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  Foreword




  In April 1993, at the age or 24, I was diagnosed with Multiple Personality Disorder, also known as Dissociative Identity Disorder. I have alternative personalities who manifest

  unexpectedly and at random, changing my character, my voice, my age. I lose time and lose myself.




  All through my childhood I suffered sexual, physical and emotional abuse. I told no one. This book describes how I developed ‘mechanisms’ to cope with the abuse as a child and how,

  as an adult, I have struggled to lead a normal life through periods of psychosis, mental breakdowns, drug addiction and self-harm. I make no apologies for the uncompromising language and the blunt

  truths that need to be told.




  The abuse of children is unimaginable for those who have not experienced it. It is hell for those who suffer the daily feeling of shame, the nightly fear of the door opening and that man, it is

  nearly always a man, entering their bedroom. The abuse more often than not takes place in the home and usually involves close family relatives, fathers, brothers and others.




  Since its launch in 1986, ChildLine has helped many thousands of children who have called about sexual abuse. But the children who make that call are only the tip of the iceberg. The vast

  majority are too damaged, too isolated, too afraid to pick up the telephone. It is estimated that nine out of ten1 abused children remain silent and

  maintain their silence as adults.




  I hope my book will encourage others who have been abused to speak out, and will give further insights into the telltale signs of child abuse that social workers, teachers, health professionals

  and family members often miss. There is nothing in this life worse than child abuse and if this book helps just one person it will have been worthwhile dredging up my most painful memories to write

  it.




  Names and places have been changed to protect the privacy of others. It is, however, a true and highly personal record of the events of my childhood and how those events continue to haunt my

  life as an adult.








  

     

  




  CHAPTER 1




  Fragments of Memory




  My memory is like a large vase that has been dropped from a window. All the pieces are there, some large, some small, some smashed to dust. As I try to put the pieces back

  together, joining one memory to another, parts of the story become clear and lucid, but lots of blanks and lost time remain. My first day at school? Gone. Family holidays? Nothing. My favourite

  book? When I first learned to ride a bike? All impossible to find among the long dark shadows that stretched through my childhood.




  This is what I do recall.




  We were the model nuclear family: Father, Mother, me and my brother Clive, a sensible four years my elder. We were Radio 4 people: conservative, well mannered, educated, thrifty, a bit

  old-fashioned, outwardly kind and nice.




  We lived in a four-bedroom house with a circular drive around a giant oak tree in an affluent area of the Midlands where neighbours said good morning, children were polite and people kept their

  dogs under control. My father worked as a solicitor in Birmingham. He changed his car every year; always a top-of-the-range Rover, and played golf on Sunday mornings. Mother worked as a secretary

  for an estate agent and drove a pale-blue Triumph two-seater.




  The house was built of pale sandy brick with a red roof and French doors that opened on to a stone patio. The kitchen led to the breakfast room, beyond which was the long back garden where holly

  trees hid the shed where my father kept spiders in jam jars. Upstairs there were four bedrooms, a large bathroom and a separate toilet. We each had our own room. The top landing was like a dividing

  line, Father and Clive on one side, at the front, Mother and me at the rear with windows overlooking the back garden.




  At the end of the landing was the box room known as the Bird Cage because of its ornate domed roof. It was in this room I kept my toys and went to hide when my parents had one of their shouting

  matches. When I was a little girl, the room seemed like a giant doll’s house, a magical place where I played alone. At other times, the Bird Cage really was a cage and, when I tried to open

  the door, I was unable to get out. The rows between my parents usually ended with my mother storming out of the house and I remained locked in the box room until she came home again. The Bird Cage

  contained an air vent to take cooking smells from the kitchen. After rowing with my mother, my father would often cook something.




  This is one very clear memory I have from this time: I am locked in the Bird Cage, the smell of food from the air vent making me hungry. I rap, rap, rap on the locked door. ‘Daddy,

  I’m hungry. Daddy, I’m hungry.’




  My father responds by opening the door and giving me a tin of spaghetti hoops, before locking me in again. I stare at the tin, which, of course, I cannot open. This was my punishment. It must

  have been my fault my parents had argued. I was being disciplined for upsetting them. In an act of rebellion, I bang the tin repeatedly against the wall.




  On other occasions I would be really naughty and draw on the wall. Before I could write, I would scribble on the unpainted plaster, messages that meant something to me, that no one ever

  read.




  Mother would come home. Father would let me out of the Bird Cage, and everything would go back to normal. Normal was the watchword. We were, after all, the perfect family, each boxed in our own

  room.




  Mother was a petite, pretty woman with blonde highlights in her brown hair and generous lips that smiled easily. She was, in her own way, quite glamorous and aware of it, too.

  She had a forceful personality, a sharp tone to her voice, and tended to get her own way. She was impulsive, a doer more than a thinker, sporty in her powder-blue car. Neat and fastidious, she

  moved with long strides, and was always busy. This sometimes gave her a distant air in complete contrast to her flamboyant blouses and designer skirts that swayed rhythmically as she hurried along

  in her high heels.




  She spent about an hour in the morning on her hair and make-up, while the rest of us ran round making breakfast and trying not to get under each other’s feet. Father would go to work

  first. Clive would set off for school on his bike, and when I started school aged five, Mother would drop me off on her way to the office.




  One morning I was sitting on the table in the breakfast room, Mother flitting about collecting her things, when she stopped and asked me, ‘Do you think I should leave him?’




  She was talking about her husband, my father. I knew that, although I didn’t know what to say. At five you live in your own world. The world of mummies and daddies is beyond your

  understanding. ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter,’ Mother added with an impatient sigh, and we carried on, hurrying out to the car, my shoes polished, her hair lacquered to hold her curls in

  place.




