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‘I read Free Spirit all in one go as I literally couldn’t put it down. Tanya Sarne’s courage and resilience are utterly awe-inspiring. You could read no better book than this on the zeitgeist of London and Hollywood in the sixties and seventies and the fashion world of the eighties and nineties.’

— Joanna Lumley

‘Wherever it was at, Tanya seemed to be. This is an honest, amusing depiction of life as founder of Ghost, the British fashion brand much loved by women of all shapes and ages. As well as navigating life through the sixties and onwards, here is a story of a woman boss juggling motherhood, marriage, romance and every other thread of life’s rich tapestry.’

— Alexandra Shulman

‘Inspiring, intelligent, brave, plain spoken and wild, Tanya Sarne’s memoir tells the story of a woman who is tirelessly optimistic, brilliantly pragmatic and fiercely true to herself. At once a fighter and a dreamer, she has overcome the challenges her personal and professional life have thrown at her with extraordinary tenacity, humour and grace.’

— Susannah Frankel

‘Tanya Sarne’s Ghost very quickly became the show that all the girls wanted to do – Kate Moss, Helena Christensen, Naomi Campbell, etc. It was really incredible casting and the girls LOVED the clothes. The party after the show was the “party of the week” – she put a great crowd together and everyone turned up. You just wanted to be part of Tanya’s gang because she’s magnetic, kind and really funny.’

— Sam McKnight

‘If there’s a woman out there who doesn’t have an old Ghost dress hanging in her wardrobe, can you please tell me exactly what you were wearing in the nineties?’

— Alyson Walsh, fashion writer, @thatsnotmyage

‘She just makes clothes that people like to wear.’

— Grace Coddington

‘The first time I did music for fashion catwalk shows was in 1996, for London fashion house Ghost. I met Ghost’s Tanya Sarne, who at the time was one of London’s greatest female fashion entrepreneurs and personalities (Jennifer Saunders would base her Absolutely Fabulous character on her). What a truly amazing experience and education; I had never experienced a world like it, truly wild and eccentric. It was such an amazingly exciting time, where music, art and fashion came together in an explosive way.’

— James Lavelle of record label Mo’ Wax


[image: image]

To my wonderful family,
who have patiently put up with me over the years.
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A Note From the Author

Memories are just that . . . memories. I am sure the people in my book, and those not in my book, will remember things quite differently, but this is my story and this is how I remember it.


Foreword

‘Fuck, Mandy, wake up,’ I screamed at my friend, who was lying prone on the sofa. I had been woken up by banging on the front door. It was my boyfriend, Andrew, who had just flown in on Concorde for the opening of Ghost’s New York store.

‘Bloody hell, what on earth’s going on here? You do know you’re supposed to be at your shop opening, don’t you?’ he shouted. ‘For God’s sake, get yourselves together.’

Mandy on the sofa was muttering, ‘Shop opening, shop opening.’ A minute later, she sat bolt upright.

At this point in my life, I was very near the edge of a total breakdown, rock bottom, whatever you choose to call it. I was drinking heavily, taking all kinds of substances I shouldn’t have gone near, and I was exhausted.

New York was the fifth of our stand-alone stores, following openings in London, Los Angeles and Paris. We also had 15 concessions, soon to be 20, in shops like Selfridges, Harvey Nichols, and Printemps in Paris, not to mention a worldwide wholesale fashion business. I had found myself responsible not only for three collections a year, but also for all the accessories needed for the shops. I was overseeing the design of bags, shoes, hosiery, eyewear, knitwear, quilts, cushions and perfume.

Twenty years earlier, in 1978, I had believed I was unemployable, but to keep a roof over the heads of my two small children, put food on the table and clothes on our backs, I had started a small business. That was all I had wanted, but it had become a monster I could no longer control. Or maybe I was the monster. To miss the opening in New York was unforgivable.

How on earth had it come to this?
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With my dad, Jean-Claude, at my wedding, 1969.




