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            Author’s Note

         

         As I was researching for an exhibition, going through some of my old diaries to fact-check, I got totally distracted and drawn into my past and ended up reading for hours. I finally closed the diaries and put them back in the cupboard, all chronologically lined up, like my story in waiting. I knew at that moment what form my book would take. If I was going to enter the lion’s den of my past, it would be by using my diaries as my primary source. They offered an unblinkered view into my mindset of that time, and I could avoid the misty goggles of retrospection. The diaries evoked strong feelings of extreme happiness, my spirited passionate self, and the not-so-good feelings of dark sadness and pain. It was a revelatory process and they provided exactly what I needed – albeit a harsh and definitely not rose-tinted view of my past.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

         

         ‘Yours was a difficult birth,’ my mother told me. I was born with my left elbow bent and my fist firmly wedged against my chin like Rodin’s The Thinker. Then she added, with a smile, ‘You’ve been difficult ever since.’

         The name chosen was Christopher; it was expected I would be a boy – but I wasn’t. The name was then changed to Christine and a middle name, Carol, added, which became my given name … alongside nicknames Tuppence, Sputnik, Caz, and later names of Cosmosis, Scarlet and Cosey. So many names – but only one ‘me’.

         Just before the stroke of midnight on 4 November 1951, Hedon Road Maternity Hospital, sandwiched between a cemetery on one side and Hull Prison on the other. So began the first twenty-one years of my life living in the port of Kingston upon Hull – then the most violent city in England. It was buzzing with energy and an expectancy of a better life after the devastation wreaked upon it, and its people, by World War II. The fishing and manufacturing industries were thriving, employment was at a healthy level, and the slum clearance and building of new homes fostered a spirit of positive change.

         With such high hopes of prosperity while surrounded by post-war dereliction, a pervading sense of self-survival, and a confrontational and uncompromising attitude, it’s no wonder people were often at loggerheads for one reason or another. But the serious violence centred around drunkenness and conflict between the trawlermen, sailors, Teddy boys, mods, skinheads and Hells Angels. Everyone gave a wide berth to the trawlermen, who we called Fisher Kids. When they came back from a fishing trip laden with a fat wage packet, they’d drop off some cash to their families, don their pale-blue, double-vented ‘Fisher Kid’ suits and head straight for the pubs to get legless and fight. They were hard drinkers, like the dockers and sailors, but their distinctive suits made them stand out a mile. We’d avoid them, not just crossing the road but dodging out of sight completely. That was my environment and I loved it.

         
            *

         

         I was about three years old, sitting in my pushchair with Mum pushing me, my Grandma Rarity at her side and my sister, Pam, holding on to the pram. The sun was shining. I was in a cotton summer dress and overwhelmed by a profound feeling of happiness, warmth and love, smiling as I looked up at the beaming faces all gazing down at me. That first experience of loving oneness proved key to my knowing what love should feel like. That fundamental emotional benchmark, set at such an early age, meant that I also recognised when things didn’t feel right or measure up.

         Significantly, I was not in the company of any of my dad’s family at such a joyous moment. Grandma Rarity was the mother of my mum’s first husband, Donald, an RAF pilot. They had married in 1941, during World War II, but he went missing in action the very next year. Mum was heartbroken and Grandma devastated, as Donald was her only child and she’d already lost her husband after just seven years of marriage. Mum was like a daughter to her, and Grandma like a surrogate mother to Mum (who had lost her own mother in 1939). Me and my sister became the much-loved grandchildren Grandma never had, visiting her in Nuneaton for weeks at a time. My dad seemed resentful of the closeness we shared. He never came with us and kept Grandma at a distance.

         Pam had arrived first, in 1950, which is why expectations were high that I would be a boy. Consequently we were both a disappointment to my dad from the start. He’d decorated the children’s room with toy-soldier wallpaper in preparation for his son’s arrival. We often wondered why our bedroom had boys’ wallpaper, but just accepted it. He finally repapered our room when we were about ten years old, and the soldiers were replaced by red roses. I wasn’t impressed, and kind of missed (and preferred) the soldiers.

         So there I was, Christine, not Christopher, but Dad always called me by my second name, Carol, or my nicknames Tuppence or Sputnik. If I was in trouble, or to show his contempt for me, he’d call me Christine, almost spitting the word at me. All the various names he had for me – my sister was only ever called versions of Pamela – were like code names for his moods, and I soon realised this and responded according to the one he used.

         My mum always called me Carol, loved me no matter what I did (I was a bit of a hellion), smiled and laughed so much with us when Dad wasn’t around, and sang as she went about the house. Her warmth and loving tenderness were in direct contrast to Dad’s cold detachment. When he worked night shifts, I’d cuddle up with Mum in their big bed and drift off to sleep. I’d sit at her feet by the fire, watching TV, and she’d stroke my hair for hours – unless my dad was around.

         Those affectionate moments between me and Mum were often spoiled by Dad walking into the room and fracturing the calm atmosphere with a brusque ‘Get up off the floor’ – as if speaking to a dog. I only recall one time that he held me in his arms, when I was about six years old. I’d had some teeth out and was still groggy from the gas so he had to carry me into the house. It wasn’t a gesture of affection, but I convinced myself that he loved me nevertheless because he held me safe in his arms, and because he bought me a bar of chocolate. Not totally appropriate when I had a mouth full of bleeding gums and couldn’t eat anything.

         Mum married Dad in 1948; she was his elder by six years. They lived with Mum’s father in Wadham Grove, Hull, until they were rehoused to Staveley Road, on the spanking-new Bilton Grange council estate, about five miles from the town centre. My parents’ jobs meant we were one of just a few professional families amongst the coal men, factory workers and dockers in our road. The Scott family lived next door to us. Mr Scott, a burly but gentle docker, would painlessly pull my loose baby teeth out for me and give me a penny. The Scott family weren’t there long and the Smith family, with their eight children, moved in. That brought a batch of new friends to play with – and Mrs Smith’s freshly baked bread. The smell from the oven was amazing and she’d invite me in and give me a hot bread roll dripping with melted butter. Our neighbours on the other side, the Goodriches, were different. They were more middle-class and had an immaculate house and garden and a shiny car. Owning a car was rare. I can only recall four cars ever being parked in our road. Elaine Goodrich became one of my best friends. We slept in adjacent bedrooms and would knock on the wall to signal to each other to lean out and talk through our open windows, exchanging comics swung across on lengths of string or wool.

         The Bilton Grange Estate was built as part of the post-war house-building programme. Being the third-biggest port in the UK, Hull was the second-most-bombed city, so a massive rebuild was essential to replace the homes damaged or destroyed. The new estate I lived on had a shopping parade, a library, a park and even a cinema, the Berkeley. That arrived just in time for me to go to children’s Saturday cinema and watch classics such as Flash Gordon, The Lone Ranger and The Three Stooges and to take part in yo-yo competitions. But me and my best friend, Les Maull, mainly got up to no good as soon as the lights went out. We’d throw our lolly sticks and rolled-up sweet wrappers at the screen, then crawl along the wooden floor sticky with melted ice cream, ice lollies and abandoned grungy sweets, making our way between the rows of seats, shouting and laughing, to create a game of Chase with the ushers until we burst out of the fire exit or got thrown out.

         Even with a purpose-built park, me and my friends preferred to play where our parents told us not to, on a place called ‘the Dump’. I’d often go there, find an isolated spot at the back of the hills and hide in the long grass and bushes and sit alone daydreaming. I loved the smells and the tranquillity. I owned that place; time and thoughts could venture anywhere without interruption or judgement. I was (and still am) prone to wandering off into my own thoughts. My father would yell, ‘Wake up, Dolly Daydream!’ I hated that abrupt awakening. But there, on the Dump, nestled safely in nature, I was happy. I could let my imagination roam free and it was all the more potent because it was a place I shouldn’t be. My chosen idyll for tranquil moments, where I felt safe and at peace, was in fact a blanket of weeds and wild flowers that camouflaged the remnants of lost lives and destroyed hopes and dreams. I didn’t know it was an old rubbish dump full of debris from the war, heaps of gravestones, bricks and glass from bombed buildings. To us, the Dump was just a place that had great hills to slide down on sheets of cardboard gathered from the back of the shops en route. The hills we loved so much had been formed from the mass of post-war rubble being cleared in the centre to create a running track and cinder cycle track – everything scooped to the edges like a huge ring donut and covered in mud and grass. We didn’t use the running tracks; we preferred to climb the mounds of rubble, playing Hide and Seek or Cowboys and Indians with pretend horses galloping up and down the undulating humps and bumps of buried detritus. I always insisted on being an Indian squaw because, from what I saw in films, they were feisty fighters who rode their horses like men did, and I wanted to be in the thick of the action.

         It was to the Dump that we all went when I ‘found’ a five-pound note in the house. My dad used to lose change from his pockets down the side of our old sofa and chairs, and I’d go round tapping the underneath to see if I could hear any money rattling. My little hands could get right down under the lining. When I found the five-pound note tucked away, I was beyond excited. I had a momentary waver of ‘Should I …?’, then I took it to Les and his sisters and we all made a unanimous and very wise decision to spend it all on cakes and sweets. We sat and ate our hoard, hidden from view in the long grass of the Dump.

         The sheer destruction caused by the bombing of Hull meant that bombed-out buildings were everywhere me and my friends wandered as children. Those bomb sites, which held such fascination for me, were our playgrounds and we’d fantasise about the people who had once lived there. Toys, pianos, kitchens left almost intact, the tattered wallpaper on one remaining wall of a house complete with fireplace, half a staircase, or a small piece of bedroom floor hanging precariously … I don’t know how any of us escaped injury clambering up rickety steps and across broken floorboards.

         There was a lot of fighting on our estate, and in his own way Dad may have wanted to toughen me up. He succeeded because, by the age of ten, I was proud that I could defend myself against anyone in my class, boy or girl, and more on the estate. You had to be able to stand your ground or you’d get hurt. As word got around, people kept their distance and I didn’t often get any bother. Disagreements were dealt with there and then and you moved on, often remaining friends. When an older girl beat me, my dad sent me round to her house armed with a pair of garden shears. She was twice my age and size. Crazy. Nevertheless, I had no option but to go round under orders from Dad. He stood at the end of our path and watched to make sure I did as I was told. I knocked on the door, surprise-punched her when she answered, and screamed at her that if she ever touched me again I’d be back and have her with the garden shears. That’s Hull for you.

         Being a post-war baby also meant that my formative years involved a tacit acceptance (and dread) of death from incurable illnesses. The NHS had only just come into being, in 1948. Scarlet fever, measles, German measles, mumps and whooping cough were all commonplace and had their fatalities. Both me and my sister succumbed to all of them. But Pam tended to be more sickly than me and also contracted glandular fever and pneumonia. I was protective towards her because she seemed so vulnerable, shy, and not as full-on as me, so I’d often fight for her even though she was fifteen months older. Tonsillitis was so common that tonsillectomy was recommended for those who had repeat attacks. We were keen to undergo it after finding out that part of the recovery was eating jelly and ice cream. We weren’t so eager after we heard a few children had died during the surgery.

