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         Praise for Happy Like Murderers:

         
                

         

         ‘Burn’s writing is conversational, warm, alive to the con­tours of narrow lives … The violence, when it comes, is exactly drawn and terrifying … Burn’s sentences are short, neutral to the point of blankness, and they circle the themes here, steadily closing, like Fred West searching the Glouces­ter one-way system for hitch-hikers … The result is a kind of history, a black shaft sunk through Britain during the last half-century … Burn’s main justification for studying them like this is, it seems, simply to write his best book.’ Guardian

         
                

         

         ‘This terrifying book … Burn has researched with great care every detail (my God, the detail) of what went on in the Wests’ house for decades … It is horrible, and there is always unease about why any writer should take such a long journey into uncleanness. But Burn does not embroider the iifacts: he uses his imagination only to try and understand the Wests, especially Fred.’ The Times

         
                

         

         ‘Burn sets their story in the wider context of rapid and drastic postwar migration, social disintegration and dislocation. His strange and powerful book explores the urban flipside of a world that promotes individual choice to a moral imperative but which simultaneously dismantles rural systems of surveil­lance, coercion and restraint … Happy Like Murderers gen­erates its own unnerving poetry.’ Daily Telegraph

         
                

         

         ‘Gordon Burn’s Happy Like Murderers … is a highly sophis­ticated literary construct … He has now told the story of the Wests as if it were his own fiction … It will be seen at once that this is powerful writing. Burn’s approach has given him some real intuition into the world the Wests inhabited, phys­ically, socially and psychologically.’ Evening Standard

         
                

         

         ‘After the race to be the first in print with the worst on the Fred and Rose West case comes Gordon Burn’s volume, the result of vast research and deep, dread reflection, and it’s the best by far … As well as being a powerful piece of prose about how human beings are placed, brutalized and finally defined, it is also a book of fierce humanity which is as much about the vic­tims who lived and died as the supposedly human beings who tormented and killed them.’ Time Out

         
                 

         

         ‘We are not so far removed from the Wests as we might like to believe … they were part of our society, products of our culture, people formed and warped and influenced, and more importantly, sheltered by the structures and values we have built and continue to rely on … There is much here that will make your blood run cold.’ Glasgow Herald iii

         
                

         

         ‘Happy Like Murderers is … startlingly (worryingly) origi­nal and fearless and distressing … This could be fiction. Open a page at random and it could still be fiction, almost: we hear the voices of the characters, slide unnervingly under their skin, into their minds. There are angry, verbless sen­tences; one-word sentences hammering things home: snatches of dialect, mimicked and repeated, the burry Gloucestershire dialect. We are very close-up in this book … He makes us look at the facts and won’t let us look away … He has a nov­elist’s flair for making us understand, the way no one else has managed to do, what the relationship was like between the couple.’ Observer

         
                

         

         ‘Unsettlingly, Burn shows that theirs was a world where dozens of men were eager to make use of the sex on offer in the West household … And as for the content. I mean it as a tribute to Gordon Burn when I say that it is numbingly, hauntingly horrible.’ Mail on Sunday iv
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            Introduction

            by Benjamin Myers

         

         What you hold in your hands is not merely a book: it is a haunted object, a litany of disgust; it is a helter-skelter ride down into Dante’s inferno, an archaeological dig into an England previously unseen.

         It contains within it the story of a notorious couple – a loving, long-term and rather dreary looking couple – who committed crimes so heinous, against family members and strangers alike, and for so long a period, that they now occupy their own dark corner in English criminal history. Like the rarest of pop stars, politicians or celebrities, they are recognised by their first names alone.

         Fred and Rose.

         I’d make the bold claim that Happy Like Murderers, Gordon Burn’s long and detailed account of the Wests, is the best-ever British crime book, and indeed I have done so on many occasions, to many people. I’ve pressed copies into the hands of friends and then had them silently returned weeks later with a lowering of the eyes, a frown or a slow shaking of the head. Not because the book is bad, but because it is so unflinchingly honest – this is a book to be survived.

         It’s a punishment beating of a work, a long descent into a hellish but also banal world, a world that is nevertheless all too real, and therefore cannot be turned away from if we are to acknowledge the evil that men and women do, and then hopefully learn from it. vi

         If the case of Jimmy Savile (a subject Burn would surely have tackled in his own inimitable way had he still been with us) has taught us anything, it’s that the keeping-quiet about such things – rape, torture, incest, murder – allows them to carry on unchecked. Silence is complicity, and in the case of Savile, several major British institutions must shoulder some blame. ‘It was different times’ is no excuse. Similarly, we learn that the Wests could have been halted had the signs been better interpreted.

         I first read this book while staying in an attic room in Newcastle. If I stuck my head out of the skylight, I could see across the Town Moor, close to where Gordon Burn grew up. To know that greatness came from nearby was inspiring. And while I was meant to be researching and writing my own project, I found that my mind was entirely taken over by his prose and these characters – previously one-dimensional portraits that existed only in inky, pixelated newsprint – that Burn brought into being on the page. Years later, in a situation most Burn-ian, I would find myself working for prolonged solitary periods at the late writer’s desk in a remote cottage in Scotland that belonged to him and his wife, Carol Gorner, surrounded by the ephemera of a literary life I had only ever admired from afar.

         In Happy Like Murderers, Gordon Burn drags England’s grubby little secrets out from the cellar and into the sunlight for all to see. He lays them out on the lawn, on the patio, and picks them apart. He asks ‘how?’ and wonders ‘why?’ There is little judgment on display here, a factor that elevates this book high above sensationalism and into a rare literary sphere inhabited by those few books that Burn cited as an influence, chief among them In Cold Blood by Truman Capote and The Executioner’s Song by Norman Mailer, two touchstone works that pioneered the genre of factual fiction and the embedded journalist-as-author. Happy Like Murderers easily holds its own in this slim pantheon.

         Not only is this journalistic reportage at the most involved and forensic level, it is also novelistic, with Burn giving voice to all viiconcerned, not least the victims who, in such cases, often get overshadowed by the bogeyman figures whose orbits they have had the great misfortune to wander into.

         First published in 1998, few who have read the book in the intervening years have critiqued its literary merits, as the prose, tone, rhythm and level of research are all exceptional. Instead, the common reaction is to remark upon how utterly depraved Fred and Rose West were, to which there is no response other than a simple nod of agreement. Yes. Yes, they were.

         But Burn walks backwards from the court case where he first encountered the sordid details of perhaps Britain’s most diabolical crimes, back beyond the bodies buried beneath the concrete of 25 Cromwell Street, and through the lives of this pathetic pairing to hack away at the roots that run deep into the Gloucestershire and Herefordshire soil (pity the pretty parish village of Much Marcle, whose name is forever tainted through association with the beginnings of Fred’s two-decade-long killing spree.)

