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  Dedicated to two very special people in my life:




  my little sister Sharron – who always tried to tell –




  and my youngest daughter Jerricah –




  who was the one who said I finally should.




  







  

    

      The poems at the start of each chapter were written by Laurie during the years of her abuse. She has the originals and has transcribed them exactly as she wrote them down

      during those horrific years.


    


  




  







  INTRODUCTION




  ORDINARY




  My name is Laurie Matthew and I am about to tell you things that I have never told anyone else.




  When you read my story – a story I have chosen to keep quiet about for many years, for reasons which will become apparent very soon – you won’t want to believe it. I know that.

  I know it because, in my work, in every day of my life, I deal with terrible stories of awful things done to children that no one wants to believe. Why would this be any different?




  In fact, you’ll find this one even harder to believe. There will be times when you will think it so fantastical, so unlikely, that you’ll wonder how anyone could have thought of

  doing what was done to me. But they did.




  I work in an ordinary place but I deal with extraordinary people every day. This story begins with the ordinary – but that won’t last for long.




  Some years ago, I set up a charity for survivors of child abuse. The charity has grown and evolved, but one thing has stayed the same: from one day to the next I never know what to expect.

  However, the people who walk through our doors – girls, boys, women, men, mums, dads, doctors, lawyers, addicts, teachers, anyone you can think of – all have one thing in common:

  they’re still standing. And, for some, that is an incredible achievement. Without exception, the journey they have taken has been a long one, a horrific one, and it’s still continuing.

  It will continue every day of their lives, even when they have happy days, good days, days they thought they would never have again. I am one of these survivors, even if many of them don’t

  realise it. It isn’t my place to tell them my story. I’m there to listen, not talk.




  I don’t like attention. I like to be quiet, to fade into the background. I’ll do everything in my power to help the people who come to me, though, and, for them, I’ll go beyond

  my comfort zone. I will talk. I will be the one who stands up and gives speeches. I will draw attention to myself. I can do it if it’s for someone else or a cause, but I don’t like it,

  and I certainly have never done it for myself before. So, you’ll have to bear with me. This isn’t something which comes naturally to me, but I’m doing it for a reason.




  Each day, I sit in my office – in the background there’s always a kettle on, there’s always a phone ringing, there’s always someone coming in to ask something, chat to

  someone, or even just to look at the chinchillas we keep. The tears are often hidden, but the laughter isn’t. We’re a friendly bunch, I hope. We help, we listen. Sometimes we say

  nothing because sometimes that is exactly what’s needed.




  I’ve been doing this job for many years now. I’ve set up services and groups. I talk to politicians and teachers. I give evidence and run training programmes. I can hardly remember

  all of the countries I’ve visited, the people I’ve met.




  Of course, things stick in my mind, and that day six years ago is one that always will. I sat in the same office I’ve just mentioned and, just like every afternoon, the kettle was on and

  the phones were ringing. I picked up the local newspaper and looked at the headline. Another abuser, another story of childhoods shattered and innocence ripped to pieces.




  The headline this time screamed of justice – it was a historical case of two little girls who had been abused by a family member, but who had finally spoken up and finally secured some

  degree of justice.




  The man who had been found guilty of these hideous crimes over many, many years was nothing special. He was old, a pensioner. There was nothing remarkable about him. In my experience, there

  rarely is.




  As I continued to look at the story, it all seemed so familiar. I had heard it all so many times before. I was used to it. I was used to abusers looking like everyone else. I was used to the

  fact that they had normal jobs, normal lives, and were often thought of as upstanding citizens. I was used to all of this.




  What I wasn’t used to was the fact that, this time, it was my name in the newspaper.




  I was the one identified as the victim.




  It was my uncle who had been convicted.




  This time, I was the story.




  I had dedicated my life to trying to make a difference, to helping others who had been through this awful experience, but I had never spoken about what I had lived through.




  This time was different.




  This time, it was all about me.




  







  CHAPTER 1




  FAMILY




  

    

      I don’t care when you shout and hurt.




      I’ll never cry for you.




