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Dedicated to the memory of my beautiful, talented but troubled mother Jennifer, for giving me life, to my grandparents for the stability they gave me, and my gorgeous son Daniel for breaking the cycle.










PROLOGUE


This is Where it Ends


‘Cathy, turn on the news – now!’


It was September 2006, a Saturday morning, and my aunt sounded anxious. I hung up the phone and flicked the flatscreen remote. A second later I screamed. Shock turned quickly to confusion.


It can’t be him. It’s not possible.


I don’t know why my teenage son, Daniel, was up at nine o’clock on a weekend, but as he ran into the room, I was glad he was.


‘Mum, what is it? What’s wrong?’


But I couldn’t speak – I just stared at the screen, shaking and pointing at the picture of the man they said was wanted for the murder of a young girl.


‘You’re scaring me, Mum,’ Daniel said. ‘Who’s that man? Do you know him?’


Until then I’d been able to protect my son from the poison of his past. Now it was time for the truth. I took a deep breath.


‘Daniel – that’s your father.’


Part of me wishes I’d never set eyes on Peter Britton Tobin. Part of me wishes he had never taken a single breath. I’m sure I wouldn’t have any trouble finding people who’d agree. Just ask the grieving families of Angelika Kluk, Vicky Hamilton and Dinah McNicol. If I were them I would definitely consider death too good for the man who took my daughter’s life.


Just ask the two young girls he tortured, raped and left to die, the prostitutes who were hurt because of his excessive, brutal tastes or the countless others rumoured to have been his victims over a possible forty-year campaign of terror. Ask any of them and I’m sure they’d have nothing good to say.


But mine is a hideous, unique position. It’s why I can only ever partly wish he’d never been born. Because, like it or not, the serial killer Peter Tobin is the father of my only child, my beautiful son. And as any parent will know, there is nothing you wouldn’t do to protect your child. Unfortunately for me, Peter Tobin knew that.


With knowledge comes power and Peter knew without a shadow of a doubt that there is nothing stronger than the bond between mother and child. He played on that. That was how he controlled me during our marriage. One word out of place, one step out of line and he didn’t have to threaten me. He just threatened Daniel.


Our poor, innocent baby boy, from the moment he was born, was just a tool with which I could be manipulated. I see that now. He was a bargaining chip. A means to an end.


I was a wild child when Peter Tobin, twice my age, fell for me. A free spirit, confident, loud and independent. I was the sixteen-year-old with the world at my stilettoed feet. That’s how I felt and that’s how everyone saw me. Everyone except Peter.


He alone saw the confused, scarred girl beneath the veneer. The hurting, abandoned teenager desperate for validation, hiding behind her image of the life and soul of the party. To Peter’s expert eye, I wasn’t a wild child in need of taming. I was vulnerable, fragile, damaged – ripe for falling under his control.


That’s why he tricked me into getting pregnant. I don’t think he ever wanted a child. He just wanted leverage.


The day I made my escape from him was the scariest day of my life. It had to be timed to perfection. One error, one delay, and he would catch me. And he would kill me.


I knew in my heart that he would have no choice. In Peter’s eyes, I was no more than a possession, maybe even his most precious possession, but not a person with rights of her own. When I ran away, he didn’t feel abandoned; he felt like he’d been robbed. And I knew he would exact his revenge.


Smuggling my son out of Scotland and fleeing the five hundred miles to the sanctuary of my family in Portsmouth was the longest night of my life. I was convinced Peter would be following, waiting for the coach to pull over, biding his time before storming on and reclaiming his property.


Every set of headlights that passed my window was his, I was convinced. Every time we slowed, it was because he had caused it.


I told my family and friends that I thought I would die that night if he found me. They all said the same thing: ‘It can’t be that bad.’


But they didn’t know. I hadn’t told anyone about the abuse, the beatings, the violence, the atmosphere of terror he’d forced me to live under for three years. They wouldn’t believe me when I said he would have killed me to stop me escaping. But I knew.


Then, in September 2006, he was arrested for the murder of Angelika Kluk.


And then we all knew.


My son was so young when his life was in peril, but he has recovered. He has had his counselling, he has had his therapy and, more than a decade later, has emerged as a healthy, unscarred young man. I’m confident he’s found his closure.


This book, I hope, will be mine. I have never told this story before. Not even my closest friends know what I suffered as the plaything of Peter Tobin and no one has ever heard how the parallels with my mother’s short life led me into his clutches. I’ve gone to great lengths to rebuild my life, but I’ve wasted too much time running from the truth. Until I face my past, my escape from evil will always be incomplete. If I don’t share my story, it will always be there to haunt me. And I don’t want that anymore.


This is where it ends.


And this is where it began . . .










ONE


The Choices Mum Made


‘Who’s this, Grandpa?’


I was fourteen years old and sitting at the kitchen table in my grandparents’ house. In front of me, spread out in neat little piles, were dozens of small, square photographs. One had caught my eye.


Grandpa pushed up his glasses and studied the picture I was holding.


‘That’s you,’ he said, a warm smile lighting up his face.


I stared at the mop-topped little bundle in the duck-egg blue cardigan with navy trim. Was I ever so blonde and curly? And look at those chubby little legs!


Baby me, grinning towards the camera, looked so happy on the hip of the slim woman in the gorgeous, white, thigh-length A-line dress. If anything, she looked happier still. No prizes for guessing who that beaming lady was, but I checked anyway.


‘And this is Mum?’


Grandpa nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said, a flicker of pride in his voice, ‘that’s your mother. Doesn’t she look beautiful?’


He didn’t have to ask me that. I’d never seen anyone look so stunning. With long blonde hair cascading over her shoulders and slim, tanned legs, Mum looked like a film star to me. At the very least, a model. And as for her amazing little white outfit . . .


‘I love the dress,’ I said. ‘She looks so smart.’


I noticed the smile fade slightly from Grandpa’s lips. ‘She does, doesn’t she?’ he said quietly. ‘But then people tend to make an effort on their wedding day.’


Wedding day? But I’m in the picture.


I don’t remember if I couldn’t work it out or I didn’t want to.


‘Grandpa, I don’t understand.’


As he handed back the picture, I’m sure I saw his shoulders sag a little, then he took a breath and pulled himself up straight. ‘I’m afraid, Cathy,’ Grandpa said, a steely tone to his voice, ‘there’s no other way to put it: you are a bastard.’


There must have been a dozen different ways to break that news to me, but it was typical of Grandpa to use the correct term. I was technically a ‘bastard’ and that was the end of it. That was him all over: Mr Correct, Mr Proper. He liked things done and said the right way – however much it hurt other people. As far as Grandpa was concerned, he was the one who’d been hurt most.


