
[image: Cover]



Praise for Smokin Jo

‘Smokin Jo is one of those rare talents that has the ability to taste the room and feed it what it wants. These skills have been her bedrock, her misused diamonds and her saviour, allowing her to rise like a phoenix from the ashes of her self-incinerated decks. Smokin Jo came from a time when the blokes ruled the DJ world, and still she rose to the peak of her profession through hard work and endurance, but mainly through raw talent. She’s a legend and an Icon because of everything she’s been through, not despite it, as she had no choice other than to succeed and succeed she did. Life with my dear friend Jo hasn’t always been a box of chocolates, sometimes the box got a little messy, but it was always very sweet!

’Skin OBE (Skunk Anansie)

‘An icon of the UK dance scene, and someone we were honoured to share Space Terrace duties with “back in the day”. Smokin Jo is a brilliant DJ, a pioneer who blazed a trail for female DJs with impeccable musical taste. Hers is an essential story’

Groove Armada

‘Smokin Jo is a trailblazer and pioneer. She paved the way for so many women of colour in a male dominated industry on her own terms. Respect!’

Honey Dijon

‘Brains, beauty and plenty of deck skills – if I were a female DJ, I’d want to be Smokin Jo’

Norman Jay OBE

‘Smokin Jo is so much more than an amazing DJ, she’s the kind of person you truly enjoy being around. She brings the beats, the vibes, the love and that everlasting smile!’

Danny Tenaglia

‘I’m a bit of a perfectionist, but to me, those nights watching Jo work the crowd so effortlessly, was a lesson in perfection’

Sister Bliss



To all the lost souls who found a home on the dance floor.
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Prologue

April 2007

‘Excuse me, Madame.’

I was woken by a gentle hand on my shoulder, nudging me awake.

‘Madame, we’ve landed,’

My eyes felt dry and sore, so I blinked until my vision was clearer. The woman looking down at me was smiling, friendly. I sat up in my seat as the smart navy British Airways uniform sashayed away from me along the aisle. I turned my head to the window, stiff-necked and groggy; the runway outside was bathed in sunlight and I could see palm trees in the distance. I had arrived in Antigua.

The slow shift into full consciousness brought discomfort; I ached all over. There was not a drop of moisture left in my body. My head was banging and I felt cold and empty inside. On top of that, I knew I must look like shit. Was I mistaken, or were some of the other passengers staring at me as they got up out of their seats to reach for their bags in the overhead lockers? Surely, they had other things to worry about – getting off the plane and collecting their luggage, reaching their glorious holiday destinations as quickly as possible. Watching their eagerness made me wish I was there for the same reason, that I could share their excitement. But I wasn’t and I couldn’t.

I sank back into my business class seat; it was comfortable so I didn’t feel like getting up. After a private grumble or two, I forced myself out of my seat and then gathered up my belongings, which were strewn around like a child’s discarded toys. As I dragged my bag over my shoulder a couple of fugitive miniature vodka bottles rattled to the floor. Empty, of course.

I shoved on black Dior sunglasses and headed down the aisle, definitely not sashaying like the smart BA hostess. This was more of a stagger, my heavy bag dragging my shoulder down. I’d hoped I’d feel better by the time we landed, that this stinking flu might have abated. No such luck.

Once through customs, I collected a large black travel bag, still moving in slow motion; legs heavy, head foggy. As I wobbled through the gates, a friendly-looking man stood before me holding a sign which read ‘Crossroads’.

‘Hi, I’m Jo,’ I told him.

He grabbed my bag and walked me outside to a people carrier.

‘Here we are.’ He opened the door and I slid into the back seat, closing my eyes the second I hit the leather.

We pulled out of the car park and got on the road, en route to Crossroads. My very first rehab facility.

I was never addicted to drink and drugs, not in the way most people think of addiction. At least that’s the way I saw it. For me, it was always a more habitual thing. I started taking drugs at eleven years old – speed, poppers, acid – then moved onto ecstasy and cocaine as I got older. I was never into Class B drugs; puff just didn’t do it for me. For me, it was ‘A’ all the way, daaarling! I probably took drugs several times a week, every week until I arrived at Crossroads, just a few days before my fortieth birthday.

