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			About the Book

			‘I have lived every parent’s worst nightmare. On what would have been my daughter’s 29th birthday, Detective Superintendent Stephen Fulcher knocked on the door and told me my beautiful Becky was dead. Found buried in a shallow grave in a remote field, Becky had been brutally murdered.’

			When Becky Godden-Edwards was killed, her mother Karen awoke to a world where the truth was never guaranteed; where taxi driver Christopher Halliwell got away with murder and the police officer who found her daughter was punished instead. 

			This is Karen’s story. Despite unimaginable tragedy, her love for her daughter has been unbreakable: from her despair through Becky’s troubled teenage years, to the agonising eight years when Becky was missing, and then the dramatic story of how a killer’s confession led to a terrible discovery. 

			The one constant has been Karen’s determination to fight for Becky, tirelessly campaigning for the truth about what happened to be heard and for Halliwell to face the consequences of his evil actions.  

		

	
		
			

			To Becky, my beautiful, spirited, complex daughter

			All my love, Mummy

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I have lived every parent’s worst nightmare. In April 2011, on what would have been her twenty-ninth birthday, a police officer knocked on the door and told me my beautiful daughter, Becky, was dead. Not only was she dead; she had been found buried in a shallow grave in a remote field in the Gloucestershire countryside. Becky had been brutally murdered. She had been lying in her makeshift grave since 2003.

			The only reason police knew she was there was because of the disappearance of another girl, Sian O’Callaghan. When police closed in on a taxi driver, Christopher Halliwell, they were ­unaware that he had been hiding a dark secret for many years, but he finally met his match in Detective Superintendent Stephen Fulcher, the man leading the enquiry. Halliwell made a shocking confession to Steve Fulcher, leading him to the exact spot where he had buried Becky.

			My world shattered the day I was told Becky was dead. To me, she would always be my baby, my little girl. Like most parents, when she was born, I imagined how her life would be when she grew up. As a young girl, she was so sweet-natured, always giggling, always loving. We all loved her. I had such hopes and dreams for her; she would be happy, successful. She would marry well, have children and generally live a worry-free life filled with love, laughter and good times. We would be able to sit and see her children play, watch as they grew up. I would be there for her, for them. In the wonderful life I imagined for her the sun shone in blue cloudless skies and there were only ever smiling faces. There was no trouble in the future I imagined and wanted for Becky. The day I was told she had been robbed of her life, I was robbed of my dreams for her.

			But after the knock on the door, our family was plunged into a complex world where we had to navigate the intricacies of a major police investigation and the criminal justice system. The legal terminology, technicalities and endless processes that we were expected somehow to absorb and understand became almost overwhelming. This was foreign territory for me and my family, but we trusted the British legal system; we had faith in it. We had to. Because when your loved one is murdered, there’s not a lot else to have faith in.

			We could never have imagined what happened next. We never dreamt that we would have to fight to see Halliwell convicted of Becky’s murder.

			Steve Fulcher’s actions in talking to Halliwell and allowing him to take them to where he had hidden his victims were treated by the judiciary, police and some commentators as if they were worse than the barbarous acts committed by Halliwell. For having the audacity to confront a serial killer, DSupt Fulcher was severely punished.

			Too often, the events of that day are referred to as a ‘police blunder’. Nothing could be further from that. Because of the actions of one police officer, Becky was returned to us. For that I will be eternally grateful. In the midst of our grief, Steve Fulcher enabled our family to feel the peace of being reunited with Becky.

			Ask any family who are missing a loved one and they will tell you they would give anything to have them back. Ask any family in a ‘no-body murder’ what they want most; it is the chance to find their loved one, to give them a decent burial. To stop the endless torture of wondering where they are.

			For years I kept pushing for the truth to be heard. When I should have been grieving for Becky, I had to do all I could to fight to keep her story in the public consciousness. I had to let people know that I wasn’t going to go away until I had justice for Becky.

			I still don’t know if the full extent of Halliwell’s evil actions is known or whether there may be more victims out there. These are questions that I continue to wrestle with. Perhaps I will never be able to make sense of the evil that befell our family.

			Even now, after everything we’ve been through as a family, when I look back over the events that have occurred, I am left in disbelief. Disbelief that I can’t see my beautiful Becky. Disbelief that she was murdered, that I now have to tend her grave. And disbelief at what happened after. We were just a normal family, going about our business like millions of others, until that knock on the door. But I am finally in a position where I can try to reflect on our battle for the truth and start to grieve for the daughter I have lost.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			1

			The Beginning of the End

			‘Mum, I think you should come to the door. Mum, I think you need to come here.’

			My son, Steven, had answered the knock on the front door. Now he was calling me from the kitchen. I knew then, even before I looked down the hallway. Maybe I caught the tone of Steven’s voice, a nuance that would have been lost on anyone else. A mother’s instinct perhaps. I’d been listening to my instincts for days and I was sensitive to any sign, any indication that might confirm my fears. I’d voiced my concerns to my husband, Charlie, and to Steven. They’d tried to reassure me, but it hadn’t worked. So, now, I didn’t want to go to the front door. Because I knew.

			Cold fear gripped me. As soon as I saw the police officer I knew why he was standing there. Becky. I recognised the officer straight away because I’d seen him on the television. Everyone knew his name.

			Only three months earlier, we had seen blanket news coverage of police investigating the disappearance and murder of Joanna Yeates, a young woman from Bristol. Now there was another crime investigation even closer to home. For the last two weeks a police investigation had played out through the media as police looked into the disappearance and murder of Sian O’Callaghan, a pretty local girl who had gone missing on her way home from a nightclub in Swindon, in the early hours of Saturday, 19 March 2011. The officer in charge of the case, Detective Superintendent Stephen Fulcher, had delivered all the news updates on the enquiry. He was now on my doorstep.

