
[image: Cover Image]





This book left me in tears. Nothing in my time as lead Judge for the West London Dedicated Drugs Court has brought home so
         clearly the hell addicts and their families go through. It should be compulsory reading for all in the Criminal Justice System.

District Judge Justin Phillips

I just wanted to write and thank you personally for writing your book about your sons; it must have taken an amazing amount
         of courage to write it.

Gordon Brown, Prime Minister

Thank you for putting in words what is such a taboo, and for showing the devastation and destruction that addiction can cause,
         whatever the substance that is abused is. I thank you also for showing that addicts are just normal people who take one wrong
         turn in their lives, and they don’t intend the hurt they cause, and need love whether it be tough or supporting or just a
         hug now and again, just like any other person who isn’t addicted. I was amazed and humbled by your eloquence and bravery.

Helen Child Villiers, one of Elizabeth’s former pupils

This is truly a heart-wrenching story that no parent should have to tell. Every parent should read Elizabeth’s book and in-turn
         ensure that their son or daughter read the book, so her story and message is read and everybody fully understands the tragedy
         drugs can bring in to a family’s life.

Chief Supt Paul Tinnion, Buckinghamshire Police

I was blown away by the detail and how well you both managed to put the important points across of the pitiful nature of addiction.
         I have witnessed the awful things that accompany addiction as I went through years of heroin and crack addiction myself. If
         it were only me that was affected it would not have been so bad. But it tears so many lives apart. The book tells it like
         it really is.

Sharon, a recovering addict

When I read your book I felt overwhelmed by the story you unfolded for me in such graphic detail. Although as a drug and alcohol
         counsellor I hear these stories frequently, the way you related the anguish and torment in being a parent in such circumstances
         has given me a new insight into the hurt and despair involved.

Bill Wright, Hillingdon Action Group for Addiction Management, Uxbridge

      
This book was like reading my own story as both my sons have been addicted to heroin for 12 years and, like Elizabeth, I told
         no one. I have not gone through the heartbreak of losing one of my own boys but, like so many parents, I live in fear of this
         happening. I go to bed thankful it wasn’t today and I wake up praying – don’t let it be today.

Linda, mother of two addicted sons

As a mother I felt compelled to read your book. Your story fills me with dread for my own children. I have vowed to try to
         use your book as a tool for me and I would recommend all parents to do so.

Judy, a pupil at the same school as Nick and Simon, now a mother with young children

The devastation caused by drugs can only truly be told by those that have suffered at its hands. The story told is painful,
         true and every parent’s worst nightmare. Elizabeth has committed a substantial part of her life to sharing her family’s experience
         with others, both through the book and the many presentations that she has delivered. This has significantly contributed to
         the message we would like to give about the devastating harm that drugs has on users, their families and the communities around
         them.

Neil Wilson, Detective Superintendent, MPS Drugs Directorate New Scotland Yard

Reading your book has been an inspiration to me. My son was a crack and heroine addict and is still serving a four year prison
         sentence for dealing. You have shown me that as a mother I am not alone with this problem.

Gwen Vella, mother

Elizabeth’s courage in speaking out is moving, and her ability to move others is impressive. Her commitment to helping other
         families avoid the tragedy that touched her family is inspirational. This is a story that needs to be told, and needs to be
         heard.

The Rt Hon Theresa May MP

Elizabeth Burton-Phillips’ story is both harrowing and tragic but ultimately it is a story of hope through adversity. Out
         of the tragedy she has found the strength to write her book and in trying to understand the whole episode, has been a great
         help already to so many people who have similar experiences.

Dr Mike Davies (Nick’s doctor), Twyford Surgery, Berkshire
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Dedication

Nicholas Stephen Mills
19 November 1976–19 February 2004
‘Nick’

This book is dedicated to the memory of my son
Nicholas Stephen, known to all of us affectionately as Nick,
who lost his life
         on 19 February 2004,
a victim of drug addiction.
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Editor’s Note

I first met Elizabeth Burton-Phillips in the summer of 2003, when, as Head of Religious Studies at her preparatory school,
         she invited me to give a talk to her pupils. As an author I have been talking to schools and adult groups since 1988, when
         my autobiography Pearls of Childhood was first published. Based on diaries I kept for my parents throughout the Second World War, my book tells the story of a
         ten-year-old Czech Jewish refugee girl who in 1939 was saved with 668 other endangered children by the foresight of a young
         English stockbroker, Nicholas Winton, (who is now Sir Nicholas Winton) and by the generosity of the British people who took
         us in.