      My tears are mine, mine to cry inside,




      Where I hide from you and you and you.


    


  




  I was born into very ordinary surroundings. Of course, what was ‘ordinary’ in 1950s working-class Dundee would be seen as downright poverty these days. Our house

  was small and damp with windows that rattled. Water would run down the inside of them and pool on the wooden window ledge. We had outside toilets, no street lights and the only heating came from a

  coal fire. That fire had a ledge for the kettle which could be pushed over the fire, with a brass coal scuttle and a brass container for the poker, tongs and small brush and shovel for cleaning the

  fire at the side. We washed with carbolic soap and there were no toothbrushes. Double glazing was something none of us had heard of, and you could only keep warm in winter by wrapping layers of

  rough blankets around you. There were no phones, no television. The floors didn’t have carpets and the furnishings were sparse, to say the least.




  The front room had a deep sink, a wooden table and wooden chairs and a sideboard full of bits and pieces. There was linoleum on the floor and a bed in the bed recess. Inside the front door was a

  small, dark lobby which housed the coin-operated electric meter. There was one more room, a back one, that had no light coming into it at all, unless the electric one was switched on. Children were

  certainly never allowed to put the light on as it cost too much money. This back room housed the Singer sewing machine on a black stand, a wooden dresser for clothing, and a cupboard that had all

  the bedding in it. A mattress on the floor became the ‘shackydoon’, my bed. It was folded away to make space in the morning and the floor was bare. The walls in the front room were

  painted a pink colour with flying ducks, a mirror and various pictures. The back room was very shabby, with walls covered in peeling, wafer-thin lining paper, and an overwhelming smell of damp.




  In the winter, we didn’t even have gloves – but children would wrap their hands in rags or socks to keep the cold out. I didn’t know anyone who had more than one set of

  ‘real’ clothes and shoes; hand-me-downs were commonplace, and even Sunday best was often second-hand. Most women knitted, but that didn’t mean that they were any good at it! Even

  young children were taught how to mend or darn and, again, this often resulted in some real raggle-taggle outfits. In fact, no matter their age, all children would be encouraged, expected really,

  to help with household chores. This could include washing potatoes (they were never peeled as this would be a waste), cleaning and laying the fire, cutting up newspaper to be used as loo roll, and

  doing a hundred other little things every day. There were no washing machines or microwaves or toasters. In fact, given that toast was made at the fire, one of the jobs often given to kids was to

  scrape the black bits off. The whole lot smelled because of the stench from the coal fires which permeated everything – but everyone smelled the same.




  The skyline was totally different back then, too. There were no TV aerials, no phone wires (because there were no phones in the homes of poor folk), no satellite dishes – no signs of the

  so-called ‘civilisation’ that today’s society takes for granted.




  This was the world into which I was born. By the time I came along, my parents already had one child, a boy who was fourteen months older than me. He was the reason for them marrying in the

  first place. No one needed to tell me this; as soon as I could count and knew how long babies took to grow, I also knew that George was born less than nine months after they married.




  Our flat was in the centre of Dundee, a major city about an hour north of Edinburgh, with a history of jute making and shipping. It was a lifetime ago. Today, Dundee is on the

  rise. Millions of pounds are being poured into the city. There’s a new Victoria and Albert Museum being planned, and the waterfront is developing so fast that there is even talk of a

  Guggenheim Museum there in twenty years’ time.




  Back then, when I was a little girl, it couldn’t have been more different; there was very little traffic, so no real need to learn about road safety. In the centre of the city, there were

  more cars than further out in the suburbs and rural areas, but not really that many. All of the cars were the same colour – black. I remember that they had great big grilles on the front and

  indicators that would come out of the side of them like little flags. There were still trams in Dundee when I was young, as well, and they made up the majority of the traffic, along with bikes and

  trucks and buses. For the people who did have cars, there were no problems with parking as they could just leave their vehicles wherever they wanted them without fear of double yellow lines or

  meters. Those things simply didn’t exist. The buses were green with hard plastic seats and no doors. They were freezing to sit in and pretty unsafe, too. Health and safety regulations

  hadn’t even been thought of; you took your life in your hands every time you got on a double-decker!




