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  To my partner, who has helped me to keep looking forwards and not backwards.




  For my ever-increasing family: my children, my new daughter-in-law and grandchildren, who I love so dearly.
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  Tracy Black published her first book in 2011. Although she had been terrified that no one would believe her, she took the brave step of going public with her horrific story of

  abuse and betrayal in Never a Hero to Me.




  She was then inundated with supportive emails and also requests to continue with her story, offering hope to many other survivors who saw parallels with their own experiences, and who wanted to

  know how Tracy had managed to turn her life around.




  Tracy has continued with her travels since the publication of her first book and after some time in the Far East, is now back in Europe, where she lives with her long-term partner. She has

  become a grandmother recently and continues to support survivors of abuse.




  Tracy Black is a pseudonym. Names have been changed to protect anonymity.




  







  FOREWORD




  It has been two years since I spoke out. Of course, before that, I had told people about all the awful things my father had done to me; I had told them as a child, and I had

  told them as an adult. But I had always been constrained: by time, by the expectations of others, by my own need to keep some things to myself. When I wrote my first book, I felt as if I was

  finally expressing myself in a way that made sense. It was on my terms and in my words.




  I had no idea then what would happen. It was, in many ways, a terrifying thing to do, despite the fact that I had wanted to do it for so long. I wanted to break the silence that defines the

  world of the abused child and the adult they become, but I knew there would be a reaction – not being able to gauge in advance what that reaction would involve was scary, but I knew the truth

  had to be told. I’m so glad that I took the chance.




  I think anyone reading this who has been abused will understand the fear I felt. Did I want to bring all of this out into the open and, if I did, would anyone believe me? There had really only

  ever been one person who had believed me – the Commanding Officer of the Army base I grew up on – and I fully trust that, in believing me, he saved me. By getting me out of my horrific

  home life and sending me to a boarding school, organised and funded by the Army, he gave me an escape route from my father and the terrible things he was doing to me. The sad fact was that there

  was no escape from myself.




  When I knew that the book was finally going to happen, that I was finally going to get to tell the truth, there was a little voice inside me that said:




  No one will believe you.




  They’ll say you’re a liar.




  They’ll say you’re making it all up.




  They’ll say it’s some sick fantasy.




  They’ll say your dad was a hero.




  To the outside world, my dad was a respectable Army soldier, a good and honourable man. But he was never a hero to me. The sick fantasy was his, not mine. Even years after his death, he still

  had a hold on me, because that little voice inside made me question myself, just as he had done for so long. What many people don’t realise is that the fight doesn’t stop when you leave

  home, or when your abuser dies, or even if there is a conviction and some form of justice. The fight doesn’t end with any of those things, because it goes on inside you. When a child is

  abused, their childhood is stolen forever; and an adult who has had their childhood stolen can become a lost soul.




  I know I was.




  I had never been loved by either of my parents. My father sexually abused me within a hideous framework of manipulation and emotional blackmail; my mother showed me no love and no

  compassion.




  If that is your childhood, what kind of adult will you grow up to be?




  I think it’s in our own hands to decide the people we become, and I decided to become a good one. We all make our own choices. My parents did, and when I was a mother, I chose to be a

  loving, supportive one, a mother who was always there for her boys. It wasn’t easy, and it is the story of my years after the abuse ended that seems to have made readers want to contact me.

  So many of them wanted to know more of the details I only touched on in the final chapters of Never a Hero to Me, and all the people who contacted me had questions.




  Do you have any relationship with your mother?




  What happened when you had children?




  Have you put your past behind you?




  Do you still think of what he did to you?




  What’s the rest of the story, Tracy, what’s the rest of the story?




  As time went on, I realised that there was still so much to tell. Many people wanted to know what had happened after the last chapter, many of them said they desperately wanted to know if

  I’d had the happy ending they hoped for me. I couldn’t answer any of the questions in a quick email, not really. There was no efficient summary of the rest of my life, no swift

  one-liner to pull the rest of my tale together. Slowly, it dawned on me – I needed to write another book.




  The difference for me when writing this second book has been you – the reader. The story of the rest of my life would never have seen the light of day were it not for the outpouring of

  love and support I received from the people who had read my story. I received so many messages from the very first day my book was published, and every single person who got in contact believed me.

  Readers who had never been abused said that it had opened their eyes. Other survivors thanked me for speaking out and making them realise that they were not alone. I was so touched that people had

  taken the time to write, to write to me. The fact that they had chosen to read my story and had believed me meant so much. When I first began this journey, I had thought that getting my

  book published would mark the end of it all, but in fact it was only the beginning. It became so clear to me that I hadn’t just helped myself by telling the world what had happened to me, I

  had actually helped other people too. They had been silenced just like me, and they were now taking strength from the parts of my story they could relate to. By speaking out, I was in some way

  giving them a voice too.