			Like thousands of others in Swindon and around the country, I had been glued to the news. It was a dreadful story that so many people could relate to. There was a huge public response, as it had hit the national headlines. The investigation into Sian’s disappearance dominated every news bulletin, radio station and newspaper. It was all anyone could talk about, me and Charlie included, as Sian had gone missing on our wedding anniversary.

			I had felt an enormous sympathy for Sian’s parents, as I imagined what they must be going through. I had seen them and Sian’s boyfriend, Kevin Reape, on the news, appealing for help to find her. I saw the pain and worry etched on their faces. The man now at my door had been sitting next to them.

			He had hero status in Swindon. There had been such an outpouring of gratitude in the media and on Facebook. Not only had he captured Sian’s abductor and murderer, but he had discovered Sian’s body so she could be returned to her family. But there had also been an extraordinary twist. When DSupt Fulcher had first ordered the arrest of a local taxi driver, Christopher Halliwell, for Sian’s abduction, no one could have predicted what would happen next.

			Halliwell repeatedly replied ‘no comment’ to other officers when they used emergency interview provisions to ask him where Sian was. They hoped she might still be alive somewhere so they had to find her fast. The quickest way to do this was to ask the only man who knew – Halliwell – but he refused to co-operate. So before he was taken to the police station, DSupt Fulcher himself asked to speak to Halliwell. He wanted to look the man he had spent days hunting in the eye to persuade him to reveal where he had taken Sian.

			It worked. Halliwell told DSupt Fulcher he would lead him to Sian. He then took officers on a long car journey, directing them out of Wiltshire, where all the searches had been focused for days, and into the Oxfordshire countryside. During the journey, Halliwell indicated he had killed Sian and had left her body somewhere down a steep verge along a stretch of road. He hadn’t been able to locate the spot exactly, because he’d left her there in the black of the night. In the daylight, he was not so sure where she was, but knew the road he had driven along.

			While a helicopter was searching the area for Sian’s body, and before he was taken into custody, Halliwell requested to talk further to DSupt Fulcher. He had Halliwell driven to a quiet spot and asked him what he had to say.

			‘Do you want another one?’ Halliwell asked.

			He told the officer he had murdered a woman some years earlier, in either 2003, 2004 or 2005; he couldn’t be more precise than that. But he could take him to the spot – the exact spot – where he’d buried her. He directed officers through the countryside, driving down winding, single-track lanes until they reached a remote field in Eastleach, Gloucestershire. By the time they’d arrived, the helicopter at the original location had found Sian O’Callaghan’s body.

			Halliwell got out of the police car and climbed over a dry­stone wall. Once in the field, and taking a reference point from a dip in the wall, he paced steps to a spot in the ground and indicated that was where he had buried the woman. A day later, the skeletal remains of a body were discovered a little way from where Halliwell indicated in the field. But he had given no name for his victim, so who was she?

			When I heard on the news about another body being found in a field, the O’Callaghan family’s story suddenly became very personal to me. Until then, of course, as a mother, I felt enormous empathy for them – a sort of ‘there but for the grace of God, go I’ kind of empathy – along with any other parent who heard the story and who had a young, pretty, vibrant daughter.

			But another body . . . something inside me, something instinctive, told me it was Becky. She had been a vulnerable, troubled teenager, disappearing for weeks and months at a time. But she always came back eventually. However, I hadn’t actually seen her for many years by now. The last time I’d seen her, she’d promised me that she would come home when she was ready. So I’d waited. In the years that had passed since, as recently as just a few months ago, other people had told me that they’d seen Becky. People had spoken to her, told me of their conversations with her. One told me she was having a baby. Even her grandfather had spoken to her. Although I was hurt that she wasn’t ready to return home to me yet, I convinced myself that I had to be patient. I remembered her promise and waited. It would be like she’d never been away.

			But despite all the sightings of her, something deep inside nagged at me. As I watched the news unfold, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the newly discovered body was Becky. I felt it so strongly I spoke of it to my family. An inexplicable feeling of dread had settled on me. ‘What if it is Becky?’ I asked them. ‘It can’t be,’ they said, as, like me, they’d relied on what people had told us over the years. But, still, what if it was? For some reason I knew it was her. I just knew it. All through the week that followed I drove myself mad with fear and worry that it was Becky. It was all I could talk about.

			My husband and son were so concerned for me, they went out to look for Becky again, remembering the sightings and the conversations people had told us they’d had with her. In the intervening years, I’d lost count of the times Charlie had driven me around trying to find her. I’d even get up in the middle of the night and drive round myself, convinced I might see her, only to return disappointed. They said they would go out and find her, bring her to me, put my mind at rest, stop me from going on about it. But despite their efforts and people saying she was living locally, Charlie and Steven couldn’t find her. As they looked for her, I realised I had been taking what people had said to me at face value. It had been eight years now since I had seen or heard from her myself. All the years I hadn’t seen her, I thought she was avoiding me, that we were estranged because she had chosen a life I didn’t agree with. I’d wanted to find her, see her for myself, check that she was alright, as people had told me she was. But I’d never been able to find her. Thinking about it now, I couldn’t believe that if she was in the neighbourhood she wouldn’t have come to see me. After all, there was no bad blood between us.

			In all the years I hadn’t seen Becky, it never once occurred to me that she might be dead. As a mother, I’d never felt that. I never expected ‘the knock on the door’. And yet, as soon as I heard about the body in the field, it triggered something powerful inside me, an awful certainty that I’d never felt before. Suddenly, none of it made sense and my fear worsened.

