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Prologue

I lay on the dirty, stained mattress on the top bunk while small brown cockroaches ran in and out of the bed’s metal frame, centimetres from my face. On the wall opposite the room’s big metal door was a barred window with dirty frosted glass, slightly open at the top. I stared up at the smoke-stained 12-foot-high ceiling, which was damp in patches, causing the plaster to hang down. Mice shuffled among the debris of weeks-old breadcrumbs and spilt coffee grounds. Eleven women shared this room. Some were sleeping; others, like me, lay immobilized, lost in thought. A young, thin Spanish woman with syringe-bruised arms, pock-marked skin and greasy black curly hair falling about her shoulders shambled up and down the room, stopping only to retch at the toilet in the corner.

I thought, not for the first time, of the bathroom in my house in Mallorca. The terracotta tiles, the mural on the wall, the massage shower, the huge bathtub, the massive mirror above the washbasin and the smell of pine disinfectant. The bathroom I shared with these strangers was a partitioned-off corner of the main room. The partition walls were seven feet high and made of flimsy, slightly transparent wire-reinforced plastic. In the corner of the ‘bathroom’ stood a cracked white sink, filthy and smeared with toothpaste, matted hair blocking the plughole. Next to the sink was the toilet. Vomit and excrement covered the toilet bowl, floors and walls. The bowl leaked; water or urine trickled across the floor. There was no bath, no shower and no mirror.

From the lower bunk opposite me, a pregnant black woman stifled a sob. When I first entered this room, desperate for someone to talk to I had asked her if she spoke English. She stared back at me with large lifeless brown eyes and mumbled a barely audible ‘yes’. I assumed she had no time for conversation or for me. I now realized it was not unfriendliness, but fear. Most of the women in the room were afraid. Only the Spanish junkie and a woman who seemed to be her friend were unfazed by the surroundings. Now and then, the junkie or her friend would yell out of the window in Spanish I didn’t understand and a voice (from I don’t know where) would shout back. I had tried to see where the main part of the prison was through the opening at the top of the window, but all I could see was what looked like an uninhabited derelict building.

A month after my arrest, as I sat in the yard of Palma prison reading letters from my children, a guard told me to pack my belongings. I was leaving for Madrid.

Sick with dread at moving further from my children, I climbed into the back of a prison van. It hurtled to the docks, sirens blaring. Out of the barred window I glimpsed the magnificent cathedral of Palma. Built into the old city walls were bars and discos Howard and I had been to. I looked up and saw the terrace of the Abraxus bar under the old windmill, where shoeless Geoff the Chef had sold munchies to the stoned clientele. Closed and shuttered by day, at night these bars would be heaving with people, the sounds of music drifting over the bay. I wondered if Howard or I would ever be among those crowds again.

High on the hill overlooking the port was Bellver Castle and the woods where we went walking with the children, where Amber and Francesca invented such happy games. I shuddered at the thought of the nightmare they were now living.

Two armed guards ushered me on to the ferry bound for Valencia. Their guns pointed the way far down into the depths of the ship. I entered a tiny windowless cell close to the engine room; the guards bolted and locked the door. I was alone.

An hour later I felt the ferry begin to move; the engines were noisy. I thought of all the passengers high above me. People excited about going on holiday, waving goodbye to friends and relatives standing on the dockside. I lay down on the cold bunk. Hours later, I felt a change in the ship’s movement and engine noise. My guards unlocked the heavy door, signalled me out with their guns and led me up on to the crowded deck. Children pointed and adults stared as my armed guards marched me in handcuffs along the deck. I straightened my back, breathed in deeply, stuck my nose in the air and pretended not to notice.

As the ship came in to dock, I saw a police van parked below. It was waiting for me. With automatic rifles pointed at my back, I descended the gangplank, each footstep causing it to creak and shake. Once on land I was directed to the waiting van. My guards took out sheets of forms, religiously signing each page, then handed them to my new escorts to sign. We drove through the streets to Valencia’s women’s prison. On arrival, the sheaves of paper appeared again. Signatures were added then they were handed over to the prison warden for yet more signatures before I was sent to an empty cell once more. The prison warden closed and bolted the door behind me.

During the evening I heard the door unlock and another woman enter. Her complexion was unhealthily pale. We nodded to each other and she lay down on the other bed in the cell. I fell into a fitful sleep, but woke during the night to the noise of my companion doubled over in pain, clutching her stomach. She was sweating; her eyes and nose were running. I called for a warden and eventually one came. She looked at the young woman and told me in English that she was ‘suffering from the heroin’. She left, banging and bolting the cell door. I lay awake, listening to my young companion in our grey tomb.

The following day I entered the main part of the prison. It surrounded a large courtyard filled with purple and orange bougainvillea. Women sat around reading, knitting, talking or sunbathing. A few children played among them.

A smiling-faced middle-aged woman, with long, curly, light brown hair approached me.

‘You must be the Englishwoman who was in Ingresos last night.’

I was relieved. I hadn’t spoken to anyone for days.

‘Hi, you speak English,’ I said.

‘Ah yes.’ She laughed. ‘In Holland we speak English, as well as Dutch and German. I am Johanna.’

‘I’m Judy,’ I replied and put out my hand, which she took and held warmly.

‘So, Judy, what brings you to Hotel Valencia?’

‘I’m going to Madrid, but I don’t know when.’

‘Ha, Madrid.’ She patted my hand. ‘They will not tell you when, but you will probably be here for four days or so.’

‘Do you know what Madrid is like?’ I noticed that anyone I mentioned Madrid to looked the other way, but not Johanna.

‘I have been there,’ she said. ‘I might as well tell you, it’s rough. There are many fights and stabbings. More drugs in there, I think, than on the streets. My best advice is do not see anything and mind your own business. The Nigerians run the jail; nothing happens without their say-so.’

‘Is it that bad?’ I whispered, trying to hide the alarm in my voice.

‘Look, I have a friend there. Her name is Lillian, she’s Belgian. I will write to her and ask her to help you. When you get there, a functionary will talk to you. Tell the functionary you have a friend in department two and they will put you in her dormitory.’

‘Thanks, Johanna.’ But the fear remained.

