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Dedication

This book is for my family. Without them, I would never have been a complete me.

To my funny, hardworking, supportive husband Paul: You are always in a muddle and rush, but you have looked after me as best you could. I know my illness has been a hard road and we have had to accept it together. You have been there with me, for me, in every meeting without fail – I, the logical one, accepting the inevitable outcome and you, the positive one, having hope even when the news is bleak. I adore you – who knew we would put up with each other for over 38 years? No one thought it would last. It did, and I’m so grateful for every single second of it.

To my son Daniel – ‘Dan the Man’: I couldn’t have wished for a more wonderful, strong-minded, thoughtful and clever son. You’ve been supportive of us as a family, always there for us but especially me – we have a special bond. You are a wonderful father to your children and I love you with all my heart. I am so very, very proud of you and what you have achieved. I know you will continue to look after our family forever. You are the building block and the wisdom. In the months I have been ill, you have shined through, helping me like no other person. We have had many a deep conversation about how you could support me – and Paul, your dad, when I am gone. I am grateful and so lucky to have such a wonderful son.

To my daughter Kate – ‘Katrina’, ‘Doll Doll’: You are a kind, generous, caring daughter to me; so vulnerable and fragile and yet when I look into your eyes, I can see you understand and love me wholeheartedly. Hard work, yes you are, but iridescent with a personality that shines through. You are always late, but you arrive with a smile on your face so magical that I forget I was supposed to tell you off. Kate, you have given me so many ups and downs in life and experiences I would never have had without you – both good and bad. Being your mum has been a total learning curve but I have loved every moment – and I am very proud of you, especially watching you become a wonderful mother yourself. I love you dearly. You are so misunderstood but I understand you well. You are like a perfect peach – now, at last, ready to ripen with age, beauty and wisdom – and you will.

To my baby daughter Sophie – ‘Sophie Wophie’, ‘Doll Doll’, my double: Like me, you love the simple things in life nature, music, the sea and driving around the countryside together with a coffee, marvelling at nature and playing music at the same time. We cry too, emotional but happy tears. How wonderful that we can cry and laugh at the same time. Sophie, you have always been a breath of fresh air. You have spoiled me and encouraged me to enjoy and embrace the simple things in life, especially when I have felt ill and we have gone out on trips (even in dad’s ‘In the land of the Toyota car’). And we have enjoyed life. You are not materialistic but instead you are a Mother Earth person like me. And you won’t admit it yet, but I know you will become spiritual and embrace my love of yoga. You too are a wonderful mum and you have blossomed with motherhood. I am so very proud of what you have achieved, too, going from a hairdresser to gaining a master’s degree in history. How proud I am of this. You will have your own Amy’s Cottage one day – I promise.

To my grandchildren: Junior, you are caring and I know you love me wholeheartedly. I love your texts of encouragement and love. When I’m feeling low, they cheer me up. You will always be successful and so talented. Make your own way in life and ensure that the decisions you make are your own and not influenced by other people. Stay true to yourself. Then there is Princess, my double, Kate’s double. I love the fact you have my curly hair. You text me all the time asking me how I am and what I am doing – I am so lucky you care like you do. Princess, you will be a shining star too. You shine now, and I know you will continue to do so. You know your own mind, and you need to trust your own decisions.

My little Jett, you are a little farmer and my gardener with an angelic face and a heart full of love, you are so caring. Bunny, the mischievous one, who helps me in the garden too and loves my vegetable patch: always in trouble and headstrong, you are sharp as a razor and a mini-Kate. Amalie, the amazing footballer with your large sparkling eyes, and Betsy with your wonderful smile that illuminates your face, your wonderful singing and piano playing – you all have my curly hair and call me Nanny Big Hair. I love that!

Albert, my ‘Tom Thumb’, you are my youngest little grandson with strawberry-coloured hair that’s going curly to my delight and big saucer eyes. When your mum stays with us, we all snuggle up in bed with you while drinking coffee and chomping digestive biscuits. You have a gentle personality and I’m sure you will have a kind heart. Will you be a footballer, Grandad asks. ‘No,’ your mum says, ‘A polo player’.

I wonder what life will offer you all? I wish I could be there to find out but it’s enough now for me to imagine.

Then there is Harvey. For the first 13 years of your life, I was with you and your mum constantly as we tried to understand you while juggling your hospital appointments with the school runs. We encouraged you to learn and adapt to your medication even though we were sometimes anxious. Would you talk, walk, interact, have facial expressions; would you be able to love and feel emotion? Would you be able to feel and say, ‘I love you, Mum.’ Well, as I write this you are 20 years old and that is an achievement in itself. I cannot tell you how much I have learned from you, Harvey, and how your bravery has made me brave. You have held my hand and helped me walk. You have touched the oxygen tube under my nose and told me, ‘Get well Nanny’. I am so proud of you, the man you have become. You will have a great future because you are so talented with your art and your music. And one thing is for sure – you love your family and absolutely adore and cherish your mum. Your love for her is unconditional – no barriers, just love. We all love you dearly, Harvey, and are so proud of you – me especially. I love you so much.

To the Royal Brompton & Harefield Hospital whose research department and transplant team have looked after me during this awful illness: Professor Phil Molyneaux, Toby Maher, his wife Maggie, and the research team – you really are exceptional people who have encouraged me to take chances, and have kept me alive as long as possible, allowing me the opportunity to try research drugs. The transplant team has also been fantastic, especially the transplant co-ordinator Debbie Burns, who encouraged me to get on the transplant list against all odds because of my age. My thanks to the consultants, Professor John Dunning and Dr Martin Carby, Dr Anna Reed, Dr Vicky Gerovasili, Dr Kavita Dave, and all the wonderful nurses. And to the wonderful people who’ve become part of my transplant family by walking this road with me – namely to Jackie and Anita who are still waiting for transplants – we’ve kept each other’s spirits up and I couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you. Thank you.

