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Part One:



Can We Be Civil?





Prologue



‘Hello? Can you hear me? Is this working? Hello? Can we get someone in there to check the connection, please?’


I looked up and saw the clerk leaning over the desk. She repeated herself, speaking slowly and loudly into the microphone and checked the large video screen on the wall above the press desk. It had been over ten minutes since that screen had initially flickered into life, but the image had remained stubbornly frozen ever since.


With an imminent start to this, the final hearing and sentencing of the figure on the screen, appearing unlikely, I took a moment to survey the room. The courtroom felt empty without the jury, despite the rows of police officers, lawyers and reporters packed onto the long wooden rows between my chair and the judge’s bench at the far end.


‘Hello? This is ridicul … I don’t know why it’s not working. Hello? We need to get started, we can’t wait any longer. Can you hear me?’


The picture showed a woman with long brown hair that hung past her shoulders, dressed in a grey-blue tracksuit top. Her eyes were blank and dull. Her face was slack, expressionless, as if she had been unplugged. Totally still and unmoving, Victoria stared straight into the camera as if looking through a window into the courtroom itself. As if looking directly into me. She was sitting in HMP Peterborough in a blank room with white walls, a chair and a desk. I had known the woman on the screen for twenty years, ten of which we had been together and six we had been married. But, despite the trial itself having gone on for an interminable ten days, this was the first time I had actually seen her face in over seven years and I had to stop to take a moment to consider how I felt about that.


The longer I looked, the more she resembled the woman I used to know: her features, her expressions and mannerisms all swam into focus. I remembered the way she would touch her hair and her cute, sideways smile; her laugh and the scent of her favourite perfume. Then I started to remember some of the other things: the constant expressions of disappointment, the looks of patronising contempt, the crack and roar of fire, the smell of smoke and the stabbing, electric shock of fear.


I shuffled the papers in front of me, unable to decide what I was feeling or even how I was supposed to feel. Angry? Should I be trembling with fury when confronted with the face of the woman who had put me and my family through so much?


But I wasn’t angry, I was confused. I studied her more intently: Victoria was older but still familiar. How could I ever have thought that I would forget that face? She had aged better than me, I thought, as I tried to mentally reach out to get through the flat picture on the screen. But her lack of emotion made her somehow even flatter than the two-dimensional image in front of me.


‘We’ve got it, someone’s coming in now.’ Suddenly, Victoria blinked and looked over to her right as the clerk hung up the phone. ‘Can you hear me?’ the clerk asked her again, puzzled.


‘Yes, loud and clear,’ replied a female prison guard as she stepped into the room from the left of the screen, her uniform making the blank walls behind Victoria seem even more austere. ‘Everything’s fine this end, she heard everything you said.’


I blinked as that sunk in. Victoria had sat frozen in her chair for over ten minutes, watching and waiting. I shuddered and remembered just who we were dealing with. Even now, from almost a hundred miles away, she had found a way to dictate the pace and tempo of her own sentencing.


‘All rise.’


No sooner had the connection with the prison been verified than Mr Justice Chamberlain strode into court, barely waiting for the clerk’s hurried instruction, which sent the assembled professionals scrambling into their positions.


‘This is the sentencing hearing for Victoria Breeden,’ began Judge Chamberlain in a hard, factual tone belying the emotion of this life-changing moment. ‘Victoria, over a period of five years between 2014 and 2019, you actively sought out a series of men whom you felt could help you kill Robin Parkes. Of the four counts put to the jury, three of those men have testified in this trial.’


I swallowed hard, trying to decide where to look. Should I watch the judge or Victoria? I swung feverishly between the two trying not to miss a reaction from either.


‘During the trial, the jury were played a recording of you and one of the men discussing your intentions, options and your preference for how Mr Parkes was to be murdered. The men who testified in this court gave evidence that you actively targeted them and emotionally and psychologically manipulated them into serving your intended purpose: that of ending Mr Parkes’s life.’


An entire room of heads turned to the screen on the wall, where Victoria sat, quiet and still. There was silence as we waited. The pause stretched out uncomfortably. ‘Ms Breeden, do you understand?’ The judge turned to his clerks as they checked their computer screens: ‘Can we please check that she can hear us?’


The prison officer came into view once more and Victoria glanced to her right, shook her head and whispered in an anguished, gasping breath: ‘No.’


‘No, you don’t understand or no, you can’t hear me?’ enquired Judge Chamberlain, suppressing obvious frustration.


‘She can hear you, Judge,’ confirmed the prison officer.


Victoria remained mute, her face now starting to contort in anguish.


Judge Chamberlain referred to the notes in front of him. ‘Victoria, the psychiatric evidence from your recent assessment shows that you are not suffering from any condition or impairment that might diminish your awareness or judgement. I have no reason to believe that you are anything other than fully aware of your actions at this time, just as you were when you approached and asked those men to kill Mr Parkes.’


Light, space and time contracted and narrowed into a tractor beam between Judge Chamberlain and myself. The room around me seemed to grow dark as he looked up from his notes to address Victoria directly. ‘Ultimately, you have been found guilty of three counts of solicitation to murder and I hereby sentence you to nine years and six months’ imprisonment.’