Admitting his daughter had had a child out of wedlock was still as shameful to him fourteen years later as it had been back in 1969. From Grandpa’s point of view, that wasn’t the worst part. The wedding took place on 26 May 1970 – my mother’s sixteenth birthday. I’d been born the previous November and that was the earliest she could legally marry.


Wow, I thought. Born out of wedlock to an underage mum. Not exactly the start a girl hopes for. Glancing at Grandpa, now furiously polishing his shoes, I realized it was definitely not the start he would have wanted for me.


Reginald Ralph Seaford Beavis was a proud man. He’d served as a major in the Royal Corps of Signals, the army’s intelligence division, and years after his discharge still conducted himself with a strong military bearing. He worked as a salesman for the Wills cigarette company, who made brands like Strand, Embassy and Woodbine, and enjoyed some success and the recognition of his peers without ever really rising to great heights.


Reg had met his future wife, Daphne, while still serving in the army. Granny was a hairdresser at the time and had once styled the hair of the wonderful Peggy Ashcroft, as she never tired of reminding us. Granny only worked for two years, but till the day she died she refused to let anyone else perm, dye or set her hair. ‘Why would I, when I’m a trained hairdresser?’ And so, in all the years I knew her, Granny’s hair never changed once. It was like she was stuck in a time warp.


My grandparents married in the late 1940s and moved from Bristol, where the Wills factory was based, to Peterborough. In 1950 they had their first daughter, Anne, and couldn’t have been happier. They were the perfect family unit. Grandpa was the warden at the local church, while Granny used to do the flowers. She didn’t work anymore, but his career was solid, if not amazing. They were both dependable, respectable people. Everything was just so. Everything, that is, except my mother.


Jennifer Mary Beavis was born in May 1954. By then Granny and Grandpa had settled into a nice routine with little four-year-old Anne. I’m sure they expected Mum to just fit into their schedule. From what I know of her, I doubt very much that happened. But for a while everything was fine. Church played a role in the family’s life, there were nice holidays on a beach somewhere, days out to Stonehenge, everything as it should be. Neither daughter wanted for much.


Both girls settled well into school in Peterborough. In fact, when Grandpa’s work moved the family to Saltdean, near Brighton, in 1960, he received a glowing report from Miss Franks, Mum’s headmistress. In it she said, ‘We shall be very sorry to lose Jennifer. She is one of our best scholars. Her reading is excellent. It is unusual for a child so young to be able to read so fluently.’


Reading the letter now is like reading about a stranger. Such potential . . .


Mum and Anne’s new school was Telscombe Cliffs Primary, after which they both qualified for the girls’ grammar school in Lewes, about a twenty-five-mile round trip every day. They’d catch the bus from Saltdean to Newhaven, then hop on a train to Lewes. Anne dutifully looked out for her little sister in the early years, but they were only together briefly before she left.


In short, each girl had a wonderful start to life. Most importantly, they had the same start. Same schools, same loving parents, same opportunities. So why did they take such different paths?


If Grandpa had plotted out the perfect blueprint for his daughters’ lives, I don’t think it would have been too dissimilar to the way Anne’s turned out. As far as I can tell, she did everything correctly. From school straight to nursing college. Aged twenty, she met the man of her dreams, but sensibly waited a year before tying the knot. After three years they had kids – one of each, obviously. The children were educated at grammar schools from the age of eleven, they both got fantastic degrees, have wonderful jobs and are now starting their own families. After a few years abroad Anne and her husband, Geoff, stayed briefly with my grandparents before moving to Portsmouth. They now live in a beautiful house on Hayling Island, mortgage-free. They’ve even got a dog. It’s the perfect family. Absolutely textbook.


And then there was Mum. It seems that when Anne turned right, young Jenny chose left. Again and again and again. We don’t know when exactly and we don’t know why. All we know is that eventually it cost Jenny her life.


It’s such a puzzle. What made Mum take the path she did? She had the same options, the same support network, the same genes. But it wasn’t enough. Nursing wasn’t for her. Academia seemed to be a waste of her time as well, although she was, according to her early reports, very bright. By the age of fourteen she was no longer interested in what Lewes Grammar School for Girls could offer her. And they, it’s fair to say, were running out of patience with her too.


I don’t have many of my mother’s possessions, but on my sixteenth birthday Granny and Grandpa gave me a box containing various letters and documents. For years I left that box unopened, too afraid of what I might discover. When curiosity did get the better of me, I felt sad that I hadn’t had the courage before. Wonderful new clues to a fuller picture of my mother’s life were hidden in letters, photographs and newspaper columns. It’s emotional stuff. I just wish Mum came out of it better.


One letter was a note to Grandpa from the headmistress of Lewes Grammar, Miss Margaret Medcalf. She claimed she’d gone to the café in Newhaven and discovered Mum and a couple of friends. Mum had sworn she was there with Grandpa’s blessing, but obviously she was playing hooky. In any case, the head wasn’t fooled and wrote to Grandpa, who replied, by return, saying he would do everything ‘to uphold the reputation of the school’. It all sounds wonderfully prim now, but at the time I’m sure it was mortifying for Grandpa. As a soldier, he’d been prepared to put his head above the parapet in the line of enemy fire. It was another matter in civilian life. All he wanted from his family was for them to keep their heads down. It wasn’t much to ask, was it?


It was for my mother.


The truanting school letter was dated 16 May 1968 – a week before Mum’s fourteenth birthday. I’m sure Grandpa hoped his intervention would be the end of it. Unfortunately, a few days later, things got worse.


A note from the school posted through my grandparents’ front door explained the bare bones: ‘Dear Mr Beavis, your daughter Jennifer was committed to the Victoria Hospital in Lewes today suffering from the effects of some pills she had taken. She is being kept overnight for some observation. I’m very worried indeed about the whole matter and I would be grateful if you could come and discuss it with me at your earliest convenience. I do hope Jennifer will recover soon.’ It was again signed by the headmistress.


I can’t imagine how Grandpa must have felt. Obviously he was worried that Mum had been taken to hospital, but at the same time . . . the ignominy of it all! The knowledge that a daughter of his had taken some sort of overdose and ended up in hospital must have been so much for him to bear. The only saving grace was that, as far as he knew, only he and the headmistress’s office were aware of the matter. Unfortunately, that wasn’t to last.


The case made all the local papers. They were fascinated by the story of three middle-class girls bunking off school to take, as they reported, ‘barbiturate tranquillizers known as Yellow Dollies’. Every report, while austere in its view, couldn’t help slathering over the fact that one of the girls was kept at Victoria Hospital for psychiatric tests. No prizes for guessing who that was.