Chapter One

Los Angeles
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‘Hey, Tarn, we’re getting married tomorrow morning, Chelsea Old Town Hall at eleven thirty.’

I looked at Michael, stunned.

‘We’re what?’

‘Getting married. It’s my birthday present to you. Oh, and in the afternoon we’re flying to Los Angeles. 20th Century Fox have given me the green light for the Myra Breckinridge film.’ He grinned and took a mouthful of spaghetti vongole.

I stared at him, lost for words. His sheer cheek was outrageous. The next day was my twenty-fourth birthday, and his gift to me was – himself. He had simply assumed I was going to say yes without even consulting me, leaving me no time to invite my friends and no chance to get a wedding dress.

I hesitated. I would rather have been asked than told, but excitement was bubbling up inside me. Despite his conceit, I loved him, and the possibility of unknown adventure in glamorous Hollywood was compelling. My heart was racing. It was almost too much to take in.

‘Yes. Yes.’ I finally managed to get the word out.

Michael smiled back at me. ‘In that case, the sooner we finish dinner, the sooner you can go home, tell your parents and pack a suitcase.’

It was January 1969, and we were eating in our favourite restaurant, Arethusa on the King’s Road, Chelsea, where a host of celebrities like Michael Caine, Mary Quant and even the odd Beatle could often be spotted. From the dining area on the first floor, one could gaze down at the pageantry on the street below, as people expressed their individuality in outrageous costumes. A kaleidoscope of colours paraded up and down the road, all vying for attention in what was then the epicentre of the swinging sixties.

That night, I rushed home to tell my parents and my beloved grandmother, Ekee, the news. They were all delighted for me, if a little taken aback by the short notice and our plans to leave the country straight after the wedding.

The next morning, I headed to one of my very favourite shops, called Mr Freedom. I’d been in there so often that I’d become good friends with the owner, Tommy Roberts. I told him I was getting married in less than two hours’ time, and please could he make me look like a bride. Tommy didn’t hesitate. Cooing like a mother hen, he dressed me in a simple long-sleeved A-line cream dress with a gorgeous wide scalloped crocodile belt and a big floppy hat. ‘My gift to you, darling,’ he said, blowing me a kiss. ‘Good luck.’

Clutching at my hat, I jumped into a taxi and made it to Chelsea Old Town Hall just in time. Michael, in a dark suit, with a white carnation in his buttonhole, was waiting for me. We made our vows in front of my parents, Michael’s father, Ali, and his brother, David. Michael’s friend Stanley took the photos, and as Michael was a newsworthy celebrity and I was good-looking, he had no trouble selling them to all the tabloids.

Our reception – champagne and canapés – was at Mr Chow, the restaurant that Michael’s friend Michael Chow had just opened in Knightsbridge. The two Michaels had been flatmates, along with Grace Coddington, who had married Michael Chow in 1968 and was then a junior editor at British Vogue.

After kissing everyone a hasty goodbye and promising my parents I would write, I grabbed my suitcase and Michael and I headed to the airport. It had all happened so fast, my heart was pounding. I was happy and excited but nervous and apprehensive too. What lay ahead of me in this new life I was about to start?

At Heathrow, we boarded an enormous plane that I was convinced would never be able to take off, let alone fly. I’d been on a couple of package holidays to Corsica and Majorca, but this was more than twice the size of anything I’d flown in before. As I peered out of the window, a voice came over the tannoy asking all passengers to disembark. Thankfully, I didn’t find out until later that the airline had received an anonymous phone call saying there was a bomb on the plane.
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Michael and I outside Chelsea Old Town Hall after getting married, 1969.