So yes, that’s a good twenty-nine years, bang on it. It was time to address the issue, habitual or not. I still wasn’t sure though, not really, and on top of everything, I felt like such a cliché. Rehab, for fuck’s sake!

Crossroads wasn’t just any old rehab, it was the most beautiful I could find. The truth of it was I wanted a bit of a holiday thrown in with my salvation. If I was going to be sweating and shaking like a motherfucker while going cold turkey off gear, why not do it in pleasant surroundings? A pool, palm trees.

Crossroads’ main building is plantation-style, white with a terracotta roof, located right on the beach in Willoughby Bay with stunning views out to sea. There are lots of smaller buildings dotted around the site, and a large central swimming pool surrounded by manicured gardens. Inside, there were pretty, sunny bedrooms, a gym, and a huge semi-outdoor dining area where each day the most amazing Caribbean food was served, which I had every intention of filling my face with. Opened in 1998, it was founded by Eric Clapton, himself a recovering alcoholic and addict. Over the decade since, many a celebrity had spent time there – actors, rock stars, public figures. They’d all graced Crossroads with their presence, so I felt like I was in good company.

On arrival, my bags were swiftly snatched. The staff wanted to look through my belongings to make sure I didn’t have any alcohol, drugs, mouthwash or perfume stashed away. Clients had been known to drink toiletries in desperation at the absence of anything else, although, thankfully, the thought of necking my CK One or licking the end of a Mum roll-on hadn’t yet occurred to me. I was quite amused watching them rifle through my luggage, knowing there was nothing illicit to discover within. The smirk was soon wiped off my face when one surly-faced staff member saw fit to take my designer bikinis away.

‘Are you kidding?’ I objected. ‘Since when was a cute Gucci bra-top contraband?’

‘I’m sorry?’ The woman looked confused.

‘Why are you taking my bikinis? I bought those specially to come here, and they were expensive.’

‘Sorry Miss, but you are not allowed to wear anything too revealing at Crossroads. It’s seen as distracting for the male clients.’

‘Is it now?’ I rolled my eyes at her. ‘Tell me, are the male clients still allowed to wear their budgie-smugglers?’

She didn’t answer, although to be fair, this might have been because she had no idea what budgie-smugglers were.

‘Thought so,’ I muttered.

Jesus, even rehab was sexist. Just then, another client, a jolly-looking creature in a brightly coloured sarong and a large straw sunhat, bounded over. She’d heard my conversation with the staff member and clocked my British accent. She was also British.

‘You’re Smokin Jo, the DJ, aren’t you?’ she said.

I looked at her for a moment, blinking. So much for anonymity. Five minutes in and I’d already been recognised.

‘Yes, that’s me.’

Even saying it out loud in that setting felt strange. Smokin Jo. Renowned, international DJ, with a successful career behind the decks – having played in pretty much every corner of the globe and in every major nightclub you’d care to mention. The only female DJ to have ever won DJ Magazine’s coveted Top 100 DJ of the Year Award. Was that still me? I wasn’t sure.

The woman’s name was Alice, and she was friendly and enthusiastic. Despite my surprise at being recognised, we made friends right off the bat. I think she was glad to find a fellow Brit (most of the clients at Crossroads were American).

Alice told me she knew me from Ibiza, but as my memory isn’t the best, I wasn’t sure whether or not I’d met her before. Still, I was pleased to have hit it off with someone so quickly and to have someone show me the rehab ropes.

Just as we were getting acquainted, a tall man strode through the lobby towards us. He was dressed entirely in black – slim-fitting T-shirt, tight jeans – with cool trainers, dirty blond hair, tanned skin, and a lovely big smile. Good teeth. Alice immediately went over to talk to him, pulling me along with her.

‘This is Smokin Jo,’ Alice said.