         But it was the word ‘cancer’ that everyone feared the most. A girl at my infant school died of cancer. She was called Elizabeth and played Mary in the nativity play one Christmas, then never came back to school. We all knew she was dying – we were told in assembly – and we’d walk past her house every day, to and from school, feeling sad for her but being too young to fully understand what dying really meant. Mainly because we were told in assembly that she’d go to ‘heaven’ and would be happy.

         I was about ten years old when my mother got breast cancer. She and the family assumed that, like her mother, she would probably die from it, the general consensus being that cancer killed you slowly and painfully. So when I heard the news, Grandma and Elizabeth immediately came to mind, and dark thoughts that I was going to lose my mother. Mum had what they’d now call a lumpectomy and I remember her lying in bed crying because she thought the lump had come back, and Dad trying to console and reassure her that everything would be all right. Thankfully she made a full recovery.

         My paternal grandfather was not so blessed. He died of bone cancer just a few years later. I remember being taken to see him in hospital, not realising that my ‘outing’ was a last goodbye. It was a bright sunny day, I was all dressed up and, as instructed, standing outside awaiting permission to enter. The hospital was Victorian, old red brick, with tall windows, austere. The cancer ward Granddad was in smelled of what I imagined decaying bodies must smell like. It made me nauseous. Then I saw my granddad, who was now yellow, lying in what looked like a huge bed of white linen, all tucked in nice and tidy. But the bed wasn’t huge: it was him who was so small. He’d wasted away to a skeleton of his former self. He was such a kind-hearted, quiet man, and as I looked at him and we exchanged smiles, I was struggling to make sense of how something invisible could have such dreadful effects. It was around this time that my dad gave up smoking. Everyone we knew who had cancer was a smoker. People knew smoking was bad for you. Cigarettes were called ‘coffin nails’, and when referring to smokers’ cough people would often light-heartedly say, ‘It’s not the coughing that buries you: it’s the coffin they carry you off in.’

         My first day at Bilton Grange Infant School is still vivid in my memory. The huge hall smelled of polish and disinfectant and was full of silent children all sat cross-legged on the wooden floor, with brown-card name tags hung round our necks on bits of string. I wasn’t nervous about going to school because Pam was already there and me and Les started school together. We had curious childhood habits. We’d eat mud, coal, flowers and clover leaves, and now we proceeded to eat the wax crayons we were given at school. The purple crayons seemed the most tasty and we’d have to ask for replacements suspiciously often. It was just a short walk to school from our house and I’d meet friends along the way, droves of us chattering away as we crossed the road under the supervision of the crossing warden, our happy ‘lollipop lady’, Mrs Stephenson.

         Halfway through my junior school a new family moved into our street, about four doors away from me. They piqued my curiosity, not because there were so many children – that was normal – but because all the girls had their golden blonde hair styled into beautiful glossy ringlets. I got to know Margaret, who was my age, and I’d call for her on the way to school. I was always invited into their kitchen. The floor was bare concrete – no rug, nothing. I’d never been in a house that was so spartan. I knew about being poor and hard-up but this was poverty. It was most definitely not, however, a joyless place. It was warm and welcoming and heaving with children surrounding their mother as she sat busily getting them ready for the day. All the girls had sections of their hair bound in pieces of old cotton rags, which stuck out at funny angles or dangled down like thick strips of multicoloured twisted rope. It was a curious sight that I’d never seen before. Their mother carefully removed the rags from each girl’s hair and I watched, transfixed, as deliciously shiny long ringlet curls sprang out and tumbled down over their shoulders. I wanted hair like that, not my short, square bob with a token ribbon on top. Ringlets seemed more like me.

         Every day we paid sixpence for scrumptious hot school dinners and were given a third of a pint of milk for free, which was replaced, to our delight, by orange juice in summer. I suspect it wasn’t so much a treat as more to do with milk going sour in the heat. As it got nearer to Christmas, we were all instructed to save our silver milk-bottle tops, and the special tops with holly leaves printed on them, all to be washed, flattened and threaded together as classroom decorations.

         During the school summer holidays I’d often wander off on my own. I joined two libraries, both of which were a bike ride away. I tended to base my activities as far away from home as I could, mainly to avoid people I knew who might report what I’d got up to to Dad. One library was at the edge of our estate and the other on the neighbouring Longhill Estate. It was there that I discovered books on Greek myths, which opened a whole new world of thinking for me. I developed a voracious appetite for reading.

         Then I stopped going there, for reasons that had nothing to do with books. Over the course of my frequent visits to the library I became friends with a group of girls who lived nearby. A strange situation emerged. They invited me to go with them to see an old man they visited regularly. I felt like I was viewing from the outside as I stood back and watched their scenario play itself out. They’d knock on his door, be let in, and when he was out of sight one or two of the girls would go and steal sweets and money from a suitcase he kept under his bed. It was full of bars of chocolate and bags of sweets all mixed with silver shillings and sixpence pieces. I had an unnerving feeling that he knew exactly what was happening, as the suitcase seemed always to be restocked for the girls’ next visit. I have no idea how they’d even know there was such a suitcase – and in his bedroom. I only went a few times. It felt odd then, and in hindsight is rather suspicious.

         And maybe my dad was aware of such things, judging by his reaction to an earlier incident. One afternoon I had an accident. I fell off my bike and was knocked out cold. I remember waking up with a man stood over me asking if I was all right. I was pretty dazed and only remember him giving me a sixpenny piece, which I was very pleased with. I said thank you, took my bike and went home. When Mum and Dad got back from work that evening I told them what had happened. Dad went mad at me for taking money from a strange man. I had no idea what the hell he meant. Maybe it was Dad’s unexpected reaction to this that seeded my unease about the old man and his suitcase of sweets. But it was also due to an experience I’d had in Beverley Westwood, when me, Les, his sisters and two friends went on a ten-mile bike ride to the woods. We’d been there a few hours playing Hide and Seek and ambushing each other when suddenly Louy shouted, ‘Look at that man!’ Through a gap in the trees we could clearly see a man stood looking at us, then looking down at his hands, back at us, and down at his hands again. Our eyes followed his … down to his erect cock held in his hand on a pure white handkerchief. We were gobsmacked. Then the shout went up: ‘Get him!’ We grabbed the largest fallen tree branches to hit him with and set off at full pelt, hurling stones and screaming, ‘You dirty bugger!’ He ran out of the woods and across the field. I’m not sure he even had time to put his cock away. We talked about it all the way home and swore it seemed to be steaming in the cold air.

         Our ‘gang’, as it was, had quite a reputation and wasn’t messed with often. Louy was tough. One day, when we were playing in East Park’s ‘Rockies’ (a faux castle-like ruin), quite a way from our housing estate but a regular haunt of ours, we came across a group of kids from the adjoining Longhill Estate. There was a rivalry between them and Bilton Grange Estate children that often involved fights, bike thefts and night-time raids to steal the wood from each other’s Guy Fawkes bonfires. The group of Longhill boys were all yelling insults at us from the tops of the walls and throwing rocks down on us. Without hesitation, Louy ran up and laid into them all, one after the other. She was fearless and strong, as was her elder sister, Pat. If you came at them with any weapon, they’d swiftly toss it aside and give you a good smacking. That was all part of the pecking order of our environment, and not only on the new housing estates; a self-survival mentality extended across town, with some of the more deprived areas having the most violent and dirty fighters. Les and I were confronted by three boys from a rougher part of town when on a trip to East Hull Swimming Baths. When the head-to-head happened, Les quickly turned to me and whispered, ‘Scratch, poke eyes, anything, because that’s what they do.’ No etiquette, just the basics of striking first, fast and furious.

         The strategy worked and we got home unscathed … but not before making our regular visit to the sweet shop across the road. It was a typical run-down shop you’d see in any old British black-and-white film of the 1950s, and was owned by an old man who lived in the back. We were always ravenous after a swim and bought packets of Tudor Crisps and as many sweets as we had money for. One day the old man had to go out the back for something and left us alone. Big mistake. All those flying saucers, sherbet dips, liquorice and, my favourite, Fry’s Five Boys bars of chocolate screamed, ‘Take me! Take me!’ We scooped up what we could and ran out of the shop before the old man came back.

         We had no summer schools or clubs to keep us amused; just Brownies, which I’d got thrown out of when caught in the boys’ toilets with some Boy Scouts. When me and Les were about eight years old we took on a project – what I regard as my very first artistic ‘performance’. We decided to stage our version of The King and I in Les’s back garden. It was a big production – for us, anyway. We even made handwritten tickets and cakes to sell afterwards. I was cast as the governess, while Les took the starring role of the king and diligently practised his dying scene. Alas, that never happened because, when all went quiet in readiness for his star moment, his sister Pat thought the play had finished and put on a Billy Fury record full-blast. Everyone lunged for the cake stall, consuming everything in sight, then proceeded to dance to the music on Les’s dad’s precious lawn. Les was furious, all our plans to sell cakes failed, the lawn was ruined, and there would be repercussions when his dad got home. That was an exceptional day. Ordinarily I’d either venture off on my own or with Les to a small quiet village about three miles away that had a gentle stream set back from the road. We’d go fishing with a net on a bamboo cane, paddling barefoot in the crystal-clear water under the bridge, catching tadpoles or little fish to put in our jam jars. The surrounding countryside, away from watchful eyes, was my childhood heaven.

         When our parents wanted time on their own, it was common to be told to ‘Go out and play – but be back for your tea.’ That meant we were often gone for hours, and to wherever we felt like going, especially as our bikes allowed us to stray miles from home. Such freedom was a gift that fed my imagination and suited my inquisitive nature as we went on our explorations.

         Being given free rein inevitably lead to a visit from the police after we’d had some very good times in the nearby churches. Churches were open 24/7 so, as we roamed around the area on our bikes, we’d pop into any church we came across. They were adult-free zones, places of old rituals that had an atmosphere of mystery and a point of access to another world. We got so excited when we discovered one particular church that had a microphone in the pulpit. That’s no big deal today – it’s a given – but we’d only seen microphones on TV. We had a great time singing our hearts out, screaming, laughing and loving the hugeness of our amplified voices echoing up to the rafters. We returned there often. Eventually we were reported to the police. I remember seeing the police car draw up at Les’s house down the road and my stomach lurched with fear and dread at the thought of my dad’s reaction. I hung around until Les ran out of his house to tell me he’d kept my name out of it and not to worry. He knew only too well what my dad was like and I’d have been given the hiding of my life. In fact, when my dad heard about it he knew I must have been involved because me and Les were inseparable. Dad delivered his warning in his deep monotone voice: ‘If I find out you had anything to do with that, I’ll knock you into the middle of next week. I’ll chop off all your fingers.’