Just when Grandpa thought things couldn’t get any worse, they did. The story of the pill-popping teens went national. Most excruciating of all, it reached the offices, and the front page, of his paper of choice – the Sunday Telegraph. By coincidence, they ran their story on Mum’s fourteenth birthday.


Part of me feels the shame my grandparents must have felt over what would be, in today’s schools, pretty much ignored by anyone other than the head. But part of me is grateful for the national attention. Without the report from the Telegraph, for example, and without my Granny cutting it out and storing it so carefully, I would never have known about this phase of my mother’s life. I would never have known that she and her friends were found in the school science laboratory, thought at first to be suffering the effects of ‘intoxication’. I would never have known they were sent to hospital and given eight pints of water to flush out their systems. And I would never have known Grandpa immediately made plans for Mum to change schools.


All Granny ever told me was that Mum ‘fell in with the wrong crowd’ and I never knew any more until I opened this box of letters. Thanks to them, I know that she was examined by the hospital’s consultant psychiatrist ‘as is normal in cases of emotional trouble’. Neither of her friends was. Just her. For some reason, Mum was identified as the ringleader – and the one most in need of help. The clue is in the line ‘as is normal in cases of emotional trouble’. What emotional trouble? What could she possibly have been going through that led her to nearly overdose on barbiturates?


I don’t know how long her treatment, if any, continued. Not long, I suspect, because it seems to have been considered enough to move Mum to another school. I don’t think everyone was satisfied with that. I might be reading too much into it, but there’s a rather condemnatory edge, I feel, to the way the Telegraph made a point of announcing the incident was ‘not reported to the police’. In their eyes, she’d got away with it – unless the police happened to read the country’s bestselling broadsheet.


So, with Anne away and unable to help, Mum was transferred to the local comprehensive. I don’t suppose she had a particularly easy time at home, having dragged the Beavis name through the mud.


I get the feeling the spotlight would have been on her. Not exactly like being frisked when you go through security at Heathrow, but not far off it either. If I know my grandparents, the constant interrogations would have been wearing enough. ‘Where are you going? What’s in your bag? Who were you with?’


In all likelihood, Mum avoided drugs for the rest of her school life. If her parents’ wrath wasn’t enough to keep her away from them, then the idea of being publicly humiliated in black and white again probably was. But if Granny and Grandpa thought that would be the end of her mischief, they were wrong. A girl like my mother will always find a way to fall into trouble. Longhill Secondary may not have given Jenny access to drugs, but it did present another distraction. Boys.


Putting a fourteen-year-old girl into a mixed school at a time when her hormones were just kicking into overdrive was always going to be explosive and I don’t think Mum lost any time in getting to grips with the rules of dating. I’m not saying she would have done anything wrong, but when you come from a single-sex school, boys are going to seem like this exotic new thing. It would have been like a kid tasting sugar for the first time. I’m sure she learned the truth about them soon enough!


Most girls soon realize that boys their own age tend to be a bit on the immature side and Mum was no different. Unfortunately, at fourteen or fifteen, there wasn’t anyone quite old enough still at school. Luckily, there were friends’ older brothers, dance halls and parties. It was at one of these that she met an older boy who whisked her off to the 1968 Isle of Wight Festival on the back of his motorbike – an absolute nightmare for her parents, who had read all about these ‘mods and rockers’ in the Telegraph.


It was also at one of these parties that Jenny was introduced to my father, five years her senior and just about the most sophisticated person she’d ever met.


I’m sure Mum wasn’t the only girl of her age fooling around with older boys at the time. But, whichever way you look at it, she was one of the unlucky ones. At some point shortly after her fifteenth birthday, she had to admit to herself that she was pregnant. I can’t imagine how scared she must have been, but that was the easy part. Next she had to admit it to her parents.


Like so many of their time, all Granny and Grandpa wanted from life was respectability. Mum knew this better than anyone. She’d heard enough lectures. So, terrified at how her news would affect them, she did what so many young girls in her position do: absolutely nothing. It was only by chance, when Granny spotted a bikini-clad Jenny sunbathing during the summer of 1969 and said, ‘Your tummy looks bigger than usual,’ that the subject came up at all.


It’s fair to say that Mr and Mrs Beavis weren’t happy. The whole Yellow Dollies affair had been bad, but at least it had blown over. I’m sure plenty of people told them that today’s headlines are tomorrow’s fish wrappers and I’m sure they didn’t believe it – I know because I hate it when people say it to me. But it’s true. Mum left hospital, switched schools and got on with her life. That feeling of everyone knowing your business, imagining strangers staring at you wherever you go, would have stayed with Granny and Grandpa for ages. But there came a point when even they had to admit the only people still talking about the scandal were themselves.


On the other hand, this new family catastrophe could not be so easily ignored. In a week or two people would start to notice Mum’s size. Then, at the end of the year, there would be an actual baby. This was just not the way things were done in 1969. Not the way nice people did things, anyway.


I feel for my grandparents, I really do. They must have felt their world was crumbling when Mum presented this latest bombshell. But, unlike the newspaper headlines about the drugs, this was one family embarrassment that could not be swept under the carpet. Or so I thought.


Once I came to terms with the fact that I was actually present at my own sixteen-year-old mother’s wedding, I assumed I knew the rest of the story. Okay, my parents had been a bit careless – I accept that I probably wasn’t planned! – but they were in love, so of course marriage was something they were going to do anyway. My arrival had just sped up the natural course of things, that’s all. How naïve.


When I sat down to write this book I forced myself to open the treasure chest of letters again. As soon as I’d read the first one I instantly remembered why I hadn’t finished them all those years before. Just a couple of lines in, even skimming over the words, and I began to choke up. It wasn’t a treasure chest. That little wooden container held my kryptonite. It was the only thing I still had from my parents’ life – and it had so much power to hurt me.


Flicking through the contents was like opening Pandora’s box. Every note, every scrap of paper inflicted another wound. I wanted to learn as much as possible about my mum’s life. At least I thought I did. But when I came across the letter stamped with the adoption agency’s address, I knew I’d seen too much.


Adoption agency?


Just two words, but enough to strike fear into anyone – whatever your age.


No, it’s not possible. She wouldn’t have done it!


She couldn’t have, could she?


I’ve spent thirty years trying to come to terms with the idea that my mother abandoned me. Yes, I know she died. Yes, she would have done anything to stay with me – and often did. But grief isn’t logical. She died and I was suddenly alone. Those were the facts. She’d gone and I was left behind. Alone and abandoned. That’s how I felt.