  Mother and I clashed. She called me an impossible child. I was a chatterbox. I asked too many questions. I was hyperactive, full of energy, always eager for her attention. When she made cakes,

  as she did when I was small, I would clamber up on a stool, anxious to join in. ‘Mummy, can I do the mixing? Mummy, can I break the eggs? Mummy, can I lick the bowl?’




  I was being impossible. She overcame the impossible by letting me help, but a part of me felt I was being a nuisance. My mother hid her feelings and I, at my mother’s knee, learned to hide

  my own. We lacked an essential communication when I was a little girl and by the time I reached puberty I had constructed my own wall, a front that covered my shaky self-esteem, which Mother could

  not penetrate.




  My brother had got his personality and quick agile movements from our mother, his looks from her father, our grandpa. Clive was engrossed in his own world. He rarely brought

  friends to the house. I don’t recall him raising his voice, getting angry, playing his music too loud. He was aloof, guarded, private. But in summer when the sky was blue and the light stayed

  longer in the sky, he became more friendly and when older brothers are friendly, that means teasing. I was desperate to be teased.




  Clive knew I adored my collection of cuddly toys, the teddies, the big soft Mr Happy and my Snoopy dog with the lopsided grin. Sometimes I would be sitting in the living room playing, and Snoopy

  would appear outside the window, dangling on a bit of string from my mother’s bedroom. I’d go running upstairs, by which time Clive would have dropped Snoopy and hidden in the hall.

  When I burst into Mum’s room, he’d be outside the French doors downstairs, threatening to give Snoopy a bashing.




  I squealed with pleasure. It took so little to make my life complete. I yearned for Clive to be friendly and playful all the time, but had to make do with the occasional teasing. He never swung

  me in his arms or took me for a ride on the crossbar of his bike. Clive didn’t have the fraternal urge to pull me on his knee in front of the television. Mother didn’t either. That was

  Daddy’s role.




  My father was a tall man with strong features, thick dark eyebrows and dark hair that gleamed like coal under its coat of Brylcreem. His parting was as straight as a line drawn by a ruler, and

  he had a bald patch on his crown that he would pick at, flakes of dry skin wedging under his fingernail. When I was on his lap, watching TV, or when he was reading his newspaper, he would scratch

  his head then put his finger in my mouth and I would suck it.




  Father harboured vague disappointments and considered himself a cut above the neighbours. He liked people to know he was a member of the best golf club, although he only played once a week. He

  sometimes looked wistfully at the more cosmopolitan life of his brother, a stockbroker in London. My father seldom travelled except to the faraway places he reached on his short-wave radio, the

  sound of its whistles and whirs behind his bedroom door was the soundtrack to my childhood.




  It is easy now as an adult to see how I craved my father’s attention when I was a little girl. I was afraid of my father and drawn to him as metal things are drawn to a magnet, as children

  are drawn to leaning over long drops and crossing the road without looking.




  When my father worked in the garden in summer I would run around barefoot, just in my knickers. He would scoop me up in his arms and carry me into the shed with its smell of sawdust and cut

  grass, its air of calm and order, the light softened as it came through the small dusty windows. Tools with wooden handles hung from brackets, and arranged on the shelves were jars of nails,

  screws, washers and spiders, the tops drilled with holes so the spiders could breathe.




  He’d sit me down on the bench and playfully wave a warning finger. ‘Don’t you dare move,’ he’d say, and I’d do as I was told. I’d sit there, shoulders

  rigid, teeth gripped, my little fists clenched.




  My father loved this game and we played it lots of times. I would be all hot and sweaty from running about and now I’d feel cold fear like icy fingers running up my spine as he tipped the

  creepy crawlies out of their jars on to my belly. I’d watch, frozen in terror as their hairy legs crept over my skin. I tried not to move but the spiders tickled and I couldn’t stop

  myself. I’d wriggle and squirm and that night I would dream that someone was in my room. They’d close the door, throw my teddies from the bed, pull back the bedclothes and run their

  fingers like spider legs over my body.




  Spiders frequently dropped in on my dreams when I was little and, as I got older until I was about twelve, in one dream that came to me often I saw flames swirling about my

  feet, heating my toes without actually burning them. I am naked from the waist down, lying flat and kicking my legs like a baby on its back.




  I wake in a cold sweat and, in that disorientated moment, I’m almost certain I can see the image of a man running the flame of a cigarette lighter in circles around my toes. The picture is

  hazy and quickly disappears. What remains is a chemical taste in my mouth like sour milk. I put on my dressing gown, lock myself in the bathroom and clean my teeth. I have the cleanest teeth of any

  twelve-year-old girl in England.




  When these dreams came flashing back into my mind, my stomach would clench as if someone’s hand was clutching at my insides and that same bitter taste would rise like bile into my throat.

  It would often sting when I went to the toilet, although I was used to that; it had happened since I was very small. What was worse was the fuzziness in my head, a feeling that some small part of

  myself had been misplaced or rearranged in the night, that as I sat there on the loo in the morning I was me but in my dreams I was someone like me but not me.




  It was very confusing and I always planned to tell my mother about the cigarette-lighter dream. I wanted to ask her what she thought it meant. But there was never a good time. We were always in

  a rush. We didn’t talk about personal things. I tried my best to push the thoughts and images out of my head by immersing myself in frenetic activity.




  I had got into the routine of rushing home from school and doing an hour of homework with the teddies watching me from their place piled on the bed and on the shelf in my bedroom. I would cook

  for Clive and my parents and have the food ready for them when they got home. They didn’t arrive at the same time, and didn’t eat together, so I’d prepare three separate evening

  meals, cooking and washing up each time, then doing it all again.




  I wasn’t made to do the cooking. I did it because I wanted to. To keep busy. Homework. Housework. Slicing tomatoes. Washing lettuce. Whisking eggs. Sometimes when I was making an omelette

  for my father I’d find myself adding more and more butter and not know why I was doing it. In fact, it felt sometimes that it wasn’t my hands cutting off chunks of butter but the hands

  of a stranger.




