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To my two miracles. My beautiful son Julien and my eternal love, Margi Land, who showed me what it is to be truly loved.
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Author’s Note


My story is not a pretty one – at least not at the beginning. But I want to share it because I believe it is a message of hope. However desperate and bleak the start in life a child has, it can still turn into an adulthood filled with joy, happiness and fulfillment.


Yes, we can have it all – and more. How we do that is neither complicated nor particularly mystical. For me, it comes down to two simple truths, truths that I have been aware of since I was a small child: always believe in the power of love and always know that we can create our own reality and therefore transform it.


So, no matter where you come from – or where you are now – my wish is that this book will give you the courage and hope to know you can have a dazzling future. The magic of life means anything is possible.


One other very important thing: this is my life as I remember it. It is my truth, based on my memories, diaries and medical records. The early years are written from a combination of memory, memories recovered by hypnosis, tapes of interviews with my mother, and also include some channelled material.


Names and other identifying details have been changed throughout to protect the privacy of the individuals concerned.




Prologue: Wishing on the Scarab


My sister Lucy saved my life. Time and time again. It’s just what she always did. We’re twins – closer than close in the way that only twins can be. Although I was born first, it always felt as if Lucy were older and wiser – maybe that’s why she felt she had to protect me. It’s a good job she did, because if it weren’t for her, I’d be dead by now.


The day I was born, Lucy died. But she didn’t leave me; she stayed behind for me, keeping me safe. As I grew up, she was always around, helping me get through the bad times – really bad times in fact, some of the worst a child can have. I never thought of her as a ghost, or as anything weird. In fact, as the years went by, I even forgot that she was my twin, my sister. She was just Lucy and she helped me out. She looked out for me. She gave me advice. I didn’t always take it, of course. Whoever listens to good advice all the time? Plenty of stuff happened to me that Lucy couldn’t stop: sometimes all she could do was be there with me and comfort me. Because that’s what twins and big sisters do, isn’t it? Twins keep secrets too. Lucy was a big secret – until I was thirteen years old.


I was playing pinball in Italy when Lucy told me who she was, that she was my twin. I was so shocked I couldn’t believe it. I felt as if I were making it up. I had been crazy about Elvis for years and he’d had a twin who died. Was I taking the idea from there? For a few mad moments I wondered if I were going crazy, if I had made Lucy up entirely. But the more I thought about it, the more sense it made. Of course she was my twin. How could I ever have forgotten? Then Lucy said I should tell Mum about her.


– No, Lucy. She’ll think I’m mad.


– Tell her.


Lucy hissed in my ear. She was in one of those moods and I knew I’d get no peace until I did what she said.


‘I know I had a twin sister who died when I was born.’


Mum’s face went quite grey.


‘What you say?’ Her voice was shaking. Mum had grown up in Italy and she still spoke with a very strong Italian accent, punctuating her speech with Italian phrases.


‘My twin sister. Lucy.’


‘Porco dio. How did you know that? Nobody knew about her. Only two people knew and both of them are dead. How did you know that?’


So I told her. I told her that Lucy had always been there, as long as I could remember. She was stunned. I remember her hands trembling as she lit another cigarette.


‘So you really do have the gift, eh?’ She shook her head. ‘It’s a blessing and a curse,’ she said. Then she told me about how Lucy and I were conceived; about how she wished on a scarab – and how her wish came true.


It was a gloomy winter’s day; dark and overcast. Rain lashed against the windows of the small west London flat. Mum had been sitting in the kitchen, a cup of tea turning cold on the formica table. Dad had brought her a painted plaster scarab beetle back from Egypt. He worked in the travel business and frequently went all over the world, bringing my mother back curious and unusual gifts. This one came from a man selling ‘genuine antiquities’ from a stall at the approach to the pyramids – it had caught his eye (though he said he had no idea why as it was really quite an unpleasant-looking piece). Most wives would have thought an old scarab an odd or even unwelcome gift, but my father knew it would intrigue Mum. She was no typical suburban housewife, but an incredibly unusual woman – a hugely gifted psychic and palm-reader, descended from a long line of Italian wise-women. She could cure and curse. She could uncover the past and peer into the future. She was wild and tempestuous and a law unto herself. She was scared of nothing – neither living people nor the spirits of the dead. Just one thing terrified her – the possibility of not having a child.