The whole room rushed back in an almost overwhelming flood of sensation, I experienced a sharp choking feeling and suddenly realised I had been holding my breath. My chest shuddered as I drew in a shaky gulp of air.


On hearing the judge’s words, Victoria sagged. She slumped in her seat and then looked back up at the screen. She knew I was there: she had seen me though the video link give my victim statement detailing what she had done to our daughter Grace, to my second wife and to me. Through my confusion rose relief after all the years of trying to compromise, trying to do the right thing for Grace, battling moral condemnation from a society that sees only an absent father who abandoned his family. And now, after all of the threats, fear, manipulation and sorrow, I finally allowed myself to believe that we might at last be safe.


The courtroom buzzed with the quiet rumble of half-whispers and shuffling papers as the barristers started to prepare the paperwork that I hoped would allow me to find some closure after twenty years.


In the years that followed the verdict, I have come to recognise that I have struggled to cope with what happened to me and my family, and that gaining closure has been unexpectedly difficult. What it has helped me to understand is that in order to deal with our experiences, our daughter deserves to know her story. What she read in the newspaper or saw on TV in the days after the verdict only created more questions for both of us and so to provide those answers, uncomfortable as it may be, I knew I would have to go back to where everything truly began.





Chapter 1



The sequence of events that led up to Victoria’s sentencing in court began twenty years earlier and two hundred miles away in a dingy, drab theatre hall at Teesside University. One of the original buildings added to the growing faculty through the 1960s and ’70s, it had been used for events and presentations before new buildings and halls were constructed to cater for the increasing numbers of students on campus. When I was there in my late teens, the theatre hall was mainly used for exams and was the regular base of the university’s various clubs and societies. I loved that space: it smelt of polish and dust just like my old school hall and for a boy who had recently moved out of home for the first time, I was torn between craving and rejecting anything that reminded me of my school days.


My first year at university was fantastic and there were so many positive things about that time that I carry with me even now. It gave me lifelong friendships, the sort that, thankfully, I could come back to after many years and still rely on. I also developed a BMI of 37, became ‘morbidly obese’ and very nearly found myself thrown off my course for doing … well, essentially nothing except having a good time. I learned life lessons the hard way (although in the case of my BMI, it was all too easy considering the 2-for-1 pizza deals in Middlesbrough in the late 1990s). I was living the student lifestyle and a part of that was attempting to hook up with any woman who showed an interest. But as strange as it may seem, it turns out not many young women were looking for a relationship with an insecure, overweight, underachieving late-bloomer, whose questionably eclectic music taste existed at the centre of a Venn diagram between bubblegum pop, operatic rock and nineties electro dance. Who knew?


But, as with most students, I found my place: a clique of people who, like me, enjoyed the thrill of playing spin the bottle at three in the morning after an evening of shot promotions and too many pints of Carling at the Student Union karaoke night. That first year was great, I had an absolute blast. I started to grow up and get an education of sorts, even if I didn’t get laid.


My point is, in that first year I made the most of every second: drinking, partying and eating without any appreciation of what the future would bring. I made a conscious decision to leave my childhood behind and seize as much new life as I could possibly get. When I arrived, I joined the amateur dramatic society so a year of socialising and showing off on stage inevitably ensued. I was exploring who I was and loved every minute of it. By the time we came back from the summer break ready to start again, I found myself leading the entire society. I still don’t really know why I volunteered to take charge but I’m certain a combination of blind enthusiasm, misplaced tenacity and alcohol probably helped.


The club always promoted itself hard at the Freshers’ Week and there were a few ways that people usually found us. There was a steady stream of members who signed up during the week itself, those who stumbled into our first few meetings afterwards and those brought along by their friends for moral support.


At the start of the 1999–2000 academic year I was sitting on the side of the stage in the main hall. The vinyl floor was squeaky underfoot and smelt of the fresh coating they had applied over the holiday. I was running through some ideas about what we might want to do over the year, when Victoria walked into the room with her roommate.


That first day we met, Victoria held herself with a shy confidence that captivated me. We noticed each other immediately and I went over to introduce myself and invite the two of them to join us. That night and for several nights afterwards, as we continued to meet in the bar with mutual friends, she flirted with an infectious laugh that I was drawn to. She had long, dark brown hair, which she was rightly proud of and would tuck away, push back, twitch and pull on to accentuate her face and impish smile.


We hit it off straight away and undeniably a big part of the attraction was how she actively pushed for my attention. Our relationship evolved quickly and easily from acquaintance to friendship, close friendship and then to physical attraction without me really noticing. I was unbelievably nervous as I contemplated the prospect of only my second real relationship ever (the first being confined to terrible kissing and embarrassing fumbles – both on my part – with an incredibly patient but ultimately disappointed girl at school two years previously).


Those early days were filled with promise, excitement and sex. In retrospect, there was probably more of the first. However, for a naïve teenager whose previous liaisons had been limited to the thrill of holding hands and trying not to break a tooth while kissing, this was closer than I had ever come before. The thrill of a new experience, while incredibly flattering, exciting and sexy, would become something of a double-edged sword.