			When I knew I was alone in the house, I sat in my bedroom, pen in hand at my dressing table. I finally picked up the phone and dialled the police. Dread was burning inside me. I was so frightened. But I had to do it.

			‘Hello, Wiltshire Police, how can I help you?’ the call operator sounded quick and efficient.

			‘My name is Karen Edwards. My daughter, Becky, has been missing for a while and I’m concerned it could be my daughter found in the field at Eastleach.’ I was choking back the tears, trying to stay calm, not really believing what I was saying. But the words came tumbling out.

			I heard the quick tap of fingers on a keyboard as I relayed Becky’s details. As the operator spoke, she tried to reassure me by saying that 464 other people had also rung in to report their loved one missing since the body had been found. I seized on what she said, writing the figure 464 on my note pad. She told me not to worry too much. At last I put the phone down. Relief at having made the call flooded through me but I felt sick at the same time. I couldn’t stop crying. I wanted to take comfort from what the call taker had said; there were 464 other people with fears like mine. But there was only one body. As much as I tried to stop myself thinking it, I just knew it was Becky.

			Now, here was Stephen Fulcher at the front door. My heart was racing. I could hear the rapid pulse in my ears. It was deafening. I knew why DSupt Fulcher was there and yet I so wanted it not to be true. My mouth went dry in reaction to the fear that racked me. As I walked towards the door I created a delay. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say, so I bought myself a few precious seconds while I tucked some tea towels on to a radiator. I knew what I was doing. I was desperately trying to hang on to normality, the familiar world I knew. The world in which Becky still existed for me. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. I felt sick.

			As I walked down the hallway towards him, my stomach churned. My palms were sweating. I knew. I just knew. I seemed to float towards him in slow motion. There was no more delaying. This was it. We stood facing each other.

			‘Mrs Edwards?’ His voice was low and steady.

			‘Yes? My god, is it my Becky? Is it my Becky? It is, isn’t it?’

			There was the merest hesitation before he answered. His eyes stayed fixed on mine.

			‘Yes,’ he said clearly and calmly. ‘May we come in?’ Stood beside him was another policeman, with two women officers behind them.

			‘Please, no, no, not my Becky!’ I cried. The tears were instant, as was a huge wave of fear, sadness and utter hopelessness. I’d known for days in my heart, in my gut, but here was the awful confirmation.

			Nothing can ever prepare you for the shock. That Monday will be for ever etched in my memory. It had started out so well, so ordinary. My son, Steven, had come round in the morning. He was excited. On Saturday, two days earlier, on the same day I had rung the police and reported Becky missing, he had come round with his wife, Kelly, and their three young children to tell us that they had a surprise for us.

			‘Get your coats and shoes on and follow us.’

			We went out of the house and walked down the lane, going on for about ten minutes, past the village pub. All the time we walked, the conversation I’d had earlier with the police call operator spun round and round in my head: 464 people had made the same call as I had. All those people with fears like mine – why should it be Becky? There were 464 others it could be. So why was my gut leaden with certainty that it was her? What did I seem to know that others didn’t? Steven and Kelly stopped suddenly and turned. We were standing in front of an old cottage, a place I’d driven past so often I’d stopped noticing it.

			‘It’s ours!’ they both said and told us that for the last few months they had secretly been buying the cottage so we could be nearer one another. In any other circumstances, it would have been a lovely surprise, but my mind was elsewhere. Thinking of a body found in a field.

			‘What did you say, love?’ I heard myself ask as if from a distance.

			‘I said it’s only a small garden, but you can work your magic on it, Mum.’ Steven was grinning from ear to ear. I smiled back at him. I did my best to sound interested; I didn’t dampen the mood by telling them that I’d phoned the police about Becky. Maybe I was being over-sensitive. In two days’ time, we would be celebrating Becky’s birthday, along with my eldest grandson Nathan, who shared a birthday with her; she would be 29 on Monday, 4 April 2011. Perhaps this was why I was so anxious. I desperately wanted to see her. Maybe this year she would come home for her birthday? If she did, I would be able to laugh at my fears.

			So today, on the day of Becky’s birthday, Steven had turned up on the doorstep and asked me what my plans for the day were. Charlie had gone to work and I had nothing to look forward to except cleaning and ironing. When Steven said he was going to go round to the cottage and start stripping it, I volunteered to help. The place needed an awful lot of work, but that could be sorted; it was close to us, which meant we’d get to see lots of our three other grandchildren, Chelsie aged four, Chanel, three and six-month-old Charlie Thomas. Another reason I wanted to go and help Steven was to distract myself from dwelling on thoughts about the body found at Eastleach. I was still hanging on to the remote hope that Becky might come home today, to celebrate her birthday.

			When we arrived at the cottage, I immediately started work. Steven was laughing at me as I was wearing a black velvet tracksuit with pink wellington boots. He wanted to lift the old wooden flooring so we set to it. I channelled my nervous energy into the task, grateful for the physical nature of the job. It was back-breaking work. As we pulled up the planks, the air in the cottage became stale and dusty. It had got to lunchtime and I suggested that we pop back home for a drink and a sandwich, so we did. I was just about to put the kettle on when we heard the knock on the front door.

			Now the police officers were closing the door behind them. I ran to Steven who was in the living room, standing by the fireplace. My worst fears had been confirmed. The body was Becky’s. My lovely baby was dead. It was as if my instincts had been trying to prepare me for the shock. I had had a feeling it was Becky for days, ever since I’d heard about the body in the field. And yet despite my feelings, despite my certainty, the news still came as a terrible shock and something I couldn’t seem to absorb. My world shattered. To hear this today of all days was devastating. On the day she’d been born, I was told she was dead.