Over the next few days I spent all the time I could with Johanna. She had a degree in modern literature, and worked in the prison library. She supplied me with a few English books, but I was too distraught to read. She had been in jail awaiting trial for over two years. In Spain, prisoners on remand on serious charges can spend up to four years without trial. Joanna’s crime was supplying false documents, many of them. In spite of the circumstances, I found her jolly and good company.

Early in the morning and eight days after my arrival in Valencia, my cell was unlocked and a warden told me I was leaving. She gave me a bocadillo to eat, along with some yoghurt and a bottle of water, and wished me ‘buena suerte’ as she patted me on the back. Since my arrest, the Spanish prison authorities had treated me with nothing but kindness; I guessed they had read the papers and seen the televised news reports. The previous evening I had phoned home and spoken to the children. They tried to sound brave, but I knew by the awkward silences from normally talkative children that it was pretence.

Madrid is 250 miles from Valencia. We travelled in a big, slow prison bus. I was the only passenger, and although I felt like a caged animal, I welcomed the drive. My guards were friendly and did not handcuff me. They allowed me to sit in the front cage so I could see out. For the last few weeks I’d had only brick walls to stare at. As we left the city behind we passed orchards of Valencian oranges, and palm groves that hinted at the region’s Moorish past. I widened my eyes and savoured the view, the passing villages and towns and the architecture of the buildings; details I had never taken notice of before. The August sunshine had dried the fields golden-brown. Mountains in the distance, with villages scattered on their sides and the occasional castle perched on an edge, beckoned to a hidden Spain. We drove for most of the morning, stopping briefly to eat our bocadillos, when the guards shared their red wine with me.

As we approached Madrid, the traffic grew heavier and traffic lights appeared with more frequency. On the outskirts I turned my head from side to side, swallowing up all the sights, the busy cafés and restaurants. Another world; a place where people lingered over lunch and drinks and strolled arm in arm. I envied the women shopping, the mothers with their children. Suddenly the hairs on the back of my neck bristled and a cold chill swept over my body despite the heat of a Spanish summer day. The van turned a few more corners and arrived at tall, black, heavily guarded gates and armed towers. Perhaps, having been in prison, I had become sensitized to the smell of human despair.

How long would I be here? Would I walk out a free woman? The gates opened slowly, the van rolled through into the compound and the gates closed behind, a hard clink of metal against metal. One of my guards unlocked my cage. I clambered out, stiff after the long drive. The guard gave me my suitcase; his look was sympathetic. He handed me over to the female warden at the inner gate with the inevitable papers that received yet more signatures and dates. I shook hands with the guards and wished them a safe journey back to Valencia. They in turn wished me luck and hoped that I would soon be back in Palma with my children. I felt no bitterness towards them, only envy. They were staying overnight in Madrid, they had told me, having never been to the city before. I hadn’t been to Madrid before either. They were spending the night in a hotel before returning to Valencia and their families. I was spending the night and who knew how many more in Yeserias, then the most notorious women’s prison in Europe.


CHAPTER ONE

On the Move

I lay in my cot in the dark, frightened, trying to sleep. The wind was bellowing outside, clamouring around the house, jolting the windowpanes. Flashes of lightning filled the sky followed by thunder.

‘They’re coming to get you. They’re going to take you away. They’re going to get you tonight. I can hear them. Ssh! Can you hear them? They’re coming.’

As the whispering voice continued, I crawled beneath my covers, taking comfort from the smell of freshly laundered sheets. There I remained, too terrified to move. I imagined black figures clambering through the window, taking me away into the murkiness. The whispering voice explained that I was a kidnapped Russian princess, that this was evident in my blonde hair and blue eyes, and that my real parents had sent men to claim me back.

The murmuring voice belonged to my brother George – two years my senior – who regularly took the kind of pleasure in scaring me that only older brothers know how to enjoy so fully.

Back then I was the youngest of four children. The eldest was Patrick: nine years my senior. Tall for his age, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. I remember him playing with his chemistry set in the garden shed. Then Natasha: three years younger than him, slim with the same brown eyes and short dark brown hair, playing her recorder or helping my mother cook. Four years later George arrived. Natasha would have nothing to do with George at first as my mother had joked that she was giving birth to an elephant. Natasha was upset when she didn’t.

I was born into a well-to-do family which, like most families in the 1950s, revolved round the man of the house in his role as provider. In practical terms this meant bedding down in a new town wherever our father’s business took him and, once you’d had time to make a few friends, moving on to somewhere else. My father’s name was Kenneth Lane. The bright son of a naval submarine captain, he had grown up in Gosport, Hampshire, and then studied nuclear physics at Cambridge under the tutelage of C.P. Snow, master of Christ’s College and novelist. Father was of average height and build with brown eyes and thinning hair. He was gently spoken and had a deep love of classical music and books. He and my mother Peggy had met during the war in Pencoed, south Wales. My mother, with her elder sister Kay, had come over from Belfast and got work showing film reels to the troops stationed near Bridgend. My father, a nuclear physicist, was in the area on a research project.

By the late 1950s, when I was born, my father was a busy executive working at English Electric, at the time the largest hi-tech company in the UK. C.P. Snow was a director of the company. Father’s office was in a large building on the Strand. We lived in Stevenage and my father would disappear for the train each morning at the appointed time, under a bowler hat with an umbrella trailing from his arm. When I asked my mother what he did, she said, ‘He sits, my darling, in an office and drinks coffee all day.’ Later, when asked my father’s occupation by a teacher, I repeated my mother’s answer.

Once, when I was about six, I visited my father in his office. He was sitting behind a large desk reading some papers and drinking coffee.

My mother’s hobby was going to auctions. One room in our house became so crammed with oddities she had bought it was almost impossible to open the door. She would also pick up odd assortments of people, old ladies and tramps, whom she’d bring home and feed with tea and scones in the kitchen.

My mother came from a large Belfast Catholic family. Her father, Patrick Murphy – a police officer in the RUC – had been shot dead on Easter Sunday 1942, leaving my grandmother Bridget with nine children. Six men were convicted of the murder and sentenced to death. The famous republican Joe Cahill was one of them. Only one of the gang of six, Tom Williams, was hanged for the crime. The British government – after a plea from Pope Pius X11 – chose to show clemency. Joe Cahill served seven and a half years. My grandmother had travelled to Buckingham Palace to receive the George Cross in my grandfather’s honour. My grandmother and various sisters and brothers of my mother’s regularly visited from Ireland, always bringing laughter and gaiety into the house.