We were shepherded through a small door into a dark, damp aircraft hangar. It was a crush to get in and I looked everywhere for Michael among the throng of passengers and crew, but could find no sign of him. As time passed, my excitement evaporated, and by the time we were told we could reboard, I was cold and miserable and not feeling in the least like a bride. Michael suddenly reappeared, telling me he had bumped into an old acquaintance and they had got chatting. Only later, when I got to know him better, did I suspect that the ‘acquaintance’ was the pretty air hostess who had shown us to our seats the first time we boarded.

I spent my wedding night staring out of the window at the night sky as the huge metal bird lumbered its way across the Atlantic, while next to me my new husband, having downed several Jack Daniel’s, slept peacefully.

I’d known Michael for four years. Before we met, he’d been a pop star, Mike Sarne, briefly famous for several hit songs, including ‘Come Outside’, recorded with actress Wendy Richard. He’d been introduced to me by a former boyfriend and pursued me relentlessly, showing up at my university digs and later tracking me down to wherever I was working. He had the same lean, blonde good looks as Peter O’Toole, and I suppose I should have been flattered, since he still had girls running up to him in the street, wild with excitement. But his appeal was lost on me. I found him pompous and arrogant and wished he would leave me alone.

When I landed a post-university job as assistant to a literary agent, Michael got me sacked by hanging around my office until my boss became convinced I was passing him the agency’s secrets. As an apology, he offered to take me out to dinner and turned up to collect me in his red convertible Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud. Ekee, who lived with us, was convinced he was a prince, come to make me a princess.

One date led to another, but despite Ekee’s wholehearted approval, I wasn’t sure that Michael was the one for me, until he took me on holiday to Capri in the summer of 1968. With sunshine glistening on the water and Michael at his funniest and most charming, I saw him in a whole new light. We danced and laughed and basked in the sun and I fell in love with him.

After his pop career, he’d set his sights on becoming a film director. His first film, an ‘anti-travelogue’ set on the Côte d’Azur, called Road to St Tropez, had been followed by a film set in London called Joanna. It captured the spirit of the swinging sixties and earned him the front cover of Time magazine, which declared it ‘a dazzling directorial debut’. This led to 20th Century Fox asking him to direct the film of Gore Vidal’s novel Myra Breckinridge. Michael’s dream was becoming a reality.

Eleven hours after boarding, we disembarked exhausted in Los Angeles and headed for the Chateau Marmont. Known as ‘the Castle on Sunset’, Chateau Marmont was a grandiose building overlooking Sunset Boulevard. It was impossible to miss because of a huge hoarding with a revolving cowgirl perched high up in front of it.

The Chateau Marmont was built to withstand earthquakes; it had survived several over the years and it would eventually become a Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument, but when we arrived, it was at its most decrepit. Run-down and shabby, it was perfect for the musicians, actors, would-be film-makers and artists who hung out there.

Word had reached town that Michael was making a movie, so he was instantly besieged by people wanting to be in his film. The phone rang constantly in our small apartment when he was there, and when he wasn’t, he was in endless meetings at the studio with the producers, script writers, casting agents, set designers, costume designers and everyone else involved in pre-production.

Michael was the third director the studio had brought in to make Myra Breckinridge, as there had been endless problems between Gore Vidal and the producers. It was a difficult film to make even in late-sixties liberal Hollywood. Ahead of its time, it followed the fortunes of a transgender woman who claimed to be her own widow and who attempted to usurp Hollywood’s social order by realigning the sexes. Michael was heavily influenced by New Wave European directors like Antonioni, Godard and Truffaut and wanted to make a surreal movie. Gore Vidal did not agree, and finally he withdrew completely from the project.

While Michael was fighting to make the film he envisaged, I was left in the Chateau. I had expected Hollywood to be glamorous, warm and full of sunshine. Instead, it was dark, cold and raining heavily, and while I was happy that Michael was enjoying the trappings of success, it was a shock to find that suddenly I was a nobody. I wasn’t an actress or even a minor celebrity, which meant that I was completely ignored. In the space of a transatlantic flight I had gone from being self-sufficient Tanya Gordon to Mrs Michael Sarne, dependent on her husband and with nothing to do.

