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This book is dedicated to
 Jacob, Joseph, William, Luke and Izaak
 The one uncomplicated thing
 in my life is my love for my sons.

And to Mum, Dad and my sisters.

This has been their journey too.


Part 1


1.
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How old is my dad, Terry, in that picture? Nineteen? Twenty? He was born in 1950, and married Mum in 1971. He looks the part: not a hippie, exactly, but the moustache and the shaggy haircut and the flares; pretty cool-looking. A young Burt Reynolds, maybe. I know for sure the picture was taken in the Cotswolds and maybe it was my mum, Jean, who took it. Dad grew up in Stockport, but he had family – a might-have-been family – down in Gloucestershire where he was born. Maybe he’d taken Mum there for the weekend to meet them. I remember us going down to visit Dad’s aunts and uncles in Bibury loads of times when I was a boy.

Dad’s natural father came from Calcot, a tiny village in the Cotswolds. His name was Anthony Richard Smith. He died before Dad was born and when Dad’s sister, my Auntie Mary, was just four months old. I’m not sure my gran, Beryl, even knew she was pregnant at the time. In the local paper, it said she was at the Smith family home when the telegram from the Admiralty arrived. A submarine, HMS Truculent, had been sunk after a collision in the Thames Estuary. Anthony, the telegram said, was still missing, and presumed drowned.

Anthony had been at home in Calcot on leave, seeing in the New Year, just a fortnight before the disaster. He was a stoker-mechanic on board the Truculent, which was making its way back to base after refitting at Chatham Docks. At seven o’clock on the evening of 12 January 1950 the submarine hit a Swedish oil tanker, the Davina, and sank in just a few minutes. It was two months before they were able to pull the wreck off the bottom of the North Sea.

It’s only recently I’ve seen old Pathé newsreels of the disaster. There were ten survivors; you can see the fear and the confusion while they’re being interviewed back on dry land. They’re wrapped up in other people’s greatcoats, hair all over the place: pale, shivering. Still terrified. Sixty men, including Anthony Smith, lost their lives, trapped in the hulk of the sub or drowned in the freezing water. Thinking about it now, Anthony would have been right around the same age in 1950 as his son was when Dad’s picture was taken down in the Cotswolds, twenty years later.

Beryl, my dad’s mum, was also from the Cotswolds but she moved to Manchester, with a daughter and young son to bring up, a while after Anthony died on the Truculent. Although they met down in Gloucestershire, Beryl’s second husband, George, was from Burnage. George adopted Beryl’s children after they got married. Strange, though: my dad didn’t find out that he was adopted – that George wasn’t his real dad – until he was thirteen or fourteen. I don’t know why that was and I don’t think he ever did either. Anyway, my dad, Terence Smith, became Terry Woodward. Anthony, though, was always his middle name.

It’s a Chinese takeaway now but, forty years ago, my grandparents – George and Beryl – owned the Regal Fish Bar on Hempshaw Lane in Offerton, just outside Stockport. My mum used to work there and my older sister, Lynda, and I would spend hours sat in the shop’s back kitchen, drawing pictures, left to amuse ourselves. My mum would poke her head round the door when there weren’t too many customers, checking we were okay or whether we wanted some chips. Those are some of my earliest memories: Lynda and me content in each other’s company, Mum next door and the smell of fried fish hanging in the air. I was probably three or four years old.

Grandad worked at the Regal. Gran, too. But they needed the extra help when the shop got busy. And my mum and dad definitely needed the money. The Regal’s counter was out front and my grandparents lived upstairs over the shop in what always felt to me like a dark, miserable flat. Outside the back door, though, where the garden would usually be in a suburban semi, was another world: George kept koi carp. He’d built this tank out there that was like a swimming pool, covered over and full of his fish. Huge, some of them were.

People used to make jokes about George frying them up if he ran short on cod. But everybody knew that those koi were his pride and joy. He used to take them to shows, win prizes and everything. Every now and again, we’d be invited round for the evening. It seemed like every friend Grandad had was as mad about koi as he was; people used to turn up – koi people – from all over the country. From other countries as well. We’d go along out of politeness but we’d never be there very long.

The story was that George used to go off to Japan on a plane and pick out the very best specimens to have shipped home. I’m not sure about that, but those koi fascinated me – haunted me – as a little boy: dead eyes, mouths flexing and their bodies twisting and turning in the water as they slithered over each other. They were spooky, especially a huge one he’d had stuffed and mounted in a frame at the top of the stairs. To me, that thing hung there looked like it might still be alive, ready to jump out from behind the glass.

