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  PROLOGUE




  I sat outside the doors of the courtroom, trying desperately to take deep breaths but unable to get enough air inside my lungs. I stared at the clock as a million images ran

  through my mind, images of what he had done to me. I’d read through my statement the night before to refresh my mind. I didn’t know what I was going to say, exactly, as I took the

  stand. But all I needed to do was tell the truth. That the man sitting opposite me had abused me again and again from the age of ten, how he had taken away my innocence, stolen my childhood.




  It seemed as though the hands on the clock were barely moving, as though time itself was standing still. I glanced down at my smart outfit and smoothed my skirt, noticing then that my hands and

  legs were trembling.




  Come on, Terrie. Pull yourself together. I knew this was the one and only chance I would get to tell the world what he had done to me and see him brought to justice. He’s not the

  one in control anymore; you are. I had been a child when the sexual, and emotional, abuse had begun. But now I was older, and stronger, and the time had come for me to take a stand.




  I pulled myself up straight, just as the polished wooden door swung open and an official-looking lady appeared, giving me a brief nod. I could hear people inside the courtroom, solicitors and

  court officials, speaking to one another in hushed voices.




  ‘You can go in now, Terrie,’ she said. ‘Are you ready?’




  I nodded. This is it, I thought. This is what I’ve been waiting for all these years. A chance to put my sickening past behind me once and for all. As I stepped through the

  doors and took a deep breath, I felt all eyes on me and became aware of the deafening silence. Then, from across the room, I saw him . . .




  
 





  ONE




  Cuddles From My Daddy




  I spun around, turning my back to everyone and folding my arms across my four-year-old chest.




  ‘No!’ I cried. ‘I don’t want to get dressed here!’


  

  Liz, my mum’s friend who lived with us, laughed. ‘Don’t be silly, Terrie,’ she replied.

  ‘No one is watching you. Now, nightie off and clothes on!’




  I looked at Liz and slipped the nightie over my head, shivering a little as I clasped my arms around my tiny naked body. Then I lifted one leg up to step into the underwear she was holding out.




  ‘Good girl.’ She smiled. ‘See? No need to make a fuss.’


  

  In our house, my clothes were kept upstairs in my bedroom, but for some reason my knickers were kept in a drawer downstairs in the living room. And part of my daily routine was to get dressed down there. The room was always full of adults, with my dad, one uncle and two great-uncles sitting around, and I

  always felt at least one pair of eyes on me, staring at my naked flesh. Even at that young age, it made me feel uncomfortable.




  I quickly pulled my dress over my head. Now I could go and play with my My Little Ponies upstairs, one of the few secondhand toys I had. Over my shoulder, I could see my great-uncle Pat leering

  at me. In his late sixties, he looked like a comic figure, always wearing jeans four sizes too big for his skinny frame, held up by braces. As usual, he had his Polaroid camera with him, ready and

  waiting to snatch a quick photo. Born with a cleft palate, Pat couldn’t close his mouth properly and would drool when he smiled, covering the same blue jumper he always wore with patches of

  saliva. And whenever he took photos of me, he smiled.




  ‘Stop it,’ I said, trying to dodge him as he raised his camera in my direction again. I’d heard him snapping away when I took off my nightie but I hadn’t said anything

  then – I knew it was best just to concentrate on getting dressed as quickly as possible. As usual, everyone else ignored his behaviour. My other great-uncle, Ron, carried on stirring his tea,

  Mum sat in her chair looking vacant, and Liz didn’t seem to notice. Dad was in the bathroom.




  I didn’t know why Uncle Pat liked taking so many pictures, all instantly produced and then shoved into his pocket. Sometimes I poked my tongue out cheekily just before he clicked.




  I lived with my mum, Carole, my dad, Reg, my two great-uncles, Ron and Pat, an uncle, Simon, my nan, Margaret, and Mum’s friend, Liz – all in an ordinary

  four-bedroomed council house on an estate in Stevenage. From the outside we were one big, hectic family, with my father Reg at the hub. Stocky, with dark receding hair, Dad didn’t have a

  single tooth in his head. ‘I had some false teeth but a dog buried them in the garden,’ he’d laugh. It didn’t stop him from being able to eat, though; clamping down with his

  hard gums, he’d eat anything. He was a very popular man, and was always helping out friends and neighbours. He was seen as the local Mr Fixit, always doing DIY, always making time for people.

  Especially single women. If he heard that a woman was on her own, he’d knock on her door and offer to do any jobs. His drinking pals knew he had a vicious temper on him, but they loved him

  too. He would bowl down the road, a big smile on his face, waving to people as he went. But inside our four walls we saw a very different side to the man who all the neighbours thought was

  wonderful.




  Even when I was very young, I knew that he had been convicted as a sex offender, and although I understood it was a bad thing, no one ever explained exactly what that meant. Abusive, both

  sexually and physically, my father used me as either his punch bag or sex toy, depending on what mood he was in.




  It was obvious from the start that I stood little chance of a normal, loving upbringing. My mother was born on 9 December 1958, to my grandparents Margaret and Ted, and grew up in Hitchin, a few

  miles up the road from Stevenage. My nan was a lovely soft-spoken little lady, but she’d suffered from manic depression all her life. I only met Ted, my grandad, once, when he was being

  transferred from prison to a mental unit. I don’t know what he was being treated for. Mum said he’d stopped talking, so he was sent to a secure mental hospital. I also don’t know

  what he was in prison for on that occasion, but previously he’d served time for raping my mum. He carried out the attacks when she was between the ages of seventeen and nineteen, never having

  touched her before.