Despite the troubling feeling that I’d become invisible, I wrote to my anxious parents and Ekee reassuring them that everything was lovely and I was deliriously happy. The truth was that I didn’t know anyone and I could only spend so many hours sitting and reading in the occasional bouts of January sun. I tried going for walks, but it seemed walking on the streets was not something one did in Hollywood. Away from everything familiar, I felt lost and ill at ease, and it didn’t help that Michael usually returned late in the evening, exhausted and angry. It certainly wasn’t my idea of a honeymoon.

We had been living in the Chateau for about four weeks when Michael told me that his friend Roman Polanski was going to Europe to work on a movie and had asked if we would go and stay with his pregnant wife, Sharon Tate, while he was away, as he didn’t like her being alone. Michael thought it was a great idea, but my dormant sense of independence surfaced and I flatly refused. As Michael protested that it would be good for me to have company, I yelled that I was not going to stay in the house of some film star I had never met. I wouldn’t be able to relax and would be constantly having to watch my behaviour.

‘And while we’re on the subject,’ I shouted, ‘I’ve had enough of living in this mausoleum of a hotel. I want my own house, my own kitchen and my own life.’

Taken aback by my outburst and perhaps sensing my growing depression, Michael reluctantly acquiesced, and the following day he asked his assistant at the studio to find us a house.

Several places were offered, but Michael, determined to have somewhere fitting his newly elevated status as a Hollywood film director, chose a house in the exclusive, private and hideously expensive Malibu Colony. The Colony was where Hollywood’s royalty had their beach homes. I pointed out that we had limited resources and suggested it would be more sensible to buy a simple beach cottage somewhere else, but he rejected that out of hand.

On an overcast late-February morning, we left the Chateau and drove to Malibu, where we were interrogated by the security guard at the entrance to the Colony. After convincing him that we hadn’t come to rob the stars who lived there, we were allowed in.

Despite the setting, it wasn’t my dream house. However, the huge glass window at one end of the living room, facing the beach and the ocean, more than made up for the tasteless furniture. Watching the rolling surf just yards away, I told myself how lucky I was to be living in one of the most exclusive gated communities in the world.

Our neighbours ranked among Hollywood’s finest. Next door to us lived Sybil Burton (Richard’s first wife) and her husband, actor Jordan Christopher. Larry Hagman, then starring in I Dream of Jeannie and yet to become J R Ewing in Dallas, lived a few houses away. Other homes belonged to wealthy entrepreneurs, film stars and film-makers, but many were second or third homes and so they remained empty for much of the time.

At the back of our house was a small self-contained apartment in which Michael immediately installed two young Mexican girls. They were employed to do the cleaning and look after me, even though I insisted I absolutely did not need looking after.

Although I tried to settle into our new home, the change of location did little to alter my mood. In London, I had always worked and had a busy life. Now I didn’t know what to do with myself. Every day I would sit on the beach, drawing pictures and writing – mainly nonsense like this . . .


Earth tell me what you know of those secrets written long ago

Lost in the dust of our lives.

I would be the wisest fool if you could only tell.

Speeding planets playing with my mind

Where do you come from, where do you go?

If I give you the gift of speech, will you tell me what you know?



I was trying to make sense of my confusion and my utter loneliness. I felt out of my depth, and to complicate things even more, I had a sneaking suspicion that I was pregnant.

One day I was sitting on the beach in front of our house when, much to my surprise and delight, our neighbour Sybil approached me. She was friendly and utterly charming; the first real human contact I’d had since arriving in LA. She did her utmost to make me feel welcome and at home, and after that we had the occasional walk on the beach together. It was Sybil who arranged for me to see a local doctor, who confirmed that I was indeed pregnant.