She was turning the scarab over and over like a talisman in her hands, brooding on how cruel fate was, how unfair. She had been desperate to conceive ever since she and Dad had married sixteen years before. They had tried everything but it seemed that their four-year-old adopted son (my brother Nicholas) was going to grow up an only child. Mum was desolate. She was thirty-eight and her body literally ached to carry a child. Time and time again she had perused her palm, reading the lines, unable to understand why they lied. Had she been doing a reading for someone else, there would have been no doubt at all. There they were, quite clearly, the lines that signified the two children she would bear – how could they possibly be so wrong? Yet, despite the lines, despite everything she knew and believed, she couldn’t possibly see how she, barren for over sixteen years, could have a child now.


There was something strange about this beetle. Mum could sense an ancient power in it, and felt sure it was some kind of amulet. But her intuition also told her that it possessed a dark power and warned her that, if she dared to wish upon the scarab, it might not go according to plan. This was a wild, anarchic force – one that would not easily be tamed. Mum told me that, in her heart, she knew that were she to wish upon the scarab, there would be a price to pay.


She didn’t care. Always tempestuous, always courting danger, she didn’t believe in living safely or according to the rules. The need for a baby felt like a physical ache; if she couldn’t carry a child, life was no longer worth living. A baby would be a blessing, not a curse. So she clutched the beetle between her rough, work-scarred hands, and threw out a fervent prayer in her stilted English:


‘Give me a baby. Give me a child to carry in my womb. Per favore, per favore, please give me the power of birth.’ Over and over she said the words, and outside the sky seemed to darken. The bare light bulb flickered overhead and Mum felt a tingle down her spine. An uneasy prickling sensation filled the air. Mitchy, the old tortoiseshell cat, who had been curled quietly on the tattered brown leather pouffe, howled and fled from the room.


Something was happening. She kept chanting, louder and louder, feeling the power tingle in the air like static electricity. The chants became sobs.


‘Give me a baby. Give me a baby. Give me a baby. Per favore. Per favore. Madre di dio. Please. Please.’


Turning the beetle over and over in her hands, feeling its solid weight, heavy like a stone. Rising to her feet, closing her eyes, begging the universe to listen to her; calling on God; summoning all the powers and spirits that exist in this world and the next, to hear her plea, to give her her deepest desire. Suddenly, abruptly, the light went out. A huge silence hung in the air and Mum stood stock still, barely daring to breathe, aware of the rough carpet between her bare feet, aware of the dull heaviness of the beetle lying solidly in her hands.


One moment it was inert, dead; the next it no longer lay still and heavy. There was a lightening, a quickening; something was moving between her hands, something alive, something that wanted to escape. Leathery wings were pulsing against her palms, trying to spread, trying to fly away. Mum opened her fingers a crack and gasped in horror and amazement– the dull plaster had transformed into a glistening black carapace. Real legs were scrabbling on her skin; real wings beating against the cage of her fingers; real beady black eyes were gazing with glittering intent at her. With a scream, she flung open her hands and the beetle fell to the floor, landing softly on the biscuit-coloured patterned carpet.


Shuddering, she stepped back, instinctively recoiling from the horrible creature. What had she done? How could this be happening? Mum was used to unusual, strange happenings but this was way beyond anything she’d come across. She thought she was going mad.


For what seemed like an eternity, she stared at the beetle – unable to move – and it seemed to wait and watch, gazing back at her, searching her soul. Then the light came back on, the spell snapped, and the beetle stopped moving. Cautiously kneeling down, Mum stretched out a hand, her fingers trembling, her heart thudding. She barely dared touch it, but forced herself to tap it, tentatively, with a fingernail. Once again it was inert, just an old, rather worn statuette. She picked it up and turned it over and over in her hands, scrutinising every inch. Then she wrapped it in an embroidered doyley and shoved it away at the back of the cocktail cabinet. She sank into an armchair, shaking her head, as if trying to dislodge the memory. Had she imagined it all? Her hand moved unconsciously to her belly. No. It hadn’t been imagination. As only a born psychic can know, Mum knew with all certainty, with every bone in her body, that the impossible, the miracle, was going to happen. She was going to have a baby. What she didn’t know then, what nobody knew (it was well before the time of scans and ultrasounds), was that she was going to have two babies. Twins.