Elizabeth wrote to me soon afterwards:



I feel really fortunate our paths have crossed. I never thought that I would meet such a person as yourself with such a tragic
            story. Yet out of that tragedy you radiate such strength and courage, both in person and through your book. Vera, I am so
            pleased that we have become good friends. When I worry about my own problems and difficulties, I only have to think of you.





We never imagined then how closely our lives were about to interlink. I had no idea what she was going through with her twin
         sons until the spring of 2004, when one day she unexpectedly knocked at my door. Slowly and painfully, Elizabeth shared with
         me the anguish of her story. Shocked as I was when told of her son’s death, I felt that something positive could be achieved
         by the tragedy, particularly when she told me that throughout the years she had kept a record both of her sons’ happy days
         and their tragic descent into addiction. I asked her whether she was prepared to write a book about them, telling her that
         she must find the strength to go back to the records she kept and to write an honest account of her family’s experiences because
         if her story saved just one life it would be worth it.

Elizabeth’s decision to write the book gave her the confidence to speak publicly to many varied audiences about her family’s
         experiences. It has been my privilege to edit and advise as the text developed. How proud I was to see the impact she had
         on an audience of four hundred people in Westminster at the 2005 Conservative Women’s Organisation Conference. She spoke from
         her heart and received a much-deserved standing ovation. As far as I could see not a single person in the audience was unmoved.

Hers is an honest account, a powerful warning of what can happen to an ordinary, decent family; an account that will shake
         any reader to their very core. She is a mum her whole family can be proud of.

Vera Gissing





      
Author’s Note

The death of a child at any age makes life a wilderness of pain. As you feel your way out of the resulting darkness, your life
         changes for ever. I lost one of my identical twin sons at the age of twenty-seven from addiction to heroin, having kept the
         secret of the addiction of both of them hidden from friends and work colleagues for many years. But after my son’s tragic
         death, I resolved to tell my story in the hope and belief that others would benefit from it. Six months later, I made the
         decision to speak publicly, and this, to my amazement, has brought a new dimension to my life.

Mum, Can You Lend Me Twenty Quid? is my personal testimony as a mother. It describes the impact of heroin addiction on an ordinary family. Unaware that both
         my sons had begun using drugs at the age of thirteen, I follow the events of their lives, which culminated in the death of
         one of my sons. My story highlights how my family and I became involved in my sons’ attempt to try and beat their habit. It
         illustrates the destructive impact of addiction and emphasises the need for mechanisms to be put in place to ensure that the painful lessons we learnt can be communicated to others.

Addicts rarely realise the immense emotional and financial strain they place upon their families, particularly their mothers.
         By speaking both publicly and now through my book, I have been able to point out to parents and other family members and friends
         the reality and dangers of drug addiction within the family. Let this, my story – a mother’s story – serve as a warning to
         all parents, to all children and to all families who read it, from every social and cultural background, religious or non-religious,
         that drugs can and do kill. I hope my personal experience will give all those who care for addicts, whether trained or as
         volunteers, greater insight into how families suffer and become the real, often forgotten victims of addiction.

This story may be a wake-up call for you, your children, your family or someone you know. I make no apologies for my stark
         portrayal of the truth. I want to stress that I am just an ordinary mother and wife who would never have believed, all those
         years ago when my twin sons were born, that my life – our lives – would be devastated by drugs. I should like to see the needs
         of families struggling to cope with addiction recognised alongside the needs of the addict. If you can benefit from my experiences
         and errors of judgement, then so much the better. My intimate relationship with drugs ultimately led to the anguish of the
         death of my child. I don’t want that to happen to you.

If lives can be touched and turned around by my story, then Nick’s death will not have been in vain. His brother Simon, now
         a lone twin, lives on to bear witness to his brother’s life and death. Hopefully I may be able to bring dignity to that life
         and death. Nick would never have wanted anyone to go down the path he trod. Yet his story will not be a waste of a life if
         it can save other lives and avoid family heartbreak.

