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		Foreword

		by Nick Moran

		The Kid, Kevin Lewis’s brilliantly adapted screenplay based on his books The Kid and The Kid Moves On, is now a major motion picture directed by Nick Moran.

		I came to The Kid in something of a back to front fashion. My first film, Telstar, had been extremely well received at the London Film Festival and I was approached by a producer to direct an adaptation of The Kid by Kevin Lewis, a book that I knew nothing of as I’d been living in LA at the time of the book’s initial success.

		I read an early screenplay of the book, met Kevin, who was not what I expected, and then finally read the book.

		If only all novels came to you in this way because when I did eventually read the book I had a complete understanding of it, its origin and its true message.

		You see, Kevin is not a particularly big man; he doesn’t have a Sylvester Stallone thousand-yard stare or the distant intensity of a Roy Keane. He is simply a man aware of his problems and issues, who is open and honest about them at all times, and who wears his heart permanently on his sleeve.

		And it is this transparent candour that powers the book. It is the book’s heart and seems to me what made it so very popular, and poignant.

		As we made the film and I fell into the purgatory of the editing suite, I would always fall back on the simple honesty of the story to re-focus the film’s direction.

		The strength of the book, and the reason it strikes a cord with all that read it, is the untold story, the part of Kevin’s journey that has no narrative but is present in every paragraph. It is the story of someone who is unloved and struggles to over achieve in order to fill the hole that his past has left in him, until he makes the most basic of discoveries – in the words of Eden Ahbez, made famous by Nat King Cole – that ‘The greatest gift you’ll ever learn is to love and be loved in return.’

		Nick Moran

	
		Foreword

		by Ioan Gruffudd

		Ioan Gruffudd plays the part of Colin Smith, Kevin’s beloved teacher and mentor in The Kid – the film adaptation of The Kid and The Kid Moves On.

		About nine weeks ago my daughter Ella Betsi was born. As any parent will know, my life was changed in that instant. Before her arrival I dodged the platitudes, ‘things will be so different when she’s born … it changes everything … you won’t even remember your old life …’ I nodded politely, smiled a benign smile, but truth be told I didn’t believe a word of it. It’ll be me, I thought. A little more exhausted, perhaps, a little less free time, but I’ll be the same person. Well … how wrong can a person be? Now it all makes sense. I suddenly understand, very clearly, what my own parents were going through all those years and tried valiantly (but unsuccessfully) to convey to me. It’s not so much a physical change – you’re still the same person, living in the same house, surrounded by the same
			things, going to work just as you were before – it’s that all those trivial insecurities and anxieties disappear overnight. There’s no room left any more for self-indulgent thought; my mind is full to the brim with my daughter. Her health, her happiness, her wants, her needs and yes – those same anxieties, now displaced: What if anything happened to her? What if she fell ill? What if she had an accident? But perhaps worst of all: What if somebody did something to hurt her?

		What if somebody did something to hurt my child? The idea is unthinkable. Unspeakable. But it happens. For whatever reason, Kevin Lewis was made to endure horrific abuse, mental and physical, from the people who should have been genetically programmed to take care of him, to love him and worship him, and protect him from harm. One of the most incredible personal triumphs I have ever encountered in this world is the fact that Kevin, from the depths of despair and futility, where life didn’t seem worth living, somehow found the strength to claw his way back to live a happy and fulfilled (and most importantly love-filled) life.

		I first met Kevin when I was asked to play the part of Colin Smith, Kevin’s beloved teacher and mentor in his brilliantly adapted screenplay based on his books The Kid and The Kid Moves On. Colin became aware of the abuse that Kevin was suffering and persistently harassed an embarrassingly inept social service system until Kevin’s circumstances were brought to light and he was eventually removed from his abusive home. I consider it one of the perks of my profession that sometimes I get to meet extraordinary people, and meeting Kevin, and then having him as a constant presence while we were filming, was a rare pleasure and a luxury, both as an artist and (more importantly) as a person. He was disarmingly open about his incredible story, and although I unfortunately didn’t meet Colin, Kevin’s account of him and their relationship was so vivid that I felt like I had.

		Acting can be a ridiculously narcissistic business. I freely admit to a regular over-indulgent postmortem of my performance once the cameras have stopped rolling: ‘Did I overdo the pathos? Should I have kept more back? Was I convincing enough?’ But it didn’t happen this time. I feel nothing but blessed to have been involved with this project, which has affected me so profoundly, and – I can only hope – will pave the way for more light being shed on other similar cases that tragically still occur.