  As you read each chapter, I hope that you take strength from what I tell you. I got through the tough times and if, like me, you are also a survivor of abuse, you got through them too. Just

  because survivors have scars, just because we sometimes find it hard to keep going, it doesn’t mean we’re weak. We’ve already been through more than most people can ever imagine,

  but we have stayed strong and we still fight every single day. It’s a constant battle, and there are so many casualties, but I’m proud to still be standing and hope that you feel the

  same way. I have taken so much strength from the love that I have been inundated with in the past two years; by opening my heart and unlocking my memory again, I hope that I can give back some of

  the incredible support I’ve received.




  So, here it is. This is my story: of the deepest, darkest abuse which I couldn’t bear to cover in my first book, of the effect it had on me as I took my first tentative steps towards

  adulthood, of how I negotiated the minefield of being a wife, mother and woman while carrying the burden of a sick and twisted childhood.




  After this, there’s no more to tell.




  







  CHAPTER 1




  WHAT’S WRONG?




  When I was a little girl – like all little girls, and little boys – I wished for a lot of things but, on this particular day, I wished that I was just a bit taller.

  It was my fourth birthday and I thought I would have grown. I thought I would have sprouted into a big girl overnight. It hadn’t happened and I knew for a fact that it hadn’t happened

  because the button in the lift that I was trying to press was as far away today as it had been yesterday, or the day before.




  I jumped up as high as I could and finally managed to press it after a few tries. It felt as if the door was taking forever to open, and I kept looking behind me, looking to see if anyone knew I

  had gone. Looking to see, more than anything, if Mum had even noticed I had disappeared. The lobby was empty. We lived in a block of flats in Singapore where lots of Army families were crammed

  together, and every floor looked the same. You could see right along the lobby to the entrance of every flat and it was deserted. There was only me. Four years old today and running away.




  ‘You can do this, Tracy,’ I told myself, but my heart was pounding and I knew that I would be in so, so much trouble if I got caught. Inside the lift, I pressed the first button that

  came to hand and my stomach got a funny lurching as the journey began. We – the lift and I – were going down. That was fine, I wanted to get outside, get away from everything that was

  so wrong, but when the doors opened I realised it had taken me too far. Instead of being at ground level, I was in the basement.




  I stepped out into the huge echoing space and looked around. I ran as fast as I could over to a wall where cars were all parked in a line facing out. Crouching behind them, it wasn’t long

  before the tears started to fall. Everything was getting worse. It didn’t feel like my birthday, it just felt like another horrible day.




  There had been no presents for me that morning. I had only known that it was my birthday at all because my big brother Gary had been taunting me for days.




  ‘You might be getting older, but you’re getting stupider too!’ he’d laugh.




  ‘Do you know what you’re getting for your birthday?’ Gary would question me. ‘Nothing! Nothing, nothing, nothing!’




  It looked as if he was right. There were no balloons up on the walls of our flat, no pile of gifts, not even a card from Mum and Dad. Gary went off to school and Dad was at work, so I was there

  with Mum when she shoved a bowl of breakfast cereal towards me.




  ‘Eat that and, for God’s sake, don’t make a mess,’ she snarled.




  She couldn’t have said anything more likely to cause me to become nervous and start spilling the milk and sugary shapes as I tried to eat. By the time she turned round again from

  the sink, the table had quite a few puddles of milk, which I was desperately trying to scoop up with my spoon.




  ‘Christ! Again! Is there ANYTHING you can do without making a mess? Is there?’ she shouted.




  Mum’s face was really close to mine, and I started to shake. She was so angry these days. I could never predict what would set her off, but I did know that it was all my fault. It was

  because I was stupid. And slow. And needy. And demanding. And difficult. And thick. And clumsy. And lots and lots of other words that she hurled at me all day long.




  ‘Wait till your father gets home!’




  Those were the words she generally finished on, and the threat of that phrase always put the fear of God into me. I can’t put my finger on why, but I do know that I was never sure what to

  expect. At that stage, Dad didn’t shout at me – he left all the discipline issues to Mum (at that point, she was the only one who swore and she did plenty of it), so I would wonder what

  the result would be if he did ever take over when I was naughty. I was scared, very scared, and knew that I had to get out of the house, far away from there by the time he was due home. I had a

  feeling in me that I couldn’t quite work out, and it felt physical as well as emotional. I think I had a sense that ‘something’ would happen because ‘something’ had

  happened before, but at such a young age I didn’t have the words to identify what that ‘something’ was.