So, clearly my second year at university had started out very nicely. Things were going to plan and my love life at least existed!


Victoria and I began spending more and more time together, a lot of time. We would see each other most days or evenings and in my enthusiasm, nineteen-year-old me didn’t want to waste time actually studying when there was someone who wanted to be naked in the same bed as him. In all honesty, there was nothing else that I, as a horny-yet-sexually-gullible teenager, was ever going to do.


After I moved out of student halls, I lived in a shared house with three other friends and it wasn’t long before Victoria was spending more time in our house than her own, and the year flew by. It was so fast in fact that when the summer came around, I was starting to get a little overwhelmed, a bit claustrophobic. My housemates were telling me, ‘She’s just around too much’, ‘slow down a bit’, ‘give yourself some time’. Everything had gone from zero to one hundred miles per hour and I thought that sounded like good advice. When the summer holiday arrived, we could go our separate ways and take a breath. That was the plan. Breaking it to Victoria went as well as could be expected: she was disappointed but agreed that we needed some space so we both went off in our different directions.


But while we were apart, Victoria started to call and leave messages on my voicemail, not creepy per se – just insistent. We ended up seeing each other a couple of times over the break and by the time we came back to university, we were together again. It felt like she had attached some kind of physical connection to me and dragged me until eventually I was manoeuvred back onto her life path. Trying to haul in the opposite direction was more emotionally, even physically difficult, than anything I had ever experienced before and I didn’t have the words to say what I wanted and needed. It became easier to simply agree with the suggestion that we should meet up alone because Victoria had a headache or didn’t fancy seeing friends; often she had something important to tell me but could never quite remember what it was after I’d changed my plans to hear it. Sometimes, we would arrange to meet others but then she would delay and push back the time, then cancel at the last minute and ask me to bring something of previously unknown but suddenly vital importance to her because somehow, she knew I would.


None of these things are indictable offences. They are all reasonable and understandable when taken in isolation, indeed I suspect there are parts of this description that are represented in many, if not most early relationships. But if I had only stopped to consider just how many evenings were lost or how demanding she had been, would I have made a different choice? With the benefit of hindsight, I realise now that I just wasn’t comfortable being alone and, because of that, I would run the errands, jump to the requests and answer the calls … all of which connected me to Victoria and validated her (and therefore my) view of what a boyfriend should be and do.


I had been brought up to be polite, fair and honourable and while I still believe in these values today, my application of them is very different. When we first met, Victoria saw something in me that I hadn’t: I knew that I was an enthusiastic and sociable networker who liked to be part of the bigger picture and get involved, but, crucially, she saw that through all of this ran a strong protective streak.


Over the course of October 2000 to May 2001 (my final year at university), back with my friends around me, I started to see that the relationship wasn’t mutual or healthy. I tried to call things off at least a dozen times, but no matter what I said or how I said it, sooner or later we were always back together.


My relationship with Victoria consisted of a steady layering of issues that built over time. Each inconsequential or even acceptable in isolation, it wasn’t until I brought them all together that I really started to see what a mess I was in – and that only came a long time later. Gradually, our relationship shifted from one of mutual respect and equity to me becoming a source of support, someone she came to rely on and finally to total dependence. But if there’s one instance I can point to which gives an understanding of where all this definitively tipped, it was a night in February 2001.


Student life in my house share was chaotic at best and there were always people asleep in most of the rooms – on sofas, chairs or sometimes even the stairs. It wasn’t unusual for them to turn up at the door and ask to crash. Not long before the night in question, I had managed to successfully negotiate a breakup with Victoria and earlier in the evening, I had met up with a friend, Alice, who I’d always got along well with. One thing led to another and we’d ended the night back in my room, which had been a pretty big ego boost. I was riding high on life, my uni work was coming along, I had time to see my friends again and I was finding out how this whole dating thing was supposed to work.


But later that night as the temperature dropped and the town started to wind down, Victoria turned up at the house, claiming to have lost the keys for her place; she couldn’t get in and was insisting that she had nowhere else to go. She wasn’t expected and none of my housemates were keen on indulging her so they explained that I wasn’t available as I was hosting a visitor upstairs.


Unfortunately, this did not get the response they were hoping for as she started to break down on the doorstep. Seemingly unable to get her to leave, they called me to come and deal with the situation. I came downstairs to find her curled up in the doorway, blubbing with rasping, stuttering breaths. She looked like a rag doll that had been thrown away. With broken, choking sentences, she cried that no one believed her, that she couldn’t get in at home and that she didn’t feel safe. Why would no one help her? Why did no one care?


After twenty minutes of listening to her wailing on the street, begging and pleading, I broke. I couldn’t send her back out into the cold, so instead I brought her inside and found her a spare bedroom to stay in until morning. Closing the door behind her, I went back to my room. I was furious with myself: she was back in the house and I had brought her in. Why couldn’t I just say no? But, I reasoned, what else could I do? I never actually found out why she couldn’t get in at home but I wasn’t about to kick anyone – especially a woman – out into the street in the middle of the night, alone, when they were so upset. What if something happened? What would that make me? My protective instincts simply wouldn’t allow me to abandon a woman in distress and for whatever reason, she was clearly distressed.