		I am so proud of my involvement in The Kid and would urge everyone to read Kevin Lewis’s incredible story.

		Ioan Gruffudd
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		Preface

		This book was originally written for my wife, Jackie. For many years I’ve kept my past to myself, ashamed of what happened, desperate to block it out of my memory, until I decided to explain my life to the one person I love more than anything else. I wanted her to understand who I am and what has happened to me in the past.

		Once the book was written I decided to publish it in the hope that others would understand what it’s like for a child to have no hope; to undergo years of physical and mental torture as well as suffering the constant ache of hunger. I hope I can give a little more insight into why some kids go so badly wrong, so that we can find ways to help them feel less frightened, abandoned and alone in the world.

		It was when I was holding my baby son in my arms for the first time that I realized I had to do something about exorcizing the horrors that were locked inside my head. I had to clear them out in order to make sure he had the right start in life. It was a story that could not be allowed to fester in secrecy any longer.

		Gazing down at his tiny, sleeping face was like looking at myself when I first arrived in the world. He seemed so vulnerable and helpless and I was desperate to make everything perfect for him, to give him the best start in life that any parent could, to make sure nothing from my past would ever rise up to damage him or make him unhappy. All the memories I’d dampened down and suppressed deep in my subconscious in order to survive began to smoulder and burn, making my eyes water and my chest constrict when I held him in my arms.

		My son was our second child, and I had experienced similar fears before. I was so afraid when my daughter was born in 1995 that I would turn out to be a terrible father and would do her some harm. By that time I’d found out some of the secrets that had governed my own childhood and upbringing, and I had no way of knowing if the madness in my parents, which had made my own life a misery for so many years, might also be ticking inside my head, like a time bomb waiting to explode. Everything seemed so perfect in my new life, but it could so easily have gone horribly wrong again just because I didn’t know if I would be a good parent. Sometimes I would lie in bed at night with my back to my wife, Jackie, and cry because of what had happened in the past and because I was so frightened the pattern might repeat itself. I still didn’t dare to expose the whole story to Jackie or to the outside world. By the time my son came along,
			three years later, I felt brave enough to face the demons inside my head and to share them with the woman I love and the rest of the world.

		I’m not the greatest person for talking about myself, or my feelings. I guess that’s obvious since I haven’t even been able to tell my own wife about my past, and she’s always been kind enough not to ask. But I now believe I owe it to her to explain who I am and to describe some of the places that my early life took me to. I have never been able to tell her face-to-face because I’ve felt too ashamed, so I decided to put it down on paper instead.

		The reason it makes a book, I believe, is because the life I was forced to lead for the first thirty years has been unusual as well as horrifying, and because it shows that it’s possible to start with every childhood disadvantage, to travel right to the bottom of the barrel as a young man, so far down that you don’t believe life is worth living any more, and still to climb back and achieve a happy and fulfilled life.

		I believe readers will be shocked by the way in which a child can still be allowed to slip through the social net in modern Britain, vulnerable to predators and left believing they have no option but to turn to crime. I hope they will be uplifted by the way in which love came to my rescue and perseverance paid off. I’m not proud of everything I did in those early years, but I hope I can show how children like me are left with no other choice if they want to survive. All I wanted was to be given a chance to show what I could do. But so often the outside world is unforgiving of differences it doesn’t understand. Children often behave very badly indeed, but there is always a reason, if people will just take the time and trouble to ask the right questions. Perhaps, once you’ve read my story, you’ll have a better idea what questions should be asked and what help should be offered. I hope that you will come away as convinced
			as I am that small children should never, ever be beaten or abused by the people who are supposed to be their protectors.

	
		1. The Pink Tin House

		I was born on 8 September 1970, so this is not a story from the ‘bad old days’, this all happened at a time when British society was priding itself on becoming enlightened. We had the welfare state and child-protection laws and an army of well-meaning people dedicated to making it a fair world for children born at the bottom of the social heap. But still they couldn’t save me from the fate that awaited me in my own home.