Mother was the free spirit. Always full of life and mischief, her green eyes constantly sparkled with vitality, a smile was never far from her lips and her wackiness was priceless. Apart from a girl who came to help clean two hours a week, my mother took care of everything herself. I loved going shopping with her, bathing in her confidence and charm as she chatted and laughed with everyone we met. I even helped her canvas in the local elections. (My parents were both politically and socially active in the Conservative Party.) My mother made the difficult task of knocking on people’s doors into fun, gamely engaging whoever she encountered.

I was a happy tomboyish girl. At the age of four I terrified my mother by diving off the balcony outside her bedroom, after a bet with George. George was, in contrast to me, a rather serious child. He wore glasses and usually had his dark head in an I-Spy book. Despite that, and all the tormenting he liked to do, George and I were friends and spent most of our time together. My mother, a great believer in fresh air, shooed us out early in the morning, no matter the weather. We explored the local woods and fields and spent hours inventing games, climbing trees or playing hide-and-seek.

In 1960, when I was six, Father moved us to Arkley in north London. He’d bought a plot of land on which he was building a modish home he called Lane House. When it came time to move in, the house was still full of builders and so, much to the disdain of our new neighbours, my father rented two caravans and installed them in the front garden. It was while we were living in the caravans that my grandmother Bridget died during a routine varicose vein operation – the first time I had seen my mother cry.

George and I attended the local primary school, and Patrick and Natasha went to local grammars. My mother became pregnant again and, on Easter Sunday 1961, gave birth to a beautiful little girl named Diana. She became known, even before her birth, as Masha. My mother told me she was my Easter present. I adored her. During the last week of the pregnancy, George and I were shipped off to stay with ‘the Holy People’, arranged through the local Roman Catholic church. We had a wonderful time. The Holy People had an enormous house with massive gardens and endless secret passages, where stuffed bears appeared out of hidden cupboards like scenes straight out of Enid Blyton’s Famous Five books.

One nasty incident marred these carefree days. George and I were playing in the woods behind our house one day when we were captured by a gang of boys of about twelve years old. They tied George up and told me to take my knickers down, jeering and poking me with sticks. I cried and whimpered as they stood round me. George fearlessly negotiated with them, took down his shorts and pants, and allowed them to whip him to save my honour, virginity and whatever else might have been at stake. Accordingly on release we ran all the way home. We never went back to those woods again.

I liked my new school and I had a new best friend. Penny and I first bonded because we were the only children in the playground whose parents didn’t have a television set. Our parents, who became friends with one another, finally gave in to our constant nagging and acquired sets in the autumn of 1963. Penny’s viewing was subject to parental censorship. There was some of this in our house too, but soon we were living on a depraved diet of Dr Who and Ready, Steady, Go.

Family holidays were fun; we’d go camping as we explored Europe. A couple of days before returning to England my father would laboriously make lists of every purchase we had made on holiday for UK customs: two buckets and spades, four bottles of suntan lotion, two tubes of insect repellent. My mother, meanwhile, would be secretly stashing bottles of wine in the boot.

We were all growing up, some faster than others. Patrick chose to have little to do with George or me, save to treat us as a nuisance. He’d be irritated if I wandered by mistake into a room where he had a young woman sitting on his knee. Patrick had his eighteenth birthday at home, with a jazz band playing hit songs like Acker Bilk’s ‘Stranger On The Shore’. All the young women had short skirts, beehive hairstyles and stiletto heels. The shoes ruined my parents’ fashionable vinyl floors.

In 1964 my father was promoted to managing director of English Electric’s Transformer Division in Stafford and we were on the move again. Natasha was the most upset. She had just discovered the Biba boutique and the Marquee club, where she screamed and swooned at Manfred Mann. Patrick didn’t care. He had finished his A levels and secured himself a deferred place reading English Literature at the new and trendy University of Sussex. With his Beatle-length dark brown hair, he and a friend set off to hitch-hike around the United States just as Beatlemania was taking America by storm. When he returned he had a crew-cut and patched Levis. The patches he explained to me were from young women who had ripped their dresses up to repair his jeans. He smiled at me when he returned and for once did not seem displeased to see me.

Around the same time I noticed my mother was putting on weight. I accompanied my father to the family doctor and from the waiting room I could hear him talking worriedly. The doctor tried to soothe my father, telling him it was not unheard of for women of my mother’s age to have a baby. My mother was forty-one. On 28 January 1965 my little brother Marcus Sextus Lane joined the family. And I fell in love again.

Meanwhile, having found no house to suit his tastes, my father had bought another plot of land in a village called Acton Trussell on the outskirts of Stafford, where another, much larger Lane House with a swimming pool began to take shape. We moved in the summer of 1965, shortly after Edward Heath had become the new Tory leader.

The village was small and isolated. There was Top Lane, Bottom Lane and Middle Lane – that was it. An occasional bus service, no pub and the nearest we had to a village shop was at the top of a steep climb up the narrowest thread of a path that wound its way through a rambling bracken-filled garden to a house where two old spinsters lived. They worked out of their front room and sold basic stuff such as teabags, sugar and Ovaltine.

The driveway up to our house was at least a quarter of a mile long and began with a cattle grid. The house followed an ultra-modern design. We had underfloor central heating, a vast hallway with Italian marble floors, a temperature-controlled wine cellar and a heated swimming pool. At the back of the house by the pool my father had built a large room called the playroom. It was mainly for us as teenagers to entertain our friends in and to decorate as we wished. He had thoughtfully built an outside toilet so our visitors would not need to enter the main house. From our house we could see vast expanses of countryside. North, four miles in the distance, the county town of Stafford touched the skyline.

Stafford was a typical market town with a high street and not much more. At the northern end of town was a large Victorian prison, still in use, next to a square aptly named Gaol Square. The prison fascinated me. As we drove by I would stare in wonder at the rows of unhappy-looking women and children who queued in all kinds of weather, waiting to be let in the massive iron gates to see their husbands and fathers. An air of oppression radiated from the prison’s high barbed-wire-covered walls. When you walked by you could sometimes hear a prisoner shouting out of his window on the top floor. A shiver ran through me whenever I was near the place.