To St Barnabas Hospice: Thank you to all the amazing staff who have supported me with my end of life care.

To my friends: You have all been there for me through thick and thin. These moments, along with those shared with my family, have made my life complete.

With love,

Amy x
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Foreword

by Kate Price

Whenever I think of my mum, my mind fills with music, laughter and the image of her big green eyes. For as long as I can remember, we’ve been joined at the hip and as a young girl I recall her being so full of life. I watched her singing and dancing around to songs by Madonna, Luther Vandross, Alexander O’Neal and George Benson. She played them on this little ghetto blaster which was her pride and joy. For the rest of my life, I know a smile will spread across my face when I hear those tunes and picture her beautiful, happy face.

When I sing and dance around with my own kids, I think about all that my mum has passed on to me and all that was passed on to her from my nan. In that sense, I think life is an incredible, complex, magical merry-go-round.

Mum has always been the spirit and soul of everything and I definitely get a lot of my personality from her. She is fiercely protective of her family and closest friends and I used to cringe (and still do) at some of her opinions because she tells the honest truth and doesn’t care what people think. Unfortunately, she is always right.

What you see is what you get with my mum and if she doesn’t like you she won’t give you the time of day – just ask some of my exes. She’s definitely a force of nature and I know I get that from her. She’s still the one person I look up to because I know I’ve learned from the best: Mother Price. We’re very, very close and she still tells me off to this day. When I’m around her, I revert to being a teenager. It’s like Kevin & Perry Go Large – ‘That is so unfair,’ is often all I can say when she’s having a go at me, which is quite often. The truth is, I don’t feel she has ever treated any of her children differently even though I’m the one who gives her more trouble because of the problem I have with choosing the right men – it’s always men!

I am touched that she has put her heart and soul into this book, a legacy for me and our whole family. From the moment I stepped into the public arena, the media constructed an image of me which is not the whole truth. My mum is setting the record straight because she knows me better than any other person on this planet. In fact, she knows me better than I know myself. I can only thank her for all the love she has invested in this book and hope that her perspective on our family gives people a chance to form a more accurate picture and understand how certain patterns have formed – it’s certainly been interesting and sometimes tough for me to contemplate.

My mum has been alongside me at every single stage of my life, including the darkest moments imaginable. She certainly has evidence to back up what she says because she has seen my life unfold first hand. She isn’t a vindictive person and always wants the best for everyone. But if she has to stand up for the people she loves in order to protect them, she will.

My career has been unusual and at times it has exposed my family to upset, for which I am sorry. But I have never felt judged by my mum and she has always been there for me – especially when Harvey was born. We found out a few years ago that her illness was terminal and I have tried to get my head around it, but when the time comes to say goodbye it won’t be easy. It’s been very, very hard seeing her struggling to breathe and trying to talk, because she has always been and still is a warrior. She is starting to get very weak now and I know that unless she gets a lung transplant, her death is just around the corner. I can’t put into words how much I am going to miss her. My life will never be the same again when she’s gone, so I’d like to tell her something now that I hope she has known all along: I love you so, so much.

Kate xxx






Prologue

My name is Amy Price. In many ways, I’m just an ordinary mum, wife and granny. I adore dogs, horses and yoga – and I love to stroll by the sea close to my cosy little South Coast bungalow. But in all honesty, there’s never been much of a chance to enjoy a completely normal life because I also happen to be Katie Price’s mum – a role that came with a lot more than I bargained for when her decision to become a topless model attracted the full attention of Britain’s ‘celebrity machine’ almost overnight.

And now there is the terrible inconvenience of my mortality. It’s a really hard thing to say out loud, but I’m dying you see. Out of the blue, I was diagnosed with the incurable illness idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF) in 2017 and given five years to live. It causes scarring to the lungs and makes it difficult to breathe so in many ways it limits my everyday life, restricting my ability to do all the ordinary things I have always taken for granted – like cooking a meal, having a bath and playing with my grandchildren. Nowadays, every day is like running a marathon and my heart beats fast with exertion just walking back and forth to the bathroom. My lungs constantly require the portable oxygen tank that has of late become my trusted companion, trailing along behind me wherever I go.

Socializing, travelling and even talking for long periods feel like mammoth tasks and more recently, I have succumbed to using a wheelchair outside my home. I suppose it won’t be long before I finally take up Kate’s offer (she has always been known as ‘Kate’ in our family) of a pink mobility scooter. But I haven’t given up on walking just yet – or life for that matter. In many ways, edging closer to death has sharpened my mind, forcing me to look back over my life in an attempt to try to make sense of the forces that have shaped my family.

Early on, I asked the incredible team taking care of me at Harefield Hospital to put my name on the lung transplant list and it is in my nature to remain hopeful. But by the time you read this, there is a strong chance I won’t be here and that’s why this book had to happen, why I had to set the record straight once and for all. The world of fame needs heroes and villains to keep its audience entertained and I am weary of seeing my daughter cast as the bad guy. For years, I’ve looked on from the side lines but now it’s time to reveal the REAL Kate – along with the impact her life in the limelight has had on our entire family. My greatest wish is that my daughter will one day find the peace she deserves but I can’t pretend I’m not scared of leaving her behind – terrified even. I’ve always been her rock you see, the person who really knows what makes her tick. I’m the first person she calls when she’s in trouble, which means my phone has been quite active over the past few decades.

To the outside world, Kate is her own worst enemy, a grown woman who should know better than to set the scene again and again for her own demise through failed relationships with inappropriate men, a self-absorbed surgical quest for the perfect body, wild spending and even wilder partying. My daughter is seen by a large percentage of the British public as a free-falling fame junkie who gets the publicity she deserves, a reality TV caricature who has veered between the highs of national treasure and the lows of being compared to the serial killer Myra Hindley.