  From as far back as I can remember, I knew of Mum’s abuse by my grandad. Nothing like that was hidden in our family. Mum and the other adults openly talked about sex, and about Mum’s

  background of abuse as though it was a normal aspect of everyday life. Mum had been terrified of my grandad, and was raped at night, when Nan was in another room, completely unaware of what was

  happening to her daughter. Perhaps my mothers own mental health problems were caused by the abuse she suffered, or perhaps it was hereditary. I will probably never know.




  Mum eventually escaped my grandparents’ house and met and married one of her first boyfriends, a man called Phil. He was her childhood sweetheart and looked the spitting image of Patrick

  Swayze, with the charm to match. But behind his Hollywood-esque smile, he was a man with a violent temper, who was always embroiled in fights and dodgy goings-on. Turning a blind eye, though, and

  happy to escape Grandad, Mum set up a new life. Feeling safe in her new home, one evening she plucked up the courage to confide in her new husband about the sexual abuse she’d suffered.

  ‘He forced himself on me,’ she said, tears streaming down her face.




  She had hoped to unburden herself and finally to feel safe and protected by her new husband, but was shocked when his reaction was far from what she had expected. A rage descended over his face

  and he punched her hard repeatedly, crying, ‘You dirty whore’ over and over.




  Mum fell to the ground, sobbing, but as broken as she was, somehow she found a determination to find justice. After Phil was finished, she stood up, and decided then and there to report her

  father to the police the very next day. I’m not sure what snapped inside of her. Perhaps this new violence was the final straw, or maybe she felt she had to prove to Phil that she

  hadn’t deserved what her father had done. Whatever it was, this horrific beating made her want to tell the authorities.




  Mum told me she pressed charges and, through her testimony, Grandad was sent to jail. My grandmother was horrified when she discovered what had been going on, and she had the first of many

  nervous breakdowns. Later it also emerged that Grandad’s brother, Pat, who moved in with us, was a paedophile who liked taking indecent pictures of children. I’ve no idea what went

  wrong in that family to produce two perverts. Perhaps Grandads father had abused them? Perhaps another family member? It’s hard to know.




  Born to a decent family in Vauxhall, both Nan’s parents worked, her father as a metal sheet worker and her mother in a launderette. Although her brother Ron suffered from learning

  difficulties, her sister Vera did well for herself, working as a hairdresser. My mum’s abuse at the hands of my grandad came as a big shock to Nan’s side of the family. It was the sort

  of thing that had never happened in her family before. But, little did Nan realize then, it would trigger a cycle of abuse not to be broken for another generation. And one I’d suffer

  alone.




  After Grandad’s conviction, Mum spent a reasonably happy, although chaotic, few years married to Phil. She supported him through his ups and downs and the pair made a sociable, lively

  couple. Then one evening, Phil came home covered in blood.




  ‘Take these to the launderette,’ he growled at his young wife. Used to her husband getting into scrapes, Mum did what she was asked without a moment’s hesitation. It was only

  when the police knocked on her door a day later that she began to worry that something really terrible had happened.




  Phil was arrested and charged with murder. Mum was asked to testify in court and the story that emerged horrified her. Phil and a few accomplices had tried to mug an old lady, but through a haze

  of drink and violence it had turned very nasty. The woman was found almost split in two after she’d been sexually abused with a tree branch.




  Totally devastated by what her husband had done, Mum didn’t hesitate to stand up in court against him. She divorced him while he was serving his prison sentence. And while he was banged up

  inside for fifteen years without parole, it was then that Phil met my father, Reg.




  Reg was also serving a sentence but for years after his release no one was sure what it was for. He had a daughter, Sarah, from a previous relationship, and he told people he was doing time for

  beating up Sarah’s boyfriend for making her pregnant, but eventually it emerged that he’d been raping her himself and was in fact the father of her child.




  Mum didn’t know any of this when Reg knocked on her door shortly after he left prison.




  Phil had asked Reg to ‘look after’ his now ex-wife, so, when he turned up, telling my vulnerable mum he was there to look after her, she believed him.




  Lonely and rather naïve, my twenty-one-year-old mum, although wary at first, was quickly taken in by the dark-haired charmer, who always waltzed around with a trilby hat placed on his head

  at a jaunty angle. Despite an age gap of fourteen-odd years, the pair of them hit it off and were married a couple of years later in February 1981. Finally, Mum thought that she’d met a man

  who would look after her in the way a husband should. But he was known in the area as a sex offender. Did Mum know this when she married him and had a child with him? I can’t answer. I would

  prefer to think that she didn’t find out until it was too late.




  I was born five years after they met, on 7 July 1984, when Mum was twenty-five and Dad was forty-nine. When I was two, we moved from our home in Essex to a four-bedroomed council house in

  Stevenage. This house would be the scene of a nightmare I would live through every day for the next eight years of my childhood.




  My first memory is of falling out of a little buggy I was playing in over some brickwork dad had built in the back garden, bashing my head on the paving. Dad ran downstairs

  when he heard my screams. Sweeping me up in his arms, he took me into the bathroom, where he grabbed a yellow sponge and dabbed my head to mop up the crimson blood.




  ‘You’ll be okay,’ he soothed.




  I soon calmed down. ‘Thank you, Daddy,’ I said.




  He gently tapped me under the chin with his index finger.




  ‘I told you I’d make it better, eh?’ he said. I smiled back at him and jumped down from where I was seated at the sink. As I left, he grabbed my arm. ‘You’re a

  terror, little Terrie, aren’t you!’




  That was his nickname for me. ‘Terrie the Terror’. I didn’t know what it meant then. Later on, I grew to realize that perhaps he saw in me the same spirit he’d managed to

  squash in Mum and everyone else in the family. A spirit I am very proud of today.