      
I want to thank the following people who have helped and supported me in many different ways.

My colleagues at work, past and present, who were aware of the secret I lived with during the years before Nick died and who
         have supported me so graciously and positively ever since – their true friendship will always be appreciated. The staff, parents
         and pupils at my school who were unaware of the secret but whose letters, messages of sympathy and kindness helped me through
         the dark days immediately after the tragedy. My ‘family’ at Sindlesham Baptist Church – to all the members of the ‘Crack it!’
         team and the whole church community who have wrapped us in love and upheld us in prayer ever since Nick’s tragic death. All
         the professionals who agreed to be interviewed for this book and allowed their experiences to be included in this story. Posthumously,
         I thank Colin, who gave Simon a new beginning, but sadly died soon afterwards – may his soul rest in peace.

I particularly want to acknowledge the late Les Pugh and his widow Rachel, who always believed in me and what I wanted to
         achieve. They were a truly gracious, supportive and understanding couple who kindly gave me the time, the quiet and space
         to write my story in their home in the USA. This opportunity was invaluable. That Les is not able to see my book come to fruition
         is a great pity. Rachel’s ongoing support to me in memory of Les means so much.

I also want to thank my dear friend, the writer Vera Gissing, whose friendship, patience, encouragement, wisdom and advice
         never faltered, and my surviving son Simon, who worked closely with me in telling the true story and sharing his overwhelming
         grief.

And finally, and most importantly, thank you to Tony, my husband, who has always stood by me through thick and thin despite
         all the stresses, strains and difficulties that this book will reveal.

      



      
Prologue

The Knock at the Door

Thursday 18 February 2004 was a freezing cold day. It was the school half-term and the chill in the air was fierce. I remember
         the day clearly as I had organised a visit by some of the pupils, parents and staff of my school to Dukes Hall at the Royal
         Academy of Music in London, where some of the young musicians from Cheethams School of Music in Manchester were to perform
         that evening. My husband, Tony, had taken a couple of days off work as it was his birthday. The event was going to be a treat
         for both of us.

My desire to attend stemmed from my growing friendship with the Czech-born author Vera Gissing, whom I had met the previous
         summer when she came to give a talk at the school. Before the concert began we had a glass of wine with Vera and some of her
         friends, raising our glasses to Tony in celebration of his birthday. We took our places in the concert hall, looking forward
         to hearing the talented young musicians demonstrate their skills as they played the music of Stravinsky, Dvorak and Mozart.
         It was a marvellous evening, which ended with the musicians receiving rapturous applause as they played their final encore.

After we had said our goodbyes, Tony and I set off for home chatting happily about the vibrant musical talent we had witnessed.
         Driving home down the motorway we agreed that we should have an early night as we had a busy few days ahead of us. We went
         to bed in a happy mood, looking forward to the wedding we were due to attend at the weekend. There was nothing to prepare
         us for what we were about to face.

In the middle of the night there was a knock at the door. I didn’t hear it, but I became aware of movement in the bedroom
         as Tony asked me to get up. He was serious, yet there was a gentle anxiety in his tone.

Still half asleep, I put on my dressing gown, my heart pounding as if it would burst. I had already guessed what I was about
         to face. This was it – the dreaded knock on the door for which I had so long braced myself.

As I walked into the lounge I glanced at the clock. It was 3 am. Two police officers stood there, some distance from one another.
         Their very stance told me that they were about to deliver devastating news. There was no easy way to tell me: ‘I am sorry,
         but your son Nick is dead,’ said the female officer. She was kind, compassionate and professional. Not a job I would like
         to do, delivering wretched news to families. Those nine words brought a pain that will remain with me for ever.

I sat down with total, calm resignation. Straight away, I said quietly to myself: ‘He knew that I loved him, right up to the
         end, he knew he was loved.’

Devastated as I was and despite everything that the past seven years had done to us both, my love for my son and his for me
         somehow soothed the dreadful shock. I turned and asked after his identical twin, Simon. Thank God, he was alive. In the midst
         of my turmoil, it was a relief to learn that there had not been two deaths. At least one of my sons had survived, one life
         had been spared. I felt as if I was operating in two emotional dimensions, with relief and grief intertwined.