		On my birth certificate it says we lived in Gypsy Hill, near Crystal Palace in South London, but I only remember living on ‘The Horseshoe’ – a curve of houses on King Henry’s Drive in New Addington, near Croydon in Surrey – so we must have moved there when I was still too young to take in what was happening. It doesn’t really matter where we were living because any house that our family occupied would soon have looked the same.

		That strip of the South London suburbs was a bleak and culturally desolate area. There was row upon row of twentieth-century social housing provided for those who couldn’t afford to live in the city, mixed in with street after street of dreary ‘affordable’ housing for those who aspired to a more genteel suburban existence. There was no cultural history for the community to feel any pride about, no sense of belonging. In New Addington there was nothing to soothe the eye or the soul. It was just a place where hundreds of thousands of people lived until they could afford to move to somewhere nicer. Many of the families, just like ours; were never going to be going anywhere, trapped in a spiral of poverty, debt and desperation.

		King Henry’s Drive was a long, busy, depressing road lined by row upon row of tin houses, with the Horseshoe in the middle and tower blocks at the end, and roads either side leading nowhere. The Horseshoe, as the name implies, was a curved side road allowing the houses to be set back from the main road around a large patch of grass. If a private company was building the Horseshoe today it would be called a ‘crescent’ and would be prettily landscaped with trees, but all we had to look at on the grass was a public phone box and the houses opposite. All the houses around it were built of corrugated tin and were owned by the council. I don’t know if the architects who designed them intended these houses to last for more than a few decades, but they are still there today, although some of them have now been improved with new tiles on their roofs and wooden cladding on the outside walls. In the early seventies they were all still just tin
			boxes for living in, cost-effective places to put families in order to stop them ending up on the street.

		Every house in the row was painted a different pastel colour, probably in the hope of lifting the spirits of those who had to live in them and giving the area some sort of character. Ours was pink on the outside, which belied the filth and misery that existed inside those flimsy walls. Behind the house was a garden, which backed on to the car park and playgrounds of Wolsey Junior School.

		Some of the neighbours had managed to make their homes look quite nice, with well-tended front gardens, tubs and hanging baskets, decorative fences and pretty curtains at the windows. Their efforts to add colour and life to their houses merely drew attention to the lack of colour and life all around.

		Anything like that would have been completely beyond the abilities or imaginations of Gloria and Dennis, my natural parents. Just existing was almost more than they could manage. Gloria never bothered to change out of her dressing gown unless she was leaving the house to cash her Giro and it never occurred to her that she should even clean her own house, let alone decorate it or improve it in any way. Even today I can’t bring myself to call them mother and father. On the rare occasions when I’m talking to one of my brothers or sisters, I always refer to her as ‘your mother’. Some wounds are just too deep to ever heal.

		Gloria was a giant of a woman, over six feet tall and lean, with all the physical strength of someone constantly supercharged by a powerful bad temper. Dennis was physically strong and silent, whereas Gloria was loud – and she was violent. She never talked in a normal voice, only shouted. She was never calm, always angry. No one liked her, which made her angrier. The neighbours hated the way she was screaming at them one minute and scrounging from them the next; they hated how every other word that came from her mouth was an obscenity. It was a constant, ugly stream of the few most aggressive expletives the English language could supply, fired out by a jet of permanent spite. When she tried to be nice to people outside the family and make them her friends, which wasn’t often, she was still too overpowering and they would shrink away from the onslaught of her personality.

		Dennis was stocky and much shorter than her. He worked as a British Rail engineer, maintaining the tracks, one of those gangs of men you see sometimes from train windows, out in all weathers in their luminous jackets. He had jet-black hair and was naturally withdrawn. A life spent wandering the rail tracks, never having to deal with the public, must have suited him well. The passion of his life was the music of Elvis Presley. He was a desperately shy man, working every moment he could, sometimes out in the rain and snow or all through the night. But however many hours he put in, he could never make enough money to keep us at anything approaching a decent level. The pressure of it all seemed to be too much for him. The moment he got home from work he would shut himself in the kitchen with his tape machine, just playing Elvis songs over and over again while he stood at the sink, silently drinking. The music must have provided him with an escape
			from reality, something I later came to appreciate myself, but it certainly didn’t give him any joy. It never made him smile or sing along, except when he’d had too much to drink, when he would join in with the most soulful songs. I don’t know if the rock and roll even made him want to tap his feet. It was a sticking plaster for his damaged soul rather than a balm. I guess the drinking provided another means of escape, numbing the pain of failure and disappointment for at least a few hours each day.

