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About the Book

Lindsay Nicholson and her husband, the Observer journalist John Merritt, were regarded as a golden couple. But their world was turned upside down when John contracted leukaemia. His death at the age of 35 left Nicholson bereft with grief, now the single parent of two beautiful daughters. Then, in a tragic twist of fate, her elder daughter Ellie also contracted the same disease, dying shortly after. Nothing had prepared her for the emotions she was feeling.

In this courageous book, Lindsay Nicholson offers inspiration to help all of us navigate a path none of us chooses but all of us must walk.


Living on the Seabed

A Memoir of Love, Life and Survival

Lindsay Nicholson
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IN MEMORY OF JOHN
AND ELEANOR MERRITT


INTRODUCTION

I’M AT A dinner party and this woman across the table from me wants to know if I have a husband, a partner? ‘No,’ I mumble, ‘I’m a single parent.’ ‘Poor you, what happened, did he run off?’ ‘No,’ I mumble again. ‘He’s just not around.’

The conversation becomes general. The woman is sounding off about men who abandon their children. ‘How old was your daughter when he left you?’ she calls across the table. And something snaps inside me. ‘He died,’ I correct her. ‘He died of leukaemia when my eldest child was three and I was pregnant with our second.’

She blanches but then recovers. ‘You only have one child,’ she retorts – as if I am lying. ‘Yes,’ I say driving the knife hard into the heart of the dinner party babble. ‘Ellie died, too. Six years later. From leukaemia as well.’ In the utter silence that descends on the dinner table I regret my words. Not because I spoke the truth but because I spoke at all.

It’s a wonder I’m ever invited anywhere really. In a world where even very intelligent people think that if they take vitamins they’ll live to be 100, owning up to the dreadful truth that some people do die before their time is the adult equivalent of saying there is no Santa Claus, Tooth Fairy or Easter Bunny.

To lie, to deny John and Ellie’s existence, is unthinkable. Yet I have to go out and live the life that I am left with, so usually I’m evasive when people ask about my family. But then someone will press too hard and the grief comes spilling out, engulfing everyone around me.
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Time is not the universal healer. As it passes you do adjust to life without the person you love but I don’t think you ever really get over the death of a partner or a child. You just get better at putting on a public face. The pain is always there.

As a child I was obsessed with, and appalled by, the story of The Little Mermaid. In the Hans Christian Andersen version – not the Disney one – when the Little Mermaid gets her wish and is allowed to live on dry land, every step she takes is like walking on knives. I agonised for her. How could she do it? How could you live with unbearable, unending agonising pain? Surely the human spirit could not take it – or mine couldn’t anyway. And then I found out that it could. I don’t suppose an hour of the day goes by when I don’t think of John and Ellie but like the Little Mermaid this is what it takes for me to breathe air.

I remember the day after my husband John died, waking up in the morning and being utterly enraged that the sun was still shining. It seemed almost obscene that it could be a lovely day when my world had been destroyed.

Of course, people expect the bereaved to hide themselves away – ideally reclining on a chaise longue dabbing gently at the eyes with a lace-trimmed handkerchief, only to emerge sane and recovered after a decent interval.

But grieving takes literally years and years. Not in the movies, of course, where it takes around three months – six weeks in a very bad movie. But in real life you’ve got to allow at least four long years – often a lot more. And the reason they speed it up in the movies is that it’s boring. Even if you cry for four hours a day – which is a hell of a lot of crying – that still leaves 20 to be got through. Plus most people have to earn a living. I know I did. It was balm to my soul, distracting me from the horror that was my life.

And I went to dinner parties – and probably ruined them. Some people never spoke to me again. I reckon that, post-bereavement, you can count on losing up to a third of your Christmas card list, which is hurtful – especially as it can be the people you thought would always be there. But it balances out because into your life come new friends and you see sides to old friends that you never knew existed.
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In August 2002 I met with Ian Katz, features editor of The Guardian, for lunch at The Clerkenwell Dining Room. Ostensibly we were there to talk about the consumer testing that the Good Housekeeping Institute was carrying out for The Guardian – which was the best washing machine, toaster, vacuum cleaner; that sort of thing. But the conversation turned around to my personal history. Ian has the incorrigible curiosity of a child. But what was it like, he kept asking me. How did you feel? How did you cope?