At least I’ve always known it wasn’t her choice. But adoption? That’s a very different story. I had to prove it wasn’t true.


Tears streaming down my face, I tore through the box, pulling out sheet after sheet of all that remained of my mother’s life. Then I saw it. It wasn’t much, but the first few words told me it contained what I needed to hear.


My hand was shaking as I clutched the letter. It was neatly typewritten and dated November 1969 – the month I was born. The text barely covered half a page, but in those few words my life had been decided.


According to the letter, Mum, Dad and both their sets of parents were strongly advised that the best course of action would be to have me adopted. But they’d refused. Mum had refused.


They’d stood up to officialdom and hung on to me. This silly young schoolgirl and her older boyfriend, probably without a penny between them, had decided, ‘No, you’re not taking our baby!’


It’s incredible how much power that tiny scrap of paper held over me. Now I knew the truth, I could relax. In the space of a few minutes I’d felt the bottom fall out of my world and then discovered it was all a mistake. A few minutes and two tiny pieces of correspondence from the past. No wonder I’d ignored that box for so long.


Gradually, I pieced together the true story. With a baby on the way and having pledged that they would be married as soon as legally possible, Mum and Dad moved in together. If they hadn’t, then it wasn’t just my future that was hanging in the balance. According to Grandpa’s correspondence, there was talk of a criminal prosecution of my father because he’d had intercourse with a minor. Like a lot of cases today, though, the authorities took a view that Mum and Dad were in a relationship. Yes, at fifteen she was too young, but they loved each other. At that age you think you’ll spend the rest of your life together.


Even though I’d discovered that Mum had fought to keep me, I still couldn’t stem the tears. She must have felt so vulnerable. Granny and Grandpa were obviously not her biggest fans at that moment, her boyfriend had his own problems with the possible police action and here was some outside agency, some stranger, deciding whether Mum could keep her baby or not. Just thinking of her going through all that on her own made me feel awful. Mum must have felt so alone. Unfortunately, not for the last time.


Her problems didn’t end there. Another note revealed that I wasn’t the only one the authorities had their eye on. Mum herself was considered as a potential victim in all this. I’ve actually read, in black and white, how some stranger had judged her poorly brought up by Granny and Grandpa, to the extent that they considered making her a ward of court. Only once I’d read further did the ramifications of this sink in. Becoming a ward of court essentially means handing over control of your life to the state. You become their responsibility, their child almost. If you can’t make the right decisions yourself, they seem to be saying, we’ll make them for you.


So not only was Mum fighting for me, she was fighting for her own freedom as well. Knowing that just made me feel even worse for judging her.


Even without the letters, I should have known the truth. At fourteen I knew, in my heart, that my mum would have done anything to keep me. In the short time we were together I saw some of the things she would do to shield me, the vile tortures she put herself through to keep me out of harm’s way. This wasn’t a woman who would give her child up.


How dare I even think it! I’m sorry, Mum, for doubting you.


The pressure on her must have been immense. Still, if there is one memory of my mother that I have above all others, it’s that she was a fighter. She never gave in. No matter what the cost. Something I saw again and again and again . . .










TWO


Toast with Margarine


One of my earliest memories is of performing for the mayor of Brighton. I sang and I played and at the end he applauded loudly. Not bad, considering my start in life . . .


Unfortunately, it wasn’t as grand as it sounds. Fisher-Price was launching a new range of musical goodies at the local toy fair and they ran a competition at my nursery school to find children to bash out a tune for the press. I was one of the lucky six chosen to pitch up at Brighton’s Metropole Hotel and hammer out a few bars on a little wooden glockenspiel in front of an audience of the great and the good.


Half a dozen four-year-olds singing ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ while attempting a loose interpretation of the tune is not everyone’s cup of tea, but the mayor, bless him, led the whooping and clapping like it was the Last Night of the Proms.


The fun didn’t stop there. Of the six, I was then asked if I’d mind having my picture taken for the local rag down on the beach. ‘Of course,’ I replied, convinced my musical prowess had set me apart, and off we went. Sadly, there was no glockenspiel this time. Instead I was handed a chunky plastic airport, aimed at cashing in on the new craze of foreign holidays, and asked to play with it in the sand for a few minutes while photographers snapped away. Mum or Granny kept a clipping from the newspaper, which I found in my box of memories.


It’s not bad as earliest reminiscences go, is it? Quite memorable, in fact. Pictures in the local press and hobnobbing with do-gooders and dignitaries. Unfortunately, that wasn’t my daily routine. Away from the spotlight, life was very different.


I don’t know if they were running away from their problems, following my father’s work or just trying to prove that they didn’t need anyone else, but shortly after their wedding my parents moved up to Stockport. Years later, I would let myself be persuaded to do something similar. For me, it was a disaster; for Mum, it wouldn’t turn out well either. But right then, at the start, they had me and they had each other. I’m sure they thought they could take on the world. Then reality caught up with them.


At first it was the perfect set-up: Dad worked and Mum looked after me. As the weeks turned into months, however, being cut off from her friends and family began to take its toll. The new home that had been an escape from the nagging of their families now became a prison. The more she was left on her own, the more trapped Jenny felt.


As if it wasn’t bad enough that Mum had had a baby at fifteen followed by a shotgun wedding, breaking it to my grandparents that she and my father were going to separate didn’t exactly get the bunting hung in the streets. As far as they were concerned, things were going from bad to worse. At least Jenny being so far away spared them the initial public embarrassment.


Even so, I know that Mum only had to ask and they would have welcomed her back to live with them. Even with a toddler in tow. But she was too proud to ask and Grandpa was too stubborn to suggest it. He wanted her to admit she’d made mistakes. Mum refused. What had happened, had happened. To confess to mistakes was to admit she was unhappy with the way her life had turned out. It would have been an insult to her beautiful baby. To me.


I’m sure, however, that if Mum had gone cap in hand to Grandpa he would have helped out financially. As disappointed and angry as he was, she was still his daughter. She was still the mother of his granddaughter. All Mum had to do was ask and he would have put his hand in his pocket. But that was the last thing she would have done. That would be like admitting defeat. During the adoption discussions, she had argued that she would be able to take care of her own baby. Now she had to prove it.


But talk about the blind leading the blind! Jenny Beavis was eighteen years old when her husband packed his bags. No one had told her how to be a mum. It wasn’t that long ago that she was still playing with her own dolls. Yet there she was, alone in a flat in Stockport with a two-year-old, trying to put food on the table on a non-existent income and wondering when her luck was going to change.