         Burn gives it to us undiluted. Here in the family histories of Fred West and Rosemary Letts – hard existences lived in rural poverty that read like Thomas Hardy scripting Deliverance or the works of H. E. Bates being shredded by Ed Gein – he finds legacies of brutality that go some way to suggesting that sometimes people are products of their environments. Not all victims become aggressors, of course – quite the opposite. But sometimes they do. Sometimes the beaten dog bites back, twice as hard. Burn’s uncovering of the sexual deviance, chaos and violence of the couple’s early lives adds a dimension to the story that was rarely seen in the swathes of sensationalist tabloid reporting of a case that dominated the daily papers from the arrest of Fred in February 1994 to Rose’s conviction of ten murders in November 1995.

         Yet Burn does not evince sympathy for the pair in the reader, he merely builds a layered story, voice upon voice, vice upon vice, to present the facts. But he does so with a sharply focussed sense of place; of rural attitudes, old ways, West Country accents and in Fred’s viiidistinctive way of speaking, a repetitious and semi-literate rearranging of words that seem to come out, as they say, back asswards, a voice that once heard is never forgotten. In any other circumstance we might say there is almost a poetry to it, but in the mouths of Fred and Rose the Gloucester accent becomes a malevolent force. To recognise this and then capture it on paper so compellingly requires a writer of the highest – and bravest – order.

         Burn himself did not emerge from this book unscathed. How could he? This account cannot be reversed, rubbed out or forgotten, for the writer or the reader alike. We know that he often woke from nightmares in the deepest blue moments of night, shaking, sweating, traumatised by the undertaking, the burden. Haunted by the type of murderers who we thought only existed on remote farms in far-flung American backwaters, relics of the past with double-barrel first names, forever lost in the vastness of a continent, Burn vowed never to write anything as psychically destructive.

         But this is an utterly English story, an occultist and pornographic rendering of a grubby nation laden with the symbols of an age, a world of country lanes and DIY, fizzy pints, road works and five bar gates, Portakabins, contact mags and hitchhikers, toolboxes and Transit vans, mismatched bra and knickers, sadism and sour milk, abortions and secrets buried, literally buried, beneath fenceposts and knock-off concrete, the bones of the lost left there, to one day be excavated and remembered and honoured. Cromwell Street: even the name is steeped in the history of this strange island of ours.

         In Happy Like Murderers, Gordon Burn trains his spotlight into the cobwebbed niches of twisted human behaviour. He journeys to the dark side and reports back for those who dare to delve into his findings. If anything, it’s a work of exorcism, a raising and banishing of ghosts, a catharsis for an entire country.

         It is undoubtedly a work of genius.

         
             

         

         Benjamin Myers

2019
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            Chapter One

         

         Quedgeley is a suburb on the southern edge – the Bristol side – of Gloucester. And Carol lived in Quedgeley until the age of four, in a big house surrounded by several acres. Just before she was born, though, the big house had been broken up into bedsits, and the fields closest to the house had become a cara­van park.

         In those days – it was the years following the war; the mid-fifties – box-shaped prefabs had been put down on the bombsites and patches of wasteland to provide accommoda­tion for all the demobilized servicemen and their instant young families; and caravan sites had sprung up in fields adjoining many towns and villages for the same reason.

         The site at Quedgeley Court was one of these. The ’vans, as the occupants called them, weren’t holiday ’vans, but were occupied all the year round by large, unruly, poorer-off fam­ilies. Although they had no real reason to, the families living in the house, whose interior walls were no thicker than the caravan shells, considered themselves a slight cut above the ’van people, who slept in beds that by day became cabinets and tables, and who had to share facilities for bathing and so on.

         They were circumstances that intrigued Carol, who would go through her whole childhood and teenage years without knowing what it was like to have anywhere to think of as purely her own. Growing, often warring, families, strangers to each other, were squeezed into living spaces in which every intimate sound was overheard, while green fields stretched 4away on all sides, apparently doing nothing, towards the horizon.

         Carol’s mother’s name was Elizabeth. She would have liked her neighbours at Quedgeley Court and others to call her ‘Liz’, but at this point in her life she always got ‘Betty’, a name apparently better suited to a pub cleaner, which is what she occasionally was, and a single mother.

         Betty Mills had had two children before Carol. The first, Christopher, was what was then known as a ‘blue baby’; he had a hole in the heart and lived for only about a year. He also had six fingers on each hand and six toes on each foot, and for his short life was fostered out to a woman called ‘Nanny’ Munroe who lived on Barnwood Road in Glouces­ter, close to the Black Dog pub where Betty Mills worked, which made it easy for her to see him. She still got to spend time with Christopher but he couldn’t live with her.

         Her second son, Phillip, was born in 1953, a year and a half before Carol. Because he was overdue, Phil arrived bright red and covered in fine white hair from head to foot, compared to Carol, who was a big bonny baby with beautiful black curly hair. Their mother was always telling them and other people this as a way of showing how they had been different from the word go, and Phil used to hate it. Used to hate her, Carol was sure, for being their mother’s favourite. When she was two, Phil fed her bacon rind and she nearly choked to death. She often wonders now if that was his first show of dislike towards her. In years to come, if it ever happened that they were out at the same place together and his friends were showing an interest, he got that he would pretend to throw up when she walked past him and call her names under his breath. He showed a frightening contempt for her which esca­lated during her teens. So no closeness there.

         The blue baby’s, Christopher’s, father was not the same as Phillip’s and Carol’s. Phillip and Carol were conceived from 5the same man, but he was not the man to whom Betty Mills was married at the time.

         Her domestic situation was complicated, but complicated in the straightforward way the system would gear itself to handling in the upheavals of the next twenty or thirty years, in a time of more and more multi-parent and serial-parent, accidental, mongrel families.

         Betty Mills was married to a man called Raine, and this was the name her children had been given. Albert Raine was a merchant seaman. He was also homosexual. She hadn’t known this of course when she married him, but Betty soon deduced it from the friends he brought home. Phillip’s and Carol’s natural father, who Betty had been seeing without Bert Raine knowing, was an Irish roadman called Michael Mahoney.

         Until the opening of the Severn bridge, Gloucester was the lowest crossing point on the river Severn and all traffic from southern England travelling into South Wales passed through the centre of the city. Likewise traffic travelling the north– south route prior to the opening of the M5 motorway. The main shopping streets were permanently choked with tarpau­lined, long-haul trucks and lorries, belching fumes, shedding dirt. Michael Mahoney was part of the post-war programme of resurfacing and reconstruction. He was the foreman of a gang of labourers who were laying new roads in Gloucester.