  I ran outside again, to pickup my dolly to play. I loved pushing the baby doll around in the buggy, pretending to be a mummy. It was pure escapism, setting up tiny cups and saucers for tea and

  dressing her up. I spent hours chattering to myself, and my dolly, telling her how to behave. Maybe I liked playing mummy as I didn’t see much of my own. She never seemed to be around when it

  came to caring for me and was probably upstairs in bed or sitting on her chair in the living room. After having me she became very depressed, just like her own mother, my nan, had done after the

  birth of my mum. Since the trial against her father, she’d suffered from depression, and having a baby appeared to tip her over the edge. She’d sit in silence for days without eating

  and only drinking when someone made her tea.




  After singing to my dolly, I pretended to feed her some dinner. But I felt the plastic plate slip out of my hands as Dad looked in my direction.




  ‘Making more mess, eh, Terrie?’ he yelled. ‘What have I told you about your toys?’




  I held my breath, frozen with fear. Even then I knew Dad’s moods could change like the wind. One minute he could be sweet as pie and the next he would give me a swipe with the back of his

  hand. I grew up anticipating his every move. I never knew what to expect.




  ‘Sorry, Daddy,’ I said, my eyes silently pleading for his mood to pass. Thankfully this time his face softened. I quickly picked up the plastic plate from the floor.




  ‘Just keep your things in your bedroom,’ he growled.




  Soon after we moved into the house in Stevenage, our family unit began to grow. My nan was the first to come and live with us. She had been living in Essex but was finding it

  difficult coping without any family nearby, so Mum agreed to take her in. Then came my great-uncle Pat, my grandad’s brother, and Ron, my nan’s brother. Simon, Mum’s brother, also

  came to live with us. Both Ron and Simon suffered from learning difficulties. I was told that Simon had grown up an intelligent child but that when he was eleven, his father threw him on to a bed

  during a row, and he hit his head on the iron bedstead. After weeks in hospital, he was released with a brain injury that he would never recover from.




  Now in his late twenties, he was like a child in an overweight man’s body. Unable to read or write, he never worked and sat all day fixing model aeroplanes in his bedroom. He had a playful

  streak and sometimes would flip over the dining-room chairs, and turn them into ‘boats’. Very occasionally I’d play with him too, but most often he liked to play alone. Sometimes

  for fun he liked to burn pieces of paper in an ashtray in his bedroom. That always drove Dad mental, causing a terrible row. Every week when Simon collected his benefit money, he’d buy me a

  pack of Opal Fruits and a bag of cheese and onion Walkers crisps. It was the same every week and he never said anything when he gave them to me, but I always looked forward to them and would give

  him a big smile in return.




  Ron was a big-built balding geezer in his late fifties, who hung around the house all day long as he had no friends at all. He’d spend most of his days peeling potatoes

  for Dad and helping him boil them. He was like a living shadow, always there but not taking part in any conversation unless it was to row with Dad, who hated him. On the whole, Ron and Simon kept

  themselves to themselves. It was Pat, who I called Pervy Pat, that I had to watch out for. But all the lodgers kept Dad in the money, so he let them stay. Ron and Simon paid £50 a week each

  just for their room, and Pat paid £90. Although he never worked, Dad was always rolling in money. Yet that didn’t stop him from finding the cheapest (and most dangerous) way possible to

  heat our house. We had Calor Gas cylinders standing in the middle of every room with a naked flame on top to heat the area around them as that was cheaper than switching on the central heating.




  ‘Go near fire, you get burned,’ Dad would hiss at me. So I never did, although how there weren’t any accidents, I’ll never know. I only remember Liz burning her hand

  once.




  Liz, my mum’s friend, whom I called Auntie Liz, had just split up with a violent partner and needed a roof over her head, so she joined us too. A flighty, dark-haired lady, she was always

  trying to ‘make’ something of herself and signing up for college courses to try and get ahead. Compared to the other lodgers she got on the best with Dad. Sometimes I heard her laughing

  in his bedroom at night while Mum was downstairs sitting in her chair, and although Liz went out of her way to avoid Dad’s temper like everyone else, she used to say that ‘his heart was

  in the right place’. Liz was always in and out, busy doing something, but as far as the adults went in the house, she was the only one who appeared to pay me much attention. Well, positive

  attention.




  With so many people living under one roof, it was a tight squeeze. Mum and Dad had the biggest bedroom, and Liz and I shared a room. She slept in a single bed, while I slept in a sleeping bag

  with a Coca-Cola logo, on a bare mattress with no pillow. Ron and Pat slept in bunk beds in another room and Simon was in the other, while my nan slept downstairs on the sofa. Eventually Pat moved

  into his own room when Nan got a new council flat and Simon moved in with her, as he and Ron argued like cat and dog.




  The house was a reasonable size, but not only was it filled with people, it was also filled to the brim with junk of every description. Huge cheap chipboard dressers lined all the walls and

  behind their glass doors were masses of ornaments, clocks and brick-a-brac. The walls hadn’t been decorated for as long as I could remember; the wallpaper was blue with pink flowers. The

  carpet was a dirty red colour, tatty and totally coated in our German Shepherd dog Kim’s molted fur. Mum liked her trinkets and part of her illness meant that she’d grown addicted to

  buying things, shoving them away carelessly and never dusting anything. Dad meanwhile had an obsession with anything made from brass. He collected plates and figurines which he’d nail to the

  wall where they collected dirt and tarnished quickly. His pride and joy was a pair of swords hung above the living-room door.