And while she was confined to chasing a toddler around, her friends down south were out partying, working or going on to university. They were the ones with choices; Jenny didn’t have that privilege. But she didn’t mind. She was blessed in another way. She had her daughter.


It sounds a bit weird – a bit vain even – saying that, but from everything I can remember, everything I’ve read and everything other people have told me, my mother would have done anything for me. Yes, I’m sure she’d had the stuffing knocked out of her when she realized I was on my way, and yes, given the choice, she probably would have done things differently. But from the moment she discovered she was pregnant, that was it. She was going to be a mum. She really did think she was blessed. Her baby was a gift. Unfortunately, a child was all she had.


Even after relocating to Peacehaven, just along the coast from Brighton, Mum couldn’t easily work with a child to look after, so we existed mainly on state benefits. It’s possible my father also paid some support. A few pounds here and there doesn’t go far, though. We really had nothing.


Home was a series of cheap apartments, each as sparsely furnished as the last. By the time I was eight I was telling people I’d lived in eighteen different places. A lot of my early memories are of us unpacking or packing and waking up somewhere new. Most of the properties were very similar. There were few home comforts to speak of, rarely a stick of furniture and no toys. We had a gorgeous tri-coloured cat called Mushka and a guitar. Apart from a suitcase of clothes, that was pretty much all we turned up with at each new flat.


Granny told me how hard Mum fought to make it work. How she devoted herself to looking after me and doing as much as she could on her limited budget, with trips to parks and zoos. Sometimes it was just a case of letting me play with friends. Because we were constantly moving, our different flats are blurred together in my memory. The earliest one I remember, as a four-year-old, was pretty indistinct inside. I just recall it had a wooden verandah – the only one on the street – which I thought was terribly exotic. Mum would let the other kids on the street come up and play there. Whole days would whizz by and we never tired of it. It was our little kingdom.


‘She did her best,’ Granny told me, absolutely no judgement in her voice. You don’t need money to be a good parent, she understood that. You just need to want to do your best – and we both knew Mum did.


Even so, staring at four walls all day couldn’t have been easy for such a free spirit and she was happy when Granny offered to babysit. I’ve seen wonderful photos of me pottering around in Granny’s garden or playing in their house. I obviously spent a fair bit of time there when I was young.


The only downside was having to conform to Granny’s fashion sense. Two years of hairdressing hadn’t just given her a hairstyle for life – if Granny had had her way I’d still have my hair the same today as she used to style it then, with a tuft of hair pulled through a little cotton toggle on the top of my head. Any other style and Granny thought I looked scruffy. At two I looked quite cute with a little curl looping down across the middle of my forehead. At four I still looked sweet, if unimaginative. By ten, though, I was thoroughly embarrassed about it. But that didn’t matter. That’s how little girls wore their hair, Granny said, and all the while she was teasing the strands into place she’d sing, ‘There was a little girl who had a little curl, right in the middle of her forehead . . .’ That was me, she said. I never really thought about it at the time, but did she really think I was horrid when I was bad?


For the first few years I lived in blissful ignorance of our impoverished state. I knew all the flats were cold, but I never realized it was because Mum was too poor to afford heating. I knew I moved house a lot more than other children, but I never appreciated it was because we hadn’t paid the rent on the last place. Not even when Mum made me tiptoe down the stairs, our meagre belongings dragged behind us, did I question anything. Why would I? Children just get on with things. Their whole view of the world comes from their parents. As far as I was concerned, moonlight flits were normal. That’s how everyone moved house.


The first inkling I got that all was not well came when I was four. A friend of Mum’s had come round – this was rare – and she’d commented on how cold the flat was.


‘It’s the power cuts,’ Mum said. ‘They’re playing havoc with the gas.’


The friend nodded sympathetically. This was 1973 and power cuts were the scourge of the western world, thanks to the oil crisis. Obviously I didn’t know any of that – but I did know that whatever these ‘power cuts’ were, they had nothing to do with our heating. We hadn’t had any for as long as I could remember.


Mum’s not telling her friend the truth, I realized. I wonder why?


To her credit, Mum was always looking for enterprising ways of making money and I loved helping – even if it did sometimes mean getting up at the crack of dawn. We were going out to a park one Sunday morning and happened to walk past the local pub. I was yapping away when suddenly Mum darted over to the kerb. There in the gutter was a screwed-up pound note. Mum whooped as she put it into her purse and I remember thinking how nice it was to see her so happy. I certainly didn’t think any more of it, but obviously Mum did. The following Sunday she had me up and dressed at six o’clock. I could hear rain on the windows.


‘We’ll get wet,’ I moaned.


Mum was excited. ‘Stop grumbling,’ she said. ‘It’s perfect weather.’


I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about or why she was so cheerful when we were obviously in for a soaking. But I followed her out without another word. I don’t know where I expected to end up, but it certainly wasn’t outside the pub where we’d found the pound note the previous week.


‘Why are we here?’


‘To look for more of these,’ Mum replied, then, right on cue, bent down to rescue another note from the road. It was soggy, but still in one piece. Mum had such a smile on her face, it almost made the early, wet start worthwhile.


When she explained her plan, I got excited too. We were there to find as many pound notes as possible.


‘See if you can find more than me,’ she suggested.


‘I’m going to win!’ I declared and ran off to hunt.


I have to admire Mum’s logic. Saturday was the big drinking night and, back then, you could still down a skinful and be allowed to drive. It’s incredible to think how lax the law was, but it helped us out at the time. When she discovered that first pound, Mum could just picture some old drunk staggering out of the boozer and bumbling around, all fingers and thumbs, for his car keys. He’d probably turned every pocket inside out looking for them and, in the process, not noticed he’d lost the odd note. And if one bloke could drop the odd note in his drunken state, so could a few others.


I don’t know who found the most money that morning – which makes me think it was Mum, otherwise I would have remembered! – but I do recall taking a handful home and lovingly laying them out on the table. Then Mum strung a line in front of the fire, pegged them all up and we sat back and watched a week’s spending money dry out before our eyes.


We did that every week for ages. Sometimes we were lucky, sometimes not. But rain, as Mum suspected, usually meant it was a good morning because the paper tended to stick where it was in the wet. On summer nights the notes would have blown everywhere.