The house started to quieten down. The people downstairs either slipped away or drifted off to sleep and with the romantic mood well and truly broken, Alice and I started to relax, talk and joke about what we would do the following day.


Sometime later, when the muffled talking and the clinking of beer bottles had finally stopped, there came a faint knock at my door followed by a shivering whisper of my name. Victoria was trying to see me. I ignored her, pretending that we were already asleep. It seemed to work as after another, more assertive hiss of my name (which remained unanswered), the quiet creak of footsteps marked her passage back across the landing to the room that I had left her in. I relaxed and drifted off to sleep.


‘What the FUCK?!’


I woke the next morning to a very loud and very unexpected exclamation. ‘What the hell are you doing?’


At first, I thought Alice was talking to me. ‘Wha …? What’s the matter?’


‘I said, what the fuck are you doing? Get the fuck out!’


Alice was looking past me and down. I turned and my heart stopped: Victoria was lying on the floor beside my bed. She looked up at me, I stared back, utterly confused.


‘What?’ I managed to stutter.


Slowly, calmly, deliberately, Victoria got up and left the room. Alice dressed in ferocious silence. At the door, she turned back to me, still sitting up in bed with what must have been an absurdly comic look of dazed confusion on my face and shook her head: ‘You have got to deal with that.’


Alice walked out of that room and out of my life. I never saw her again and as the door closed behind her something clicked deep within me. Victoria had found my kryptonite: the inability to refuse a cry for help. My weakness was her weakness. Later, when I asked why she had crept into my room to lie on the floor where her ex-boyfriend was sleeping with another woman, she would tell me that she had felt afraid and threatened in the room by herself, that someone had tried to get into bed with her. I asked my housemates but everyone denied it. At best, there had been a misunderstanding about the fact that the bed had been, up until the point that Victoria had arrived, empty. At worst, this was an attempted assault: a genuinely horrific experience for anyone to go through.


But just the accusation itself opened up a world of suspicion and started to drive a wedge between my friends and I. After all, I told myself, something must have happened to make Victoria act in such an extreme way and was I going to be the one to say that it wasn’t true? Surely, she wouldn’t lie about something as serious as that, would she?


This was the technique she would come back to so many times in the ensuing years: she found a way to create an impression of vulnerability, ensured she had a captive audience and then turned the heat up to eleven. Each time, her explanation was always plausible and her reaction always understandable. I had no idea what had hit me.





Chapter 2



After I graduated in 2001, and with my relationship with Victoria seemingly only strengthened through adversities such as the one described in the previous chapter, I moved out of the shared house. By this point, my friends weren’t subtle in making it clear that Victoria was unwelcome. And because she wasn’t welcome, Victoria convinced me that neither was I. We moved in together while she finished her degree. The bedsit we lived in was an attic room with nothing in it except the bed itself, a hob and two windows.


I remember the tiny dual-aspect windows looking out over the main street at the front and the side street on the right. It was from there that I spent hours watching people walking in and out of the hairdresser’s just down the road. I remember the flock wallpaper, the brown lino floor that was peeling at the edges of (what was generously referred to as) ‘the kitchen’ and the old TV sat on a chair with its wire aerial precariously balanced with millimetre precision to achieve a grainy broadcast.


After the hectic nature of the house share, this bedsit was far more mundane and that suited Victoria down to the ground. She loved the evenings when it was just us: no friends, no family, just the two of us talking. We would talk about the future and about each other. The longer we talked, the clearer it became that in order to stay in Middlesbrough until Victoria finished her degree, I needed to make some money. It was time that I stepped up and provided for us. This would be our start to success and happiness.


I got a job at a local council improving road safety with schools. I’ve always been comfortable talking to groups of people, so getting a school full of primary-aged kids excited about being safe while walking to school seemed like a ‘good thing’ even if it wasn’t exactly long-term career material. As time went on, Victoria seemed to prefer those evenings alone more and more often and as a result we became isolated even further. We practically stopped going out at all and the closest thing we had to friends was an emotionally interdependent goth couple living in the flat below. My life was divided between the bedsit, work and Victoria’s family home in Ely.


I first met Victoria’s family in the summer after we had got together and as the three-hour trips from Middlesbrough to her parents’ house in the East of England became more regular, I got to know the family well. The building in which Michael and Marie lived was a semi-detached house that sat on the side of the road in the middle of farmland. The building itself was a solitary citadel of red brick standing in the middle of the Cambridgeshire Fens and Victoria’s parents once told me that they had fallen in love with the place on the basis of its south-facing garden with undoubtedly beautiful uninterrupted views across the Fens all the way to the distant canal and railway line.


Michael and Marie, and Victoria’s two younger brothers, were friendly and enthusiastic in welcoming me. It was always tricky to find common ground with Victoria’s father (he is football mad, I am emphatically not), but we usually made it work as we would sit and chat through the evening. Although his sporadically explosive and intimidating temper might sometimes bleed into the evening, with such huge skies and incredible rainbow sunsets to escape to, I usually managed to avoid all but the most acute arguments.