  Our cramped house and everyone in it was ruled with an iron rod by Dad. No one dared stand up to him as his patience was paper thin and his temper violent and unpredictable. From as far back as

  I could remember we were all scared of him. With just one look he could silence anyone, and he wasn’t scared to use his fists either. It didn’t take much to set him off: a burnt piece

  of toast, a cup of tea not made the way he liked it. Or even me just walking past him too quickly or too slowly. I was permanently walking on eggshells. His favourite way to slap was a hard

  back-hander aimed at the back of my head. Once, when I was about five, I accidentally got under his feet while he was in the kitchen. Bam! I felt the slam of his open palm cracking on the back of

  my head before he even said anything.




  ‘Move!’ he yelled, as I wailed, clutching my head. I hadn’t meant to do anything to deserve a slap. But then I never did. Although his nickname for me was ‘Terrie the

  Terror’, the reality was that I was terrified of him. He used to always tell me I was ‘trouble’. Sometimes he was joking, and sometimes he almost said it with a touch of pride.

  But most of the time there was nothing light-hearted about it.




  ‘I will have to watch out for you,’ he’d say. But I’d already learned that it was I who needed to watch out for him.




  With Mum often asleep or in a trance due to her depression and the medication the doctor had given her, my nan occasionally looked after me but Liz was my main carer. I always

  felt as though she adored me in a way I wished Mum did, as she would get me up and dressed in the morning. She’d be the one to make me breakfast and help me in the bath at night, although

  when Dad did occasionally let us put the radiators on, Mum or Dad would hang my jammies on one to make them warm for me to jump into – one of the few times they showed genuine care for me.

  But Liz was rarely home all day as she tended to be at college and she was always talking about moving out and getting on with her life with whatever boyfriend she had at the time.




  Living with Dad and his rules wasn’t easy. He decided what happened, who slept where, what we had to eat. I never remember any meals apart from pork joints and boiled potatoes. With so

  many mouths to feed, Dad budgeted and cooked for everyone every night. He’d mash up the potatoes, boil the meat, and then dump it on the plates without any sauce or anything. No one

  complained. And my uncles, Nan and Mum couldn’t afford to have anything else, so they ate what they were given. There was a small dining table extended out into a six-seater, but I

  wasn’t allowed to sit at that. I had to go and sit on the floor in the room next door. I didn’t mind, though. As long as I was left in peace to eat, and could maybe watch TV afterwards,

  avoiding Dad and Pat, then it was the best evening I could hope for. Often Dad put on a horror film for me before I went to bed. We had over five hundred videos, piled everywhere. From an early age

  I’d watch 18-rated films such as Halloween and Nightmare on Elm Street. I didn’t find them scary, I found them funny, but compared to what I was living through it was

  little wonder.




  I wasn’t shown a huge amount of life outside our four walls. I was never taken anywhere except to nearby Hitchin town centre to go shopping or for summertime trips to the beach at

  Southend. Occasionally, Dad would take me to the Working Man’s Club in The Oval, Stevenage, where I’d watch him get drunk with his friends. He’d sit me at a table, buy me a glass

  of squash, then say in a low, menacing voice, ‘Sit there and DON’T MOVE’. And I didn’t, all night.




  I became good at people-watching, kicking my legs under the table, while I sucked on my orange cordial through a straw. Sometimes I also got a bag of cheese and onion crisps as a treat. The most

  important thing, though, was that I didn’t move. If Dad told me to do something I carried it out to the letter. Maybe even then part of me wanted to please him. Just so that he’d be

  nice to me, which meant not hitting me.




  Although Dad joined the other men who had labouring jobs during the week for a boozing session, he never worked himself. He had a forklift truck licence, so he must have worked before I was

  born, but I’d heard people talk about him ‘being on the sick with a heart condition.




  For me, summer was the best time of year as once a week Dad took me to Southend-on-Sea for the day. It was here we’d meet up with my older half-sister Sarah. I don’t remember much

  about the visits except that Sarah would ask him for £200 every time he came. There wasn’t much love lost between them, although she always made a fuss of me and bought me ice cream.

  Standing by the van looking up at all the pictures of delicious-looking ice creams and lollies, I would choose the same thing every time: a 99 and, if I was extra lucky, I would get raspberry sauce

  on top.




  ‘You remind me of me,’ Sarah used to say, giving me a cuddle.




  I loved my big sister; she was ten years older and seemed so grown up. Only later did I find out that she’d pressed charges against Dad when she was just thirteen for raping her and making

  her pregnant.




  The only place we’d get food from was a cockle and whelk stand on the sea front, where Dad would treat us to a cone of seafood. I loved the smell of vinegar as we held the polystyrene

  cones in our hands. It was a treat I always looked forward to. I never asked to go on the fairground rides and only occasionally got to visit an arcade. I never ever dared to ask for anything

  extra, although just watching the colourful twinkling lights and listening to the screams of the kids having fun gave me pleasure as we walked past. It was an escape from Stevenage and our crowded

  house, even if I was just an outsider looking in at all the fun.




  Dad didn’t believe in buying me presents, but every week I got £5 pocket money, quite a lot of money for a six-year-old, but I was only ever allowed to spend it on sweets. I was

  never allowed anything extra, even though there was always spare cash around from all the rent the lodgers gave him. So once a week I’d go on my own to Woolworths and spend the lot on an

  enormous bag of pick’n’mix. The paper bag almost ripped under the weight of the sweets as I walked home with them, eating them quickly until I felt sick and my teeth were deliciously

  sticky with gooey sugar. Liquorice was always my favourite.