I didn’t take offence. I couldn’t. His interest was genuine and unlike most people he didn’t shy away from talking about the Greek tragedy that had been my life. In the end he told me I must write a piece for The Guardian because he’d never seen anything written about the long-term effects of bereavement. You see lots, he said, written in the short-term, the aftermath, but nothing about what it’s like day in, day out, year in, year out.

So I agreed. And in September I sent him a very professional (I’m a writer and editor after all) 1,500-word piece about bereavement and its impact on society and individuals. I included plenty of quotes and statistics to back up my arguments. To my absolute horror, he rang me a week later and said it wasn’t at all what he was looking for. It’s a very professional piece, he agreed, but it’s written by someone looking in from the outside. It’s not how you spoke that day in the restaurant.

I was very shocked. No one had rejected my copy in years. But eventually I calmed down and started to try to write what we had spoken of in the restaurant. I couldn’t. I was completely blocked. What I really felt was too awful, too horrible to commit to print. A month went by: I still couldn’t do it. Eventually one afternoon, when I couldn’t stand it hanging over me any longer, I knocked back a couple of glasses of wine, sat down in front of the computer and just typed.

As I typed I started to cry. And I cried and typed for three solid hours. At the end I was snotty-nosed and puffy-eyed – and had written 3,500 words. None of it seemed to make any sense to me. There was no logic, no structure and certainly no happy ending. But I just didn’t care any more. I didn’t care what people thought of me. I didn’t care that I’d owned up to some pretty rotten emotions, to overeating, chain smoking, drinking too much and having really bad sex with inappropriate men.

I was just so relieved to have got rid of the poison that had been clogging up my mind for years. All I cared about was that I’d got it out, that I’d stopped pretending that grief is pretty or decent or sensible or civilised. It’s horrible, painful, jagged and dangerous. It makes you turn on people who care about you and it makes you wonder what on earth there is to go on living for when the people you love are dead. And although it changes and can, I fervently believe, become manageable, it never goes away.

I was exhausted with the effort of writing and I thought it was probably unpublishable, but that was Ian’s problem so I pressed Send on the computer and emailed it to him.
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He did run it. Unaltered and in its entirety, on 2 December 2002. It was a Monday and I arrived at work to find myself deluged with phone calls and emails and messages from people who’d read it. Friends, obviously, but also total strangers. The next day the letters arrived. Most of them started the same way: ‘I thought I was going mad. I didn’t know anyone else felt that way . . .’

In February 2003 the Mail on Sunday’s You magazine reprinted the article and even more letters arrived. A typical one read: ‘Two years ago my father died and now my marriage is breaking up. I thought I was just unlucky until I read your article and realised the two things might be connected. I showed it to my husband and we’re talking now . . .’

Many of the letters started with apologies because the writer’s experience was not as severe as mine – just the death of an aged parent or just a miscarriage, as if there were a hierarchy of grief. But there isn’t. The finality of death is always horrible, always terrible and somehow has to be got through.

I am no better qualified than any other bereaved person to tell anyone else how to cope but writing that one newspaper article was cathartic for me and – from the letters I received – appeared to help some other people, too. So I decided to have a go at putting my thoughts down properly. I have always been a copious note-taker and diary-keeper so, however unlikely or unreasonable the feelings described appear to be, they are actually what I felt, thought and wrote at the time.
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However, I am not a medical expert and this book is not intended to give medical guidance. I have written about the conditions my husband and child suffered as best I can and according to my understanding of what was happening at the time. I have included only those details necessary to explore the feelings and emotions I was experiencing. The treatments they underwent have almost certainly been improved or superceded. But this is not intended to be a book about leukaemia. It’s about grief. In particular about the four rules of grieving that I have learned over the years:


The first rule, obviously, is that it takes far, far longer than you think. If your marriage runs into trouble or your child has difficulties at school some two, three, or even more years after a bereavement – don’t think the two aren’t connected. They probably are.