When Michael came home that night and I told him the news, he was over the moon. That same evening, he asked me to go to London. Michael Chow and Grace Coddington were moving out of the flat they had shared with him, and his belongings needed to be packed up. He wanted me to supervise their removal from the flat to the house he had leased for us to live in when we returned to England.

I jumped at the chance, eager to see my family and friends, and a couple of weeks later, I flew back to London. My mother and Ekee were thrilled to have me home, fussing over me and worrying about me doing any physical work. I told them a removal company was doing the moving, not me, but as it turned out, they were right to be concerned. While pushing a cupboard in Michael’s bedroom to rescue some papers underneath it, I felt a horrible pain. Hours later, I miscarried.

Whether it was the cupboard or it would have happened anyway, I shall never know, but it was a devastating experience. As I lay in bed recovering, I had to muster the courage to tell Michael, knowing how disappointed he would be. He surprised me by being supportive and understanding, telling me to hurry back so we could try again.

After an emotional parting from my family, I returned to my husband in Los Angeles and the house in the Colony. During my absence, Michael had cemented his friendship with John Phillips, who was composing the soundtrack for Myra Breckinridge. A tall, dark, charming man, John had found fame with his group the Mamas & the Papas, writing all their biggest hits, including ‘California Dreamin’’ and ‘Monday, Monday’.

Michael was spending what little free time he had at John’s Bel Air house, but I didn’t get on with his new best friend, who was heavily into alcohol, drugs and sex, while John had no time for me since I wasn’t famous, I wasn’t seducible and I didn’t take drugs.

Although we saw little of one another, Michael was determined to get me pregnant again as fast as he could. Despite only having one ovary – the other had been removed when I was 11 – I instantly obliged, and was advised by doctors to take things extremely gently to avoid another miscarriage. The Mexican girls were told to keep me in bed for the next three months, and my depression returned. I didn’t want them looking after me, I wanted my husband.

Michael, however, was struggling with his movie. Mae West, who he had persuaded to appear in what was to become one of her last films, refused to be on set if another woman had blonde hair like hers. Raquel Welch, the star of the movie, refused to be on set if another woman had the same shade of brown hair that she had. Surrounded by prima donnas, Michael was beside himself, so perhaps it wasn’t surprising that when he wasn’t on set, he was with John, experimenting with various hallucinogenic drugs.

Once I was allowed to get up and about again, bored out of my wits, I decided to learn Spanish and experiment with cooking. To cook I needed ingredients, so I asked Michael for a car. He came home soon afterwards with a beautiful vintage cream Jaguar. It gave me a sense of freedom as, no longer trapped, I scoured Malibu and its environs for the best food shops. Michael had given me the Larousse Gastronomique, which I still consider to be the best cookbook ever written. I learned how to make sauces, and wrote to ask Mum and Ekee for their recipes for crème caramel, plum pudding, and various delicious dishes I remembered from home. As a result, I made wonderful five-course cordon bleu dinners for a husband who rarely came home to sample them. Instead, I ate them and put on lots of weight.

Occasionally Michael would take me out to dinner – we met up with Anthony Newley and Joan Collins, who were both working in LA at the time, and later with Sharon Tate, who by then was heavily pregnant.

Sometimes Michael would come home unexpectedly with new friends. One of these was 32-year-old Jack Nicholson. Easy Rider was just about to be released, and Jack was in it alongside Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda. Although they were the stars and Jack’s part was smaller, he claimed – arrogantly but as it turned out correctly – that he was going to be a huge star.

Like almost everyone else Michael brought home, Nicholson took no notice of me. The only ones who were kind to me, apart from Sybil Burton, were British actor and producer Barbara Steele and her husband, screenwriter James Poe, who wrote Around the World in 80 Days and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Barbara and James invited me to visit them whenever I wanted. I often did, and their friendship lives on as one of my good memories.

