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Author’s Note

This book is dedicated to my children, who don’t have my genes but will always have my heart; to all my god-children and to all the people who are special in my life – they know who they are.

In order to protect the privacy of the many people I have known over the years, names and other details have been changed in every instance, throughout the book.


PROLOGUE

I was crouched on my hands and knees, scrubbing an endless corridor with a toothbrush. It was a pointless task but was seen as the right sort of punishment for a girl like me. I was fourteen years old and was locked up in an institution called the Blue Door Centre. It was one step down from youth remand, and was a kind of last-chance saloon for delinquent girls who had caused the authorities too much hand-wringing. Most of the others who were holed up in this fortress had been involved in serious crimes. My only crime was running away.

Even at fourteen, I was very good at running away from children’s homes, but the Blue Door Centre wasn’t like anywhere I’d been before. It was a high-security unit, and when I’d arrived, a burly, foul-smelling member of staff had said, ‘You’ll never get out of this place: all the doors and windows are bolted. You’re stuck here until we decide you can leave.’ I had taken an instant dislike to this man, and had vowed that I would find a way to break free.

I couldn’t breathe properly unless I was free to roam, to climb trees and ride horses. My need for freedom was as basic as oxygen. But for my mother, her boyfriend, Michael, and too many social workers, police and teachers to count, pinning me to one place was the endgame. I felt worse than an ensnared tiger. I was tired of being cooped up in institutions like this. It didn’t matter where adults had tried to confine me, I had always found a way to squeeze myself out of windows, slither down drainpipes or scale high fences.

Escaping from the infamous Blue Door Centre was, however, a different matter entirely. It was one of the most deadly places I had found myself in. The staff were cruel with strong, rigid bodies that looked as if they were made from the same material as the sturdy window bars. The heavy front door could only be opened by tapping in a pin number, and the other doors were triple-locked.

Over the years I had developed a technique of giving myself pep talks to help me through the toughest times. Times like now, when I was locked up, and the many occasions when adults had been cruel to me. Right now, though, in the Blue Door Centre, I was pouring every ounce of mental energy into finding a way to escape. I was so frustrated about my imprisonment that I couldn’t stop smashing my toothbrush against the floor over and over again. ‘How could I not have found a way out of here yet?’ I chastised myself.

I’d never felt quite so trapped. I’d been here for three weeks now, probably the longest I’d stayed anywhere. Claustrophobia was making my chest feel tight and was sending waves of panic up from my stomach. I shuffled along the corridor, moving my bucket of water with me. Floor-cleaning duty was one of the many acts of drudgery assigned to us. Scrubbing the toilets, the bedrooms, burnt pans in the kitchen – all these tough, repetitive tasks were designed to break our spirit. The strategy didn’t work for me, though. Inside, I may have been gasping for air, but I would never stop fighting and I would never give the staff the satisfaction of seeing my distress. I remained calm and expressionless in their presence, only coming to life when I was alone with the other girls, with whom I felt an instinctive connection.

A couple of the girls had also been condemned to corridor-scrubbing duty. Usually we were under surveillance by the metal-bodied staff, but now and then they went off for tea breaks and we would allow ourselves a few moments of wildness, skidding along the polished corridors at top speed, throwing water from our buckets at each other as we ran. When the staff returned, we would spring back to our subservient positions on the floor.

I finished scrubbing the corridor and moved myself and my bucket of grey water towards the entrance hall. I watched the front door swing repeatedly open and shut as a procession of official-looking people tapped in the pin to enter or exit. Each time the door clicked shut my heart sank.

Suddenly a plan flashed into my mind like a fork of lightening. Still on my hands and knees, I crawled across the hallway, continuing to clean the floor diligently so as not to arouse my jailers’ suspicions. In the entrance area, there was an inner door a few feet away from the heavy front door. This was not locked. I propped my bucket against it to keep it open, then busied myself with cleaning the square of floor between the inner and outer doors. One of the members of staff who was supposed to be supervising me signalled to his fellow jailer that he was going for a cigarette. His friend agreed to join him.

All I had to do now was wait. My heart was beating very fast. If my plan was going to work, I knew I had to act quickly. Poised like a greyhound in the starting blocks, I waited patiently for the front door to buzz. The second the lock released on the door, I sprinted past the visitor, a non-descript, grey-haired woman, almost knocking her over. I ran faster than I’d ever run in my life. To the woman who had unwittingly set me free, I must have looked like a blurred squiggle, getting smaller and smaller as I disappeared down the long drive.