The second rule is that the worst bit is not the death – although it might feel at the time as if it is. The worst bit actually comes months later when all the fuss has died down and your friends who were so helpful in the beginning have gone back to their own lives again. If you are reading this book soon after someone you love has died then that’s absolutely the last thing you want to hear. But you need to know it because you need to plan ahead. And so do the people supporting you. All those people who write in the immediate aftermath saying ‘anything, anything I can do’ need to know that what matters most is still to be in touch in six months’ time.

The third rule is that there will be a fight. This I can guarantee. You might think that you’re not the argumentative kind. That falling out with people is hardly the way to honour someone’s memory. But the fact is it will happen. Often at the funeral but certainly within the first year. You can’t stop it happening just by being prepared, but you can prevent it from escalating out of control into a long-running feud.

The fourth rule is that anniversaries are hell. Always. Accept it and work around them.



It sounds grim and it is. For someone who has not experienced the loss of someone close to them it may sound unnecessarily depressing but my experience – and the experience of everyone else I have spoken to – is that if you know what you’re in for then it’s a lot less frightening than not knowing, and thinking that you are losing your mind into the bargain. I like to use the analogy of the natural childbirth movement in the Seventies. At that point, childbirth had gone from being a natural process, supervised largely by women working from their own experience, to a medical process kept separate from everyday life and shrouded in mystery. Of course, there were advantages to this in that some mothers and babies who might otherwise have died were undoubtedly saved. But there was a downside in that women who were giving birth for the first time found it even more painful and frightening than it need be, simply because they had no idea of what was normal and what wasn’t. The natural childbirth pioneers never claimed that it wouldn’t hurt but they did believe that if you knew what was coming you could work with the pain rather than fight it.

Death has also become medicalised. Again, for the very good reason that so many people can now be saved who otherwise would not be. But for those left behind this has led to a disenfranchisement which can make the mourning process harder even than it need be. Which is hard enough.

[image: image missing]

As a young woman I didn’t know what to expect of grief, and I fought and fought and fought it every inch of the way. This book is born out of that pain in the hope that my experiences might help someone else. There is a phrase I have had cause to use over and over again. It describes the period when you are absolutely at the lowest ebb. When the full horror of the death has sunk in and you can see no reason for joy or pleasure ever to exist in your life again. I call it crawling around on the seabed of despair. It is as if you are one of those dark creatures that lives on the ocean floor and has never felt the sun on its back. You can’t go upwards to the light because you can’t remember ever knowing the light. The only comfort is that you can’t go any lower because there is nowhere else to go. All you can do is crawl around on the ocean floor with thousands of fathoms of water between you and the world where other people live. I spent several years on the seabed of despair. It would have helped me to know that someone else out there had gone through this experience and survived to see the light again. When I was down there, this is the book I would have liked to read.


Chapter One
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THOSE WERE GOLDEN DAYS

I PACKED A small bag with her bloodstained pyjamas, the book she’d been reading, the teddy bear she called Apricot. Despite the fact that it was June and the weather was sunny, I felt cold so I put an old riding jacket over my business suit. Then we went to Paddington and caught the train to Plymouth. It seemed somehow fitting to be making this journey again – the one that had begun two decades before, back in the golden days.
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I had arrived at Plymouth Station for the first time in August 1978, with all my possessions packed in the three suitcases I’d been given for my twenty-first birthday, my father’s old typewriter balanced on top. Could I walk to my new digs? Could I afford the fare for a taxi? Not really but I had no idea where I was going and the cases were heavy, so I took a cab anyway.

I had booked into a lodging house run by a woman called Dilys. She was a cut above the other landladies in the area as she took in arty types – actors appearing in the summer shows at the theatre on the Hoe and journalists training on the newspapers owned by the Mirror Group in the West Country. I was one of the latter. A real-live journalist. No longer a student, a whole world of new opportunities was about to open up for me.

