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    PROLOGUE


    HEROES


    My story is a normal one. Horrific and normal.


    I was a normal little girl in a normal little family. There was me and my big brother, Gary. There was my mum, Valerie, and there was my dad, Harry. We were a perfect nuclear family on the surface  and a completely dysfunctional, abusive one underneath. For years, no one bothered to scratch that surface, no one bothered to ask one of a thousand questions which could have blown the whole thing apart.


    For years, I kept it inside. I blamed myself for what my dad did to me. I blamed myself for not being stronger or louder. I even blamed myself for not being a better little girl, because I must have been bad for him to do what he did. But the truth was, the stories he managed to weave around me, the detailed lies he managed to spin, were so believable that I actually ended up believing I had to do the things he forced upon me.


    My father was held in high esteem. But it was all a front. He was a bully. He was a child-beater. He was a paedophile. As a soldier, he was seen as a hero by many. But he was never a hero to me.


    Im a grown woman in her forties. Im a mother and a grandmother, I have a life in the sun and a loving man by my side, but I also have many ghosts which have lingered for too many years. This is my story. Ive needed to tell it for such a very long time  and, at last, in doing so I can claim back everything he took from me. I know Im not the only child who suffered these horrors, but if in writing this I can reach out to even one person and tell them what Ive learned, it will be worth it. It is never the childs fault. There is nothing you can do that makes abuse something you deserve. What you do deserve is freedom from the torment you have carried all these years, forgiveness from yourself and a realisation that you are more than what was done to you.


    There may be scars, there may be pain. There may be memories which rear their heads every day. But you got through it. Some days, it may not feel that way, but there is always hope and there is always tomorrow. Those of us who survived? Were the invisible heroes  no one will ever give us a medal for what we endured in those dark days when we thought the hurting would never end, but we got through. Were the heroes.




  

    
      
    


    FOREWORD


    Tracy Black has wanted to tell her story of horror and survival for many years. Terrified that no one would believe her, one day she made a promise to the little girl she had been  she would tell the world what that child had endured, no matter how hard it would be to revisit her past. Now in her forties, Tracy lives in Europe with her partner and is a successful businesswoman. A mother of two, she has fought through her childhood and domestic abuse, and recently graduated from university with undergraduate and postgraduate degrees. She plans to undertake further study in the near future and will always fight for the victims of paedophiles. Tracy Black is a pseudonym. Names have been changed to protect anonymity.




  

    
      
    


    CHAPTER 1


    I WANT MY MUM


    Rinteln, Germany, 1967


    I looked out of the lounge window, fascinated by the torrential and persistent rain battering the glass. I was feeling pleased with myself, proud that I was tackling my homework easily and quickly despite being at my new school for only three weeks. At five years of age, in a strange country with many people speaking a language I could understand only a few words of, the Army school was a welcome haven for me. I had been in school for a little while in Singapore, but had never been such a big girl that I was given homework. It felt terribly grown-up to bring home my tiny satchel with a reading book, writing jotter and a note saying what I needed to do for the next day.


    The house we lived in wasnt particularly homely  Army accommodation never was  but in my bedroom I had my few toys, my beloved golliwog and some books. I didnt want to be in there at that moment though. I had homework to do, and I needed an audience for that as much as anything. I wanted my family to see how grown-up I was with reading to do and numbers to learn. I had my family around me, and I was so sure that I would make friends and have a lovely time there. I had a simple, childlike belief that everything was coming together for me; little did I know how quickly it could all fall apart.


    My dad had been in the Army since before I was born and I didnt know any other life. We were in Germany, but the camp was like a little Britain, isolated from local culture and local life, a version of home even though it was hundreds of miles away. I was born on a different Army base in 1962, and we stayed there for a couple of years before going to Germany. After that, we went to Singapore, but I remember very little of my first four or five years; nothing more than snippets really. We were never settled, it could change at any point, but that was just life. As a child, you absorb so much of what has gone on in the past, of what your parents lives have been like, of what their expectations are, without ever being explicitly told. I assumed my dad had an important job, which meant we often had to move about. I knew this had always been the case (in my mind, always wasnt a concept that made much sense  at five years old the time between one birthday and the next seemed to take forever) and it was just the way things were. All around me, other children were living the same lives in anonymous houses with a determination not to put down roots, but school was making everything seem much more settled, much more permanent.


    I had spent so much time looking forward to attending classes. All summer I had been counting down the days, asking my mum how many sleeps it would be until I was there. She was exasperated (or perhaps just bored) with my constant enthusiasm, but I was thrilled that every day was a step closer. I would look at my school bag every night before I went to bed, line my shoes up neatly for the hundredth time, and dream about the wonderful time I would have.