Freedom and adrenaline surged through my veins in a heady cocktail. I couldn’t believe my luck when I saw a large delivery van on its way out of my prison. It slowed down, waiting for the heavy metal gates at the foot of the drive to open. During my interludes of freedom, I had spent a lot of time playing on vans and lorries with other children. I knew exactly how to jump on to them while they were moving and how to open their back doors. I swung inside this one. It had been delivering fruit and vegetables, and smelt of damp cabbage, at that moment the best smell in the world. I heard the gates swing open for the van; then it picked up speed and the Blue Door Centre was behind me for ever, I hoped.

As soon as I felt the van stop, I leapt out and bolted into the bushes at the side of the road. Because I’d left the van, I knew that the immediate danger had now passed, but I also understood that the staff at Blue Door would have immediately contacted the police, who would be searching for me. I decided that my only option was to hide. I darted through the undergrowth, celebrating my return to life in the open air, and shook myself vigorously like a wet dog to make sure that I had shed all the toxic residue of the Blue Door Centre.

The tight pain in my chest had vanished now that I was no longer imprisoned. Euphoria kicked in. I didn’t imagine that many people made it out of the Blue Door Centre. Pure jubilation rushed to my head, making my brain tingle in a way no drug in the world could. I didn’t care about food or warmth or comfort. All that mattered was that I was free again.

I knew that if I stayed in the area, the police would inevitably find me, but I decided to lie low in the undergrowth for a few hours before making a move. My friend Sarah, who was eighteen, lived in nearby Southampton, so I hitched a ride to her place. As soon as it was dark, I crept into her back garden, climbed up on to her porch and threw a stone at her bedroom window to attract her attention. I often called on her late at night like this, so she wasn’t surprised to see me.

‘You’ve got to help me,’ I panted. ‘I need to get out of the country fast. Can you lend me your birth certificate? I’ll make sure you get it back. There won’t be any comeback – I’ll say I took it without you knowing. I’ve run away from Blue Door and everyone’s after me. If I’ve got a birth certificate showing I’m eighteen, I can get myself a temporary passport from the post office and get out of here.’

She agreed without hesitation, and so the following morning her name and age, along with my photo and a forged doctor’s signature went onto a temporary one-year passport, which was stamped for me with an unsuspecting smile by the woman sitting behind the post-office counter. She hardly even glanced at me to see if I really was eighteen. I walked as calmly as I could out of the post office and then whispered a triumphant ‘Yes!’ under my breath.

Now I had a fake passport, my freedom had taken on an entirely new dimension – I could go anywhere I wanted. My stomping ground had always been the corridors of council estates in Southampton, the woods and forest around my home or the streets of London, but I had always sensed that my future would not be lived out in England. I couldn’t see myself settling down with a husband and children in suburbia behind a white picket fence. The world seemed like a very exciting place and I wanted to see all of it. Running my thumb back and forth across the tough plastic cover of my new passport, a thrill of pleasure shuddered through my veins. I knew that now I could run much, much further than ever before.


LOVE AND HATE

My mother and father’s story together began with a passionate affair in 1957. In fact, their love for each other led to newspaper headlines. My father, Cyril, was a semi-professional footballer and played in various different countries. He came from a working-class background, while my mother’s family placed themselves at the posh end of middle class.

Social standing wasn’t an issue for either of them when they first set eyes on each other at a football match, which he was playing in and she was watching with her friends. It was certainly an issue for my mother’s parents, though, and they strongly disapproved of the pair seeing each other, considering my father to be beneath my mother. My parents were young and impetuous, and convinced that love would conquer all, they moved in together. Neither of them could have been more than eighteen at the time. My father was classically tall, dark and handsome, with a reputation as a playboy, while my mother’s delicate, elfin features and slender frame prompted comparisons with Audrey Hepburn. She was always immaculately and fashionably dressed, and stood out from her peers.

