he expected of me, and the stress of trying to get things right - but not really understanding what ‘right’ was, and knowing that I wasn’t going to manage it anyway - was incredible. My stomach  was always tied in a tight, cramping knot, and my whole body seemed to be stretched taut as I waited, alert and anxious, for the next beating. And he didn’t just use his hands. He’d use a leather belt, the hose off the twin-tub washing machine, even a chair. I was always covered in bruises in various stages of development - some dark, almost black, and others fading to a bilious yellow colour - and with red, painful, almost raw welts crisscrossing my backside.

Dad didn’t need any reason to thrash us, but sometimes, particularly when he was drunk, he’d put something down and then couldn’t find it again, for example, and he’d get into a rage and start shouting at us, accusing one of us of taking it. Then he’d line us all up in the hallway in order of oldest to youngest, and we’d stand there, shaking with fear, knowing what was coming and staring fixedly at the ground, trying to avoid catching his eye and enraging him further. He’d drag us out of line (although it was normally me who got into the most trouble) one at a time and start slapping us, shouting, ‘Did you take it? Go on, own up, you fucking wee bastard.’ Sometimes, someone would admit to whatever it was we were supposed to have done, just to save the others from a beating. But at other times, Dad continued to work his way systematically down the line as we stood waiting our turn, whimpering pathetically and begging him to stop.

On some days, the screams and sobs must have been loud enough for other people to hear them, but it was a different era then, and no one ever interfered. In those days, parents controlled their children in any way they wanted, and I suppose if people did hear anything, they just assumed we were getting the punishment we deserved, for whatever reason.

There was no bathroom in the flat we lived in when I was small, and I can remember being bathed in a metal bathtub that Mum used to put in the middle of the living-room floor and fill with water that she’d heat in the kitchen. We younger ones would climb in together, and Mum would wash us vigorously before lifting us out to be dried by Dad. It’s the sort of memory that many people look back on with pleasure, but I dreaded bath days, because my dad would wrap me in a towel and fondle me, his face too close to mine and his rough hands grazing my soft, child’s skin.

Dad had always made Mum sit in the front room while he thrashed whoever’s turn it was that day in the hallway or a bedroom. But although I don’t remember Mum ever holding or hugging us, showing us any sign of affection or giving us any sympathy when Dad beat us, she didn’t actually hit us in those days, except for the occasional, almost automatic, cuff round the ear if we walked past her. At the same time, she rarely did anything to protect  us from Dad. She was about an inch taller than he was, but she was just a wee timid mouse, and he used to slap her and throw her across the room on an almost daily basis. She was as petrified of him as we were. I’ve told myself for years that she had no idea what he was doing, and I still believe that, but it’s sometimes a difficult belief to hold on to, particularly when you consider that he was doing it right in front of her eyes every time I had a bath.

Sometimes, when Dad had beaten me and I was lying, exhausted, on my bed, crying and in pain as I tried to ease myself into some position that took the pressure off the worst of my cuts and bruises, he’d come into the room and start running his hands over my pathetic little body, rubbing me in a strange, massaging sort of way. I hated the roughness of his hands as they touched my bruises, and I’d keep perfectly still, with my eyes shut, confused by the change from his apparently uncontrollable anger of just a few moments before. But, in contrast to his ferocious kicks and punches, it was almost like being caressed, and it was the nearest I ever came to feeling loved, which was what I longed for more than anything else.

Although Dad was always joking and laughing with his mates, his anger seemed to be constantly just below the surface, and it was as though beating me was his way of releasing the pressure. He never needed a reason; any excuse would do, and he thrashed me almost every single day,  and often, it seemed, without provocation. He would pick me up roughly by the arm and hold me with one hand while he slapped me hard across the face with the other, letting go at just the right moment so that the force of his slap sent me flying across the room, my body, quite literally, bouncing off the wall on the other side. Then, by the time I’d landed like a bundle of rags on the floor, he’d be on top of me, kicking and punching me with all his might. I’d try to twist round and curl up into a ball, so that my back or my head was taking the worst of it, because bruises on my tummy always lasted a lot longer and were really sore. But often there wasn’t time between the punches and kicks to get into a better position, and I’d just give up and let my body go limp.

Night after night, I’d lie in bed, muffling the sound of my sobs under the bedclothes and gently feeling all the lumps and welts that covered my body. I once heard Dad telling a friend of his that I was accident prone, laughing and raising his eyebrows about the scrapes I was always getting into. And whether his friend or anyone else believed him or not, it was enough to stop them asking any awkward questions. In fact, he had a ready-made excuse, because the railway line ran across the top of a slope at the end of our garden, and we were always up there playing. We’d stand beside the tracks as a train whooshed past, feeling as though the sheer force and speed would  snatch the breath from our bodies and drag us on to the lines, and then we’d sit on the tracks for hours, just talking, until we could feel and hear the vibrations that signalled the approach of our next opportunity to dice with death. So Dad could laugh off all my injuries by saying, ‘Kids, eh! It doesn’t matter how many times the wee bastards fall down that hill, they just keep climbing back up it.’