			I clung to Steven and just broke down. I wasn’t in control any more. I felt an actual physical change, as if something died inside me. I couldn’t function, I couldn’t hear or speak. The only thing I could do was cry hysterically. Steven went straight on the phone to Charlie, who came back from work immediately. The world didn’t feel real any longer. We’d descended into a kind of hell.

			A policewoman helped me to sit down. All I could see was my lovely daughter, Becky. I continued to sob uncontrollably. They were talking to me, but all I could take in was it was Becky they had found in the grave.

			‘But it’s her birthday, it’s Becky’s birthday.’ It was all I could manage to weep.

			‘Could we please see Becky’s room?’ DSupt Fulcher asked gently, after a while. I looked at him through a haze of tears; I could see that he was tired, but there was a determination about him that I’d seen in him on the television.

			‘Of course,’ I answered, tearfully.

			I led the way upstairs and opened the door. I’d always kept the room ready for her, waiting for her to come back, as she had many times over the years. It still had all her things there; it was just as she’d left it, despite the fact she hadn’t been here for so long. It was Becky’s room. Typical of many teenage girls, it was full of her personality; the double bed where she would lounge on her pink cushions with her teddy bears, while listening to R&B music. Her artwork hanging on the walls, her fluffy slippers by a bedside cabinet. Now, I was standing in her room with a police officer. He was out of place in there. It was wholly surreal.

			As he looked around, taking it in, I opened the wardrobe. ‘These are some of her presents from the birthdays and Christmases we’ve missed since she left. There’s more in the loft . . .’ It was all I could manage to say before the words choked in my throat. Again, the tears brimmed and blurred my sight. He looked at me. Piled in neat columns were parcels wrapped in Christmas paper. This was where I kept some of Becky’s presents since we’d last seen her, in 2002. They were ready for her to unwrap as soon as she came back. Just because she wasn’t here, I hadn’t forgotten her; she loved Christmas and birthdays. There were two more presents for her today. As I looked at them now, I knew she would never open them. I started sobbing again.

			The officers asked for photographs of Becky and gently started to probe about her history. However, as the news started to sink in I became too distraught to carry on. I couldn’t speak, only cry. I was useless. My head was thumping and all I could think of was Becky. I’d been expecting her to knock on the door today, instead it was the police to tell me she was dead. This couldn’t be happening. Not to Becky.

			The police stayed for about an hour or so, saying they would return tomorrow. The house started to fill with family and friends as the news spread. There were so many people around me, so many tears being shed and questions being asked. I couldn’t take anything in. I was completely overwhelmed. I didn’t want all the people around me. I couldn’t deal with their grief too. I couldn’t cope with my own.

			My nightmares had come true, but now I was in a state of disbelief. It was as if my body was refusing to accept the news. I was shutting down. None of this was real. Becky dead? Not my Becky. I kept seeing her face, seeing her as a baby, on the day she’d been born. This day, 29 years ago. And now she was dead. It was too much.

			I was in such a bad way that the local doctor was called. I was put to bed. Whatever tranquilliser she gave me worked well because I didn’t wake until the following morning. As soon as I opened my eyes the reality of the day before hit me like a hammer blow. The nightmare that had begun yesterday was there again today, and would be every day now. There was an indescribable pain in my chest. My heart felt as if it had literally broken in two. I started to retch, I was going to be sick. I got out of bed and fell to the floor. Crawling on my hands and knees, I made it to the bathroom and threw up.

			Out of my drug-induced sleep, my mind went to a new, dark place, somewhere I’d never been before, a kind of torture chamber, where all manner of horrors greeted me. Becky was dead, so what had happened to her? How had she come to be buried in a field? How had she been murdered? What had that vile animal done to her? His name went round and round in my head, a name I’d heard on the news. Who was he? What had happened? My mind spun with these thoughts. I would have to know. In the meantime, my mind filled in the blanks.

			This was a new form of torment that replaced the fear which had sunk deep into the pit of my stomach when I’d first heard of the body discovered in the field. When I thought of Halliwell, I felt a strong new emotion: pure hatred. I hadn’t woken up with this feeling yesterday, but within the space of 24 hours, things were very different. I knew if I ever found myself near him, I would kill him.

			With these dark thoughts in my mind, I knew somehow I had to face the day. The policewoman returned to see me. She wanted to ask me lots of questions about Becky and in the fog of grief and a relentless stream of tears, I did my best to answer them. I had trouble stringing a coherent sentence together. The sheer pain of knowing she had died in terrible circumstances was overwhelming.

			In my grief I told those around me that I couldn’t live without Becky. I wanted to die too; to me, it was logical. It was the only way I could be with her, to comfort her. My need to be with her felt greater than the need to be here, with everyone else. I scared Charlie; he knew that I meant it. I didn’t want to be in this world any more. Not without Becky. He was on suicide watch from that day on.

			The days followed in a frenzy, as the discovery of Sian and Becky dominated the news. The media went mad, with journalists climbing over the gate and camping en masse outside the house. The local press were running a public appeal for information – ‘Did you know Becky?’ – and were already highlighting other women who had gone missing from Swindon. There was such a hunger for information, we eventually had to put a note on the gate requesting privacy.

			The television was permanently off now; the case had reached saturation coverage and we didn’t want to hear it. We didn’t need to, we were living it. The phones wouldn’t stop ringing, and in the end Charlie walked around carrying our mobiles and the house phones in his pockets. The police had advised us to screen all calls. Ordinarily, when the phone rang, we picked it up without thinking; now we were told to look at the incoming number and if we didn’t recognise it, to cut it off. Apparently, there were some very strange people out there, who could be threatening and abusive in these circumstances. The same went for our cards and letters of condolence. This was a world that was alien to us and I couldn’t believe what was happening.