         He had made it clear to Betty Mills when Phillip was on the way in 1953 that he couldn’t marry her because, leaving aside the fact that she was married herself, there was a girl at home in Cork to whom he had given his promise. But Carol came along eighteen months later, and Betty Mills and Michael Mahoney were still on some kind of terms during the years she was living at Quedgeley Court in the late fifties.

         Most of the ’van dwellers were eventually rehoused on the sprawling satellite estates that had been going up at Coney Hill 6and White City in Gloucester. But, after a brief period doing menial work on a farm in Painswick and living there with the children, in 1959 Betty Mills found herself having to move in for a time with Michael Mahoney in his council flat in Matson.

         It was the kind of rootless and insecure existence that would have bred anxiety in most people. And it is probable that Betty Mills wasn’t as unalive to the sense of perilousness and drift in her life as she liked to appear. But stop-gapping and tiding-over, a total absence of stability or direction – this was the only way of living she had known. It was the kind of scraping by she had grown up to expect. It was what life had handed her. Hanging on to her children was her only object and aim. When times were bad she would swear to them that she would never put them away or leave them. Really swear it. And this puzzled them, because at that time they were ignorant of the details – what they call ‘the roots and shoots’ – of Betty’s background.

         Her own mother had had a string of children by different men. They were born in special homes for unmarried moth­ers usually adjoined to a workhouse, then passed over to the authorities for rearing. Betty was born in 1928 and she was the youngest. Two brothers, Syd and Ben, were already in an orphanage, and she soon joined them. Hampton Home, 1 Peewitt Lane, Evesham. Eight boys in one house; eight girls in the other. They lived in separate cottages next door to each other and, although the boys knew that Betty was their sister, they never really had anything to do with her, and vice versa.

         As soon as she was old enough, Betty was put to work fetching and carrying, scrubbing floors, skivvying. Every day the same as any other in the flattened landscape of her life. And then, when she was four, an older sister who had gone into service on the Isle of Wight came on a visit. She said she had come to take Betty and her brothers to see their grand­parents in Salford Priors in the Vale of Evesham. 7

         They set out on foot and were still walking in open country when dusk started to come down. Even as an old man Syd Mills would remember walking for ever until they came to a wood where the two brothers and the two sisters slept outside the fence. When they woke, they crossed a newly ploughed field towards the lighted windows of a house in the distance. Syd, only six then, could remember looking through the win­dow and seeing a small old man, a big old woman and a man with his feet up on the iron range.

         But they were not made welcome. They had walked all the previous night and slept under a hedge before continuing their walk to Gramma’s just to be made to feel unwanted. They were greeted at the door with a ‘What do you want?’ Syd and Betty spent the night on the sofa sleeping spoon fash­ion and he would always remember waking up in the morn­ing and hearing his mother singing ‘The Old Rustic Bridge by the Mill’ as she cleaned the grate in the hearth.

         More than twenty years later, Betty Mills would repeat the trek, only this time by bus and with Phillip and Carol in tow. She had lost contact with all her brothers and sisters as they left the home and went off to the army or wherever was their destination, but she had found her mother and wanted to show her children off to her. Her mother, though, had got married by this time and didn’t want her in-laws to know about her previous life as it could only make trouble for her. They were turned away and the door shut in their faces.

         It would take Carol many years to realize the hardships her mother had endured as a child, never being shown affection, being rejected. She would realize then how lucky she herself had been, having a mother who always told her that she was a beautiful baby and always would be beautiful. Her favourite line, used so often when Carol complained that she had no nice clothes to put on, was ‘Carol, it doesn’t matter what you wear. If you wore a sack you’d still look beautiful.’ 8

         Carol was four in 1959 when she, her mother and her brother moved in with her natural father, Michael Mahoney, in his flat in Matson. Carol knew that this man, and not the man whose name she carried, was her ‘real’ father, and because of that she loved him. He was big, tall and strong with her own thick dark hair, and she thought of Michael as looking like Clint Walker in Cheyenne on the television. He drove a motorbike with a side-car and raced her around the countryside in it. Sometimes she even got to sit up behind him on the pillion. She has always been drawn to motorbikes and the men who ride them, probably because of that con­nection.

         Among her lasting memories of what she would continue to think of as her dad’s flat were the big picture of Mary and Jesus with the follow-you eyes hanging in the living room, and the accordion in Michael’s room which she was told would be hers one day, but which she was forbidden to touch without him being present.

         And then, through no fault of her own, although she believed it was – there had been a blow-up over some shillings kept in the kitchen for the gas meter which she had taken and which had resulted in Michael being angry enough to raise his voice to her – it was again time to move on. Her dad had said she was a bad girl and that he didn’t want a bad girl living with him. But that wasn’t why they were going. Betty and Michael had had an understanding from the begin­ning that this living together as a family could only ever, for their own undisclosed reasons, be a temporary arrangement.

         Betty was thirty-one or thirty-two by now. Carol was four; Phillip, six. From Michael Mahoney’s they went to stay with Joan and Jimmy, the Bradys, an Irish Catholic couple they had known back at Quedgeley Court and who, despite the move, were living in what were fast becoming overcrowded condi­tions. It was while lodging with the Bradys that Betty met the 9man who was going to be her next husband and the father of her second family. He would also of course be the stepfather of her existing children.

         Alf Harris had fair hair that was turning grey. He was twelve years older than Betty Mills and he wore a trilby hat and a suit, as Carol noticed. She also noticed that her mother spent most of the time in the outside toilet on the afternoon of that first meeting. Carol knew that was where she was because she was out in the garden herself waiting for the trains going past the end of it, into and out of Gloucester sta­tion. She enjoyed scaring herself standing so close to the noise. Betty came indoors when the men went along the street to the pub, but she went quiet and shy again when they came back. It was only a couple of weeks, perhaps three, before she told Phillip and Carol that Mr Harris was going to be their new dad, and only six weeks until she married him.

         
            *

         

         ‘Imagine you come from the city, and you’re suddenly down here with all these strange people you have to call brothers and sisters and dads an’ that.’

         Having, at the age of five, discovered her ‘real’ father, Carol wasn’t ready to surrender him. The other thing she wasn’t ready for was the fight to get noticed against the com­petition of a ready-made brood of brothers and sisters. The third was the move from Gloucester out into what, even at her age, she was townie enough to regard as hillbilly country.

         Thanks to the work of Dennis Potter – his television plays and interviews and essays – we have a fuller picture of what it has been like to live in the Forest of Dean in the last half a century than in possibly any other geographically discrete part of England.