  There were lots of small shops, all different and a world away from today, where every high street looks the same and is full of big-name retailers (although we did have a Woolworths). Most of

  the shops had a pull-down, overhead canopy so that shoppers could stay dry while they looked in the window if it was raining. There were draper’s, butcher’s, ironmonger’s, fruit

  and vegetable shops. None of them gave out plastic bags – if, for example, you wanted potatoes, they’d be weighed out (in pounds not kilos) and tipped straight into your shopping bag or

  basket. There were no processed foods, so basic ingredients had to be bought and made into meals. Shops sold things out of big vats, such as broken biscuits, flour and oats. There was no piped

  music, just the sound of gossip.




  The streets had market stalls along the middle and ‘gypsies’ sold things from baskets. There was one of these markets in the middle of town where my family got a lot of our clothing.

  It was old stuff, but it would be unpicked and unravelled to be re-knitted and re-sewn into ‘new’ clothes.




  Everyone smoked – even in shops. My parents both smoked; no one had a clue about the health risks. People seemed always to have a fag in their hands or mouths, irrespective of what they

  were doing, or whether they were around babies or kids – or even pregnant themselves.




  In fact, everything stank of one thing or another. The main smells during the day were of the ‘steamie’, or washroom, which was out the back. The steamie for all

  the tenements was behind our place, so it was always noisy and frantic. The mixed-up stench that came from it was of carbolic soap, steam and sweat. It was always busy with women and kids doing

  washing. Sometimes, after the clothes had been done, the kids would be out in the dirty water for a cursory clean, too. I think they came out dirtier than they went in.




  There were two outside toilets shared by a lot of people. The whole close consisted of about ten families, and they almost all had kids, so there must have been at least 40 people sharing those

  two toilets, which was pretty disgusting. The women took turns cleaning it but there were not the cleaning products around that we have now. Carbolic soap and bleach had to do for everything. There

  was a cistern high up on the wall with a metal chain which you pulled to flush it, and a high toilet with a wooden seat which was pretty difficult for a child to use. The walls were brick and there

  was no sink. Toilet paper was nothing more than cut-up newspaper that you took in with you each time; you couldn’t even leave that there in case someone pinched it. During the night people

  used a chamber pot, as there were no lights outside and no torches; who would want to risk going out there in the wee small hours?




  I don’t really remember any neighbours, other than an aunt and uncle who lived in the next close, but there were always people around. The tenement didn’t have a secure entry, so the

  close was open to anyone and to the elements, as well. My mother had a thing about keeping up appearances and regularly stained our front door step a reddish brown colour to make it look posh, as

  well as scrubbing every other part of the close that she could get her hands on.




  The street was long and wide with shops opposite. About 50 yards from us, on the same side, was a builder’s yard where my father worked as a bricklayer. It was a street busy with people

  rather than cars. We were near enough to the River Tay to smell the sea water sometimes and the sound of gulls was a common one.




  It was unusual to see a man out and about without a hat on his head, or a woman without a hat or a headscarf tied into a triangle shape. The boys wore short trousers and the girls wore dresses

  and ribbons in their hair. There was very little choice, but no one thought anything of it; it was just the way things were.




  I shared my bedroom with my brother George when he wasn’t in hospital. He was born with a lung problem and then contracted diphtheria and was also diagnosed as having an issue with his

  spine. He was a stranger to me. The hospital was about 40 miles away and it was impossible for working-class people like us to reach. Although my dad could drive, he only did so at work; we had no

  car, so they didn’t go to see George very often.




  I knew very little of what was going on with George. In those days, kids weren’t really brought into family discussions. Things went on around you, but you had to try and join the dots of

  the story yourself. The old adage of children being seen and not heard was very much the constant rule. So I have few memories of George. I actually thought that he lived in hospital and that it

  was unusual when he was at home, rather than the other way around. I didn’t know anything different, this was just how my world was. I simply lived my life, rarely with my brother there, and

  sometimes with the next-door uncle, aunt and their child.