			There was a constant flow of visitors, phone calls, cards and flowers. Steven and Kelly moved in with our grandchildren. We all wanted to be together at this time, to stay close and safe. Kelly was absolutely amazing at fielding all our visitors, keeping the house tidy, making a constant flow of tea and coffee, all the time with six-month-old Charlie Thomas attached to her hip. Our normal, routine lives dissolved into a disconsolate turmoil of loss, sadness and numb disbelief.

			I continued to help police to build up a picture of Becky and we went back to her room. They needed to go through her things, read her diaries, letters, and try to understand her. They asked me for her story so they could determine what had taken her into the path of her killer, Christopher Halliwell. They wanted to know anything that could contribute to the investigation. There was nothing too small or insignificant I could tell them.

			This gave me a reason to function while I dealt with the pain of knowing I would never see Becky again; the pain of knowing she had been murdered. I was helping them with their enquiries, helping them with their investigation. I could do that. I needed to do that. Anything that would help bring her killer to justice. And so, still unable to believe what was happening to us, I started from the beginning.

		

	
		
			2

			The Early Years

			Over the coming days, I told officers all about Becky and us as a family. They wanted to know everything. It was exhausting answering all their questions, but I was grateful for it because it meant I could think of Becky in happier times. Remembering Becky as a baby and a child now helped to keep the dark thoughts at bay. At least, it did for a few hours.

			Becky was born at precisely 9.20 a.m. on 4 April 1982 at Princess Margaret Hospital, Swindon. My husband John was with me as we watched Becky being delivered into the world. She was a beautiful little baby and so perfect, weighing 7lb 14oz. We wanted a girl so we were over the moon with our lovely new baby. I couldn’t stop cuddling her, she melted my heart.

			My mother chose her name; we drew names from a hat, my mother pulled out Rebecca Louise, which she liked, and so that’s what we called her, Rebecca Louise Godden. Her brother, Steven, was three years older and he clearly loved his little sister. I remember crying with joy as I looked round at my little family; Becky had completed us. I had two beautiful blonde-haired, blue-eyed children.

			Unlike Becky, Steven had been quite a demanding baby; he would keep me awake all night long, refusing to sleep. He would cry constantly, particularly any time he was laid down. Becky was different altogether. She was perfect. She would sleep right through and was very easy to handle. She was a very contented baby, who looked utterly angelic. Everyone who saw her fell in love with her. It was a happy time for us as a family; importantly, I felt we had proved the naysayers wrong.

			I’d married John Godden in 1978. We had known each other for two years before we were married when I was only seventeen and a half years old. Because I was under eighteen, I’d had to get signed permission from my parents in order to marry. Both my parents naturally had reservations about me marrying so young, and they weren’t enamoured of my choice of husband.

			My mum was a very quiet woman. I didn’t take after her, being anything but quiet; it was my sister, Tracey, three years younger than me, who seemed to have Mum’s personality. However, quiet as she was, Mum left me in no doubt that she wasn’t keen on John. Like most mums with their daughters, she thought he wasn’t good enough.

			My father also made it plain how strongly he felt. He asked me to name my price and said he would happily sign me a cheque for any amount if it stopped me marrying John. I hadn’t quite realised the strength of their feeling towards him until then, but I was a rebel. Like many teenagers, all I saw was a life that was independent from my parents and John was my way to it. Perhaps their dislike of him made him all the more attractive to me.

			He was good-looking and I certainly thought I was in love. Perhaps subconsciously, in the two years I’d known him, I had already decided that I could influence him enough to change him into the person I thought he could be. The person I wanted him to be. And, for all I knew, he was thinking the same about me. I thought I knew what I was doing, but I was so naive. Little did I know at the time that my thoughts of independence would be very short-lived, as I fell pregnant within three months of our marrying. What was it my parents saw that I clearly had not? I was strong-willed, defiant, determined – I knew what I was doing. If they didn’t give their blessing I threatened to run away to Gretna Green. Reluctantly, they signed the consent form and we were married.

			At the time of Becky’s birth three years later, both Steven and I were living with my mum and my sister in Swindon. By then, Mum and Dad had split up. John was working away in Newport, South Wales and staying with his parents there. We had been living apart like this for nearly ten months, as John had to move to where the work was and that happened to be in Wales. He’d recently found a better job and I was waiting to move there too, where we were hoping to buy our first house instead of going into a rental property.

			Not that I wanted to leave my family in Swindon. With a toddler and a new baby, I had my hands full while John worked away. I was so grateful for the amazing support Mum and Tracey gave me. They spoilt Steven and baby Becky with love and attention. Nothing was too much trouble, even though it seemed we turned the house upside down. Steven had an enquiring little mind and would get up to all manner of things. We had to have eyes in the back of our heads. Once, we found him behind the television merrily sticking a screw driver in the back of it, which he thought he was fixing. With his antics, I needed all the help I could get.

			However, with John in Wales, we had no choice but to leave. Somehow I would have to manage without them. Within a few months of Becky’s birth, I made the move down to Newport and, for the first time, all four of us were together. While I missed my family back in Wiltshire, I was determined to make a go of things.

			With our new home, John’s new job and our two adorable children, I felt as though I had it all. I loved our children so much as they gave me so much joy. I used to dress them in co-ordinating outfits when we went out, with Steven always managing to stay clean and Becky always managing to get something down her. Steven continued to be a typically lively little boy, while Becky was completely different, quieter with a lovely gentle nature. Despite the differences in their personalities, they got on very well together, which was so special to watch.