  This is one of the half-heard whispers in my head. If Mum was the one who imposed the discipline, and if Dad wasn’t violent and never swore at me during those times, why was I so scared of

  what he might do? It is so frustrating to not have the answers and to know that I’ll never have them. I don’t have the whole story of my own life. All I can do is work with what I

  do have, and those parts tell me that I was so scared of something I couldn’t define in relation to my dad that I ran away when I was tiny and in a foreign country, because it was

  better than facing that, whatever that was.




  I had sneaked out when Mum was busy with someone in the kitchen and I was so proud of myself for getting away, but once the doors opened onto that basement, my pride disappeared. I had been

  there before, with Mum, as it was where the caretaker had his workshop, and where he lived with his wife. They were always lovely to me but, as I hid behind the cars, I saw no sign of them and I

  couldn’t stop the fear which ran through me.




  ‘I’ll be good, I’ll be good,’ I whispered to myself, ‘just make Mum come for me. Make someone nice come for me.’ I was regretting running away, but I was also

  too petrified to simply walk back to the lift and go home. The sad truth was, Mum had probably not even noticed my absence and, had I been able to get in the front door, she would have been none

  the wiser. However, the prospect of coming out of my hiding place and making that journey seemed impossible, so I stayed hidden, terrified, shaking, making vague promises to myself about being

  ‘good’, and praying that I would be found.




  I could hear nothing, no sign of the caretaking couple, so I hid for what seemed like hours. It probably wasn’t that long at all, but it seemed like a lifetime. As I waited, the air was

  extremely humid and dusty. I was terrified, so I just sat on my haunches and cried; I didn’t feel there was anything else I could do. All I knew was that I didn’t want to see

  my dad under any circumstances. I could cope with Mum, I could cope with her shouting and telling me I was stupid, but I most definitely did not want to be at his mercy when he came home.




  I was finally found by the caretaker and his wife, who came across me sitting on the floor by his desk. In his broken English the caretaker told me that Mum was very worried.




  ‘Come,’ the man said to me. ‘It’s your birthday! Come!’




  He led me by the hand as his wife smiled and said ‘cake!’ over and over again. Before we returned to my apartment, the couple took me to their flat where there was indeed a beautiful

  cake waiting for me.




  ‘Cake!’ the woman said again, and they both told me over and over again that it was my birthday. Smiling and happy, they were the exact opposite of what I was used to.




  Once we had collected the cake, the woman took me by the hand this time and we all went back up in the lift. They were both lovely people, local to the area, and so kind to all the Army kids who

  lived there, often giving us fruit or sweets; I remember once being given chocolate shaped like little ants! I was glad they had found me, but I would have been even happier if I had been able to

  stay with them.




  The man knocked on the door and Mum opened it.




  ‘You silly girl, where have you been?’ she said breezily. She seemed totally indifferent – neither angry or sad – just unbothered really, and yet I must have been away

  for ages because Dad was in the sitting room, back from work.




  He threw a brief ‘thanks’ to the caretaker couple and went back to watching TV. I’d stopped crying by now, but I was still very upset to be back home. The kindly couple were

  still being lovely and they insisted on having a photograph taken with me and the cake they had made. I don’t have this photo any more, but I do remember standing between them, holding the

  beautiful cake (which was the loveliest thing I’d been given that day), but being upset and tear-stained. I just didn’t want to be back at home, and I was very unhappy.




  The rest of the day was uneventful I think, but Dad glowered throughout the whole time and never said a word. There was always a sense of danger in the air, even if he never spoke to me directly

  or did anything in particular.




  Back in Singapore, I was always on edge around Mum and Dad, but for different reasons. She was often angry, often shouting, never happy with me; Dad’s was a quieter presence, his silence

  somehow seemed to be a greater threat. What I did know was that Mum loved my big brother. Gary was nearly three years older than me and she thought the sun rose and set with him. I don’t

  recall her shouting at Gary, her only words for him were kindly, loving ones. She would ruffle his hair, cuddle him, kiss him, tell him he was handsome, tell him he was clever and smart. Through

  Gary I could see that Mum was capable of love, capable of being a good mother – just not with me. Given what she told me about my own failings, there was a clear reason for this: I was a bad

  little girl. Mum spent most of her time telling me that I was a drain on her, that I wore her out and that she wished she’d never had me. If he was there, Gary would smirk in the background,

  then turn into her little angel when she looked his way.