Natasha did her A levels at the local girls’ high school, George attended the boys’ grammar and I went to St Joseph’s Convent to do my eleven-plus. I became best friends with Alison Williams, who lived on a nearby farm. Her brothers, who were excitingly a bit older, were both becoming farmers like their dad Jim. She taught me to ride on her white horse Silver. I loved it, and her scruffy homely home with dogs and cats curled up on comfortable sofas. It was in contrast to the stark lines of our modern house.

This was a time when the age gap between me and George felt at its greatest. George had become fascinated by Dalí and the Marquis de Sade. His I-Spy books were replaced by Oscar Wilde and Edgar Allan Poe. He was thirteen years old. Ian Brady and Myra Hindley had been arrested for the Moors murders and George pored over any newspaper cuttings he could get his hands on. My mother began to notice and I would see her in George’s room flicking through his books and things with a worried frown on her face. My only obsession was with The Sound of Music, which my friends and I would re-enact during break times.

In September 1966 I joined Natasha at the high school. Natasha had herself a boyfriend named Martin, an art student at the local college. He and his best friend Snowy were frequent visitors to the playroom. I soon developed a crush on Snowy with his long blonde hair and Citroën 2CV. Martin painted the playroom for us in psychedelic and groovy designs and Natasha began her own impromptu party period. Hordes of people would come and our parents hardly batted an eyelid. Our house gained a reputation for miles around as the place to hang out.

My parents had their own kind of social life, though, which was just as active. They cultivated a wide circle of friends among their peers in the neighbouring community: doctors, lawyers, solicitors, architects, judges and magistrates. They were always either dressed up to go out to a dinner party or hosting one themselves. We children were excluded from such events, except for doing the dishes. One night after a large dinner party and much washing-up, I had gone to bed exhausted, only to be awoken by loud laughter. I crept from my room and looked out onto the terrace to see all the male dinner guests stripped to their white Marks and Spencer underpants and string vests frolicking in the pool. The women were standing around giggling, clutching onto their sides or their pearls, when a few of the drunker ones ripped off their dresses and joined the men in the pool. I was aghast. I was glad my mother didn’t swim and decided I didn’t wish to know if my father was in the pool or not.

I found it difficult to fit in at school. The girls made fun of me for my ‘posh’ London accent. Many of their parents worked for my father and they resented me for being the boss’s daughter. It didn’t help that I was frequently taken to school in my father’s gleaming white Daimler Sovereign, or dropped off by my father’s chauffeur in one of the company cars. The other girls stood about in groups, whispering and laughing at me.

Seeing my distress, my mother sent me off to a Young Conservatives party in the hope it might cheer me up and I might meet some ‘nice’ children. But I found it thoroughly boring, apart from having my first cigarette.

One girl from school did befriend me. Her name was Suzanne and the fact that her father was a foreman at my father’s factory didn’t seem to bother her. Suzanne had long curly brown hair and exotic dark skin; her mother was Lebanese. She lived in the centre of town in a small terraced house in which the walls and floors were covered with oriental carpets. I was besotted by Suzanne’s older brother, Frank, who had a band called Salem’s Red Scarf. He played at youth clubs and at school dances and I begged my mother to let me go. She firmly refused. I was, however, allowed to visit Suzanne on Saturday afternoons. Every time I knocked on the door I prayed that tall dark handsome Frank with his deep mysterious Middle Eastern eyes would open the door and fall madly in love with me. It never happened. Suzanne and I spent the afternoons walking up and down the high street puffing on cigarettes, pretending not to watch the boys while they pretended not to watch us.

Patrick returned home from Sussex during holidays, often bringing one or more of his friends. For his twenty-first birthday he brought eight of his friends with him. My mother thought they were a wonderful bunch and took great satisfaction in their lack of interest in alcohol. She watched delightedly out of the kitchen window, over the top of the rose garden she so lovingly tended, as they whizzed up and down the drive on the children’s bikes, playing with the children’s toys and laughing at Masha and Marcus’s antics. Frisbees flew through the air and the sounds of Procol Harum, Cream and the Beatles echoed out of the playroom and around the grounds of our house, but it did not occur to my parents, or to me for that matter, that they were all out of their heads on LSD, amphetamines, marijuana and heroin. Things would never be the same again.


CHAPTER TWO

A Pope and a Son

It was one of those nasty English days when rain came down in thick grey gusts. I sat in the kitchen looking out of the window at the lights of Stafford glimmering in the distance.

‘I wish it would stop raining,’ said George, joining me at the window.

We were in charge of Masha, aged seven, and three-year-old Marcus, while our parents had driven down to London, two and a half hours away. We were waiting for my father’s car to come up the drive. They were late and a fluttering sense of foreboding had started to fill me. I switched on the television to watch Top of the Pops but couldn’t concentrate.

When we finally heard the car purring up the driveway, it was 7.45. Relieved, I put on the kettle to make a pot of tea. It took them a long time to come in from the garage, but eventually I heard their slow footsteps in the hall. The kitchen clock read 8.00. I turned to face the door as I heard it creak open. The sight of my mother’s face numbed me: it was pale and blotchy-red from crying. As her misty green eyes met mine she broke into tears. My heart dropped. I went to hug her and she fell into my arms. My father stood there, a sopping umbrella in his hand. He looked ashen, and tears welled in his brown eyes. Masha sat on the floor silently watching, her Sindy doll naked in her hands. Marcus continued playing next to her with his Lego. George, not knowing what else to do, carried on making the tea. ‘Mummy, what’s wrong?’ I asked with dread. My mother sobbed bitterly against my body. Finally she took a deep breath and whispered through her tears, ‘I’ve got cancer. They’re going to cut my breast off next week.’

It was the autumn of 1967. She was only forty-three years old. My father took her from me and led her to the sitting room. I looked out of the window. The rain had stopped and I was staring out into darkness.

As autumn turned to winter, an air of stifling depression settled over the house. After the operation, my mother returned home and began radiotherapy treatment. Each morning a large white ambulance arrived to take her to hospital and each afternoon it brought her back home. Bit by bit she began to show signs of recovery. Her green eyes twinkled with laughter in her still young face. Her black, shoulder-length hair came back to health and the kitchen radio blasted out the latest pop hits. The children starting laughing, giggling and squabbling again.

One evening I heard the purr of my father’s car as he slowly drove up to the house. I saw my mother rush to her drawer in the kitchen and pull out a brush for her hair before she put on her red lipstick in front of the kitchen mirror. Daddy always drove up the driveway at a crawl. I guess he took satisfaction at admiring the house he had helped design and the garden he had worked so hard on.