My father couldn’t believe it. He had long ago resigned himself to not having a natural child. However he was delighted and relieved – he knew how much it meant to Mum. Dad wasn’t exactly the calmest of presences himself, but compared to Mum’s wild passion and uncontrolled emotion, he was serenity incarnate. He somehow managed to restrain her wildest urges and kept her as calm as possible during the pregnancy, but it was difficult. She insisted on continuing with her work, cleaning houses for the local rich Italians and giving psychic readings. It was the 1960s and interest in the supernatural was running high. Madame Bruna, my mother, was in huge demand.


Her waters broke but nothing happened for two days. Then, after forty-eight hours of long, tough, painful labour, she finally had a caesarean. I was born first, and born blue. Then Lucy was born – and born dead. She had a hole in her spine; Mum thought it was possibly spina bifida. I nearly died too. Through a combination of regression (in which you hypnotise yourself to go back to the past) and what Lucy told me, I have been able to revisit my early years and even the time before I was born. It sounds incredible, but really it’s a very simple technique that anyone can do. I realised that part of me had wanted to follow Lucy, to avoid a lifetime that I knew would be full of difficulty. But at some level I made the decision to stay around. In India avatars (incarnations of higher beings) are born blue – it’s a sign of being spiritual. A way of marking you, from day one.


So I was branded from birth – as a psychic. I was going to follow in my mother’s footsteps as someone who can look into different realities, who isn’t held in by time or place. I can look at you and just ‘know’ what is going on in your life, what has happened in your past, and what may well happen in your future. It’s a powerful gift and one I use with great care. Sometimes when I give readings, I sense enormous pain; I can tell that a person has been abused, has suffered enormously in his or her life. And I feel a huge rush of empathy because I too have suffered long-term abuse, terrible loss, and a violent, unstable past.


As I learned from my mother, prophecy and magic are in my blood. Sadly, I also inherited a pattern of abuse that stretches far down the generations. Back down through time the children in my family were abused by their protectors, by the adults around them. All families are complex, but mine was doubly so. First it was overshadowed by the sadness and loss of power that abuse brings. But, second, it was a family in which power came from other worlds – the dead walked with the living; uneasy spirits scratched on the walls, and tormented souls shrieked for attention and retribution. I grew up both powerless and full of power – it was a strange and perplexing combination.


I treasure my gift – it has let me help countless thousands of people, including some very famous ones. I know that the advice I have given has often turned people’s lives around; sometimes it has even saved lives. However, as Mum feared, the scarab did contain a curse. First, Lucy died. Then my father was told he was dying – initially of bone cancer, then of leukaemia. Of course, as I lay in my cot, I knew none of this. Nor did I know that I was being born into a pattern of abuse that stretched back generations. Like Sleeping Beauty, I inherited a terrible curse, a legacy that was to blight my whole childhood – and threaten my entire life.


However, like Sleeping Beauty, I also had my ‘good fairy’ – Lucy. Even when life was the worst it could be, Lucy always pulled me back from the brink. When I found myself in impossibly dangerous situations, she was there to protect me. She helped me keep the powerful belief that people, inherently, are good. She helped me decide that the evil pattern of violence and abuse would stop, right here, with me and would go no further. Lucy saved my life – of that I have no doubt whatsoever. She helped me get to where I am now. Despite such a horrific start, I have managed to turn my life completely around. I have made peace with my past, and I think it’s fair to say that nobody who meets me would ever guess that my childhood was a nightmare, and that I barely survived adolescence.


I still have that scarab, but I keep it locked away in the bottom drawer of my desk. I don’t dare give it away (it wouldn’t be fair to let someone else take it on), and destroying it would be equally dangerous. I don’t look at it very often, but when I do I shudder. It reminds me of the monkey’s paw. I can tell that it’s got strange supernatural powers – that it can grant impossible wishes that can have unforeseen and terrible consequences. There is an old saying: be careful what you wish for as you just might get it. Mum wished on the scarab – and she got what she wanted. I was the consequence. I made the decision a long time ago never, ever to wish upon that scarab. I have taken what Fate decided to dish out to me, and I’ve taken it on the chin. I truly believe that we can determine our own lives. Yes, my past was awful, but without it I would not be the person I am today. I learned from each and every bad thing that happened to me.


Writing this book has been a remarkable process. Much of my early life was filled with pain. Reliving certain memories has at times brought up almost overwhelming emotions of anger, betrayal, terror and deep grief. For years I kept these painful memories at a distance. Much of what has been recorded here has come as a shock even to my closest friends, yet I felt compelled to tell the truth at last for many reasons, not least because I truly believe that we can overcome anything to be the person we want to be and have the life that we want. This book is part of my healing process. As anyone who has suffered abuse knows, it never ever goes away for good. You learn to live with it, but you do live with it all your life.