Speaking of summer, I was a bit older when Mum had another money-spinning brainwave. It was a really hot day, which can totally transform a seaside town. But on this particular morning we weren’t heading to the beach. The Bay City Rollers, the hottest young band of the time, were coming to do an open-air gig up in one of the hillside parks and Mum had decided that we would earn some money from the event. Her plan was quite simple: it was scorching weather and fans had to hike half a mile up a hill to reach the concert, so obviously they’d be desperate to buy some lovely, fresh melon from her! So there we were that morning, out buying as many melons as we could carry, then chopping them up, wrapping the slices in cling film and lugging them up the hill to sell to dehydrated music fans at 20p a go. It was a brilliant idea. We were a godsend to those people – and I got to hear the concert as well! The only downside was having to carrying the stuff up there in the first place – by the time I reached the park, I was ready for the melon myself. We made shedloads of money, but I think we could have made more if we hadn’t needed to eat some of our profits ourselves.


Those two episodes are really happy memories for me. They might seem a bit weird now, but as a kid I loved doing crazy things like that. Life was never dull with Mum. Every day was a bit of an adventure, which I absolutely adored. She was obviously inventive and a hard worker. If only she could have channelled her ideas. She had so much to offer.


As soon as Mum had a bit of cash in her pocket she was desperate to spend it. Not on things for herself – usually it was treats for both of us. My favourite thing we did regularly was eat out together. With money being scarce, we’re not talking about the Ritz. But whenever Mum had a pound or two in her pocket we’d walk to a café on the corner of Preston Park and I would be allowed to have toast with margarine on it. That’s how I know how poor we were – because two bits of lovely, thick, white, toasted bread coated in marge was a real treat for me. I can’t remember having much in the way of cooked food at home at all. I certainly don’t recall Mum ever standing at a stove. Food just didn’t seem to be a priority for her. We had occasional tinned food – cold – but mainly packets of biscuits, cakes, bread, anything convenient. Mushka had dry biscuits, but otherwise was left to forage. I remember Granny offering me a choice of cereals one day at her house. I was staggered. I’d never had cereal at home. Having these little sugar-coated parcels to start the day was like a naughty treat.


Mum’s finances usually stretched to a round of toast once or twice a week. Very, very occasionally, I was allowed to look even further down the menu and have a sausage sandwich. That was an amazing meal for me. Two sausages cut in half and wrapped between slices of that same thick, white loaf was my idea of heaven. Being there with Mum, tucking into my 15p sarnie, I really couldn’t have been happier.


It’s only later, of course, that I associated it with the time we were at our poorest. As a child, I never made the link. I just thought it was a lovely way to spend time with my mother.


It was the same with the money-making scams. I never saw them as essential, so we could eat for the next few days. They just felt like an adventure to me, a bit of fun, with the added bonus of hopefully finding some cash. It was no wonder, then, that I hit upon my own wheeze to pick up a few pence here and there.


My favourite trick was to stand outside one of the big red phone boxes we used to have then and try to look distressed. Then I’d say to passers-by, ‘Can you help? I really need to phone my mother and I haven’t got any money.’


A local call in those days was 2p. A few people would ignore me and some would tell me to clear off, but often they dipped their hands into their pockets and handed over a nice brown coin. Of course, there was no way I was going to use the money on a phone call. For a start, Mum didn’t even have a phone. I couldn’t have called her if I’d wanted to.


No, as soon as I had a coin in my possession, I would dart into a shop and buy sweets. You could get an awful lot of sugar for 2p, so I’d be straight out to find my friends to share my good fortune. It wasn’t just this entrepreneurial spirit that I inherited from Mum: I also realized that there’s no point in having money, however much or little, if you don’t share it with your loved ones. Two wonderful lessons.


Being a kid, though, I didn’t always care how I achieved those targets. I remember buying all the kids on our street an ice cream once. That’s typical Mum generosity coming out there. The only problem was, I hadn’t tricked passers-by into parting with their pennies or sold anything to baking music fans. I’d pinched the money out of Mum’s purse.


I only did it the once, but I’d never felt so ashamed. The second the ice cream touched my tongue, I felt like gagging. There was no way I could enjoy that treat knowing where the money had come from. Luckily for them, my friends had no such principles.


Not appreciating our dire financial straits was one thing, but, looking back at the photos, I realized something else had passed me by: just how beautiful Mum was. Of course, I’d always thought she was, but she was my mother and we all think that about our mums when we’re small, don’t we? But she was so pretty, so slim and, I keep forgetting, so damned young; a total head-turner for sure. I can’t find a bad picture of her from that time. Real knockout stuff.


Unfortunately, looking after me full-time didn’t give her much time to go out with friends her own age. Even when Granny looked after me, our lack of income meant Mum couldn’t afford to do much anyway. That was why her parents were so delighted for her when she came to pick me up from theirs one day and announced, ‘I’ve got a job!’


I was the only one not so thrilled. Money didn’t mean anything to me, but I wasn’t the one struggling to make ends meet each week. No, the only result I could see from Mum’s news was that she would be away from me for the entire day. I’d been with her virtually every day since I was born. Apart from the odd day or weekend with Granny and Grandpa, we’d been cooped up like battery hens in a succession of tiny flats.


In short then, while Granny was cheering loudly enough to be heard in Eastbourne, I couldn’t see any good at all coming from this news. As far as I was concerned, I had a wonderful life. Mum getting a job was going to ruin everything.


Within a year, I would be proved right. But not in the way I expected.










THREE


The Eye of the Storm


With more than 3,000 employees, American Express is Brighton’s largest employer. It was just as dominant in the 1970s as well, which I suppose explains how Mum was able to get a job there with no qualifications. Every day she’d pull on a suit, walk or catch a bus down to Edward Street and disappear inside the modernistic, white, angled building that had been built for the company a decade earlier. She was a clerk, basically shuffling paper all day, but it was work. It was something that paid a wage. And it got her out of the house.


As a four-year-old you don’t want to consider that perhaps Mum would rather spend some of her time with other grown-ups. You think, I’ve got you, you’ve got me – brilliant!


I didn’t really know what a job was. She may as well have said, ‘I’m going to the moon.’ I had no idea what it would entail. But I soon found out: in a nutshell, it meant we would be separated.


In order to make the job work, Mum had to sort out childcare for me. That’s how I came to be enrolled in the Rainbow Nursery, where I was when Fisher-Price came to town. Looking back, I don’t know if she needed the salary before she could afford to get me in or whether it was a state-run thing. At the time, all I knew was that I was dumped there because Mum wanted to be somewhere else.


Obviously, that’s not what was happening. Things were desperate. We needed money. We were chasing pound notes around rainy car parks, for God’s sake! But I liked those things. I never appreciated how much stress the financial situation placed on Mum’s young shoulders. So for a while I resented being at Rainbow. It was fun to play with other kids, but every day Mum dropped me off and every day I thought, I wish I was staying with her.