He entered the kitchen with a boyish spring. He looked less strained than he had in a long while. He smiled at us all and bounced Masha and then Marcus into the air, his few remaining strands of grey hair falling across his face as my mother prepared their gin and tonics.

‘Okay, everyone into the dining room. I have an announcement to make,’ he said, and smiled at my mother as she handed him his drink.

We sat down at the polished teak table. The smell of freshly mowed lawn drifted in through the open window.

‘We’re all going to Italy next week. We shall put the car on the ferry to France and then drive down,’ he announced, looking at us each in turn. ‘We shall go to Rome, where I have arranged an audience with the Pope.’

George and I looked at each other, not sure what to think.

My father continued. ‘George, I want you to help me with the itinerary, and Judy to help your mother with the packing. Patrick will join us to help with the driving.’

My mother smiled happily at my father. She rose from her seat and kissed him on his bald patch. I was excited. I had never been to Italy and an audience with the Pope sounded very grand.

The journey seemed endless. We had two overnight stops. For much of the car journey I slept as we travelled mile after mile on the autostradas – the yellow headlights streaming past us. I was awoken on the third afternoon by the sound of car horns honking. We had reached Rome and my father was doing battle with the crazy, chaotic streets while my brother tried to make sense of the map and give directions. I rubbed my eyes clear and looked out of the window. We were crossing a bridge with statues along its parapet, and then past piazzas with fountains, churches, icons and monuments on every corner. We passed the main train station and drove down smaller streets where women hung out over balconies draped with laundry, shouting at neighbours across narrow rubbish-filled streets. A short while later I heard Patrick call out to my father, ‘Look, there are the Spanish Steps. We must be near the hotel.’

I looked at majestic-looking steps thronged with people and decorated with pink azaleas. Teenage boys stood gawking at teenage girls, and tourists sat on the steps reading guidebooks and consulting maps. Shortly after passing the steps, we pulled up outside a spacious historical villa just off the Via Conditti. A porter came rushing down the steps to help with the baggage and ushered us into the hotel.

Most of the week we spent sightseeing and shopping. The Coliseum was the place in Rome that most captured my thirteen-year-old imagination. I imagined I could hear the cries of the condemned echoing out of the walls, the roar of lions as they chased their prey. It amazed me to see, instead of lions, hundreds of scrawny cats prancing about in the warm sunlight. I wondered if they contained the souls of their long-gone relatives and that was why they congregated there.

Time came for our audience with the Pope. We made our way to St Peter’s in the Vatican City. St Peter’s was enormous inside but not a cavernous space, rather a clutter of marble and gold with something to look at on every square centimetre of wall. I thought we’d be sitting with the Pope in some smart room with overstuffed sofas drinking cups of tea, talking in hushed tones and being terribly polite. In fact, the audience was to take place in the Palazzo Apostolico and, to my surprise, hundreds of other people were also making their way there. We showed our blue tickets at the entrance, then went to seats by the main altar.

It took a while to fill up. Masha and Marcus became bored and fidgeted. Sitting close by were a group of nuns clutching their rosary beads and praying silently with eyes closed. Next to them were a couple of stern-faced priests gazing at the frescoes on the ceiling. Behind them sat a frail elderly couple who constantly looked over their shoulders as if they were afraid of missing something. Eventually, we heard a great echoing of voices drifting in from outside, followed by thunderous applause. I too looked over my shoulder towards the entrance. The atmosphere had grown tense. The nuns had stopped praying and opened their eyes, which they now directed towards the cathedral’s opening, as did the priests and all the other people I could see.

I, like my father, had never been a great believer in the Catholic Church and found my weekly trips to Mass a chore. It was all done for the love of my mother. Yet I felt my heart begin to beat faster as I caught sight of the Pope being carried in on a large decorated gold throne followed by all his cardinals. The procession made its way up the aisle; the Pope waved to the packed congregation. When he reached the altar and his throne was gently set down, he rose from his dais. With his arms outstretched as if to enfold everyone, his eyes sent out messages of warmth and love. He was small and frail, and he looked a little as if he wanted to fly down the steps and embrace all the people. The cardinals were big ravens who clustered round him and held him back. Throughout the Latin Mass that followed, there was among the congregation a strong sense of reverence and seriousness and a deep murmur of prayer.

At the end of the Mass, after blessing the congregation, the Pope started to make his way slowly and falteringly down the steps, two cardinals guiding him in case he fell. He made his way to where we were now standing. I was mesmerized. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He shook hands with my father and whispered a few words in Italian. Then he took hold of my mother’s hands and kissed her gently on the forehead and blessed her. He smiled delightedly at Masha and Marcus, tousled their hair and gave them each a large silver medallion before kissing them on their heads. He took my hands and kissed me on the forehead and whispered a blessing in Italian as he gazed into my enraptured eyes. I never wanted to wash my face again. He shook hands with George and blessed him, and then the Pope held his hand out to Patrick. Patrick looked at him coldly, his hands firmly in his trouser pockets. The Pope, with his hand still held out, locked eyes with Patrick’s. I heard my mother gasp. The Pope turned to look at her and smiled as if to say it doesn’t matter. I saw my father’s face tighten. My father was an atheist, but he had organized this entire holiday knowing how deeply my mother felt about her religion and how momentous this was for her. Patrick’s eyes were bloodshot, his face stern and full of contempt. The Pope withdrew his hand, smiled gently at Patrick and moved on.

Later that night I heard my mother crying as my father tried to comfort her.

‘It’s the drugs, darling; it’s all the drugs he’s had. He doesn’t think straight.’

It was the first time I realized Patrick had a drug problem. The whispered conversations I had heard between my parents over the last few months began to make sense. I knew Patrick smoked dope. I had seen that when we visited him in Brighton. I had no idea that he was also using heroin, or that one of the friends who’d come to his twenty-first, Maggie, had since died of a heroin overdose.

When I came down for breakfast the following morning, I saw my father and Patrick deep in conversation in a small seating area next to the hotel reception. I hid by the doorway and listened.

‘I just hate the hypocrisy of the Church. All its wealth and how it keeps its followers in poverty. Telling women it’s sinful to practise contraception, so they become trapped in a cycle of poverty and pregnancy all their lives. All those works of art – the money could help so many people. I hate it,’ Patrick said, with his young voice rising in emotion.