Although it was my gran and George who kept the Regal, I can only ever remember being there when Mum was around. There was always something cold about how my dad and grandad were with each other. Grandma Beryl was as sweet as anything with us kids but Grandad hardly ever spoke to us when we were young. Not until we were teenagers, anyway. But he seemed to communicate with my dad, his stepson, even less.

As a boy, I didn’t think it was any of my business: it wasn’t up to me to spend time trying to work out why people were the way they were with each other. It was only much later – early 2017 – that I found out the truth of it. Maybe we’ve always had secrets to hide in my family. And Dad had his. Was it because I was speaking publicly about my own experiences? Or was it because he was already ill with the motor neurone disease that eventually killed him? I don’t know, but I remember Dad opening up: Andy, you know your grandad isn’t the bloke you imagine him to be.

It turned out that all the time Dad was growing up he was on the end of physical abuse from his stepdad, George. He could remember being hit with a chair leg, beaten up and all sorts. He had a stepbrother and a stepsister, who were definitely treated differently. They were George’s own children, of course. Dad got nothing but grief as a boy; lived in fear, really. Which maybe explains why he was off work with ‘bad nerves’ so often while I was growing up; why Mum used to do all those hours to earn cash at the Regal.

My gran was probably scared of her husband, too. So she did what people do. Just boxed it off, I think. Maybe she convinced herself she didn’t even see what was going on with Dad. She had a great relationship with him down the years, or so it seemed, anyway; used to ring him every day. He was her son, after all, even though my dad always felt isolated, like an outsider, when it came to the rest of that family.

When he got older my grandad mellowed a bit. Started talking to us. Started maybe having some kind of relationship with my dad. But I’m sure Dad couldn’t just let it go. He couldn’t forget it or wish it away. All the time we were growing up, if we ever had to go round there for any reason, he’d say: Well, we’ve got to go. But we’re not staying long. From almost as soon as he met my mum, I think Dad used to spend as much time as he could at her house, even though it was already pretty crowded round there.

It’s only now I’ve started to understand what Dad must have gone through upstairs at the Regal when he was a boy. No wonder it took him so long to talk to me about it at all. And no wonder that, as a young man, he couldn’t wait to get out. To escape. Terry Woodward got the best bit of luck he ever got when he met my mum. Jean was going to be the love of his life. And hers was a different kind of family altogether.


2.
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It looks like they had a nice day for it. My mum and dad got married in 1969. All smiles. And it looks as if they all nicked their buttonholes off the bush behind them. Not that there’d have been much money about, but you can see they wanted to do things properly, can’t you? Mum and Dad look pretty glamorous, anyway. Mum is standing next to Beryl and George. Next to my dad is my nana, Anne Stewart, and alongside her is Richard. Later on, when I was growing up, we called Richard ‘Grandad’, even though he wasn’t my mum’s father. In fact, he wasn’t the father of any of Anne’s children.

My nana was one of the most amazing women I’ve ever known. She had eleven children: seven boys, four girls. All of them had the same father – and they had his surname, Stewart – but none of them knew anything about him. He must have just turned up, fathered another child and then done one each time: incredible, really. Him and my nana were never married or anything. He didn’t live with them; had nothing to do with them. He wasn’t a part of their lives at all. So Anne brought eleven children up on her own, all of them squeezed into a three-bedroomed house in Burnage.

Anne found someone in the end, though. In the late sixties, she met Richard Bryanston, who’s the lovely guy with her in the wedding photo. They lived together and I knew him really well. But, before that, all those sons and daughters she brought up on her own. And they became my aunts and uncles; their children became my cousins. You’d have thought, with that many kids and a single mum short of money, no father around, there’d have been problems. But it was the opposite. Maybe all being in one little house, older ones having to look after younger ones, was what bound them together.

Some of them have scattered now – I’ve got an auntie who lives in Australia – but they’ll come together for family occasions every now and again and, in all those years, there have never been cross words or fallings-out. They’re still close after all these years. My Auntie Elaine still lives round the corner, spends lots of time with my mum since my dad passed away. And I was part of it – this big, supportive extended family – while I was growing up. One of Mum’s brothers or sisters or their children always seemed to be around. Mum’s family was like a whole world for me when I was a little boy.

My nana must have done something right: all those children; all of them growing up to be settled, with jobs and marriages and children of their own: good, respectable people. She loved us grandchildren, too. Nana was a feeder, just like my mum is now. As soon as you walked in the door, she’d be straight into the kitchen, getting you something to eat. I was really close to her but I bet my sisters and our cousins would all say the same. She did everything with us. She was where the bond in our family began.