  The building we lived in during our time in Singapore was really high; when I was four I thought the floor we lived on – the twenty-second – touched the sky. There was no play area

  for kids and Dad wouldn’t allow me or my brother outside to play anywhere else. Mum had exactly the opposite attitude – when Dad wasn’t around, she couldn’t wait for us to

  go outside. She had very few friends back then, and was ill quite often, passing her time with jigsaws and knitting – things that kept her busy without wearing her out.




  ‘Go outside and entertain yourself – I need a rest from all your racket,’ she’d often tell me, sitting down wearily. She would never say that to Gary though, when he was

  at home during the holidays – she was never dismissive of him as she was of me. When Mum was looking after us, we would be allowed to play downstairs if we stayed within sight of the balcony,

  so she could wave us in whenever it was time for Dad to come back, usually five minutes after we got in. Sometimes we would stray from the building, but my brother had a built-in sensor, a

  ‘Mum alert’ he called it, and we would always be in her sight when she looked out. Due to Gary’s ‘Mum alert’ we never got caught when we strayed.




  Gary and I used to have to find our own way to play, and he particularly liked to chase rats along the sewer that ran outside the building. We used to place our feet on either side of the sewer

  and run along it with sticks in an attempt to whack the rats (I don’t think we ever managed to hit one). One day, I slipped and fell into the middle of it and ended up filthy, all slimy and

  muddy, not to mention absolutely stinking! I went straight home, crying and feeling sore after my fall. Both my knees were bleeding, as was one of my elbows. I had to get the caretaker to hit the

  lift button as I was too small to reach it; I could only reach the bottom one that led to the basement. My brother stayed out to play as he wasn’t that bothered about me and had said I was a

  ‘cry baby’ anyway.




  Mum was really house-proud and didn’t like anything to be messed up or dirty in the flat. When she saw me standing there, dripping all over the place, she was furious. I desperately wanted

  some sympathy and for her to kiss away the hurt, but there was no chance of that. She started screaming as soon as she saw the state of me at the door.




  ‘What the fuck have you done now?’ she yelled.




  ‘I fell, Mum, and I’ve hurt myself,’ I wept, going towards her.




  ‘Get away from me!’ she shouted. ‘Get your arse into the bathroom and clean up – fucking move it!’




  She grabbed my arm in disgust, practically pulling it from the socket, and dragged me into the bathroom, holding me as far away from her as possible.




  ‘Get undressed,’ she hissed as she started running the shower water, ‘and don’t you dare touch anything, not with those filthy hands.’ I did as she said, still

  shaken from my fall and the sight of blood on my knees. I got into the shower and under the water, but as soon as I did, I scrambled to get out again – the water was scalding hot. As I tried

  desperately to get out from under the stream, Mum pushed me roughly back in and yelled, ‘Stay there, you bastard!’




  ‘But it’s boiling, Mum, it’s too hot!’ I cried.




  ‘Well, that will teach you to get into such a state then,’ she screeched. I realised then that she meant for the temperature to be that hot. She meant to teach me a lesson. Mum kept

  me there for a couple of minutes longer, blocking my exit and telling me how stupid I was for ruining my clothes. ‘And don’t think you’ll be getting a new skirt, just because

  you’ve got that one filthy and torn. Now go and put your pyjamas on and sit in your room until dinnertime. I don’t want to hear a sound out of you until then.’




  My body felt raw due to the heat of the water and it stung my knees. Not once did she attend to my cuts and grazes, no plasters were given to me and definitely no sympathy. She didn’t even

  take the time to ask me how or where it had happened.




  She did take pleasure in telling Dad when he came home, though. As he walked in the door and hung up his coat, she came out of the kitchen to relay to him the latest mischief I’d got

  myself into.




  ‘Look at what this useless girl has done,’ she told him. ‘She’s been busy making a nuisance of herself again, cutting her knees and wanting comforting for her own

  clumsiness.’ Dad looked at me as I stood in the doorway of my bedroom, but said nothing – he didn’t shout at me, or reprimand me physically, just shrugged his shoulders and went

  to the kitchen to get a beer from the fridge.




  I wasn’t allowed outside to play for another couple of weeks, but what most upset me about it all was the way Mum had been so cruel and unconcerned by my injuries and my tears. Why had she

  been so mean to me, why had she been so uncaring? I couldn’t understand why she didn’t try and make my scrapes better, like I had seen other mummies do, and the way I desperately wanted

  her to.




  Mum had other problems too. Not only did she have me to put up with, but she was also suffering from a rare medical condition that would go undiagnosed for many years – for decades in

  fact. At that time, no one knew what was wrong with her, and though she was a lovely-looking woman, she was plagued by violent bouts of vomiting and pain, during which time her body would be

  covered in weeping sores.