  The first time I realized that Christmas was a time for celebration was when I started to watch Christmas films and visit friends’ houses at Christmas time. I saw beautifully decorated

  trees in their living rooms with presents under them, a stark contrast to our bare living room, only ever decorated with Dad’s brass tat and Mum’s nick-nacks. Christmas simply

  didn’t exist in our household. There were no decorations, no tree, no presents, no special dinner, and no family came to visit. The only recognition of Christmas Dad made was the £50 in

  cash which he handed to me on Christmas morning, and which I could spend a few days afterwards in the sales.




  On Christmas Day we’d sit and watch the films in our house, listening to the neighbours’ kids playing outside on their bikes, skateboards and new gear, laughing and joking. It was

  the only day of the year everyone on the estate seemed to be in a good mood. Everyone except us.




  After Dad had given me the money, I sat in front of the blaring TV, just like all other days. Dad didn’t believe in marking special occasions. ‘Waste of time and money,’ he

  said. It was the same at birthdays. I never got a single wrapped present to open as a child.




  I remember one Christmas in particular, when I was five years old. I watched a film called A Christmas Story. It was a film about a very poor boy, Ralphie, whose family refused to buy him

  anything for Christmas; all he wanted was a ball-bearing gun. I loved it as it portrayed a family like our own: one with parents who didn’t care and who didn’t celebrate the day like

  other people. Very few films depicted such situations, unless they were Victorian tales like A Christmas Carol. It fascinated me and made me feel less alone, like there were other people out

  there who led lives like mine.




  Dad didn’t like Pat taking pictures of me and would scream at him if he caught him. But that was because Dad had his own ‘uses’ for me and didn’t want

  anyone else doing the same. When I wasn’t avoiding Pervy Pat I was being abused by my dad on a regular basis. Almost every morning, in his bed. It started as far back as I can remember. I can

  only imagine I’d been a toddler when it first happened.




  While most children are woken by their parents telling them to get up and get dressed for school or to go downstairs to have their breakfast, I would wake to the sound of Dad calling me from his

  bedroom.




  ‘Terrie!’ My heart would start thudding like a drum. Mum never slept much at night; she seemed to sleep all day instead. So she’d be up by the time Dad called me. I was

  desperate to pull the covers over my head and ignore him, but I knew that he’d fly into an uncontrollable rage if I did, so I never dared. Instead, I leapt from my bed like a bolt of

  lightning and padded down the hallway to his bedroom. Then I’d have to push open his door, and step into the gloomy room, morning light streaming through the grimy curtains, which were always

  half falling down. The walls were covered in wallpaper tinged with yellow from nicotine; the carpet was deep red and the only items of furniture were a bed and a wardrobe. The bedding had

  mismatched chintzy patterns and it always smelt stuffy, sleep ridden, filled with a sweaty smell that made my stomach turn.




  I’d have to slip under Dad’s duvet as he grinned at me. After that brief glance, for the next ten or so minutes, he wouldn’t look me in the face or eyes again.




  He’d lay me flat on the bed, pull off my knickers and roll up my nightie to my waist in one swift movement. Then he’d position himself on top and I’d watch as he heaved himself

  on me, rubbing and groaning, working himself up more vigorously, his hard, hairy genitals rubbing against my own. I’d twist my head to the side, tears sliding relentlessly down my face on to

  the pillow. Sometimes I cried out loud, but usually I just sniffed in silence. Either way, Dad ignored me. Sometimes I opened one eye and saw the tattoos on his arm. He had the name

  ‘Beatrice’ on one side and a picture of a bird I didn’t recognize drawn on the other. Mum said Beatrice was an ex of my dad’s and it made her very cross.




  I willed him to stop, but knew I’d have to be patient as he grimaced and puffed over me. I could smell his stale sweat mixed with the previous day’s Brute aftershave. His breath was

  hot and meaty. I wanted to be sick but knew instinctively not to move a muscle until he’d finished. As he did every day, he grew more frenetic and then his face twisted as he sprayed my tummy

  with white goo.




  Looking tired, he’d fall to the side. Then, pausing for a moment, he’d turn to me, as he always did. ‘Go get yourself washed, Terrie,’ he’d say, still not looking

  at me.




  I’d slip out of the bed and run to the bathroom, where Dad, as part of his routine, stood over me as I turned on the taps quickly. I splashed water over my belly and the goo was always

  stuck on my fingers and under my nails as I rubbed my hands together under the scalding hot tap. I felt so dirty as I tried to get rid of it. That feeling never went away.




  Briefly my eyes would flit to the mirror to see Dad staring hard at me. His face was tense, his fixated eyes sent an icy chill down my back as he watched me clean myself.




  ‘Get it all off,’ he’d order. ‘Then skip off downstairs and get dressed.’




  ‘Yes, Daddy,’ came my reply. Dutifully, I’d turn off the tap, dry my hands and head off downstairs to start my day. And this is what happened almost every single morning of my

  childhood.




  Dad would then lock the bathroom door behind me to get himself ready. Rarely showering, he just splashed on some more Brute to try to cover his stale smell, before appearing downstairs a short

  while later. Whatever he was doing, which usually wasn’t very much, he looked smart and dressed to perfection every day. I’d never known him to have any kind of paid job, but he always

  looked the part in smart suit trousers and a shirt, as if he could step into a business situation at any moment. After running his hands through his hair he topped off his outfit with his favourite

  mustard-coloured trilby, set at its usual angle. This was the cheerful disguise he used for the outside world; so very different from the man I knew as ‘Daddy’.




  I didn’t understand what it was my dad did to me during those morning ‘cuddles’. All I knew was that it was wrong and I felt horrible and dirty afterwards.

  Most mornings I would carry on as normal, managing to block it from my mind. But some days it all felt too much to deal with so I would scramble back to my bedroom, tears sliding silently down my

  face, praying there was somewhere, anywhere, else I could be.