One of the features of staying at Dilys’s was that all her lodgers had to watch the TV soaps on permanent lookout for her ‘boys and girls’ who occasionally had walk-on parts. But that Sunday night there were no soaps to watch, so after a lonely supper I went to bed early ready for the next day, the first day of my new life.

In those days the Mirror owned a regional group called West of England Newspapers, to use as a base for training journalists. It was a royal road to a job on one of their nationals and places on the course were hard to come by. It was hugely prestigious and the year I applied there were 650 graduate applicants for six jobs. But it was a long way from Fleet Street.

The offices were sited on an industrial estate outside Plymouth and it was from here that the regional Sunday Independent and the weekly Plymouth Times were published. A Portakabin parked in the car park formed the makeshift classroom where our trainer, Cedric Pulford, set about telling the 12 of us – six graduates and six local school leavers – what was expected of journalists. Or actually he set about telling 11 of us, as one was inexplicably missing. First Cedric asked us if we all had cars. A car, he said, was vital for a reporter. Someone pointed out that we could hardly afford cars on the £16 a week we were being paid. I couldn’t drive anyway so sank low in my seat and stared out of the window. I’d failed at the first hurdle. Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a journalist?

Someone was walking across the car park. I could only see the hair. It was the most unusual colour, not really red, more gold. A flash of gold. The owner of the hair came into the Portakabin apologising for being late, but he’d been out on a story – investigating the theft of supermarket trolleys in the suburb of Plymstock. His name was John Merritt and he was the missing twelfth trainee. Unlike the rest of us dutifully arriving on the first day as if we were still at school, he’d shown up at the start of summer, convinced the editor of the Plymouth Times to take him on and had actually covered stories and had his name in the paper already. My heart did a double flip. I fell in love with him at first sight. But then so, I’m sure, did everyone else in the room.

At the end of the first week, John asked me to accompany him to work on the news programme for the local hospital radio. So he was a broadcaster as well as a published journalist . . . I thought there was no end to his talents. And the following Friday he asked me out to dinner at the most expensive restaurant in Plymouth. I was duly impressed, as he’d hoped I would be. He ordered sole, I did likewise, and was appalled to discover it was served on the bone complete with head and dead fishy eyes. I suspect John was, too, but we both struggled to eat it.

After that, he didn’t ask me out again. We were just together. There were no questions, no doubts, no anxieties. We were inseparable. He was 21. I had just turned 22. We had embarked on the careers of our dreams and each found the love of our life. I can picture us now in my mind’s eye: both of us tall and slender, me with dark brown eyes and long, conker-coloured hair; John taller still, six foot at least, still with gangly boyish limbs and his astonishing red-gold hair and piercing blue eyes. We must have appeared truly blessed, a golden couple. There was no indication that John carried a deadly genetic trait that would rob him of his life as a young man and then kill his daughter, too. No one who knew us then would have doubted that we had anything other than a glorious future ahead of us. I didn’t doubt it myself. Of course, I knew we would face difficulties together but everything in my life had taught me that if you worked hard enough and loved well enough then good things would surely happen.

It was a philosophy that worked in the past for my family.
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My father Anthony was born in 1929. His father Tom worked at the railway depot in Stratford, East London, and the family lived in a council house nearby. Emma, my paternal grandmother, worked as a cleaner but instilled in her children – my father and his younger sister Josephine – her belief that the only way out of the East End slums was through education. She sent Tony and Josephine, later known as Josie, or Jo, to local Catholic schools but her ambitions for them of a good education and qualifications were dashed by the Second World War. Both children were evacuated with their schools until Emma – unable to live without them – brought them back to the East End, saying: ‘If we’re going to be bombed we’ll be bombed together.’ And they were. They were forced out of their original house in Crowndale Road and had to move around the corner to Chandos Road, London E15.

Tony’s schooling was badly interrupted although he was naturally bright and managed to matriculate at the age of 15. Further education was out of the question, so after National Service he dabbled in various jobs and wrote a play, Vanguard, based on his father’s life on the railways. It was put on at the Theatre Workshop, Stratford East, by the director Joan Littlewood in a series of plays by local talent, and starred Harry H. Corbett who went on to play the younger Steptoe in the early sitcom Steptoe and Son. Tony was temporarily lionised as an ‘angry young man’ and as one of the so-called ‘young meteors’ of the early Fifties.