There are many ways to tell any story. I could recount my early years in terms that talk only about the very darkest of human experiences and emotions, yet always there was a shard of light that shone through for me. For every curse there was a blessing. A light in darkness. Sometimes it flickered only in the distance. At others, it drew me and supported me like a beacon. I never let go of that light. It’s a light I still carry today. I always see the best in people and situations. I see the potential in everything. It is attaching myself to that potential that has enabled me to bring out the best in me, in others, and to transform myself and my life through every experience.


Today there are so many blessings in my life: I lose track trying to count them. Had my beginning been ordinary, safe and comfortable, I don’t think I would be the person I am today. It’s an old cliché, but it is true: steel is tempered by fire. I feel as though my early years were one long endurance course. In all good fairy tales the hero or heroine is tested to his or her limits. There are moments where, lost in the woods, beset by peril, alone in the darkness, they don’t know which way to turn, what to do, or whom to trust. But always they must act. By acting they define themselves and danger itself becomes an opportunity.


Above all, however awful our past experiences, we owe it to ourselves to take control of our present and our future. By refusing to allow the past to dominate us, we become free to live our own lives in whatever way we want to live them. I believe I am truly blessed. We are put in this world to learn and to grow – and I am still learning, still growing. This is my story – and Lucy’s.




1


Hush Little Baby


My parents were chalk and cheese, sugar and spice – so different it was hard to believe their marriage lasted a minute, let alone twenty years. My mother, Bruna, was Italian, so tiny that the word ‘petite’ hardly does her justice, but with the curvaceous figure of a Tinkerbell Venus. Her family had lost all their money, their business and their home in the war and by the time she met my father she was so poor that her everyday shoes were roughly hand carved from wood. Did it bother her? Not remotely. She was so proud and tempestuous, her temper so wild and violent, that she earned the nickname Vesuvius. When she got angry, anyone with half a brain knew they should slide out of sight and out of reach of her furious fists and sharp words. Curses tripped easily from her acid tongue. Her grandmother was said to be the village witch, a wise-woman who taught her all manner of seemingly impossible things, from clearing unwanted spectres to raising dead ancestors; from casting love spells to spinning dramatic (and horribly effective) curses. Hers was a world of faith and superstition. It blended magic with Roman Catholicism and she saw nothing remotely odd about believing in both holy water and tarot cards, in praying to Christ and summoning demons.


There was always magic around our house. Mum believed totally in magic and spells and charms and hanging weird talismans everywhere. On the one hand, she would be incredibly kind and gentle, so caring and healing. She was deeply loving and giving to strangers and took on other people’s problems without a second thought, helping them wherever she could. She would carry out spiritual healing for hours, without charging a penny, and put up homeless people in her own home. But then, on the other hand, she was not adverse to the odd curse. Some of her clients would pay her to put curses on people and I found that really horrible. It felt so weird and alien to me. How can anybody with half a brain cell not realise that you shouldn’t curse people? I always knew that magic existed, and I believed in it totally, but I also knew very clearly from the outset that it should only be used for good.


Yet my mother felt that she could make such judgements. She felt it was her prerogative to define if people were good or evil and, as far as she was concerned, there was never any middle ground. If a person were evil, she felt she had every right to punish them. I loved my mother deeply, but I was also terrified of her on a primal level. The combination of her aggression and her ability to do magic frightened me to my core. If she wanted, my mother really could wreak destruction and I wouldn’t want to have been cursed by her.


She was eighteen when she met my father, in 1947. In some ways, spiritual ways, she was wise beyond her years. Her eyes were so intense that my father used to say you felt as if they would burn away your soul. Yet, in other ways, emotionally, socially, intellectually, she was still very much a child. She could barely write in her native Italian and she knew no English. Right up to her death, she would regularly spell my name the wrong way.


My father, Michael, on the other hand, was tall and suave, a stunningly handsome cross between Errol Flynn and David Niven – the archetypal English gentleman who had served his country during the war and had an insatiable hunger for knowledge. He spoke seven languages and was incredibly cultured and urbane. On paper, they had absolutely nothing in common. In real life, they had serious chemistry.