  My family didn’t have a lot but neither did anyone else around us. There were no holidays, no visits to the park or beach or cinema. The only ‘toys’ I had

  were stones picked up on the street, or bits of wood or coal that had fallen from trucks or carts. I remember playing in the gutters during the rain with stones and wood and bits of paper, seeing

  what would float.




  The area we lived in was dark; there was no street or close lighting and the smoke from the chimneys stained everything black, including the trees. It was poor, austere and miserable. People

  were serious, tired from working and they tended not to play with children or encourage children to play with each other either. If you were spotted sitting about, someone would find you a job to

  do. Even old folk sitting in the street on a nice day would drag you over to shell peas or they’d put a hank of wool on your arms so they could wind it into a ball.




  Dad was a brickie but Mum never really had a career as such; a combination of the times, my brother’s illness and her ‘not having the temperament’, as she would put it. She

  would occasionally work in shops and clean offices. I know she was a seamstress as well, at some point, and took in mending work, but there was no one profession which she stuck at. Looking back at

  the type of person she was, I suspect that this ‘temperament’ affected more people than just myself, although I also suspect I was the one who was most affected by it.




  Mum’s mood was the yardstick by which I measured most of my life in those days. To say she had a temper was an understatement. One day, when I was quite little, she tried to show me how to

  knit (again, this was the sort of thing every child I knew would have done, it was just part of contributing to the household). I had real difficulty managing it as I must have been only about four

  at the time.




  ‘God, you’re stupid,’ she snapped, as her hand slapped the side of my head.




  This went on for some time. I kept trying – but I just couldn’t do it. I don’t know whether it was because I was too little, useless at knitting, or so wary of how she was

  going to respond that I couldn’t settle, but I do know that her anger boiled up higher and higher every time I failed to cast on, and with every dropped stitch.




  The same thing happened when she tried to show me how to do simple stitching. I accidentally stuck the needle into my finger and bled onto the sampler cloth.




  ‘Is there anything you can do right?’ she shouted. ‘I don’t know why I bother. You’re useless – always have been and always will be.’




  It was a long way from being a romantic, rosy-eyed childhood. I knew that we were quite deprived, but I also knew that most of our neighbours were, too. They dressed the same

  way, they ate the same things, and they just got by from week to week, sometimes from day to day. No one was flash or had a lot of money to throw about. Everyone seemed to work in shops, factories

  or on building sites, even if it was just a few hours here and there, or for very little money. It was considered pretty shameful to be unemployed, especially for men, and people would speak about

  them and call them ‘kettle boilers’ and suchlike.




  However, despite the similarities in many ways with other households, I always felt different and it was a difference which didn’t come from a lack of material things. Our house was in an

  area in which everyone lived close to each other, so you could always see how other families lived and treated their kin. I watched how others were raised and it was nothing like my own experience.

  I saw them being hugged and wondered why I never got that. I saw their mums give them a wee slap for being cheeky, but not nearly break their jaw in anger, like my mum. When they had a row, I

  looked on as mums would cuddle their children straightaway afterwards, as if they regretted having to discipline them. They’d wipe the dirt from their faces, and take them inside for their

  tea. When a child fell over or got into a fight, one of their parents usually came out and picked them up or argued with any neighbour who was trying to discipline them.




  On the whole, people minded their own business in those days. Children belonged to the parents and no one meddled in other families. It was a different time when parents could, and did, batter

  their child in the street without anyone saying or doing anything. These days, they do it behind closed doors. However, there was also a tribal possessiveness with some parents, whereby they might

  knock seven shades out of their own kid, but they wouldn’t have anyone else say a thing about them.




  It wasn’t like that for me. Even at the age of three, I would be sitting on the pavement, dreading the thought of going back home. Adults would see me, I guess, but they wouldn’t

  interfere because of this unwritten 1950s working-class law that you kept your nose out. I started learning to watch other people from that moment in my life, and it was something I never gave up.