His parents couldn’t support him, however, and he was unable to make a living as a writer, so he went into journalism as the next best thing, becoming acting editor of a tiny weekly paper, the Laindon Recorder in Essex. There he played host to a group of Young Conservatives who wanted to see around a newspaper office and was immediately attracted to their 19-year-old organiser, Sheila Pigram. She had jet black hair, green eyes and an 18-inch waist, but was an unlikely Young Conservative, growing up as she had in a bungalow built by her father a mile down an unmade road. It has since been subsumed by Basildon New Town but then Laindon was an unprepossessing country village popular with families who were moving out of the East End and the Dockland areas in search of fresh air and green fields.

Sheila’s family had done just that and her father Albert, a maintenance enginer at Battersea Power Station, had built the family house himself although he never really finished it. One of my earliest memories is of a cement mixer parked in the front garden. Sheila, his second child, was bright, tough and ambitious but, as with Tony, an academic education was out of the question so she left school at 16 and trained as a hairdresser. She landed a job in a West End salon, where she went on the train every day, in clothes she’d sewn herself, smart copies of Christian Dior’s New Look.

Her diaries at the time record a giddy teenage social life with theatre outings, tennis parties and campaigning for Bernard Braine, the local Conservative MP. But within a year of meeting Tony Nicholson they were married and had moved to Ipswich where he had got a job on the East Anglian Daily Times. I was born in 1956, a year after their marriage, when Sheila was 21 and Tony was 27.

Miles away from their families and unable to afford a car, or even the bus fare back to Essex, they pursued their dreams together. Believing there was little hope of supporting the family they wanted through journalism or writing, they agreed that Tony should read for the Bar. A fairly breathtaking decision for a young couple with a baby and no back-up – but made possible by the fact that they discovered he could study for his exams through a correspondence course and didn’t need a college law degree.

To save money, they returned to London when I was 18 months old, moving in with Tom and Emma. Tony supported us in between his studies by working long shifts for the Extel News Agency. The house in Chandos Road was what you might expect of a council house in the Fifties. The tiny back yard was concreted over and still had the remains of the bomb shelter where the family had slept every night during the Blitz. There was no bathroom and no inside toilet. I didn’t mind a bit. I loved the constant attention from four adults and the baths taken in the scullery with water heated in the old copper, from where – screened by washing drying on the clothes airer – I could chat to the rest of the family gathered in the kitchen.

My grandfather Tom came from a horse-racing family and his own father had been quite a well-known jockey so he liked to think he knew the horses. He would go to the betting shop on a Saturday – or, if he was feeling flush, to a race meeting. On Sunday lunchtime he’d take his winnings to the pub – or drown his sorrows there – tottering gently home at closing time to fall asleep for the afternoon on my bed. This was fine by me as when he woke up there’d be a plate of winkles for his tea and I would sit on his lap fishing them out for him with a pin, while he told me stories of horses that he called the ‘gee-gees’ and of the steam engines he’d worked on.

But my mother hated every day of living with her in-laws. She had brought with her a chic little black poodle that fought constantly with my grandmother’s fat lazy cocker spaniel – just one of many ways in which she considered living in the East End vastly inferior to the bungalow in Laindon which, although it was never properly finished off, was at least in the countryside and owned by her family, not rented from the council. One of my earliest memories is of watching from the front room as she returned from a shopping trip wearing the smart clothes saved from her single days, black hair waved, nails and lips painted scarlet and head held high as she skipped briskly across the cobble stones, her mind fixed on the better future that she was sure was around the corner for her family. I doubt she was even 25 at the time.