  Mum’s illness blighted her life hugely, and it had far-reaching repercussions for me too. It’s by her periods of illness that I can work out other things from my early years, and I

  know two things for certain. The first is that Mum had been ill for as long as I could remember. By the time I turned five, we had left Singapore and moved to West Germany, and although I had been

  sad to leave the friendly caretaker and his wife, I hoped that the doctors in Germany would be able to make Mum’s sickness go away. But the doctors there were as baffled as the doctors in

  Singapore had been. I would hear her call out from her room to my dad: ‘Harry! Harry! It’s starting again, help me, Harry, dear God, help me!’ There was no doubt that she was in

  tremendous pain and it was very hard to watch her suffer so much. Though the doctors on the Army base we had moved to in Rinteln ran lots of tests and tried to come up with a solution, Mum had to

  be taken into hospital when things were really bad, then come back home after a few days or weeks, seemingly better, only for the whole process to begin all over again. I was little, but I was

  observant. When I started to smell the creams that she would rub all over her skin, I knew she’d be unwell again soon. When she had even less time for me than usual, I knew it was because she

  needed to see the doctors. When I heard the retching noises and saw her face turn grey, I knew that it would soon be just me, Dad and Gary at home, while Mum went away to ‘get

  better’.




  I used to pray for her at night when I went to bed. Please make my mummy better, I’d whisper. Please make the sickness stop, then she will feel better and then she

  will love me more because she won’t feel so ill all the time. But Mum continued to be ill, and she continued to berate me. ‘Is it any wonder I’m fucking sick all the time

  when I’ve got you to look after?’ she’d yell, even on good days. ‘As if it’s not bad enough to carry the burden of this . . . I’ve got you constantly at me as

  well.’ This was one of Mum’s repeated complaints – that I was a burden, that I was always ‘at’ her, but the truth was, I was just a little girl who wanted her mummy. I

  adored her, even though she had no time for me, and I waited for the day when she would love me as much as she loved Gary. Her illness didn’t seem to be made worse by him, yet she said that I

  made everything so much harder for her.




  The second thing I know for certain is that one stormy night, when I was just five years old, Mum was hospitalised after a particularly bad attack of sickness, and from that point on Dad changed

  forever. I was an optimistic child, and I started each day thinking of the good things that might happen and focusing on what I liked most. That night, after dinner, I sat at the table and tried to

  do my homework. I hadn’t been at school for long, but I was desperate to be a big girl, to be clever and read whatever book took my fancy. I concentrated as hard as I could as I tried to

  practise my writing, but I could hear Gary laughing at me.




  ‘What is it, Gary?’ I asked. ‘Why are you laughing at me?’




  He snatched up my homework book and said, ‘You’re stupid! I’m laughing at you because you’re stupid!’




  I could feel tears springing to my eyes, partly because I wondered if he was right – Gary was my big brother and if he said I was stupid, maybe I was? Dad did nothing to help, he just kept

  staring at the TV and smoking as he drank from beer cans which he threw into a box at the side of ‘his’ chair when empty. I grabbed my book from Gary and went to find Mum.




  ‘Mum! Mum!’ I wept, but as I pushed open her bedroom door, I saw that she was a long way from being able to interfere in a sibling squabble. Mum was bent in half over a basin,

  vomiting violently, convulsing in pain. I backed out of the room – this was awful. She’d been ill before, but this seemed worse than usual. Back in the lounge, Gary was still smirking,

  Dad sitting where I’d left him – they seemed completely oblivious to the horror Mum was going through. I stood there, watching them both and then, suddenly, Dad swivelled round and

  glared at me.




  ‘Have you been harassing your mother?’ he snarled.




  ‘I just went to see . . .’ I began.




  ‘Well, for fuck’s sake, leave her alone,’ he interrupted.




  This shocked me. Mum often swore, but not Dad. He wasn’t a warm person and he believed that Army standards should always take precedence, but he never used that sort of language in front

  of me as a rule.




  ‘What are you fucking gawping at? You know she isn’t well, you know she’s ill, and Christ knows when she’ll get any better,’ he snapped.




  I’m not sure I did know that. At five, I just thought that one day she would be fine and she’d turn into a nice mummy.




  ‘Keep the fuck away from her,’ he continued, ‘and get to bed.’




  I grabbed my things and ran to my room, crying my heart out. Just as I threw myself on the bed, I heard a horrendous crack and saw flashes of light. The thunderstorm made me feel even worse, as

  if I was in the middle of a nightmare. I had been scared of storms for as long as I could remember, but now I had to pluck every ounce of courage in my body to go back through to Dad and beg to be

  allowed to stay at his side until this passed.