         I believed him. Just like I believed him when he said he was going to kill and eat my pet rabbit, Panda. He made out it was a joke, but I thought he was capable of doing it. His ‘joke’ made me panic because he did go shooting rabbits at weekends. I took Panda to Les’s house for safekeeping and visited him when I could. In the end, I had to give him away so I knew he was out of Dad’s reach. I was quite confused over the whole situation because Dad had built me the rabbit hutch and put wheels on it so that I could easily take it from the safety of the shed into the garden, for Panda to have a run around. I just couldn’t understand why he’d want to kill him after doing all that. He never did mention the sudden disappearance of my rabbit, and I lost trust in him as someone I could rely on to protect me. I began to see him as an enforcer of my unhappiness. Yet I still wanted to please him, wanted him to love me (because I really didn’t think he did), all in the naive hope that I could reverse his feelings towards me. Although there were some happy moments with Dad, his orders and threats dominated and overshadowed my relationship with him, and ironically made me behave worse than I would have done had he been more reasonable and affectionate.

         The winter months were often too cold to play outside for very long and the nights drew in well before teatime. Winter indoors wasn’t warm once you stepped out of the living room. Our new house had three bedrooms and a bathroom, living room, dining room, kitchen and hallway. Unlike the old Victorian houses that sensibly had fireplaces in each room, the only room that had a fireplace in our so-called ‘better’ house was the living room. The kitchen had a paraffin heater. ‘The paraffin man’ would come down the streets with a huge vat of highly combustible paraffin in the back of his van. He’d dispense it with a large metal funnel-shaped jug into cans we brought from the shed, and it would slosh about down his van, on to the road and over my shoes, making them sodden and stinking of fumes. We had no central heating or electric fires in the other rooms of our house, which meant we hogged the living-room fire to keep warm. Winter bedtime meant my sister and I put on our pyjamas and socks, slid our feet through the arms of our dressing gowns to keep our legs warm, and then climbed into bed. Luckily we shared a bed at that stage in our lives, so we kept each other warm.

         When I wasn’t gallivanting about outside and was in the house alone, I’d frequently go into my parents’ bedroom to play with my mum’s jewellery and dress up in her numerous dance dresses. I must have looked a sight, me so tiny and the dresses so large, but once I slipped into them I was magically transported to imagined enchanted worlds, feeling like Cinderella or a fairy queen. Mum and Dad went dancing regularly and she had so many beautiful gowns, and all with matching stoles: from an incredible azure-blue silk-and-net gown shot through with silver thread, to luscious pink satin, to ones that were splattered with sequins, and an amazing Spanish-inspired silk-and-velvet dress with stripes of black velvet edged alternately with silver, red, green and deep blue. In my exploring I ventured from the wardrobe to the dressing table, where, in pride of place, sat a marquetry musical jewellery box that Dad had bought Mum on one of his journeys overseas. It had a main compartment on the top that was locked, and two small drawers either side. I soon discovered the key at the back of one of the drawers. This beautiful jewellery box was an inner sanctum I innocently breached time and again. It held my mum’s most treasured pieces of jewellery, all nestled together and sparkling on a bed of quilted pale-blue silk.

         Snooping around doesn’t always bring such joy. When going through my dad’s books, Les and I laid our hands on a small paperback full of black-and-white photographs. When we looked through it, none of the images made sense to us; we’d never seen anything like them before. We were shocked and silenced by what we saw. Why were all these people in their pyjamas? They looked so thin and ill. Piles of dead bodies. An air of sadness enveloped us and a sense that we had inadvertently ventured into very forbidden territory. We, as seven-year-old children, should not have been looking at these images. We returned the book to its place in the cupboard and I never took a second look. I later discovered that it was photographic documentation of the liberation of Belsen.

         My chaotic and risky play activities ran counter to my rather rigid home life. Obedience was the watchword. ‘Do as I say, not do as I do’ was my dad’s mantra whenever I dared to question his orders with ‘Why can you do it and not me?’ He was very strict and we had a schedule in the house. Both my parents worked full-time, my father as a fireman (later becoming fire chief) and my mother as a wages clerk for the Metal Box Company. My dad’s job meant that he stored some strange things in our house and shed. All the houses on our street had a brick shed and separate brick coalhouse. Me and Les had a kind of Enid Blyton Famous Five set-up in his Dad’s shed – it was our den headquarters and empty except for a solitary sweeping brush we used to keep it clean – whereas our shed was in constant use. It reeked of oil and was full of old cans, bikes and garden tools. Along the full length of the shed, my dad had built a big heavy-duty wooden workbench. It was filthy-dirty, chipped and worn with use, and strewn with all manner of tools for carpentry, jars of nuts and bolts, motorbike parts and whatever else he felt he needed to turn his hand to. There were two metal vices I played with constantly, even stupidly putting my fingers in them and tightening the vice until I couldn’t bear it any more, like thumbscrew torture devices. I’d rummage about in the shed for hours, but only when my dad wasn’t home. I was under strict instructions not to mess with his things in there – or anywhere. At any one time the hallway might have his rifle leaned against the wall for his weekend rabbit-shooting (and subsequent rabbit pie), or his oxygen bottles and aqualungs for when he went scuba diving. Sometimes he brought back sea urchins or starfish that ended up as ornaments around the house. One object I never quite understood as a child was a small grey metal container that had only a simple, odd-looking yellow pattern painted on the side. I asked my dad what it was but he just barked at me never to touch it and to mind my own business. I now know that simple pattern was the hazard symbol for ‘radiation’. Such were the 1950s, when you could bring your ‘work’ home with you, even if it was potentially lethal.

         Dad set out a list of chores for me and my sister, and in return we were paid pocket money. We started on two shillings and sixpence a week, increased as we got older to five shillings, then £1, from which we had to buy or make some of our own clothes. As we got older and more proficient at our household jobs, Dad kept adding to our long list of things to do. On returning from school we had to light the coal fire so the house could warm up for when Mum and Dad got home from work. We were both under ten and I still don’t know why a fireman would even suggest such a thing. Pam would be in charge and I’d help screw up the newspaper and lay the kindling on top. Then she’d light the paper and we’d each take a corner of a large sheet of newspaper (usually the News of the World) and hold it over the front of the fireplace to draw the flames. That was my favourite part. I’d get so excited by the long, bright-orange flames shooting up the chimney, roaring like a rocket. Sometimes the newspaper would catch fire and we’d have to act fast and throw it in the grate. One evening I was sat in front of the fire with the poker in the red-hot coals, watching the end glow red, just like the irons the cowboys used to brand their cattle. Pam scolded me for doing such a stupid, dangerous thing and I waved the red-hot poker at her as if to say I’d put it on her arm if she didn’t stop bossing me around. She sat rigid, stern-faced like a teacher, and said very dramatically, ‘You wouldn’t dare.’ But I did dare to do it. I made as if to put the hot end on her arm, but misjudged it and actually made contact. I don’t know which of us was the most shocked. We both panicked and ran to the cold tap, then slapped butter on to her arm.

         All the chores we did were no doubt part and parcel of the nurturing of girls to be good, obedient housekeepers – priming us for married life. Sunday mornings, Mum and Dad had a lie-in and read the salacious stories in the Sunday People and the News of the World. We had to make them a full cooked breakfast of egg, bacon, black pudding, fried bread and mushrooms. Dad would then go to the pub until about 3 p.m., when we’d all sit down to a full Sunday roast dinner followed by one of Mum’s delicious puddings. The most wondrous smells of food permeated the house, making our mouths water and stomachs rumble. Occasionally Dad would come home from the pub having won on the one-armed bandit and he’d pour bags of copper pennies on to the living-room floor for me and Pam to count out and share. Being pre-decimalisation, there were 240 pennies to the pound, so the sheer volume of coins made it seem like a fortune.

         I really looked forward to when we had family or my parents’ friends round for Sunday lunch and I got to play with their children, although, if I was enjoying myself too much, my dad would bellow, ‘Stop showing off!’ His presence and dictatorial demeanour always cast a shadow over any potential fun. Each day I’d wonder what I’d do wrong to trigger his wrath and subsequently what punitive measures he’d dream up for me. I dreaded him coming home and was thankful that he worked shifts so that I could plan my life around when he’d be away from home.

         My mum conspired with me to attempt to ameliorate the effects of his behaviour and make my life as good as she could. It was a tough call for her because she and my dad absolutely adored each other. That was one of the great things I learned from their relationship. I learned a lot about openly showing affection, touching, kissing, unashamed nakedness. My dad would chase my mum up the stairs laughing, and her giggling all the way to bed for Sunday-afternoon sex. I just didn’t understand (until much later) why my dad’s open affection didn’t extend to me and my sister. Pam never got punished because she was always good and unquestioning, scared to do anything in case it was wrong – she was all but invisible – whereas I fought to be seen and heard. I longed for some emotional rapport with my father. I realise now that his own childhood had made him incapable of that.

         On Saturday afternoons my mum took me and my sister to visit my granddad (my mum’s father). Dad never came, having made himself unwelcome to yet another member of the family. Mum was understandably very close to her father and I loved being with him. He was a very kind, softly spoken man, always well dressed with a pocket watch tucked neatly into his waistcoat. I’d play for hours with the broken silver watch chains he kept on the mantelpiece, pretending they were snakes slithering along the floor. What strikes me most, looking back, is just how uncluttered people’s homes were. Just a few ornaments and sparse functional furniture. People were thrifty, a hangover from the war, rationing having only ended in 1954.

         My dad’s family visited us a lot in the early years, before he all but banned them from our house. His mother, Olive, had expected my sister to be named after her but Mum and Dad had refused. That, and the fact that Olive regarded Mum, a widow, as second-hand goods, was the final straw – harsh, considering Olive’s own mother had also been widowed and remarried. Dad’s sister, Beryl, was my mum’s best friend for years. When I met her about ten years ago she showed me a photo she’d kept from the late 1940s of her and my mum on a day out at the coast, laughing their heads off. She told me they had been very close, that we’d played a lot at her house as children – and then my father told my mum she must never speak to Beryl again. He isolated Mum (and me) from anyone he didn’t approve of. The only friends she had were those at work and the two couples she and Dad regularly socialised with: Brian and Mavis, who lived on our street, and Marion and Jim, who lived off Holderness Road. Me and Pam babysat for Marion and Jim’s two children, Peter and Pamela, who were younger than us. My sister recently told me that Peter became my dad’s surrogate son, and Peter’s grandmother my dad’s surrogate mother. Why he created a second family baffles me. It must have made Mum feel sad and inadequate. His detachment from me and Pam was enough to provoke us both separately to ask Mum if we were actually Dad’s children. Pam thought she might be the daughter of my mum’s first husband, Donald, and I thought I might be adopted, seeing as there were only two or three photos of me as a baby.

         Before all that happened, my dad was close enough to his brother Mike for him to be our lodger and live in the third (box) bedroom. Uncle Mike was instrumental (no pun intended) in introducing me and Les to the guitar and harmonica. Whenever Mike played them I’d sit at his feet, mesmerised. He was a different generation from my dad. He was 1950s-Elvis-Presley cool. He and his girlfriend, Val (who became his first wife), sometimes babysat for us. Val was a typical attractive 1950s fun-time girl, with bleached-blonde backcombed hair. I thought she was great and wanted to be like her when I grew up. Mike’s guitar was irresistible to me and when he was at work I’d sneak into his bedroom and play it. I obviously didn’t have the sense to put things back as they should be, because one day I was summoned to a ‘trial’ in the living room. I was found guilty of tampering with Mike’s private things and my dad gave Mike permission to spank my backside. Mike still remembers it to this day. I guess being spanked was the acceptable and expected punishment for badly behaved children back then, but it’s a bit weird bestowing on someone else your ‘right’ to inflict pain on your child.