			The little community we lived in just outside Newport was perfect. The location of the house was so pretty, with a small river nearby. I quickly made friends with our elderly neighbours, who would look after us with veg from their garden, and I would fetch them bits of shopping and look in on them. They loved to see the children. I used to take Steven and Becky down to the river, where we’d sit with a little picnic and watch the birds. The countryside around there was so tranquil and beautiful. We made friends with other couples and easily integrated into life in Wales.

			This idyllic time was unfortunately short-lived. Things were not quite how I had imagined they would be. The time that John had spent without me had seen him carve out a single life for himself, which he seemed reluctant to give up now we were back together. I could understand him wanting to find his own company after work, particularly as he had been living with his parents for the best part of a year. He now had a good social life, largely governed by going to pubs and nightclubs with his colleagues. But now I was there with the children, he still wanted to carry on doing this as if nothing had changed for him. The fact that he now had a wife and children to go home to didn’t seem to register. I knew he needed downtime after working all week, but I started to resent the number of hours he spent away from us at the pub.

			I quickly started to see that the time we had spent apart had totally changed us as a couple. Unfortunately, we seemed to want very different things. John came from a large family and soon made it clear that he wanted more children, as many as four, he said, whereas I was happy with two. He also wanted me to be a stay-at-home mum, but within a short space of time, with a mortgage on our new home, the burden of finances soon became an issue. We argued about money, with him spending what little we had left going down the pub, fishing and buying bootleg records. This behaviour wasn’t what I was expecting; we were no longer teenagers, we were parents, with responsibilities. With two young children, there were more pressing things to spend our money on than records. For some reason, John couldn’t see that.

			Contrary to John’s wishes, I decided I needed a job and found one as a supervisor at Tesco’s in Newport. This was a job I could do in the evening, just for a few hours, to help us financially. I wanted more for us, and didn’t know how to make that happen by any other way than hard work. A few hours soon grew into more; I found myself able to earn good money if I included a night shift, so one night a week I worked from 6 p.m. to 6 a.m.

			After two years, I realised I wanted to move back to Swindon to be nearer my family. I liked it in Wales, because of my friends and my job, but I missed the support system of my mum and sister. I was struggling to juggle work around the children, and with John working all day it started to feel we were being pulled in different directions. With large cracks appearing in our relationship, John and I put our house near Newport up for sale and looked to find another back in Swindon.

			While the house was on the market, I made the move back with the children to live with my sister and her husband-to-be, Tony. This left John to carry on working and oversee the sale of the house. With the help of Mum and Tracey to look after the children, I quickly managed to find a job. Luckily, Steven and Becky enjoyed each other’s company and played well together, which made looking after them easy. Becky was a little giggler and would play with her teddy bears and dolls for hours. In fact, she was like a little doll herself: she was very petite, taking after my grandmother Iris, who was also very tiny.

			Eventually, the house in Wales sold and we managed to buy a house in the Rodbourne area of Swindon. Houses here were more expensive than in Newport, so it was difficult to find something that compared with what we had. We settled on the only house we could afford for the location we wanted to live in. The property was built in the 1960s and nothing had been done to it; it didn’t even have any central heating. Because we’d had to pay more, we didn’t have any spare money to fix it up. But we were together, in our own home, and at the time that was the only thing which mattered. I had every hope that things would improve between John and me now we were back in Swindon. I was determined to make things work between us.

			My grandfather found John a job working in Yorkshire Imperial Plastics as a forklift driver. Unfortunately, despite all these positive aspects, we continued to have different ideas for our relationship. John continued to envisage us having more children. I was adamant I didn’t want that. For a start, we could barely manage financially with two children as it was. Because we were both working, the only day we had together as a family was Sunday. Not unnaturally, John would also like to go to the pub on Sunday, the only day he could.

			Again, I started to resent this. As I saw it, instead of playing with his children, or spending time with them, he preferred to go to the pub. I couldn’t ignore it any longer; as I looked ahead all I could see was this becoming our routine, the norm. He was carving a groove for our life that I had no intention of following.

			The trouble was, I seemed to have lost the ability to influence him. Financially, we had taken a step backwards returning to Swindon and I was keen for us to turn the situation around. Things needed doing in the house, the children were getting older and the only way we were going to get on was by working hard. I enjoyed working, which I felt John resented me for. Despite the problems between us, the children were happy. I made sure they weren’t witness to our rows and deepening discontent, as they continued to spend time with Mum, Tracey and our grandparents. When Tracey married her husband, Tony, in 1988, I was matron of honour, with Steven a pageboy, dressed in his smart little bowtie and cummerbund, and Becky, in a pretty cerise pink dress, also a bridesmaid. They behaved wonderfully. Tracey looked beautiful and she and Tony made a lovely couple. They were obviously so right for each other. A week before, John and I’d had a massive row and on the day of the wedding we weren’t speaking. Despite that, it was a really special day and I was determined that John wouldn’t spoil it for us.

			On the following Monday, I took the children to school and went on to work. That night, John didn’t return home. I thought he had gone out on a drinking session and that he would be back, but he never returned. He had left us. Steven was nine and Becky was six.

			I tried to keep it from Steven and Becky at first by making excuses for his absence, but, of course, they were quick to notice after only a few days, that he was gone. Naturally, they wanted to know where he was, but I couldn’t tell them as I didn’t know myself. It was a shock to them. As they cried, I was left to comfort them. I still thought John would return.

			I tried to hide the fact that John had gone from his parents, but that became impossible when John’s mother was hospitalised and I had no way of making contact to tell him. I had to admit to his father, Pete, that I didn’t know where he was. John had gone off the radar. Pete and I had always got on; he used to say I was John’s backbone and that he would crumble without me. He sympathised with my predicament, but now we needed to find him.

