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This book is dedicated to my sisters, Polly Harding,
 Sophie Cornish and Claudia Vincenzi. 

‘I could never love anyone as I love my sisters’ 
From Little Women by Louisa May Alcott




A woman in Russia is the same as myself, the same
 emotions, leading the same sort of life. In no way
 will I be part of anything that will murder her.

Sarah, Greenham Peace Camp,
 ‘The Greenham Factor’, Rebecca Johnson




Prologue

Rachel

2 April 1983

As dawn broke after the most testing night shift of her career, WPC Rachel Rees slammed the door of the police van on the twelve women handcuffed inside and let out an exhausted sigh.

Slowly she turned away and began walking wearily to the driver’s side, her neck, shoulders and back aching from a night of dragging dozens of women across the frozen concrete, out of the path of the transportation trucks loaded with cruise missiles arriving at their final destination: the military base at Greenham Common, in the heart of the English countryside.

Rachel reached out to open the police van driver’s door, then stopped and looked back at the scene that she had found hard to comprehend when she’d arrived twelve hours earlier. Fifty thousand women holding hands, completely surrounding the nine-mile perimeter fence of Greenham Common. Each of them using mirrors to reflect the base, and those guarding it, back on itself. Singing to keep up their spirits, as they had done throughout the entire bitterly cold April night, each one forming a link in a human chain and encircling the military base that was soon to become home to eighty of Ronald Reagan’s cruise missiles.

Rachel ran her eyes along the human chain; their mirrors, lighters and torches twinkling in the misty morning glow, while flags and banners, as far as her eye could see, fluttered in the icy wind: ‘Peace on Earth’, ‘Greenham Common Peace Camp’, ‘Nuclear Free’, ‘CND’. Large barrels every hundred yards with the words ‘rice’, ‘pasta’ and ‘beans’ painted on them in white. An oil drum in the distance, a stubborn fire struggling to stay alight in the cold dawn after a night of rain. Handmade tapestries, adorned with pictures of doves, hearts and peace symbols woven into the wire fence, alongside poems, ribbons, photos and flowers. One woman had even tied her wedding dress to the fence, many others, their children’s baby grows and photographs, each a constant reminder of what they were fighting for.

Rachel had spent an increasing amount of time at the camp over the months, as the presence of the women at Greenham Common became more and more of a problem for her male superiors: her sergeant, her chief inspector, her chief superintendent, the commander and commissioner of Thames Valley Police – all the way up to Michael Heseltine, the Secretary of State for Defence. It hadn’t been easy witnessing the women suffering the horrendous conditions, visibly shaking from the cold in the terrible weather and huddled together as any supplies, tents, sleeping bags or blankets were confiscated almost daily by West Berkshire Council. The locals had banned the women from using their pubs, cafés or facilities, shouting abuse and hurling all manner of disgusting concoctions at them, including pig’s blood and cow slurry. In summer it was easier, but in winter it was spirit crushing. There would be large pieces of plastic sheeting, tied with string and propped up with branches, under which the protestors would shelter, often in the rain, sleet or snow, just managing to survive until morning.

Over the past year Rachel had arrested hundreds of women for obstruction of the highway and criminal damage. They would lie for hours on the freezing cold roads, making a human blockade so that the trucks couldn’t enter the site. As she had done several times already that night, she would put twelve women inside the individual cells in her van, to stop them going straight back to lie down on the road again or, worse, to climb on top of the lorries. Now the nuclear weapons were actually being shipped in, tensions had increased. Her superiors were frantic: ‘These are nuclear missiles. You can’t have them being stopped in the middle of the road so those women can clamber on the lorries.’

Arresting them all was a long-drawn-out, expensive process, which, with fifty thousand women, felt insurmountable: unloading them one by one at the station – or at Newbury Racecourse where they had set up marquees to cope with the pressure – each one having her photograph and fingerprints taken, the custody sergeant recording what she’d done, her name, address and medical history. Then each would be checked in and put in a cell, sometimes waiting on her solicitor before she could be interviewed, charged and given her bail sheet to be processed at the magistrates’ court.

Some of the women Rachel had arrested had gone to prison for refusing to pay the fines they had been given at court or for cutting through the fences and causing criminal damage. They found the only way to get press coverage was to make a mockery of Michael Heseltine’s claim that the base was secure by gaining access to the control tower or the nuclear weapons themselves.

For the first year Rachel and her colleagues had worked hard at their relationship with the women. But press coverage was making the government look powerless to remove them and the police had changed tack. There was a large police presence now, police whom Rachel didn’t know, who had been trained to use violence to deal with the miners’ strikes.