  I do it to this day. Whenever I’ve felt that I don’t quite know how to act or react, I study others, I study ‘normal’ people for clues, and I try to do what they do, because

  I was never able to learn how to behave in society the way other children were.




  I always felt on the outside. I always felt hungry and a bit miserable. It was common practice (not just for me) to send a child to bed without tea as a punishment. Food was in short supply in

  general and you were grateful for what you were given. I never saw being hungry as something wrong. It was just how it was. Kids were low down the pecking order and the dad and breadwinner would

  get the best food without question. Kids in those days rarely got breakfast, dinner, tea, love and support. Perhaps two of these out of the whole list at a push!




  I wasn’t a child who smiled; in fact there isn’t a single photograph of me with so much as a hint of a grin on my face. And was it any wonder? My life was horrible, I knew that then

  and I know it now, looking back with an adult’s awareness. Smiling in young children tends to be in response to someone smiling at them, but that didn’t happen much in my life.




  Mum seemed to be incapable of showing me love, and she wasn’t the only one. My granny on Dad’s side used to glare at me with absolute hatred in her eyes. She always made it clear to

  me that it should have been me in the hospital and not my beautiful brother, as she called George. When I was very young, I never understood but, as time went on, I often had comments thrown at me

  about being healthy and well, while George suffered and was fragile.




  One day, my mum said, looking at me with cold eyes, ‘It should have been you, by God, it should have been you,’ as she discussed George with Granny Matthew.




  The comment my mum made was repeated a lot. Perhaps if I hadn’t been born they’d have had more money and been able to visit George more often. Perhaps it was all about him being a

  boy and the firstborn, and yet it was the girl who was fit and healthy. I was the one they could focus all their anger on when they thought about George’s illness, so in that way I was the

  scapegoat. In fact, their dislike of me was the only thing that brought my mum and Gran together. Gran was Protestant and Mum was Church of England – which, in the eyes of working-class Scots

  at that time, was as good as Catholic. They never saw eye-to-eye on anything except their love for George, and their dislike of me.




  I have no idea why this was their way of thinking. That I was so hated by the two women who should have adored me was proof, in my eyes, that I was unworthy of being loved in the first place.

  Mums and grans automatically adore little girls, don’t they? I thought they did. I thought they should. It was what I saw all around me, but none of it applied to me. Given that neither of

  them felt that way about me must mean that it was my fault, I reasoned.




  Granny Matthew would pinch me and push me. She didn’t even do it in private; she would quite openly shove me or hurt me in front of others. I would see her being loving with my cousin who

  lived in the next close. He was older than me and when she visited, she would hug and kiss him and say that she loved him. She was affectionate to my father and uncles, too, and would hug them when

  they met. Why could no one ever feel that way towards me, I wondered?




  Every time we went into her house, my mum would nudge me and say, ‘Give your granny a kiss.’




  ‘Look at her, look at how slow she is, bloody idiot,’ my gran would say as I walked over. ‘Get her away from me!’ she’d shudder as I bent to kiss her cheek.

  ‘Go on, get that fat idiot out of my sight!’ she’d shriek, pushing me away.




  I never cried at these words – I was a very stoical child, but my lack of tears gave them more ammunition.




  ‘Does she ever react?’ my gran would say. ‘I think she’s slow, that one – you don’t even get a bloody tear from her.’




  If I had said anything, Mum would have battered me anyway. You had to respect adults back then; no talking back, speak when spoken to, and all of those rules, irrespective of what the adult was

  doing or saying. Anyway, crying only works if someone cares enough to notice. I learned from a very young age that there was no point.




  My mum was always threatening to ‘give me something to cry about’. She’d call me names and never show a hint of affection. She didn’t just ignore me, she went out of her

  way to show how much she disliked me. I wasn’t just invisible to her; she would look at me like I was something disgusting. Any time George was home from hospital, she would shower him with

  love and attention, and make it very clear to the whole family, by saying it constantly, that he was her favourite – I simply couldn’t compete. I don’t know how it had all become

  that way; I just accepted it. I wasn’t my brother and I was a poor substitute. I’ve tried to work out how a toddler can bring out such hatred in adults and I really can’t fathom

  it. If I’d been older and if I’d been ‘bad’, then maybe they would have had an excuse, but how can you be this way with someone who is little more than a baby? What could I

  possibly have done to make them dislike me so?