  ‘I’m scared,’ I whispered as I stood by his chair, hoping that his previous bad temper would have passed and he would see that he just needed to comfort a scared little girl.

  ‘When will it stop, Dad?’




  He wouldn’t even make eye contact with me.




  ‘Shut up. Get back to bed. Stop being so fucking annoying.’




  ‘But, Dad—’




  ‘Shut the fuck up. I mean it. Get back to bed and don’t even think of bothering me again.’




  But I had to try, I had to bother him again.




  ‘Please, Dad, please,’ I begged.




  Finally, he turned round and looked at me. His stare was cold; there was a dead look in his eyes and it was almost as if he didn’t even recognise his own child standing in front of him.

  The swearing, the aggression, the lack of any emotion – perhaps they were part of his life in the Army, but his behaviour was something I had never experienced before. It was as if something

  had broken in my father that night. This time, when he told me to go, I went.




  As I lay in my bed that night watching the lightning dance on the nearby buildings, I shook with fear – a fear that came from a combination of natural childish terror at the awful weather

  and the sickness of my mum, as well as complete bafflement as to why Dad was suddenly swearing at me and making me feel so bad. Had something happened to him too? He had never been an attentive or

  fun dad, preferring to sit in his chair with a can of beer and a pile of empties in a cardboard box at the side of him. He would chain-smoke Senior Service cigarettes and stare at the television,

  but he didn’t swear at us and he wasn’t violent; in fact, until that night, I thought I was invisible to him.




  When I woke up later that night, I thought at first that the bright colours I could see were from lightning flashes – when I realised they came from an ambulance, I stumbled to the door

  just as the ambulance men were taking Mum away. I could see Dad and Gary, and I could also hear a neighbour of ours called Agnes Anderson. I liked Agnes very much, so I wormed my way in between her

  and Dad.




  ‘Let me take the kids for the night, Harry,’ I heard her say. ‘You’ve got enough on your plate.’




  Dad was staring at me, his gaze unflinching as he replied, ‘No, they’re staying here.’ He was so calm, so seemingly unaffected by the fact that his wife was being rushed away

  to hospital in the middle of the night, and so very sure that we would not be leaving with Agnes. I felt a panic rising in me, and I think Agnes sensed it too for she tried again, saying,

  ‘Well, at least let me take Tracy; she looks terrified, poor wee thing.’




  ‘Please let me go with Agnes!’ I begged. Dad stared at me for a couple of seconds, holding my hand too tightly as they shut the ambulance doors. ‘I’ve told you,

  no,’ he said at last, his voice flat. ‘You’re staying with me.’ My heart sank – it was almost as if somewhere inside I knew that Agnes was my only hope, and that if

  she left me there that evening, life would change forever.




  I ran through to my bed that night, and lay with my arms wrapped around myself as tightly as possible, praying desperately that everything would be better in the morning.




  I woke the next morning to the sound of Dad swearing yet again.




  ‘Up! Up! Fucking move it!’ he shouted. ‘Get your arse through to breakfast now!’




  It’s hard to describe the sense of absolute confusion I felt as my life suddenly went into freefall. I was even more confused when I got to the kitchen. There was no breakfast laid out on

  the table. No sooner had I asked, ‘Where is it then, Dad?’ than I felt his hand slap the back of my head so hard that my forehead banged against the wooden table.




  ‘Your breakfast will be there when you fucking make it,’ he said. Dad had never hit me before – but he had never used bad language in front of me before last night either, and

  now he was doing that all of the time. Stunned and shocked, I was even more bewildered when he told me to make something for Gary too, as well as a cup of tea for him. I was five years old –

  I’d never used a kettle before, never made a meal, never done anything more than hold imaginary tea parties. ‘You’re the woman of the house now, Tracy,’ he told me.

  ‘Now make me a cup of fucking tea.’




  I was scared, but I didn’t want to risk being hit again so I knew I would have to try and be good, try to do everything he asked of me. Somehow, through balancing on stools and being very

  careful, I did manage to get cornflakes and milk into bowls, and even brewed a cup of tea. There was no triumph in it, I didn’t feel proud or a big girl, I just felt the red mark burning on

  my forehead. I got through breakfast without being belted by Dad again, but I was shaking and terrified. I just wanted Mum back. Even if she shouted at me, I was familiar with that shouting, I knew

  what she was like; I didn’t recognise Dad at all.