Somewhere in this narrative, the essence of Kate has been lost (even to herself) but as her mum, I have never lost sight of my daughter’s inner world. This book – which will serve as my last testament to her and her siblings, and to my grandchildren when they’re old enough to read it – is of course written with love and conveys the strong bond between us, but it is not a simplistic defence of her behaviour because, frankly, her critics sometimes have a point. But what they don’t know, what they’ve never known, is the truth. Through the column inches of the tabloid press and reality TV cameras, they have constructed an idea of my daughter based on what they have seen, but only me and her closest family understand why they have seen it.

For years, we have looked on – often powerlessly – as Kate’s relationships have repeated toxic patterns of coercive control and domestic abuse. We have watched her turn to drugs and ever more drastic measures to protect herself against the pain of childhood traumas and a longing to reconjure the lost relationship with her dad. She has defended her vulnerability with alter egos like Jordan, but it can still be seen in her needy men, treacherous friendships and even an obsession with caring for animals. At times, Kate’s tough armour has served her well, turning her into a formidable campaigner for her disabled son Harvey and countless other people like him. She has also survived bankruptcy, multiple divorces, a close shave with prison and attempted suicide on more than one occasion. Kate has shrugged off these traumas as if they were inconvenient headaches, but as she approaches middle age, I see the mask slipping and wonder how she will weather the storms without me and her regular visits to my appropriately named ‘Pop In House’.

This book is also an intergenerational tale about families and especially mothers – the legacy we leave our children. Advances in psychology now tell us that nature and nurture sit side by side, making us all a combination of our genes and the environment the dice rolls us. Writing this book has highlighted some interesting – and occasionally disturbing – patterns in our family, like control and abuse, which have sadly been repeated through the generations. It has also revealed new patterns, formed through the distorting glare of the media and celebrity culture. What began as a chance for me to set the record straight will, I hope, also serve as a deeper historical record for my family, and a salutary tale for others. Countless fans and foes have no doubt lived out their own hopes and fears through my daughter’s soap opera-style antics over the years, but few could ever imagine the real price of fame and its impact on an ordinary family. It’s either a sunny day or an extremely grey one.

Since time immemorial, human beings have wanted to leave their mark on society and counteract the unthinkable reality of mortality with something everlasting. Early civilizations left etchings on cave walls but by the nineties and noughties, in the age of ‘mega celebrity’, reality TV was where it was at. Sadly, my daughter unwittingly became the poster girl of that millennial culture at a time when it knew no boundaries. Lad mag culture was at its peak and journalists acted with impunity amid the ferocious circulation wars between the tabloids. All that would be unthinkable now, and is thankfully being questioned in the aftermath of events like #MeToo and phone hacking. But Kate was caught up in it; she became a creation of many industries – even publishing – where she spawned the idea of the celebrity novelist. Her material success was extraordinary, but the personal cost was perhaps greater still. I had never felt it more keenly than when I walked into the Portland Hospital on 13 June 2005 as she was about to give birth for the second time.

I was there to offer love and support to my daughter, who was understandably frightened after the traumatic birth of her first child Harvey. At Harvey’s birth, I was by her side, able to stroke her hair and tell her, ‘You can do this’ as the labour pains came thick and fast. This time I was being pushed aside by a stooge from a management company carrying a camera, who explained that she would be the one accompanying my tearful daughter to the operating theatre. Kate, her husband and the camerawoman were all gowned up as I followed them to the lift but I wasn’t allowed to step inside. I’ll never forget watching the tears slide down my daughter’s cheeks as the steel doors slowly shut tight and the lift descended. As I turned to seek my own emotional support from my husband Paul, another camera was thrust in my face and someone began asking me inane questions like, ‘How do you feel about all this?’ The truth was, I felt it was wrong and could see that my daughter just wanted to be with her husband. But I didn’t say how I really felt because I was on camera.

Reality TV isn’t real at all – it masks the truth. A baby boy called Junior was entering the world for the first time that day, but it felt like the focus was on creating some drama and the production team began to make a big deal out of the fact that Kate had been in surgery more than 40 minutes, which wasn’t a drama at all. In the end, my daughter could have been giving birth to a doll for all the natural bonding that was allowed to happen in the glare of the cameras during those first precious moments of Junior’s life. It’s hardly surprising she went on to develop crippling post-natal depression. But this was her life now and it had been heading that way ever since we made a fateful trip to Australia in 2004 and met a man called Peter Andre. Somehow, the boundaries between public and personal had become vastly compromised. Yet – on reflection there was already a strong precedent for this in our family, as the pages of this book explain.






Chapter 1

My Mermaid Mum

The story of why my family is unique begins with my mum, Esther Cohen. Esther was a rebel of sorts. While some women were conforming to the cold reality of WW2 by taking up roles as munitions workers and air raid wardens, she was contributing to the war effort in a rather different way. Each morning Esther would leave her family home in East London and head for the financial district where she climbed onto a bench placed behind a human-sized goldfish bowl so that she looked as though she was inside it, dressed as a topless exotic sea creature – a mermaid. Interested onlookers could slot coins into a pair of binoculars fixed on a wall opposite the tank and plunge themselves into a deep-sea fantasy, complete with fish and seaweed props.

Esther’s long, red, curly hair was part of the attraction, and she would allow it to tumble down across her chest, combing it seductively while flicking her mermaid’s tail across the makeshift seabed. I remain puzzled by some of the finer details of this attraction, but presumably it was the brainchild of some canny entrepreneur who recognized that men traumatized by war needed a little soft porn escapism.

My dad, Harvey Junior Charlier, was one such soldier who was tempted to take a peek at this beautiful, glass-encased creature and remove himself momentarily from the horrors of war. Harvey had come to Britain with the American army. Like many men subjected to too much trauma, he would never talk to me about his experiences of war, but I managed to deduce that he used to go on piggyback missions in planes, clear paths for incoming troops and take part in operations that involved blowing up bridges. He was a handsome guy and people said he looked just like Bing Crosby – so his nickname was Bing.