		As far as I know Gloria had never worked, certainly not in my living memory. She was always totally dependent on the welfare state for handouts, but who could blame her when she had so many children to look after? Every Monday she would be queuing up outside the Post Office in the dingy shopping precinct for her Giro with so many others and she would immediately spend it. That Post Office seemed to do more trade than any of the other shops around it. Now they sell lottery tickets as well, so people can buy a few rays of hope with their meagre handouts without even having to leave the premises. Gloria had no budgeting abilities whatsoever. Even if Dennis gave her money during the week, there would still be no food in the house by Friday. She never made any plans or harboured any dreams. She had no hopes of bettering herself or ambitions for us; she lived from one handout to the next without a thought to the future or even a plan to get us safely through to the
			following Monday and the next Giro.

		If the Giro didn’t arrive when it should we knew the pressures on us all would increase enormously. She would wait by the window for the postman to come. Very little mail came to our house and if the waiting became too much for her she would send me out, even as young as five, to find the postman in the neighbouring streets and see if he was on his way to the Horseshoe and would be willing to let me run ahead with our mail so she would get it a few minutes earlier so that she could cash it and spend it the moment the shops opened. If the postman didn’t have it and I had to return to the house empty-handed I knew I would be in big trouble, and we would have to repeat the whole process when the next post was due.

		As children we were always hungry, not able to dull our appetites with drink and cigarettes, as she and Dennis did. From an early age I knew my father liked drinking and smoking and although my mother never drank anything except tea, there was always a smouldering cigarette stuck to her bottom lip.

		The house was always in chaos. Anyone glancing in through an opened door or uncurtained window would have known immediately that we were a family who couldn’t cope. In fact they would have known before that from the piles of junk outside the front door. Our clothes were always strewn around the living area on any surface that was free and many that were already cluttered, great limp piles of them would encircle us as we sat on the sofa, or slide to the floor if we bumped against them, where they would remain to be walked across or kicked carelessly into corners. Nothing was ever put away into a cupboard or a drawer; nothing was ever cared for or cherished. The front room always looked like the last hour of a jumble sale, just before the unsaleable items are finally consigned to the tip. In the kitchen there was always washing-up waiting to be done and frying pans would be re-used with the fat of previous meals still clinging to them. Nothing was ever
			washed up. Everywhere you looked there was filth and disorder.

		Gloria ruled the house like the tyrant she was. Some of the rules were completely irrational, but as a child you accept things the way they are. It’s only later that you look back and see the gruesome absurdity of it all. We weren’t, for instance, allowed to have lights in our bedrooms. Perhaps it was an economy measure, or perhaps they couldn’t be bothered to install the bulbs, but looking back now I think it was more likely they wanted to exercise their power over us and let us know they were the masters and we were just mistakes. We may have been great when we were cute little puppies, but as young dogs we needed too much looking after.

		The bathroom was on the ground floor with an outside toilet, but we weren’t allowed downstairs in the night in case we stole whatever food there might be left in the fridge, so if we needed the toilet we had to use a bucket, which was left out at the top of the stairs. Because it was so dark upstairs we didn’t always manage to hit the bucket, and the puddles were allowed to soak into the bare boards, creating a tacky patina of stains. Sometimes the smaller children didn’t even make a pretence of using the bucket, they just peed wherever they felt like it. The whole house stank of urine.

		There was no paper on any of the walls, or if there was it was hanging off in strips. If anything was broken or stained it stayed that way. The bedrooms were just bare, dingy cells where we tried to hide from Gloria’s tempers. The walls were drawn on and sometimes smeared with human excrement, where small children had had accidents and no one had bothered to clear it up. The floors upstairs and downstairs were always sticky with grime and in the few areas where there were remnants of carpet, they were black with filth and ragged with years of wear and neglect. It was like living in a derelict house, one that was just waiting for the demolition crew to arrive or for homeless youths to move in and squat. But it wasn’t derelict, it was our family home.