  I was filling each fleeting second doing things, the flood of activity pushing my bad dreams further and further back into the gloom until, like shadows, they absorbed each other.




  The ugly visions that obsessed me were set against the shiny light of Sunday afternoons when Mum took Clive and me to visit her parents in Erdington. Father rarely came and we

  seldom saw his family.




  Visiting my grandparents was like going on holiday. Erdington was like a different country, more modest, more honest in a way. Just as my father didn’t think much of the neighbours,

  I’m sure he regarded his wife’s parents in their modest semi as a little beneath his grand status as a member of the best golf club, solicitor, a man of substance. My father’s

  father had died before I was born. His mother, on peering down on me in my cot as a newborn, had said sniffily to my mother, ‘She must be a throwback from your side of the family.’




  This woman, whom I seldom saw, was called Granny.




  My grandma was my mother’s mother, a lively, industrious woman who was only happy when she was busy. She had bouncy curls of white hair, matronly hips and red hands from being constantly

  in and out of water. She was like the grandma in Little Red Riding Hood with her button nose and twinkly eyes that gave the impression there was more going on behind them than she let on.

  She worked part-time in a department store in Birmingham until she retired. She knitted cardigans and had been a good needlewoman until arthritis made her fingers knobbly and bent.




  She taught us how to make toffee and little cakes shaped like pasties she called apple envelopes, bustling around doing ten things at once: warming the pot for the tea, turning the gas down

  under the tray of toffee, arranging the apple envelopes on the Doulton china plates with gold rims round the edges. The lingering revulsion from my bad dreams would lift from my mind and I’d

  feel happy to be alive in that kitchen with the long windows looking over the garden with its rose bushes and flower beds. The garden must have faced in the opposite direction to our back garden

  because it was always filled with coppery light.




  Grandpa would come in from pulling up weeds, grinning as he changed out of his work shoes into a pair of polished brogues, bending from the waist to give me a peck on both cheeks. Grandma I

  adored, but Grandpa was my soulmate. According to family legend, when I was born he held me in his arms, looked into my eyes and said, ‘This little one’s been here before.’ I was

  told this story so many times it has stopped being folklore and become memory.




  My grandfather had clear blue eyes, and they looked at me with pure unconditional love. I didn’t have to do anything or be anything to be loved by Grandpa. I just had to be me, and that

  was different from life at home where I felt that the burden was on me to hold our family together. Our house with its dividing lines and closed doors, with the four seats round the table in the

  breakfast room only ever occupied by one person at a time, was like the Rubik’s Cube that preoccupied my brother, an unbearable puzzle no amount of twisting and turning would ever put

  right.




  Grandpa was going deaf but that only made his other senses more acute. There was wisdom and I suspect a hint of sadness in those perceptive blue eyes. When we left to go home, he would hug me so

  tightly it was as though he didn’t want to let me go.




  We were a family who avoided personal things, typically English with our secrets and sense of getting on with it. But when I look back through the tangled, addled mess of my memories I

  can’t help but wonder if Grandpa grasped in his canny way that all was not well behind the tall wooden fence at home on the posh side of the Midlands.




  Grandpa had worked as a draughtsman. When he retired at age sixty-five, he took on a part-time job cataloguing the plans and drawings for a civil engineering company. He was a copper-plate

  engraver and a competent artist with a light stroke and confident hand.




  I’d say, ‘Grandpa, draw me something,’ and he’d grab his sketchbook and draw as a child draws, naturally without preparation, an impressionistic landscape coming to life

  as his pencil danced across the page. Through years lost to drugs, psychiatric hospitals, sofas in forgotten flats, in the homes of forgotten friends, I managed to hang on to Grandpa’s The

  Waving Palms of Tropic Isles, an ink drawing of two palms on a distant horizon, and I think of those two palms as me and Grandpa somewhere far away and safe.




  Grandpa belonged to that time when men made sure they had a sharp crease in their trousers, a clean white shirt and a tie with a Windsor knot. He kept loose change piled in columns on the

  dressing table in his bedroom in order to have the right money for the conductor on the bus. He didn’t have a car and didn’t want one. On a bus you could chat with other passengers or

  sit upstairs on the top deck and watch the world go by. He wore suits when he went out and favoured Grandma’s chunky cardigans at home, the pockets bulging with lengths of garden twine,

  boiled sweets, a balled-up handkerchief, his packet of Senior Service. He would tap the cigarette on the packet, firming the tobacco before lighting up, the aroma of that strong sweet smoke the

  smell of Grandpa.




  I don’t recall my grandpa ever saying an unkind word about anyone. He always had a smile and made me roar with laughter when he told his stories, no matter how many times I had heard

  them.




  When I was twelve, I got the chance to go on a Mediterranean cruise to Israel with my school. Grandpa paid the £200 deposit. When he gave me the cheque he went down on

  his knees against the living-room wall, rocked back and forwards and wailed in the way of believers at the famous Wailing Wall in Jerusalem. I laughed until tears ran down my cheeks.




  We left by plane for Split in the former Yugoslavia, then climbed on board the SS Bolivia and set off in a force 11 gale across the Aegean Sea for Haifa in Israel. The sea was so rough,

  the ship lurched drunkenly from side to side and we watched from our bunks as our luggage shot back and forth across the dormitory floor. Most of the girls threw up, but I seemed to have good sea

  legs and enjoyed the sense of adventure, the sense that the ship was battling against the odds and we would come through the storm together. It was the first time I had been away on my own and, in

  those angry waves, while the girls around me were getting seasick and hysterical, I had never felt more relaxed in my life.