Back in Middlesbrough, my uni friends invited me to lots of parties and nights out. They wanted to see me and I was eager to share the hot nights and lazy mornings of my early twenties with them. But Victoria didn’t get asked to come along very often and when she did, she usually had to work or was too tired and wanted to leave early. It started to become a running joke. They would ask me to join them, I would say yes but not actually make it. Then after a while it wasn’t funny anymore, it was something they saw as a problem. And they were clear about what they thought I should do: detach myself from Victoria.


Easier said than done. Every time I tried to create some space of my own, to claw back the slightest measure of independence, Victoria knew exactly how to keep me reined in. I received constant messages asking me where I was and what I was doing. She needed me to help her with her studies or collect the shopping because she hadn’t eaten. If I went home to see my family, Victoria would often refuse any invitation to come with me and simply didn’t leave her bed until I returned. I was also expected to phone and check in on her throughout the day. These ‘checks’ would sometimes last for hours as she kept me on the line and away from anyone else. This moral obligation grew ever more oppressive: I was always the one who had to disconnect and then felt guilty about leaving her to suffer and struggle on her own yet again.


Mentally and emotionally, I was outgunned at every turn. Who could I talk to? I knew that something wasn’t right, but I couldn’t articulate it to myself, let alone anyone else. Victoria’s expectations were like a blanket smothering me, but with every demand, there came a comforting reassurance that she loved me and we were right for each other.


I was starting to believe, really truly believe, that the ominous feelings of danger were my problem, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get a grip on it. Sometimes I tested the boundaries of our relationship and started going out anyway. Maybe I thought that if I brought the issues to the fore then it would force confrontation and the problem would resolve itself. I had a few late nights. I tried to change my attitude, found some new bolshiness, but then Victoria also started to change. She developed puzzling illnesses. First, it was sickness, then overwhelming tiredness and headaches. She had always complained about period pain for as long as I had known her but then it became worse – a lot worse.


Endometriosis1 can be a terrible and debilitating condition. Sufferers go through horrific experiences every month and while I can sympathise, I acknowledge that, as a man, I can never truly understand exactly how it feels. And so I facilitated and enabled our lives to continue, adapted in whichever way was needed to ensure that Victoria could take part in whatever she chose to do in whichever way she chose to do it. Episodes of pain seemed to come and go, usually over the course of a weekend, but holidays also became times of great difficulty. Away from work and having already moved away from family, separated from friends and with absolutely no reason for us to be apart, it was just me and her, twenty-four hours a day.


I was never stopped from going out. I was never asked not to see my friends. However, the consequences of doing so became ever more severe: before, during and afterwards. For every drink at the pub or snatched hour out of the house, there were five conversations about how Victoria couldn’t get to the toilet by herself or how she cried herself to sleep because she couldn’t reach the paracetamol. I had left her; I wasn’t there and she had needed me.


It’s only with the benefit of a lot of time (and even more space) that I can see the pressure that Victoria put on me in those early days. I understand that young relationships are often intense and vibrant – they have energy, excitement and immediacy – but ours didn’t seem to be like that. With all the hours of conversation alone in our flat, she created and reinforced the cast-iron belief that I was the only person who could support and protect her. We lost whole weekends in talking about how I was the only one who truly had faith in her, who really understood her, right down to her very core. To refuse that responsibility was to condemn her to a life of perpetual suffering, physically, emotionally and mentally. Without me, she would never be able to live a normal life; I was the person who was enabling her to live.


I wasn’t prepared for that level of intensity or responsibility. I’d been brought up with the sure and certain knowledge that when people ask for help, you should help if you can. I’m not a saint by any means, but I do believe that the world is a nicer place if you put nice things into it. In the face of constant yet unpredictable spells of total and utter dependence, I felt I couldn’t (and certainly didn’t) say no.


Back then, I didn’t know what a ‘trigger’ was. All I could see was that while we made plenty of plans, they pretty much all fell through just at the last minute: the night before, the morning of, or even during the car ride to the party, day out, or afternoon at the pub. But what was the pattern? One day we were having a great time but the next she was doubled over and begging me not to leave her alone. Did I choose not to see it, was I too lazy to do anything about it or was I already just too beaten down by her demands to consider myself to have any other option but to stay? Ultimately, the likelihood of being able to remove myself from the relationship in a positive way was becoming increasingly remote.


I’m not saying that Victoria didn’t (or doesn’t) have a medical condition that might require support and which left/leaves her with limited mobility. I also acknowledge that, at their extremes, sufferers of chronic endometriosis or adenomyosis2 (both of which were queried in Victoria’s case) might well need full-time care. However, as difficult as it may be to consider, imagine how advertising that you could be suffering from any such condition might, for some people, bring a certain amount of value and advantage from the attention and concern that it would understandably create. What I can say with complete certainty is that, despite the decade of medical intervention that I personally was involved in, I was never presented with a single piece of medical evidence to explain why such issues would strike with such perfectly coincidental timing to facilitate the outcome that Victoria wanted. Every. Single. Time.