‘Just Jo is fine, honestly,’ I smiled.

‘Hi, I’m Alex,’ he said.

Alex (not his real name) was American and easy-going, and told me he’d already been there a few weeks like it was nothing. There was definitely a flirty vibe as we spoke – I could see that familiar glint in his eyes. What was his story, I wondered? And did he wear budgie-smugglers?

I later discovered Alex (remember, not his real name) was the lead singer in a very famous American rock band.

While I was chatting, the bikini-thief approached and pulled me to one side. She was fast becoming my least favourite member of staff-slash-person in the world. She explained that from here on in, I was to be on forty-eight-hour watch. In a separate room.

‘Separate to what?’ I enquired.

‘Everything.’

For most people addicted to drugs or alcohol, those first few days in rehab are really terrible; the withdrawal symptoms can be life-threatening for some. I knew that, of course, but tried to explain that I was OK. Apparently, I didn’t look it. My flu symptoms gave the impression I was in withdrawal, so I was promptly led off to the room that was separate. From everything. There were no home comforts here, no fluffy-cushioned sun-loungers or Caribbean buffets. This was a plain white room with bars on the windows. It contained a single-sized hospital bed and a panic button. Within seconds of setting foot in it, I went from feeling like a client to feeling like an inmate.

Once my guest slot in Prisoner Cell Block H was up, I was allowed to rejoin civilised society and the rest of the community at Crossroads. My next shock was the revelation that all residents at the facility were expected to share a room for the duration of their stay. I really wasn’t keen on that idea; I cherished my privacy and had lived alone for most of my adult life.

‘But I’m a light sleeper,’ I protested. ‘I won’t be able to get any rest if I share a room, and that’s important, right? Rest?’

They insisted I at least tried. I found myself sharing with an American lady. One of those larger-than-life characters who are OK in micro-doses, but who you’d never go the distance of a three-course dinner with, and certainly wouldn’t choose as a roomie. Let’s just say she was very chatty. Too fucking chatty. Boundaries clearly weren’t in her arsenal of life skills either. In fact, I’d only been in the room for a few minutes when she stuck a sanitary pad on the wall next to the beds.

Seeing the mask of horror my face had become, she said, ‘Oh, that’s just so I don’t forget to put it on.’

I could tell from the off that this wasn’t going to work.

That first night, she snored like a French bulldog. The next morning, I complained to the powers that be. Rehab or not, I was a paying client and after doing uppers every weekend for twenty-nine years, I felt sleep was going to be a major factor in my recovery. That afternoon, I got my own room.

As for the other clients at Crossroads, well, they were a mixed bag to say the least. Most, as I’ve said, were American, plus a couple of locals. The facility had an agreement to take two locals a month as part of their pledge to the island, which allowed it to operate there. Interestingly, most of the Americans were in there for prescription-drug addiction. I say interestingly because I had no idea how prevalent the problem of prescription-drug addiction was there. I was horrified to hear people tell stories of having been on anti-depressants or anti-anxiety meds from the age of six or seven. And as for the narcotic pain meds like OxyContin and Vicodin, well, that was on another level altogether.

I was told that on occasion, despite the strict security measures, some of the local clients had managed to arrange drug drops to those who were struggling to stay sober. Crack and cocaine were the go-to shopping requests. Apparently, they would get their mates to chuck it over one of the far walls. I wasn’t surprised to hear it, to be honest. Several of the American clients at Crossroads had been given a choice between prison time or rehab, so had all chosen this. They had no real intention of getting sober but instead wanted a quiet life in a fancy rehab for a month rather than being banged up. These were the clients getting the drug drops. I made sure to steer clear of those clients.

Eventually daily therapy sessions forced me to start facing up to my problem. (Or should I say problems? OK, let’s save that for later.) Here there was nowhere to run – no veil of drugs and alcohol to sink into, no DJ booth or record sleeve to hide behind. It was hard to admit to my deepest fears and faults, but it was exactly what I needed at this point in my life. The Greek philosopher Thales said, ‘The most difficult thing in life is to know yourself.’ I believe that wholeheartedly.