Harvey was later walking and bumped into Esther on the pavement outside the conference centre where she performed. He instantly recognized her walking along the street (no doubt it was her red tresses that gave her away) and he approached her and said he’d seen her through the binoculars in the tank. They soon started going out together as often as possible, having a wonderful time in London at tea parties and nightclubs. Her lit cigarette obviously destroyed the illusion of being under water so, not surprisingly, Esther was sacked from her mermaid gig for smoking behind the fishbowl, leaving her all the time in the world to dive headfirst into a love affair with Harvey. I suspect she was more than a little miffed about losing the job, though, because she had become bored with her previous work as a waitress and had found the work as a mermaid unusual and interesting.

In those early days, Esther was under the watchful eyes of her older brothers Leslie, Henry, Alec and Billy, who were all very protective of her. If she hadn’t found work, she would have been stuck in the house helping with domestic chores as at this time there was a large family living at home – knowing mum, this would have been stifling. She clearly wanted the freedom to provide for herself and taste some independence in what was very much a man’s world. Jobs for women were limited, and while the waitressing role would have been accepted by the family, I doubt the topless mermaid shifts would have been. My grandparents would have gone berserk if they had known what their daughter was up to, and I suspect this made it all the more enticing for my mum who liked to challenge the norms. As a child of a Jewish family, Esther had learned to stick up for herself at school; she found an ally in another Jewish girl called Valerie. Together they stood up to the bullying by fellow pupils and were not afraid to question the authority of teachers. Esther and Valerie tended to do what they wanted rather than what they were told to do, but I don’t know how Esther would have explained away meeting Harvey when she introduced him to the family. I do remember her telling me that he was readily accepted because of his kindness and generosity. Apparently, he would provide rationed food and silk stockings for my mum and nan. Mum once confided in me that he had even gifted her silk underwear monogrammed with her initials, which I thought sounded very extravagant indeed.

Harvey was striking – well dressed and well groomed – but he wasn’t Esther’s first love. She had already married a man called Charlie Carter when she was 17. But Charlie had been deployed to Australia in the army and Esther needed to make ends meet so she took a job as a waitress in Brighton where she served food and refreshments to exhausted pilots and other soldiers stationed in Brighton or on leave from active duty. Brighton was bombed heavily during the war, and there was a general atmosphere of having to take each day as it came, never knowing what it might bring. During the evenings, Esther would frequent a club called Sherry’s, which would later feature in Graham Greene’s novel, Brighton Rock, due to the club’s associations with Brighton’s criminal underworld. In Esther’s day though, the club was packed to the rafters with soldiers, and they would hold tea dances accompanied by a live jazz band playing the hits of the day, such as Glenn Miller.

Amy senior, my grandmother and namesake, who was very much the figurehead of the family, stood at just 5ft 2in tall and had tiny feet, but what she lacked in height she made up for in presence. Her black wavy hair framed a perfectly powdered face, enhanced by red lipstick and painted nails. She also wore ‘stays’ – old-fashioned corsets – which lent her an upright, authoritative stance. Later in life she lost her sight due to diabetes but was still aware of everything that went on around her. I think she was a tough parent. Later in Esther’s life, she would reflect on this period of the war with fond sadness, remembering how she would look up to the sky and count the pilots out and in from their missions – always heartbroken for the ones who didn’t make it. The pilots would dip low in their planes to let those watching the skies know that they had returned safely, and that they would join the crowds at Sherry’s that night if they could. I think it’s easy to forget how much trauma people were exposed to during WW2 and the losses they endured.

Esther felt that what she was doing was helping towards the war effort, supporting the men serving in the forces as much as she could, and trying to bring some joy and lightness to these pilots who were facing such traumatic experiences. Charlie had left for Australia and he and Esther soon divorced, which would have increased her feeling of loneliness. Given all these conflicting feelings, it’s no wonder Esther threw herself into a relationship with Harvey – it must have felt so comforting to feel his big arms around her while bombs were dropping on the capital. In her own way, I think she was a casualty of the war; who really knows what lay beneath her tough exterior?

Whatever led her to be that way, it’s not hard to see how a rebellious, topless, single-mother mermaid would lay down a blueprint in our family which would be repeated some years later by Kate. I was horrified when Kate came home and told me she was going topless on Page Three, but my mum was one of her biggest supporters and just loved watching her granddaughter’s modelling career take off. It was a difficult dynamic, but looking back it’s clear to see how the seeds for Kate’s complexities had already been sown by the women who preceded her in our family.

As WW2 smouldered to an end, Harvey waved his beloved mermaid farewell and returned to American soil with his platoon, but it wasn’t long before a restless Esther set sail to join him on his family’s cucumber farm in Green Bay, Wisconsin. Esther longed for the freedom of a new life in America, lured there by the glamorous stories that Harvey had told her. It sounded like a world away from the claustrophobic home that she shared with her parents in Brighton. Alfred Lazereth Cohen, my Jewish grandad, never truly respected his Christian wife. His family had disowned him on religious grounds when they married, and he never got over it. He was cold and unaffectionate, and had the nickname ‘The Fox’ as he was cunning and kept things to himself. I later found out he was also a gambler and a womanizer. My nan was an unhappy person, desperate for something to fill the void in her life.

Esther, her brothers and her father worked non-stop and Amy would have been left on her own for long periods. She must have felt devastated when Esther set sail for America.