‘It’s all very well to have your views, Patrick,’ said my father. ‘But why couldn’t you have had the decency to behave in front of your mother? What harm would it have done to shake his hand?’

‘Yeah, I’m sorry, Dad, but when he stood so smugly in front of me I just felt such anger. I will go and apologize to Mum.’

‘I think that’s the least you can do,’ my father replied in a weary voice.

A couple of days later we packed for the long drive back to England.

On the outskirts of Milan the car broke down. The mechanics told us it would be at least two weeks for the spare parts needed to fix it to arrive. We abandoned the car and flew home from Milan. My first plane ride.

Natasha finished her A levels in June and accepted a place reading English Literature at Essex. Patrick had finished his degree and to keep away from the drug scene at Sussex he returned home. He took a job teaching at the local polytechnic while he considered his next career move. One night he got drunk with one of his colleagues. He left his friend’s flat in the early hours to buy some cigarettes. The only machine he found was in a locked-up petrol station. He leapt through the double-glazed window, put his money in the machine, took his cigarettes and calmly went back to his mate’s flat. The next morning the local newspaper’s front page headline read: ‘Police Follow Trail of Blood.’

My parents were mortified. My mother hastily arranged a string of dinner parties inviting suitable guests. Patrick received a caution.

Shortly after this, much to my parents’ surprise, Patrick decided to straighten out his life and become an accountant. He moved down to London and started training with Price Waterhouse.

George had taken over the entertaining in the playroom and began to throw his own parties. It was at one of these that I smoked my first joint. I was sitting outside by the pool, my legs dangling in the water. It was a clear evening under a nearly full moon. A boy sat down beside me and swung his legs into the pool. It was a face I had often spotted in town and had fancied. To my impressionable mind he looked like a Rolling Stone.

‘Hi, you’re George’s sister, would you like a drag on this?’ he said as he handed me the cone-shaped joint. It was as simple as that.

I took it from him and inhaled. And soon everything became dream-like. The people wandering round the garden, chatting and laughing, were in slow motion. My feeling for the music drifting out of the playroom, Arthur Brown’s ‘Fire’ – something I will never forget – became heightened. We sat there by the water in silence, sharing the joint, not feeling any need to talk.

George saw me and grinned. ‘Good stuff, Judy.’

‘It’s brilliant,’ I replied, grinning back. I felt cool and grown-up and very much part of the crowd.

The boy’s name I discovered was Ollie and he was an apprentice printer four years older than me. He was tall with long brown shoulder-length hair, warm brown eyes and a square jaw at the bottom of a long narrow face.

The following spring, when I was fourteen, he asked me to come to a festival with him in Droitwich, at the Chateau Impney hotel. A crowd of us headed off by train. As we waited on the platform, Ollie handed me a pill. ‘Enjoy,’ he said.

‘What is it?’

‘LSD. Don’t worry, I’ll look after you.’

There was a lot in the newspapers around this time about LSD. The Beatles’ song ‘Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds’ had caused an uproar when people claimed it was about the drug, which the Beatles denied. The drug sounded interesting. I trusted Ollie and so I swallowed it. By the time we reached Birmingham New Street, where we needed to change for Droitwich Spa, every hair on Ollie’s arm and chest was a moving coloured snake. I felt like I was walking on air and kept saying, ‘Wow, look at that,’ as a rubbish bin would walk or a phone would talk and people appeared as a myriad of colours. We giggled madly.

We made it to the chateau. Music drifted around the grounds and Ollie and I made love for the first time in a sheltered spot among buttercups. I remember it as a place of clear light and the sweet aroma of hashish mingling with the smell of summery green. As our bodies merged and the colourful snakes on his arms caressed me I felt an amazing closeness to him.

Hours later, returning home, the hallucinations had subsided but I still felt otherworldly. I worried about seeing my mother. I was certain she’d be able to tell I was out of it.

From then on, we took acid just about every weekend. George and I competed to see who could take the most at once. Ollie and I would go off to Cannock Chase, an area of beautiful woods and heathlands, losing ourselves in our fantasies and making love. The world seemed a place of endless bliss.

It was July 1969, the first moon landing, and my mother learnt from her consultant at Guy’s, Dr Black, that the cancer had spread to her lymph nodes and she would have to have them removed. I was a sad girl when I attended the Stones’ free concert in Hyde Park. I cried for Brian Jones, my mother and me as Mick Jagger let loose hundreds of butterflies. I couldn’t understand how they could put Neil Armstrong on the moon and not cure a mere something like cancer.

My mother occasionally found hashish in George’s room and confiscated it. After the experience with Patrick she was worried that George would become an addict too. For some reason I failed to understand, my parents never suspected me. My mother even confided her worries about George to me. Meanwhile my drug-taking continued unchecked. There began to be casualties among our friends. One friend took some acid he never really came back from. Others we knew were facing prison after being caught in possession of hashish. And my mother was in and out of hospital.

My periods had stopped and what I most notably did not do was think. At school I had received no sex education except for playground talk. My mother became embarrassed when I asked her for sanitary towels, so there was no sex education from that quarter. The thought of being pregnant did not enter my mind. If it had entered Ollie’s I don’t know, but I find it hard to imagine it did not. He was older and much more experienced than me.

Eventually I confided in a girlfriend. She came with me to buy a pregnancy-testing kit, which I used at her house.

As soon as I was sure, I met Ollie after school for a coffee in Jenks on the high street.

‘Ollie, I’m pregnant,’ I said quietly and calmly though I was sick and frightened.

‘Oh my God. What are you going to do?’

‘Don’t you mean what are we going to do?’

‘My parents are going to kill me,’ he said.

‘And what do you think mine are going to do to me?’

‘We’ll have to get rid of it.’

I went home alone and upset. I had thought Ollie would have a solution. I also knew that, much as I liked him, I had no wish to marry him. That evening before going to bed I followed the only advice he’d given me and drank a couple of large glasses of gin and had a steaming hot bath. I repeated this for at least a week and it did nothing else but make me feel wretched every morning. I have never touched a drop of gin since.