Of all people, Nana deserved the kind of happy ending you can see in a wedding photograph. She’d brought up her children the right way and now they were making lives of their own. But evil and darkness sometimes come without reason and without warning. The very worst came to the Stewarts – to Nana, to my mum and to my uncles and aunts – just a year or so after my parents were married. That wedding photo feels to me like innocence and contentment. But, only a year later, all that got broken for ever. I never knew my Auntie Lynda. But what happened to her became a huge part of my life as well.

[image: Image Missing]

Lynda was my mum’s older sister and had always worked as a shop assistant. She was a very pretty girl and I think my mum really looked up to her. In 1970, Lynda was twenty-two, still living at home, and was seven months pregnant. She spent most evenings with her boyfriend but, this particular Friday evening in November, Lynda had been out for a drink with a friend, down in Fallowfield at the Princess Hotel. The two girls missed the last bus back to Burnage and had to walk home all the way up Mauldeth Road.

Lynda and her friend split up on the corner of Kingsway, the dual carriageway that runs out to Cheadle and Wilmslow. The next morning, Lynda’s body was discovered in the garden of number 285. She’d been dragged through a hedge, raped, bitten and then beaten to death. It was shocking, absolutely horrible, what happened to her. She was just a few minutes’ walk from home. What must it have been like when the police turned up on the doorstep the next day to tell Nana what had been done to her daughter?

It was a really big case at the time, because it involved a young woman, because it was so violent and because it seemed like there was no explanation for it. It was random and unbelievably savage. An unborn baby died that night, too. My mum still gets upset whenever she thinks about it. She’s always been nervous of the press as well because there was so much publicity about the murder at the time. The police had to make a lot of public appeals to try to find out who’d done it. They even had a van covered in posters parked up on Kingsway for a few days. But Mum said the police were very good with the family, especially the superintendent in charge of the case. She remembers him being a very considerate man.

In actual fact, the police did a fantastic job with the investigation. It was a completely unprovoked, opportunistic attack. The guy was a psychopath, no question. But they found him: they traced a ring that was left at the scene and matched up forensic evidence like boot-prints and teeth-marks. Once they tracked him to the factory where he worked – he’d made the ring himself – he admitted to everything. Only eighteen, the bloke, but he was already a monster. He went to court three months later and was sentenced to life. One of my uncles was there and got a punch on him before he went down.

It’s natural: for Nana and for my mum – and for the rest of the family – Lynda’s murder was a memory that none of them could escape. My older sister, Lynda, was named after her but none of it was talked about at all when we were young. What could anybody say? The details of what happened were so awful nobody would have dreamed of telling us children, would they? It was as if evil had come into all their lives and they could never make it go away. So they just tried to bury it. Maybe they hoped him being locked up would be the end of it. We all found out later that it wasn’t at all.


3.
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Oh, we thought we’d really made it when we moved into that house. A garden, double-glazing and room for all of us. And it was in Cheadle Hulme, where even the council estates were tidy little houses, not high-rise blocks of flats. Not posh, maybe, but definitely posher than anywhere we’d been before. Spiderman must have been eight or nine when that picture was taken because I’m ambushing my younger sister, Louise. I was five when we moved to Cheadle Hulme, in time to start primary school. I bet Dad was laughing at the two of us when he took it.

My older sister Lynda and I were both born in Offerton. Mum and Dad bought a little house there, near where Gran and Grandad lived. I’m not sure they could ever afford to keep up the payments on it. I remember them having rows about money. And I remember the bailiffs knocking on the door and us hiding in the upstairs bedroom, pretending nobody was home. At three years old, I thought it was quite a good game. We used to have the electric cut off sometimes, too, which meant evenings in candlelight, the four of us huddled together in the lounge. Eventually the house got repossessed and we had to move in with Nana, Mum’s mum, who by now had a two-up two-down in Handforth.

We stayed with Nana for ten months or so. I went to nursery school there. We were on the council list and they probably had us down as homeless: there wasn’t really room for us, another family, at Nana’s. And Mum had just given birth to Louise. Anyway, our name came up and we moved into the rented house in Cheadle Hulme, where my mum still lives now. Back off the main road down a cul-de-sac, new and neat and quiet. Like I say, we thought we’d landed on our feet.

The house itself doesn’t look that much different now. Same white cladding. It had three bedrooms: two doubles and my little single bedroom looking out over the front. The only thing really that changed was that Dad knocked through the lounge and the dining room so it was one big room downstairs. And the kitchen was tiny, so he built this kind of wooden lean-to at the back of the house to give us a bit of extra space. Dad was clever like that: Mum was sure the thing would leak but it never has. He designed it and put it together himself. He knew what he was doing all along.

Even when we moved away from Offerton, Mum kept working at the Regal. She had a day job, as well, on the pharmacy counter at Boots. Money was always tight. Dad was an engineer. And quite specialised: he worked on engines that drove the machines for milling flour. He’d go all round Manchester, looking after these machines and installing new ones. He worked for a big company based in Stockport called Mirrlees, but ended up getting laid off.