It’s probably the only time in my life when I entertained ill thoughts about her. It really felt that she was choosing other people over me. I hated it. But then the door would close, the nursery teacher would wave a paintbrush at me and I’d be lost in the wonderful cacophony of thirty children enjoying themselves.


As a mum myself now, I know it can’t have been any easier for her to leave me than it was to be left. It’s a mother’s role to feel guilty about every single choice you make. And, let’s face it, Mum had had four years of suffering guilt about the life she had given me so far. As much as she hated seeing my tearful face at the nursery window in those early days, she knew it was for the best. She was the only parent in my life. She’d been mother and play pal for four years. Now she needed to be the breadwinner too.


‘It will be worth it,’ she kept promising, ‘you’ll see.’


‘I don’t know how. I hate it at nursery.’


Actually it wasn’t so bad. And then a funny thing happened. Things began to get better. In fact, I have to admit, it very nearly was ‘worth it’.


Once I settled into the routine of going to Rainbow, of course I loved it. I’d gone from having no toys to being surrounded by all manner of plastic, clockwork and metal treats. It was like being in Aladdin’s cave. There literally weren’t enough hours in the day for me to play with everything. I even loved story time, when our teachers read from some of their wonderful books. We didn’t have books at home. I suppose I thought that was natural – that all the other children hadn’t seen a book until they came to nursery as well. In truth, I didn’t think twice about it then. I just remember loving the exciting mysteries and adventures that these fantastic heroes were having.


And then there was the other advantage of Mum’s work – the very thing she’d taken the job for in the first place. Money.


I didn’t see it at the time, and she never discussed it, but her starting to wear a suit coincided with little treats cropping up in my life. The village hall near our flat used to put on film shows every Saturday which a lot of my little friends went to. It was only 10p, but Mum had never been able to spare it before. Now things were different. She would buy two tickets and we would sit back while the film of the week was projected onto a big screen at the front. We didn’t have a television then – and even Granny and Grandpa only had a black-and-white set – so it was amazing to see these incredible colours dancing around in front of my very eyes.


Trips to the café for my sausage sandwich became more regular as well. The only problem was cramming it all into a weekend. There was only so much we could do during the week, with Mum working an eight-hour day, so Saturdays and Sundays became sacrosanct. They were ‘our times’. That was when we’d go down to the seafront or the Brighton Lanes to shop. I remember winning a giant stuffed panda at an amusement arcade. I couldn’t have been happier as Mum and I lugged it back home. After a month or so, I had to admit that life was great.


The longer Mum worked, the more she was able to straighten herself out financially – I imagine there were various debts to be repaid, probably to Granny. At some point, though, my treats got better. King of them all came on the day she said, ‘Would you like your own bike?’


My own bike? I couldn’t believe it. All the kids on our street had started to ride and I’d had a go on their bikes, first with stabilizers and then – don’t ask me how! – riding solo on two wheels. I’d never really questioned why I didn’t have my own. That was normal. I didn’t have anything. But Mum must have seen me riding someone else’s and had the idea. The next weekend she had a surprise for me.


‘Close your eyes,’ she said, barely able to contain her own excitement.


I did as I was told and Mum led me into the bedroom we shared. I didn’t have a clue what was going on, but Mum’s voice told me I was going to like it!


‘Okay,’ she said as we stopped. ‘Open your eyes now!’


I did. There before me, leaning against the bed, was a spangly new red bicycle. I gasped. It was amazing. So shiny, so new – and so mine!


Then I noticed the wheels. Kids are funny about details; they get things into their heads. For some reason this bike had a black tyre at the back and a white tyre at the front. I hated it. Looking back, I suppose the bike was second-hand and that’s how it had come. At the time I just thought, This is not right. Mum saw me falter.


‘Is everything okay?’


I was old enough to know she would be hurt if I told her the truth.


‘It’s beautiful,’ I said. ‘Just what I’ve always wanted.’


I don’t know if she ever knew how mortified I was by the mismatching tyres. I remember moaning about it to Grandpa though. His response was typically logical.


‘Cathy,’ he said, with that familiar air of knowing everything, ‘third-class riding is better than first-class walking. Be grateful.’


But I wasn’t. I was selfish – a normal selfish little girl. Everywhere I went I imagined people laughing. I was embarrassed, to be honest. But of course he was right. If I was that bothered I could have not ridden it at all. But that wouldn’t have done. I loved having a bike. I didn’t realize it, but a life-long love of all things two-wheeled began right there.


For a while, then, things were good. From Mum’s point of view, they were probably the best of times, really – certainly since splitting from her husband. She had a small but regular income, her daughter seemed to have settled into nursery and finally she had a bit of freedom. I could never have guessed it at the time, but it was that freedom, I’m sure, that signalled the beginning of the end.


It started with Mum having the odd Saturday night out with friends. She’d drop me off in Saltdean and go skipping down the road to catch a bus into town. I didn’t mind. I liked staying with my grandparents. I could take my bike and bomb up and down their garden or play with other kids in the woodland or the park at the back of their house. Sometimes I’d go with Granny to walk her dogs along the promenade between Saltdean and Rottingdean, or if the weather was bad she’d read me stories or teach me some new craft, like knitting, sewing, crocheting, drawing, flower-arranging or doll-making – you name it, she wanted me to learn it. Grandpa was more of a distant figure, but it didn’t matter. My time there was always great fun. The only downside was knowing Mum was out during our weekend time.


Gradually, our sacrosanct mother-and-daughter time was being eaten into. I don’t think Mum intended it to happen; it just did. First it was occasional Saturdays, then every week. Then she added a Friday or two as well. I can’t blame her. She was barely twenty and she deserved to have some fun. I just wished she could do it on a weeknight.


Missing her on a Saturday night was okay because even if I’d been at home with her, I would have been in bed. The real kicker was not seeing her Sunday morning. As the months went by, Mum’s pick-up time for me got later and later. Granny didn’t mind – she just scooped me into the car and took me to church with them. I was there so often I became the flower girl, handing out posies on special occasions. It was fun – I enjoyed being centre of attention, even in a church. But really I just wanted to be with Mum.


Some Sundays Granny would give up waiting and just take me straight home after the service. If we were lucky, Mum would be up and running around, getting some lunch ready. Then there were the other days. Once, I remember getting to the building and knocking on the communal door. There was no answer so Granny rang the bell. Someone else who lived in the block recognized me and let us in and we went straight over to the door of our flat and knocked again.


‘I don’t think she’s in,’ I said.


Granny wasn’t having any of it. ‘She’s in, all right. But what state she’s in is anybody’s guess.’