Upon her arrival in America, Esther and Harvey were soon married and began building a life together – but Esther became more and more homesick and anxious to return to England. She wrote frequent letters home to her mother at this time, expressing her disappointment at the reality she found herself in. I think she imagined a life of glitz and glamour in America, but instead, she found herself stuck on a cucumber farm with little in the way of excitement. Her relationships with my dad’s family were fraught – whilst they all spoke the same language, they seemed to have been raised in different worlds, and there was very little common ground. The bright lights of Brighton and London, which were all Esther had ever known, felt very far away in rural America, surrounded by nothing but fields. While she was happy to be married to Harvey, the wedding itself felt like a sham without the presence of her family, who she sorely missed. She persuaded Harvey to return to England, and was the one who took the initiative and set about saving up money for their fares, demonstrating the single-minded character that is evident in all the Price family females. She had been given her own cucumber field and sold her harvest alongside wastepaper she collected from the neighbourhood. Esther set sail for America as a single woman on the good ship Mauritania, and returned with a husband on the same boat after two short years. Esther was thrilled to be back on British shores, and the couple soon settled back into life in England. They moved back in with my grandparents and Harvey got a job in the family business, working as a mechanic, whilst Esther returned to waitressing. The pair worked hard, and played hard too, trying to save for the future. They eventually moved out from Esther’s parents’ home, living all over Brighton in rented properties, before being given a council flat in Hollingdean. Ten years after their return from America, I was born. I was a miracle baby because my mum had just one ovary and my dad had only one testicle. They were told that having a child would be against all the odds but somehow, I defied the norms – an aspect of my character clearly engrained from conception.

My first memories begin around the age of two, when I can still almost feel myself being immersed in warm water. We were poor and my makeshift bath was the kitchen sink. By this time, my grandparents had left London and invested their money in a wastepaper business in Brighton, which proved very successful. My nan always wanted to escape to the countryside, but my grandad didn’t, so they settled on the seaside where initially they lived in rented flats around Brighton. I was born in one of these flats, overlooking the blue-faced clock near the King and Queen pub by the Brighton Pavilion. The earliest memory of the kitchen sink bath was in Coombe Road. My grandad and uncles bought land on Brighton’s Lewes Road and built two garages on opposite sides of the road – one complete with a car showroom, with two flats above it. My grandfather was very much the head of the family and a very controlling man, so other relatives – even my mum’s four brothers – quickly followed him into the business.

Because the garage was such a big concern with the two flats and the showroom, getting planning permission, the finances and the dealership took a while. When the building was complete, my grandfather and nan moved into one flat at the front, while my mum, dad and seven-year-old me moved from a council flat in Hollingdean into the back flat. It was a stark contrast for me to move from the green fields I had always known in Hollingdean to living on a busy main road. My mum had come full-circle, from desperately trying to find independence in America to once again living in close proximity to her parents. My nan was very fond of Harvey, and when she was feeling unwell or needed help, she would often call on him to help her. A&H Motors soon became a very successful enterprise. By the time we moved into the flat, I had already begun to establish my independence. I had been left to walk to school on my own from the age of six and aside from occasional trips out with grandad, I was left to my own devices a lot because my parents were working all hours. I was a latchkey child. From about the age of eight, I used to take myself off to museums on the bus and I used to love the Brighton library where I would read all the Enid Blyton and fairy tale books I could get my hands on. When I returned home, my little treat after tea was to climb into bed with mum while dad was getting ready for bed. She’d be sitting there doing her nails in bed and she’d let me snuggle up beside her for a while.

Sunday was the day I’d feel closest to my parents, who were big dreamers. Dinner would go in the oven then we would all get in the car and drive around looking at things we couldn’t afford – boats, caravans or houses. Mum would do her knitting in the front, and I would be horribly carsick in the back. After two hours, we’d return home for tea and Sunday Night at the London Palladium, which I was allowed to watch on TV before bed. This Sunday routine is something I’ve unconsciously adopted with my own daughters. Sophie, Kate and I love nothing better than getting in the car together and touring around the area near my West Sussex seaside home, looking at lovely houses and buildings. We all take in the beauty of nature in the colours of the trees, the landscape and the old houses and cottages in the villages before having lunch or afternoon tea. We also visit country gardens or historical houses, appreciating their age and beauty. Rarely do we come back without a plant or little item for the home. It’s the same when I travel to Devon or Cornwall in my motorhome. I’ve always had an affinity with the sea, which just feels like home. It reminds me of family holidays in Newquay, where I used to surf on wooden body boards, and trips to Great Yarmouth with nan and grandad, which always featured fish and chips and shows at the Windmill Theatre.

We were really poor, and I remember my dad working all hours as a car mechanic in grandad’s garage while my mum helped with the cleaning and some admin. She hadn’t lost any of her rebellious ‘mermaid’ streak, though: as a joke, whenever my mum was in the office working on admin and accounts, any man that entered did so at their own peril. It was usually family members or close friends, but my mum would pretend to pull any man’s trousers down, apparently delighting in creating an atmosphere where men were frightened to enter. For some reason, my uncles and cousins would giggle outrageously at this. My mum’s side of the family were all outrageous, really, and even as a child I thought, ‘This is a right way to be carrying on!’ But there are a lot of other really complex things to work out as a child and I just resigned myself to thinking we were a bit peculiar and that’s the way it was.

In contrast, my dad was the steady one. He worked hard and yet still found time to help me with my homework. If there was any sewing to be done, he did it. He was a talented carpenter and made us tables and chairs. He was also a skilled welder. I think he tolerated a lot from my mother’s family because all of his relations were in America. Reflecting on it all now, I think my mum’s behaviour was rooted in attention seeking. Her brothers got all the credit, and she was desperate to be seen as someone who could make people laugh – just desperate to be seen at all really. Can you imagine the path she might have taken if she’d been born in a different era? Perhaps her life would have looked much like Kate’s does now. All I really know is that she had a hard life within her own family. And despite her having tried to escape this dynamic twice – once when she married so young, another when she left for America – when I came along, she had been pulled right back into the centre of it all.