         The Forest is about twelve miles by road from Gloucester (‘a city one would always want to get out of as quickly as possible’, Potter wrote), on the other side of the river Severn. 10The river Wye makes the western boundary of ‘this little country on its own’, and Wales is just across Offa’s Dyke. Throughout his life, Potter circled endlessly around the theme of the Forest’s seclusion and physical isolation and the inwardness it has bred in the people who live there. The muttonheadedness of Foresters resulting from inbreeding and incest (‘couldn’t find his arse with both hands’) was until quite recent times a standing joke in towns in the surround­ing area. The closeness to the Welsh borders accounts for a dialect that is more or less unintelligible to non-Foresters.

         The insularity was something that Potter, typically, both celebrated and deplored. (At the age of ten, ‘between VE day and VJ day’, he had been molested – ‘abused out of inno­cence’ – by an older male relative, an event he didn’t mention to anybody for more than thirty years.)

         The first film Potter made for the BBC was a documentary about the encroachment of the modern world into a way of life that had turned for generations around the same old For­est immutables: chapel, rugby football, the brass band, the pub and the choir. A Woolworths, ‘a new candy-coloured shop called simply “Do It Yourself”’ and a Co-op super­market had opened in Cinderford; and there was a coffee bar called the ‘Telebar’ at the bottom of the town, down the hill past the war memorial, Potter noted regretfully. Its main draw, a black-and-white television, had recently been super­seded by a Sputnik-design juke-box aglow with cheap cas­cading colours. ‘The young people in the room jigged their feet and snapped their fingers, with something of the saving grace of self-parody, talking spasmodically in broad Forest accents: “If thou’s ask me, thik box could do wi a good butt ash round the back on in.”’

         This was 1961, a year after Betty Mills had married Alf Harris and moved to Cinderford.

         Harris was a miner at the Northern United, one of the deep 11shaft pits that before the war had provided jobs for almost all able-bodied men in the Forest; pick-and-shovel pits kept going by grinding shiftwork. He would have a wash or shower at work before cycling home along the paths in the thick clumps of forest between pit and village. But there would still be coal dust around his eyes and in his ears, as Carol noticed with her eye for noticing. He never got really clean. His skin was always a kind of yellow. Black circles around his eyes and bright blue eyes shining through.

         Harris had a Forest job and, away from work, followed pastimes that rooted him firmly in the community of the For­est. He had built a shed and made it his workshop. (‘Come in, o’ but, cast thee eyes over my abode.’) He used to build things. Shelves, doors, tables … He’d get a couple of old chairs, take the legs off, put a new top on and make a table. Toboggans. Breakfast bars when they came in. Hen coops. Dog kennels. Even Carol had to admit. He was quite handy, actually.

         Harris used to breed white Canadian rabbits. He had chickens; bred chicks. When they moved, from the third-floor flat in Grenville House where he was first living with Betty Mills to a house with a bit of garden, he borrowed two wild ponies from a neighbour to get the grass down. Tied them to poles in the garden so they went round in circles cropping. One of the bastards nearly choked itself on its straps during the night and he had to go out in the dark and unwind it. Bloody kids all hanging out the windows watching.

         Brass. That was another of his interests. He collected brass in all shapes and sizes and worked out a way of getting the kids to keep it polished for him by turning it into a competi­tion. Newspapers out on the table, and ready, steady, rub, who’s got the shiniest?

         Autumn came, he would be out collecting wood from the nearby forest. He had knocked up a little kind of box-buggy 12thing that ran on pram wheels, and sometimes he would allow Carol to ride in it on the way there if she wasn’t jibing him with not being her real father and he wasn’t lashing out at her and they were enjoying one of their truces. On the way home she’d help drag it if it wasn’t too heavy.

         The marriage between Betty Mills and Alf Harris was a transaction of sorts, and obliquely acknowledged as such by both parties: she had no home; he had children to look after.

         Harris was a widower. His wife had died of cancer in her thirties. The children of that first marriage had been put with relatives after the death of their mother. But now that their father had another woman, they gradually started drifting back home. Chrissy, nine; Keith, eleven; Josephine, fifteen; Raymond, sixteen. Phil and Carol had met Mr Harris only twice and suddenly he was their dad and they had gained three older brothers and a sister. Now they were no longer three, but part of a large family, shut off in the Dean Forest.

         Almost straightaway there were problems. It would have been more surprising had there not been.

         It was Carol, Phil, Chris and Keith at first, all rubbing up against each other, jockeying for position. When they first went to live in Cinderford (‘Zinnerfud’), their mother would put Phil and Carol on the double-decker Red and White bus to Gloucester about once a month. Michael Mahoney would meet them and take them shopping for toys and clothes and generally spoil them. Naturally they couldn’t see why this didn’t go down very well with the have-nots back in ‘the sticks’, as Carol still calls the Forest, although she has lived there now for forty years.

         Then something happened and Michael Mahoney stopped seeing them. All they knew was their stepfather told them that their dad didn’t want to see them any more; didn’t want nothing to do with them. Later they would discover that their father had tried to keep in touch with them but all his cards 13and letters and small presents of money had been intercepted. At the time, though, Carol couldn’t think what bad thing she had done to make him not want to see her. She started to feel life going downhill for her from then on.

         Then, only months after getting married, her mother announced that she was expecting a baby. That would turn out to be Suzanne, Carol’s first Harris sister.

         Carol was still five when Suzanne was born. She was six when she started spending time with a neighbour, an elderly friend of Alf Harris’s.

         She would sometimes be left in his care while her mother and Alf went shopping. He gave her cuddles. She’d sit on his lap and watch TV. Then one day Alf got really angry and he was shouting at the old man and the old man was crying and Carol was dragged out of his house. She would remember feeling very upset about seeing him cry. Later her mum and dad told her she was not to go round there again as they had been doing something very bad, but that the old man couldn’t help it as he was not right in the head. If they’d done some­thing bad and he wasn’t to blame, then she must be. That’s how she figured it. The first time she had been made to feel bad about herself. She takes consoling from an elderly family friend she likes and trusts. He interferes with her. Life going downhill.

         About three years later, which would make her ten, there was to be another incident with another man, this time a friend of her mother’s. That is, the father of a friend of her mother’s. Another elderly man. This one’s trick was to keep a bag of sweets in his pocket and invite her to put her hand in his pocket and get one out. As she did, he pushed her hand down on to his penis which was hard, and held it there. This time she didn’t tell anyone about it until years later.

         Sometime in 1962, when Suzanne was only a few months old and Betty was already pregnant or about to get pregnant 14with the twins, Angela and Adrian, she walked out on Alf Harris. Put Suzanne in the pram, sat Carol on the pram, grabbed Phillip by the hand and started walking. They got as far as Westbury-on-Severn, which is six miles, seven miles from Cinderford. Reached the police station there and got sent back. She had nowhere to go, so they brought them back. Some childhood memory of walking.