    For the first two days of my life as a schoolgirl, Mum had taken me and my big brother Gary to class in the morning. The school I was now at, my very first big-girl school, was near to the living quarters and, after those first mornings, she decided it was safe enough for us to go alone. She wasnt wrong in that sense  for children, Army bases are probably one of the most secure environments they could ever be in. I didnt have the slightest inkling at that stage of where danger would really lie, or of how close to home it would be. I would have liked Mum to have kept taking me to school for a little longer, but she told me that I was a big girl now  which I always liked to hear  and I didnt need her. That didnt feel quite right, I did need her, but she wasnt the sort of warm, cuddly mummy I saw with other kids at the school gate, so I wasnt too surprised when she stopped taking me there so quickly.


    She passed the responsibility over to Gary, who was a few years older than me. He wasnt exactly delighted to be in charge of his little sister, but he had no choice in the matter and, for the next few days, took me on his own. I didnt like that, for he used our time together to nip my arms, pull my hair and push me into puddles. I soon realised he was only doing this to show off in front of the boys he hoped would be his friends, but I hated it and needed it to stop. I had made friends quickly and knew some of the other girls walked to school on their own. After my first week, I collared Mum in the kitchen one night to test the waters.


    Mum? I began.


    What now? she sighed, continuing to peel potatoes for dinner.


    Im a big girl now, arent I?


    Why? What do you want? she asked, narrowing her eyes at me as she turned round.


    Well, Sophie and Debbie in my class dont have big brothers . . . and they get to walk to school on their own.


    So? she queried, concentrating on the potatoes again now that she knew I wasnt after anything that would cost money or time.


    So, can I walk to school on my own? Id be good. Id be careful. I promise. Please, Mum? Please? I begged.


    I was putting in more effort than required.


    Do what you like, she muttered.


    I was delighted that I had managed to get Mum to agree that I could go with the others, as it served the dual purpose of getting Gary away from me and making me feel even more grown up. I wasnt too bothered by the fact that she didnt seem particularly interested in what I did because, just as I accepted we might move at any time, I also accepted that my mum wasnt the most loving person in the world. Of course, I would have preferred things to be different, but I was well aware that she had other things on her mind. The thing was, Mum wasnt very well. I had no idea what was actually wrong with her, but I wasnt the only one  I knew from listening to snippets of her conversations with Dad when she came back from the medical centre that the doctors were clueless too. She was often sick and I would hear her vomiting at all times of the day and night. Sometimes the sound would wake me up as it was so loud and she would moan in pain when it happened.


    I had also seen these weird lumpy things on her body, like boils, and knew her skin hurt a lot of the time. She would rub horrible smelly stuff into it that she told me was paraffin oil, and the stench of it filled our house. When she was unwell, she would tell me she couldnt be bothered with me, and Dad would say that I had to leave her alone, so I knew she might be in pain or feeling unwell when I asked her about walking to school on my own. Maybe that was why she had seemed so disinterested.


    Whatever the reason, by the time I was sitting at the table, with my books and jotter in front of me, I was glad I had been allowed to walk to school with Debbie and the others, because it was all part of becoming grown up. Gary wasnt able to get at me when I was with other people and, to be honest, he wasnt that bothered anyway, as he could go off with his friends now he no longer had to take care of me.


    I was concentrating so hard on my work that my tongue was poking out between my lips and my eyes were screwed up  I couldnt really read yet and numbers were still a bit tricky, but I was determined to try really hard. I got distracted by the weather and, as I watched the rain pour down the window, all these changes were floating around in my head, making me feel so happy  until I heard Gary guffawing over my shoulder. Quickly, my thoughts were dragged from how proud I would be to hand in my work to a sense that my brother knew something I didnt.


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


    He snatched my homework book from my lap and sniggered. Youre stupid! Anybody would laugh when they saw how stupid you were. He waved the notebook around in front of me, dangling it in front of my face as he ridiculed me. You dont know how to use capital letters or anything  the only thing youve got right is your name. And thats stupid, just like you. I looked over to Dad, sitting in front of the telly, oblivious to everything that was going on. I knew he wouldnt intervene, but I didnt want him to anyway; he wasnt the parent I needed. With tears welling in my eyes, I snatched my book back from Gary and rushed to find Mum.