We did, however, receive plenty of opinions. Victoria and I started to travel to hospitals and care centres to see a variety of specialist consultants, but the problem was that they told us that they could find nothing wrong. Middlesbrough, Cambridge, Newcastle, Oxford, London … We would move from one to the other as soon as the discharge letter came through with the same result: sorry, all the tests and investigations are negative or inconclusive.


Even back then there were signs, of course there were. I would be a fool to pretend otherwise. A consultant once took me to one side and asked what I considered Victoria’s pain threshold to be. It seemed, as he very tactfully intimated, to be surprisingly low and to curiously fluctuate with the number of people in the room. In hindsight, I can see that he only wanted to help and was looking to get a grip on the mysterious condition that his patient presented with, but at the time I couldn’t, or wouldn’t, hear him.


There were other questions that he had about the nature of the problem: if a physical cause couldn’t be found, could the issue be psychological? These types of discussions were dismissed very quickly. Victoria was very clear that the pain was real, exasperated at any suggestion to the contrary and absolutely not interested in any form of psychological assessment. Even with all this information available to me at the time, I didn’t listen. I didn’t listen to my friends, my family or my work colleagues, so why on earth should I listen to a know-it-all consultant who couldn’t see the bloody obvious? Victoria said she was in pain and no one was helping. No one could help, except me.


Victoria graduated and we moved to Cornwall. I had a brave vision of my future as an advertising copywriter – I wanted to be one of the guys who created clever adverts that made people chuckle while admiring the nimble wordplay and astounding wit of a poster on the London Underground. I had managed to secure a place on one of only two postgraduate courses on the subject in the UK at that time (the other was in London but I had missed the application deadline so it was Cornwall or bust) and considered myself on the launchpad of a rocket-powered creative mission to the stars. Victoria wasn’t keen from the off; in order to afford to live in Cornwall for a year, she would have to work and jobs that aren’t connected to farming or fishing in that area are tough to get at the best of times.


Those first few months in Cornwall were rough. We rented a tiny fisherman’s cottage for the winter, which was so cold that the milk froze inside the house but we were young enough for it to be an adventure. The cottage had thick stone walls covered in shingle and more vegetation inside (and attached to) the place than in the stone-walled boundary that the estate agent had very generously suggested was a ‘garden’. The stairs, such as they were, only seemed to be held together by the carpet that lay (very loosely) on top of them. Every third board seemed to shift, threatening to give in to the forces of gravity at each step and after one particularly adrenaline-spiked near-miss, we learned not to put any weight on the handrail.


Double glazing was a luxury that had never been afforded to the property and the only source of heating we had was a single oil radiator on wheels that we moved from room to room with us. Well, I say moved from room to room … Pragmatism led us to quickly conclude that if we confined our life to the living room then that minimised the likelihood of losing a finger or toe to frostbite. Keeping the radiator in the one room also meant that all personal toilet habits were either performed at college or else very quickly.


Realising that we were ill-equipped to really make the most of this type of ‘country living’, we swiftly moved into a flat in town and for a time we were doing well. No hospital visits had been needed since the previous summer and it was just the two of us, far from any other family, friends or competing demands on my attention. Things had never been better, both between us and in terms of Victoria’s health. She landed a job at the local health trust with a salary of £21,000 a year, which felt like an absolute fortune. Back in Middlesbrough, my job was barely more than half that and so it felt like we had won the lottery. I was so proud of her. Victoria’s success in achieving her dream job supporting vulnerable families and adults had taken us both by surprise. For a moment, my unwelcome masculine pride struggled with the idea of her being the breadwinner as I had spent the last three years becoming ‘the man’ within the relationship. However, these issues soon became inconsequential as Victoria became more excited and my head filled with dreams of both of us contributing to an exciting life together, busy and full of purpose.


Flush with newfound cash, we bought my first mobile phone and a car. The pleasure of slipping into our new (second-hand) cherry red Rover 200 with optional sunroof and electric windows is an experience never to be forgotten and made me feel like a king: the gravy train had come to town and it felt great.


But the excitement that held me on that crest of a wave was not to last. Within three months, Victoria started taking sick days. Within four months, she was asking me to help her dodge phone calls from the office and within five, she had stopped pretending that she was even trying to go to work. I had almost managed to convince myself that this was to be the start of our future, success and riches were only a step away, but one day in bed became two, turned into three and so old routines returned: the doctors, the hospitals, the inexplicable symptoms and the expectation that I step up to the plate and be the ‘man’ that she needed me to be.


Clearly, Victoria building a career in Cornwall wasn’t to be the start of our new life and I graduated in the same week that she received a curt message on our answering machine informing her that her P45 was in the post. I loved Cornwall but our time there had come to an end. I’ve been back to the area many times since (even eating fish and chips on Falmouth dock, just like I used to) but I’ve never tried to go back to that cottage or find that bedsit again.


Perhaps I feel ashamed of the associated failure that I carry for facilitating Victoria’s ability to control me and our lives; the way she simply took what she wanted and the way I let her. It all seemed too easy, with every decision simply connecting to the next. She had explained it so well: I had had my year and even though I had found something I really enjoyed, that was hard but exciting and stimulating and which filled me with energy, it had failed to provide the career I had promised.