		Electricity and gas were always a problem. We had to have meters installed because Gloria and Dennis never paid the bills, and even then they were always robbing the fifty pence pieces, breaking in and then wedging the fronts open. We’d sometimes go for days with no power at all because they’d broken the equipment or had run out of money and we’d have to wait till the following Monday for the same ritual of waiting for the postman to arrive. Since we never had any money, we always owed people. Whenever the gas, electricity or rent people came knocking we were told to hide, diving for cover behind the sofa, or simply pulling a pile of clothes over us, hoping that if they peered through the windows they’d just see a scene of deserted chaos. If that failed, and they managed to get into the house, there would always be a shouting match with accusations flying back and forth and Gloria boiling with righteous indignation at
			the unfairness of life.

		Occasionally my older brother Wayne and I would pluck up the courage to steal from the fridge while our parents were preoccupied somewhere else in the house, driven on by the ache of hunger that constantly gnawed at our insides. We trained ourselves to creep downstairs in the dead of night, knowing what floorboards to avoid treading on in order not to be heard. There was never much to choose from, but anything we found we would cram into our mouths, swallowing it as quickly as possible in case we were caught and forced to spit it out. We’d wolf down raw sausages if that was all there was, or raw potatoes. Dennis had a liking for veal and ham pies and if he left one overnight in the fridge we’d try to get it, willing to brave the consequences in order to lessen the pain of hunger.

		Like many small boys I used to wet the bed almost every night and I would call out to my mother, scared of telling her but not knowing what else to do. I soon learned not to tell Gloria because then she would smack me on my wet skin, which made the blows sting even more, and she would push me downstairs and force me to sleep in the bath with just a dirty towel as a blanket to teach me a lesson.

		‘You dirty, fucking cunt!’ she’d scream into my sleep-fuddled ear in the early hours of the morning, furious at being woken up from her own exhausted slumbers, pushing and pinching and slapping at any part of me I didn’t manage to get out of her reach.

		I’d do as she told me as quickly as possible, lying in the cold, hard bath until she’d gone back upstairs, and then I’d creep out on to the bathroom floor, trying to find another towel to lie on as it was warmer than the cold metal of the bath. Desperate not to fall too deeply asleep, in case I didn’t hear her coming back downstairs in the morning, I’d then doze fitfully for the rest of the night. The moment I heard her stirring upstairs I’d climb back into the bathtub and feign deep sleep. I soon learnt not to wake her when I had accidents if I could help it. I discovered that if I lay long enough on the wet patch the heat from my body would dry it. She would never notice the stain because she never changed the beds. The smell of dirt and urine permeated us as well as our surroundings, travelling with us to school the next day in our clothes and hair and on our skins.

		My nights were often as frightening as the days, haunted by nightmares. I would sometimes wake up in the dark room and cry out for my mother without thinking, but as soon as I heard her stamping towards the room I would instantly regret it, curling up into a ball, pulling the covers over my head to counteract the inevitable blows that would rain down. I had to learn as early as possible to curb my natural childish instincts to turn to my mother when I was frightened or unhappy. I had to learn to hold the fear and misery inside, to cope with them myself, because if I annoyed her in any way with my problems I would simply make everything worse.

		‘You make another fucking sound, you fucking cunt,’ she would scream at the top of her voice as I tried to hug her and tell her what had frightened me, ‘you’ll get the shit kicked out of you, and you’ll be sleeping in the bath.’

		Nightmares were punishable in exactly the same way as bed-wetting. She would drag me down the stairs by my hair to the bathroom. I learnt to cling on to her hands when she had hold of my hair, to take off some of the weight and lessen the pain. There are always tricks you can employ, usually instinctively, to increase the chances of survival in any situation. The more I screamed and pleaded for mercy the more furious she would become, so I learnt not to cry, to keep as quiet as possible. I reasoned that if I took the punishment in silence it would all be over quicker, but sometimes my silent acceptance of the punishment simply fuelled her fury. I would stand there flinching, my lip trembling and silent tears running down my face. She would see it as some sort of dumb insolence and keep attacking me until I was unable to stop myself from crying out in pain. I think she needed to hear the screams of pain to prove she was in control.

		Her anger always and immediately erupted into violence; sometimes she’d lash out at us with her hands and feet, sometimes she’d grab a stick or a belt or anything else that came to hand in order to make the beatings more effective. If she hit me with her hand, the blow was so hard there would be a raised imprint of the palm and big fingers left on my skin for hours afterwards. In some of the worst furies she would be biting and scratching us in the sort of frenzy you might associate with a wild dog. The best way of defending myself was to curl up into a ball, guarding my face and vital organs. I was too young to defend myself, just pleading for mercy, ‘Sorry, Mummy! Sorry, Mummy! Please no, Mum! Please no, Mum!’ and on and on.