Sadly, Sybil and Jordan left the house next door to move to New York, leaving their two cats, Sugar and Spice, with me. Much to my dismay, John Phillips rented the house as a weekend home and moved in with his new girlfriend, Geneviève. She had starred in Michael’s film Joanna, and he had introduced her to John. Now they took up residence and Michael had only yards to go to spend time with his new best friend.

One summer evening, he announced that the musical Hair was opening in San Francisco, and we had been invited to the premiere. I was excited. I loved musicals, and I had never been to San Francisco, which I had heard was the most European city in America. We flew from LA and a car was waiting for us at the airport. I wanted to explore the city and the roller-coaster roads I had seen in films, but Michael wanted to visit his friends, celebrity hairdresser Jay Sebring and a well-known actor, who had rented a houseboat for the occasion. We arrived to find Jay and the actor with several young girls, who lay around the boat in various states of undress. We stayed long enough to say hello, and then went straight to our hotel. I told Michael I thought his friends’ behaviour was disgusting, but he laughed and said they were just having fun. I was beginning to see my husband in a different light, and I didn’t like this side of him.

Hair was not as enjoyable for me as it should have been, since the girls on the houseboat remained on my mind. As the cast belted out the finale, ‘Let the Sunshine In’, I prayed they were not as young as they had looked, and that they had not been coerced.

Not long after our trip to San Francisco, Michael phoned from the studio to say we were having dinner with John Phillips and Geneviève to celebrate Geneviève’s birthday. He told me the restaurant’s speciality was lobster, and said please could I look my best. Excited to be going out, I defrizzed my hair, put on some make-up and dressed in my staple Mothercare pregnancy jeans, which I teamed with the beautiful white vintage shirt I kept for best.

The dinner was delicious, but as usual my contributions to the conversation were sidelined, so I channelled my feelings into eating all the food that the others, deep in their self-absorbed exchanges, were only picking at.

On the drive back from the restaurant, John told us that Jay Sebring had said to stop by for a drink at Sharon Tate’s house over in Benedict Canyon. Jay was a good friend of Sharon’s, and with Roman still filming in Europe and Sharon now eight-and-a-half-months pregnant, he often visited. We debated whether to go, but I said I was tired and needed to go to bed, and John and Geneviève were also eager to get home, so none of us went to Sharon’s that night.

The next morning, 9 August, we woke to the unbelievable and shocking news that everyone in the Tate house the evening before had been murdered. Sharon, her unborn baby and Jay had been stabbed and shot, along with Roman’s friend Wojciech Frykowski and his girlfriend, coffee heiress Abigail Folger. The sixth victim, 18-year-old Steven Parent, had been gunned down in the driveway. He had arrived to visit his friend, the estate’s caretaker, then living in the guest house.

It was incomprehensible. We were stunned. We had met and talked to everyone who was in the house that night, and Michael was good friends with Jay, so there was grief and bewilderment alongside the shock. And we couldn’t help thinking that it could have been us. Wojciech and Abigail had gone to stay with Sharon, at Roman’s request, when we had turned him down.

Roman, devastated by the loss of his wife and baby, returned to LA immediately and came to stay with us. Two policemen and a bodyguard were constantly with him, rotating in four-hour shifts. No one knew whether they thought Roman was involved in the murders or if he was a target. They stayed for four days, and I spent the whole time in the kitchen, producing endless food for all the policemen and bodyguards.

Even after Roman moved out, the police, unable to find a motive and suspecting everyone, kept a close eye on all of us. LA suddenly seemed like the most dangerous place on earth, and I was terrified. I bought a rope ladder so that I could escape through my bedroom window, and at night, if Michael wasn’t there – and he generally wasn’t – I would barricade the door of my room with a chest of drawers. Even then, I couldn’t sleep. The Hollywood dream had become a nightmare. All I longed for was to go home to London and my family.
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With mum and dad, just out of the children’s home, 1947.