The problem was, this wasn’t exactly the big blue sky opening up above me I’d hoped it would be. As it all sunk in and swirled around in me, I felt myself slipping into a depression. It was a bit like a dirty frying pan – once you start to scrub it, all the crap starts to come up to the surface and then you have to scrub really hard to get it completely clean. In case you’re confused by that analogy, I was both the dirty frying pan and the scrubber.

So, what were my issues? Where had all this self-sabotaging come from, this low self-worth, this dislike of myself? That was the big question …



Part One



Chapter One

The Sunken Place
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The garden at the children’s home, 1972



‘You’re pretty, for a black girl’

After all these years, I’m still unclear as to why my sister Deanna and I were put into a children’s home when I was just seven months old. My mother never wanted to talk about it, and my sister, a year older than me, vehemently urged me not to bring up the past, insisting we didn’t need to know the whys and wherefores of our young childhood and what had happened between our parents. I never pushed it. Perhaps I thought Deanna was right. Perhaps I thought it was best not to know.

My mother was from the West Indies, from Trinidad. Of Indian descent, she was pale, with long dark hair and glamorous to the nth degree. Voluptuous, a Marilyn Monroe-type figure, she always dressed in smart little suits, always with the bags and the heels – very feminine and absolutely beautiful. We never knew our father. In fact, apart from knowing that he was Nigerian, from Lagos, I knew practically nothing about him.

‘He looked like Sidney Poitier,’ Mum would tell us, with a flash of pride in her eyes.

At least that was something; at least I could picture him. A man from Lagos who looked like a film star. Hell, they must have been a striking couple.

From the fragments of information I’ve gathered over time, I can only speculate that my father left Mum, and she felt unable to look after us, so put us into the home. Still, I can’t be sure that’s exactly what happened, and now I’ll almost certainly never know.

I don’t remember too much about being an infant at the children’s home. I guess nobody really remembers much about being a baby, do they? All you know is what your parents and your grandparents tell you. ‘You walked at eleven months.’ ‘You said your first word at thirteen months.’ Not having those people around me meant that I never had those images of myself as a very young child. I have snapshot memories of visits from Mum and a few trips out to visit her friends. And I remember being happy enough, outgoing and cheeky. I think I enjoyed being the centre of attention.

Mum didn’t visit us that often (it was considered to be more upsetting for children when parents came and then left again) so we probably only saw her a couple of times a year, but one of my most prominent early memories is of the day my mother came to collect us from the home. Not to visit with one of her friends; this time we were leaving for good. I was five, and so excited that Mum was there to scoop us up and take us home, that we were finally going to be with her.

That afternoon, our mother took us for lunch at an imposing old building opposite Putney Heath. Hambro House had been an orphanage for girls in the 1800s. It was quite well known, in fact; The Beatles even visited in 1964 while filming A Hard Day’s Night.

At the house, we were met by an old white couple, Betty and Arthur, who seemed friendly enough, pleasant and chatty. Once lunch was over, we all got up ready to leave but my mother’s face told me something wasn’t right.

‘You girls must stay here with Betty and Arthur,’ she said.

I can still recall the fear which swept through my body in that moment; it was like a crashing wave hitting me head-on. I screamed ‘NO!’ and started to cry, tears stinging my face. As my mother walked away, out into the street and away from us, my heart fell hard. I’d never known such pain, such a feeling of abandonment. From the high of thinking she’d come to collect us, now came the fall. How could she leave us like this?

I didn’t know it then, but that second separation, being ripped away from my mother at that young age, would leave me damaged. It would change me forever.

As soon as my mother was out of sight that day, Uncle Arthur, as we came to know him (although I haven’t used the real names of the staff here and the ones I mention are all now deceased), turned to us, his face morphing from a smile to a grimace.