The atmosphere between the police and the women was growing increasingly strained.

‘Think next time you want to make a nuisance of yourself, you stupid bitch.’ Rachel pushed back the memories of daybreak, when she had been forced to intervene. A male colleague had decided to drag one young girl by her ears, which had made her scream out in pain. Rachel had winced in horror, and rushed over.

‘Graham!’ she had called out. ‘Graham! I’ll take this one. I’ve got one more slot in my van.’ Rachel had prised the girl away from him, until eventually he had released his grip.

‘She’s a fucking slag, this one – scratched my face. Don’t let her get away,’ he said, glaring at her.

‘I won’t,’ Rachel said firmly.

‘Please let me go,’ the girl with green eyes had pleaded with her. ‘I need to help my friend. Please! She has a baby – she needs me. Please let me go!’ She had screamed at Rachel, thrashing and twisting to get away.

‘Calm down!’ Rachel had forced the girl to the ground, handcuffing her to try to protect herself before loading the girl into a cell in her van.

Whilst most of her colleagues tried to treat the women with care and respect, some had resorted to causing pain, kicking hard at their bodies as they lay on the ground and using force matched only by the strength of the women’s resolve. The police had started to feel outnumbered and pressure was intense to keep the highway clear for the vehicles coming in.

It had been raining relentlessly all night: freezing rain that Rachel thought was determined to break her. It had finally stopped at dawn, and a pink sky had flooded the horizon, marking an end to her night of hell. Handcuffed, the green-eyed girl had gone limp, so that for Rachel it was like dragging a corpse into the van as her back screamed at her to stop.

Rachel climbed into the driver’s seat and a grey-haired lady in a yellow shawl, sitting on the frozen ground next to her police van, caught her eye. She looked as weary as Rachel felt, and Rachel’s eyes fell to a muddied sheet of paper on the ground, advertising the time and place of the event. It was still staggering what the women had achieved. She had overheard them talking at the start of her shift. ‘Five women phoned five women, and those women phoned five women. We had no idea how many were going to turn up until the coaches started arriving this morning.’ The elderly woman sat completely still, clutching a wooden board embossed with a printed poem. Rachel started the engine and read the unsettling words.

In the event of a nuclear war

There will be no chances

There will be no survivors

All will be obliterated

Nuclear devastation is not science fiction

The world now stands on the brink of the final abyss

Let us all resolve

To take all possible practical steps

To ensure that we do not, through our

Own folly, go over the edge.

Lord Mountbatten

Rachel had managed to stay composed during every long night shift and back-breaking arrest, until the event that finally broke her: the day the previous month when the trucks carrying the USA’s medium-range missiles first arrived at Greenham. For the first time, the women had fallen silent – no chants, no songs, the only sound the roar of the trucks as the enormous weapons of mass destruction thundered past. She choked back tears as the women sobbed, expressing their profound grief for the two wasted years they had spent camped out in the bitter cold, leaving their children and husbands at home, living with little or no sleep, trying to keep their spirits up with campfires and singing, cold to the bone, no hope of hot showers, their bellies empty.

As Rachel turned the police van round and pulled out onto the main road, the women in the cells in the back began to sing, as they always did, in perfect harmony with one another.

Well, have you seen pictures of bodies all burnt

Imagine it’s you and your family so hurt

We can stop the madness but we must do it now

So come down to Greenham

Take a fence down at Greenham

We won’t move from Greenham

For time’s running out.

Rachel let out a heavy sigh. It was undeniable that the Greenham women made her life harder, but they had her empathy. There was no doubt in her mind that the government’s handling of the crisis had scared people. She and every home in the country had received the now infamous leaflet, giving instructions on what to do in the event of a nuclear attack. It had been swiftly followed by a government broadcast on the radio. Four minutes, they were told; four minutes to gather their loved ones, prop suitcases against the walls, stuffed with clothes or anything to help absorb the radiation, and hide as best they could under the stairs. Four minutes to say goodbye to their loved ones. One woman she had spoken to at Greenham had told her she would be unable to get to her children in time, a thought that had kept her awake at night and spurred her on to join other women, ones who thought that they were only good for nurturing and home-making, but who were now changing the world.

‘Do whatever it takes to get those women out of there. They are making us look incompetent and we need to get them under control,’ Rachel’s superintendent had barked at her.

Rachel rolled her head around in a circle and let out a heavy sigh. Her back screamed in pain from dragging women away from the road, but there had been so many of them this time, too many to be able to cope with. Rachel and her colleagues were starting to suffer. They couldn’t arrest fifty thousand women and they had started to discuss putting the women in cells for the night, but not charging them.