		One night – I must have been no more than six years old – I woke from a deep sleep with an unfamiliar feeling. Someone was holding me, but it wasn’t the usual sort of holding. I wasn’t being restrained, or pulled painfully in some direction I didn’t want to go. There didn’t seem to be any anger involved or shouting. I was confused in my half-awake state, knowing that I felt comfortable and protected, but not knowing why. As I came round I realized the house was full of unusual activity. The arms I was cradled in were unfamiliar. They were a man’s arms and although he was taking care not to alarm me he was hurrying. There was a sense of urgency and I could hear voices and the noise of running engines outside the house as we made our way downstairs. As we came into the illuminated night I saw that the man who was holding me was wearing a helmet and uniform, and I realized he was a fireman. I
			didn’t feel frightened because he seemed so calm as he took me out into the street. I didn’t appear to be in any danger.

		There was a smell of smoke and a lot of noise coming from the fire engines that were parked by the curb, putting out the fire that had broken out in the tin house next door. I was sad when he put me down to watch the goings-on with the others. I’ll never forget the feeling of being carried for those few moments by that fireman; I’d never experienced anything so gentle or caring before.

		My brother, Wayne, was just a year older than me and, below us, were Sharon and Julie. Robert and Brenda came along later. Gloria always preferred Wayne to me, and Sharon and Julie were much quieter and less likely to annoy her. So it was me she hated with the greatest vehemence, until Robert arrived to share my role as her scapegoat. Brenda, the baby of the family, would always be her other favourite, along with Wayne. It was a situation we all understood and accepted. It was just the way things were.

		Gloria didn’t confine herself to physical bullying. As she punched and kicked, scratched and slapped me, pulling my hair and sometimes even biting me, she would also rain down abuse, telling me I was ‘pathetic’, that I was ‘gay’. ‘Kevin is a gay little bastard,’ she would repeat over and over again. All the time she was telling me how useless I was, her face would be an inch away from mine, her teeth gritted in fury and the four-letter words punching into me. All the frustrations and hardships that were constantly building up inside her own head would spew out over me every time I came near her, every hour of every day. The aggression never relented. Her dislike for me was so intense that even when she was in a good mood she couldn’t bring herself to speak kindly to me or to hug me or kiss me. I never heard a single word of praise or kindness pass her lips. Sometimes she’d become so
			incensed with me her false teeth would jump loose as she shouted. Whenever that happened I could never resist laughing, which would add even more fuel to her rage. To me this was normal life.

		The moment Dennis came back into the house from work she would be screaming out lists of my misdemeanours. ‘Your fucking son’s done this, and that …’ It was the same every single day. Her endless tirade would drive him straight through to the kitchen as she pelted him with hysterical complaints and abuse until he could get his tape machine going and a bottle open, to drown her voice out with Elvis and beer.

		I don’t remember what my crimes were in those early days. I was a lively, boisterous boy, so they could have been anything from breaking a cup to slamming a door or eating something that was forbidden, giving her a bad look or being overexcited because I was going outside to play. Sometimes it was nothing at all. It didn’t matter what I did or didn’t do, the reaction would always be the same.

		There were social workers coming to the house now and then, but they never stayed for long, and if any of my marks or bruises were visible they could always be explained away with some invented accident or other. ‘He fell over in the garden!’ she’d say and they’d look out at the three-foot-high grass with the debris poking out of it and decide they had no reason to doubt her story. The moment they walked through the door she would be pouring out her tales of hardship and streams of bile against anyone who had upset her. You could see the panic in their eyes as they tried to get away from her barrage of complaints and grievances about us, about Dennis, about the neighbours, the council and anyone else who had touched her life in the previous few days or weeks. They couldn’t wait to get back out of the house into the fresh air, so they didn’t prolong their visits unnecessarily by talking to me or asking me
			how I was.

		They could see she and I hated each other, but they had no proof that she was hitting me. If they did ask me how I’d come by a particular cut or bruise, I’d lie for her, because if I didn’t I knew I’d be beaten to even more of a pulp the moment they were out of the door. She would be standing there, towering over me as the social worker knelt down to talk to me. I never knew why they came to us or what they did, but whenever they were there Gloria was on her best behaviour, like a child being good for sweets.