He caught sight of her across the crowded dance floor in the British Officers’ Mess in Trieste and was lost in a second. He was only twenty, yet already a seasoned battle-scarred soldier. She was a simple village girl with an extraordinary gift. She was wearing her best dress (very old, yet carefully washed and pressed) and was inordinately proud of her fashionable ankle-strap sandals (not caring one iota that they were far too small and pinched her ankles and squashed her toes). She caught his eyes burning into her and, knowing exactly what she was doing, stared right back. As they gazed at each other, they both knew they had met their fate.


They fell head first into a starry-eyed love, an all-or-nothing love, an all-rationality-out-of-the-window, sink-or-swim kind of love. What did they have to lose? The war was just inches behind them. My father had seen sights no man should see. My mother too had come within a whisker of losing her life – she too had seen death at first hand.


In the last years of the war, my mother’s family had had to leave their home town of Udine and were temporarily staying in the village of Filetto. They were living in wooden barracks and food was incredibly scarce. ‘It was a battle for survival,’ my mother recalled. ‘There were some days when we had nothing to eat.’ One day she never forgot. Black thunder clouds were gathering and planes were flying overhead. She could hear bombs being dropped, guns firing in the distance, machine guns that seemed to get closer and closer. She clutched the puppy she had found, and adopted, in one arm; and hung on to her mother with the other. They and the other refugees ran towards a small shelter and crammed in together. Inside it was dark, very dark. Years later I taped her telling the story – this is what she said:


‘The children were crying. Some of the grown-ups were praying in the dark. We thought it was the end of the world, between the blackness of the shelter, the smoke, the rain, the sound of the guns. It was cold and wet; we were all starving hungry and scared, so scared.


‘My little dog slipped from my hands and I ran out after him. When I turned around and looked towards the hill I was shocked out of my skin. We were surrounded by Germans. They all stood up with their machine guns pointing towards the barracks. I screamed and everyone came running out of the shelter. We were surrounded by soldiers, all heavily armed: they were laughing as if they were drunk.


‘The soldiers put us in a line. I was wearing a very thin dress and cardigan and I could feel the cold steel of a bayonet touching my skin, sending shivers up my spine.


‘When we were all lined up – men, women, children – the Germans stood looking, with their machine guns in position. The blood drained from our faces and I could feel cold sweat washing over my body. I clutched my mother’s hand. Then suddenly I felt a feeling of calm and peace come over me. I was prepared and ready to die.


‘But it did not happen. They seemed to be waiting for orders. Finally the Commandant arrived and split us up – the men were left outside the barracks. The rest of us were taken inside. We heard gunfire – all twenty-two of the men had been shot.


“Raus! Raus!” a voice barked. Get out! We walked in a daze towards the town, expecting to be shot at any moment. There were Germans everywhere, laughing, spitting, threatening us. But the town itself was empty, like a ghost town. We continued walking until we came to the priest’s house and we begged for help. But he shut the door in our faces, leaving us to the mercy of the Germans.’


The tape ends there, but obviously they weren’t shot, they didn’t die. Eventually they went back to their home village and picked up the pieces, like everyone did after the war.


So my parents had been through hell and come back. They were alive and they were in love. They saw a chance for happiness and grabbed it with both hands. They were both gorgeous; both burned far too bright. They were flirtatious and avaricious with a desperate need for flattery. Underneath it all, of course, there was a yawning abyss inside them both – they needed to be noticed, to be understood, to be loved and cherished. Neither of them had any boundaries. Both incredibly child-like, they were one of the worst possible combinations any youngsters could have had for parents.


Neither family was terribly impressed by the romance. My Italian grandmother wanted Bruna to marry a nice local boy, to have lots of babies, to look after her parents. She wasn’t remotely impressed by this suave debonair Englishman. On the other hand, my English grandparents, back in genteel Lyme Regis, were doubtless horrified at their beloved son falling for not just an Italian peasant (I suspect there were elements of racism and snobbishness there), but a bona fide witch to boot. I suspect both families were delighted when Michael’s army unit was moved from Italy. They believed the romance would fizzle out and die when the lovers were parted. It didn’t. I have a case crammed full of the most passionate love letters, showered with kisses.


Ti amo tanto, tanto, tanto. I love you so, so, so much.


They snatched time together in secret whenever my father had leave. They even managed to sneak away for a weekend in Venice (my mother pretending she was staying with an aunt), shyly booking into two separate rooms in a cheap pensione near St Mark’s Square. The city worked its magic and my father proposed, with the twinkling lights from the boats dancing over the water.