‘You’re two spoiled bastards, but we don’t tolerate that behaviour here. You’ll eat what you are told to, speak only when you are spoken to, and you’ll be punished if you misbehave.’

It was the moment everything changed. Up until then, I’d been a happy child, but this was the start of years of abuse and neglect at the hands of misguided, mean, unhappy people masquerading as carers. I can only assume they were running the children’s home for the money; it certainly wasn’t for their love of children. Most of the kids at Hambro House had been abused by their parents or had a disability, neither of which applied to my sister Deanna and me. Not only that, but we were also the only brown children at the home.

The place itself was stark, a building of dark red brick with tall pointed roofs and two large chimneys. It was expansive, spread over two floors with different wings. Downstairs, there was a living area, large playroom – which was the only carpeted room – a dining room and a big kitchen which we were not allowed in. Upstairs there were lots of bedrooms – some for boys, some for girls – and shared bathrooms. Where my bedroom was there was a toilet with a huge glass window so others could see in from the corridor, and a massive bathroom with four baths in it – no privacy at all.

Bath-time meant sharing the same bathwater as the rest of the kids, and it was pot luck in which order you took your bath. The staff only ever filled it less than a quarter of the way up, so we often sat in tepid, dirty water up to our thighs. Worse than that, I was often bathed by a male staff member. I now know that there was sexual abuse within the home. I don’t remember it happening to me, but years later there was a major child abuse scandal surrounding the home. Some of the women affected took their cases to court and won, and Uncle Arthur was successfully prosecuted.

The main toilet downstairs was like a public toilet, with about five stalls. It was always freezing and I hated it. Only three sheets of toilet paper were to be used, and it was the tracing-paper kind, no quilted Andrex for us. Most of the time I tried to hold my poo in rather than go in that smelly, cold, dank place. I once got caught trying to pee standing up, as I wanted to be a boy so much, and the hiding I got was horrendous.

The rules at Hambro House were strict. I shared a room with five other girls, and our beds had to be made every morning to army specifications, with folded corners tucked in tight. Once that was done, we stood at the end of the bed, stiff as boards, while the staff checked them for neatness and precision. If they weren’t up to scratch, we had to do it again and again, often missing out on breakfast if we got it wrong more than once. Unfortunately for me, the girl in the bed next, Carol, who had Down syndrome, would often sneak into my bed at night and have a pee. Consequently, I’d get a severe spanking when my wet bed was discovered.

We were made to call the staff Auntie and Uncle followed by their names, and had to eat whatever food we were given. Looking back, it often felt like we were on some kind of war ration diet, which included bread and dripping, marrows and sometimes even baby food. I hated bacon, so if we were ever given that I would pretend to eat it, chewing it slowly and then spitting it into my hand when the staff were not looking. I’d hide it by tucking it behind a cupboard or something, but there were times when they’d find the chewed up, dusty piece of streaky bacon and make me eat it off the floor. It seemed to me that they enjoyed the power they had over us and watching me degrade myself gave them pleasure. It’s hard to comprehend that kind of callousness now, but for us, it became the norm.

One morning, another girl put salt on my cereal instead of sugar; still I had to eat it. For some strange reason, the staff also thought I was lactose intolerant, so I had to endure my Rice Krispies with golden syrup instead of milk for years, despite protesting. It’s a wonder I’ve got any bloody teeth left.

I was routinely humiliated in front of the rest of the children and the staff. I’d be made to bend over and have my knickers pulled down and my bottom smacked with a rough hand or slipper. This would happen in the dining room while the rest of the children and adults were eating, looking on. Sometimes, I was made to stand in the corner of the room with my finger on my lips for hours on end. If I swore, I had my mouth washed out with a bar of carbolic soap or I was shoved in the cupboard under the stairs, alone in the dark, which has left me claustrophobic. Every day, someone told me that I was ugly, no good, and unwanted until every atom of joy and confidence had been knocked out of me and I became shy and introverted.