  On board the Bolivia there was no past, just that moment. My head was clear. The bad dreams had floated away on the wind, sunk to the bottom of the sea. It felt as if the bags and

  rucksacks in the dormitory were the thoughts normally rattling round inside my head and they had been released to slip and slide freely across the floor. I screamed because all the girls were

  screaming, that’s what girls do, but secretly I was really happy.




  The sea seemed to reflect my thoughts and when the ship docked in the port of Haifa on Christmas Day it was calm. We scrambled on to the waiting coach and I watched the Holy Land unfolding

  before my eyes as we wound our way through the ancient landscape to Jerusalem. The Wailing Wall came into view and I giggled to myself as I remembered Grandpa going down on his knees. I would look

  back on that day many times and I came to realize that Mother had a sense of humour too. She laughed as loudly as me when her father played the fool, as she put it, and she admired him because he

  had the confidence to be himself.




  We journeyed to Bethlehem to visit the Church of the Nativity, the site of the birth of Christ, returned to Jerusalem to see the chamber of the Last Supper and then made our way to the church

  built on Mount Calvary, where Jesus is thought to have been crucified. After a donkey ride, I was starving and we had a late lunch on the Mount of Olives where Jesus is said to have fed the 5,000

  with two loaves and five fishes.




  We were in the cradle of civilization, with historic connections to the three great religions of the western world: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. It seemed shocking to me as a twelve-year-old

  that these holy places were patrolled by armed Israeli soldiers. World affairs had never touched me before, but travel broadens the mind, and it occurred to me during that school trip that the

  broader the better; the more information you collected, the less room there would be for bad dreams and distorted memories.




  I telephoned my parents using the ship-to-shore radio to wish them happy Christmas as we sailed to Rhodes, the Crusaders’ island, famed for the Lindos Acropolis, a 375-foot climb up stone

  steps cut into the hill over the Old Town. A sight ‘once seen never forgotten’, I read in my guidebook. We crossed the Mediterranean to Turkey where I gorged on authentic Turkish

  Delight made with rosewater, dusted with copra and flavoured with mint, pistachio and cinnamon. The words and tastes were new to me, as were the sights of veiled women in long robes, the minarets

  above the mosques, and noises like the cry of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer, a sound so like the verses chanted at the Wailing Wall it could have been an echo.




  The huge siren blasted on the Bolivia and we steered a course across a placid sea to the island of Santorini. In a snaking line, we climbed the jagged footpath to gaze spellbound at the

  crescent-shaped lip of the largest volcanic crater in Europe, the supposed location of the lost city of Atlantis. On New Year’s Eve, we arrived at Heraklion in Crete, where we spent the day

  exploring the ruins at Knossos and I bought presents for my family: a woven bag for Mum, a belt for Clive, a ceramic ashtray for Grandpa, something for Dad, something for Grandma.




  Our final stop on New Year’s Day was Valletta, a port town, the capital of Malta, and I returned home with my rucksack crammed with rolls of film and my head vibrating with all the dates

  and archaeological wonders I was dying to share with Grandpa.




  I rushed into the house smiling, but Mum looked as if she was in one of her moods and sat me down in the kitchen. Now what? I thought. She told me that Grandpa had suffered a heart attack on

  Christmas Eve and was fighting for his life.




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’




  ‘What, and ruin your holiday?’




  I broke down in tears.




  Grandpa was fighting for his life. The phrase was terrifying and I could hardly bear the wait before we could visit him in hospital later in the day. I unpacked, and when I found Grandpa’s

  ashtray broken it seemed like a bad omen.




  As soon as the double doors opened at visiting time, I rushed into the ward wearing a Turkish fez. Grandpa was pale and looked older lying there in his striped pyjamas. But the moment he saw me,

  he pushed himself up in the bed, grabbed the red fez and put it on his own head. He took my hand. ‘What would I do without my little poppet?’ he said, and from that day on he started to

  get better.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 2




  Running and Starving




  It often felt as if I were playing a role, that we were all acting out parts in a television soap: the father who works hard to support his family, a mother who loves her

  husband, emotionally balanced children without a care in the world. The little ups and downs served as minor conflicts that were quickly resolved, progressing the drama to some inevitable but

  unclear conclusion. Except for when I was with my grandparents, my smile was always false. I was constantly watching myself, forever trying to see myself as everyone else saw me. It was never

  natural, always a sham, and the other players seemed just as good at playing their roles as I was at playing my own.




  The family we pretended to be was perfectly normal, with our birthday celebrations, watching television together, barbecues in the garden. In summer during Wimbledon, Clive would rig up a net

  using the washing line and we’d play tennis. My father showed me how to serve, holding me in the right position. ‘Do it this way . . . no, no, no, you have to follow

  through . . . Not like that. Stretch your arm. Curve your back . . . No. No. No. Do it again’. I was attuned to the subtlest change in tone, the feel of my

  father’s hands on my arms, his body pressing against my back. Mum would clip-clop up the garden path on her heels carrying a tray of lemon barley with ice cubes rattling in the glasses.

  We’d take a break, standing there panting, then run off to find the lost balls.




  But something felt wrong. Something was missing. I knew this, and sensed that the rest of my family did too.




  Mother looked happy when she went to work and looked happy until the moment she pulled into the drive, locked the car in the garage and made her way into the house. Her happiness was outside

  those four walls. Father always seemed as if he were on the verge of saying something; that gagging noise in his throat was going to be some life-changing disclosure, but the moment of revelation

  remained in the airless vault of his mind until it withered and died.




  Now that Clive was coming up to seventeen, he made the journey to see our grandparents less often. He had more pressing interests, including a girlfriend. I went every Sunday and wouldn’t

  have missed it if I’d had a dozen boyfriends, not that I actually had any at all. Grandpa was getting better. It seemed like a personal reprieve and I couldn’t help wondering if it had

  been my tour of the Holy Land that had stirred a guardian angel to action.