To achieve this bright future no effort was too great, no expectation too high. Reading and education were paramount. Table manners were drilled into me from the moment I could grasp a knife and fork in my fat little paws. If I protested I would be told that I could never go to smart restaurants when I grew up if I didn’t know how to eat properly. Baby words were banned, as was any trace of an East End or Estuary accent, which might hold me back in the glittering life that was planned for me. When I was three my mother took me on the underground from Stratford to the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, to see a matinée of the ballet Swan Lake. I loved it and remember drinking real orange juice with bits in – the first time I’d ever tasted it – in the Crush Bar, then dancing every step of it right through for Emma and Tom when we got back to Chandos Road. The love of ballet has stayed with me my whole life and, more than 40 years later at a gala evening, I met Anya Linden, who by then was Lady Sainsbury, the ballerina who’d danced Odette/Odile that afternoon in 1959. I was too shy to tell her that in a trunk at home I still had the programme I’d saved from that day out.

I was five before my father finally qualified as a barrister and by that time had two baby brothers, Jeremy and Hugh, born just 16 months apart. Yet somehow Sheila and Tony had scraped together the deposit for a modest three-bedroomed house in the commuter town of Ingatestone, Essex. To subsidise his paltry earnings as a newly qualified barrister my father worked three nights a week as a night lawyer for the Daily and Sunday Express.

After finishing a day in court or in Chambers he would walk around to the black glass art deco building that was Beaverbrook House in Fleet Street, and work until one or two in the morning reading all the stories in the paper for possible libels or contempt of court. This was in its heyday when the Express sold millions of copies a day, and he was proud of the fact that he libel-read throughout the Profumo scandal without receiving a single writ.

Needless to say, his children saw very little of him. To me he became a distant and rather scary figure. I couldn’t understand why he had to work so much because even despite the long hours there was little cash to spare. Our house was tiny with no room for a separate study so, on the nights when he was at home, he would prop a piece of chipboard across the arms of his favourite wing armchair as a make-shift desk and work through the evening, oblivious to the noise and chaos of family life going on around him. If we were lucky, though, he would break off at bedtime and make up stories for the three of us featuring characters called Dougal Dinwiddy, Septimus Peckinpah and Penelope Pecksniff (who was me, of course). They all lived on the Isle of Skye, which is where we believed the Nicholson name originated.

I was seven before we got a TV, telephone or a fridge. Central heating came even later. We had a car but for a while were unable to tax or insure it so it was jacked up on bricks while we travelled by bus. But to me the greatest hardship was that my mother made my school uniform. As stylish as ever, she interpreted the rules liberally and used whatever length of material she could pick up cheaply in the market. I loathed everything about homemade clothes, starting with standing on the kitchen table while she pinned the fabric to fit me, occasionally pricking my skin as she worked. I was once castigated during assembly in front of the whole school for wearing a mini-dress because according to the head teacher Sister Thecla: ‘We don’t like mini-dresses at this school.’

My Holy Communion dress was another of my mother’s creations. I had wanted to wear white ruched netting like all the other little girls at my school but she’d produced from a length of white satin what was known at the time as a Twist Dress. The nuns termed it ‘sinful’. The official photograph to commemorate my First Holy Communion shows me scowling and hunched with a school cardigan covering up the offending garment. I resolved like Scarlett O’Hara that when I grew up I would never wear homemade again.

More than anything else I wanted to fit in. But my parents had dedicated their lives to escaping their roots, not fitting in. When the money worries began to ease we acquired a huge Ford Zephyr, packed a tent on the roof rack and went camping across Europe for our summer holidays. My mother had got the idea for that from a magazine. All her ideas seemed to come from magazines. Despite having to have home-made clothes, home-cut hair and very, very plain home-cooked food (shop-bought cakes seeming to us children the height of luxury), my mother’s one indulgence was glossy magazines and my father would buy them for her at Liverpool Street Station if he had time to kill waiting for a train. She especially liked Nova, and Vogue and Good Housekeeping. I would read and re-read them after she’d finished with them, saving them until they became dog-eared. Only then would I cut out the pictures to stick in scrap books and create magazines of my own.

I was always reading and writing stories, often late into the night to the exasperation of my grandmothers when they came to stay. My maternal grandmother Rose tried to defeat me by removing the light bulb from my bedroom altogether but there was a streetlamp outside and I read by that. When I wasn’t reading I was dreaming of living in London in a flat with other girls, wearing fashionable clothes and working on a magazine.