On Sundays, I was forced into my ‘Sunday best’ while one of the Aunties attempted to put my hair in two small buns, tied with bright ribbons to match whatever terrible garment they’d managed to squeeze me into. I loathed wearing dresses; I preferred boys’ clothes and boys’ activities, so it felt like the ultimate shame to be dolled up in ridiculous dresses each week. I had no clothes of my own anyway, but there was a cupboard full belonging to children who had died – donated to Hambro House – which some of us wore. I was tall for my age, so the clothes and even the shoes I ended up with were often too tight, and the sleeves on my clothes were always up by my elbows. I felt so ridiculous and scruffy in my hand-me-downs.

The staff had no idea how to cope with my curly hair, so mine was always unkempt and wild. I constantly had a runny nose, which I was told to wipe on my sleeves, leaving them encrusted with dried bogies. The staff had no idea that brown skin needs to be moisturised every day, and wouldn’t have cared anyway. Consequently, my skin was dry and ashy; I had eczema but no cream to treat it.

My voice was pretty deep from a young age, so that became another thing for the staff and other kids to tease me about. ‘Joanne the Man’, they called me, or ‘Foghorn’. I was left feeling like this tall, ugly black thing who didn’t belong anywhere and wasn’t worth anything. I hated myself.

Playtime was strictly monitored. Apart from the one teddy bear my mum bought me, we all shared toys. We’d get up to all sorts, sometimes playing on Wimbledon Common, which was close by. The outside play area at Hambro House was huge and had a climbing frame, which we all loved. At the back of the house there was a tennis court, some sheds, and a summer house where they used to tell us ghost stories some evenings. The only problem was, we were shut out there all weekend, whatever the weather – raining, freezing cold or even snowing. Once, a few of us kids were caught making mud pies outside in the play area. I have no idea why this made the staff so angry, but they made us eat them – chewing through wet, dense, gritty soil as if we were animals. God, I froze my arse off some days because I never had the right clothes, clothes that were warm enough for the chillier seasons. It was always cheap and thin polyester, and most of it didn’t even fit me because I was tall.

In summertime, regardless of our age or gender, we were made to play outside in our underwear, and for the girls that meant just knickers. I was a fast developer, and by seven years old I’d already started to develop breasts. I remember being outside in the playground, which was marked out as a tennis court. All the other kids were running around having a great time, but I didn’t want to play because I was so conscious of my breasts. Instead, I’d stand with my hands on my shoulders and my elbows together, so the front of my body was covered by my arms.

One afternoon, one of the other girls, Katy, asked me why I wasn’t playing. I told her why, and she took hold of my shoulder and dragged me over to Uncle Arthur, who was sitting by the back of the house, looking on. That’s what he did, all day every day in summer, just sit there watching all of us kids playing in our underwear.

Katy pleaded my case for me. ‘Uncle Arthur, Joanne’s chest is getting too big and she feels embarrassed, please can she go and put a top on?’

Uncle Arthur looked me up and down.

‘Show me,’ he said.

I was mortified and scared. Katy tried to pull my arms open but I resisted. When she finally managed to separate them, I stood there half-naked while Uncle Arthur had a good, long look.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, there’s nothing there,’ he said. ‘Go away and play and stop covering yourself up. If I see you doing that again you’ll be in trouble.’

I knew well enough what trouble meant. Uncle Arthur liked to spank us kids, always with bare bottoms, knickers round our ankles, bent over his knee. When I think of it now, I feel physically sick. Often, I’d be hauled into the staff room at night by another carer, where Uncle Arthur would be waiting, and I’d be left there unattended to receive my punishment.

Physical pain was something I normalised while I was in the home. Being smacked or hit with a stick or belt daily, I learnt to swallow that pain. I’d go upstairs and cry myself to sleep but then I’d push through it. I’d get up the next day, defiant and determined. It was just about putting my head down and getting through as best I could.

There were so many things in my childhood that felt wrong, but I accepted them because I didn’t know any better. When I look back at it through an adult’s eyes, I can hardly wrap my head around some of the things we were put through as kids.