  After his heart attack, Grandpa was diagnosed with diabetes and had to change his diet. Grandma stopped baking apple envelopes. She prepared white fish, stocked the larder with fresh fruit and

  vegetables, and checked the calorie and sugar contents on the backs of all the jars with a magnifying glass. When I arrived at their house, Grandpa would hurry me down the garden to show me what he

  was growing in the greenhouse. He’d shut the door and act like a spy as he pulled out a slab of toffee. He’d break it up and have a piece himself.




  ‘Don’t tell Grandma,’ he’d say.




  ‘But you shouldn’t, Grandpa, it’s against the rules.’




  ‘Life’s too short for so many rules,’ he’d grumble, and we’d both stand there sucking our toffee.




  At these moments, the dreams that haunted me seemed particularly warped and obscene. I was forever picturing a man coming to my room and taking off my clothes in the middle of the night, running

  his hands over my body, pulling at my limbs, touching me in places where he shouldn’t. As my eyes flickered open in the morning, I would see in those first fragmentary moments fleeting,

  half-formed visions of things that were so hideous I rushed to the shower to burn the images out of my brain below the hot water. I was a bad person for letting these dirty thoughts into my mind. I

  stood in the greenhouse trying to tell Grandpa about the horrible things I imagined, but I was like my father in that one respect at least and let the words wither to dust in my throat.




  If I appeared downcast for a moment, Grandpa would instantly give me a hug. I didn’t like physical contact of any sort – the way girls link arms in the school corridor, or a stranger

  sits too close on the bus. I flinched and pulled away from everyone except Grandpa. I felt safe with his arms in the sleeves of a woolly cardigan round me.




  ‘Are you happy, poppet?’ he’d ask.




  ‘Yes, yes. Very happy, Grandpa.’




  ‘Here, have another piece of toffee. I don’t want you wasting away, you’re about as thin as a breath of fresh air.’




  I grinned and ate more toffee. ‘I’m always happy when I’m here,’ I said.




  ‘Yes, I know, but are you happy the rest of the time?’




  ‘Yes, of course I am,’ I replied.




  ‘That’s the spirit. You know what I always say: don’t let things in life embitter you, let them enrich you.’




  I remember those words so clearly.




  During our daily visits to Grandpa before he came out of hospital, Mum and I had become closer and, even though the nightmares were growing more frequent and more vivid, I

  didn’t want to ruin that closeness by trying to describe them. At twelve, I didn’t have the words to explain what I was seeing, because what I was seeing was fleeting and out of focus.

  It was like flicking through the pages of a picture book or a comic, the images running into each other. If someone had asked what I had seen, I wouldn’t have been able to describe anything

  conclusively, just random bits as if from a collage: a tongue, an eye, a pair of big hands, a cigarette lighter circling my feet so that my toes looked bright pink in the darkness.




  It was best to say nothing. Perhaps it will all go away. Perhaps this was part of growing up, of being prepared for the adult world. Mother had seemed depressed before Grandpa’s heart

  attack and, if that were the case, she had come through it and was more content. She was dressing with ever greater flair, brighter colours, more uptown, less provincial. She tried to encourage me

  to do the same. We’d go shopping and look at pretty dresses, although dressing in dresses was just about the last thing on my mind.




  I turned thirteen and it felt as if I were losing something, or something I’d already lost would never be regained. I was losing a sense of who I was within my own body. The only way I

  could retain some control was through what I put into my mouth, which grew less and less and eventually became almost nothing at all.




  Several times a day I would find myself unexpectedly in my father’s room, a dark, masculine place I wouldn’t normally dream of going. But for some reason a set of bathroom scales

  stood in the corner and I would stare down at the revolving dial to make sure I hadn’t gained any weight in the intervening hours since the last weigh-in. I skipped breakfast and lunch,

  except perhaps the odd bit of fruit, and stuffed myself with a salad sandwich without butter for dinner.




  Mum was worried that I was so thin. Her worry turned to terror when one of her friends suggested, after seeing adverts on television about drugs, that I might be a heroin addict.




  ‘Heroin?’ I said. ‘What’s that?’




  That calmed my mother down and I popped off to the bathroom where I could strip in private and stare into the long mirror to make sure I hadn’t put on any unnecessary weight. At thirteen I

  was growing breasts and one of the upsides of anorexia is that it delays the process of puberty. For a year I didn’t have a period. I saw sexual images in my dreams, I didn’t want to

  see them in the mirror. I hid myself in baggy T-shirts and jeans. I was a whiz at hockey, running the ball down the wing like a streak of lightning. I wanted to get really fast and took up a strict

  regime of jogging.




  Every morning I was up at seven regardless of the weather and hammered round the streets for an hour. I’d shower and gorge myself on a banana and half an apple, drink lots of water and

  rush off to school where I never had to be told to work hard. At Dane Hall Secondary I was the clever girl, the swot, the prize-winner, who always envied the easy-going girls who chatted about

  boyfriends and pop stars.




  That didn’t mean I was out of touch with my times. Oversized sweatshirts were all the rage. They suited me. The trendy girls were strutting about in neon tops and leg warmers, the boys in

  acid-washed jeans, the cuffs rolled up on their blue school blazers copying Don Johnson from Miami Vice. Through the early eighties, everyone was listening to Depeche Mode, Human League,

  Spandau Ballet, new-wave bands that used synthesizers and drum machines.




  I was already considered eccentric and thought of as being totally weird in my attraction to The Who and Pink Floyd. I listened to their songs over and over again on my Walkman; it seemed

  as if they had been written just for me.




  There was in my family a desperate sense of hanging on: Father to his futile air of superiority, Mother to the empty shell of her marriage, me to my lost childhood, Grandpa to dear life. I hated

  going to bed at night, dreaming bad dreams, sexual dreams, ugly dreams, waking another day older, jogging through the dawn, growing thinner. Sometimes I felt like a shadow that would vanish when

  the sun rose over the rooftops.