What had happened? How had it happened? An accident, perhaps? Never had I imagined what I was about to hear. As I remained
         seated, I was aware of the muffled conversation in the background between the police officers and my husband. In the midst
         of this terrible shock, the question I asked myself was, ‘Dear God, where have I gone so terribly wrong?’

And my memory drifted back twenty-seven years …

      



      
1

Memories

IN SPRING 1976 the bump appeared, and it grew and grew. My first husband Lawrence and I were delighted that Marie, our two-year-old daughter,
         would soon have a playmate. We were convinced it would be a little girl. It was quite a shock both to us and the doctors when
         I produced not just one but two, identical, baby boys.

When Nick and Simon came home after a short stay in the special baby unit, Marie took her big sister responsibilities very
         seriously. I won’t forget the day when she ‘fed’ both her hungry six-month-old brothers from a bottle with a picture of a
         baby on the outside. Unfortunately it was the Fairy Liquid bottle and before long the boys were foaming at the mouth. A mad
         dash by ambulance was followed by several anxious nights in hospital. Having three small children under the age of three was
         exhausting, and at times an overwhelming responsibility. I was grateful for any help I could get, particularly from their
         two grannies.

Eighteen months later, the boys joined their sister at a nearby nursery. Beverley, who became their favourite nursery nurse,
         spoke of them fondly:

      


Simon and Nick looked like angels, because they were beautiful boys with their blond hair, but I soon found that looks can
            be deceptive. They had the spirit of imps. I spent that first day trying to tell them apart and there was never a dull moment.
            They came in like whirlwinds; if they were ever quiet, I knew it was not a good sign. But they would soon own up to their
            naughtiness and express wide-eyed regret.





When I came to collect them from nursery at the end of that first day, I found myself kept waiting outside the door. What
         I didn’t know was that Nick had managed to get his head stuck between two rungs of a chair and the staff were still trying
         to saw him free …

Mornings were always a rush. On one memorable occasion Nick arrived at nursery wearing my knickers and dared to complain that
         his underwear was slipping! The boys loved their food, loved to tease – especially the girls. They were inseparable and were
         known to all as ‘The Twins’. Whenever anyone was looking for them, they had a special trick – they would rush off and hide
         under the nearest table, shouting excitedly, ‘We’re not here, we’re not here!’ In spite of all their antics, everyone loved
         them. And Marie was always their protector, even though they frequently embarrassed her too.

When Beverley announced that she wanted the three-year-old twins to be pageboys at her wedding and their sister to be a bridesmaid,
         everyone thought she was asking for trouble. But Marie and the twins rose to the occasion. As soon as Nick and Simon entered
         the church they stood on the bride’s veil, nearly tearing it off. And as the service was about to begin, Simon’s little voice
         was clearly heard by all: ‘Remember, we’ve got to be good. Bev said.’ Later, to the embarrassment of one guest at the reception, Nick’s voice exclaimed from under a table: ‘Look, she’s got green knickers on!’

Time flew by and soon it was time to move from the nursery to school. Sister Joseph, their first infant school teacher, adored
         them. With their very blond hair and identical faces, she says that to her they were ‘just gorgeous – and also lovable rascals’.
         She found it impossible to tell them apart so she decided to put name badges on their jumpers to identify them. Nick knew
         Sister Joseph got confused and he soon learnt to swap his badge with Simon’s. Poor Sister Joseph would become very angry,
         often reducing Simon to tears for being naughty when it was Nick who was the culprit. What a show of loyalty at that early
         stage of life! Years later, Sister Joseph wrote to me about her teaching experiences with ‘her twins’:



I will never forget you and the twins – you will be in my daily prayers as long as I live. Over twenty years ago your sons
            were my special identical boys. I often recall the days when my two boys were in trouble! It is lovely to see the close bond
            between you and your sons.





I remember Nick setting off to school one day wearing a pristine blue shirt and shiny new shoes. He emerged at the end of
         the day with a grubby shirt, its collar detached, and one shoe missing. Obviously he was learning how to defend himself. Both
         boys, to our delight, joined the Cubs and carefully learnt their Cub Scout promise for their official enrolment. They practised
         and practised, even writing it down to secure their confidence for the big day when they would recite it in front of the Chief
         Scout. Unfortunately, I didn’t check Nick’s handwriting. When he eventually recited his promise, I wanted the ground to open
         and swallow me up. I was embarrassed and at the same time unable to stop giggling as Nick said: ‘I promise that I will do
         my best to do my duty to God and the Queer and to help other people and to keep the Cub Scout law.’