    Id tell on him. Id tell her how awful he was to me, and shed sort him out. I knew she was in her bedroom, so I rushed there from the lounge, full of hot tears at how Gary had spoken to me, with an urgent need for Mum to make it all right. I barged in, the words all ready to tumble out  and froze. My mother was bent in half over a basin, vomiting violently. Her body was convulsing in pain and the sickness was coming fast. As always, I had no idea what was wrong with her, but knew she was so ill she was in no state to deal with my childish disputes. She looked up weakly, but had neither the strength nor the ability to even talk to me, promptly bending over the basin again and retching once more.


    I backed out of the room, full of concern for her, but also worried. This had happened so many times before, but there seemed to be a violence to the sickness now that I hadnt been aware of previously. Mum had been taken ill the week before and, as young as I was, even I couldnt help but notice that she seemed to be getting worse as time went on. Ordinarily, she was pretty and well groomed, a tall woman with long, blonde hair and a radiant glow to her skin. But on this evening, her locks were lank, her skin pallid and she was terribly thin. My mum was only twenty-eight, but tonight she looked more than twice her age.


    I returned to the lounge, where Gary was perched at the window, smirking at me and seemingly unconcerned at my mothers illness. Dad was still sitting where I had left him, Senior Service cigarette in one hand and a can of beer in the other. When he finished, the cigarette butt would join the many others which lay in a full ashtray and the tin would be thrown into an old cardboard box which rattled with empties. The beer cans were always there, a constant reminder of the fact that Dad drank all the time, yet he never seemed to be drunk. I couldnt understand this. When I watched television, men would drink beer and then reel around in drunkenness, often falling over, or singing, and having a great time. That wasnt my dad. That wasnt how drink affected him. I had concluded that my dad must not drink as much as those men, because, apart from sometimes falling asleep in his chair, Id never seen him fall prey to the funny antics of the drunk men on telly.


    In fact, my dad wasnt a funny man at all.


    Tonight, as I came back from seeing Mum looking like death, from watching her retch her very insides out, I would realise just how bad his temper could be. His anger seemed to ooze out of him as he turned to me and barked, For fucks sake, stop harassing your mother. I was shocked  I couldnt remember Dad ever swearing at me before, even though he had never been particularly loving or warm. He was a man who believed in standards, he was Army through and through, but now he seemed to have forgotten that he was talking to a little girl.


    I stood there staring at him, stunned by the bad words which had come out of his mouth.


    What are you fucking gawping at? he snapped. You know she isnt well, you know shes ill, and Christ knows when shell get any better.


    Im not sure that I did know that. I did have an awareness that my mum was often sick, and that she was being sick more often these days, but at five years old I never thought about the future and I didnt put two and two together. Sometimes I felt sick if I ate too many sweeties, and I knew my friends did too. I certainly hadnt faced up to the possibility that there was something seriously wrong with Mum that might not get fixed.


    My dads words snapped me out of my reverie. Keep the fuck away from her, he told me. In fact, clear up your rubbish instead of standing there being useless. Its your bedtime, so hurry up for Christs sake. Get all of your shite out of the way  move it!


    The unfairness of it swamped me. Its not rubbish, its my homework! I said, desperately wanting to cry. My mum was ill, my dad was swearing at me, my brother was calling me names, and my world seemed overwhelmingly horrible. I grabbed my homework jotter and books from where Gary was sitting, ignoring the fact that he was sniggering at Dads treatment of me, and ran down the hallway to my bedroom.


    I threw it all down onto my dressing table and flung myself on the bed. Just as I did so, I heard a horrendous crack and saw flashes of light. This was a ghastly night and it was getting worse. I hated thunderstorms and felt a knot in my stomach as the night got threateningly dark. I could hardly see anything. Despite an ominous feeling, I knew I had no alternative but to go back through to the lounge. Dad! Dad! I screamed. Im so scared. Whats happening? When will it stop, Dad?


    He was as still as a statue as I stood beside his chair. I was a tiny child, terrified and desperate for some consolation. I couldnt go to my mum and my dad was acting in a way I simply couldnt comprehend. He wouldnt even look at me. Shut up. Its only a fucking storm. Now get your arse back into bed and stop being so bloody annoying.


    Tears were brimming in my eyes as I pleaded with him. Can I stay up for a little while, just until it stops? Please? Please, Dad?


    He finally turned round and looked at me. It chilled me to the bone. His face was alien and his eyes cold, almost as if he had no recognition of the child before him. Looking back, and knowing what was to come, I believe something had broken in my father that night. Given how my world was to shatter, beginning in only a few hours time, it was as if he himself was unable to react to how he was behaving. The swearing, the aggression, the lack of eye contact  all these things were part of a personality which he may have used in his day-to-day life in the Army, but they were not part of the make-up of a loving father.


    If I have to tell you one more time, you little bastard . . . he muttered menacingly.