  One day, when I was three, Granny Matthew gave me a pram. It was a real pram, for a real baby, not for a dolly, and there was a tremendous fuss made of the fact that she was being so generous.

  It was actually in an absolute state and only fit for the dump, but it was presented to me as if it was made of gold, and I was expected to be terribly grateful.




  ‘Look at that, Lorraine!’ said my mum. ‘Look at that! Aren’t you a lucky wee girl – oh that’s lovely that is, lovely!’




  Everyone agreed. They all said how lucky I was and how generous Granny Matthew was. I felt as if I was looking at something else completely – it was horrible! However, maybe I should have

  been grateful because it was the only thing other than a bruise I could remember her ever gifting me. I was meant to fall over myself with happiness. I was told how delighted I would be to push

  this contraption around the streets of Dundee. Not only was it the first and only thing Granny Matthew ever gave me, it was the first thing I remember ever receiving at all. But it didn’t

  seem particularly wonderful to me. It came from someone who hated me, and whom I now hated as a result. It wasn’t a pretty little thing for dollies – and I didn’t have any dollies

  to put in it anyway.




  Once everyone had duly told Granny that she was the most generous woman in the world and that I was the luckiest girl in the street, the great hulking thing was taken outside and the door was

  closed behind me. Three years old and with a huge Silver Cross coach-built pram in front of me. I knew exactly what to do. Little triumphs would become my way of dealing with many of the unfair

  hands life dealt, and this would be my first. I would retaliate and I would make sure everyone knew just what I thought of Granny Matthew and her present.




  The streets were busy, even though there weren’t many cars, partly because of the horses that still went up and down, doing deliveries and collections for milkmen, coalmen and rag-and-bone

  men. I went a few roads away from where we lived – we stayed very close to my gran – and spent hours filling that infernal pram with every bit of mud I could get my hands on. I got the

  dirt from the gutters and the sludge from every little nook and cranny, and packed the Silver Cross as tightly as I could. I knew that Granny Matthew hated me, but I hated her, too, and this would

  be my way of showing her and everyone else just what I thought of the old witch. I remembered that Dad had been working on a building site near to our flat, so I even pushed the now incredibly

  heavy pram there to get even more detritus. There was plenty of it.




  I stood back and looked at it when I was done. Plenty of people had walked past while I was busy, and they must have wondered what I was up to. No one asked. I saw a few of them smile at the

  little girl with the big project, but I don’t think they would have guessed for a second what I was really up to. No doubt the passers-by thought it was cute or cheeky to see such a tiny wee

  thing busy loading muck and rocks into a filthy old pram.




  For a little girl, it was quite an achievement. I can actually still remember feeling really proud. It was a glorious moment. I was rejecting what she had given me, which I particularly

  didn’t want because such a fuss had been made of it. I somehow managed to get it back to her house, pushing it some parts of the way, dragging it others, even walking backwards when I had to.

  I rang her bell and waited. When she saw me standing there with her present completely ruined, her face was like thunder. The pram was left in the street. She never hit me, but she swore and

  shouted and near pulled my arm from the socket as she dragged me away. I think she was so furious that if she’d hit me, she’d have killed me. It was a pretty scary moment but powerful

  for me, too, because I had generated that response. So often things were done to me – I was hit or shouted at or starved – but, this time, I had created that reaction and that, in

  itself, was something I took some pride in.




  Everyone else had gone back home by then, as I had been busy for so long, so she dragged me back to my mum, ranting and raving. I was called all the names under the sun, an ungrateful little

  besom, a horrible little girl, but I didn’t care. No one blinked an eye about me getting hit; plenty of our neighbours saw her response but, to be honest, they would have thought I deserved

  it after such a ‘terrible’ thing. Afterwards, the whole family – and anyone else who would listen – got told about it and it was used as proof that I was a bad child.