The atmosphere felt electric that night, in a way that it hadn’t before, echoing the storm she had battled against for the entire shift. The balance of power had tipped. The women were starting to make up ground, take the upper hand, and it felt to Rachel as if the police were now on the back foot. A helicopter had thudded away overhead as her colleagues battled to prevent women breaking through the fences with bolt cutters, using ladders to scale the barbed-wire fences and run into the base to dance on top of the missile silos.

Rachel pulled up in front of Newbury police station, and looked around for anyone who might be able to help her escort all the women to the back of the station. Their singing always escalated in volume when they arrived there, as if to summon increased strength and resolve. Rachel reached for her radio and requested help, shouting to be heard over the women’s voices.

We are women, we are women

We are strong, we are strong,

We say no, we say no

To the bomb, to the bomb.

Over and over they began to repeat the words as Rachel raised her voice above the cacophony.

‘Requesting back up,’ Rachel said. ‘Need assistance escorting twelve females into Newbury station.’

She was instructed to wait, but the women were becoming stressed and they began banging on their cell doors. Nobody was available, everyone was stretched to the limit, she would just have to stay calm and take one at a time round to the back of the station, sign them in and get them into holding cells as quickly as she could. She took a deep breath and opened the van door. Her legs felt like lead, her body throbbed from exhaustion. As she walked round to the rear door and opened it, the increased volume of song from the women caused her headache to splinter.

‘Come on, you first,’ she said, as the green-eyed girl, barely out of her teens, looked up and, for a moment, their eyes met. She was caked from head to toe in mud, the tracks of her tears visible on her filthy face, the whites of her eyes sparkling as she shivered in the bitter cold. Rachel pulled her out of the police van cell, locked it again, and clung on to her tightly.

‘Can you take the handcuffs off me, please? They are really hurting me,’ the girl said.

‘Excuse me . . .’ The voice, a man’s, behind her was faint, and it barely registered over the women singing.

Rachel ignored it, hoping the person wasn’t talking to her, took the green-eyed girl by the arm and began walking her towards the station. It was bitterly cold, the coldest night of the year, she had been told, and she could barely feel her hands.

‘Please, I won’t try anything. They are cutting into me.’ Rachel stared at the girl, who had a thick Welsh accent, trying to assess whether she could trust her, then slowly reached into her pocket, retrieved the key, and slid it into the small lock. Click.

‘Excuse me!’ The male voice, in a thick Welsh accent, called out, louder now. Rachel spun round and stopped in her tracks. A tall man – in his late thirties, she guessed – wearing a checked shirt, a thick cord jacket and a black woollen scarf was walking slowly towards her, carrying a large cardboard box.

‘Yes?’ She found herself snapping out of sheer exhaustion. ‘Can I help you, sir?’

‘I’ve found a baby abandoned this morning on St Phillip’s church steps,’ he said calmly.

Rachel froze, unable to take in what he was saying. At that moment, she felt the weight of the world on her shoulders. She had been up all night, she was soaked through, every inch of her body ached, she needed to process twelve Greenham women hammering on the side of her van, nobody was available to help her, and now she was being told there was a baby in a cardboard box requiring her urgent attention.

‘I’m sorry – what?’ she said, loosening her grip slightly on the girl with the green eyes, who in that split second took her opportunity. She violently yanked her arm away and before Rachel could even react, began running at full pelt towards the main road. Rachel watched her go, her legs heavy with weariness, her brain too exhausted to react.

She turned back to the man, taking a moment to transfer her focus onto him, before her eyes travelled down to the box he was carrying in his arms. Slowly she walked over and peered inside it. There, in a pink hand-knitted cardigan, matching mittens, and wrapped in a soft blanket, was the most beautiful baby she had ever seen. It had a flush of fair hair, a button nose and porcelain skin. It was breathing softly, its little belly rising and falling as it slept. She couldn’t believe that the noise of the women singing and carrying on hadn’t woken it, and that immediately worried her. They needed to get this baby out of the cold and to hospital, quickly.

‘What is your name, sir?’ Rachel asked, her eyes darting around for anyone who may be able to help her. Thankfully she spotted her colleague Constable Bill Bailey, who had been working at Greenham with her all night, walking into the station. She called out to him but the traffic noise meant he didn’t hear her. She now had an emergency on her hands, as well as a van full of fractious, cold and hungry women kicking off.