I was growing up in a white middle-class area, surrounded by white people every day, both at school and in the children’s home. My caregivers were white, in school I was taught about white English history, and, as a rule, I only saw white faces on the TV, in films, and on the covers of magazines. Not that we were allowed to watch much TV. I think it may have been one to two programmes at the weekends at most. We’d all gather in the large living room, kids on the floor, staff on the armchairs. There were hardly any black and brown faces on TV in the 1970s, and when you did see one it was usually a highly racist depiction – with shows like The Black and White Minstrels extremely popular at the time. Golliwogs were also a big thing back then – a soft toy in the form of a crude character of a happy black person with big afro. I often got called golliwog or woggy, so the idea I had of myself, that was being drilled into me daily, was a negative one. At the same time, I was being moulded and shaped as any little white English girl might be, learning to speak properly and sharing the same values as the people around me.

The uncomfortable reality hit me when I realised, quite abruptly, that I was not that. I was, by most, seen as an outsider, less worthy, less attractive and less intelligent.

It was certainly apparent on Foster Carer Day, when all the kids would be lined up while potential foster parents walked up and down, deciding which children they might take into their care. There was no mixing and mingling, it was a bit of a butcher’s shop window. Neither Deanna nor I were ever picked, which, at the time, was very disheartening. How did that happen? Why? Where had I gone wrong?

The one good thing that came out of being at Hambro House was our school, which I loved. Roehampton Church School was a quaint primary school, just across the road from the home, in a leafy middle-class suburb close to Richmond. Very beautiful and very white.

I really enjoyed my time there, mainly because it was away from the home. Also, the school uniform I wore was mine, bought for me. Unlike my other clothes, it hadn’t belonged to a dead child. I had a red polo neck jumper, the choice of a grey pinafore dress or grey trousers (I opted for the latter), with red socks and red knickers. I felt smart when I was at school and I loved the lessons, which were of a high standard – we even learnt Latin and calligraphy.

At lunchtimes, we ate well. I’ve heard plenty of people complain about school dinners over the years, but to me, the food was delicious compared to the stuff we were given at the home. At school, we had shepherd’s pie, sausage and mash, fish and chips with mushy peas, and proper stodgy puddings served with custard. I always asked for more.

The school also organised these old-fashioned fetes and events on the heath, with paper chases, Easter egg hunts, and cheese and wine evenings for the parents. It became my escape – a sanctuary from the awful place I lived in.

By the age of seven, I was no longer the bright, excited young girl I’d once been; I was sullen, moody and probably depressed. If you’re told enough times that you are ugly and unlovable you start to believe it, and my god, I believed it. I wanted to be like some of the other girls at school, the ones with golden hair and blue eyes, the ones with white skin and pretty pink lips. Surely, they had it all. They came from wealthy families, lived in big houses with their mothers and fathers, and bragged about the fun-packed school holidays spent in exotic places. I wanted to be like them; I wanted to be white.

One afternoon after school, I was invited to the house of a blond boy with beautiful blue eyes called Darren, who was very sweet. His mum’s face dropped like a stone when she saw it was me her son was bringing home. Still, the house and garden were lovely, and his mum made the most delicious food for dinner. My biggest memory of that day was going upstairs to Darren’s room.

‘Is this all yours?’ I asked, as he pushed the door open. ‘You’ve got your own bedroom?’

I was completely amazed; never imagining that anyone ever had a whole bedroom to themselves.

Darren was a lovely boy, but not everyone was as nice to me as he was.

A few of the girls in my class started to tease me, calling me ‘candyfloss’ and ‘monkey’. They had apples at lunchtime in the playground but they wouldn’t give me one, suggesting I’d prefer a banana. I didn’t understand any of it. My mother was very fair-skinned, with long, dark straight hair. She looked almost Spanish, I suppose. Having a mother who looked white and having been brought up by white people, I’d assumed I was white too. It sounds ridiculous now, but it’s true. Suddenly, the blindfold had been ripped off and I’d seen my colour reflected back at me.