Family shopping trips produced their own brand of rough and tumble. One day as we were unloading at the checkout, Nick dropped
         a full bottle of lemonade. It split, spun round and round and managed to completely soak a well-dressed gentleman. Everybody
         around us was speechless. On another occasion, in the same shop, he aimed his suction gun at the deli counter, scoring a bull’s-eye
         on the assistant’s forehead. I eventually placated her with a box of chocolates. Safely on our way home in the car the boys
         would sing like little angels. ‘When a knight won his spurs in the stories of old’ was their favourite hymn. At times they
         were a liability, but I adored them.

In 1988, as the boys approached their teens, they were invited to participate in a children’s television programme called
         Docurama: All About Twins. The local newspaper took an interest in the story, featuring their picture on the front page underneath a headline which
         read ‘Identical TV Twins Set to Steal the Show!’. The accompanying article described how a new ‘identical double act’ would
         be hitting TV screens nationwide at the end of April 1988. I am quoted as saying:



Having identical twins is very exciting but can also be frustrating. To see them in a film is very exciting, but as often
            I cannot tell one from the other, it is very frustrating. But one thing is certain. They are absolutely no different from
            other children in their ability to make mischief; not too long ago they decided to have a camp fire with all their friends
            in the shed and nearly burnt it down!





There was great excitement on the day of filming. We were accompanied by a TV crew for most of the day; I had the day off
         work and all three children had the day off too. The boys were filmed at home and rowing on the river Thames. My heart was
         in my mouth as I envisaged the cameraman and the sound engineer falling in the water as the four of them squeezed into the
         rowing boat.

It seems that the following interview took place only yesterday. Whenever I watch the video I smile and shed a few tears at
         my sons’ comments:


         
         
         
         
            	Nick:

            	I didn’t really know what a twin meant until I was twelve years old, though my mum told us many times, ‘Look, you are a twin.
               That means you have the same GERMS!’ [The television commentator explained that he meant genes.]


         
            	 

            	One day I was around my ex-girlfriend’s house and Simon was coming down the road from the chip shop. A car pulled out and
               hit him and grazed all his arms and legs. At exactly the same time my leg hurt really badly. I couldn’t walk on it. Somehow
               I managed to limp home. Simon had been asking for me. I knew I was with him because when I got home the pain in my leg stopped.


         
            	Simon:

            	Well, I wouldn’t like to grow up ’cos I like my life as it is now and I don’t know what it is going to be like when I am growing
               up. If I do grow up I would like to live in the same house as my brother, with our wives, if we have any.


         
            	Nick:

            	I don’t want to do that because we would argue too much. He [Simon] gets too possessive of me. I am not that possessive …




      
Teenage years and secondary school led to the development of many friendships and the twins had great fun going skiing, skateboarding
         and meeting girls. By the age of thirteen, the boys also seemed to have developed a serious affliction. The headmaster diagnosed
         it as ‘severe giggling’ and deemed it so serious that he recommended we should seek medical advice. So a leading expert on
         twins duly saw them at the Maudsley Hospital in London. She delivered her verdict with a broad smile: ‘Nicholas is fully aware
         that the giggling is a deliberate part of his impish character.’

We were reassured by another highly respected doctor with a more serious demeanour, who said later in a written report:



Your sons are developing normally but they are understandably very enmeshed with each other, which is often the case with
            identical twins. They are now starting to show the signs of individuation by selecting different groups of friends and expressing
            different interests for the future.





Both the boys were growing into handsome, popular teenagers, much sought after by girls. Once Nick opted out of a date, preferring
         to go fishing, so the unsuspecting girl dated Simon instead. Did she ever know? Simon and Nick would do anything for one another.