  After Dad told me to clear the table, and I had managed to climb onto the stool again to put the dishes in the sink, I ran to my room to get ready for school – it had taken me a lot longer

  to do all the things Mum could do unthinkingly, and I was worried I would be late. Hurriedly, I got dressed and tried to brush my tangled hair, and then I ran out of the door.




  When I got back from school later that afternoon, I fully expected Mum to be there, but my heart sank when I realised Dad was there alone. He told me that Mum was being kept in hospital, but he

  didn’t seem upset. Gary was out playing football with his friends and, again, Dad seemed unbothered. In fact, when I told him that I’d seen my brother busy with his mates, he responded

  with a smile.




  ‘Good,’ he said, ‘that gives us time.’




  ‘Time for what, Dad?’ I asked.




  He paused, then replied, ‘Follow me.’




  I did – I was quickly getting used to doing everything he said – and Dad walked towards the bedroom he shared with Mum. Smiling, he told me, ‘We’ll change the bed, get

  all the sick off it from when Mum was ill. Go on. Strip the bed.’ His demeanour seemed to have changed yet again, because he was smiling broadly now. I had never changed bedding before, I was

  far too little. I worried that it could be another trap – if I got this wrong, would his fists fly? He’d offered no help with breakfast so I assumed he would offer no help now either,

  but I was wrong. As if he could read my thoughts, he said he would show me exactly what to do. Even better, he said that he would tell Mum I’d done it all on my own and she would be very

  proud of me. I started smiling too – I’d like that, I really would.




  He started to give me directions, telling me to open up the buttons, pull the quilt out, put the soiled cover in the washing basket. It was really hard work but I loved that he seemed happy, so

  I kept working, taking off the sheet and pillowcases as well.




  ‘Well done, Tracy,’ he said. ‘Now here comes the fun part!’




  He told me that putting on the clean cover was much harder than removing the dirty one, but he also said that he would help me. ‘Stand in front of me,’ he said, still smiling, as he

  shook the clean cover out. He put his arms around me and told me to grasp the two corners he was holding. ‘I’ll put the quilt in and you grab it once the cover is in place. This is fun,

  isn’t it?’ he asked, still smiling. But something had changed – when I craned my neck to look up at his face, his smile didn’t seem quite right, and it didn’t seem

  like fun at all because he was pressing into the back of me so hard.




  It felt wrong.




  It felt wrong from the start.




  I told him I had the duvet cover, I told him that I didn’t need his help any more, but it made no difference. He kept pushing into me, harder and harder. I was so little and my head was at

  the level of his crotch as he shoved into me.




  ‘Dad,’ I whispered, ‘I’ve got it, you don’t need to help me any more.’




  I didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t know why he was holding on to me, why he was holding me against him, why he was pushing himself and the hard thing against my body. It

  wasn’t fun, no matter that he told me otherwise. I was eager to please him, if only to stop the horrible things like being hit and having him swear at me, and I would also do anything to make

  Mum happy, but I had no idea what was happening. I didn’t know why he was breathing so hard, why he was shoving himself into the back of my body over and over again. I didn’t understand

  why he was making strange noises and why those noises suddenly stopped. Something happened – he made lots of funny little noises and his breath sounded as if he had just run up the stairs.

  All of a sudden, he stopped, let go of me and walked out of the room, only turning back at the door to state, ‘That was fun.’ Not a question, not a suggestion, just a bald fact

  in his mind and a clear instruction as to how I was supposed to process what had just happened. Left alone to finish making the bed, I dragged the duvet into place and struggled to stuff the

  pillows into the fresh cases, as I had seen Mum do before.




  Within minutes, Gary arrived back. As I came out of Mum and Dad’s room, I heard the front door open and the thud of his things landing on the floor. Dad looked at me and said,

  ‘Remember – that was fun. You did well, Tracy, you did well.’




  I was confused by so much, but I knew one thing – I knew that wasn’t fun at all.




  As Gary and Dad chatted as if nothing had happened, there was a knock at the door. I knew it couldn’t be Mum, she wouldn’t just arrive home, but it was the next best thing –

  Agnes.




  ‘Just here to see if there’s anything I can do, Harry,’ she breezily announced, smiling at me. ‘My offer still stands – why don’t I take the kids? Valerie

  won’t be back for a while, why don’t you let me help out?’




  I crossed my fingers behind my back and held my breath.




  ‘No – I’ve told you, we don’t need any help,’ he snapped.




  ‘Well, I’ll just take Tracy then,’ Agnes replied.