Chapter Two

Beginnings
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I was born in January 1945 in Southgate, a suburb of north London. At the time, the war was still raging, and the threat of German long-range missiles, the V-2 rockets, was terrifying the population. My parents were refugees who met in an air raid shelter in Kensington Gardens in 1943. My mother later told me that she heard her native language, Romanian, echoing across the crowded shelter. Excited, she went in search of the source and found two young men, one of them very handsome, discussing life in the language she was born into. They exchanged stories, and months later she married the handsome one.

My parents were homeless and relying on the kindness of fellow refugees to put them up, so at a few months old, I was deposited in a children’s home in the country, where I stayed until I was almost three. I hold this early experience responsible for the independent streak in my character.

My father, Jean-Claude, was born in 1920 in Huşi, in Romania, close to the border of Moldova, to a French mother and a Romanian father who was a government lawyer. After school, he went to study mathematics at the elite École Centrale in Paris until war broke out. Paris surrendered and, being Jewish, my father had to escape with only the clothes he was wearing. On his journey south, he made friends with the remains of a Polish regiment, who dressed him in the uniform of a dead comrade, since civilians were not allowed passage at the time. He managed to leave France, but on arriving in England he was imprisoned as an enemy alien. Luckily his mother happened to have a distant relative who was an MP and who vouched for my father. When it was discovered that he spoke fluent Russian, Romanian, French and English, he was assigned to Reuters News, then desperately in need of educated multilinguals, since they had all been snapped up by British intelligence.

My mother, Daphne, was born in Ploieşti in Romania to a Welsh mother and a Polish-Romanian father. In 1938, she won a competition set by the British Embassy. The prize was a trip to England. Her mother, Jessica, known as Ekee, accompanied her. While they were there, war broke out and they stayed. My mother went to study at the London School of Economics while earning a living by working for the BBC Overseas Service, and Ekee worked as a secretary for a politician, Sir Harry Brittain, at his home in Sussex.

After the war, my parents decided to make England their home, rather than go to America like many of their refugee friends. My father loved England; he thought it the most democratic country in the world. He was a royalist, and he believed, despite evidence to the contrary, that the king or queen could still step in if Parliament wasn’t behaving.

When they came to rescue me from the children’s home, we went to stay with friends of theirs, a United Nations diplomat who travelled a great deal, and his wife. Courtesy of the diplomat, we had occasional food treats. His wife told me later that she had found me stroking a ham her husband had brought back from Paris. Rationing didn’t end in Britain until 1954, when I was nine years old, so such delicacies were rare.

My father was often away, since Reuters was based in Hertfordshire. My mother continued working for the BBC Overseas Service until 1952, when she went to work for the political weekly Jewish Observer and Middle East Review (despite not being Jewish), and she seldom appeared until late in the evening. They loved me, of that I am certain, but their work was all-consuming, so I saw relatively little of them.

After nearly two years with the diplomat and his wife, we moved to another temporary home, with a Romanian concert pianist and her husband, the editor of a literary magazine. My parents, when they were there, slept on sofas in the living room, and I shared a small room with the couple’s daughter, Nadia. The house was cold, the bathwater tepid and the food meagre, and I hated the feeling that someone was putting up with us, but my parents told me not to complain and that we were lucky to have a roof over our heads.

Finally, my lovely grandmother, Ekee, came to our rescue. Her husband, from whom she was separated, now lived in Paris with his mistress, and he had sent her enough money to buy a short lease on a large mansion flat on what was then the wrong side of the park in Bayswater. This was to be my home until I got married.

Every morning my mother would drop me at the local state primary school before going off to work, which kept her busy until 8 or 9 pm. I adored my mum, but much of my world revolved round Granny Ekee. She would fetch me from school and we would have tea and toast while Listen with Mother was on the radio, which always started with ‘Are you sitting comfortably? Then I’ll begin.’

Ekee had a beautiful voice, and she would sing me all the old wartime songs, ‘The Galloping Major’, ‘Underneath the Arches’, ‘Daisy, Daisy’ and, of course, ‘Clementine’, plus lots of Gilbert and Sullivan.