         Quite soon after this – Carol assumed he must have hit her or something – Betty left again and they actually did stay in a caravan on some site in Gloucester somewhere. Carol can remember being there. She can remember being scared of the caravan, being wary of it and having the curtains drawn. She thinks it was because they were waiting for her stepfather to find them.

         With Angela and Adrian, it made eight children in the Har­ris home, three of them under the age of three. Carol noticed a change of smell on her mother. She started to smell of babies. Betty suffered an ectopic pregnancy in 1963, and in 1964 gave birth to another set of twins, Richard and Robert. Five children in four years and a daughter who had started cheeking up the man she refused to think of as her ‘dad’. Carol was very pretty and very bright and always looking for an excuse to tell Alf Harris that she didn’t have to do what he told her to because he wasn’t her real father. Which would earn her a smack. She could be fiery.

         Betty was starting to slap Alf’s son, Keith, around and being hard on Christopher, who was in trouble with the police. She was getting quite nasty with Keith and Chrissy. Then Alf would be picking on Carol, and she’d be rebelling against him. He smashed her head into the wall and ruptured her eardrum.

         Into this turmoil in the flats – Hill Dene council estate in Cinderford had a bad name for being a rough area – stepped Alf Harris’s oldest boy, Raymond. Raymond was about eigh­teen 15and Carol was about eight, and they were at each other’s throats straightaway.

         He’d sit in front of the fire when he got home from work and take his socks off and pick the skin off his feet and his pimples and either flick them into the fire or over Carol. Carol’s mother would tell him off but he just did it all the more. So that was gross, even without the smell and the fact that he was monopolizing the heating. In those days the fire was all the heating they had, so they’d all try and huddle round it, but he’d be there with his smelly feet and that would put you off. He’d come in and take his boots off and put his feet up on the range and then the smell would come up from them. ‘Tell Raymond to move his feet, mum.’ The start of another cosy evening in front of the fire.

         Raymond and Betty got that they would argue on sight and because Carol was a ‘mummy’s girl’ he’d do what he could to antagonize her so she’d complain to her mother and that would start a fight. He’d push her or whatever, and then Alf Harris would come in on it.

         The worst thing Raymond used to do, though, was tell Carol that he’d put bogeys in her porridge. Alf Harris used to make them up porridge, and Carol couldn’t stand it but she had to eat it. It was slimy. And Raymond if he was around would come in and say, ‘I’ve just blown my nose into that.’ And that used to make her feel sick, and sometimes she was sick. Then her stepdad would slap her one for playing up and not eating her food. Then her mum would start on him. This is how it happens in big families.

         It got that Carol hardly ate anything. Then she started suf­fering with heavy nosebleeds nearly every day. It was nothing for her to soak two towelling nappies with the blood she lost. Sometimes it was so profuse that she’d choke. She’d get clots in her nose blocking the air off and her mouth would fill up with blood and she’d panic. If she blew her nose it just got 16worse. So – and she was aware that it was a filthy habit – she’d remove the clots by hooking them out with a hairgrip.

         One day her brother Raymond came in as she was doing this and he gave her a smack around the head and told her off for being a dirty bitch; nothing but a filthy little bitch. He had a fit on her in front of her friend. Slapped her face and made her sit on a chair with a nappy under her nose and if she moved he’d hit her around the head, disgusted by this pollut­ing substance which perhaps in his adolescent’s mind he was associating with menstrual blood. ‘Sit there and don’t move. Move and I’ll hit you again.’ Then she choked coughing and the blood splattered over the carpet and he punched her in the stomach.

         That was the last straw for Betty when she found out about it. She said she’d take Carol and Phillip and leave, but she didn’t. She’d just discovered she was pregnant again.

         The only one of Alf Harris’s children who hadn’t come home to live was Josephine. She had gone on living with her aunt Marje and her husband uncle Ralph Trigge. In 1963, when Betty’s first set of twins were a year old, Josephine got pregnant and married her long-term boyfriend John Thomas. They took Raymond and his girlfriend on honeymoon on a boat with them. A few days later there was a lot of visitors and the police came to the flat. The honeymoon was cut short. Raymond had gone missing at sea. One night Ray went out on the deck alone to do something, and the sail pole hit him, knocking him out and overboard. He’d had a few drinks. His body was washed up nearly a week later. Carol was about ten years old then and she found her mother cry­ing at a neighbour’s, and she was told Ray was dead. She was so happy she laughed and said ‘good’ and got another good hiding for that too. She couldn’t disguise her happiness that he wasn’t coming back. Did a few ‘yeh!’s and a little dance. She was generally obnoxious. Mrs Mathews, the neighbour, 17smacked her face and threw her out of the door saying she was a wicked girl. Later that day she got another good hiding off Alf. She was just so relieved that at least one of her bullies was gone. She’d often wished that Alf would just die and that they could all be happy again. The hidings got worse and more frequent.

         One thing she hated Alf for was he made her wear a pair of hobnail shoes to school. They were great clumpy things with laces and there were studs under the soles and heels and they made loud clip-clop noises when she walked. It was a sound that had been a familiar one for generations around the vil­lages in the Forest but, with the gradual closure of the pits, it was fast dying out. The clamp, clamp of steel-toed pit boots could be heard minutes before the men came by, and children would rush to the windows in Coleford, Coalpit Hill, Cin­derford, Coalway, eager to see the coal-black faces. The min­ers would walk home from the evening shift with carbide lamps or candles encased in jamjars, often singing hymns or band tunes, their boots ringing out.

         But that was history. Carol was eight in 1963; nine in 1964. The Twist had been and gone. The Beatles were making the Liverpool sound international. A Hard Day’s Night had already played at Cinderford’s flea-pit cinema. She wanted something a bit less pre-historic in the shoe department; some­thing more up to date and modern. But every time she raised the subject, Alf said she would have to wear the hobnails until they wore out. That would be when she was an old lady of twenty as far as she was concerned at the time.

         Behind where they lived used to be all meadows. There was a field with a pond in it where in the spring they’d go to col­lect tadpoles. There was a conker tree and a derelict wall, which they’d climb on to watch the big black horse that grazed there. The horse was called Chris. He was quite wild and most people avoided him, but Carol didn’t. She’d sit on 18the wall for hours trying to entice him over with grass. They got used to each other. Carol felt they had something in com­mon, her with her bullying at home and him with the spiteful boys that threw stones at him. Those boys had made him ner­vous and then he turned nasty. She started to treat some younger girls nasty, she didn’t know why. Probably because she was too small to hit Alf and so she picked on others even weaker and smaller, needing to take her unhappiness out on somebody.