I started to tell my closest friends at school and they started knitting clothes for the baby. For weeks I tried to find the courage to tell my parents. Should I tell my mother or my father? What should I say? Would they kick me out? Would I be sent away to a Catholic institution for unwed mothers? I could no longer put it off. I was nearly five months pregnant when I finally chose to tell my father. It was at the end of October, just before my sixteenth birthday. My mother was in Guy’s hospital and my father, George, me and the little ones were staying in a hotel in London. I kept wandering from our room to my father’s room, taking a deep breath as I raised my hand to knock at his door, before bottling out and returning to my room. George, who now knew, was losing patience with me.

‘Judy, for goodness’ sake, you have to tell him now.’

Finally my hand made contact with his door. He came and opened it.

‘Judy, is everything all right?’

He looked tired and weary. I hated the thought of piling yet more worry on him.

‘Daddy, I have to talk to you.’

‘Yes, of course. Come in and sit down.’ After I’d managed to get the words out, he asked quietly, ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, I did a test,’ I said, staring at a spot on the carpet.

‘How many weeks?’

‘Nearly five months.’

‘Oh, Judy, why didn’t you tell me before?’

I was so relieved at the gentleness in his voice that I went to hug him. I knelt on the floor with my head in his lap. He stroked my hair gently. I didn’t envy his task of breaking the news to my mother.

They were as understanding as they could be, but in private far from happy. They asked if I wanted to marry Ollie and seemed relieved when I said no. Ollie still came to the house but my mother was cool towards him. We stopped taking drugs but we still made love. I was expelled from the convent school I now attended. The headmistress, Sister Mary Marks, who I was very fond of, gave me ten Hail Marys and ten Our Fathers to say before I collected my belongings and left.

My parents’ solution was that I have the baby adopted. They made contact with the Catholic Church to arrange it. I was enrolled at the local college of further education to finish my O levels.

Sitting in the college common room one day looking at my swollen belly, the truth of what was happening hit me. I felt and then saw a kick, closely followed by another one. It wasn’t just an annoying object, an inconvenience arresting my life – it was a precious little baby, my baby, just like my beloved younger brother and sister. The idea of giving it away suddenly appalled me. I began wildly to think of how I could keep it. I considered moving into a rented house some friends of mine had in Stafford near the jail. I could go on the dole, I thought. I could marry Ollie. It then occurred to me that if I had the baby at home, there was no way my parents would give it away. They would fall in love with it just as I had done. I decided not to tell anyone when I went into labour.

One morning in late March I went for my antenatal appointment at the local hospital. I had a terrible lower back pain.

‘Ooh, I think the wee bairn is coming,’ said the nurse as soon as she examined me.

‘When?’ I asked, alarmed.

‘Impossible to say, lovey, but as soon as your contractions start, call for the ambulance.’

I went home. The backache worsened throughout the day.

‘Are you all right, Judy?’ my mother asked as she saw me wince.

‘I’m fine, Mummy,’ I lied.

My father was away in London and it was only my mother, George and the little ones at home. I found it impossible to relax. As the day wore on I was unable to sit down. I felt overwhelmed by the enormity of what was happening. By eight in the evening the contractions were coming about every twelve minutes. I still said nothing. I said good night to my mother at nine and retired to my room. The contractions became stronger and stronger as I paced my room. By midnight they were about three minutes apart, intense, painful. I was groaning. My mother opened my door.

‘Judy, the ambulance is on its way.’

Within an hour of arriving at the hospital I had given birth to a baby boy. He was immediately whisked away from me.

The following morning I awoke. Nurses were coming into the ward carrying babies which they gently placed into eagerly waiting mothers’ arms. I lay waiting for them to bring my son. He didn’t come.

‘Nurse, will you please bring me my baby?’

She avoided my eyes. ‘I’ll have a word with matron.’

Three days I remained in the hospital; for three days I pleaded to see my son. I was kept subdued with tranquillizers before my father came and took me home. At home my father asked me to sign some forms. The adoption papers. I ran to my room and wept. The doctor came and gave me an injection. Every day my parents asked me again to sign the papers. Every day I spent crying in my bed.

George begged me to pull myself together. Ollie kept phoning but I refused to accept his calls; girlfriends came around and tried to talk to me but nothing helped. Then one morning on the way to the bathroom I heard sobbing. It was my mother; she looked so frail and sad. I realized what a selfish bitch I had been.

‘I’m sorry, Mummy. I’ll sign the papers. But can I please just see him one time to say goodbye?’

Five days later my mother drove me to a large house in Worcester. As I sat in a garden filled with purple rhododendrons, a nurse brought me my son. I looked in awe at this beautiful little creature, with his blue eyes and bald head. I cherished the half-hour I had with him and wondered if I would ever see him again.

The adoption agency had told me that he was going to a professional family and that they already had an adopted daughter and son. I prayed that they would be loving and take good care of my son.

My father was now spending much time in the south of England. He was working for a company in Crawley, Sussex. Over the summer my father took my mother, Masha, Marcus and me to the US. In Los Angeles my mother visited a cancer specialist who told her that her body had become riddled with the disease.


CHAPTER THREE

Nuclear Physics

Because of my mother’s declining health, Masha and Marcus were to start at Catholic boarding schools in September. My parents decided to sell the house and rent one for a while and buy a flat in Brighton. They thought I should leave Stafford and start afresh in Brighton. I was all for this.

Tony Iommi, the guitarist from Black Sabbath, bought our house. He came to view it on a couple of occasions, each time in a different coloured Lamborghini. On each occasion I blagged a lift off him into town, hoping my friends would see me, but they never did.

My father bought a large flat in a Regency mansion block overlooking the sea in Kemp Town, Brighton, an area popular with writers, artists and students. I moved down. Within a few hours of my being there, the phone rang.

‘Hi, Judy, it’s Jude, we’re having a dinner party tonight. Would you like to come?’

‘Thanks, Jude, I’d love to.’

‘See you about eight o’clock then.’

Jude was Patrick’s girlfriend; she shared a flat with a computer analyst called Arthur. Their flat was also in a mansion block in Kemp Town, just off St James Street. I felt nervous as I pressed the doorbell. Patrick opened the door, gave me a big smile and a hug and ushered me in. He looked smart, a respectable businessman. He’d recently begun dressing in expensive suits and getting good haircuts.