Very soon, though, the inevitable happened and my mother, Susan, got pregnant. My father declared that he would do the honourable thing and marry her, but in those days couples had to be twenty-one before they could marry without parental permission. There was no way that my mother’s parents were going to permit the union. So fierce was my parents’ love for each other that they went to court to challenge the law and won! It was 1959 and the case made it into the newspapers, which used headlines like ‘Nice one, Cyril’ to hail their legal victory. My parents were euphoric that the courts had endorsed their love – unlike my mother’s parents, who were of course deeply unhappy. It made relations between them and my mother even more strained, although they did stay in touch.

Sadly, the baby my mother was carrying was stillborn. Next, my brother Jay was conceived. My mother was just twenty when he arrived – far too young to be tied down with a baby. A year after he arrived, on April 27th, 1961 I came along. By then, my mother had spent almost three years pregnant. None of the babies were planned, and I think that by the time I came along she was really fed up of the whole baby business. Rather than sterilising bottles and changing nappies, she wanted to be out dancing and having a good time. She had always been a terrible flirt and she missed having lots of male attention. From the start I believe that she saw Jay and me as millstones round her neck.

Apparently, I was very reluctant to come out of the womb, and arrived overdue. Perhaps I knew what was in store for me. Initially, though, there was no sign of trouble. My mother told me later that I was a wonderful baby who sat and smiled all day long.

Some of my mother’s relatives came from Scotland, and my father’s from France; there was also some American Indian blood on my mother’s side, so genetically I was pretty mixed. I had jet-black hair, the deepest brown eyes and berry-brown skin. I always looked very striking next to other children, with their pale complexions and dirty-blond hair. From an early age I was independent and liked my own company. I amused myself by chatting away in my cot or crawling into the corners of my bedroom. My mother often told me off for climbing out of my cot because I wanted to explore.

Home was a three-bed council house in Lidgate Green, on the Thornhill estate in Southampton. It had a large garden surrounded by high walls. My mother was good at keeping house and everything was always clean and ordered with smells of bleach and furniture polish wafting through the air. We were banned from the living room for most of the day in case we made a mess.

As soon as I could move around by myself, I started to explore anything and everything. According to my mother, when I was two years old I scaled the garden wall, bursting with curiosity to know what was on the other side. The next-door neighbour happened to be in her garden at the time and screamed when a daredevil toddler teetered into view. She was terrified that I was going to tip over the top of the wall, breaking every bone in my body in the process, and so she scooped me into her arms before any harm was done.

As an attempt to restrain me, when I was two or three years old, my mother put me in reins. I remember how much I couldn’t bear them and always tried to find a way to wriggle out. She often dressed me up in ribbons and bows, but as soon as I was old enough to talk and run around, I craved shorts and threadbare T-shirts. She was forever licking a tissue and using it to wipe traces of food or mud off my face. I hated her doing that and would twist and writhe to get away whenever she tried to make me look ‘respectable’. Sometimes I banged my head against the bars of my cot in sheer frustration about being held in captivity.

When my father’s brother got married, it was decided that I would be a bridesmaid. I’m sure that at the age of three I looked very cute in a fussy white dress with a garland of flowers in my hair, but wearing these clothes felt stiff and unnatural to me. Everyone was wearing prissy dresses and hats and pressed suits, and I wanted to get away from it all. When my mother’s back was turned, I scaled an oak tree in the yard of the church where the wedding was taking place, almost losing my footing a couple of times because of my cumbersome dress. I sat hidden in the leaves and sturdy branches, inhaling the damp, woody smell. I looked at the frilly hats and carnation buttonholes bobbing around below me and decided I wanted to sit up there forever. Needless to say, this plan didn’t appeal to my mother when she spotted me.

‘Louise, what on earth are you doing up there? Your beautiful dress will be completely ruined. Get down here this instant.’

I thought my dress looked much better smeared with greeny-yellow lichen, but of course my mother was furious.

By this point, acid acrimony had stripped the love clean away from my parents’ marriage, like a locust feasting on sugarcane. There was simply no evidence remaining that there had ever been any affection between them. Some of my earliest and most powerful memories are of violent fights between my mother and father. The sound of the hate in their voices often woke me at night.

Late one evening when their shouts had woken me yet again, I crept downstairs to try to discover why they were making such horrible noises. I was appalled when I saw them fighting with each other. I didn’t realise that grown-ups did that sort of thing. I ran in, filled with shock that the two people who looked after me could be doing that to each other. Although I was only three years old, it was clear to me that they hated one another, but why? I couldn’t make any sense out of it and tears sprang to my eyes.