I didn’t know what that phrase meant. Even when a zombie-looking Mum opened the door five minutes later, hanging onto the latch like she would fall without it, it didn’t register. I was just so glad to be home I gave Mum an enormous squeeze and skipped into the flat. Granny wasn’t so abundant in her cheeriness.


‘You need to get yourself cleaned up, my girl,’ she scolded. Again, the words meant little to me. I thought Mum looked lovely the way she was. I always did.


I thought nothing of it at the time. The following week the same thing happened and still I didn’t notice anything was wrong. As the weeks wore on, it became another weekend ritual: wake Mum up, say bye to Granny, snuggle up with Mum if she went back to bed, or potter round the flat with her if she stayed up. I really didn’t mind. Anything to be with her.


It was only years later that I questioned what she was doing. That was with the benefit of hindsight. When you’re in the eye of the storm, however, you’re not aware of half the chaos going on around you. As it turned out, I wasn’t aware of any of it.


By the time Mum had been at AmEx a year, we’d settled into a routine. Or rather, we’d settled into several mini-routines. She worked hard all week, picked me up from nursery and we’d either play or she’d drop me at Granny’s and head out for the evening. Then, sometime after my fifth birthday, I stopped going to nursery. Mum said I was too old now and I accepted it. Once again, why wouldn’t I? I knew it was nothing to do with money. After all, lots of my friends had also stopped going. They were too old as well. What I didn’t know, though, was that they all stopped nursery because they had somewhere else to go. School.


You don’t miss what you’ve never had. That was the story of my life. It could have applied to a dad (I don’t remember him as a child at all), to toys, to heating – anything. You name it, I probably didn’t have it. But it’s not in my nature to want what I can’t get. Consequently, even if I heard friends talking about school, it never entered my head that I was missing out. I wasn’t envious. Possibly I was a little curious about where they disappeared to in the days, but not enough to ask Mum if I could go too. And it certainly never once occurred to me that I should be attending.


Because I didn’t go to school, I still needed day care. Granny stepped in for at least a couple of days a week and Mum would drop me off on her way to work. For the rest of the time, she found another solution.


I suddenly found myself being taken to a neighbour’s flat, that of a man who lived alone. He was older than Mum, but was probably only about thirty, certainly no older than forty. Kids are really bad at ages. Everyone looks old to them. I don’t recall ever meeting him before and we certainly weren’t introduced first. It was just up, dressed, shooed out the door as usual – and across the hall into the neighbour’s flat. I really didn’t want to go in. Mum was in a rush though.


‘Be a good girl. I’ll see you later. Love you.’ And she was off.


So there I was, just a few feet from my own home, but it felt like a million miles away.


The man was all right. He made me breakfast and lunch and, best of all, let me watch telly. That was the deal-maker as far as I was concerned. Without that, I wouldn’t have wanted to spend a minute there. Unfortunately, without the telly, I also wouldn’t have been subjected to what he put me through.


Once I got to know our neighbour – let’s call him Paul – I really grew to like him. During the months he looked after me, he was never less than lovely and caring, always trying to make me laugh. He really knew how to make a day fly by. For a five-year-old, that’s half the battle of childcare.


When it came to watching telly, I’d snuggle up to Paul on the sofa. Then, one day, he suggested I move nearer.


‘Come and sit on my lap, Cathy.’


So I did, just as I would have done if it had been Mum, Granny or Grandpa suggesting it.


There was nothing like CBeebies or Milkshake on telly in those days. People were still getting used to having a third channel and BBC2 only really got going in the afternoon. Earlier in the day they would show that famous ‘test card’ of the little girl playing noughts and crosses with her clown doll. Whatever was broadcast was still better than nothing, though, and I lapped it up. Even when I didn’t understand what was being said. And even when I felt Paul’s hands moving over my legs.


I didn’t know how long he’d been doing it. I was just suddenly aware of his hands sliding up my bare legs and underneath my skirt.


‘What are you doing?’ I asked, but he just giggled.


‘You mind your own business and watch the telly,’ he ordered.


Okay, I thought. It’s not like you’re hurting me.


Children just assume adults have their best interests at heart, don’t they? Granny and Grandpa had caused me a lot more pain than that by telling me off, so I just got comfortable and ignored him.


I feel sick looking back and more than a bit apprehensive about even mentioning it. My life had been one round of surprises followed by another. Mum was always finding new ways of pulling the rug out from underneath me. So, if you like, I was conditioned to accept weird things as normal. Even when a man I barely knew flicked my little pants aside and pushed his fingers inside me.


I didn’t cry, I didn’t scream. I don’t even remember fighting him off. I’m ashamed to admit that I just sat there, watching television and trying not to pay him any attention.


As young as I was, I knew I wasn’t being hurt. He was gentle with me, like he’d always been when we messed around. He never shouted or hurt me or really told me off. In every other way, as far as I was concerned, he was looking out for me. Yes, I thought what he was doing to me was odd, but, as I say, my life so far had been a series of odd events lined up next to each other.


When the programme finished, or when it was time to go, I jumped off his lap and that was it. No awkward words, no silences, no recriminations. In fact, when I returned the next day, he did exactly the same thing. And the next day, and the next, and the next. Every time I saw him, in fact, Paul would do that.


Another sign that I thought it was ‘normal’ is that I never told Mum. It wasn’t like I was too scared to or I didn’t think she’d care. It was just something that happened during my day, as regular as afternoon naps and cleaning my teeth after lunch. By the time I was at home with her, it didn’t even register as an event.


By normalizing it, like Paul did, I wasn’t even aware a crime was being committed. And that, I suppose, is how people get away with it for so long.


I wonder if Mum should have picked up on any change in my personality at that time. Apparently an abused child will give off signals, if you know where to look. I doubt Mum noticed anything untoward. For a start, as I said, I wasn’t even aware I was being violated. And, more importantly, looking back, I’m amazed she even remembered my name sometimes.


The longer Mum worked at AmEx, the less active she seemed to get at home. When she wasn’t out, she would spend a lot of time in bed. Once I asked her if she was going out as usual on Saturday. Imagine how my heart leapt when she replied, ‘No, not this time.’


I had visions of us skipping through the park, paddling along the seafront or visiting our favourite café – maybe even all three. In the end we did exactly none of them.


Mum was as good as her word. She didn’t go out Saturday night. But she didn’t go out Saturday morning or afternoon either. In fact, I don’t recall her getting out of bed except to visit the loo or have a cigarette.


Of course I was disappointed, but mainly I was worried. For Mum to stay in bed all day, she was obviously ill. I think I learnt how to make coffee that day – too young, I realize now, to be handling boiling water. And I was in charge of lunch as well. I managed to rustle up a sandwich.
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