I was in awe of Patrick’s friends, who to me were sophisticated and intelligent. I was too scared to say anything in case they thought me silly, stupid or too young. That evening there were seven people there; all the guests were Sussex graduates. Arthur gave me a glass of red wine and we took our places at the oak dining table. I noticed that two chairs remained unoccupied and vaguely wondered whose they were. The doorbell rang. Arthur jumped up eagerly.

‘That will be Howard and Rosie I expect.’ He went out into the hallway.

There settled around the room an air of excited anticipation. Shortly afterwards, a strong-featured man entered the room. He was about six foot in height, in his late twenties with dark longish hair and brilliant blue dancing eyes. He wore a pink shirt over slightly round shoulders and, although slim, his dark trousers rested under a pot belly. Over his arm he carried a dark jacket.

‘Evening,’ he said, with a Welsh valley lilt that could have belonged to Richard Burton; intelligent, smiling eyes encompassed everyone in the room. A tiny, dainty-looking woman accompanied him. She had brown shoulder-length hair, brown saucer-like eyes and delicate features.

Patrick stood up and kissed the woman and shook the man’s hand.

‘I’d like to introduce you to my little sister Judy; she’s just moved here to take her A levels. Judy, these are my good friends Howard and Rosie.’

Howard smiled at me, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners. ‘Welcome to Brighton, Judy.’

Rosie smiled too, her eyes warm. ‘I’m sure you’ll like it here,’ she said.

‘What A levels are you studying? I taught A levels at a crammer college in London. I might be of some help,’ Howard said.

‘History, English lit and sociology,’ I replied.

‘I’m afraid I’m a bit of a science man.’

‘Bloody genius he is,’ I heard someone shout out.

‘Just Welsh devilry,’ Howard bantered back. He grinned at me mischievously. ‘I studied nuclear physics,’ he said.

‘That’s what my father studied.’

‘Really? Patrick never told me. Oxford?’

‘No, Cambridge.’

‘I studied history, Judy,’ Rosie said. ‘Get Patrick to give you my number and give me a call if you need any help.’

Howard and Rosie took their places at the dinner table. Immediately, Howard took from his jacket pocket some skins, a large lump of hashish and some tobacco, and proceeded to roll a joint. I noticed a certain sensuality as he licked each skin, his lips full and generous, his hands soft, narrow with long elegant fingers, the nails blackened from crumbling hash. The task accomplished, he lit the joint, closed his eyes and inhaled the smoke deep into his lungs, a look of contentment spreading over his face. After a few more drags, he handed the joint to the woman next to him and started to roll another one. I noticed the other women present had difficulty keeping their eyes off him and the men also competed for his attention. The joint came to me, the first I had had since my pregnancy. I took a couple of drags before passing it on. I felt my body melting, pieces of talk, laughter, giggles and music floated around, above and below me. Suddenly everyone at the table seemed shadowy. I started to feel faint and had difficulty keeping my eyes open. I noticed another joint about to reach me. I excused myself from the room on the pretence of needing the bathroom. I was walking towards the bathroom, my legs feeling unsteady, when Jude’s bed caught my attention. I stumbled towards it, collapsed and passed out.

I settled happily into life in Brighton. The contrast with Stafford couldn’t have been greater. The city was fun, cosmopolitan and slightly bizarre. The Lanes with their narrow paved streets full of pavement cafés, antiques and jewellery shops were always a delight to walk round. The North Laine area below the station was full of slightly seedy streets where Graham Greene had set many of the scenes in Brighton Rock. The Royal Pavilion, the seaside palace of George IV, with its Chinese-style interior and Indian mogul exterior, was eccentricity itself.

I quickly made many friends; they were almost all students or ex-students of Sussex University. Two Kemp Town pubs became my locals: the Barley Mow and the Harvey. The Barley Mow was run by a family; it played good music, made excellent Welsh rarebit and had a dartboard. The Harvey was run by a Hungarian woman, Friedl, and her husband Charles. It had a jukebox, dartboard and pinball machine and was popular for its cheap lunchtime goulash. Both pubs were well liked by students.

One evening I entered the Harvey. My eyes met Howard’s. I had not forgotten him and I blushed as I recalled how I’d passed out.

‘Hey, Judy, let me get you a drink,’ he called over to me.

I was flattered that he remembered my name. Rosie, who was standing next to him, turned round and a beautiful smile lit up her face.

‘Judy, good to see you again. Let me introduce you to my ex-husband Richard.’

The man sitting next to her on a bar stool turned round to look at me. As he did so he spilt his pint of Guinness and knocked Rosie’s half-pint of bitter all over her expensive-looking tan-coloured suede miniskirt. The moment froze. Then, blustering, Richard picked up some napkins and tried to wipe Rosie’s skirt. As he did this the contents of his shoulder bag spilled out: Gitanes, keys, lighters, a Lloyd’s chequebook and scribbled-on scraps of paper joined the puddle of Guinness and bitter on the stained pub floor.

‘Richard, look what you’ve done! You’ve ruined my skirt. I’m soaking wet. Howard, please take me home.’ Rosie stormed out of the pub.

‘Sorry, Judy, I owe you a drink. Next time I promise.’ Howard left.

I spent the evening in the pub with Richard Powis. It was the start of a long, deep platonic friendship. He was fourteen years older than me, ex-Oxford, now a maths lecturer at Sussex University. He came from a wealthy family and a large trust fund supplemented his income. He was the archetypal eccentric academic. His flat, in beautiful Regency Sussex Square, had unopened mail tossed carelessly to one side, which often lead to the disconnection of the electricity and telephone. His passion was to spend hours puzzling over mathematical equations. He had a young daughter with Rosie, called Emily, otherwise known as Muffin. He walked with a sway, coloured clogs on his feet stamping on the pavement. From his shoulder dangled a brown leather bag, which he constantly mislaid, along with his brown thick-lensed glasses. His light brown hair, usually uncombed, stuck up in tufts. He drove a bright orange BMW.

I was not to see Howard or Rosie for a while after that incident, apart from one occasion when I spotted them kissing in their white Saab. I learnt from Richard that Rosie had become pregnant and that they had moved to London and then to Oxford.

One evening in the Barley Mow I befriended a guy called Rick Conroy.

‘Can I buy you a drink?’ he’d asked.

‘Thank you. A half of lager, please.’

He was tall and slim with long yellowy-brown hair falling over his shoulders rather like a lion’s mane, pale blue innocent
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