I passed the 11+ with ease and won a direct grant place at the Ursuline Convent in Brentwood; and I was thrilled that the strict regulations meant my uniform had to be bought from a shop. It was, however, bought big enough to last me until the sixth form but like the other girls I quickly got the hang of rolling my brown pleated skirt up at the waist so that just an inch showed below my brown, blue and gold striped blazer.

In our family we never regarded ourselves as poor – we were always thinking of the next move on our upward trajectory. When I was 12 we were able to move to a bigger, four-bedroomed house down the road in Hutton. But not long after, I was awoken in the night by howls like a dog in pain. There were doctors, an ambulance, and my father was taken away to hospital. He was 39 and had testicular cancer – now often curable but in the late Sixties the prognosis was poor.

Self-employed with a non-working wife and three children, plus a huge mortgage, he had no choice but to work through his illness. I remember him sitting up in the hospital bed after his operation, writing up cases on foolscap legal pads. After he was discharged he had radiotherapy, often fitting it in around court appearances and then vomiting copiously on the way home. The seriousness of his illness was never discussed with us children but we did know we were properly poor now.

My mother needed to go back to work and as soon as Hugh, the youngest, started school, she enrolled on a teacher training course at Brentwood College of Education. This made little or no difference to our means. That autumn was especially wet and I was furious when she told me that I had to wait until her termly grant cheque came through before I could have an umbrella to keep me dry on the way to and from school. I remember protesting bitterly that we’d all have been a lot better off if she had just gone back to being a hairdresser. She snapped that if she was going to leave her children to go out to work it was going to be for a good job – a response I disagreed with vehemently at the time but that clearly was to have an influence on me in later life.

We sold the new house and moved into a draughty old vicarage that was being sold off by the Commissioners of the Church of England as it needed so much work doing to it. It was in the village of Southminster, some 50 miles from London and over an hour by train to my school. Although it cost far less than our executive home in the commuter belt it was a beautiful and gracious Georgian house built for Dr John Scott who had been Nelson’s chaplain at the battle of Trafalgar and later retired to Essex. In the space of 10 years my family had moved from a council dwelling with outside toilet in the East End to an historic country house with four reception rooms downstairs and a graceful oval staircase that curved up to seven bedrooms, and lots of nooks and hiding places besides. Best of all there was over an acre of garden for us kids to run wild in and it meant we could have more dogs, cats, chickens, at one time a falcon, and eventually a pretty grey pony for me called Trophy, whom I loved more than life itself.

Despite the long journey and frequently missing school altogether due to a series of train strikes and bad weather, I breezed through eight O levels and then studied for A levels in maths, further maths and physics. I had a natural ability for maths, passing the A level when I was only 16, and found it much less bother than remembering dates in history or quotes for English essays. My parents were adamant that I should do a degree but I didn’t really have any strong idea of what to study. No one in my family had ever been to university and I didn’t have any real idea of what it entailed or how to choose a course. So I plumped for a subject, the one right at the top of the list issued by the admissions council: Astrophysics. That sounded suitably mathematical and had the very satisfactory effect of nonplussing the nuns who were more used to girls who did English, French and history A levels and then trained as teachers.

My school, although good and academic, didn’t prepare girls for the Oxbridge entrance exams. And to be honest Oxford and Cambridge didn’t really impinge on my consciousness at all. I was more than happy to win a place at University College London, which sounded much more fun than being stuck in some dusty provincial town. When I discovered that University College was set up by the reformer Jeremy Bentham in 1828, primarily for Jews and Catholics – and later women – who couldn’t study at the Oxbridge colleges, that was a plus, too.

But the course was hard, much harder than I expected. Being really, really good at sums at a nice convent school left me ill-prepared for the rigours of a tough science degree at one of the top universities. My facility for maths meant I coped, more or less, with the theoretical side but I struggled with the lab work – having done nothing more practical than embroidery at school. And it didn’t help that there were only nine women in an intake of more than 100 freshers in the Astronomy and Physics department. As I saw it I was an alien among all the swotty boys. I hated it and begged my parents to allow me to leave and get a job. But they were adamant. They knew the hardship of getting your education later in life and I wasn’t going to suffer as they did.