On 15 April 1950, they married at Trieste. No relatives attended – only my father’s army friends were there as witnesses. My father merely scribbled a postcard to his parents to say he’d got married.


They spent their honeymoon night in a cheap guest house whose only door was a bed sheet separating the lovers from their host. Not that they cared. They were launching on their new life together – anything was possible, everything was possible. They were young, they were beautiful, they were in love. What could possibly go wrong? My father’s unit was moved to Germany and then, in the early 1950s, they came to London, to a small flat on Ladbroke Grove in Notting Hill. Dad left the army and decided to use his knowledge of languages by working for a travel agency. Mum worked for Boots and also started a business as Madame Bruna, psychic and medium, reading both the tarot and palms.


They were a golden couple and must have seemed very exotic for the 1950s. Dad was constantly travelling, bringing back wonderful tales and curios from far-flung corners of the world. Mum was an exciting foreigner, her kitchen smelling of garlic and olive oil, rather than chip fat and toast. Even more thrilling, she was a psychic, someone who spoke to spirits as easily as chatting to the neighbours. Notting Hill loved them and they soon built up a large coterie of friends and clients.


What my parents’ circle didn’t realise was that Mum’s gift was no fairground sideshow. Magic and supernatural power ran deep and hard through her veins. She was a deeply spiritual person – the other realms were as real and meaningful to her as everyday life. Dad, on the other hand, had been brought up with the Church of England and had that staunchly English system of belief – in other words, taking it for granted, not really thinking about it except on high days and holidays. He humoured her on the whole. I think he found it all rather novel and appealingly bizarre to begin with, and their marriage progressed it just became part of everyday life.


She wasn’t the only one with foibles. My father had repeated affairs and casual lovers which caused no end of rows. He had plenty of opportunities because his job took him all over the world. He was always a good-looking man, even as he grew older and became ill. Well-dressed, smart, intelligent, charming – women fell for him all too easily and he didn’t put up a fight. My mother did, though, and the neighbours must have become used to the sound of Italian curses being screamed and the crashing of pans, the smashing of china. Their relationship was always wildly tempestuous – full of furious fallings-out and passionate making-up. He was the only person in the world who could handle her. She could be totally irrational, but he managed it somehow.


Interestingly, their sex life wasn’t particularly fulfilling for her. She once told me that she found sex painful with him and that it was because she had ‘an infantile womb’. But frankly, I think it was because he simply wasn’t a great lover, despite all the affairs. Later on she told me she hadn’t discovered the joy of sex until she was in her late forties.


He never thought of leaving her, I’m certain of that. He was very old-fashioned in many ways and he felt responsible for her. He had plucked her out of her life in Italy and brought her to England, so he had to live with his decision.


Mum desperately wanted a child to cement their love, to turn the two of them into a family. They tried everything. They saw doctor after doctor. My mother cast every spell she could think of, drumming up every incantation, every arcane ritual her grandmother had taught her back in the northern Italian hills. Their home reeked of incense as she burned it in endless clouds in front of a six-foot-high water-colour painting of Christ. To no avail. Her taped diaries from the time are enough to break your heart. She wanted a baby so very much.


Then, incredibly, she got one. Mum was cooking in the kitchen when she heard a commotion out in the street. She peered out of the window. A small crowd had gathered around her front door, staring at the step.


‘Eh! What’s happening?’ she shouted out the window. ‘Why are you all here at my door? Go away!’


‘Hello, Mrs Saunders. Did you realise there’s a baby on your doorstep?’


‘A what?’ My mother couldn’t believe her ears. She dropped the saucepan with a crash and ran to the door.


They were right. Lying on the door-mat, swaddled in a blanket, was a tiny baby with the blackest hair and skin the colour of toffee. He opened his almond-shaped eyes and gazed at her. Mum was, once again, consumed by an intense love. She had prayed, begged, cast spells for a baby – and finally, after all those years, God had answered her.


‘Madre di dio. It’s a miracle.’ Before anyone could say anything, she scooped up the baby and marched inside, kicking the door shut behind her.


‘Shush, shush, it’s OK, baby.’


There was a banging on the door, but my mother ignored it. This was her baby. He had been left on her doorstep, hadn’t he? The banging continued but she walked away into the bedroom, and sat rocking the baby on her lap, softly crooning Italian lullabies.