  ‘No, no you will not. We don’t need you. Anyway, I’ve got someone coming in to help.’ With that, he slammed the door in her face and I saw my last chance disappear. I

  wanted to go with Agnes, but there was something else to cling on to. Dad had said that someone was coming to help out. This was quite a common occurrence with Army families – there were

  often offers of help if one of the mums was in hospital having a baby, or someone was ill. I had forgotten all about it until Dad snapped at Agnes.




  ‘When is she coming, Dad?’ I asked.




  ‘What?’ he barked. ‘What are you talking about?’




  ‘The lady who’s coming to look after us – when will she be here?’ I went on.




  ‘You must be even more stupid than I thought!’ he sniggered. ‘I only said that to keep the interfering old cow out of my face. All you need to remember is this – clean

  up, shut up, and be a good girl.’ And with that, I was sent to make dinner.




  While the incident in the bedroom had been horrible, it had at least ended. The way Dad now spoke to me continued and it was unrelenting. He swore at me, shouted at me and hit me. With Mum in

  hospital, he gave me responsibility for household chores that were way beyond my years and capabilities. He got cross whenever I asked if Mum was coming home, or whether she was feeling any better.

  He wasn’t like that with Gary at all. Their relationship continued along the same lines as always – it was my world that had been turned upside down. As the hours dragged on like days,

  I began noticing that any response he had to me fell into one of two categories. I was either a lazy bitch – make dinner, clean the kitchen, vacuum this fucking carpet, shine my

  boots – or a good girl. The ‘good girl’ comments were more general to begin with. Dad would shout at me, or rant that I should be doing something around the house in the

  absence of Mum, but then often imply that I would make him a lot happier if I was a ‘good girl’.




  I was only five, but I knew there was something wrong in this situation that went way beyond Mum being absent. Every time he told me that I was the ‘woman of the house’, my skin

  prickled with fear. Every time he said that I would have to try and be a good girl, without specifying what that entailed, a shiver ran through me as I thought of what had happened when we were

  changing the duvet cover. I just wanted Mum back; she had never been a warm, cuddly sort of mummy to me, but I wanted her there nonetheless.




  I did all I could to please my dad and I tried to anticipate what might make him cross, so I would empty the ashtray which always seemed to be overflowing with his fag butts, and the old

  cardboard box which he threw his empty beer cans into. I did what I could to tidy up and clean things, and I was learning how to boil the kettle without burning myself, and make sandwiches without

  being too scared of the sharp knife. When Dad was visiting Mum in hospital, I did all of these chores, then sat on a chair, nervously awaiting his return. Gary was usually out playing, or at youth

  club, or football practice, but I had never been allowed these freedoms. He had always been treated differently by both our parents. I knew that Mum loved him more than she loved me; of course it

  hurt, but I accepted it, because it was just an obvious fact. She hugged him and kissed him, laughed when he was around, and always made sure he was warm, fed and happy. I was just an annoyance,

  and she had been telling me that for as long as I could remember, but it was strange that Dad treated us both so differently now too.




  While Dad wasn’t emotionally demonstrative with Gary, he was nevertheless more lenient with him. I was expected to stay at home, speak to no one and take on lots of responsibilities,

  whereas my brother’s only rule was that if he had been sent outside to play, he wasn’t allowed to come back in until Dad expressly told him to. There was to be no ‘popping’

  back in if Dad and I were in the flat. Dad made it clear that there would be hell to pay if Gary came back early, or didn’t wait until he was shouted on. My brother, like my mum, had never

  been particularly nice to me in my short life, but I was now wishing that he was around all of the time. I just felt that I wanted the presence of someone else; I didn’t want to be alone with

  Dad at all.




  By the time Mum had been in hospital for two nights, I felt as if she had been away for weeks. I was walking on eggshells, never sure of when Dad’s mood would turn foul, and dreading that

  he might ask me to change the bedding again. It soon wasn’t the only thing I learned to dread. ‘Sit here beside me, Tracy,’ he said on the third night, patting his chair in front

  of the TV after sending Gary off to bed early. I tried to perch on the edge but he pulled me in tightly towards him. ‘You’re a good girl, aren’t you?’ he said, ignoring the

  fact that I was flinching the whole time because we both knew that I had no choice but to be a good girl. ‘Mum wants you to be a good girl, I want you to be a good girl too. Will you be a

  good girl for me, Tracy? Will you?’




  I nodded, hating myself for agreeing because I associated being a good girl with the horror of his body pressing up against mine when we had changed the quilt.




  ‘I hope you realise that good girls do what they’re told, do you?’




  Again, I nodded.




  ‘Good girls make their daddies happy, don’t they?’




  He waited while I nodded again.
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