I threw myself in between the two of them, thinking I could stop them from fighting, but my gesture was futile. My mother pushed me out of the way. I fled back upstairs sobbing. I was baffled by their behaviour. Although I was only little, I knew that something between my parents was terribly wrong. I felt completely hopeless because I was powerless to stop them. After that, I kept well out of the way when they were fighting.

Around this time my father got a hamstring injury and had to give up his football career, so took a job as an engineer on the QEII, which meant that he was away a lot. My mother believed that he then embarked on a series of affairs, and it’s certainly true that their shaky relationship was damaged further by his prolonged absences and the awful atmosphere of mistrust.

We saw very little of my father once he got the job, and it was left to my mother to do most of the childcare. I’m sure she found it hard having to be responsible for two young children when what she really wanted was to lead a carefree existence and go out dancing until all hours. It was very important to my mother to be admired and approved of by men. Sometimes when we were out shopping, she started flirting with men she had never met before. Although I was very young, I knew that what she was doing was wrong. I didn’t dare say anything because I knew she would shout at me, but I recall thinking, ‘Why is she behaving like this?’ During my father’s absences she embarked on a series of affairs, often with the pursers and other staff from the big ships that docked in Southampton, including the QEII.

When my father did come home, he brought us presents. One time when he went off to sea, I asked him if he’d bring me back a box record player. I was thrilled when he returned home three months later with one securely tucked under his arm. I wasn’t used to being listened to and having my requests granted, and I was overjoyed that he’d remembered something I’d asked him what seemed to me ages and ages ago.

‘Oh, thank you, Daddy, thank you,’ I said, flinging my arms round his neck.

He also bought me some rock ’n’ roll records and I played them over and over again. He usually returned from sea with some kind of present for Jay and me. It was a real treat because my mother never bought us anything. I never felt that I was special or precious to my mother. In fact, I can’t remember her being anything other than cold towards Jay and me.

By the time I was four, I understood enough to know that my mother didn’t like me. I tried as hard as I could to be good, but nothing seemed to make any difference. I had no idea what I was doing wrong. I saw other mothers cuddling their children and playing with them in their back gardens. My mother never did that with us, though. We always seemed to be in her way.

One night I woke up burning hot. My throat was so sore I couldn’t swallow and my head was pounding. I crept into her bed, looking for some comfort, and put my leg over hers in the hope that she would cuddle me.

She pushed me away and said crossly, ‘Don’t come near me.’

Her rejection made me feel a deep physical pain, as if she’d fired an airgun pellet right into my stomach. Each time my mother made it clear she neither liked me nor wanted to get too near to me I retreated a little more inside myself. After a while I stopped asking for cuddles and kisses. It was less painful not to get these things than to ask for them and be pushed away.

‘I think she wishes she never had us,’ I whispered to Jay one day.

He was much more timid than me and was terrified of getting into trouble. ‘Don’t say things like that,’ he said anxiously. ‘If she hears you, she’ll go mad.’

When we were still very young, my mother took a job at the Silhouette Club in Southampton, first as a barmaid and then as a croupier. Later she worked in a famous Southampton nightclub called the Guinea Gourmet. Working in clubs suited my mother well. She loved to dress up, and in these places, wearing a glamorous silk dress and bright-red lipstick, with her hair elegantly coiled in a chignon at the nape of her neck, she could pretend that instead of being an impoverished mother of two demanding young children living on a council estate, she was in fact a starlet on the verge of being discovered by a film director.

And of course she got plenty of attention and flattering compliments from men in clubs. One of the men she encountered at work was called Alex. Sometimes she met him in the afternoons and dragged Jay and me along with her. I liked him because we usually went to the Wimpey and he bought us big, frothy milkshakes, which were a treat.

Once when we hadn’t seen him for a while, I innocently asked my mother what had happened to Uncle Alex. My father was at home at the time and realised straight away that I was referring to one of my mother’s boyfriends. My father was furious with my mother, and they had a blazing row about who had behaved worse when it came to cheating.

Whenever my father returned from sea my parents fought. They often had violent fights in front of me. I winced and cried as I watched my father punching my mother in the face. On one occasion I recall her crouched sobbing in the corner with a bloodied nose and a big bruise to one eye, which had turned black by morning. She grabbed a pan off the stove and whacked him with it.