    He didnt.


    I could feel the atmosphere. I could sense the tension.


    As Mum writhed in agony in her own room, my own body felt a wave of fear. I was filled with the knowledge that this was a battle I couldnt win. As I scurried back to my room, the storm raged outside  and the one which would rip my life apart was only just beginning.




  

    
      
    


    CHAPTER 2


    FUN


    As I lay in bed, I watched the storm. There was no point in trying to sleep; I was scared of the noise and of the flashes, scared of how Dad had treated me and of his words, which had made me realise how ill Mum was.


    The blocks of flats surrounding where we lived were all alike during the day: grey, drab and peeling, desperately in need of some refurbishment. Ours was no different to the others, but the storm was changing things. The flats were washed in the glow of lightning, and the streaks of brilliant white sky were coming around more and more quickly. They changed from white to orange and then blue. My dressing-table mirror was reflecting all of this, and I was amazed by the kaleidoscope surrounding me. I wasnt a scaredy-cat. I was a big girl. A brave girl.


    I snuggled down underneath the blankets. Perhaps other things would get better too. Perhaps, just as I had imagined the storm was a terrifying thing, I had imagined that Dad had been mean to me, that Mum would never get better again. Perhaps everything would be fine in the morning.


    Im glad I had that optimism  even if it didnt last.


    I lay there, torn between fear and wonder at the light display which was flickering across my room. I clung to my golliwog, one of the few possessions I owned, and tried to sleep. I closed my eyes very tightly, but the flashing shards of colour from the storm still seemed to register. Eventually I fell into a fitful sleep.


    I dont know how long it lasted, but sometime later that night, more likely the early hours of the morning, I was awoken by something  voices maybe, shouting or some other commotion. The storm had stopped, but there was something else brewing. There was a low droning noise, which, in my sleepiness, I finally identified as voices. As I listened, I could pick out those of my dad and also of Agnes Anderson, Mums friend who lived in the same block as us. For a moment, I thought the storm had come back because there was still something playing out on the walls of the room. I rubbed my eyes and sat up, finally identifying it as a bright blue light shining upwards towards my window. But when I looked out, I saw something which made my stomach lurch  it wasnt lightning, it was an ambulance.


    I ran out into the hallway and found the source of the noise which had woken me. There was a group of people there: two ambulancemen in green uniforms and Gary were standing beside my dad and Agnes. I wormed into the middle of the group easily, as I was so small, only to be grabbed by my father pulling at my nightdress. He stared down at me, his gaze unflinching, as I heard Agnes say, Let me take the kids for the night, Harry; youve got enough on your plate. Dad dragged his eyes away from me to answer her. No. Theyre staying here. He was scaring me by that point, just as he had before Id fallen asleep. He was acting in a very calm, intense, controlled way and, as no one had yet told me what was happening to my mum, I felt panicked. Agnes noticed this and tried again. Well, at least let me take Tracy. She looks terrified, poor wee thing. I knew instinctively that was what I wanted.


    Let me go with Agnes, please let me go with Agnes! I begged. Somehow, I just knew that I needed to get away from my father, but he wouldnt budge. There was something so alarming about the look in his eyes  I didnt recognise it but knew I had to escape. He refused my pleas, rejected the offer from Agnes, and kept a firm grip of my wrist as Mum was carried out of her bedroom on a stretcher. I realised then that there was a doctor in the house too, and both he and the ambulancemen looked very serious.


    Mum had been sedated and was oblivious to everything; and the fact that she was so still and so unlike my mummy started me crying. I wanted her to hold me. I wanted her to tell me that everything would be all right. I had a terrible feeling that if she didnt say those words, things would never be the same again.


    I was right.


    I was so right.


    Dad told me and Gary to go into the lounge and, as we did, I could hear Agnes try again. Ill just take Tracy, she said breezily, as if my dads previous rebuttals had never happened. I can make sure she gets to school tomorrow and then pick her up afterwards. Shell be fine with me, Harry. Ill keep her safe.


    Those words are imprinted on my mind. We dont remember everything about our childhoods, but there are some scenes we all keep locked in our memories as if they happened only yesterday. That one, the one of my mother being taken away on a stretcher and of Agnes trying to get me away, is burned in my memory. Did Agnes suspect something? Why was she so insistent? She was a good, kind woman, but I do wonder why she was so keen to get me in particular away from my dad, rather than Gary as well. What was she picking up on?