  Days and months slipped by in spirals of unremembered activity: the A-plus for a piece of homework studiously written, instantly forgotten; the goal scored at hockey; the prize Clive won for

  bowling out three opponents in a school cricket match. The garden changed its coat of colours at the end of summer. Christmas presents were carefully bought and exchanged with artificial emotion.

  The soap opera’s seasonal special was broadcast.




  Another birthday. Fourteen. In some cultures I would be a woman. I feel like a woman. I feel like a child. I feel like an infant. I have different feelings at different times and I have no idea

  how I should feel and what feeling belongs to the me that is me.




  My father had become a complete stranger, talking to me only on rare occasions and then in a way that made me feel uneasy. When I had something to do after school, or went to a birthday party at

  the weekend, he had got into the habit of asking me if I’d got off with anyone. ‘What do you do at these parties? Have you got a boyfriend? Is he a good kisser?’




  I’d mumble an embarrassed response. As a young teenager, sex was the furthest thing from my mind. On the contrary, while girls were getting interested in make-up and boys, I wanted to

  screen myself from all such thoughts. I filled my life with intense activity. I was still cooking dinner most evenings. I worked so hard at school I couldn’t help but be top of everything. I

  read until my eyes hurt, and ran and played hockey until I dropped exhausted in my bed at night hoping that the dreams would stay away and leave me in peace




  They didn’t. The nightmares ran in cycles, disappeared, and others took their place. I was still waking with a bad taste in my mouth and would stare at the bottle of aftershave on the

  shelf in the bathroom as I cleaned my teeth. The smell of my father’s aftershave seemed to fill the house. It permeated my bedroom, clinging to the fur of the teddy bears. I stared at that

  bottle and had visions of smashing it in the bath, but of course I never did.




  Father haunted the house like a ghost, arriving late, eating alone, shutting himself behind his bedroom door with the short-wave radio, the whistles and whirs conjuring up scenes in my head that

  were so sordid and surreal they could have been murals painted by Salvador Dalì. I had surges of conflicting emotions, feeling sorry for my father, who seemed lonely and reclusive, and

  experiencing attacks of inexplicable hatred when I woke in the dark night from a bad dream and found myself whispering a prayer: ‘I wish you were dead. I wish you were dead. I wish you were

  dead’.




  One sunny day at the end of May, rounders practice was cancelled and I went home planning to do my homework early and get it out of the way. I realized as I cut across the

  front garden that I had forgotten my key. There was a car in the drive, so I knew someone was in. I pressed the bell. There was no answer. I pressed again, holding my finger down. After what seemed

  like an eternity, Mum opened the door. Her hair, always rigidly in place, was tossed about, her eyes were shiny and, as she made her way towards the breakfast room, I noticed that the zip of her

  skirt was open.




  ‘I had a migraine; Stephen brought me home,’ she said casually. Stephen was her boss. ‘He was going to dictate some letters.’




  Strange activity for someone with a migraine, I thought.




  At that moment, I heard Stephen coming downstairs whistling. He entered the kitchen grinning. His hair was wet and swept back, and he wasn’t wearing his jacket and tie.




  ‘Hi, you’re home,’ he said.




  I didn’t answer.




  I left the kitchen, climbed the stairs and went to my mother’s room. The bedclothes were pulled back. I ran my hand over the bottom sheet. It was still warm. I don’t know why I did

  that. And I don’t know why I felt sickened by this discovery. I felt betrayed. I’d known, deep down, since I was five years old, that my mother was having an affair. But it felt wrong

  finding out like that, seeing her with her skirt unzipped, the feel of warmth on my palm as I ran it over the sheet. It felt as if my mother had been cheating on me, rather than my father.




  In my bedroom, I tipped my books out on the bed and wrote an essay about the Roman conquest. Running. Starving. Submerging myself in work. I had an arsenal of devices to stop myself thinking

  about the present, or dwelling on the past. I was living in my head, punishing my body, running, it seemed, in circles and getting nowhere.




  When Stephen left, Mother tiptoed up the stairs and knocked on my door before entering.




  ‘Everything all right?




  ‘Why shouldn’t it be?’




  ‘You don’t seem yourself today.’




  ‘I’m never myself,’ I said.




  She gave that impatient sigh mothers reserve for teenaged daughters and when she’d left the room, I thought about that exchange.




  ‘You don’t seem yourself today.’




  ‘I’m never myself.’




  It was about the most honest thing that either of us had ever said to each other. It was my ‘self’ I was trying to find. Sometimes I would close my eyes and pretend I was someone

  else with a mission to explore the corridors of my brain in search of answers to obscure riddles, the source and meaning of my dreams that were growing more lucid, less fragmented, the clips of

  film splicing into a narrative. I resented Mother, not because she was having sex with Stephen, but because it had allowed the spectre of sex to open the front door, climb the stairs and enter her

  bed. Sex was ugly, repugnant, horrifying; it was the ghost no one had ever seen, but everyone sensed its presence.




  The following weekend, sex came to haunt me again. My father had a friend who would come to show off every time he bought a new car. I had heard Mother say that he was a

  ‘flash bastard’ and she didn’t like him. But my father was impressed by this man. He was the managing director of a local company and a member of the same golf club.




  They had been outside looking at the Jaguar, which was sleek and black. I was in the lounge and, when they came in, Father left me alone with his friend while he went to get something. The man

  was loud, self-confident, full of smiles. He came forward as if to say hello, but immediately put his arm round me and fondled my breast.




  Mum happened to walk in at that moment and she crossed the room like lightning.




  ‘Hey, you, back off,’ she screamed.




  He just laughed and moved away. I went running up the stairs and did something I hadn’t done for long time. I hid in the Bird Cage.