‘Howell, Howell Jenkins,’ the man answered. He was tall and slim, with a warm smile and blue eyes that crinkled at the edges like Mr Mischief.

‘Come with me, please. We need to get this baby into the warm and call an ambulance.’

Rachel led Howell inside. She walked past the queue at reception and spotted Bill, now behind the counter.

‘Call an ambulance, Bill, quickly. We’ve got a foundling. Then I need your help checking a van full of women into custody.’

The young constable’s eyes widened as he nodded and immediately picked up the phone.

Rachel turned back to Howell. ‘Can I ask you a few questions about where you found the baby, sir?’

By now, Howell was sitting in reception with the box on his knee, clutching it tightly. He had a kind, wind-beaten face, and his hands were flushed from being exposed to the cold. Rachel crouched down next to him, went back to her notebook and began scribbling.

‘The first I knew of it was a car starting up outside my window at around six. It woke me. I’m the caretaker at the church, so I live in the annexe next door. It’s very quiet in the mornings; nobody is usually around until after eight.’

‘This is St Phillip’s? In Newbury?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Did you get the registration?’ Rachel enquired.

Howell shook his head. ‘I was still not fully awake, but it sounded to me like a classic car of some sort. It had a guttural roar and whoever it was took off at quite a pace.’ Rachel saw his hands were trembling. ‘I did actually take a look, and I could see him pulling away. The car was bottle green, I think, possibly a Jaguar E-Type.’

‘Him?’

‘Yes, I’m pretty sure it was a man. He was wearing a shooting cap. Did you see there was an envelope in the box, with quite a large amount of money,’ Howell said, handing it to her. Rachel looked down at the thick cream parchment paper, the word ‘Emma’ in slanted handwriting on the front in black ink.

She handed the money to Bill at reception. ‘Can you bag this up, put it in the book and store it as evidence? I’ll need a photo of the front of it, too. Someone might recognise the handwriting.’

‘Will do,’ he said, pulling a bag from behind the desk and putting it in, as Rachel dashed back to Howell.

‘So she’s called Emma,’ Rachel said quietly to him.

Howell frowned and bit his lip. ‘What will happen to the baby? Poor bach,’ he said in his Welsh lilt, glancing down at the tiny person. ‘Why would anyone do this?’

‘We will take her to the hospital to get her checked over,’ Rachel said, making a note of what Howell had shared about the car. ‘Then we will try and find her mother. She is well dressed, and obviously loved, so hopefully someone is missing her and will come forward.’

‘I thought it was kittens at first. I went to open up the church as usual and saw the box on the top of the steps. I heard a faint squeaking sound and I thought somebody had dumped a litter. I couldn’t believe it when I looked inside. She was so calm, not crying, just gurgling to herself, looking at the sky.’

‘Ambulance is on its way,’ Bill Bailey called out from behind the counter. ‘Shall I start unloading the van?’

‘Yes, please, Bill,’ said Rachel, walking over to him and handing over her keys.

‘How will they try and find the mother?’ Howell asked, clutching the baby’s makeshift crib tighter.

‘They’ll send CID – that’s the criminal investigation department – to the hospital, take photos of her, make a note of all her clothing, and the box she’s in. They’ll speak to you again, no doubt. Then they’ll contact the press to share the photos and all the information they have, to see if any member of the public knows anyone who was due to have a baby but doesn’t have one now.’

‘Oh, here, there was a tiepin in the box, a silver one, looks expensive,’ Howell added, pleased with his detective work. He lifted it out and gave it to Rachel, who looked carefully at it. The initials EJM were engraved in slanted letters.

‘Thank you, I’ll make sure that gets passed on.’

Rachel could hear the ambulance sirens already. They always responded fast to calls about babies.

‘Wait here, please,’ she told Howell.

She watched Bill coming back in with the first of the Greenham women she had arrested that night. The green-eyed girl would probably be long gone, trying to hitch a lift back to camp by now. There was no point Rachel beating herself up: the women were on an endless conveyor belt and no doubt their paths would cross again.

The ambulance sirens were louder now, filling reception, as Rachel pulled her weary body up, and headed for the door to open it for the paramedics.

Within seconds there was a rush of activity. Cold air blasted through the door as two paramedics dashed in with a trolley and their bags. Rachel watched as they gently lifted the baby girl from her handmade crib and began tending to her, checking her vitals, and wrapping her up carefully in a foil blanket.

‘Does she have a name?’ one of the paramedics asked.

Rachel looked at Howell, who nodded his encouragement.

‘Emma,’ Rachel said as, at last, the tiny girl began to cry.
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