  There was no point in crying loudly. No one would come anyway. So I would slip inside my sleeping bag, zipping it up as far as it could go. Then I would bury my head in the material and sob

  until my face was so wet that my cheeks would stick to the sleeping bag. I didn’t know why Dad did what he did. I knew sex was something adults liked as people talked about it in front of me

  quite often. I’d seen some porn on the TV when I caught one of my uncles watching it. But I never saw any children involved. I hated looking at my Dad’s thing and I hated the way he

  grunted as he moved backwards and forwards on top of me.




  When the tears had run dry, I would lie inside the sleeping bag with my eyes squeezed shut, trying desperately to blank out what had just happened. Eventually, though, I knew I couldn’t

  hide anymore and I’d have to get up.




  My bedroom was pink with a huge mural of Snow White and the Seven Dwarves that Dad had got his friend to paint on the wall. I liked them at first; they were always smiling and cheerful, unlike

  most of the faces in my house. But sometimes it looked like they were just staring blankly at me and maybe laughing at me a little bit. My only toys were second-hand ones from car boot sales and I

  had a big Barbie house with lots of half-broken Barbies, which were my favourite toys. I’d play ordinary houses, with Barbie babysitting a little girl toy and talking to her friends over

  coffee. This is what I imagined life could be like. But sometimes, on my darker days, I would play ‘Knock down Barbie’. I’d line them up on the roof, then say, ‘Am I going

  to save you, Barbie? Nooooo!’ as I pushed them over so that they fell to the floor with a clatter. Looking back, I realize this game was one way of releasing the anger that was building

  inside me. If I screamed out loud, I’d only get another beating from Dad. If I cried or sobbed, no one was there to hug me. There was no one to complain to or talk to. So I began to find

  comfort in ‘hurting’ my second-hand Barbie dolls. If I hurt them, I reasoned, maybe I wouldn’t feel quite so much pain.




  
 





  TWO




  Muddy Puddles




  When I started school, at Wellfield Junior School, a whole new world opened up. Dad always took me each morning in his old red Cavalier, then he’d go to Woolworths in

  Hitchin for two crusty buttered rolls and a cup of coffee. It was part of his routine and nothing changed it. He’d stay there all day, chatting to his mates who popped in to see him.




  It seemed as though my dad cared for my education, always making sure I got to school on time and sometimes helping me learn to read the ‘Bangers and Mash’ books I brought home from

  school. He’d sit me on his lap and we’d read the pages slowly together, me following his index finger on each sentence like a hawk. They were the only books in our house, as most of the

  adults couldn’t read or write. We didn’t even have newspapers; even the local one went straight into the bin. The only magazines were the porn mags in Pervy Pat’s room and the

  ones Simon would sometimes leave lying around. So the only words I ever saw were in my school books.




  ‘Good girl,’ Dad said, if I got it right. I liked reading. It made me feel clever. Reading words meant you could lose yourself in another world. You could pretend you were someone

  else.




  But the reality, I think, was that Dad wanted me out from under his feet and school was a convenient place for me to be babysat for free. I’d soon grow to realize that when it wasn’t

  so ‘convenient’ for him he’d be quick to stop me going to whatever school I was attending.




  School wasn’t any more fun than being at home. Although it was lovely to get out of the house for six hours a day, the school was run down and full of kids who liked to tease me. They told

  me I looked like a scruff and that I was stupid. Some of the other kids were from very poor families on the estate and didn’t have good parents either, and most of them were bullied too.

  After just a few months of being at school I’d grown to dislike the teachers and being told what to do because I had enough rules to follow at home. But my instinct was to be a good girl, try

  my best in lessons and keep myself out of trouble where I could.




  During my early school days I became best friends with a girl called Laura who lived across the road from us. Sometimes I was allowed over to her house for dinner and stepping across the

  threshold into her neat and tidy ordinary house was always a revelation. Her mum and stepdad went to work every day, and Laura was served a different dinner every evening by her mum and had to sit

  at the table while she ate it. They even had a vacuum cleaner, something I’d never seen before. Our house was always dirty and the carpets were only ever swept with a hard brush. Laura was

  allowed out to play after her dinner ‘went down’ and she had to be home by a certain time, unlike me. Dad never minded what time I got in or went to bed. The only time he’d stop

  me from going out to the little park near our house was when it was raining, but it was more about having to wash my clothes again than caring that I might get wet.




  One Sunday afternoon he’d said I couldn’t go out, but I was itching to. I saw Laura across the road, splashing about in puddles with wellies and a rain mac on, and I wanted to join

  her. But, of course, I didn’t have any waterproofs or boots.




  ‘You’re not going,’ said Dad, turning back to the TV.




  ‘Please, Dad,’ I whined. ‘Let me!’




  I didn’t usually ever ask twice. I knew I was risking a slap, but the idea of staying stuck in until bed time was unbearable that afternoon.




  ‘Please, Daddy,’ I said, hoping it was in a sweet enough voice not to make him angry.




  ‘Go on, then, you little terror,’ he snapped. ‘See if I care if you get soaked in the rain!’




  Feeling giddy with excitement I grabbed my little coat off the peg and ran outside. It was too small for me, as were most of my clothes. Dad said I wasn’t to get anything new ‘until

  it fell apart’.




  Laura and I had a lovely time for a couple of hours, playing on the wet swings and chasing each other.




  Then I spotted an enormous puddle by the side of the park. ‘Let’s go for it!’ I yelled.




  We ran across and Laura jumped in with two legs, her feet safely dry with her plastic boots on. I only had my trainers on, but with Dad’s words echoing in my head about how he didn’t

  care how wet I got, I threw myself in, screaming with laughter. We kicked our legs up high, watching in delight as the water splattered on our coats, faces and hair. After a few minutes we were

  both soaked, our cheeks flushed with laughter.