  I didn’t eat anything that night. Next morning, after jogging, while Mum was upstairs getting ready for work, I took a beaker with a screw top from the kitchen and filled it with a

  cocktail of whisky, gin, vodka, brandy – taking shots from each bottle in the drinks cabinet so no one would notice it was gone. My heart was fluttering. A tic in my neck was kicking.

  I’d seen on TV shows that after accidents the victims needed a whisky or a brandy to settle their nerves, and that’s just what I needed to get me through the day.




  At school, I took sips of my secret concoction and the feeling was intoxicating. My brain was numb. I felt happy. At home, it seemed as if I were surrounded by all things raunchy and suggestive.

  Women on television wiggled across the screen with exposed cleavages. There were ads for the new film Splash showing Daryl Hannah all but naked. Clive’s girlfriend made a rare

  appearance, knocked on my door, and entered my bedroom wearing a tight top and jeans that showed the shape of her bum.




  ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she demanded.




  ‘There’s nothing wrong with me. What’s wrong with you?’




  ‘Why don’t you eat properly?’




  ‘Why don’t you mind your own business?’




  It was a conversation full of questions and no answers. She turned and took her cute figure out of my room and I sat in the corner with Mr Happy, not feeling happy at all.




  Sex was everywhere, in the crude images stalking my dreams, in the memory of my mother waltzing through the house with her skirt unzipped, of Stephen with his wet hair and cheery whistle. The

  combination of these scenes, together with the strain of puberty and anorexia, created a constant feeling of confusion and pain.




  Alcohol eased that pain. Next day I filled the beaker again. And the next. And the next. Time for me is and always has been vague, capricious, unpredictable, not a continuous stream, more like a

  tide ebbing and flowing, impossible to check or measure. I took small nips; I watched the levels go down and, abracadabra, the spent bottles disappeared, new ones reappeared, and no one ever

  discovered it was me dipping into the drinks cabinet with my plastic beaker.




  All good things have their downside. With drinking it’s hangovers. Friends and teachers began to smell alcohol on my breath and notice that I was often withdrawn and depressed. Another

  problem with the drink is that it makes you sleepy and on one occasion the star pupil was discovered snoring through double maths.




  Like tankers at sea, schools move slowly, but after several weeks, Mr Keating, the head of year, called me to his office and gave me a cutting from the local newspaper about children who had

  parents with drinking problems. He had assumed I was imitating my parents, the first in a lifetime of wrong assumptions, misdiagnoses, of missing the point.




  Mr Keating made an appointment for me to see a clinical psychologist and accompanied me to the Child and Family Unit at the Naydon Clinic, an annexe to the adult day hospital. I didn’t

  tell my parents about the appointment, and didn’t feel inclined to explain my newly acquired taste for alcohol to the psychologist, a tall pale woman who sat in her small, low-ceilinged

  office like an apparition with the wintry light behind her. Mr Keating remained with me at first, but then the tall woman asked him to leave so she could ask me some questions in private.




  She made a spire from her fingers while I sat on a low chair with my navy-blue school skirt across my knees, my fingers picking at the blue and red stripes on my Dane Hall tie. The woman wanted

  to make a family tree and I watched her draw a complex sequence of circles and arrows that touched some deep dark hidden memory and made me feel uncomfortable. She used her fingers to specify what

  she wanted me to talk about:




  My relationship with my mum and dad.




  How I felt about them.




  What I thought they felt about me.




  And, most important, what I thought about me.




  It was ridiculous. I had been trying to answer these questions since I was born and couldn’t suddenly put a shape to the mess inside my head. She asked me about my dreams and the mere

  mention of them was so agonizing I told her I was one of those people who never dreamed at all.




  ‘Ah, but everyone dreams.’




  ‘But not everyone remembers.’




  ‘Or wants to remember?’




  ‘Yes, that’s right,’ I said.




  I made another appointment, which I didn’t keep. I thought the whole exercise was a waste of energy and had no intention of going again.




  What the psychologist didn’t know, and would never learn, because I never told her, was that her questions had inadvertently flicked on the light in my head. That night, when I lay in bed

  hugging Mr Happy, the cigarette-lighter dream beamed into my memory.




  I am two years old. The bedroom door opens and, in the dim glow of the night light, I watch a man enter the room. He pulls back the bedclothes, holds his finger to my lips and,

  with the other hand, flicks the wheel of my mother’s cigarette lighter. He moves the flame close to my toes. I kick and wriggle as he does this. I want to get away but I can’t.

  He’s too large, too strong, his big finger presses against my lips. He leans forward and, in the glow of the blue flame, for the first time I recognize the face of my father. The weird thing

  is I am not surprised or terrified. I am comforted by the sense of familiarity.




  When he puts the cigarette lighter away, he smiles. I smile back. He takes off my pyjamas and plays with me, tickling me. He wets his finger and runs it between the lips of my vagina. He then

  unzips his trousers and takes out his willy. He supports the back of my head. I open my mouth without being told and he puts his willy in my mouth. He jerks it back and forth and fills my mouth

  with a bitter liquid that tastes like sour milk.




  I see this scene very clearly. I feel it is familiar somehow, that it has happened many times, the detail varying just slightly. Sometimes he puts his willy in my mouth to make it wet, then

  climbs on my bed and pushes his willy into the entrance of my vagina. Sometimes he rolls me on to my tummy and puts his willy in my bottom. It really hurts. My face is pushed into the pillow. I try

  not to cry out because I don’t want to make my daddy unhappy.




  Over the next few weeks I kept deconstructing the dreams of him coming to my room and it was like shifting shapes in a kaleidoscope, changing the pattern, analysing the parts and putting it back

  together hoping the picture would look different. Because now, for the first time, I was starting to wonder if these were not dreams, if this had really happened.