			Pete managed to track John down; he’d been sleeping at one of his friends’ houses. Pete tried to help sort things out between us, but it was now beyond that, such were our differences. I wanted a better life for us and wanted to work hard to get it, but John only saw me as a housewife with more children. He accused me of being a workaholic, saying that was all that interested me. I was frustrated with John as he seemed to show no ambition or drive to want us to get on in life. It was as if it didn’t occur to him. He just wanted to do his own thing, which now predictably involved the pub and fishing. He wanted a stay-at-home wife, surrounded by children. I felt that if that was how it was to be, we were better off without him. I think Pete appreciated this too. Things had finally come to a head. The tension between us over these issues was insurmountable. We wanted different things from life.

			With John gone, I tried to keep Steven and Becky occupied so that life remained as normal as possible for them. With me having a full-time job to hold down, they spent a lot of time after school and at weekends with Mum and Tracey, with John’s sister, Lynn, also keeping in touch. I’d known Lynn since she was a little girl and had always got on with her. I had a very good friend as well, Shirley Bunn, who also helped out with childcare after school, as did my good neighbour Sharon. It was a struggle to keep it all together and I was lucky having such good friends and family at so difficult a time.

			Due to the sudden turmoil of John leaving, Steven and Becky remained my priority. Things were different for them and I was determined to do all I could to lessen the impact. I had to be both parents now, as well as the main wage earner. Despite everything, they both continued to be well behaved and well mannered, something I always strived to instil in them. Even Steven, my little rebel, was well behaved at home, although he struggled to be the same at school. The notion that he would need to sit still and learn things from books was lost on him. To Steven, school was a penance, something to be endured until he could escape and do his own thing. He never enjoyed his school experience.

			By contrast, Becky was clearly happy at primary and junior school, despite what was happening at home. She liked to be top of her class and would work hard at attracting praise from teachers. She was a favourite with them. She may have been the smallest in the class, but was one of the brightest. She loved learning, soaking up information she gained from school projects she undertook such as on history, anatomy and the universe. She particularly loved reading and poetry and always had her head in a book. In fact, she would rather stay inside and read than go out in the playground. She was the same at home, wanting to continue reading when it was time for bed.

			‘Come on, Becky, turn your light off now,’ I’d have to say to her.

			‘I just need to finish one more page,’ she would answer.

			‘No, come on, read it tomorrow.’

			‘OK.’

			And as she turned off her light, I would pretend to go. Instead, I’d watch at the door as she pulled up her duvet over her head and, using a torch, she would carry on reading under the cover. It made me smile as I’d done exactly the same at her age. Despite being a shy little girl, she was very popular, with lots of friends. She loved gymnastics and the activities at the Brownies. But, despite her outward behaviour, deep down Becky missed her dad terribly. The shock of John suddenly leaving certainly had an enormous effect on Becky, and to a lesser degree Steven too. There were times when they would both cry to see their dad, so John started visiting them.

			I suggested that he could come to the house on a Saturday and have the kids while I was at work. That way, they would be in their home with their toys and would be more relaxed. I would bake and cook the night before so they all had a meal they could eat together. Steven and Becky certainly seemed to enjoy him coming to see them. He was so laid-back with them; not for the first time I would return home to hear John saying: ‘Just you wait till your mum comes home, I’m going to tell her you’ve been naughty and then you’ll see.’

			The arrangement worked well for a few weeks, but then John started to turn up late, then not at all; he had been out drinking, or had overslept. The novelty quickly wore off. I couldn’t rely on him to look after the children on Saturdays while I worked and had to make alternative arrangements, many times at short notice, when he failed to show up. It was disruptive, both to me at work and for the children to not know where they were, or who would be looking after them.

			With this turn of events, I started divorced proceedings. There seemed little point in delaying things. I wanted a clean break. The children also deserved more stability and certainty. It was proving to be a constant struggle to keep things going financially as, by now, John hadn’t been contributing to our finances for some time, and although I’d kept up with my half of the mortgage payments, the house became subject of a repossession order. It was an extremely stressful time.

			I explained to the children about the divorce and what it meant in terms they could understand. There were books for children on the subject which helped me to describe what would happen. However, I didn’t feel it was appropriate to mention the issue of custody. A hearing was set to resolve this but John failed to turn up.

			In court, in his absence, I was awarded £1.25 per child per week. It didn’t even cover their school dinners. I was outraged. I felt it was the ultimate insult from him. I didn’t care about not receiving any maintenance for myself, but I was incensed on behalf of Steven and Becky. Neither could I believe such a sum was acceptable to the judge.

			‘Is that what you think my children are worth?’ I asked the judge. ‘Well, you can tell him to stick his £1.25 a week. Tell him to put it towards another pint. I will bring my children up myself.’

			I was so disgusted. I wanted the judge to be in no doubt how I felt, so I immediately left the courtroom with my solicitor running after me.

			‘You can’t do this,’ he said as he struggled to keep up with me as I strode out of the court, ‘You can’t walk out and leave the court like this.’

			‘I just have,’ I told him. I was so angry.

			I was granted sole custody of the children, but was stung by such a paltry offer of £1.25 a week for each of them. How on earth were they meant to survive on £2.50 a week? Well, I was determined to make up for it; I would make sure they didn’t go without.

			I had been awarded the house, so I immediately remortgaged and saved it from repossession. We at least had a roof over our heads. But I was living on my nerves as I was well aware everything rested on my income. I felt as if I was living on a tightrope, trying to keep my balance with the mortgage like a millstone round my neck.