In desperation I signed up to work on the student newspaper, Pi, and discovered the wonderful cloak of invisibility that being a professional observer can confer. Suddenly I was right in the heart of the student union, able to go anywhere, talk to anyone, with my new-found status as a member of ‘the press’. The whole panoply that was student life in the Seventies opened up to me. I attended student union meetings where we railed against the Government and passed motions to send telegrams of support to striking workers all over Britain; to Palestinians on the West Bank, and the oppressed, whoever and wherever we thought they were. Although that could vary according to who you spoke to. In student politics in the Seventies there were at least half a dozen different left-ist groupings all fighting among themselves.

The Socialist Workers Party hated the Marxists, who loathed the various types of Communists, and everyone thought the National Organisation of Labour Students exceedingly dull. Union meetings frequently went on for hours with amendments to the substantive and endless points of order and information. Digby Jones, later director general of the CBI but then a law student, was seemingly the only Tory in the College and he would heckle everyone and everything. In my guise as a reporter I moved freely among all the left-wing groups and duly wrote up reports of union meetings and Anti-Nazi League marches. As my confidence grew I took part in silent protests against apartheid and joined the occupation of the University of London Senate House complaining about – I can’t remember what. Probably grants, which were universal in those days – although means tested – and we didn’t have to pay tuition fees so we really didn’t know when we were well off. I had a high old time at the National Union of Students conference in Blackpool where I took the stage as a speaker, glamorous in my usual outfit at the time of skin-tight jeans (I had to lie down to do them up) teamed with silky 1930s blouses bought from charity shops and high, strappy sandals worn with stripy socks. The diary pages of The Guardian reported that three different good-looking student activists – a Communist, a Marxist and a plain old Socialist – vied for my attentions, and according to the bartender in the Imperial Hotel we out-drank every other political grouping who’d ever stayed there.

Passing my exams became something I did to stay involved in my wonderful, radical left-wing student life – and I did so sufficiently well to be offered jobs in the defence industry, literally as a rocket scientist, during the annual ‘milk round’ in the Third Year. This was in the days of the Cold War and no way was I going to be part of the arms race. Journalism was a much more noble calling. The Daily Mirror in those days was a campaigning, radical tabloid, far more politically correct than The Guardian in that it was aimed at the ‘workers’ rather than the intellectuals. I set off for Plymouth full of high ideals and aspirations, and in John met someone who was even more principled and idealistic than I was myself.

He relished the role of observer rather than participant even more than me, to the extent of remaining deliberately vague about his background. Even though John’s father lived just an hour away in Exeter, I didn’t meet him for the whole of the first year. His siblings were all compulsive travellers: his brother Michael was in Israel and his sisters were in Jersey and Australia respectively. To me, with 13 first cousins and countless second cousins, it seemed unfathomable not to have a bothersome family who were always calling you and visiting you. But John’s mother had apparently died of leukaemia when he was 13, or so – I never knew the exact date. And the family seemed to find comfort in travelling the world, from being apart rather than together. Having such young parents, no one in my family had died. Both sets of grandparents were still alive so this was my first experience of the impact of grief and I was astonished. Surely the death of a family member would make you want to cling together? Apparently not. With hindsight I can see that the pain of remembering can be so great as to compel you to forge a new and different life.

John had been born in Leeds and always referred to himself as a Yorkshireman, although he had grown up in Exeter. And I believe, although I’m not sure, that he was sent to the Catholic boarding school Stonyhurst, in Lancashire, around the time of his mother’s illness. It seemed to me that learning to be apart from his family at that time gave him a distance that was his means of coping for the rest of his life. He started a university course in economics but chucked it in favour of a drama course in Bristol which he endured for six weeks, then left when he was asked to ‘be a tree’. He then spent a couple of years indulging the family passion for travel, mainly in Canada where he worked on a fruit farm and in Israel where he lived on a kibbutz.

At the age of 21 lack
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