As usual, I had no idea what they were fighting about, but I was terrified. Jay and I were crying because there was nothing we could do to stop the two of them tearing each other apart. I was sure that one of them would end up dead.

‘Stop, please stop,’ I cried, but they paid no attention.

I became hysterical and started to scream. It was horrible feeling so powerless. Jay was flapping in and out of the room like a chicken that had just had its head cut off. Like me, he was too young to know what to do. Both of us were wailing helplessly. In the end, the violence subsided, but I spent each day in terror waiting for the next fight, which came just a few days later. This one wasn’t quite so brutal, but still left Jay and me in tears and seeking shelter in our bedrooms.

The atmosphere was always unpredictable in our house. One minute everything was quiet and calm, and the next there would be a bitter and mighty explosion. I longed to be in a peaceful place with no fighting. Jay and I spent our time tiptoeing around in the hope that we wouldn’t upset anyone or trigger an outburst.

I had a little radio by my bed and sometimes put it on to drown out the shouting. At other times I crept miserably out of my bed and sat on my windowsill gazing up at the moon. I loved that peaceful, creamy-coloured disc and decided that it was my friend. In the absence of human confidants at home, I began to chat to the moon whenever it showed its face.

I became convinced that the two people who told me they were my mother and father weren’t actually my parents at all. I had a fantasy that one day a fairy godmother would turn up on the doorstep and say, ‘Louise, there’s been a mix-up. These two people aren’t really your parents at all. Here are your real parents.’ At that point she would produce two kind, beaming adults who would open their arms and envelop me in a big, warm hug.

‘So sorry about the mix-up,’ my real mother would say.

In my mind she was a shadowy figure without a proper face, but I could make out enough to see her huge smile. The mother I lived with hardly ever smiled.

I was sure that my real parents would never hit each other or raise their voices, and that I would live a calm and peaceful life full of love. I waited and waited for my fairy godmother to turn up, but of course she never did.

I instinctively felt that I didn’t belong to the parents I lived with, or they to me. I knew that I wasn’t like them and didn’t fit in. In a strange way, the moon became a surrogate source of comfort to me. I switched on Radio Luxemburg. ‘Rock Around the Clock’ was played all the time when I was small, and I climbed up on my windowsill and danced for the moon. When I sat in my room listening to my music, I could briefly forget about the misery of my home life.

One night, when I was still just four years old, instead of simply staring at the moon, I decided to try and get a bit closer to it. I had just started infant school and was far too young to be wandering around by myself late at night, but I was a fearless, curious child and the thought that I might be putting myself in danger never crossed my mind. I slipped quietly out of the back door while my parents were having yet another argument and ran through the council estate in what I thought was the direction of the moon.

As I wandered, I felt glad to be away from the shouting and out in the peaceful streets. I had no idea where I was, but it didn’t matter to me. After about twenty minutes I reached a dual carriageway. A driver spotted me and called the police. I vividly remember dazzling blue and white lights heading towards me, and startled, I ran into the hedge at the side of the road.

A few moments later a police officer carrying a big torch approached me. ‘Hello. It’s very late for a little girl like you to be out by yourself. What’s your name? Do you know where you’ve come from?’ he asked.

I shook my head. He lifted me into the patrol car and took me around the streets asking if I recognised where I lived.

After we’d driven through a few streets, I recognised the house in Lidgate Green and pointed to it. ‘That’s it!’ I cried.

The officer climbed out of his patrol car and knocked on the door. My father answered and turned white when he saw me standing in my nightdress with a police officer. He couldn’t believe that I had slipped out and wasn’t tucked up in bed. After that, my parents made sure the back and front doors were double-locked at night.

That wasn’t the last time a police officer came to our house: every so often the fights between my parents were so bad that the police were called. At times, during violent rows, my mother temporarily fled the house, usually late at night, hurrying Jay and me along the dark, quiet streets with her to seek refuge at the home of one friend or another. I felt very close to the moon then as our footsteps echoed on the pavements. I decided that its light was there to guide me, and I was mesmerised by it.