  ‘You’re dripping!’ Laura laughed. The rain had long stopped, but with the fun in the puddle, I was soaked.




  ‘Yeah.’ I grinned. ‘I’ll go home and get changed.’




  Laura walked with me. She never said anything about Dad or my family, although secretly I thought that, deep down, she must feel sorry for me, as her parents were so lovely.




  I pushed open the front door, which led almost straight into our living room. Dad looked up and before I’d even stepped into the house properly he leaped up, grabbing me by the hair.




  ‘You little bitch,’ he screamed in my face. ‘Look at the state of you! Soaked through!’




  Raising his hand, with his palm open flat, a smack landed on the side of my head, sending me reeling across the room. I had no time to cover my head; the blows came so fast, my ears were

  ringing.




  From the corner of my eye, I could see Laura standing there, open mouthed, watching. Through the pain, a new feeling emerged: humiliation. Sobbing, I tried to cover my face as I saw Laura

  silently turn and leave. After slapping me at least ten times, Dad breathed in deeply.




  ‘Dad!’ I sobbed. ‘But you said you didn’t care if I got wet!’




  ‘I meant if the rain got you wet,’ he screamed. ‘I didn’t mean that you could go and jump into every puddle you saw! You’ve got such an evil streak, Terrie. You

  manipulative little cow.’




  Howling now with pain and embarrassment as Laura had seen what my dad was really like, I ran upstairs as he landed one last blow on my bottom. Lying on my bed, I tried to rub the red hand marks

  left from each smack. I felt the hatred flood through me. Why couldn’t I have been born into a family like Laura’s?




  Laura never mentioned Dad’s beating. The next time I saw her she just looked at me sadly. ‘I wish I could give you my raincoat,’ she said.




  When I was about five, Dad bought an enormous rigid plastic paddling pool and built the rest of our garden around it. Filling it with water, it attracted all the

  neighbours’ kids who loved splashing around in it, playing boats or just dipping their toes in whenever the sun came out. These are some of the nicest memories I have from my childhood. For

  once I had something in our house to be proud of and kids on the estate ‘knocked’ for me instead.




  Just like me, all the kids avoided the lodgers when they came over. Simon and Ron mainly kept out of our way but Pat would lurk around, giggling to himself as he watched us. But I didn’t

  mind as for once Dad seemed to leave me alone when the pool was full and he was much scarier than Pervy Pat.




  As I grew up, I became increasingly aware that I lived a ‘different life’ from other children. One day after school, I went to Laura’s and we had a Chinese takeaway. It was

  chicken chow mein and it was absolutely delicious. I never knew food could taste that good. Laura also had new toys, and a walk-in wardrobe, where all her clothes were piled up neatly, unlike my

  heap of second-hand clothes all squashed in a chest of drawers. I never told Laura much about our house. And she didn’t ask, not after she’d seen my beating. I never invited her back,

  unless it was to play in the pool; I always went to hers or we played outside instead. In all likelihood Laura’s parents were scared of my dad, who could show his charm but also had a

  reputation for being free with his fists, so although I often visited Laura’s house, I was never allowed to stay too long or sleep over. I always had to make my way back home with a heavy

  heart and just look in on Laura’s world with wide eyes and silent jealousy.




  By the time I was six years old, clothes had become an embarrassment for me. I always had the cheapest trainers, which quickly grew holes in the soles, and I’d gaze

  enviously at my classmates’ shiny white branded versions. When I got home one day I started to complain to Mum and anyone who would listen.




  ‘I want proper Fila trainers,’ I snapped. ‘It’s not fair!’ The second the words had left my mouth, I wanted to bite them back in case Dad went mental. But at the

  same time I felt that I couldn’t keep my anger inside; I could feel it boiling over. It was so unfair and kids had started to poke fun at me. Dad tried to calm me down, and then he

  disappeared for half an hour, returning with a brand new pair of Fila trainers. Flinging the box at me, he looked at me with his hard stare.




  ‘Now will you keep quiet?’ he snarled.




  Looking back now I’m sure he didn’t buy them from the kindness of his heart. He was buying my silence. As I was older and mixing with other kids and teachers at school, Dad was

  probably scared that one day I’d tell someone what my home life was really like. Or about his morning ‘cuddles’.




  The following day Liz was downstairs in the kitchen, flicking on the kettle, sorting out her college books. As usual, the TV was blaring, Mum and Ron were sitting on the sofa, while Pat was

  drinking tea, drooling it down the side of his mouth.




  ‘Morning, sweetie,’ she said.




  I looked at her and smiled. I loved Liz and the way she gave me a quiet wink. It felt sometimes like she was the only one who noticed me in a nice way.




  ‘Would you like some toast?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes please,’ I replied.




  It never occurred to me to tell her what Dad was doing. I just knew that it would make him more cross than ever. Now he’d started to let me walk the five-minute journey to school by

  myself, so, after my toast, I said goodbye to Mum. She looked at me with her blank gaze. Then she went upstairs to do the washing as I left for school. She was always doing the washing; it was the

  only form of housework she did do. The machine downstairs was constantly humming. But she used the bath to wash sheets and towels. In the previous few months, Dad started to pay for gas to heat the

  radiators. And now every radiator in the entire house was always boiling, and draped with clothes of every description. But even the smell of clean laundry couldn’t disguise the smell of

  cooking, dirt, sweat and the general sticky, musty air that pervaded every nook and cranny of our house.




  Occasionally on the way to school, I found myself wondering if Mum knew about Dad’s ‘cuddles’. There had only been one time that she was still in the bedroom when I arrived.