Considering ‘our’ circumstances, ‘we’ concluded that – with limited finance, opportunity and options – moving back home to the village where I grew up was the only option. Victoria confined herself to our room in my parents’ house and provided nightly commentary on how I should be working harder to create a home for ourselves. This was never done in front of my parents, who loved me with the ‘everything-is-fine-if-we-don’t-talk-about-it’ type of well-intentioned support that is so deeply rooted in the British psyche.


After Cornwall, Victoria continued to seek out consistent medical interventions in between looking for, getting appointed to and then losing various unskilled care jobs which were well below her skill and qualification levels. Being intermittently bedbound for six months at a time is difficult to explain and so I became well versed in defending, justifying and advocating her many medical conditions to anyone who dared question ‘our’ motives for not being more independent.


But being independent was part of the confusing and contradictory spiral that was my life. Victoria felt that moving back home with my parents was a wholly unnecessary and unpleasant consequence of my desire to move to Cornwall. It had been my choice to go and as a result of my failure to make an immediate career following the advertising course, we were now forced to live with my parents.


Living in my old room with a girlfriend who hardly got out of bed meant that I was faced with an array of dissonant messages: the disapproving words that were not spoken by my parents, the increasingly infrequent messages from old friends and colleagues (which I ignored) were all set against the constant need for me to cater to Victoria’s every whim. Objectively, I could see the farcical nature of my position, but with every conversation she and I had, and with every hour that passed, I knew she was right: I had failed. I had failed to provide Victoria with the life she wanted. Failed to build a career. Failed to show the world that being with her was what I wanted.


I also failed to understand at the time that it didn’t matter how good I was at doing something I loved, how many different futures I could think of or how much time I was committing to achieving them, it would never satisfy her. Instead of using that situation as an opportunity to re-evaluate my life and consider if that was truly the future I wanted, I decided that the only thing left for me was to double down … and I fell deeper into the rabbit hole.


Victoria was always looking for more and many years later, I realised that I had failed to make that break because while I was busy trying to understand the rules, she was busy changing them. My failure to comprehend what was happening to me was only matched by her success in making sure I never did.


Unbelievable as it might seem to anyone who hasn’t been in that situation, I genuinely felt like I was unable to change my life. It came from a lack of control: control of my own life and control of the future. At the time, I thought that I had both but as I was about to find out, I wasn’t even close to either.


I tried to consider my situation dispassionately: I was an educated and enthusiastic young man with a world of potential and an amazing future ahead of me. However, I was also living at my parents’ house with a girlfriend who apparently wasn’t able or prepared to take responsibility for her own life and who suffered seemingly unpredictable/inexplicable bouts of debilitating pain, requiring intense near-constant emotional support. But sitting at my old desk and staring up at the Blu-Tac stains and brown, peeling Sellotape marks on the walls which once held posters of my childhood heroes – Meat Loaf and the Chemical Brothers – the contradiction of life felt utterly overwhelming.


As couples should, Victoria and I talked a lot about our situation. Not to anyone else, though; it was only ever between the two of us and usually just before or just after she was struck down by moments of seemingly crippling, but indeterminate, pain. After one particular twelve-hour discussion, punctuated with long periods of Victoria weeping and repeating that I didn’t, couldn’t understand, the solution became so clear and so obvious that it was incredible that I hadn’t seen it before. It’s true that I had started out that weekend resolute in the decision that she needed to move out because our relationship had reached a point where it was no longer working, I had become the person she expected to solely rely on for the rest of her life and I was no longer prepared to support that. But as we talked and Victoria wept then coaxed her way through that day, she opened my eyes. She showed me that rather than her moving out, what we actually needed to do was rent a new house and move back in just the two of us together so that there were less distractions between us. That way we could concentrate 100 per cent on being together. After all, even if it hadn’t ultimately delivered the future we’d planned for, hadn’t our time in Cornwall been the best our relationship had ever been?


Don’t get me wrong, when I write it down like that, I can see how it looks. I’m not delusional or shirking responsibility, but being there in that room, at that time and after being led to believe what I believed, 23-year-old me was as trapped as if there were bars on the windows and locks on the door. Control and choices: when you lose one, you lose the other, and back in 2003, it wasn’t looking good for me.


 


 


 


 





1 A condition where tissue similar to the lining of the uterus grows in other places, such as the ovaries and fallopian tubes.


2 A condition where tissue from the lining of the uterus grows into the muscular uterine wall.





Chapter 3



I remember the first time Victoria told me that we should get married. She was visiting her parents for a few days and we were talking on the phone. I was trying to calm her down after a particularly fraught conversation about going to my cousin’s birthday party.


We discussed it a few times, it started easily enough: ‘You can go,’ she told me, ‘just go. I’ll be fine at home in bed here until you can come back and get me.’ When I wasn’t taking the hint, she offered a back-handed solution: ‘If the pain gets too bad and I can’t get hold of you, with nobody to help or hear me, then I can take more painkillers and sleeping tablets, then maybe just cry myself to sleep.’


Her intentions had become pretty clear, but I was still fairly confident that I should be able to leave for the afternoon. I would be back quickly, I reassured her.