         Uncle Mike’s musical talents, Mum’s singing and Dad’s interest in electronics, building radios etc., all fed and formed my notions of music and sound. When I was about ten years old my dad bought me and my sister a Grundig tape recorder. Everyone we knew had record players and we wanted one too – we so wanted to be like our friends and go out buying records and spinning them on our own record player at home. But the Grundig was Dad’s sensible alternative. And we weren’t allowed friends in the house anyway (unless Dad was on shift). My dad saw buying records as a waste of money when you could record the music off the radio for playback, and record yourself too.

         The recording part was what I loved most. My sister was too shy to do it but I recorded myself a lot. Maybe my dad wanted a tape machine himself and used us as an excuse. I can remember him showing me how to do it and me singing ‘Bobby’s Girl’ into the microphone. My dad’s passion for electronics meant we had one of the first televisions in our street, which took pride of place in the living room. A neat wooden cabinet with a built-in speaker and a tiny black-and-white screen. We had to wait what seemed ages for the valves to warm up before the picture came on. My dad subscribed to Electronics Weekly magazine and kept piles of them stored under the sofa. He had all kinds of projects on the go. He built a speaker into the kitchen cupboard and wired it to the living-room radio so my mum could listen while she cooked our meals. One day he plugged in the microphone and said, ‘The next song is for Winnie Newby.’ It stopped Mum in her tracks. Those special fun moments they shared were wonderful to witness.

         Dad may have had a challenging childhood, but his time in the Navy had given him a point of entry to the education that directly fed his fascination for technology. I’ve no doubt that my interest in and acceptance of unorthodox sounds is largely due to the influence of his electronic experiments and all those strange noises that echoed through our house while he tuned radios and worked on circuit boards.

         Dad and his brothers all had motorbikes. Ken used to come round to our house to visit Mike when I was about five or six years old. I loved their bikes, and would climb on and pretend to ride them. One day they took a photo of me sat on one of their bikes. When my father saw the photo he went crazy that I was in my vest and knickers. I really couldn’t understand what the fuss was about. Indecently dressed on the street? Only he was allowed to take photos? My mum and dad often went out on their motorbike wearing padded satin fur-lined jumpsuits that looked like air pilots’ uniforms. We’d regularly go to the seaside at weekends. They would go on the bike together and put us on the bus under the supervision of the bus conductor, then meet us at the other end. We were saved the trauma of the lonely bus ride when Dad bought a sidecar for the motorbike. I think that’s when I developed claustrophobia. My sister was put in the front seat, which was big enough for an adult, and I was squeezed into the tiny luggage space behind it. I could hardly move. Then Dad would close the Perspex top and clip it shut. It was like a coffin to me.

         Despite being disciplined for my numerous misdemeanours, I don’t think of myself as having been badly treated – not in comparison to some of my childhood friends, who were beaten by their parents with belts, shoes, sticks, etc. Dad had a punishment system of ‘Three strikes, then I’ll smack you.’ I always went the whole three strikes – pushing to provoke a reaction to my actions. And I certainly got one to remember when I was about nine years old. Me, Les and his sisters went hitch-hiking and I didn’t get home until around 9.30 p.m. It was still a few years before the Moors murders but my mum and dad were sick with worry. As was normal in the school summer holidays, our parents would go to work and leave us to play all day, with orders for me and Pam to go to Auntie Irene for our dinner. But instead I’d hitch-hike to the beach with friends, getting back in time for our parents returning from work. But on this particular day we couldn’t get a lift back. We ended up getting on a bus and giving the bus conductor our addresses so he could collect the ticket money from our parents. It was the only way we could get the sixteen miles back to Hull. I was so scared to go home and face my dad that Les had to force me to walk down our side passageway to the back of the house. We took care not to make a noise but each footstep seemed to echo loudly off the passage walls. I stood rigid, facing the back door, not daring to make a sound that would summon the storm of my father’s anger.

         Les said, ‘You’ve got to face it sometime’, and rattled the backdoor handle. The sound reverberated through the house, then the kitchen light went on and I knew this was it. Les ran home to face his own father.

         My dad’s face was like thunder. As he dragged me into the hallway he lost control, either out of fear or relief that I was safe and not abducted or dead. He unleashed a torrent of full-hand slaps on my bare legs. The pain took my breath away. I recall gasping to get air between the strikes. They kept coming, fast and furious, as he vented his anger. I tried lifting my legs, running on the spot to avoid or at least limit the impact. My legs were burning and red-raw, and Mum was weeping at the scene being played out before her. Finally she lifted the telephone and screamed at my dad to stop or she’d call the police. It ended. He seemed to snap back to reality. I don’t know whether he regretted what he’d done but I was sent to bed sobbing uncontrollably.

         I was grounded – again – banished to my bedroom and forbidden to see Les, no pocket money or comics, barred from watching TV or going out – and as a further punishment my dad made me learn the Periodic Table of the Elements by heart, testing me when he got home from work. It was a miserable month, only mitigated by Mum sneaking me comics and sweets and letting me downstairs to watch TV when Dad was on night shift. I suppose he thought knowledge of the chemical elements would help me at high school, as he was steering me towards studying the sciences – my big Christmas present that year was a microscope. I should have been disappointed but in fact I was thrilled. I loved it. It was on a par with Les getting a build-it-yourself electronics kit, and a welcome change from always getting the blue version of my sister’s presents. I was colour-coded ‘boy’-blue: blue bike, blue hula hoop, blue umbrella, blue yo-yo, blue Cinderella shoes, and so it went on. Even a blue Cinderella watch, which I duly took apart to see how it worked and couldn’t get back together again.

         A rather fearsome family called the Mathers moved in round the corner from our house. Like some of the other families on the estate, they’d come from a rough, all-but-derelict area of town as part of the rehousing programme. Their aggressive behaviour – they were a rowdy family prone to arguing with neighbours and amongst themselves – fed the anticipation of trouble and people gave them a wide berth.

         I hooked up with Pat Mathers when she started at the local junior school. We both recognised the rebel in each other and I was drawn to people who had spirit (good or bad). We were about nine years old, sexually curious, and both our elder sisters had recently ‘come of age’. We’d heard all the talk about periods and breast development and suspected it wouldn’t be too long before we’d be entering womanhood. I suppose we were a bit impatient to get started, as we took to stuffing hankies and socks down our vests to make it look like we had big boobs, and we’d strut along the street repositioning our padding if it slipped out of place. It was the beginning of me embracing the inevitable bodily changes that I’d face.

         Up until that point, I’d just enjoyed playing sexual-exploration games with boys. I knew it would stop being fun and get serious sometime soon. When periods came, I was led to understand, it was time to be very, very careful with boys so you didn’t get pregnant before you were married. It all sounded a bit like laying down boundaries in an area that I’d relished as having none. They say kids grow up too quickly today but I was sexually adventurous at an early age. Messing about with boys under blankets in tents and playing the Nervous game, where boys put their hand up your skirt to see how far they could get before you shouted, ‘Nervous!’ Unlike the other girls, I never said ‘Nervous’ – and also unlike them, I reversed the roles and played the Nervous game on the boys. Some boys said ‘Nervous’, but I didn’t always stop. I was really into boys at junior school. I got caught in the store cupboard ‘messing about’ with two of my classmates, Brian and John. Playing sex games with boys had become my favourite pastime, especially during the summer holidays. A friend of mine had a tent in her back garden, and about six of us, boys and girls, would all play there together and draw cards as to who went with whom under the blanket in the corner of the tent. The lucky two would snuggle together, kissing and fumbling around inside each other’s clothes. It was intimately enjoyable, to say the least. But it lasted just a few summers.

         I was coming to the end of my time at junior school when America and Russia came close to nuclear war. The ensuing 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis had a profound effect on me. All I knew was that nuclear bombs could destroy the world. It was a frightening, life-changing moment to be told in my junior-school assembly that we could all go home early to our families because the world might end tomorrow. As a ten-year-old, that was incomprehensible. We all set off home from school scared, yet strangely excited about what we’d all do if this really were the last day of our lives. We had carte blanche to choose anything at all. I said I’d be a boy for the day so I could have sex and see what it was like without the fear of getting pregnant. Make of that what you will. I was glad the world didn’t end but felt robbed that I wouldn’t get my wish.

         Then, in 1963, President Kennedy was assassinated. I was totally shocked. Scenes like that had never been televised before.

         
            *

         

         High school was the beginning of a disconnect between me and Les. He went to Eastmount School on Longhill Estate and I went to Estcourt High School for Girls. Like everyone of our age, we had a fear of the unknown and of being separated from friends. I was lucky that my closest two girl friends came with me. I’d passed the mandatory eleven-plus exam and scored high enough marks to be given my first choice of school. I had no idea what I wanted to do after high school but I never saw myself as following the usual pattern for women upon leaving school: working, getting engaged then married and having children. I wanted to make my own decisions about the future, an attitude no doubt fostered largely in reaction to my dad’s oppressive, controlling manner.

         As me and Pam entered the high-school period of our education, we had to learn to play the piano. By order of Dad. It was his idea of giving us the opportunities he’d never had. He bought a dark-brown upright piano and positioned it in the dining room, where we were expected to practise each day. We were sent for piano lessons once a week after school. I hated it. I was set specific pieces to practise, but I preferred to play with the piano, crashing the keys and delving inside and plucking the strings like a harp to see what sounds I could get out of it. Little soundtracks to imaginary scenarios. Maybe I inadvertently adopted my dad’s interest in the mechanics of things. I’m glad to say that I’ve forgotten most of the music theory and practice, so much so that I can’t write music and feel constrained by traditional music practice.

         I marked my first day at high school by getting a detention for wolf-whistling at one of the only two male teachers. What a way to start. We were assigned house teams, all named after distinguished people from Hull: Andrew Marvell, William de la Pole, Thomas Ferens and William Wilberforce. I was put into Ferens, which, in hindsight, seems very appropriate. The philanthropist Thomas Ferens not only founded and gave his name to the only art gallery in Hull but he also, among many acts of benevolence, championed women’s rights and supported suffrage. I was allocated to Form 1i, my form mistress was Miss Kirton, and our classroom was new and purpose-built for art studies. I couldn’t have landed under a better person’s supervision if I’d planned it myself.

         Our building was separated from the main school, which meant it was ‘off-piste’ from the headmistress’s regular inspection patrols, so we could make a hell of a lot of noise. At times it was more like scenes from the St Trinian’s films. Miss Kirton was quite unorthodox in both her dress and her approach to teaching and discipline. She’d also suffered from polio, which had noticeably affected her gait; she was slightly hunched over and her (always) bare legs were pale and very thin. She wore striking, fashionable clothes and white stiletto heels, and would tell us stories of her time at art college and life-drawing classes, including one of a man who always insisted on wearing a ‘flower bag’ (condom) when he posed nude. I still can’t figure that one out. She encouraged me to explore beyond any imposed boundaries, seeing potential in me and tolerating my anarchic behaviour and high spirits. I gave her such a hard time, yet she never punished or reported me. She was the first person to instil in me the confidence to embrace openness and self-expression.