Dad was out of work for quite a while and I know it was hard for him. He hated being on the dole. When he finally got another job, it was just shifts as a baggage handler at Manchester Airport, down the road from where we were living. It was only years later that he went back to what he was good at – the milling machines – when he got taken on by a Japanese firm, Satake, who had a factory in Cheadle. He stayed with them until he retired.

Back when it was difficult for us financially, though, we had this really flash car. Well, we thought it was flash at the time. My grandad George won the pools when I was about three and he bought us a Mk II Cortina: yellow, with a brown vinyl roof. Brand new. Believe me, back then everybody wanted a Cortina. So we’d drive around in style but with my parents worrying if they had enough spare to put a couple of quid’s worth of petrol in the tank.

Dad was good with engines, of course. When the Cortina packed up, we didn’t have a car for a while but, later on, when I was playing football regularly and he and my mum wanted to come to all the games, Dad bought this old green Fiat. It was a proper wreck. I think he paid about fifty quid for it. Mum thought that was fifty quid wasted but he promised he’d get it going. He lifted the engine out and stuck it in the dining room at home, laid out on newspaper. Took it all apart, put it all back together: we were amazed. He actually got it running again.

If you ask anyone who ever knew him, they’d say Dad was one of the nicest men you could ever hope to meet: soft, gentle, funny. He’d wind us up with tall stories all the time. I remember he told us he’d been the UK table tennis champion and we believed him for ages. I think now about what he went through when he was growing up. He was the complete opposite of his stepfather: joking with us, great with kids and loving us to bits. And he never hit any of us once. He could be stern – he and Mum taught us manners and respect – but he would never have dreamed of laying a finger on me or my sisters.

Probably his own experiences as a boy came through in how protective Dad was towards his own children. To the point of being a bit neurotic, really. But we were his world, I think. He wanted to keep us safe. He loved me playing football, too. When he was young, he’d played for Stockport Boys like I did later on. I don’t know which team but he played a bit of semi-pro, too. But I think his stepdad put a stop to it; told him he needed to go out and get himself a full-time job.

Dad was so different to Grandad. But my mum was almost a mirror image of my nana. Maybe that came from having to look out for younger brothers and sisters when she was growing up. She looked after everybody. Every meal made, every bit of school uniform pressed. She did everything. And she was even more protective of me and my sisters than Dad was. I remember if I went out to ride on my bike, I could only go up and down outside the house. Mum would want to be stood at the front door, watching. We had rows about it: Why can’t I just go and play with my mates around the estate?

I have so many happy memories of being a boy in that house in Cheadle Hulme. My sisters and I got on really well together. They weren’t getting dragged around football matches back then! That would come later. Mum and Dad found ways to make Christmases and birthdays special, however little spare cash they had. There were always people calling round: aunties and uncles, their kids. There was always something going on. Thinking back, my parents had a social circle that was completely to do with family. They didn’t really have friends from outside that circle. It was a charmed life, in a way, for us kids: I didn’t have a care in the world. There were no sharp edges in our family. I didn’t have to fret about growing up. It seemed to me I’d be able to pretend to be Spiderman for as long as I liked. It was close-knit. Maybe, with Mum having grown up in a house with all those brothers and sisters, family felt like all they needed. There was one person, though, who wasn’t a relative but who was round at our house a lot: Pete. We understood Pete was a friend of my dad’s. He’d turn up on the doorstep, drunk, at all hours. Mum or Dad would say: Oh, he’s here again! But they’d make Pete welcome and he’d usually end up sleeping on the sofa. Really, he was an alcoholic. He’d wake up next morning and start drinking again, whatever my dad said to him about leaving the booze alone for a while.

Pete’s dead now and it was only much later I found out what the connection with our family was, why Dad always seemed to want to look out for him. Pete was actually the boyfriend of Lynda, my mum’s sister, who was murdered. It was Pete’s baby she was pregnant with at the time. And he never recovered. Alcohol was his way of dealing with what had happened. Or not dealing with it, I suppose. Back then, all that mattered to me was that he was Dad’s mate. And he was always friendly and fun with us kids. As a boy, there wasn’t anything else I needed to know.

At the time, I never gave it a second thought, how overprotective my parents were towards me and my sisters. They were so loving and so warm, it just felt like a natural thing. I understand now that it must have been what had happened to them when they were younger that made them that way when we were kids. And I sometimes wonder whether things might have been different for me – and for Lynda – if they hadn’t been like that. I don’t know. But, with Mum and Dad looking out for me every minute of every day, maybe I never really learned how to look out for myself.
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