Kids would sometimes say I was dirty, that I needed a wash, that my dark skin was nasty. Back at Hambro House, I’d steal a wire scrub pad or a scrubbing brush from the kitchen, then go up to the bedroom when no one else was around and scrub my skin till it was raw. I wanted to take away the dark skin, and I honestly believed I could scrub myself white. Sometimes, I’d put a towel over my head, and pretend the towel was my hair. I’d strut around, flipping my head back and forth, wishing my hair was long and straight instead of the fuzzy mop that sat on top of my head. And why not? My mother was from a high caste in Northern India. She had very light skin and long, straight hair, so why couldn’t I?

The truth was, I didn’t even look like her. I didn’t look like anyone, which was all part of feeling like I didn’t belong anywhere. I didn’t want to be a girl, and I didn’t want to be black.

I tried to escape into some of the activities we enjoyed at school, the music and drama classes, but even that was a struggle. There was no music at Hambro House (well, no pop or recorded music, just hymns or carols at Christmas). At one stage, I’d wanted to sing in the church choir, but I was told by Uncle Arthur I couldn’t sing. I also longed to be in the school plays, but again, I was never allowed.

You’re too ugly, too tall, you haven’t any talent.

These were the things that were fed to me daily by Uncle Arthur and Auntie Betty. For some reason I still don’t understand, they just didn’t want me to do anything outside their control, although I was eventually allowed to join the Brownies.

One term, I begged and begged until finally they said I could take part in a school play. I was overjoyed – probably overexcited, given that the part the teacher gave me was a tree. Just a tree. All I had to do was stand there in brown tights and a green top. Still, to me, this was my moment, my chance to shine up there on stage. I was dedicated to my art, too, attending every rehearsal.

We rehearsed for weeks, and on the night of the play I was beside myself with excitement. At the last minute, Auntie Mary, a large woman with a faint moustache and long brown hair, said I couldn’t go because I’d misplaced my Brownie Beret.

‘I don’t need my beret, I’m doing a play,’ I reasoned, but she was having none of it.

‘If you can’t find it, you’re not going,’ she said.

And that was it. She didn’t even care that the teachers were expecting me to be there. Auntie Mary was a particularly vindictive woman, but the devastation I felt was indescribable. It was like she’d taken away any last bit of hope in my life. The following day, I discovered that one of the other girls in the home had spitefully hidden my beret, knowing the shit I’d get into for losing it. I was depressed for weeks after.

Uncle Arthur and Auntie Betty did eventually allow me to do ballet, as that was deemed acceptable for a young lady, and I adored it. During class we had a live piano accompaniment, which lifted me up and carried me away from life for that one precious hour. It also gave me an appreciation for classical music, which I still love listening to.

These small things meant the world to me during that time, because it gave me a sense of belonging amid the abandonment I lived with daily. My heart hurt and I was confused, not knowing why my mum had left me in the home or how long I was going to be there. Being reminded daily that our mother didn’t want us made me feel utterly worthless. It was also a lie they told us to make us unhappy. How sad it is to think now that, as such a small child, I felt like I was ugly and unloved. I was to be seen but not heard – stood in a corner, fingers on lips. No opinion, no voice.

It’s no wonder I carried that vision of myself for so many years.

As children, we all want to be loved and to be close to our parents, and when that’s ripped away, you’re left hanging, suspended in mid-air. Alone.

My sister Deanna was with me, but she was also a child, and as scared and alone as I was. Also, despite all we went through, we didn’t really stick close together. While I was loud and boisterous, Deanna became quieter and more reserved. Instead of bringing us together, the experience of abuse we suffered at Hambro House pulled us apart. It felt too painful to discuss, so we just had to get through it.

All I wanted was the arms of an adult who would cuddle me and tell me it was going to be alright. I wanted to feel cared for and safe, and without that, the only thing left was survival.

That’s probably the only positive thing I could say about my experience at Hambro House. It made me strong and independent. It taught me how to survive.
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