And it was true that we probably did have more than our fair share of accidents, too.

Sudden, heart-stopping frights were a normal part of our lives, and we were in a constant state of nervous anticipation, waiting for the next one. But nothing could have prepared me for the ear-splitting sound of the gas explosion that occurred one day when one of my siblings tried to light the cooker with a clicker. With a feeling of absolute terror, I realized that the acrid smell of something burning was coming from my hair. My sisters and I all had hair long enough to sit on when we were children, and for a few moments it felt as though there was hot, molten lava sticking to my face and neck. I don’t know whether the pain made me pass out, but the next thing I remember is someone wrapping a towel tightly round my head and then trying to beat out the flames that were lapping at the kitchen walls.

Dad would never allow us to go to hospital, even in situations of genuine emergency when he hadn’t actually  caused our injuries himself. So Mum cut away the almost orange-coloured remains of burnt hair from the side of my head and spread Acraflavin over my painfully singed flesh, and my burns were left to heal to scars without the benefit of any further medical attention.

On another day, I was playing on a big gate with a load of other kids, pretending it was a seesaw. All the kids on one side would jump at the same time and the kids on the other side would fall off. But I got out of sync, and my heels went underneath the gate just as everyone else jumped on it. The pain was excruciating; all the skin was ripped off my feet, which were flopping limply. I was helped home, but Dad just strapped my feet up with bandages and sat me in a chair, so the broken bones fused all wrong, and still stick out to this day.

However, there were a couple of occasions when my dad did take one or other of us to hospital. One time, when my younger brother Alex was little more than a toddler, he climbed up a door and fell off, straight on to the pointed end of the metal door handle, which snapped and stuck into his face. Dad had to be brought home from the pub, and he took Alex, who was screaming with pain and shock, to the hospital, where the doctors had to cut the door handle out of his head. The specialist told Dad, ‘That boy is very lucky. That was within an eighth of an inch of his brain.’

My young brothers Hugh (nicknamed Shuggie since birth) and Alex were entrepreneurs, and they often used to go round collecting ginger-beer bottles to get money for sweets. One day, they asked some guy if he had any empty bottles, and he said, ‘No,’ but they could see crates of them behind him, so they went back later with my dad’s wheelbarrow and helped themselves. After a few minutes, they shot out of there, Alex pushing the wheelbarrow and Shuggie on his bike, and as Alex ran across the road he called back over his shoulder to Shuggie, ‘Don’t go yet. There’s a car coming.’ The next thing he knew, there was a sickening thud and he turned just in time to see Hugh fly up into the air like a rag doll.

Convinced that Shuggie must be dead, Alex ran back to the house in a panic to tell Mum and Dad what had happened. But, by some miracle, Shuggie survived, although firemen had to come and untangle his bike from around his legs, and the story hit the headlines in the local paper - ‘Rubber boy bounces back with only bruising’. And that was the one and only time I remember my parents being kind to any of us, because everyone knew what had happened and so they had to put on a show for the neighbours. Shuggie’s legs were so badly bruised he couldn’t walk for weeks afterwards and had to be carried everywhere. Dad bought him a remote-control car and sat him in the front garden, in full view of all the neighbours,  so that they could see what good care Mum and Dad were taking of him.

One New Year’s Eve, Dad was drinking in the living room with all his mates and I was sitting on the bed with Shuggie and Alex, telling them stories and making them laugh, when I heard Dad calling my name.

‘Lizzie!’ he shouted impatiently. ‘Lizzie! Where the fuck is that girl?’

The boys’ laughter stopped immediately, and I jumped off the bed, carefully avoiding catching their eyes. As I ran into the front room, the bitter stench of alcohol and cigarette smoke hit the back of my throat and I held my breath.

Looking at me suspiciously, Dad asked, ‘What the fuck took you so long?’ But, without waiting for an answer, he pushed a glass into my hand and said, ‘Fill this up.’

Although I was only six years old, I was used to waiting on my parents and their friends, fetching and carrying their drinks when they were too drunk to stand up, and trying to clean up around them. So I turned and ran down the hallway and into the kitchen holding the empty glass. As a child, I never walked when I could run, and I was always darting from one place to another. It was partly my nature, and partly because anxiety was my default state; and it was as though I had a tightly wound coil inside me that made it impossible for me to move slowly.

I ran into the kitchen clutching my father’s empty glass, and suddenly felt my feet slide out from underneath me as I slipped on a patch of spilled drink. I didn’t even have time to reach out my free hand to try to break my fall before hitting the floor with a crash, my head smashing against the glass as I went down.

After lying there for a few seconds, with my cheek in a sticky, half-dried pool of booze, I tried to sit up. Then, still dazed, and with a sharp, piercing pain in my head, I became dimly aware of hands lifting me to my feet.

‘There yer go, Lizzie,’ a voice said jovially. ‘That was quite a tumble you took there.’

Someone had pushed open the kitchen door, and I could hear another voice calling, ‘Young Lizzie’s had a bit of a fall.’

Holding on to the kitchen table to steady myself, I again smelled the familiar stench of cigarettes and whisky as my dad’s face swam into view in front of me.