  I was trying to hold on to something tangible, something more than a feeling, and the more I tried, the more it seemed like make-believe. If these things had taken place how could I have

  forgotten? You don’t forget these things. It’s not possible. I told myself over and over again that it wasn’t true.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 3




  Four Faces




  On 3 March 1985, the telephone woke me in the early hours of the morning.




  Doors opened and closed. Under the gap below my bedroom door the light came on in the hall. I got up and glanced out of my room as Mum left the bathroom brushing her hair.




  ‘It’s Grandpa,’ she said, and hurried down the stairs. ‘I’m going to the hospital.’




  ‘Wait for me,’ I called.




  ‘There’s no time, Alice.’




  The front door slammed. I listened to her car pulling out of the drive and was still lying awake listening an hour later when she returned. I heard the key turn in the lock. My heart was

  pounding as she climbed the stairs. She could only have been in the hospital for a short time. That meant it was either good news or bad news, and I remained in bed trying to decide which.




  When I finally went to her room, Mum was already in bed. She looked exhausted. She had puffy eyes and no make-up. She pulled back the covers. I stood immobile at her bedroom door considering

  this sudden display of affection and knowing what it must mean.




  ‘Come,’ she said.




  I just stood there.




  I had a sudden pain in my stomach. My head was spinning.




  Mother smiled weakly. She patted the bed and I crawled into the warmth of her sheets. She put her arms round me and held me tight. I didn’t know if she was holding me for me or for

  herself. I could feel the shape and heat of her body. I had dropped to six stone in weight and felt like a baby returning to the womb, a baby kangaroo swaddled in her pouch. It was hard at that

  moment to think about Grandpa.




  ‘He had another heart attack,’ she whispered. ‘It was quick.’




  ‘Quick?’




  ‘Grandpa’s gone.’




  ‘Grandpa’s gone. Grandpa’s gone. Grandpa’s gone.’




  I said the words to myself like French verbs, letting them sink in.




  Tears ran down my cheeks and wet the pillow. Had I neglected Grandpa those last few weeks? There had been no time to say goodbye. No last hug. ‘Don’t let things in life embitter you,

  let them enrich you.’ That was Grandpa. I believe everyone is made up of a jumble of good and bad points. There are among us psychopaths and paedophiles, but few people are totally evil and

  few are totally good. I think my grandfather was one of the few totally good ones. He was my safety net, my comfort zone. I had grown dependent on his being there and now he was gone.




  I cried and cried. I cried until my eyes were red and swollen. When I went to the funeral there were no tears left. I had cried myself out, and the tears I tried to force from me that bitter

  March morning a few months after my sixteenth birthday were false tears because that’s what the occasion called for. I didn’t grieve. I couldn’t grieve.




  We went back to Erdington with Grandma. Mother wore a black hat with a veil, carefully chosen. Father stood across the room in his black suit eating an egg and watercress sandwich. He looked

  like an undertaker. Clive was likewise in a dark suit and a university tie, very adult suddenly, very serious. He was studying law at university in Bristol and had chosen to go to the south-west

  ‘to get as far away from my family as possible’.




  Grandma had baked some apple envelopes, which I didn’t touch. Even the smell made me feel queasy. I had a knot of pain in my stomach and I felt the nerve throbbing in my neck. I looked

  round the house and it seemed as if Grandpa had never been there, that he had never existed, that the man in the photographs on the shelf with Grandma was a stranger.




  I thought back to those autumn days standing in the greenhouse sucking toffee and it felt like a false memory, something I had read in a book or just made up. And if I had made up memories of

  Grandpa, then what sometimes seemed to be memories of my father coming to my room and abusing me could just as easily have been fictitious. I desperately needed to know what to believe, to find

  something solid to hold on to.




  One day, not long after Grandpa died, I went looking for clues.




  Because I was finding it so hard to tell the difference between dreams and memories I had started to doubt the memory of my father giving me a tin of spaghetti hoops after arguing with my

  mother. Did he do that? Why would he do that?




  I went into the Bird Cage and found scribbles on the wall and dents that could have been made by a child banging a tin on the plaster. I went downstairs to the kitchen, and returned with a tin

  of spaghetti hoops. The lip of the tin fitted in the curved dents exactly. I shut the door, sat in the corner and gazed up at the curved glass of the dome as if I might catch a glimpse of the past.

  Some of my old toys had been packed away in a box: puzzles, games, books, things that had lost their familiarity and could have belonged to someone else.




  I spent too much time sifting through the past. I envied people who lived with the belief that there is only the present moment, that the past may never have existed and the future would be a

  construct of what you were thinking today, now, sitting there with these forlorn objects spread around me on the floor. I closed my eyes. I had a vague sense of waiting, for what I didn’t

  know, perhaps to grow up, when I assumed everything would become clear. I put the toys and puzzles back in the box, closed the door behind me and never went back into the Bird Cage again.




  My next piece of research took me to the shed outside. The garden was bleak and muddy. Mist clung to the holly trees where a pair of robins had built a nest. Every year I watched as they flew

  about with leaves and twigs making their home safe for the pale-blue eggs that appeared as if by magic in early spring. When I remembered, I put out breadcrumbs and water that would turn into an

  ice disc in the saucer when the weather was freezing.




  My breath made a vapour trail as I ran up the path. The shed door was stiff and the hinges creaked as I dragged it open. It was a bitter day and seemed even colder inside the shed, the sort of

  cold that makes you shrink in on yourself like a tortoise into its shell. The air was static like air in a closed box. I had the feeling that no one had been in the shed for years. The windows were

  veiled in cobwebs. The woody aroma of sawdust I recalled from long-ago summers had been replaced by the acid smell of damp eating into the metal parts of the screwdrivers and chisels hanging on the

  wall. The nuts and bolts waiting to be called to some emergency job were turning to rust. I blew the dust from an empty jar with small holes drilled in the lid.
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