         But she wasn’t miserable all the time. It wasn’t all fighting and abuse at their flat at 95 Hill Dene, later named Grenville House. Whenever anybody brought home a new baby, say, or got married, the whole flats came out to welcome them home or see them off, whichever the case might be. They had decent neighbours, all struggling to keep their heads above water, and there were many laughs and good times.

         When Carol was eleven, the family moved to a three-bedroom council house on the same estate. Alf Harris had lost his job the previous year, due to an accident at work down the pit which meant he couldn’t use his hand to grip any more. He had a bedroom to himself in the new house. Carol shared a double bed with one of her sisters and her mother slept in another double bed in the same room with a second sister. Betty had stopped sleeping with Alf by then. There were two doubles and a single bed in the third bed­room for the boys.

         In addition, Alf also had his big shed in the garden to retreat to. His workshop. The shed became very popular with the boys in the neighbourhood, who would want to sneak in for a look when he wasn’t there. Alf was a regular reader of Parade magazine, and he had plastered the walls with its pages of pin-ups. They weren’t bad, in the pornographic sense. There was no hair. Just topless. Parade was a kind of working man’s Playboy. But they were in full colour, and at 19the time that kind of thing was still considered quite racy. Carol would certainly notice her brothers’ mates trying to get in to have a look around there. Cop a look when they thought nobody was watching.

         Whenever Carol had to go in the shed herself, to take Alf a cup of tea or something, it would always bring a touch of heat into her face and she would shyly look away from the pictures of oiled and bare-breasted women. In the years to come she would get persistent requests to do glamour model­ling herself. She would be crowned Cinderford Carnival Queen in 1977 and ride through the streets on a camel. And that would bring in a steady stream of offers of catalogue and lingerie work, eventually leading to topless modelling and a try-out for Page Three in the Sun.

         Up to the age of fourteen, though, she had no body-confidence. She started to worry that her body wasn’t devel­oping at the same speed as everybody else’s. Even Jenny Pow­ell had boobs and she was the tiniest girl in their class. Carol had no boobs and no pubic hair and no periods. She hated the fact that she didn’t even need a 32aa bra yet. She was mates with all the boys in her class. One of the boys. That was her.

         Then when she was thirteen she was involved in an inci­dent that further undermined her confidence. It gave her a knock. She had taken the bus from Cinderford into Glouces­ter to go swimming at Barton Baths. She had gone as part of a group that included one of her brothers and some of his friends and a friend of her own called Dawn from the flats. Instead of going straight back home when they finished swimming, they decided to go to Gloucester Park. While she was with Dawn in the women’s toilet in the park, Carol was assaulted by an older man.

         Dawn was inside the cubicle and Carol was waiting and the man suddenly rushed at her, making strange throaty noises 20and grabbing. They struggled to the floor, his hands grabbing inside her pants, her hands grabbing his, trying to bend his fin­gers backwards to get him off. She was sliding down the wall and trying to scream but no noise was coming out. Dawn, who was tiny for her age, jumped on his back but she couldn’t pull him off. All the time he was making strange groaning noises, so Dawn ran out and grabbed two passers-by and they dragged him away. By the time the police arrived a crowd had gathered, among them a gang of young men. The man who had attacked her was sobbing and crying, and the men in the gang were jeering and going ‘Gwan, let the poor bugger go.’ The man was charged with indecent assault and found guilty. He was fifty-four years old and a mental patient from Coney Hill hospital and had done this kind of thing before. But once again Carol had been made to feel that it was her fault. She kept reliving the sensation of travelling backwards through the air before hitting the wall and of then being under the man with Dawn on top of the man and the man clawing sharply at her under her skirt. And then the fact that it wasn’t her but the man who was crying and the voices calling out to let him go.

         In the immediate aftermath of this attack, two strange but possibly connected things occurred: Carol started to have morbid thoughts about ending up in the papers as a murder victim; obsessively thinking that her picture would be on the front page of some paper because she’d been found dead. ‘I know I’m going to be famous,’ she started telling friends after the incident in the park. ‘But it’s going to be for being a body.’ At the same time, she realized that for the first time ever the older boys at school were taking a bit of notice of her. But when she found herself alone with a boy, in the woods or just innocently walking at the edge of the forest, she’d inevitably end up looking, scrutinizing the shadows and the undergrowth, terrified she was going to find a body.

         When she was fourteen, she started going out with a 21sixteen-year-old, Clive Kibble, and, after a few months, lost her virginity to him. Clive taught her how to ride a motorbike and a scooter and at the beginning they’d spend hours tearing around the tracks in the wood and the green outside his home. After the sex came into it, though, it just seemed to spoil things for her. She was always making him cry by being nasty to him and being jealous. She changed so much she didn’t even like herself.

         Puberty, when it happened, came very quickly. She went from nothing straight into a 34a bra. She started getting a great deal of male attention, and by the time she was fifteen was known as ‘Jailbait of the Year’ in Cinderford and the sur­rounding area. This led to her getting picked on a lot by other girls whose boyfriends found her attractive. One girl had a car pull up, Carol was dragged into it and had the doors slammed on her legs. She was beaten up while in the car and then thrown out of it. She was carried home by some of her brothers’ friends and Betty went hysterical.

         She was a well-fancied woman – ‘a well-flirted filly’, as she herself puts it. Maybe it was her body language or whatever it was. But from the age of fourteen she started to get an abundance of male attention, and with the male attention you got the girlfriends following behind, like threatening. She couldn’t help it. If Carol went to a disco, nine out of ten times some girl would hit her when she went in the toilets on account of her boyfriend’s wandering eye. If their men looked at her, she’d be the one to blame; the one who’d get the smacked face or the head cracked against the mirror or the lavatory.

         At the age of fifteen, she started seeing a local biker. She used to go to work with his mum apple-picking. His name was Graham and he was eighteen and she was the only girl in their crowd when they went to the pictures or to Mallory Park motorbike races. Carol went out with Graham for a 22year but as soon as they had a sexual relationship going she started getting jealous again and insecure, and that was what finally ruined that relationship, her bad jealousy tantrums.

         After it ended, she was in danger of going quite seriously off the rails for a while. A woman called Kate with a house in the woods and a bad name said she wanted Carol to babysit for her. Carol said OK with no thought about what she might be getting herself into. The woman’s husband had left her and she would go out with several different men and they’d come back to her place after the pubs had closed and more often than not it would turn into a party. Of course some of these men or their friends would get after Carol but she was still only fifteen and they were all too old for her. They all tried it on and on one or two occasions she gave in to get rid of their attentions. If she got tired of fighting off a man she would give in just to get rid of him, or she’d have had too much to drink and it just happened.