When we moved to Bath in 1991, the mischief continued. Nick’s first love, Ruth, fondly remembers the time he asked her to
         cut his hair. Unfortunately she could only find a pair of blunt scissors, and the result was a very short haircut with several
         bald patches. Ruth tried to cover them up by ‘colouring’ the bald areas with brown felt-tip pen. After they had been going
         out for two years, she remembers, Nick became very romantic and cooked her a highly creative meal of beans on toast, placed on a small table with candles on it and presented to her in a candlelit
         room. On another occasion when Nick was in Ruth’s car, he lit a cigarette for her and put it in her mouth the wrong way round.
         There nearly followed a nasty accident.

Their friend Tomsie tells of the time when, after a few beers at the pub, the three of them returned to his home where he
         fell asleep. The twins seized the moment to shave off one of Tomsie’s eyebrows before they too fell asleep. On waking, Tomsie
         didn’t disturb his friends (who would surely have confessed to their prank) but set off to an interview, without glancing
         in a mirror to find himself one eyebrow short. Douggie, another friend, recalls the time when Nick fell on to the nearest
         seat in his flat with the words: ‘I’m so tired,’ then threw his head back so hard that the fish tank behind shattered. Fish
         and water went everywhere. Ruth made Nick pick up all the fish and pay for a new fish tank.

Mark, also known as ‘Teggie’, vividly remembers one summer afternoon in the holidays when he and the twins were messing about
         in our back garden. The three of them decided to play golf with their father’s clubs. All three stood outside our patio door
         trying to drive golf balls into the park behind our house, managing in the process to break several panes of glass in the
         greenhouse. Going to retrieve some golf balls, Mark looked up, only to be hit straight between the eyes by a drive from Nick.
         Mark says the twins were more concerned about the broken glass than the fact he was knocked out. Kai, Nick’s skateboarding
         friend from junior school, recalls how he and Nick loved to play snooker in the playroom at our house. They thought they were
         really ‘cool’ as they played snooker and drank cherryade made from the soda siphon in our backroom. Kai said that he and Nick
         thought that they were the best skateboarders and snooker players in their school.

Janet, a close friend from my college days, always reminds me how kind and considerate both my boys and my daughter were towards her own children, who were younger than the twins. She
         often recalls how Nick, Simon and Marie always went out of their way to be warm and friendly to her own sons.

We were an ordinary, happy family – mum, dad and three children. I often experience flashbacks to the special times at Christmas
         or birthdays, particularly when the three children were young. Together, as a family, we had a lot of fun and laughter – at
         home, on holiday, just doing the ordinary things which ordinary families do. All three children made us very proud. However,
         it would be wrong to promote an image that my family was perfect – far from it. Just like other families there were ups and
         downs, fall-outs and quarrels. I did not realise that my sons were aware of our strains and stresses until Simon, then aged
         eight, gave me a typed note which touched my heart. I still have the original, and it captures perfectly a child’s awareness
         of the tensions within his family:



Dear Mum

I love you most in the hole world, I hope you love me to? …

You give treats much too often and I love you for that, you treats us better than any other mother would

I do not understand it when you and dad don’t get on but you know you really love each other

I will try not to upset my sister in any way and I will try and set Nick a good example

When you and dad are happy I like that, it fills me with joy and happiness

I hope you have enjoyed this little letter

I love you

Simon Mills

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx





      
Some ten or twelve years later, when he was almost twenty, Simon sent his father a note, which we found on the kitchen table,
         following a heavy night at the pub. This time it wasn’t typed, but hastily scribbled in such a manner that it could have been
         written when he was ten years old. It said:


Dad, can you wake me up at 9 o’clock am?

I have work tomorrow so I have to go to work.

Please wake me up and if you can, give me a lift,

That would be good

Simon



After teaching for nearly twenty years in the same school, I became restless and wanted to change my job. In the spring of
         1991 I applied for a new post which appeared to open up many opportunities for Nick, Simon and Marie. I was offered the job
         and, after talking it through, we decided as a family that I would accept, even though we all knew it would bring a major
         change in our lives. Just like most mums, all I ever wanted was to do the right thing for my children. I loved them with such
         intensity I would have moved heaven and earth for them. Most mothers blame themselves for things that go wrong in their children’s
         lives, and I am no exception. But I could never have imagined the personal and family heartbreak that lay ahead.