One of the few happy memories I have from that time are the walks my mother took me and Jay on in the woods near our home. We went with one of her friends, who also had children, and while the two women chatted about the disappointments and miseries of their lives, we children ran off, picking blackberries and climbing trees. It was on these walks in the woods that I first began my lifelong love affair with horses. Groups of gypsies lived in the woods and they kept some of the ponies tethered to trees. Although I wasn’t tall enough to stroke their heads or feed them apples, I loved patting their smooth, sleek bodies and inhaling their distinctive smell.

‘Oh, please could I have a pony?’ I begged my mother.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Where on earth would we get that sort of money?’ my mother snapped, and went back to chatting with her friend.

I tried to spend as much time as I could around the ponies. They always seemed calm and peaceful, and I was sure that they would never let me down in the way that adults did.

I think that I was born with the urge to be wild and free. I felt much more comfortable outside surrounded by the vast expanse of the sky and the dense woods than cooped up inside my parents’ three-bedroom council house. Like my American Indian ancestors, I had an instinctive affinity with the natural world. I got to know the woods like the back of my hand on the outings with my mother. Little did I know, but that knowledge would become very useful to me later on.

As the rows between my parents intensified, I noticed that my mother started to meet boyfriends more frequently while my father was away. She still met Alex, but now there were others too. When she met them on a weekend or when Jay and I weren’t at infant school, she had no choice but to drag us along with her.

After our usual visit to the Wimpey with Alex, we all went to a nearby hotel. My mother sat Jay and me down on a sofa in the reception area and said irritably, ‘Wait here. I’ll be down soon.’ Then she and Alex disappeared into the lift, giggling.

We waited patiently for about twenty minutes; then I began to get restless. ‘I’m going to look for Mum,’ I said to Jay.

‘She told us not to move,’ he replied anxiously. He did everything he could to stay out of trouble and was an extremely obedient little boy.

‘I don’t care what she said – she shouldn’t have left us like this. I’m going to find her.’ I marched over to the lift and tried to work the buttons, but I didn’t understand what to do and, sighing, went back to sit with Jay.

The hotel was used by sailors when their boats docked and so there were lots of slightly rough-looking men wandering around. Anything could have happened to two young children perched uncertainly on the sofa in the reception area. Wasn’t Mum at all concerned? I felt upset and scared while we sat waiting for her.

‘She doesn’t want us, and she doesn’t love us,’ I said gloomily to Jay.

He didn’t reply.

After an hour my mother emerged with Alex. Both of them looked slightly dishevelled and flushed.

‘Right, time to go home,’ said my mother abruptly, giving Alex a tender, lingering kiss goodbye. I couldn’t remember her ever treating Jay or me so lovingly.

Not long after, my parents began divorce proceedings. It was even more horrible than their arguments. The first time I heard the word ‘divorce’ was when my father appeared at the house and told us he was moving out of the family home. Suddenly tears rolled down his cheeks.

‘What’s the matter, Daddy?’ I asked, puzzled. I had never seen my father cry before and it looked odd seeing this big, strong man weak with emotion. I ran up to him and cuddled him. ‘Please don’t cry, Daddy,’ I said, sobbing myself now.

He explained to me what a divorce was. I had never heard of mothers and fathers splitting up. Even though I knew mine couldn’t stand the sight of each other, it seemed a very strange thing to do.

Later that night I crept downstairs because I heard my name being mentioned when my parents were having yet another argument.

‘I’ll keep the kids,’ said my mother sourly. ‘After all, I’m the one who’s really brought them up. You’re away the whole time, sailing on the high seas with your fancy women.’

‘No, I’ll have the kids!’ my father shouted. ‘You’ve never wanted them. You talk to me about fancy women, but what about all those boyfriends you pick up from the boats and the clubs? You only want the children so you can keep this council house.’

My mother raised her voice in return, but I didn’t want to listen to any more. I ran back upstairs, tears springing from my eyes. All my mother cares about is the house, I thought, feeling totally devastated. Although she spent a lot of time shouting at me and Jay, it had never crossed my mind that she cared more about a property than us. Although I was sure my father loved me, I imagined that he wanted the house too.

The more I found out about the way adults did things, the less I liked them. Nobody wanted me and I had no one to turn to. If my mother and father had plunged a knife into my heart, I don’t think it would have hurt as much as those cruel words. I flung myself on to my bed, too upset to switch on Radio Luxemburg or to dance for the moon. I had no idea that things were about to get much worse.
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