I wouldn’t say a concrete garage is the ideal place to raise small children, but I made it my world.The shiny car showroom floor became my roller-skating rink (much to the annoyance of anyone trying to buy a motor, and my uncles who ran the garage) and I began exploring the neighbourhood with my schoolfriends, including my fellow milk monitor Kelvin Robinson, who I adored. He lived in Upper Lewes Road in a house called Kel-Gra, an amalgamation of Kelvin and Graham (his brother) – I’ve never forgotten it! Another of my best friends was the son of a removal company owner, called Roger Harris. Their lorries were red and green and had ‘Harris and Sons’ written on them. While other children were playing in parks and going to the seaside, we used to break into his dad’s furniture storage unit at the top of Gladstone Place, in Brighton, and play with all the old junk and stored furniture. Another favourite was the local cemetery behind the storage unit, which was a great place to play, despite us having to share it with the dead. Looking back, I’m filled with guilt when I remember how I used to take the flowers from well-tended graves and place them on those that were barren – but it upset me too much to think about people who had been forgotten or unloved. We played there among the dead because it was a green space we could play in. There was also Saunders Park nearby, where we used to play in the bushes, with a huge sandpit where I apparently caught measles (according to my worried mum). Another of our tricks was opening the doors at the back of the local cinema, then called The Gaiety, and just brazenly walking in to watch the films.

But my happiest place of all was Bear Road, a mile-long uphill trek which led to a country lane where horses grazed in a field at the end, opposite Brighton racecourse. I adored those animals and yearned to ride them. Unfortunately, for reasons I’ve never really understood, my mum and dad were very much the poor relations of the family and so it was an impossible dream. Or was it?

One day, a few months after we had moved into the flat, I was so desperate to make the leap from frustrated bystander to rider, I decided to take fate into my own hands. I resorted to drastic measures, rummaging through my mum’s storage cupboard until I found a suitcase full of glamorous clothes she didn’t seem to have a use for anymore. I managed to sneak it out of the flat undetected and handed everything over to the local rag and bone man who had a shop under the railway arches. He separated the wool from the cotton and other materials and then everything had to be weighed. He totalled up, then bought it all from me, for the price of five shillings – which is the equivalent of 25p in today’s money. It might not sound much but I had enough to realize my dream and feel the cool leather of a saddle on my skin for the first time. Because I had often hung around the stables mucking out, the owners were not too surprised when I turned up with the money for a ride.

My parents went ballistic of course but I didn’t care and, if anything, it made me more determined to keep finding ways to gallop away from the confines of garage life and pursue a hobby that made me feel free and happy. So, when things calmed down from the initial shock of my first heist, I took all my mum’s pot plants and sold them on a makeshift stall outside the cinema – and off I trotted once more. I could never understand why my wealthy grandad refused to buy me a horse because he told stories about looking after them during WW1 and he knew how much I loved them. He was a gambling man and used to take me with him to Brighton Races, where I would sit mesmerized, watching one beautiful creature after another galloping past. I would keep track of how much money he won or lost, and he always gave me a cut of his spoils (along with some jellied eels) as long as I promised not to tell my nan about his profit margins.

From a very young age, I learned that secrets like these were synonymous with my grandad. In the morning, the Daily Mirror would be delivered and, later, the Evening Argus. He wasn’t interested in the news but used to spend hours studying the racing pages. He had accounts at various betting shops and used to ring in his bets. Whenever the papers were delivered, I used to pick them up off the doormat and take them to him and he showed me how he studied the form of the horses. But nobody really knew how much he was spending; I just sensed he was running up huge debts. And nobody knew what he got up to when he would spend days away from home. I am sure it wasn’t business, but rather women that occupied his time. He had a pair of binoculars, supposedly for use at race meetings, which he used to secretly spy on the petrol pump attendants across the road to make sure that they were not skiving. He always dressed in a suit and trilby hat (or ‘gangster’s hat’ as it looked to me). My grandad was a hard taskmaster!

I tolerated him because I had to, but nan was my favourite and I loved her deeply because she had time for me. When we lived in opposite flats above the garage, I used to sit in front of her, leaning back on her legs by the fire, watching TV or pretending to play the piano in the lounge, reading ‘music’ out of a cookbook. When a telling off from my dad was brewing, I used to run to her for protection from a smacking. She glued the family together, especially on those Sundays when she would summon us all for a Sunday get-together. Absentees would be in big trouble. She loved to cook and when preparing the food, she would sip on her daily bottle of Guinness and chain smoke. When everyone finally congregated, the air was always blue and smoky from all the cigarettes. Looking back, I can’t ever remember my nan going out on her own; she was always at home. She had all the material things in life she could wish for – like nice jewellery and clothes – but I think she was treated very badly by my grandad and for that reason she was never truly happy. She never worked, and I think my nan got married to my grandad in the first place because she got pregnant out of wedlock, causing a great rift between my grandfather and his family, who were furious at the prospect of him marrying a woman who wasn’t Jewish. I think my nan was determined that my mum would have a better outcome in life than she had had, and as a result, she constantly monitored Esther’s behaviour and her actions, as did Esther’s brothers.

Looking back on what life was like for women in those days, it’s a world away from the freedoms we enjoy today. The contrasts between the things that the boys were allowed to get away with compared to the stringent rules placed upon the girls were shocking.

I remember my mum telling me stories about young women she knew in the fifties and sixties who conducted clandestine affairs with secret boyfriends that their families would never approve of, going so far as to climb out of windows and down drainpipes to meet with them. There was a huge emphasis on money and status in those days, and any man who didn’t fit the bill would swiftly be rejected by the family. There was also a huge amount of stigma and shame associated with sex and pregnancy outside of marriage, which took an enormous toll on the mental health of so many women.

This sort of behaviour has travelled down four generations of my family, but I hope that I have broken the cycle in my own life, and for my own children. I believe that compatibility, trust and loyalty are far more important qualities in a relationship than materialistic things, and I know that, while it can make life easier, money cannot buy you happiness or health, something that has been proven time and time again over the years. But I’m getting ahead of myself!

As the years went by, my nan’s health declined, and she needed help and support in getting washed and dressed, and getting her insulin injection every day.