      
2

It All Began with a Cigarette, Mum

FOR MANY YEARS I was ignorant of the fact, but my sons’ drug lives had already begun by the age of thirteen, shortly after they moved to
         their senior school. After they came home, when they had completed their homework and had their tea, they were always eager
         to go to the park at the back of our house. Their friends would often call for them through the garden gate, which was never
         locked. I never realised that already they were experimenting with cigarettes. And, as Simon recalls, things quickly developed
         from there:



It all began with a cigarette; we were really foolish but that was our entertainment. We used to sit in the park where we
            lived in Berkshire and, through peer pressure, soon moved on from cigarettes to cannabis. We carried on smoking cannabis until we were twenty-seven years old. At thirteen we would go to the park in the evening and there was always
            one of our mates who would have enough to sell; it was very easily available. Smoking pot was accompanied with lots of drinking
            – mainly cider or cans of beer; groups of twenty or thirty of us would sit in the park and get drunk. We hid it from our parents
            – well, you just did, you tried to act normally. It wasn’t like binge drinking nowadays. At that age you don’t need a lot
            to drink to feel the effects. A bottle or two of cider between a handful of people meant you would start feeling it – because
            we were so young it went straight to our heads.





In fact their tolerance for cannabis was steadily building up; they ended up being able to smoke pot all day, given the opportunity.
         But I didn’t suspect that this was happening so close to our house, and I’m sure none of the other parents suspected it either.
         Years seven to nine at senior school are the foundation stages of secondary education. How could they possibly make the best
         of those years when they were regularly smoking cannabis and drinking? Although I didn’t realise it at the time, this may
         well have accounted for my sons’ lack of motivation and interest in learning and academic achievement.

As an experienced teacher, I was certainly aware that my sons’ academic progress wasn’t in the same league as their sister’s.
         Although their school had an excellent reputation, it was very large and I felt that it might be in their best interests to
         move them to a more intimate environment. After considerable thought, I talked to my husband about the possibility of finding
         a smaller school. Coupled with my own desire for a change after so many years in the same job, I believed that it was an appropriate
         time to make a move. I wasn’t a mum with unrealistic expectations for my children, neither did I want to map out their lives for them, but I did want them to have the best educational
         opportunities.

I began to search the advertisements in the Times Educational Supplement. Marie was in the final year of her GCSE course and she indicated that she would welcome a change of school for her sixth-form
         studies. Nick and Simon were due to start their two-year GCSE course later in the year, so the time seemed right to find a
         new post for myself and, at the same time, to provide the very best for my children.

After a couple of job interviews at boarding schools, it struck me that the children could enjoy the best of both worlds if
         we kept the family house in Reading while they lived with me in school accommodation during term time. In the spring of 1991
         I applied for a teaching position in a girls’ boarding school in Bath. It was a residential post that combined part-time teaching
         with the pastoral care of sixty-five girls between the ages of fourteen and sixteen. Although there would be a significant
         change in our lifestyle, we wouldn’t have to sell our home, as suitable family accommodation was offered on site. I was thrilled
         that the children would have the stability of the family home to return to during school holidays. Before I accepted, I explained
         to the headmistress that I must first make sure that it would be in the best interests of the whole family.

The school naturally wanted to meet my husband and children and we were all invited for a second ‘interview’. As we were shown
         around, I kept thinking how such a move might benefit the children, might give them the best chance for a good education.
         It was an enormous relief that the rest of the family had been so keen for me to accept the post. The only downside was that
         Lawrence would not be able to commute daily to his job in London from Bath, as it would entail too much travelling. So it
         was agreed that he would stay in the family home in Reading during the week and join us at weekends.

We moved into our new accommodation in late August 1991 and I began my job on 1 September. My daughter and my sons had been
         accepted as day pupils in another boarding school nearby. Marie had been awarded a sixth-form scholarship following well-earned
         success in her GCSE results. I was proud of all my children as they set off for their first day looking so smart. I believed
         that this was a fantastic opportunity for them and hoped they would take advantage of studying in a smaller school which offered
         first-class education.