		There was no escape for me. I couldn’t outrun her. I couldn’t hide from her. I had no choice but to continue to live in fear and stay silent about it.

		Once Dennis was home and in the kitchen she still wouldn’t allow him to listen to his music in peace. She’d be determined to involve him in the disciplining of his children. No one in the family ever spoke quietly. There were never any reasonable conversations. Everyone would be screaming at once and he would inevitably be dragged into the affray, his patience stretched as tightly as hers by the endless noise and foul language. Eventually, particularly once he’d got a few drinks inside him, he’d start hitting out as well. Because she wouldn’t let up, going on and on about everything that was wrong in her life, everything that was wrong with him and with me, he would be unable to withstand the pressure any longer. After a long hard day, or night, of physical labour he would snap and they would start to argue. They would hit each other and, if we were within reach, they would both hit out at us as well.

		Once tempers were lost we were all in real danger of being seriously hurt by both of them. Both lost all sense of judgement when their anger bubbled over. When Wayne back-chatted him one time, Dennis threw a knife at him. Wayne can’t have been more than six or seven. We were all there in the room; Gloria, me and Dennis shouting, the girls watching in nervous silence. He could have thrown anything in his fury; it just happened to be a knife that came into his hand at the moment his temper snapped and he didn’t have the control to stop himself. The blade dug into Wayne’s leg and the blood immediately started to flow. A loud panic mixed with anger filled the house as they tried to work out what they should be doing and calm themselves enough to act responsibly. When they finally realized they couldn’t treat the wound adequately themselves, they were forced to take Wayne down to the hospital to be stitched up. They must
			have been nervous that they’d be asked awkward questions. When the harassed doctor asked what had happened they told him it had been an accident and he accepted the explanation. It continually amazed me how people in positions to rescue us were always happy to believe whatever they were told by adults. It must have been obvious from the state we were in that things were out of control, but all the people we came into contact with were always willing to take whatever explanation Gloria or Dennis came up with. Maybe it was pressures of time or workload that made them so anxious to move on to the next problem, or maybe they didn’t want to interfere, or maybe we were just too scary a prospect for most normal people to be able to face.

		Dennis was a very strong man physically. When he was hitting me he would lift me up by my wrist, leaving my other hand free to frantically try to block the blows as I squirmed and wriggled in his grip, but it was impossible and my efforts at self-protection and my refusal to remain a stationary target only made him angrier. Wayne, Julie and Sharon would become afraid when he lost his temper with me, screaming at him to stop hitting me, but their noise would only annoy him more, like a dazed, confused bull being taunted in a bullring. Once he’d smacked me with all his strength he would toss me aside like a piece of dirty laundry. But his eruptions would pass, unlike Gloria’s, and he would never scream abuse into my face or tell me what a useless little bastard I was. I got the impression he liked me, that I was his favourite, but he just couldn’t handle the strain of the constant noise and the screaming and the anger. He just
			wanted to be left alone with his beer and his music.

		The constant noise must have been like a torture for him, gradually driving him further and further inside himself. He became quieter and more withdrawn with every passing year. There were moments when we got glimpses of the sort of father he might have been if he hadn’t been under too much pressure from us all. Once, when Wayne and I were squabbling about something, he gave us both boxing gloves and told us to fight properly if we were going to, believing that the only way to sort anything out was through violence and abuse. Sometimes, if I’d taken a real bashing from Gloria, I’d walk past him and he would put his hand on my shoulder, but he never said anything. When that happened I thought that everything would be all right, but it never was. I thought that he would protect me and look after me, but he never did.

		As the years went by his drinking became worse. He moved from beer to gin, coming home every night with half bottles tucked into his pocket and staying in the kitchen until the small hours just drinking and listening to the music. None of us went in there; we knew he wanted to be left alone. The harder he drank the angrier and more depressed he became, withdrawing further into himself.

		There was nothing in the house except anger and unhappiness, nightmares and rows, beatings and abuse. There were no saving moments of laughter or forgiveness, no kind words or encouragement for any of us. Life under those circumstances beats down a child’s self-esteem and gives them no hope for the future. There is only endurance, never enjoyment. If something or someone else doesn’t come along to save them, the children of such families have no hope of escape and merely repeat the pattern set by their parents.
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