         Considering how sexually active I’d been in junior school, my going to an all-girls high school probably saved me from getting pregnant in my early teens. There were quite a few who left prematurely for that very reason. Girls in my first-year class were already having sex. I wasn’t shocked; I was fascinated. But eleven or twelve is very young to lose your virginity.

         Along with a more grown-up curiosity about boys, I’d started to get interested in make-up and fashion, and me and my friends would meet up in the town centre on a Saturday afternoon, all dressed up. I remember one particular Saturday, stepping outside my front door proudly wearing my tartan mini-kilt, black Beatles-logo polo neck, Beatles stockings and red-and-black patent-leather kitten-heel shoes. I felt so trendy and grown-up. Then I saw Mick Ronson (who later became David Bowie’s lead guitarist) with his blonde hair, looking tanned and gorgeous, stripped to the waist, mowing the grass verge outside my house. He stopped and looked at me and wolf-whistled. I squirmed with embarrassment and nearly tripped up as I scuttled off to catch the bus to town.

         Although I’d dressed sexy (or so I thought) in my miniskirt, I didn’t really know what sexy meant or fully understand the repercussions of attracting that kind of attention. My dad turned out to be right in that respect. A couple of years later I spent weeks crocheting a pink-and-blue minidress that ended up too short, simply because I ran out of wool. When I put it on to go out, Dad asked to see me for his approval, and immediately told me I couldn’t go out in it. ‘I know what men will think when they see you in that.’

         Me and Mum went upstairs and stretched the dress – Mum taking the top and me the hem and both pulling as hard as we could. I put it back on and stood still, hoping the wool would hold its new shape long enough. Dad approved. But by the time I’d got to the bus stop it had sprung back to its original bum-cheek micro-mini length.

         There was much talk at school about music, boyfriends, fashion and sexual awakenings, and I bought into that big time for a while. Then one day, as I was looking out of my bedroom window, daydreaming, I realised I wasn’t that interested in entering the grown-up world sooner than I needed to. I had another option. As a smallish, skinny, underdeveloped twelve-year-old, I could just about get away with being a tomboy ‘child’. I’d be an adult for the rest of my life once I took the plunge, and would never be able to get the childlike years back.

         I made a decision to opt out of ‘growing up’. I put on my old pre-teen clothes and took off on my bike, roaming the estates and countryside. I spent more time with Les. We’d both been introduced to chemistry at high school and decided to perform our own experiments, gradually acquiring an astonishing array of equipment, from Bunsen burners, test tubes and evaporating dishes to all the necessary apparatus to form a condenser (as used for distilling).

         Like most schools back then, Estcourt High School channelled girls’ education to suit various careers. Girls were steered towards academic subjects to potentially become teachers, but were mostly encouraged to do secretarial work via commercial studies. It was the age of the typing pool and the school had one of sorts, in the guise of a large annexed classroom dedicated to secretarial work and fitted out with about forty typewriters, each enclosed in a custom-built desk. The noise was phenomenal when the girls were all clanking away. Although I was intrigued by the machines and took every opportunity to play around with them, that line of work wasn’t for me. I was determined to pursue my passion for art and the sciences.

         By year three I was expected to focus on subjects that would equip me for my chosen career (of which I had no idea yet, despite my dad having decided for me). I excelled at art and science, and both mistresses were determined that I continue in the two subjects, and arranged for me to do so even though it was against school protocol. It felt good to know people cared enough to bend the rules, and, small as the gesture seems, it suggested there were possibilities for working outside systems. It turned out great: I knuckled down and succeeded in the art and science exams, receiving prizes for both, and with some of my artworks framed and hung on the school walls.

         
            *

         

         My teen era was one when we no longer felt the need to follow our parents’ lead in dress, music or lifestyle. Music was the ‘thing’ for teenagers and provided a rite of passage. The arrival of rock and roll had laid the foundations for teenage rebellion. Elvis, ‘Beatlemania’ and, later, psychedelia took it to a whole other level. My parents didn’t understand what they’d never experienced and saw the music and personal choices I made as unacceptable. There was a schism between those who fought in the war and the teenage children who were breaking away from the traditions their parents had defended with their lives. Like my sister, I was expected to focus on getting a good education that would lead to a decent job, then start a ‘bottom drawer’, collecting things in readiness for marriage. But art and music came first, both as an escapist delight and as a means of expressing myself. I’d draw or paint for hours, inspired by the new materials I had access to at high school and those I’d accumulated myself.

         Like all my friends, I kept up with what was happening on the music scene via the weekly top-twenty radio chart show Pick of the Pops, and TV shows Top of the Pops, Juke Box Jury, with its panel of celebrities reviewing and judging new record releases, and my favourite, Ready Steady Go! with Cathy McGowan. But most of all I wanted to hear live music and see my ‘idols’ in the flesh. In October 1963 my sister went to the City Hall to see her favourite band, Johnny Kidd & the Pirates, complete with Johnny’s famous black eyepatch. I was so excited I wanted to hear all about it, but all she told me was that Johnny Kidd was great but the other band playing were terrible, looked dirty and had long hair … The Rolling Stones.

         I had different taste to Pam. Les and I obsessed over the Beatles but never got to see them when they played Hull in 1964, though we had ‘Help!’ on rotation at his house. Until I was allowed to go to concerts, I had to settle for listening to Radio Luxembourg or the pirate station Radio Caroline on my little transistor radio. It came with a small earphone, so at night I’d lie in bed, tune in and listen to music.

         TV was a huge influence as I entered my teens. Not just the music shows but also programmes like The Man from U.N.C.L.E. and Batman. I was totally smitten with The Avengers and the female leads, Honor Blackman and Diana Rigg. They were my kind of women: self-assured, bold and more than capable of handling themselves, and I aspired to be more like them than the expected ‘norm’. My dad had other plans for me, which were revealed one Sunday lunch as we were all sitting at the table eating. Something had happened, I can’t recall what, but it was enough to trigger the following.

         ‘I’ll be glad when I can walk you two down the aisle,’ Dad half-shouted at Pam and me.

         Pam kept her head down, as usual, but I replied without hesitation. ‘You’re not walking me down the aisle because I’m not getting married. I’m going to live with someone.’

         The conversation ended. Whether Dad was dumbstruck or just ignoring me, I have no idea. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of mapping out my future in that way. I had every intention of taking charge of my own life.

         
            15 April 1966

            Went to see Mindbenders, Herman, Dave Berry, D&J, Pinkertons … Eric came out. Fans got him, got thumped on the back by bouncer.

         

         I finally started going to see bands with my friend Elaine. Although the Monkees were the band everyone went crazy over (yeah, including me), my big teenage crush was for Eric Stewart of the Mindbenders. I was allowed to go to their matinee performance at the ABC and was among the hordes of young girls screaming Eric’s name, rushing to the band coach and stage door to get a glimpse or a touch – and getting a thumping instead.

         Dave Berry was on the same bill. His stage act and presence was strange in comparison to the others, and somewhat creepy to a fourteen-year-old. The stage curtains were closed, a spotlight shining where they met, and then a black-gloved hand appeared, caressing the velvet fabric as the body slowly emerged, stretching out one leg and thigh as if teasing the audience. His face peeked out and, with microphone to his lips, almost obscuring his face, he started singing his hit songs, ‘The Crying Game’ and ‘Little Things’, as he wriggled and entwined himself in the mic cable. It was an extraordinary sight, but memorable as it was, it didn’t get a mention when I gave a talk at school about seeing the show.

         I got the live-gig bug after that and went as often as I could, either with Elaine or my friend Jo. There was no ‘theme’ to the concert line-ups, so you’d get an eclectic mix of musical styles: the Rolling Stones, the Walker Brothers, Dusty Springfield, Geno Washington, the Moody Blues, the Ronettes, the Pretty Things, Heinz, Roy Orbison, the Troggs, Marianne Faithfull, and so on. That rich variety of so many different sounds was something I feasted on, indulging my shifting taste for the beautiful Heinz with the Joe Meek ‘Telstar’ sound, Phil Spector’s ‘Wall of Sound’ (which would mean something totally different to me many years later), to the Motown sound and rock and roll. Me and Jo went to see the Small Faces. She was mad over Steve Marriott and cried all the way through the concert. She called round for me on the way there and I was late getting ready. Mum tutted at me for keeping Jo waiting. ‘No man will ever wait for you,’ she said.

         ‘If he won’t wait for me, he’s not worth having,’ I replied, and waltzed off with Jo.

         My clandestine trips to a club in the centre of town, dancing to songs like Marvin Gaye’s ‘I Heard It Through the Grapevine’, the Equals’ ‘Baby, Come Back’ and ‘Young Girl’ by Gary Puckett (about a girl being under the legal age of consent – like I was), led to the last time my dad hit me. It was for getting home past his set 10.30 p.m. curfew and for lying to him that I’d been at my friend’s house when really I’d gone somewhere without his permission.

         As I came through the front door as quietly as I could, Dad appeared in the hallway, stone-faced, with Mum stood behind him looking fretful. He asked me where I’d been. I said I’d been at Bridie’s house. I lied.

         ‘Don’t you ever lie to me!’ He slapped me across the head and knocked me off my feet.

         In a split second as I lay on the floor, I remember thinking, ‘I’ll rise with what dignity I can.’ I pulled myself up, turned away from Dad, looked into my mum’s worried eyes and said quietly, ‘Goodnight, Mum’, and at a measured pace made my way upstairs to my room. I hoped it would go some way towards showing him that I had no fear of him any more. I never really spoke much to him again.

         I continued to disobey Dad, with invaluable and much-appreciated assistance from Mum. She’s the one I thank for being who I am now. She believed in me and encouraged me by finding ways around the restrictions imposed by him, and smoothing things over whenever possible. She was in a difficult and unenviable position, in the middle of a battle of wills between two headstrong people. She was the one hurting the most in the ongoing struggle. Dad seemed to apply his experience of military discipline to parenting, barking orders with no option to question them. I must have frustrated him because his authoritarian method wasn’t that effective; if anything, it made me more determined to challenge him.

         By the time I was in my final year and preparing to sit my exams, things were changing fast – markedly so in my schoolwork, it seemed, as I was unexpectedly awarded the ‘Most Progress’ certificate that year. My friend Elaine moved far away to Leeds and my taste in music shifted quite considerably – from ‘pop’ to protest songs by the likes of Joan Baez and Bob Dylan. 1967 was the year of Procol Harum’s ‘Whiter Shade of Pale’, the Doors’ ‘Light My Fire’, Jeff Beck’s ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ and the Stones’ psychedelic album Their Satanic Majesties Request, to name but a few. I went to see Jimi Hendrix at the Skyline Ballroom, supported by Family and two other rock bands. Hendrix was resplendent in a velvet suit, performing ‘Hey Joe’ and ‘Purple Haze’. His charismatic presence and his vocals and lyrics, combined with such unrestrained, expressive guitar-playing, gave me shivers and goosebumps. It was unlike anything I’d seen or heard before and I bought the album Are You Experienced as soon as it came out. It quickly became my most treasured album, alongside Disraeli Gears by Cream.