			At the time of the divorce, I was working in Debenhams on the YSL cosmetics section. I knew I needed to earn more money, and when I saw a new bridal concession was joining the store, I applied for and was offered the manager’s position. In the circumstances, it probably wasn’t the ideal job at that stage. I found myself wanting to tell everyone I saw trying on wedding dresses not to do it. My experience of married life had left me cynical. Men were fickle and unreliable and I was better off without them. But this was my job and I needed the money, so I put on an encouraging smile for prospective brides and helped them to choose a dress for their big day. Hopefully, they’d be luckier than I had been.

			The hours were nine to five thirty with a late night on a Thursday, and days off on Friday and Sunday. I was a single mum now with a mountain of bills and financial responsibilities. I certainly felt the weight of the situation. My wages were stretched to breaking point. But I was ridiculously proud and would not ask for any financial help. Luckily, I had good people around me who could see our little family unit depended entirely on me.

			My friends were so kind to me; they knew my position and would give me clothes their children had grown out of. I was so grateful for this. They would even buy me sandwiches for my lunch, knowing that I couldn’t afford to feed myself during the day. Everyone rallied round us. My Nan would buy me a joint of beef at the weekend, enough for us to have a decent Sunday roast, with vegetables from granddad’s garden. Mum and Tracey would buy Steven and Becky items of new clothing; they loved their gifts. It was hard, but with help from friends and family, we were just about managing to scrape by. Then I discovered I was to be made redundant.

			I knew I couldn’t wait for it to happen, so I immediately applied for a different job within Debenhams, this time for Equator Luggage. I got it, along with £5,000 more a year – I was elated. It turned out to be a good move. It was hard work, but I threw myself into it. Then, within six months, I was promoted to area manager with a region to look after.

			But it wasn’t all work; I made sure that me, Steven and Becky did things together. We all had push bikes and, especially in the summer months, we would all go out riding together. On one occasion we went out bike riding and I fell off. Steven and Becky’s co-ordination on a bike was much better than mine and I soon found myself flat on the pavement. We were near to Tracey and Tony’s so in we went for a cup of tea and for me to clean up my bloodied hands and knees. We were all in the garden and as we were about to head back Tracey asked Tony to get some apples for us from a large apple tree. Not needing to be asked twice, Tony climbed to the top where the apples were largest.

			As he was doing this, we suddenly heard a large crack and the branch Tony was holding on to started to fall, unable to hold his weight. As he held on tight, the branch gradually came away from the rest of the tree. Tracey and I sat laughing, it was such a funny sight, but as we laughed, Becky was crying, fearful for him falling to the ground. Tony and the branch came to earth with a small bump with no harm done. The children rushed to make sure he was alright while Tracey and I were in hysterics.

			Although the branch had broken off the tree, Tracey managed to successfully replant a part of it in the garden, something that the children were particularly pleased about. It was an incident that we still laughed about in the years to come and which we remembered at a most poignant time in the future.

			Not long after, thanks to a tax rebate, the three of us went abroad for the first time. My friend Jenny, who I had met through work, offered the three of us her apartment in Spain. It was an extra treat for Becky, who had fallen off her bike a few weeks before and chipped her kneecap, resulting in surgery and a plaster cast. It came off a week before we were due to go, and then just a few days later she hurt her leg again! I called an ambulance and as she was put in the back she announced to the paramedics, ‘My mum is a spare parent.’ They laughed as they knew she meant ‘single’ parent. Fortunately, nothing was going to stop us going. We got some crutches and the three of us had our two-week holiday in Spain. We had an absolute ball, thanks to Jenny. It was just what we all needed.

			We all became even closer over the next few years as we made a good team. Becky was coming up for leaving junior school. She was 11 years old by now and after the summer holiday would be starting senior school. Till now, she remained the same sweet-natured girl who helped me around the house. On Sundays my grandparents would visit for tea and we’d bake, with Becky helping to make the cakes and decorate them.

			She was a very loving little girl, who liked sitting in my lap for cuddles and was constantly giggling – in fact she was known as ‘the giggler’. She used to put her hand across her mouth as she giggled, as if she was shy. She loved nature and animals and gravitated towards any cats and dogs. She especially liked learning about all the different creatures there were in the garden. She would often stay with me in the garden for this reason and help plant seeds with me in the greenhouse. Her love of Disney grew out of her love of animals, as she loved to watch the films depicting the animation of her favourite characters. Things were settled and seemed to be going well for us.

			As the kids grew older the demands on my income increased; I was also struggling to pay the mortgage and didn’t want to keep relying on my family. My sister, Tracey, had a boy and girl of her own now – Sam and Laura – and would still support me by looking after Steven and Becky when I was working. She was marvellous; however, trying to keep things all together financially was a huge struggle. But I knew I couldn’t give up.

			I was still working full time with my area supervisor job. My workload had become greater as I travelled around the region to London and Bristol. But, as time went on, we needed more money. I couldn’t rely on John for anything. I felt he had long nailed his colours to the mast. Moreover, he’d also found a new partner.

			Becky felt this keenly, feeling pushed out. She continued to miss him, but I felt John had washed his hands of us. Well, I was determined to make up for him, we didn’t need him.

			During this time, I started studying aromatherapy at college once a week. I realised that I needed another string to my bow, something that I could fall back on in an emergency. The threat of redundancy a few years ago had shown me how financially precarious my situation was. With everything resting on me, I knew I needed a skill I could perhaps develop into a further income stream. This had to be something I could fit around my day job and the children. Aromatherapy was something that interested me. After discussing this with my mum and grandparents, they generously offered to pay for the course and my books. I rose to the challenge. I loved it; it was so different from my nine-to-five job and I really enjoyed learning. After studying for two years and juggling home and work, I passed the exams with flying colours.
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