    Whatever her thoughts, whatever she sensed, she failed. My father grabbed her firmly by the arm and escorted her to the open door. Leave now, Agnes. Ive said no. We dont need your help, were fine on our own. Tracy is my daughter. Ive made my decision. He closed the door on Agnes without another word. For some reason, the moment he did that, a wave of dread came over me.


    Dad came into the lounge, lit another cigarette and opened another can of beer. The room was filled with silence and he stared at me for a few minutes with no glimmer of emotion on his face. I wrapped my flimsy nightdress tightly around me and squirmed into the softness of the sofa. Gary was unusually quiet too, keeping his eyes down and saying nothing. Finally, the silence broke. Get yourselves back to bed. Now. We both scuttled off the sofa and ran through to our rooms, where I fell asleep much more quickly than I expected, no doubt glad of the comfort and safety of my own bed after such an emotionally exhausting late night.


    I woke up next morning to the sound of Dad swearing yet again. Up! Up! Fucking move it! Get your arse through for breakfast now. I was confused when I got there to see an empty table. Where is it then, Dad? I asked, sitting down. Standing behind me, he slapped the back of my head with such force that my forehead hit the wooden table. Your breakfast will be there when you fucking get it, he snarled. Get something for your brother as well  and make me a cup of fucking tea.


    I was stunned and hurting. I was only little and was used to being told to keep away from the kettle and hot things, not being told to make cups of tea. I stood up, but was flustered  was Dad tricking me? Did he really want me to do this? His next words left me in no doubt. Move it, I fucking said! Or do you want another slap?


    I went to the cupboard, choking on my tears and rubbing my forehead. He had never hit me before. Just like his swearing, his violence was totally out of character; it was as if he was a new daddy, someone who had been brought in when my mum was ill the night before. He looked like my father, but his voice and his actions, his words and his behaviour, were totally foreign to me. I had to accept that I was at risk of being hit again if I didnt do what he wanted, even if what he wanted was so hard for me to grasp. He was making it very clear that no matter what he told me to do, I had to do it. Go to bed. Go to sleep. Keep away from Agnes. Stay with him. Make tea. All of it was at his command.


    I dragged two stools to a place in front of the worktop and climbed up on my tiptoes to take breakfast bowls and cornflakes from the cupboard. I had watched Mum do this a hundred times, and although I had to stretch and make sure I didnt wobble or drop things, I knew I could do it. My little hands were shaking, but I pretended I was getting a teddy bears picnic ready and focused on the job in hand. I reached down with everything, one thing at a time, while I stayed on the higher stool. I could feel my dads eyes burning into the back of me as I climbed down and got the milk from the fridge. It splashed out of the bowls, over the top of the cornflakes I had poured, and I paused, wondering if he was going to hit me again, but nothing happened. I looked at him questioningly and he moved his eyes to the china mug in front of him, then flicked his gaze over to the kettle. I gulped and walked over, switching it on and realising that I had to do this.


    Gary came in and asked what I was doing. One look at the red mark on my forehead and the tears on my cheeks silenced him. He hurriedly ate his breakfast as I struggled with the full kettle and, against all odds, managed to make my first ever cup of tea. It should have been a moment of triumph but it was far from that. I could feel sweat pouring down the back of my nightdress. So much was going wrong and Mum had only been away a few hours. I was in charge of feeding everyone and I was five years old. Was this going to continue until she came back? Was I now a grown-up? How many slaps would come with that role?


    Thankfully, the drama of making breakfast and using the kettle had taken up a lot of time so, by the time it was all over, I had to get ready for school. Dad barked instructions at me again as I rushed through to my room and pulled on my clothes. I tried to brush my hair as best as I could and then walked through to the living room.


    Are you walking me to school today? I asked him.


    No, Im fucking not, he shouted, slumping into his chair with a can of beer and cigarette already in his hand, despite it being eight oclock in the morning.


    Although I had been going to school on my own for a few days now, which was what Id wanted, I felt the need for someone to look after me that day. I looked imploringly at Gary, willing to even take a few pinches from him so long as it came with a bit of brotherly care, but he sneered at me, muttered baby and ran out of the door before I could even hoist my satchel onto my shoulders.


    I wandered down the stairs and waited for Debbie and the others at our usual meeting place, saying nothing about what had happened as we walked along. The morning passed uneventfully and school finished at lunchtime, as it always did on Fridays. I had a childlike happiness at the prospect of freedom. I saw Gary playing football with his friends as I walked home and wondered whether he might be the one to get into trouble  we usually had to go straight home after school, and I could only think he was taking advantage of Mum not being there while forgetting how horrible Dad had been since yesterday. As I trotted along with my friends, I started to feel a little brighter. Perhaps Mum would be back? Maybe the doctors had made her all better and I could forget last night and this morning, as if it were all a nightmare.