  But I knew that she hadn’t given the pram to me because she liked me or cared for me or loved me. I knew she didn’t feel any of those things so I didn’t want anything to do

  with her. Of course, I got a hiding, but I was still very pleased with myself.




  ‘You’re such a bad little girl!’ shouted Mum as she walloped me. ‘You’re evil! You’re ungrateful! You’re a complete waste of space! I have no idea what

  to do with you – you are such a bother to me, Lorraine. Really – what did I do to deserve you?’ This was one of her favourite phrases, as was the next one which she said a lot:

  ‘I’ll beat the badness out of you, so help me, God, I will. Christ, I wish you’d never been born!’




  On any given day, I’d be told that I was horrible, that she hated me, and that she wished I had never been born. The only thing I could cling on to was that, for once, they weren’t

  the only ones doing the hurting; I had hurt them, too. It was my actions this time that had bothered them.




  I didn’t know it then, but the symbolism of what I had done with the pram was very important to me. I had been getting battered for so long and for no reason (not that

  any reason is ever valid) that I expected violence and a complete lack of positive emotion from my mother. This was a small way of showing that they couldn’t expect me to react in the way

  they wanted. They treated me so badly and yet assumed that I would be delighted by a meaningless, tatty gift, when all it said to me, again, was that I was worthless. I hated the pressure on me to

  act in a particular way when it would have been totally fraudulent of me to do so. So I’d rebelled. And it was a shock to them.




  Mum’s everyday attitude to me was compounded by that of my gran and by my dad’s coldness. He was always distant, he never engaged with anyone, really. I don’t know why this

  was. He worked, he had a bit of fun with other people when he went to the pub or the bookies, and I know that he and Mum enjoyed being together sometimes. They loved to dance and would go out when

  they could, happy and bright. They were into their ballroom dancing and were both singers, often combining the two hobbies by going somewhere they could sing and dance for the evening. They were

  well known as singers, too. People made their own entertainment back then – all music in pubs and clubs was live, so there was always somewhere for them to sing. Dad would put on his best

  Sunday suit and Mum would dress up to the nines, with perfect make-up, jewellery, a little hat and gleaming dancing shoes with high heels. The ballroom dancing clubs they went to always made them

  happy and, later in life, they became members of working men’s clubs, as well.




  They did have a tempestuous marriage, largely because of Mum’s moods, but amazingly they stayed together until her death many years later. My mum was violent towards him, too, although he

  never retaliated. Dad would wind her up until she started throwing things at him, screaming like a banshee. She’d smash her new plates over his head, throw his dinner at him. She’d call

  him names and put him down. He would disappear and return with flowers, they’d make up and be fine for a while, and then the cycle would start all over again. He’d buy her gifts and

  she’d be openly loving towards him, cook romantic dinners, dance to the radio, and generally seem quite content – for a while. When I was about three, they got a wind-up gramophone and

  they’d play records while they danced around the room. They were into Elvis, Sinatra, the Everly Brothers and Al Jolson. So they were both capable of happiness.




  When I got much older, I identified with my father in many ways, but when I was little, he was just another adult who was emotionally stunted. Dad’s whole focus was my mother. With me he

  was distant. He just didn’t seem to be able, or want, to engage. He never played with me or cuddled me. He never threw me up in the air or swung me round by my arms. If Mum ranted about me

  being evil or naughty, he would just accept it. He never challenged her. He never questioned why she thought a three-year-old was like that, or even how I possibly could be. If she told him

  she’d had a terrible day with me, that I had been lazy, defiant and sullen, and that he needed to punish me, he did. If she told him to hit me, he did. When I was very little, Dad would spank

  me with his hand, but when I got older, he would use a belt or a slipper. The belt would be the one that held his trousers up and he would dramatically take it off to show how serious things were.

  There was something about being humiliated and hurt, and hit without anger or feeling, which stays with me to this day. It seemed like his job or his duty to hurt me because of my failures –

  failures that were created and reported by my mother.
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