         She wasn’t capable of dealing with their sexual advances and she earned herself a bad reputation. Which led to more and more unwanted admirers. She didn’t like to say no because she thought they would think she was childish. ‘Then I turned into a wild child,’ she says. ‘I slept around a lot.’ Her brother Phillip, who had never been close to her, her one full blood relative after her mother, started referring to her as a slut. Still life was going in one direction only, and it wasn’t up.

         
            *

         

         A solution seemed to be to get right away from Cinderford and the Forest for a while. Southsea, near Portsmouth, may not have been the perfect destination, and Doreen Bradley certainly wasn’t the ideal companion. But those were the only options available, so Carol left school and went. It was the furthest from home she had ever been before. It was the first time she had ever been away from home by herself.

         The Bradleys lived at the end of Northwood Close, the 23cul-de-sac into which Alf Harris had moved his family in the mid-sixties. But they were anyway unavoidable on the Hill Dene estate. The Bradley family were better known as the ‘Cinderford mafia’, or, sometimes, ‘the most hated family in the Forest of Dean’. So many people in town were said to be on antidepressants because of them. What made them unusual was that they were a female-rather than a male-dominated clan. Sisters, mothers, aunts, nieces: they were all as likely to be weapon-carrying, and as capable of knocking heads together, as men. You wouldn’t want to cross them. One example: a couple of them went into the Miners’ Institute one night, tore this woman’s jewellery from round her neck and stuffed it down her throat. Her crime: letting it be known that she was thinking of sending her son to a fee-paying school out of the district. The Bradleys would fight each other all the time as well as picking on everybody else, even women with pushchairs. Anybody. This was Doreen’s family.

         Doreen Bradley had been at school with Carol. She was still fifteen, nearly sixteen, and had yet to start coming up through the family business. She needed a friend of her own age to make the move with her to Southsea, where an older sister, Edith, known as ‘Deedee’, already lived.

         Deedee was running a good line in ripping off the Co-op, where she worked. Something to do with milk tokens. She had found Doreen a job working there with her. Carol started working in a textiles shop, and at night she and Doreen ran around and had fun.

         Southsea of course was full of sailors. Clubs and cafés and rowdy bars and rowdy, rough-housing sailors. Carol went out with a few and then some, but only fell in love and into bed with one. His name was Steve Riddall, known to his mates as ‘Jimmy Riddle’. They met in a club on the sea front where Carol shouldn’t have been, being still under-age. They were both often in ‘Joanna’s’. He always danced and sang 24along to the song ‘Little Girl, Please Don’t Wait for Me’, a Diana Ross number. He was short, dark and handsome, and nobody loved him more than he did himself. Carol was never under any illusions: she was always just going to be another notch on the hammock for Steve.

         When he was away on patrol with his boat she wrote to him. And then one night the opportunity arose and they slept together in a narrow single bed at Deedee’s. Doreen had got the double. But Deedee found out about them having men back to the house while she was away and there was a flare-up. She tried to stop Carol seeing Steve one last time to say goodbye before he left for sea, and so Carol left Deedee’s place and got a bedsit.

         Before long Doreen also got kicked out of Deedee’s for continuing to meet up with Carol against her sister’s orders. By that time, though, Carol had lost her job because of per­sistent oversleeping, and that led to her losing the bedsit, which left both Carol and Doreen homeless.

         A family Doreen knew in Southsea put them up for a while, and then another acquaintance let them stay in his place while he was away for a week. When they were there they steamed open an envelope containing a cheque belong­ing to another tenant, and used that as the down payment on somewhere to live.

         It was the attic floor of a three-storey house. The kitchen was on the landing, with two doors leading from it into a liv­ing room and a bedroom. The kitchen consisted of a sink with a gasket heater for hot water which didn’t work. There was a two-door unit under the sink to keep food in which was filthy, a fridge, and two meters for gas and electricity. These needed feeding all the time and there was no money to feed them. The inside of the fridge was covered in fur.

         The furniture in the living room consisted of an oil slick of a settee and a broken armchair. In the bedroom were two 25beds positioned in an L-shape and a listing chest of drawers. When Carol fell into her bed on that first night it collapsed underneath her. She had to stack it back up on its pile of bricks and they ended up laughing themselves to sleep. Laughing until their throats were sore and they were gagging and felt they couldn’t breathe.

         The next day they set about cleaning the place up. The water took up all the money they had put into the meter the night before and it still wasn’t that hot. They opened the roof window and it fell in on them and they had to put cardboard up. Carol cut her arm. A cupboard door fell off.

         Doreen had got a job in a Kentucky shop. They relied on the chicken Doreen brought home after work as their main meal. Carol still couldn’t find a job, and then Doreen was laid off. They had no income and were running out of food and spent most of their time wrapped up in bed looking at maga­zines the previous tenants had left behind.

         They were down to eating Weetabix spread with mar­garine and just about at the end of their sense of humour when they were woken one morning by the kind of loud banging at the bedroom door that is made only by the police. They didn’t know what they’d done. A voice ordered them to open up.

         But it was all right. It turned out that Carol’s mother was worried about her. She had contacted the Southsea police to ask them to find her and tell her to get in touch. Before she could, though – Betty and Alf weren’t on the telephone, and Carol hadn’t made her mind up what to write – they received a second visit from the police. This time they told them that Doreen’s father had had a stroke and Alf Harris had had a heart attack, both within hours of each other, which Doreen and Carol thought was weird and unbelievable. They were neighbours, living just a few yards from each other, and they were both critical at the same time. They could die. 26

         They got the news at eight at night, and by nine o’clock they were standing with their thumbs out, penniless, and relieved to have an excuse to be hitching home to Cinderford.

         In the event, both fathers survived, although Doreen’s would be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life. Carol surprised herself at how badly she wanted Alf to pull through. After all they had spent the whole of the previous twelve years locked in a bitter battle with each other. ‘Hating each other’ wouldn’t be putting it too strongly. And now she found herself praying that he would survive. Literally that: closing her eyes and sending up a prayer. That was June 1972. Carol continued writing to the disco dreamboat, Steve ‘Jimmy Riddle’ Riddall, on his coastal-patrol vessel, and she’d get the occasional letter from him dropping through her door in Cinderford. A letter from Steve would always bring a lift to her day.

         
            *

         

         Just before her sixteenth birthday in October 1971, Carol had cut all her hair off. She had always been known for her hair, which was dark and lustrous and which she had always worn long. People identified her with it, and even years later as a middle-aged woman she’d meet men in Cinderford who would tell her, without the benefit of a few drinks in them, how they had dreamed of touching her pretty black hair. Men will come up to her now, look at her long dark hair, and say, ‘Oh Carol, you’re looking good.’