    When I got to the block of flats, I ran up the steps two at a time. Opening the front door, which was on the latch, I ran down the hallway. Mum! Mum! I shouted, stopping in my tracks when I entered the lounge and saw only Dad sitting in his chair.


    Shes not here, he said, as he saw my eyes flicker around the room. Theyre keeping her in hospital  wheres Gary? I told him my brother was still playing football with his friends, expecting an explosion of anger, but instead Dad just nodded as if this was a good thing. That gives us time, he reflected.


    Time for what? I asked cautiously.


    He paused at my question, as if wondering what to say next, then abruptly stood up and said, Come on, follow me. He walked towards the bedroom he shared with Mum, then smiled at me. It wasnt how he had been for the last day or so, and I was confused again at how quickly his mood and character seemed to change. Well change the bed, he announced. Your mum was sick on the sheets. Go on. Strip the bed.


    I was bewildered  Dad was smiling but, yet again, he was asking me to do something I had never done before. He had offered me no help when Id had to boil the kettle and make a cup of tea that morning, so why would he help me with this new challenge? The bed looked massive to me, and I didnt really know where to start. A sense of relief flooded through me when Dad seemed to read my thoughts. Ill show you how to do it. Dont worry. Ill tell your mum that you did it on your own and shell be so proud of you that it will help her to feel better. Youd like that, wouldnt you?


    Of course I would! I gave Dad my biggest smile and started work, following his instructions.


    Pick up the quilt, Tracy, he began, and undo the buttons at the bottom of it.


    This took quite a while. I was still mastering buttons on my own clothes, but they were easier to open than do up, so I managed eventually. Dad was sitting on a chair at the side of the bed, watching me and telling me what to do. Pull the cover off, he continued, then he told me to take the pillowcases and bottom sheet off too. I was so pleased with myself. I was being a good girl for Mum and Dad while I did all of this hard work. Well done, Tracy, he said, now here comes the fun part!


    Whats next, Dad? I asked, out of breath with my exertions.


    Putting on the clean quilt cover  its a lot harder than taking it off, but Ill help you. He stood, telling me to stand in front of him, and shook the cover out. He put his arms around me and told me to grasp the two corners he was holding. Ill put the quilt in and you grab it once the cover is in place. This is fun, isnt it? he said. He was still smiling, but the smile seemed forced  and it didnt feel like that much fun, because his arms were tight around my little body and I knew I had no choice about being there. He was pushing into me and it was something that didnt feel nice at all. I wanted to break free of him, I wanted to get away, but I was still very much aware of how quickly his moods were changing since Mum had gone into hospital and I didnt want to risk things taking a turn for the worse again.


    As we struggled with the cover, I felt his body press hard into my back, harder than before. I held the corners just as Id been told, but he didnt let go. Ive got it, Dad, I said. Ive got it.


    Behind me, he said nothing, but he was pushing his body into me, harder and harder. I wasnt tall, and my head was at the level of his crotch as he shoved and shoved into me.


    Dad! I almost whispered. Dad  Ive got the cover, you can put the rest of the quilt in. He didnt move his body from mine, but he did take his hands from my arms and allowed them to travel down my body slowly, finally resting on my waist. Dad? I whispered again. Dad? What are you doing? I honestly didnt know what was happening. What could I have made of it at that age? All I realised was that he was rubbing his hands around my waist, pressing in as hard as he could to my body, and breathing in a funny way as if he had run up the stairs too quickly and couldnt catch his breath. His head had dropped forward and I could feel a warmth on my neck; there were little gasps as he made a strange noise.


    As soon as the strange noise had finished, Dad loosened his grip on me.


    There, he said, turning me around to face him. I told you that would be fun.


    The duvet and cover lay discarded on the bedroom floor, forgotten. My father walked towards the door and, with a final glance back at me, concluded. That was fun.


    It wasnt a question.


    It wasnt a laughter-filled remark.


    It was a command.


    I stood there, confused and upset, with only one thing certain in my mind  no matter what my dad wanted me to believe, whatever had just happened was not fun.




  

    
      
    


    CHAPTER 3


    BEING A GOOD GIRL


    After it happened, I wasnt quite sure what to think. I was only a little girl, barely more than five years old  looking back with the awareness and understanding of an adult is completely different. At that age, all I knew was that my mummy was in hospital and my daddy had turned horrible, seemingly overnight.


    I didnt really know anything about bodies or the birds and the bees, I didnt know anything about what grown-ups did with each other in private  but I did know that what my daddy had just done was horrible. I didnt want to complain; well, I didnt want a slap again and something told me that if I said a word, thats exactly what I would be getting.