‘Oh, she’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘It’s just a bump on the head. Get yourself off to your bed, Lizzie. And next time, be more careful. I’ve told you before about running everywhere. It’s no more than you deserve for not doing as you’re told.’

As I walked slowly and unsteadily down the hallway towards my bedroom, the pain grew worse. Touching my head cautiously, I could feel a large, damp patch of matted  hair, and when I looked at my fingers, they were covered in dark, red, sticky blood. I felt a wave of weakness flood over me and I thought I was going to faint. But at that moment a hand caught me by the arm, and I heard the familiar voice of a neighbour who’d just popped in to wish everyone a Happy New Year.

‘It’s all right, Lizzie,’ he said kindly, supporting me as my legs threatened to give way under me. ‘I’ve got you.’ Then, turning to look back towards the kitchen, he called, ‘Someone get me a towel,’ and a moment later he was wrapping something round my head to try to stem the flow of blood that seemed to be pouring out like water. But it was clear that he was having little effect.

‘I think this wee lassie needs to go to the hospital,’ he called again, this time through the open door of the front room, to my dad. ‘That’s a nasty gash she’s got on her head there. I reckon it’s going to need stitches. And she ought to be checked for concussion. Sorry to spoil the party, but this looks bad.’

The next thing I remember, I was in a car, and shortly afterwards I was lifted out and rushed into the A&E department of the local hospital. My dad was too drunk to hide his complete indifference, but the doctors and nurses were kind as they put stitches in the large, deep wound on the side of my head - which left another physical scar that’s still visible today.

It’s remarkable how resilient kids are, especially when they don’t know that other children’s lives are any different from their own - except, that is, that I had learned from a very early age that my father had complete control of my life, and I suppose it sort of followed in my young mind that all adults had to be obeyed.

I can remember being held in the arms of an older man one day while he traced his finger in a circle on my hand and played ‘Round and Round the Garden’. But when it came to the ‘tickly under there’ bit, he didn’t tickle me under the arm, like I always did when I played the game with my young brothers. Instead, he pushed his fingers between my legs and inside my pants. I was too young to know that what he was doing was wrong, but I didn’t like it, and I began to try to wriggle out of his grasp. Then, looking instinctively towards my father to check that what I was doing was OK, I realized that the expression of disapproval on his face was aimed at me, and so I stopped trying to push the man’s hand away and froze obediently in his arms.

There was one occasion not long after that when I was stopped by a man as I was on my way to the shops. Even when we were very young, my parents often used to send us to do errands for them, and this man spoke to me as I was running along with the coins my mum had given me clutched tightly in my hand.

‘Well, hello there, lassie,’ he said, smiling to reveal yellow teeth. ‘You look like a bright wee girl. Do you happen to know where Hamish Brown lives?’

I pointed up the close towards Hamish’s house, but the man didn’t really seem to look in the direction I was pointing.

‘No, I don’t know which house you mean,’ he said. ‘Do you think you could show me?’

‘But it’s just up there,’ I said, pointing again.

‘Well, if you come on up there and show me, I’ll give you 50p,’ he answered.

Remarkably, despite all the experiences that had taught me that life was brutal, I was still a chatty, friendly little girl, always eager to please. So I led the way up the close. As I was bouncing along, gabbling away about God knows what, the man called on me to turn round, and as I did so I saw that he’d opened the zip on his trousers. I stood gawping at him in confusion for a moment, and he suddenly grabbed my hand and pushed it through the opening, saying, in a strange, hoarse voice, ‘Just rub that.’

I tried to pull my hand away, but he held on to my wrist until I felt something wet spreading out over my fingers. The next minute, he was doing up his trousers, pushing a coin into my hand, and saying, ‘I can find him myself. You can go on home now. Buy yourself some sweeties, and don’t tell anyone.’ And he turned on his  heels and started to walk back in the direction we’d come from.

I knew something wasn’t quite right, but I didn’t understand what it was, so I didn’t bother trying to tell anyone what had happened, especially because, whenever I did try to talk to any of the adults in my family, I was usually told to shut up. With colourful variations, ‘shut up’ was probably the instruction I received most often as I was growing up - in a life that was full of instructions.

Although being beaten regularly and having to live in constant fear of my dad was more than any child should have to put up with, as I say, I just accepted my life as normal. I wasn’t really aware of what other children’s lives were like, so I didn’t have anything to compare mine with. But although, on the surface, I appeared to be a cheerful, feisty wee girl, I was very unhappy, and I tried to run away on at least a couple of occasions. The first time was when I was only six. I set off one day with a friend and just two biscuits, which we ate almost as soon as we’d left the house. We seemed to walk for miles, but I didn’t even have any socks on, and it wasn’t long before we were freezing and too tired and hungry to go any further. So we turned round and went home again, having actually only made it less than a mile up the road. Another time, I packed a bag for Hugh and Alex and took them with me, knowing that I couldn’t leave them behind to face my  dad day after day without me there to comfort and at least try to protect them. But we hadn’t even reached the end of the street before we bumped into Dad, who turned us firmly round and marched us home.
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