         
            July 1968

            Carol is a sociable girl who has shown powers of leadership as form captain and team captain. She has much ability and has been industrious, producing some very good work. She has a great deal of energy. D. Aveyard

         

         The final words from my headmistress’s rather guarded and no doubt partly generic ‘To Whom It May Concern’ letter for potential employers. I like that ‘industrious’ and ‘energy’ both feature. It makes me sound like a hard-working troublemaker.

         Although I was distracted by boyfriend activities, I managed to get good exam grades and left school with seven certificates under my belt. I loved school and was gutted that I had to start work. I’d pinned my hopes on going to university or art college, and my science and art teachers had encouraged me to take that path. But, true to form, Dad dismissed my ambitions. My sister hadn’t gone to university so Dad’s logic of fairness was: ‘Your sister didn’t go to university, so you can’t.’

         I had no choice but to leave school and get a job. I applied for work as a laboratory technician, Dad’s chosen career for me, duly inscribed in ink on the first page of my school report book. First I applied to Reckitt and Colman, where I’d seen an ad for someone to work in their animal laboratories. I was so naive I didn’t realise it was related to animal experiments for their product research. Asked at the interview whether I liked animals, I said I adored them. I didn’t get the job. So I then applied for the position of assistant lab technician at nearby Saltshouse High School, preparing the experiments and instructing and assisting the students and teachers in the science department. Until that came through, I got a job as an office junior.

         
            *

         

         The local Mecca and Locarno dance halls were a bit straight and no longer to my taste. I started going to the only discotheque in town, at the rear of a shop down Whitefriargate. ‘Disco’, as it was known, was where the ‘in-crowd’ went; they played great music, had all-nighters too, and we’d all meet up first at the Black Boy pub for a drink. By now I spent most of my time with Jo and a girl I’d met called Maz. I managed for a while to fit late nights out around my dad’s night shifts, but my social life became more and more compromised by his enforced curfew. I found it impossible to fit that in with the more liberal schedule my friends were granted by their parents. No amount of reasoning or pleading changed Dad’s mind, so I made up one lie after another to keep him happy. It worked OK for a while.

         I was always trepidatious about getting buses or taxis from the town centre station. It was where the ‘Station Gang’ hung out, hurling insults, jeering at people and fighting with anyone who challenged them (few did). Me and Jo constantly drew their attention and dreaded running the gauntlet of chat-up lines, whistles and lewd comments from two of the guys in particular, Adge and his sidekick Killer, so named for his fierce, fearless fighting and freaky look of peroxide-blonde hair and bushy black eyebrows. They were scary guys and known for screwing girls round the back of the station. The undercurrent of violence and edginess was palpable, but I must admit that it wasn’t a total deterrent to me. Adge was very good-looking, in a long-haired-hippy kind of way, with a warm smile and engaging eyes. But his look didn’t match up to a peace-loving hippy ethos. He and the other guys answered to renowned town hardman and reputed pimp Ray Harvey.

         Ray’s main watering hole was the Earl de Grey pub. It was infamous for prostitution and criminality, and legendary among sailors the world over. It was a place I never set foot in. For whatever reason, Ray was often in trouble with the police and spent time in jail for various offences. I saw him in Paragon train station one time, having just been released, returning to a fanfare welcome from a cluster of girls. He told us his girls always met him to take him straight out for a meal and a drink. It was quite a strange sight, this imposing, tall, wild-eyed black guy surrounded by fawning, laughing girls. How much was genuine, I have no idea; I wasn’t part of that side of his life. I knew him from gigs, when I’d see him take to the dance floor with his customary wide-eyed stare into space as he launched himself into his inimitable crazy dance. He was the most tattooed person I’d met and would proudly show me whatever new work he’d had done – notably the ‘Raymond’ on the inside of his bottom lip. He relished telling me how painful it was.

         It’s odd how mundane routines can lead to small but thought-provoking encounters. When I hung out with my friend Bridie we’d go out together, but only after she’d been to church. Her parents were Catholics and insisted she went, so I’d accompany her to her local church about three streets away. It was there I saw two beautiful sisters dressed in personalised deep-red-and-black Victorian-style velvet coats. They had an aura of mystery about them that oozed individuality, confidence and class. They were art students. I’d sometimes see them with their rolled-up artworks under their arms, envious and sad that that path had been denied to me. But they motivated me to be more overtly expressive with my clothes.

         This came just a few months before my time in the office job, where I met the boss’s secretary: a petite, pretty, long-haired blonde with thick black false eyelashes (not unlike Jean Shrimpton) and a quirky way of dressing. Modern but with an unorthodox twist. I discovered she bought some of her clothes at a charity shop, which I sought out. I didn’t have a lot of money and couldn’t afford Quant or Biba like Jo, so I made the most of my own clothes with help from Mum and the use of her sewing machine. I started going to jumble sales each week, where I could buy vintage dresses and coats at a pittance. I’d modify or dye them, or adapt dress patterns to suit my ideas and use the fabrics and any trimmings. I must have made a mess with all the buckets of dye and the clothes dripping coloured puddles as they hung on the washing line. But Mum indulged me: ‘I know it’s just a phase you’re going through.’ Then, as time went on and she realised it wasn’t: ‘I thought it was a phase but it isn’t, is it?’ she said, smiling and shrugging in resignation.

         With my customised clothes I felt more myself. Jo’s elder sister, Jan, encouraged me. She was a hippy flower child and had gone out with Jimi Hendrix and run off for a while with Graham Nash. I admired her spirited quest to be independent, to break away from home. Seeing her battling and striving forward was like seeing my future self.

         
            8 December 1968

            What a terrible day it’s been for our family. Granddad died. Mum said I’d never see him again and she was right, though I wish with all my heart for once she was wrong.

         

         I got home from babysitting with Maz and banged merrily on the front door. Pam answered and just said, ‘Granddad’s died.’ I was speechless, then burst into tears. I was riddled with guilt for not seeing him before he died. He’d had lung cancer for some time but I’d chosen, as selfish teenagers do, to go out with my friends despite Mum asking me to go to Granddad’s with her.

         He was buried three days later and me and Pam viewed his open coffin. I really needed to see him again. He looked beautiful, the same kind, soft face I’d always known. I felt I’d betrayed his kindness at the end of his life. As they lowered his coffin into the ground, I let out a loud groan of grief from deep within me; it sounded like my heart was breaking. My mum was inconsolable and my dad was amazing in comforting her. The atmosphere when you lose someone so close is suffocating. All you want is for the sadness to end, for someone to make it all ‘unhappen’. On returning home from the funeral I wrote in my diary to Granddad, ‘I’ll always remember the way you used to say my name. It had a kind of magic in it all its own.’

         I felt unequipped to deal with death and desperate to do something that would ease the heavy weight of loss. Then I remembered Bridie’s church. I went one afternoon when it was empty. I lit a candle for Granddad and said a little prayer.

         Life went on, we all went back to work and Grandma Rarity came to stay and spend Christmas with us. That helped Mum a lot and she told me to go out and have a good time, not to allow losing Granddad to spoil my Christmas.

         
            24 December 1968

            I nearly got bloody raped.

         

         I resumed my nightlife at Disco, getting drunk and having fun, changing one boyfriend for another, and committing myself to none. Then Rogan, the kingpin Disco hard case, took a fancy to me. I didn’t mind. Even though he had a fast turnover of girlfriends, he was also gorgeous and appealingly enigmatic. But it didn’t last long. I wasn’t servile enough. I stood him up a few times and refused to officially ‘go out’ with him (be his). Besides that, I was still a virgin, and with no reliable form of contraception I wasn’t about to risk getting pregnant.

         I’d arranged to meet Rogan on Christmas Eve but I was late getting to town and he went off thinking I’d stood him up again. I was with Maz and Jo and we met up with some guys we knew, piled into a van together and set off to a party. We ended up getting thrown out, but the night was still young so we made our way back to town to consider other options. One of the guys suggested we all take a taxi to his father’s bingo hall. Other friends had gone before and had a great time blasting music through the big PA system. The hall had previously been a cinema so it was a vast space, but we were corralled into a smallish area where a load of booze was laid out and we all proceeded to get a bit drunk(er). The whole set-up didn’t feel right and I suggested we three headed to the loo together to talk … about leaving. My gut instinct was correct.

         As we came back out, the three guys jumped us. One, called Steve, got me – and more than he’d bargained for. I fought and punched him so hard he put his hands up in surrender. ‘All right! All right!’

         I called out to Jo and Maz, and told the guys to unlock the door and let us out. We walked to town and got a taxi home.

         
            1 January 1969

            Started 1969 a virgin, hope to end it in the same way too!

         

         I never made it.

         1969 was a pivotal year in ways I couldn’t have anticipated. I hadn’t stayed long at my office job – I left as soon as my laboratory technician post at Saltshouse High School came through. My wages rose to £8 a week. I never told Dad: I just paid him his mandatory £2-a-week board.

         The prep room where I worked was positioned between the biology and chemistry labs to provide immediate accessibility. Preparing the work for the students was often interrupted by teenage boys crawling into my room, looking up my (very mini) skirt, all the while pleading that they were just looking for their dropped pen. I was given a typewriter and access to a Banda spirit duplicating machine for putting together and printing science worksheets. In between duties I spent my time drawing and typing up poetry and Leonard Cohen lyrics, which I pinned on my bedroom wall, overlaid with coloured gels from the lab cupboards. As part of my new job I’d been enrolled on a lab technicians’ day-release course and had met a different and exciting set of people – artists, writers and musicians who had formed their own band. I finally felt like I’d entered a world that I had an affinity with.

         When one of the teachers at Saltshouse High School started getting a bit too ‘hands-on’ with me, I left that job and moved, in the same role, to my old school, Estcourt. Going back was a mistake. Most of the same teachers were there and I still felt deferential to them and uncomfortable socialising with them. I’d stay in the labs all day, even taking my tea and dinner breaks there. I was at a junction in my life. I hated work, had two very different sets of friends and ran two social lives in parallel, which at times crossed over but were ultimately incompatible. I was out six nights a week, going to gigs, parties and round people’s flats, increasingly with my friends from Hull College and University.

         I was closest to Snips and I sensed in him a similar restlessness to my own. We wanted more. And we both turned out to possess the necessary determination to get it. He was a musician, always singing and playing guitar in the college refectory or anywhere the mood took him. He formed his own band, Chest Fever (and later worked with Chris Spedding and Andy Fraser as lead singer in Sharks, plus Steve Marriott, Ginger Baker and more). I went to the band rehearsals in an old church hall, where Snips’s friends Chas, Rick and Oddle worked on the band’s oil-slide light show. The whole crowd of us would go along to the gigs, loon-dancing in front of the stage to the final number, an extended jam version of Bo Diddley’s ‘Mona’. The drums and rhythmic guitar were the driving force and it was a great tribal vibe – our tribe. That’s where my love for the physicality of live sound and the raw power of rhythm began.