    To my relief, just as these thoughts were running through my mind and Dad was rearranging himself, I heard Gary open the front door. Remember, said Dad, that was fun. You did well, Tracy, you did well.


    That was all he said. He had used me to pleasure himself, and he didnt even look ashamed. With his few words, he left the bedroom to speak to my brother. I heard him welcome Gary back  Nice time, son?  as I stood there, looking at the bed. Remembering it now, the main feeling that I know I had was one of confusion. I was so young. After being ill for such a long time, Mum had been taken into hospital. Hospitals seemed scary places to me, where doctors put needles into you and there were lots of sick people. Thats where my mummy was, and since she had gone there, my daddy had been acting like a stranger.


    Hed shouted at me.


    Hed said swear words to me.


    Hed hit me.


    And now  what had he done now? I wasnt sure I even had the appropriate words for what had just happened. Id been told it was fun, Id been told I was a good girl, but what was fun exactly? What had I done that was good?


    I heard my dad laughing with Gary, sounding like his old self. Chatting about football. Being normal. I thought about how my mum made the bed, and tried to copy her, tried to finish off the job I had been asked to do in the first place. I did as well as I could under the circumstances and went back through to the lounge. Dad and Gary were in the middle of a conversation about Mums hospitalisation, and my big brother was asking, Why cant we go too? Why do we have to wait until Sunday? I was glad he had asked that as it was the very question preying on my mind, but I was too scared to bring it up after Dads reaction to Agnes last night. It just seemed everything to do with the whole issue was going to put him in a bad mood.


    Dad didnt have to answer Gary as there was a knock at the door. Almost as if thinking about her had brought her there, he opened it to reveal Agnes. Hows Valerie? she asked, without any preamble. Dad didnt invite her in; in fact, he narrowed the space between them by closing the door a little more. Not too good. She needs rest. She needs peace and quiet. He stared at Agnes. She doesnt need visitors. That answered Garys question and my own unvoiced ones as well as putting Agnes firmly in her place.


    By this time, both Gary and I were standing beside our dad. Agnes smiled warmly at us. How are you kids doing? she asked us directly. Before we could answer, Dad snapped, Theyre fine, they know whats going on. He went to close the door on her, but Agnes pushed it back slightly. My offer still stands, Harry. Ill take those kids any time. Ill take them all weekend. My heart was in my mouth and I crossed my fingers behind my back. Maybe if Agnes took us, Dad would be happier. I wouldnt be getting things wrong all the time, and he wouldnt have to shout at me. Then, my old dad would be back, and when Mum got home from hospital, everything would be back to normal. Even as I stood there, beside the man who had taken the first steps on his horrific campaign to rob me of my childhood, I was wondering how much of it was my fault  and whether it was just a one-off, something I had misinterpreted and which could be forgotten . . . if only he would say yes to Agnes.


    He made a strange noise, almost snorting at her offer. No. Absolutely not. We can manage. I have often wondered why Agnes kept trying. My dad was being very blunt in his refusal, but she didnt give up. Today then. Ill take them today. Or what about little Tracy? I could just take her. Give her something to eat. Leave her till suppertime, Ill give her a bath and get her all settled. Why not, Harry?


    My dads eyes flicked over me. Ive got someone coming in, Agnes. I dont need you. We dont need you. With that, he slammed the door in her face and made his way back to the lounge, followed by Gary. I stood there, something in my little heart realising that a chance had been taken away from me. Dad had said that someone was coming to look after us, and that gave me a glimmer of hope, but I wanted to go with Agnes. Dad, I began, going into the lounge. When is the lady coming to look after us? Who is she?


    What? he barked. You must be even more stupid than I thought you were. I only said that to get the interfering old cow out of my face. We dont need her poking her nose in. When Im gone, dont answer the door  and stay away from the windows, or you know what youll get.


    He only looked at me when he said all of this, and Gary seemed oblivious to the instructions or the threat. Can I go out and play when you visit Mum later? he asked.


    Course you can, son, Dad quickly assured him, as the unfairness of it all hit me. I was the one being kept inside. I was the one who wasnt to answer the door. I was the one being imprisoned.


    And you, he hissed, narrowing his eyes at me as if I was something nasty hed trod in. Clean up. Shut up. And remember  be a good girl.


    This was a phrase which was already filling me with dread, and it would be one which would become his code for so many awful things I couldnt even imagine at that stage. Garys voice cut into my thoughts. Im starving  what are we having for dinner?


    Tracy  you know how to use the grill? Dad asked.