Eventually, a housekeeper was employed and she reported that my granddad was sexually harassing her, offering money for ‘favours’. Apparently, some improper behaviour had already taken place and my poor nan, who by now had gone blind, could sense it when they were sitting in the same room as her – she could hear them getting up to no good. The family got rid of this employee and found a replacement housekeeper and a rota of nurses to look after my nan. One night, my grandad had trouble sleeping so he took some pills which made him doze off next to the electric fire. His pyjamas caught fire, but he just put them out and climbed into bed to carry on sleeping. In the morning, my mum found him in bed and called an ambulance, which took him to the East Grinstead burns unit where doctors were forced to amputate his leg and give him a prosthetic one. He was in his eighties by then and we thought he would go into decline, but he learned to walk again and occasionally used a wheelchair, so life carried on for him as before.

We soon learned that he was taking a driver to visit his former housekeeper for continuing ‘favours’. She lived up three flights of stairs in a block of flats, so this should give you an idea of what he was like. Back at home, my family had employed an additional female companion to sit with him at night three times a week. They were probably wary of him making arrangements without the family knowing what he was up to, and getting injured again, although he did get lonely. I wonder now if they were worried about their inheritance getting taken by someone else. I was only nine and felt very awkward about skulking around the lounge while he sat there opposite this woman in his wheelchair. He didn’t like it either and got angry, telling me to leave. That’s when my mum had the idea that I should hide behind the sofa to continue my surveillance on conversations and other goings on. I was too young to comprehend the noises they were making but I do remember the lady asking for money to support her son and daughter. In other words, another cash-for-favours arrangement had come to fruition so I told my mum who conspired with her brothers to get the woman sacked.

To me, the sofa expedition was like a game. I didn’t know it was wrong – I thought it was like being a detective. But on reflection, what right did my family have to expose me to something so adult and confusing? Sexual harassment was not taken as seriously as it is nowadays and so rather than the moral issues of the situation being important, I think the financial issues and the family’s reputation were the reasons for the concern. I was involved in the plot in order to keep close tabs on the family’s inheritance, a sum not to be sniffed at because the garage empire was growing – it would eventually be sold off and the money would be used to fund an investment in building Brighton Marina.

My grandad ended up in a detached house with a big garden opposite the Hove garage. I thought my nan would have liked that, but the years of infidelity had taken their toll on her happiness and I don’t think she was every truly happy in her marriage wherever it resided. She died at home when I was about 14 years old. I was in the room with her at the time, with my aunts and uncles, and watched my mum faint – something I’ve never forgotten. Nan lay in an open coffin for three days before they took her away and I remember the eery silence as people came and went, showing their respects. I was also in my grandad’s big house when he died five years later, aged 86. I watched in fascination when the Jewish funeral directors came to collect his body in a simple, wooden crate. He hadn’t followed the religion throughout his lifetime and the rest of his family had never embraced the faith, so it was agreed that it was inappropriate to follow the Jewish custom of shiva, which involves a week of mourning as guests come to the home to pay their respects to the deceased. In the end his body was redirected to a Christian funeral director.

I’ve always been happy with the simplest things in life, which is just as well because my parents never quite managed to get close to purchasing any of the luxury goods they admired. They never spoke about the war either, which is curious considering how profoundly it impacted their lives. What Britain often defines as its greatest generation never talked about feelings much at all in my experience; least of all the unspeakable horrors they witnessed while defending our democracy. I’ve often wondered about the impact of it all on my dad and us as a family. He lost the top of his index finger on his right hand but when I asked him about it, he would always deflect from the horror with humour. ‘I picked my nose too much and it fell off,’ he would say; but I sensed there was much more to it than that.

Mum and dad eventually ended up buying transport cafés in Kemp Town, Brighton, Hove and Shoreham, where dad worked as a cook and mum stood front of house serving the customers, who were mainly men. It was almost as if mum’s life had gone in a full circle, as waitressing was the job she had given up to become a mermaid. This time, I suppose because she was in charge rather than being ordered about, she loved it and always had a joke with the punters. But money was continuously tight – a fact which I was only too aware of as a small child who was privy to endless conversations about how we would make ends meet. I did get the sense that mum was a woman who wanted more, and never quite made peace with the place where her gender confined her. She always looked after herself, keeping a slim figure which was set off by nice, smart clothes. She strived to keep a clean and tidy house; once, her lawn mower stopped working and she actually got out a pair of scissors and cut the grass by hand. She liked nice things, and was always the life and soul of a party and beamed confidence – at least outwardly. I loved the fact that she could talk to anyone from any station in life and as I got older, we became closer, and I found I could confide in her about most things. She eventually found a way to make money by buying, renovating and selling houses, which she was fiercely proud of – I eventually followed in her footsteps, as a way of ending up with no mortgage.

If Esther was passionate about something, she really meant it. For example, she heard about animals being slaughtered in cramped facilities, so she made placards and stood outside her local Sainsbury’s, protesting. She was in her seventies by then, but her spirit was still alive. My mum would never give up on anything and she would strive to get what she wanted by any means. When she was younger and had less opportunity to achieve things for herself, she would channel this energy through me. She wanted me to do well in life, but also pushed me into things as a way of making her family proud of her. I knew she loved my dad; they were both working class and seemed happy with their lot most of the time. However, I got a sense very early on that all bets were on me to prove their worth. They may not have managed to level up within the family system, but they still had a chance to do it through their daughter. A lot was expected of me and in order to achieve it, I had to dive in at the deep end.






Chapter 2

Diving in at the Deep End

I first met Ray Infield, Kate’s father, at the Brighton ice rink when I was 15. He was about my height – 5ft 4in – so on the shorter side, but he had lovely dark curly hair, an infectious smile and a great personality. He also seemed manly in a strange way – I wasn’t used to that so it intrigued and excited me. At the time, he was an apprentice TV engineer, and I was impressed by the fact he had a maroon and yellow scooter and seemed to be going somewhere in the world. He seemed to like the fact I was a bit quirky. I had crazy curly bleached hair and wore it short, just an inch long. Unlike most other girls my age who were in miniskirts and boots, I used to dress in sports stuff. In fact, I was one of the first of my friends to own a pair of Adidas trainers. Ray and I seemed ideally suited to each other and we tried to spend as many spare moments as we could together. But spare moments were few and far between as I had another commitment that took up much of my time: swimming.