         We were a mixed bunch of individuals, recognisable by our askew hip style, from Rick in a shirt and suit jacket to Tusca with his head of Afro-style ginger hair, big glasses and ankle-length coat. He looked like a cross between Woody Allen and Harpo Marx, with a stuffed parrot attached to his shoulder as he’d walk along in ‘Keep on Truckin’’ style (inspired by a comic strip by Robert Crumb). I considered the guys to be friends, kindred spirits, and never thought of taking it any further, even though some made advances on occasion, like when we consumed the cheap wine Merrydown (known to us as ‘Get ’Em Down’) or dropped ‘Randy Mandies’ (Mandrax).

         Through connecting with Snips and the others, I went to different gigs than I’d been used to, mixed with actively creative people and heard the music that would have a significant influence on me – Captain Beefheart, Frank Zappa, Pink Floyd, Velvet Undergound and Nico. Listening to Pink Floyd transported me in sweet surrender to another place, stirring my deep-seated emotions, evoking very different feelings to the visceral sounds of the Velvets and Beefheart. Protest and folk music was a big thing too. We’d gather at someone’s flat, where there was always someone singing, playing acoustic guitar, bongos or mouth organ. But hearing women like Joan Baez, Joni Mitchell, Janis Joplin, Grace Slick and Nico was a revelation. They were singing about change, about their world and their emotions. I’d found a place where I felt I could belong.

         I’d meet up with everyone either at the Gondola coffee club or our usual, the Black Boy pub, where many different groups met. It was there one unsuspecting night in April 1969 that I met Steve B., my first infatuation, the first love of my life, the person with whom I turned on, tuned in and ultimately dropped out – and lost my virginity. Quite a cluster of firsts and all in a relatively short space of time.

         My relationship with Steve B. proved to be the crucial turning point in my life. My world opened up in ways I’d hoped for but never thought possible. The words ‘groovy’, ‘man’, ‘far out’, ‘plastic’, ‘bad scene’, ‘don’t bring me down’ and ‘bad trip’ entered my vocabulary. It was 1969. The hippy movement had already happened in America and the music had filtered through to the UK, bringing with it a wondrous glimpse of a collective experience of liberation from expectation and the conventional lifestyle Dad had mapped out for me. The Mamas & the Papas, the Doors and the song ‘San Francisco (Be Sure to Wear Flowers in Your Hair)’ encapsulated the sentiment of the Summer of Love. I spent the next two and a half months with Steve in a love dreamworld, going to see the Who, with Pete Townshend smashing up his guitar, Free, Jethro Tull, and blagging our way into gigs whenever possible. We’d often take off in Steve’s car to Tunstall on the coast, light a bonfire, smoke joints and sit on the beach for hours, babbling stoned nonsense. After we dropped off Jo and Steve’s friend Ian, we’d sit in Steve’s car abandoning ourselves to the most intense sensuous passions and talk into the early hours.

         But the 1960s spirit of ‘free love’ got in the way of our deep feelings for one another. We both played the ‘no ties’ game. That, and Ian and Jo insensitively playing gooseberry way too often, meant our relationship was doomed to falter.

         On 2 August 1969, my parents went on holiday for a week. While they were gone, I took the opportunity to sneak away with Steve, Ian, Jo and the rest of our group, including Snips, Oddle, Chas and Ez. We headed for Plumpton Festival and the four of us were then going on to Torquay for a week, where we hoped to score and sell enough dope to fund our trip. That’s where I took acid (LSD) for the first time. I spent the weekend drifting around the site in a tripped-out haze, with a huge smile on my face. I remember coming across other people in the same zone as me and we’d hook up for a while in silence, smiling at one another then moving on. I stood beside one guy, our arms around each other, watching Soft Machine and Pink Floyd. The music seemed to fill the entire space from the stage to the edges of the field and up into the sky, enveloping me in blissful waves of ecstasy.

         I didn’t see much of Steve and Jo but I remember lying with Ez on a mattress in the band’s van (a converted ambulance). We were both tripping on purple haze and patting the mattress, watching coloured spirals drift into the air. Then someone came running in, screaming that the mattress was on fire. Those mesmerising spirals were the smoke from the burning mattress that had been set alight by an abandoned joint. We moved on to a tent, tripping out at the beautiful shifting markings (dirt) on the tent walls. Such is the perception of the world when senses are heightened beyond comprehension.

         We then went on to Torquay to stay at Jo’s sister Jan’s flat. As we arrived, there were clothes strewn everywhere: Jan was busy packing to take the hippy trail to India. When we woke the next morning she’d gone. That night was the last time I slept with Steve. All four of us went to the beach, mooched around and made contact with the dealer we’d been told about. We handed over our equal share of the dope money to Steve and Ian, and me and Jo nervously waited for them to return. When they did, we looked in awe at the rich black opium-streaked cannabis in Ian’s hand. It was the size of a small bread roll. We immediately rolled some joints and enjoyed our newly acquired stash, setting aside a fair-sized portion to sell later.

         I never did know what happened to it or the proceeds from selling it. By that point I was feeling excluded and at best tolerated. Ian and Jo seemed to purge themselves of the hostility and resentment they’d apparently been feeling towards me and I became a target for their jokes and jibes. Steve just laughed. The weeks before we’d set off on our holiday, Steve and I had been talking of breaking up and had agreed to see how we felt when we got back. My world seemed like it was beginning to fall apart. On our long drive home, Steve’s car broke down. The ‘big end’ had gone, and it was left for scrap. Rather like our relationship.

         As we decanted all our belongings, it felt like I was removing myself from a great friendship, a sad, farewell unpacking of every awakening that vehicle had facilitated. The car in which I’d lost my virginity was now gone. For the week or so after our trip I hardly spoke to Steve, and the distance between us grew until it all came to a head one night when he dropped me home. As I stepped out of the car on to the grass verge, he flew out of the driving seat, threw me to the ground and knelt astride me, screaming in my face to say something, anything, to him.

         ‘I have nothing to say to you! Get off me before I knee you in the balls.’

         There was no official split between us. I was busy with more pressing matters.

         I’d been dreading returning from Torquay. My parents had arrived home from their holiday while I was still away, to find me gone. My dad went berserk when he saw me. I’d ‘flounced’ off without his permission. It was the last straw: he threw me out.

         Luckily the schools were still on holiday so I didn’t need to go back to work for a few weeks and could use that time to try and sort something out. My dear friend Bridie helped me look for somewhere to live. We went to a strange boarding house, a lot like the house in the film The Lavender Hill Mob, complete with little old lady and frilly curtains everywhere. I remember being freaked out by its spookiness at the same time as thinking I could hide away here and not see anyone, just be in my own nest. It never worked out. Les came to my rescue again and I went to stay in the spare bedroom at his house, six doors down from my family home.

         During the upheaval I heard less and less from Steve and Jo, only that they became a couple for a while. I spent more time with Les, Snips and the crowd. On 22 August we went to a great all-night festival at Burton Constable Hall, just outside Hull. It was the start of the three-day Humberside Pop Festival put on by Hull Arts Centre to raise money for their new building off Spring Bank. But it wasn’t really what I would’ve called ‘pop’, with psychedelic light shows, bands like Third Ear Band, Pretty Things, (Mick Ronson’s) Rats, Chicken Shack and the Nice, and films such as Dalí’s surrealist Un Chien Andalou, Wholly Communion featuring Allen Ginsberg, and Spike Milligan’s The Running Jumping & Standing Still Film. I can remember wandering from the cobbled courtyard and riding school to the various gigs and films. So much to see and hear, and all for the princely sum of £1.

         The next afternoon we all met up to watch Snips’s band Chest Fever playing at the East Park free open-air festival, along with Brave New World and Barclay James Harvest. There was a lot happening in and around Hull; it was a hive of creative activity and it felt good and energising to be among those involved. Hull Arts brought some great events to town and were involved in instigating the opening of the Phase Two club in the Bluebell Inn (where COUM would later perform). There were folk concerts with Ralph McTell, Michael Chapman and Roger McGough, but also ‘extras’ like Dylan’s Don’t Look Back documentary, and Ron Geesin.

         
            *

         

         I frequented Spring Bank, where a lot of older hippies and dealers lived, who I’d got to know during my time with Steve. I’d go to Dougie and Claire’s or Bobby and Dee’s. Bobby was drop-dead gorgeous in a Jim Morrison, pure-sex way. He had an ace motorbike that growled as he hit the throttle and roared off down the road, with his long blonde hair blowing freely. I’d spent many hours at his place, firstly with Steve, lying in each other’s arms, stoned and listening to Love’s Forever Changes. But it was from Dougie and Claire that we and others scored acid. I heard later that Dougie became an acid casualty, which freaked me out as I’d started having flashbacks myself.

         One weekend a number of us decided to trip together. We’d kind of buddy up for trips, tending to take acid with those we trusted. There were a lot of stupid mind games that went on in the late 1960s. Some thought it proved how hip they were if they could conduct ‘highbrow’ debates and outwit or confuse someone else – even while tripping. I thought such one-upmanship was pretty pathetic and a waste of time. From previous acid-trip mishaps, we’d learned to ensure we were in a safe environment when we took it, usually someone’s house. On this occasion, a crowd of us had gone to trip together at a friend’s flat, and I secreted myself in a bedroom, away from noisy fellow trippers, with John Bentley, who had joined Snips’s band and our circle of friends, Jo and a couple of others. Me and Jo were listening to the Beatles’ Abbey Road, laid on a double bed and seemingly melting into the dark-blue velvet cover, emotionally overwhelmed by the beauty of the music and hallucinations.

         John was looking through a book of Salvador Dalí paintings when suddenly he slammed it shut with a bang. ‘That’s it: the bird just flew off the page.’

         We adopted the phrase ‘Nothing ever happens’ as our default reset whenever we had any mishaps or confusions during trips. That way we could dismiss them and carry on. Nothineverappens also became the name of Snips’s next band, with John on bass guitar.

         The first and only time I took mescaline was in Snips’s flat. About four of us dropped it together and we decided to make ourselves some soup. Ha! Of course, anyone who’s tripped knows that it’s difficult to maintain attention on any one task for very long – especially when bubbling, red tomato soup is involved. It looked amazing and three of us were stood around the cooker, transfixed by this wonderful redness that was spreading everywhere. We followed it as it finally spilled over on to the floor, upon which our attention was immediately diverted to hallucinatory pastures new – the strange pattern of the kitchen lino. The geometric design became an optical illusion that soon had us freaking out. The black-outlined squares turned into a grid and all the other markings became something deep and sinister that lurked beneath. We were all desperately trying to get off the grid and on to solid ground – the carpet. That’s when we realised we’d lost track of the soup. We were lucky someone came to our rescue and turned off the gas – and we were lucky again when someone came to our rescue some months later when we all dropped a tab of acid and headed for the Lawns Centre, Cottingham, to see Pink Floyd.