Nick, Simon and Marie settled in well and soon made new friends. Marie quickly slotted into sixth-form life, working with
         her usual commitment on her A levels, and was happily involved in a wide range of activities, especially music. She had a
         great first term. The discipline at the new school was tighter than the boys were used to and homework had to be done. Nevertheless,
         at the end of the first term, Simon’s report confirmed my belief that the decision to move had been right for him. Father
         Matt, his housemaster, wrote in December 1991:



I am very pleased with the way Simon has fitted into the house. He is smart, unfailingly polite, helpful, good-humoured and
            popular. He has combined all of this with a very good academic performance. Without any major reservations his teachers consider
            him attentive, hardworking and able … I think that both yourselves and Simon should feel very proud of what he has achieved.
            It is not easy to start a new school at his age and I think what he has done is testimony to his character. I hope that he
            can sustain this level of achievement. If he can he has a bright future ahead of him.





      
Imagine my joy when I opened Nick’s report and read what his housemaster, Mr Hutchinson, had to say:



I am pleased to report that Nicholas has risen to the challenge and made an increasingly positive response to the disciplines
            of a new environment. After a bout of initial lethargy he has found greater method and energy. He has gained some respectable
            marks for routine work and cemented such advance with creditable end of term exam results … The polite and communicative manner
            is admirable whilst appearance and behaviour are very good. He has settled to a very good first term and warrants praise,
            well done!





Knowing that my children were happy was all that mattered to me. However, I had not fully appreciated, when moving from a
         day school to a boarding school, how tiring my job would be and the demands it would place upon my free time. I was allowed
         just one free day per week. Because I was teaching throughout the day and on boarding duty in the evenings, it became very
         difficult to juggle the roles of teacher and senior housemistress and to keep an eye on my sons as well. I was on my own during
         the week, and I soon began to understand how it feels to be a single parent. Even at the weekend, when Lawrence came down,
         I had to teach on Saturday morning and be on duty for the rest of the day. But, as my three children were halfway through
         their GCSE and A level courses, I gritted my teeth and soldiered on.

By the end of our first year, alarm bells were beginning to ring. Simon’s and Nick’s housemasters expressed concern about
         their discipline, about their peer group, which was providing them with a less than positive influence, and, more worryingly,
         about the boys smoking cigarettes. Their housemaster even suspended them one weekend after he had caught them smoking behind the altar of the school chapel. I was really angry with them and
         embarrassed as well. The school caught them red-handed so we were alerted to the smoking at this point. The housemaster brought
         them home, and the school was very supportive – they just wanted them to comply with the rules. But it still seemed that an
         excess of mischief was the worst of their faults. Later that term the housemaster wrote in his report: ‘Nick has many personal
         qualities. I think there is so much good in him.’ He added as an afterthought: ‘But I think he could do with a haircut as
         he has adopted rather a holiday mode recently.’

Despite their concerns, the masters were confident that both my sons would do well if only they would concentrate on their
         studies. But it was felt that there was a real danger their lives would take a downward spiral if they lost the discipline
         that had so far helped them to do well at school. Perhaps what gave the greatest cause for alarm were the people the boys
         were mixing with outside of school. After some straight talking between me and the boys, they admitted that now and then they
         had ‘bunked off’ and spent the day playing on the fruit machines in the local arcade. They confessed that they had occasionally
         visited a local travellers’ site to get some ‘wacky baccy’ to share between a group of them and their mates at school.

Although we thought this was just a one-off dare, I began to feel anxious about how I was going to keep an eye on the boys.
         I spent so much time looking after other people’s teenagers; yet, because of the job, I was able to spend little time with
         my own children. I often thought of our lifestyle in Reading, when we were home by 4.30 pm – how we were able to sit down
         for a meal together and watch TV as a family, how important it was for teenage children to have regular contact with their
         father. I began to believe that the move had been unwise.

      
I must admit that I was very lonely. I missed my old friends and had no time to make new ones. But I stuck with it because
         the external exams were close and despite their errant behaviour the boys were expected to do well. When the GCSE results
         finally came through the post in August 1993, I saw the relief on the twins’ faces and briefly put my reservations to one
         side. They passed eight GCSEs – and with exactly the same grades. Was the examiner in a muddle, I wondered, or did their closeness
         as twins mean this kind of thing was inevitable? I was delighted for them both. Similarly, their sister got excellent A level
         results, deciding to take a gap year before going to university. I was still very unhappy living at the school, but I decided
         to do a third year there as Nick and Simon wanted to take A levels. I felt I had to put my personal feelings to one side for
         the sake of my teenage children. It didn’t seem right to ask them to return
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