She was the youngest of 13 children. As a girl, she was adventurous and wanted to travel, so she went to work as a secretary for a British petrochemical company in Romania. There she fell in love with my grandfather and married him. She miscarried her first child after her ship was torpedoed in 1916 on a trip to visit her family back in the UK. On this visit she joined the Women’s Legion, founded a year earlier by the Marchioness of Londonderry. Around 40,000 women volunteered to help out in the First World War, and Ekee was assigned to the motor transport section. On her return to Romania, she drove an ambulance on the Russian front while looking for her husband. Clearly she found him, since in 1921 my mother was born, followed a couple of years later by my uncle Dennis.

By the time we moved into the flat, Ekee felt she had seen enough of the world, so she rarely went out, other than to collect me from school. She had installed herself in one of the three large reception rooms, in which she put a bed and a sofa. When she wasn’t doing housework, cooking, or singing songs to me, she would lie with her feet up on the sofa, smoking and drinking. She smoked about 80 little cigarettes a day, accompanied by two bottles of Guinness.

Being an only child, and with no children in the neighbouring flats, mine was a solitary existence. I lived mainly in my head, constantly daydreaming or, as I got older, playing endless games of patience. I was content and I don’t think I felt unhappy, although occasionally I would ask Ekee if I was adopted, and she would laugh and tell me not to be silly.

At the weekends when my mother didn’t work, I would climb into her bed for a cuddle. My mother had curly blonde hair and beautiful blue-green eyes. She battled constantly with her weight, which meant that she was round, soft, and warm, and those cuddles with her were the best thing in my world. The worst was when she would take me to Paris to visit her bedridden father. He lived on the Boulevard Haussmann, and from his bed he would shout at everyone in earshot. He had absolutely no interest in me, and my only consolation on these trips was the chocolate eclairs in the patisserie downstairs.

When my father came home, everything revolved around him. He was handsome, resembling the film star James Mason, who he loved to imitate. Given that he had a slight Romanian accent, his imitations fell somewhat short, but that never stopped him. I was a little afraid of him, and in awe of him, but the truth is, I don’t think I ever really knew him.

Whenever he came home, my mother would hold a dinner party for him. I loved these social evenings, the chatter, the music and the commotion. My parents’ circle of friends included a novelist, a wine merchant, a pianist and an ex-model, Cherry Marshall, who had started one of the first model agencies in the UK and who would come with her activist writer husband. There was also a Russian refugee, Vladimir Raitz, who we knew as Vova. In 1949, he had founded Horizon Holidays, the first company to introduce the British people to package holidays abroad.

Ekee would stay in the kitchen preparing all the food, with me helping. I especially liked peeling the skin off big mushrooms, and desserts never left the kitchen without me having tried and approved them. After each course my mother would wheel the big trolley down the long corridor from the dining room to the kitchen, where Ekee and I would load it up with the next course. After dinner, when the guests were drinking coffee and brandy, I was invited into the drawing room and my parents would ask me to dance for them, as I was taking classes at the Russian School of Classical Ballet. The guests, sensing my shyness, plied me with wine or champagne, after which I readily obliged, although I would have preferred to do imitations of King Kong, a film my mother had taken me to see.

Best of all were the days my Uncle Dennis came to see us. His visits, which took place about once a month, followed a set ritual. He would first of all go and sit with Ekee, and they would talk and smoke while I waited impatiently; then he and I would go to the living room, where there was a big radiogram. We would put on the record of Carmen Jones, and I would march around the room to the song ‘Stan’ Up an’ Fight!’ and cry when the soldier sang in his prison about the flower being his friend. I fell in love with this musical, and still know it by heart.

After we had listened to the whole of Carmen Jones, we would talk. My father, who firmly believed that he was right about everything, never conversed with me, he would only lecture me. But Uncle Dennis
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