         It had been snowing heavily and we were totally hypnotised by the beauty of it all as we walked across untrodden expanses of pure, glistening whiteness. Then we heard a voice shout, ‘Hey! Get off the lake!’

         We had no idea we’d wandered from the grass on to the frozen water. We carefully inched our way to the safety of the bank. My ankle-length purple velvet coat was sodden and I was numb with cold, but it didn’t bother me much. We forged on to the Floyd gig, where I sat crossed-legged throughout, lost in the music and hallucinations, and only momentarily distracted by Nick Mason’s cymbal mallet landing in pieces in my lap.

         I continued to drop acid for a while and through that scene had met Steve’s uncle, Graham. He was quite a few years older than me and looked like a tall, willowy Viking, but with a Geordie accent. I loved the way he said ‘knickers’, but can’t remember in what situation he would have said it to me. Graham slept in the very large communal hallway in a flat down Spring Bank. It was bigger than the rooms that ran off it and he’d pitched an Arabian tent arrangement, using diaphanous fabric to cordon off his sleeping area. He’d also painted the ceiling like a night sky, with clusters of stars that were mirrored by painted stars on the floor, which in turn had loose paper stars scattered amongst them.

         Me and Ez had gone there to drop acid together and were sitting on the bed, totally lost in the trip until I got up to go to the loo and happened to kick some of the paper stars and knock over a glass of water on to Ez. He completely lost it. He thought he’d pissed himself and that the stars were not only falling from the sky but also moving around on the floor. He shot out the door and ran off up the street.

         People having bad trips was becoming a little worrisome. I’d already given up dope, having seen how everyone just got smashed and did nothing. It seemed like a waste of time. At least acid was challenging my view of things.

         
            Early November 1969

            Cosmosis he named me after seeing me just once.

         

         I’d gone to an acid test at the Union at Hull University. I walked into the room, paid my entrance fee and received my tab of acid, but didn’t stay in the room long. It was a sensory overload, but not a good one if you were on acid – well, for me, anyway. People were already tripping when I arrived: they were laid on the floor, groping one another or playing with a bathtub of coloured jelly, slopping it about to create patterns. But the last straw for me was a guy playing a saxophone, free-jazz-style. The notes were so jarring, fast and scatty, it drove me crazy. As I went to leave, I saw what I thought was a hallucination – a small, beautiful guy dressed in a black graduation gown, complete with mortarboard and a wispy, pale-lilac goatee beard.

         About a week later, I was out with Rick and another friend, Wilsh. We were at a gig-cum-disco event, laughing and dancing to ‘Sugar, Sugar’ by the Archies, when a guy came over to me and said, ‘Cosmosis, Genesis would like to see you.’

         ‘What?’

         It was explained to me that a guy called Genesis had seen me and named me Cosmosis, and wanted us to get together. I didn’t know what to think of it.

         ‘Oh. OK, then,’ I said, meaning to deal with it later.

         
            11 November 1969

            There is only one boy I have seen who made me forget Steve and that was a musician called Genesis. He was so beautiful. His eyes were a clear blue, his hair dark brown and his skin a clear, golden colour. He smiled so beautifully. As I’m writing this I remember my reaction when I first met Steve, and this seems not to compare to it at all …

         

         I had begun to fall for Gen. My attraction was partly influenced by my crush on Phil ‘Shiva’ Jones, of the band Quintessence. Gen had a similar pretty ‘Indian Prince’ look. But I recognised my feelings for Gen were different to, and didn’t equal the intensity of, those I’d felt for Steve. I wasn’t ready for another relationship but Gen had a beguiling way about him, and he seemed to care. I started seeing him but didn’t commit myself.

         I’d meet up with Gen at John Krivine’s flat down Alexandra Road. (John later opened the BOY punk shop in London.) Gen knew John from his time at Hull University, and his other university friend John Shapeero had a room at John Krivine’s flat, where Gen stayed rent-free. On one of my visits, John Krivine took a portrait of us together, me with a smile on my lips, my arms around Gen’s neck, leaning adoringly on his shoulder, and Gen straight-faced, arms folded, staring down the camera. John took me to one side afterwards and with what seemed genuine concern advised me to think seriously about having a relationship with Gen. He said Gen was the most selfish person he’d met, had the biggest ego that he’d ever come across, and that I would always come second to that. I really didn’t know what to think, especially when many of my friends also started voicing their concerns.

         Gen knew I was in a vulnerable position and his affectionate kisses and promises of ‘I’ll never leave you’ gave me a feeling of much-needed security. He felt like an ally in my struggle to make sense of my life. Still, after being disowned by my dad and thrown aside by Steve and Jo, the fear of further rejection made me worry about fully surrendering myself to anyone. I felt a need to protect myself, and Gen gave me the impression that he would act as my protector.

         Gen went to his parents’ home for Christmas and I continued to party with my friends. As Christmas drew near, Mum caught sight of me as I passed the house on my way to catch the bus and begged me to come home. She’d persuaded Dad to let me back. I said I would, but when I returned Dad told me in no uncertain terms that nothing had changed – the same rules applied. I was happy to be with Mum again, though, and she did all she could for me, and I love her so much for trying to make it work.

         
            29 December 1969

            Genesis got back tonight. Very strange because I never went with him at all, I just ran off home.

         

         I’d been eagerly awaiting Gen’s return after Christmas, more so after receiving a declaration of his love for me in the form of the most beautiful, colourful letter I’d ever seen. It was a veritable rainbow of words, interwoven and flowing into various shapes across the page. But when we met he was moody and there was no reunion kiss, which I thought odd. I left him to it and went home. He was in a better mood when I saw him the next day and we arranged to see each other on New Year’s Eve.

         
            31 December 1969

            Went round to Gen’s, he wasn’t in. Went again an hour later, he still wasn’t in. So got a taxi to Cottingham Civic. Had a really good time … Even got a kiss from Steve. John Bentley too … Didn’t get in until 4.30–5.00. All in all I thank the acid test at the Union for Genesis x.

         

         New Year’s Eve with Gen wasn’t to be, and I didn’t intend to spend it sitting around waiting. I took off for a party with the usual crowd, dancing, singing and kissing hello to 1970.

         We all met up the next day at the Gondola coffee bar, hung over, laughing and happily reliving the fun of the previous night. I needed some light relief and could always rely on my friends to lift my spirits. They knew what I was going through. My life after returning home hadn’t been easy; there was a tense atmosphere.

         
            3 January 1970

            I was going to stay in but Dad was so nasty to me I went out and met up with Panch, Oddle, Chas and Dennis for a meal.

         

         I gradually started seeing Gen more often, and my friends less. I’d never met anyone like him before. He was very well read, had dropped out of Hull University, was quite the archetypical revolutionary-cum-bohemian artist, prepared to buck systems, and appeared committed to an alternative lifestyle which seemed in keeping with my own aspirations. He’d moved into a flat down Spring Bank where my friend Graham (Steve’s uncle) also lived. Gen slept under the kitchen table, curled up in a sleeping bag inside a polythene tunnel he called his rainshell, a remnant from his time in a London commune. It was a strange and unromantic place to conduct our liaisons but it made some sense sleeping in the kitchen: it was free and always warm from the cooker.

         John Krivine had leased an old fruit warehouse at 17 Wellington Street, opposite the pier from which the ferry crossed to Grimsby. He and a group of friends were remodelling it as a commune. Gen and John Shapeero had joined the project and were helping with the work in preparation for moving into a shared room together. My visits weren’t the hot, lusty love affair I’d come to expect from previous relationships, and there were arguments, which were very unexpected at such an early stage of us being together. I put it down to Gen being very sensitive, and also his liberal view of relationships – that ‘no ties’ posturing, and reinforcing the boundaries of personal ‘possession’ … again.

         
            4 January 1970

            Genesis rang up and I went to see him at Spring Bank … Was very sad about Gen going to Nottingham for 2 days. We hardly spoke then suddenly he got up and took me out. Apparently the fact that I’d have nothing to do with him freaked him out completely. He said both him and John are expecting me to live with them soon. He knows I love him and knows he loves me. But I am uncertain.

         

         Gen mistook my quiet, contemplative demeanour for my ignoring him. I was just trying to figure out why he wasn’t as bothered as I was about being apart, but also I was wary about him and John talking about my ‘expected’ future home being with them. It would answer my problem of finding somewhere to live, for sure, but it all seemed to be happening too fast and decisions were being made for me – one of the overriding reasons why I’d wanted to leave home.

         Our rocky start came on top of the ongoing saga at home. I didn’t know whether I was coming or going with either Gen or Dad. The deciding factor was when I was officially declared unemployed on 5 January. I’d left my job and dropped out. Dad told me he wouldn’t have anyone unemployed living in his house. I had a week to find the rent, get a job, or get out.

         I hid my head in the sand for a while, visiting Gen or, when he was busy decorating the warehouse, going out with my friends, and using my last wages to pay rent to Dad to buy time while I sorted out somewhere to live. I knew the monetary transaction was fundamental to the relationship between father and daughter. As soon as I was unable to give him his money, I would have to leave his home. His notion of ‘support’ was pretty black and white. It all came to a head over the space of a week.

         
            19 January 1970

            What the fuck can I do? I’ve got to get a job by the end of the week or I’m thrown out. It’s not that I’m thrown out it’s the fact that I don’t know whether to live with Genesis or not.

         

         I still had lingering doubts about Gen. I was about to be homeless and I was broke, and yet to receive any dole money seeing as I’d made myself unemployed by leaving my job. I was in a desperate situation.

         
            22 January 1970: FULL MOON

            What an utterly terrible day. I went to S. Security, I got no money. My ring snapped, the film theatre was full at the Union, then we got locked out of the building and had an argument.

            
                

            

            23 January 1970

            From my unemployment file: ‘Miss Newby called re vacs. States if she doesn’t get a job quickly her father is throwing her out.’

         

         Les went with me to social security to get the rent. I explained my situation but they gave me short shrift and dismissed my claim with a brusque ‘No money’, and shut the hatch in my face. They’d wanted to make a home visit. I knew that was impossible. My dad wouldn’t have them in the house. The shame of it. I knew from that moment that I was to be homeless. Much to Mum’s distress, I was told to leave home for the second and final time.

         Ironically it was the prevalent ‘free love, no ties’ philosophy that Gen espoused, and which had proved fatal to me and Steve, that provided a ‘no commitment’ cushion, allowing me to enter a relationship with Gen – one that I wasn’t sure would last and wasn’t sure where it would take me. Les helped me move my belongings. I wasn’t given enough time to move them all, so while Mum and Dad were at work I broke into my bedroom by shimmying up the porch pole and unlatching the window to climb in and retrieve the rest.

         It was the end of January 1970 and I was in the first home of my own, living in the commune at 17 Wellington Street, now named the Ho Ho Funhouse. But I rented my own room opposite Gen and John. I needed that separation: it gave me a feeling of my new-found independence and the choice to be with Gen or not.
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