‘Sure, I understand but I might need the toilet too,’ she went on. ‘It will be fine, though – I’ll just crawl across the landing and try not to fall down the stairs. Don’t worry, go and have a good time. Don’t think about me.’


I paused; the line crackled with an awkward silence that lasted just long enough for her to deploy the killer blow: ‘Seriously, go and enjoy yourself. Also, I think we should get married. I know that we’ve not managed to talk about it yet but we both want to, don’t we?’


It all sounds ridiculous now and, of course, it was. Why couldn’t I just stop everything there? She was already in her parents’ house for goodness’ sake, why couldn’t they take care of her? I was a hundred miles away yet somehow, I couldn’t even conceive of anyone else being responsible for her. I’ve asked myself so many times, how did I accept that warped version of reality for so long? I can admit now that I just didn’t know what a relationship should be. If you don’t know how to recognise your own worth and a bad relationship is your only frame of reference, then how do you know when to say no?


So, I said … yes.


Getting married without any money while living with your parents is not a fun experience and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. We were married at Rockingham Castle in April 2004, with the ceremony taking place in the rose garden and the reception in one of the small halls. We wrote our own vows and my older brother Tim used the occasion as an excuse to buy us a large amount of fireworks. Victoria hadn’t been exactly enthusiastic about the pyrotechnics and didn’t lose any sleep over the fact that we were told at the last minute that we couldn’t set them off anyway because it would frighten the local cow population. When I did finally manage to try to light them years later, on my twenty-seventh birthday, in the dying days of our relationship, the badly-ageing fireworks (those that fired at all) only just about managed a couple of mediocre pops before they exhausted what little life they had left in them. I couldn’t help but reflect that Tim’s generous present whose original intention was to create what should have been a beautiful, spectacular moment was instead, much like our relationship, disappointing and tinged with regret.


At the wedding itself, any thoughts of separating were dismissed as pre-wedding jitters and inevitable nervousness about making such a long-term commitment. I hadn’t been involved in the preparations and hadn’t been asked to make any decisions. Victoria had revelled in the opportunity to organise, co-ordinate and direct all the requirements of the big day. I was able to make only one stipulation: I refused to get married in a church. Victoria tried to push me towards agreeing but I was not to be moved. It felt like a small but meaningful act of rebellion.


Victoria didn’t like me challenging her like that – she was never particularly religious during our time together, but it was one of the few occasions when I got her to compromise.


As parties go, this one was fairly sedate and didn’t last long either. As night fell, the barely-touched buffet stretched across the length of the wall, piles of sandwiches going uneaten next to the mini Scotch eggs and cold sausage rolls. There was a DJ downstairs in the flag-stoned cellar and a few select guests; I extended a few invitations to a couple of old friends from my life before Victoria, but it was just too difficult to speak to anyone who knew her and justify over and over again why I was marrying someone who so obviously made me unhappy.


More than the speeches, the food or even the vows, what I remember most vividly is thinking, it’s legal now. Another invisible layer of control that fixed me into place and tied the two of us together. It should have been a wonderful day and in many ways it was. Victoria looked stunning, her hair curled into ringlets, and she looked absolutely amazing in her dress. We exchanged vows in the castle rose garden and for those minutes we were connected as perfectly as we ever possibly could be.


But even back then I knew that something was pulling at me. It was like a gigantic tug of war with the world on one side, Victoria on the other and she was winning. Even as early as the reception that evening, my memories are filled not with happiness and joy, but instead with groups of expressionless men in grey and blue suits nursing their free champagne flutes, while similarly blank-faced women adjusted their wedding hats and pulled at their scarves and cardigans against the chill of the stone castle walls. I appreciate that may give a measure of disservice to our extended family who were the guests of the day but with hindsight, perhaps more people could see what was coming than I thought.


With the (admittedly already dim) ‘post-wedding glow’ persisting during the following months, the next stage in the slow dissolution of my identity was underway. I had been locked down, secured, bought and paid for, and I wasn’t listening to anyone or anything because nobody knew what I knew, and nobody could look after Victoria like I could.


We moved out of my parents’ house when I got a job in marketing for a small theatre company in London; while Victoria got a bit of work here or there as a house-visiting care worker for elderly clients and became involved in local volunteering, which meant that she could work intermittently. My life felt so heavy and distant but I can’t deny that I made the move willingly and put any disquiet down to nerves; the truth is that by now I was very good at keeping any emotional turbulence locked down tighter than an Olympic swimmer’s trunks. If anyone asked, I reassured them in a calm, measured and pointed fashion.


‘I’m fine. Thank you for asking.’


We moved to Flitwick, a small town in Bedfordshire where we didn’t know anyone. My family were two hours away and my friends had long since stopped calling; no social life, no family life, nothing except work and Victoria. But it was fine. Relationships are supposed to be tough, aren’t they? I was separating, detaching from everything and everyone. I didn’t feel anything about my life – it just ‘was’. Things happened around me and I went through every day in a haze of apathy. I became almost robotic, blocking out any emotional connection to the night after night of Victoria’s desperate sobbing brought on by me cooking the wrong thing, asking permission to go out for a couple of hours or not loving her the ‘right’ way.
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