I began swimming simply because I couldn’t bear to be second best to a girl called Linda Baker. She was in my class at Fairlight Infant School in Brighton (the last year before senior school), and I was in awe of her pretty brown hair and the fact that – unlike me – she hardly ever got told off by our aptly named teacher Miss Blunt, a bespectacled, grey-haired spinster who seemed devoid of emotion of any kind. Linda lived at the bottom of my road in Hollingdean so I used to play with her after school. I gradually learned about this magical world she would disappear into, called Shiverers Swimming Club. Once she invited me to join her and I was transfixed by her mastery of freestyle – calm legs and breath with arms and head swishing gracefully from side to side. When I had a go, it didn’t quite turn out like that and I badly wanted to do better, to swim properly, like Linda. So I enrolled with Shiverers and started training. I didn’t tell my mum and dad about my new hobby because they weren’t particularly interested, and it kept me out of trouble.

Looking back, I suppose my love of swimming wasn’t surprising as my mum had started her working life as a mermaid, but it quickly went from what I’d describe as a passion to a calling. At Shiverers, they offered me a modest membership and I made the most of it, acquainting myself with two amazing instructors called Mr Reeves and Mr Franklin, who began to teach me the basics of professional swimming. ‘You need to do as much work outside the swimming pool as you do in it,’ they used to say while making me practise my technique in front of a mirror.

By the age of 12, I was training every Tuesday and Friday religiously, until I was ready for a very important race at the school swimming gala held at North Road swimming baths. It was a one-length race against other pupils, including Linda and, to everyone’s amazement I won. My parents had come to watch and couldn’t believe it; they weren’t even aware at that stage that I could swim. It just felt fantastic. My parents and I might be considered the poor relations within our family, but I could now prove our worth another way – in the swimming pool. I carried on swimming with a new determination after that and got better and better. Then, as things progressed and started to get more serious, mum and dad became more involved, taking me to training meetings and willing me to go further and faster. I think it became obsessive for them. If things didn’t go well, I would dread the dressing down at home. It’s very hard for me to reflect on it now, but once or twice my dad even hit me when I did badly out of frustration, because he thought I could have swum better that day, or because he thought I hadn’t tried hard enough.

The swimming notched up a gear and it wasn’t long before my parents realised that if I was going to reach the top levels, I’d need to be training in London, where the standard of swimmers was higher and there were better coaches. My parents picked out a professional swimming teacher from the Swimming Times magazine and they wanted me to meet him at a pool in Bayswater, London. From then on, as well as continuing my training with Shiverers during the week, I would take instruction from a coach called Reginald R. Laxton each Saturday, before spending the remainder of the day exploring the capital by myself. I’ve always loved visiting museums, so it was a chance to get to know places like the Natural History Museum and the Tate Gallery. One day, while training with Mr Laxton at Crystal Palace, I was spotted by a well-known coach who persuaded me to train with him instead. Training at Crystal Palace made me swim better; it made me feel like a professional. The pool was fifty metres in length and had electric timers at either end, which made it feel like a step up from the public baths I was used to. My time was soon split between Crystal Palace and Shiverers in Hove, as well as Brighton, where the council gave me the sole use of the North Road baths during lunchtimes when it was closed. That’s where I first encountered the dark side of swimming.

There was a lifeguard at the North Road swimming baths who made me feel uncomfortable. It was just me and him in the pool area during those lunchtime sessions and, one day, he suddenly jumped into the water and swam towards me. My stomach lurched and I asked myself, How are you going to get away from him Amy? I was terrified. Thinking fast, I instinctively told him, ‘I’m swimming. I’m not interested.’ Luckily, just in the nick of time, a maintenance man appeared to fix the coffee machine and my would-be molester was forced to leave the water to help out. I quickly followed suit, leaping out of the pool, pulling my dress on and running for the bus. I didn’t even dry myself. My heart was racing on the journey back to school and my head was pounding with thoughts of what could have happened to me.

Sadly, there was no one at school or at home who I felt comfortable confiding in. Would my mum and dad even believe me, or would they just dismiss it? So much was at stake for my ambitious parents, who were willing me to succeed in the world of swimming and sacrificing a lot to make it a reality – how could I allude to a fly in the ointment now? The truth is I never felt safe in those swimming baths again. Instead – without causing a fuss – I made some excuse about the London training being more beneficial and continued taking the 3pm train to the Crystal Palace sessions. Little did I know I was walking into yet another trap.

My new coach held a very powerful position in the world of swimming and his ‘mentoring’ of my career meant my parents no longer had to pay for coaching fees, which was a considerable relief to them – in those days, there was no such thing as sponsorship. They had already spent a fortune on train fares but seemed to think the sacrifices were worth it now I was one of the top swimmers in my age group. Even though I was in love with swimming, there were sacrifices for me too. I didn’t really get the chance to have a normal adolescence because the punishing training regime meant no life outside the pool. The only friends I had were in the Crystal Palace swimming world and we all stuck to the same rules: no alcohol and definitely no sex – we were told it would ruin our performance. But it seemed that different, darker rules applied to the coaches who wielded a lot of power.

My coach and I had a respectful relationship to begin with, but gradually he began picking on me if I did something subversive like wear make-up. I developed a bad feeling about him and didn’t like the way he put his arms around my female team mates when they got out of the water or when he was chatting with them. He tried once or twice to put his arm around me, and I simply said, ‘No,’ but I sensed he didn’t like the knock back.

One day I was entered into a
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