    I shook my head quickly and looked at the floor, wishing it would swallow me up. No. No, I dont. Please dont make me do that, Dad. I cant.


    Shut up. Youll do exactly what I tell you to do. Youre the woman of the house now and youll do everything, everything, that needs to be done. Understand?


    But Im not meant to touch the grill, Dad, I whimpered. Mum says its too dangerous.


    Bloody useless! Doesnt your mother teach you anything? Youre a lazy little bitch  now get in that fucking kitchen. Ill show you once, and youll learn, because I wont fucking show you twice. He punched me in the back to get me moving and pushed me towards the kitchen, where we soon ended up with some half-burned sausages. I got a few slaps along the way, but I was just grateful I didnt have to put my body in front of his while he cooked.


    There was something about the scenario which made me really uncomfortable. Now, I know it was the words he used rather than the actions or the casual violence which was now punctuating all of his time with me. Swear words were littering everything he said, whereas previously he would never have cursed in front of me. He was calling me a little bitch with increasing frequency. But, more than anything, it was his constant reiteration that I was the woman of the house which made my skin prickle with fear.


    I went back to the kitchen with the empty plates, trying to carry all three of them at one time. I hadnt had to be told that it was my job or that I would get no help. I dragged a little stool over to the sink, climbed up and ran hot, soapy water into the basin just as I had seen Mum do on countless occasions. There had been a few times when she had let me climb up there and wash a few bits for fun, when she was in a good mood and feeling well, but it seemed very different now. I had cried a lot over the past couple of days and, although I felt upset, there were no tears now. I knew I had to get on with things, and thats a terrible realisation for a small child. I dont think I had an acceptance of the abuse at that stage, because I didnt quite know what was going on or even what had happened, but I did know there had been a change and that cooking, cleaning and being hit was now the norm for me.


    I stood there, my arms up to the elbows in sudsy water, and sent out a little prayer for Mum. We had never been a fairy-tale family, and I had never been showered with affection, but the way we had been previously was a picnic compared to the hell I was now living in.


    I think people are almost immune to abuse in some ways. Although we talk about it far more now than in my childhood (and that can only be a good thing), it is sometimes too easy to think it is all in the past, or it must have been OK because the victim is still standing. It always needs to be put into context. I was five years old. I had seen my mother taken to hospital under terrifying circumstances. My dad was lying to people, telling me to stay indoors and not answer the door to anyone, even good people like Agnes. He had pushed me, slapped me, punched me. He had shoved his body into mine, rubbed against me and made those strange noises while he did it. And all of these bad things were the things I had to accept if I was to be a good girl.


    The dishes were finished, so I gingerly crept along the hall. I wanted to go to my own bed in my own room; hopefully sleep would come quickly and tomorrow might be better. I had only gone a few steps when I heard him shout, Tracy! Where do you think youre going? Get your lazy arse back in here.


    I did as I was told. Im not sure if I would have been left alone in my room anyway given that it was next door to his (something he would always make sure was the case wherever we moved). Sit, he barked, as if I were a dog.


    I sat.


    Have you cleaned up?


    I nodded.


    Cant you talk? he snapped. I could see Gary grin. He always liked it when I was in trouble; I guess it deflected attention from him and lessened the chance that he was going to get told off.


    Can I go to bed, Dad? I asked.


    At this time of night? Something wrong with you? Ill have to think whether theres anything else you need to do first.


    His words chilled me, but I knew Gary hadnt a clue about what could be the real meaning. Dads gaze wandered again. I didnt know how much he had been drinking, as it was always difficult to gauge, as it never seemed to affect him. I dont know how long we all sat there  it was a while. Gary eventually went through to his own room, the one furthest away from where I was left with Dad, and I sat, as motionless as possible, trying not to draw his eyes to me. I remembered that he was meant to be going to hospital to see Mum soon, and that visiting hours were almost starting. I couldnt wait for him to leave.


    Are you going to see Mum tonight, Dad? I asked, quietly.


    It was ages before he finally turned and looked at me. He put his empty can down on the floor beside all the others he had accumulated throughout the day so far. He placed his half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray beside the dozen or so other butts. He was going to be in a right state when he finally did go in to visit his wife.


    Yes, yes, I am. But I wont be long, dont you worry. Youre a good girl, Tracy. Youve done well today. I hope youll keep on being a good girl for me  you will, wont you?


    I nodded, relieved at the thought of him being away for a couple of hours, but knowing just what he had done last time he said I was a good girl. I didnt want that again.


    I didnt want to be a good girl if thats what it brought me.


    I didnt want to be his sort of good girl.
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