  She was just getting up, groggy eyed as usual, as I approached Dad’s figure lying under his filthy duvet. I was already trembling at the thought of what would happen next, but was flooded

  with relief when I saw that Mum was still there.




  ‘Hello, Mummy,’ I said.




  ‘Morning,’ she yawned.




  Dad was staring at me with his hard look already, a smirk forming on his lips. ‘Come on you,’ he said, patting his side of the bed. ‘Get in for your cuddle.’




  I looked at Mum, my eyes pleading. ‘Mummy?’ I asked, my heart starting to thud again. ‘I don’t have to, do I?’




  For a split second, I waited as my mum, the woman who was supposed to care for me, looked straight through me as if I was made from glass. Her mouth twisted.




  ‘Just get into bed and give your dad a cuddle!’ she snapped. Abruptly she stood up and stalked out of the room, her nightie flapping around her knees.




  And, as if my heart was made from glass, I felt it shatter. For a moment I struggled to hold down a sob in my chest, as my face grew hot with a growing, terrible realization. Mum didn’t

  care. My own mum, the one person who was supposed to love me more than anyone, wasn’t going to save me. Did she know what Dad was about to do? Or did she think it really was just a cuddle?

  I’d no time to think, as Dad’s hand was now slapping the mattress impatiently.




  ‘Get. In,’ he commanded.




  I climbed up, my limbs feeling like lead. I felt so worthless. I didn’t even try and stop the tears as they dripped off my chin, making my sleep-fuzzy hair wet. Pulling off my knickers,

  Dad was just staring at my pale little body. In the usual routine he rolled up my nightie and licked his lips as he started rubbing and rocking himself, gently moaning. All while I listened to my

  mum’s bare feet creeping downstairs to the kitchen for breakfast. Leaving me behind. My stomach felt sick with the betrayal, even if, back then, I didn’t know the meaning of the

  word.




  Arriving in the playground each morning, I saw other mums kissing their daughters ‘cheerio’ on their cheeks, handing them lovingly packed lunches and waving them off. I had free

  school meals and knew I’d walk myself home to find Mum weeping on the sofa. She’d been doing a lot of that lately.




  Although Mum wasn’t a big presence in my life, one particular afternoon she suddenly disappeared. I’d sensed something was wrong as she’d grown even quieter recently and the

  crying fits had lasted longer. Now her chair was empty.




  ‘Where’s Mum?’ I asked Liz.




  ‘Oh sweetheart, she’s gone to hospital,’ she said.




  ‘What for?’ I asked.




  ‘She’s just tired,’ Liz said, by way of explanation.




  I didn’t understand. I was often tired. I always went to bed late, after watching a horror film Dad put on. But even after staying up really late and feeling completely shattered, I

  didn’t need to go to hospital like Mum. Maybe she just needed more sleep?




  A few days later, Dad took me to see Mum. She was wearing a hospital gown and looked pale, her face a complete blank. Mum was rocking in silence as we sat opposite her across a plastic table,

  our chairs nailed to the floor. She smelt like chemicals.




  Dad just kept saying, ‘She’s not well.’




  Mum only spoke and looked at Dad, not me. She told him they were giving her something called ‘electric shock treatment’ and it made Mum cry when she described it. ‘They hold me

  down,’ she said, pointing to a passing doctor. The fear I saw in her eyes made me shiver. I just sat and kicked my feet under the chair, wondering when we could go home. I decided then and

  there that I didn’t like hospitals.




  For the next year or so, Mum stayed away as she’d suffered a severe nervous breakdown, although this was never properly explained to me at the time. Dad insisted I went

  regularly to visit her, even if sometimes she could barely recognize me. I didn’t miss Mum particularly, as Liz was the one who, in effect, looked after me, especially since the council had

  found my nan another house and she wasn’t living with us any more. The hospital was a cold, horrible-smelling place and all the people looked ill, shuffling around in their pyjamas, shaking,

  muttering or rocking themselves. Mum rarely spoke and just looked vacant – until Dad kissed her goodbye, when she’d manage a smile or try to cling on to him.




  On one visit, I walked into the meeting room and said ‘Hello, Mum’, but as she looked in my direction she just started screaming.




  ‘Get her out!’ she shrieked, pointing at me. ‘Who is this child? She’s not mine! She doesn’t belong to me!’




  She became so upset that nurses ran towards her to pin her arms down and drag her away. All the while she turned her head to try and look me in the eye. ‘You don’t belong to

  me!’ she screeched. While her words rang in my ears, Dad dragged me back down the hospital corridor to the car park.




  ‘Terrie the Terror, why did you go upsetting your mum like that?’ Dad snapped. He glared at me as though it was my fault. Then he bundled me back in the car and we drove home in

  silence.




  ‘We’re still going to see her next week when she’s better, Terrie,’ he said. I didn’t want to go, but I knew I couldn’t say so.




  But the following week something else happened that stopped any planned visits to see Mum. I was sitting watching Thundercats on TV while Dad was pottering in the

  kitchen, rolling one of his Golden Virginia cigarettes, when he suddenly stiffened. As if in slow motion, he grabbed his heart, the veins on his neck protruding as he fell forwards like a felled

  tree. He bashed his head on the kitchen surface as he collapsed on to the floor.




  I watched him twist with pain, shocked at what I was seeing. My scary dad, a great brute of a man, was in agony on the floor – I’d never seen him look so vulnerable. Unusually,

  everyone happened to be out of the house. I had no idea what was happening to Dad, but knew it must be serious: he’d gone a funny colour and was gasping for air. I flew out of the front door

  and ran to our neighbours, Tracey and Keith, and began screaming through the letter box.
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