         For a long time between the ages of fifteen and sixteen she had hovered between pretty and brutal. She was aware that the conventional sexiness of tousled-looking, flowing hair got her the attention. At the same time she knew that it didn’t go with the clothes she had started wearing. More to the point, she wasn’t sure she wanted that sort of attention any more, and the problems it inevitably brought. For a while she had tried combining being a skinhead with having long hair 27and of course it didn’t work. So she had it all cut off. Really short. Brutal, with a spiky hogsback crown and a razor part­ing. So short her mother didn’t recognize her. Crombie top­coat, pink gingham Ben Sherman shirt, eight-hole Dr Martens, scary hair. That was the new-look Carol.

         Emboldened by their Southsea adventure, Carol and Doreen started travelling by thumb to discos in Gloucester and all around the area. Carol loved dancing. Discos were her thing, and she was prepared to travel miles to go to one.

         Quite soon after they came home, Doreen’s older sister, Kathy, asked them if they wanted to go with her to meet her new boyfriend Taffy. He worked on a fairground that was then on the Ham at Tewkesbury. It wasn’t a straight run from Cinderford to Tewkesbury. It usually meant going via Gloucester. But it was a route that Doreen and Carol had travelled a number of times before and they had found that it could be done quite easily.

         While they were at the fair on that first occasion, saying their hellos to Taffy, Carol and Doreen fell in with two local lads, Tony and Rob. Carol really liked Tony. He was a skinhead. He wore bleached-out cropped-leg trousers, a bomber-style jacket and big cherry-reds. An all-out skin. In addition he had the biggest blue-grey eyes she’d ever seen on a man and full, Mick Jagger lips. Tony had this cool, no-nonsense way about him, and even though he was only sixteen years old he got a lot of respect from the town hardcases both older and younger than himself. He had a rep in town. You don’t mess with Tony. A fair bloke, but you don’t mess with him.

         Carol and Doreen started to go out there two, maybe three times a week, just to walk around, go to the café, maybe sometimes the occasional pub disco. It was always them hitching to Tony and Rob in Tewkesbury rather than the other way around because it was a fact that girls could get lifts more easily than boys. How many drivers were going to 28stop to offer lifts to what looked like two yobs with big boots, bullet heads and braces? Whereas with girls it just wasn’t a problem. Carol even started to get her regulars; peo­ple who would recognize her, give her the flashing lights sign and stop to pick her up.

         If Doreen couldn’t make it, she had a couple of other friends who would usually go with her. But when they all got themselves local boyfriends, or they didn’t fancy coming, or it was getting colder, Carol used to set off on her own. What­ever it took.

         She didn’t like going alone, but she wasn’t worried about it. She always took basic precautions. She always wore trousers, for instance. Rule one: always wear trousers hitch-hiking. When she didn’t, because she was planning on going dancing, she would have a long coat on that covered up her legs; they had what she and her friends called the ‘Nazi coats’ – maxi-coats – as well then. If anything, the return leg to Cin­derford late at night was easier than the outward journey to Tewkesbury. There were two men who would be going to work on a nightshift and they usually dropped her off in Gloucester, then she would get a lift home from there easily.

         Tony Coates was an apprentice at a place in Tewkesbury where they repaired JCBs, heavy plant, and tractors. He lived with a couple who had children. Their house was a council house and therefore small, so Tony and Carol didn’t go back to his lodgings very often. They didn’t really do anything. Often she just sat in his workshop and watched him do work, and was happy doing that. They were happy enough just to be able to spend time with each other without being held to account.

         There was a little park going into the council estate where Tony used to lodge. Directly opposite was a pub called the Gupshill Manor. And it was at this same spot by the park that Tony used to leave Carol between ten thirty and eleven 29to begin hitching home. He used to leave her there so that if she didn’t get a lift she could easily walk to where he was liv­ing. But she was always lucky and was usually on her way within quarter of an hour.

         In September 1972, when she got into Fred West’s grey Ford Popular, Carol was still a boyish-looking girl. She had allowed her hair to grow out over the summer that was bring­ing her to her seventeenth birthday, but not in a uniform way. It was still very short on the top but now long and feathered down the sides and back, copying a hairstyle made popular by Dave Hill of Slade. She had plucked her eyebrows really thin, and her clothes too were influenced by glam rock and Slade. Long hair, short fringe, platform shoes, big flared trousers; garish stripes, Rupert Bear checks, fluffy jackets with jumbo zips. Boyish girls, girlish boys. Carol had always had a small waist and slim hips. Gender-bending. Bolan and Bowie. That was then the thing.

         The couple who stopped to pick her up that night, though, looked pretty straight. The woman, Carol would discover in the course of the brief time she was with them, was only two years older than herself, but if anything she looked younger. Too young, it would occur to her, to be partnered with the man who was driving, who looked old enough to be her father. And when the car came to a stop opposite the Gup­shill Manor, it was the woman who wound the window down and spoke. She turned and said something to the driver and then she said OK then, they would give her a lift. The woman got out and tipped up her seat for her, tipped it so that the back dropped forward in a skewed way towards the driver, and Carol hopped in the back.

         ‘Why ain’t your boyfriend took you home?’ the man said, talking to her through the mirror. He was smoking a roll-up and clocking her. ‘Don’t your boyfriend take you home?’ On the journey the woman asked Carol all about herself, what 30she was doing in Tewkesbury, whether she lived at home and did she have a job. The answers were: Tony, yes, and no because she had just come back to the area after being away in Portsmouth.

         ‘Ooh – we could do with somebody to help out looking after our children.’ She could see the man had a kind of gyp­syish look – tight dark hair and a wide turned-up nose. A bit of a dark gap in the middle of his smiley teeth. ‘Just a bit of housework and helping Rose really round the ’ouse.’

         And Carol goes, ‘Ooh, that would be nice’, kind of casual. Her ambition was to be a nanny or a model.

         There was a bit of smell coming up off the man, not offen­sive; tobacco and something else.

         The woman told Carol they were married and had three children, all girls. Carol told the woman that they had ten in her family, including two sets of twins. That was always the thing at the time – two sets of twins was quite unusual. So that kind of conversation.

         Having babies had already started to thicken the woman’s figure. That explained the slightly pear shape Carol had noticed when this Rose got out of the car; the broadening, the hint of droop. She was quite pretty but she wore her hair in a short, plain, single-parted cut, about down to her collar. A middle-aged style, in other words, for what was still really a pretty young girl.

         The couple didn’t drop her when they got to Gloucester, although they lived there. They took the bridge over the river, followed the road up into the high, sloping villages of Dean
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