Of course, someone called the police and they came to take the baby into care. Mum wasn’t overly worried – she knew (the way she would just ‘know’ things) that he would come back. The police explained what had happened. The baby was the son of a Pakistani woman who had lived in the upstairs half of the house. She had had an affair and had left her husband to live with her lover – a huge scandal. When she had given birth, she had brought the baby back to his father, her erstwhile husband, hoping he would care for the child. There was some horrible wrangling for a while, with the mother trying to extort money from my parents, but in the end – amazingly – my parents were allowed to keep the baby – Nicholas, my brother.


I’m stunned, when I think about it, but I suppose regulations weren’t so strict then. He was to be raised by a C of E father and a Roman Catholic/pagan, spell-casting mother. Not the remotest thought for his Muslim heritage at all.


Nicholas was quiet and good as a baby – a serious child with huge brown eyes. For quite some time it seemed as though he had plugged the hole in her heart. But eventually, inevitably perhaps, the nagging urge returned. She wanted to be pregnant – pretna or pregna as she always called it – she wanted her own child, from her own womb. A symbol of the intense love she still felt for her husband.


Finally, of course, she wished on the scarab – and fell pregnant.


Mum told me the story so many times it became part of our family mythology, as natural to me as other children’s tales of favourite puppies and seaside holidays. While we live most of our lives in this sane, rational world, there is – without any shadow of a doubt – another world out there beyond this. There is much more to life – and death – than we can ever know. What really strikes me is that, although many strange things did happen to my mother, this was the only time when she said that an inanimate object seemingly came to life. She was adamant that the scarab had been, for a few moments, alive and real and, when you think about it, why would she lie? Personally I do believe it happened and I do believe the scarab granted her wish. Just as I believe and fear that there is one wish left on that beetle. My mother was convinced that, in order to have her wish granted, she would have to suffer some terrible consequence. I know that we can manifest what we believe in (it’s at the bottom of my sincere belief in cosmic ordering). I’m not saying she conjured up Lucy’s death or my father’s fatal illness – and heaven only knows she tried hard enough to have him healed – but I do think we often get what we ask for.


When Mum was eight months pregnant she was heading off on the Tube to do a psychic reading. In her home village in Italy fortune-telling was an everyday, matter-of-fact occurrence, but in London in the 1960s, it was an event. As the world opened up, with cheaper air travel, there was a surge of interest in other cultures and other realms. Travellers to India brought back yoga and a heightened interest in mysticism and the supernatural. Anything magical was wildly popular. My parents had always been ahead of their time: now my mother’s gift was in great demand.


It was a gloomy March day and it was raining heavily. As she walked into the Underground station, her foot slipped on the wet steps and, before she knew it, she was tumbling helplessly down two entire flights of stone stairs.


The pain was terrible but the fear was even worse. It felt as if it lasted a lifetime, she said, as if she were going to keep falling for ever. Time seemed to slow down as she fell. Hands reached out to grab her. Voices, sharp with terror, chimed in her head. A horrible smell – of wet stone, sweat and stale urine – battered her nostrils. The red flash of adrenaline clouded over her sight. Finally, finally, she stopped tumbling. There was a horrible stillness, like a vast intake of breath. Then the voices started, a cacophony of sound; hands touching her, the hot press of a crowd. All she wanted to do was to curl up into a ball, to hide herself away from the world. But arms gently lifted her up. Someone laid a coat on the step and they made her sit. People wanted to call an ambulance, but she waved them away. She would be all right, she said – she just needed to get home. She forced herself to her feet and, brushing aside their protests, she limped off to the Tube train.


It was a miracle she wasn’t killed. She was black and blue with bruises, her face swollen, her whole body aching and tender – but she hadn’t even broken one bone. The journey home passed in a daze and my father was horrified when he came home from work to find her curled up on the sofa, still in her wet clothes, her hands clutching her belly.


‘Bruna, what happened? Are you all right my darling?’


‘I fell down the steps to the Tube. I’m OK. Just bruises.’


But that night she found she was bleeding. The doctor came the next day and sent her to hospital for bed rest for the final month of her pregnancy. Neighbours rallied round to look after Nicholas. All was going to be well.


Mum said her abiding memory of her pregnancy was the smell of roast chicken. She craved it and would smell it everywhere – even over the intense antiseptic of the hospital. For a month she shared a ward with other mothers-to-be who, unlike my poor mother, would simply come in, have their babies and leave. Time dragged and Mum amused herself by telling the fortunes of the other women – reading their palms and laying out the tarot cards over the crisp hospital sheets. There was one woman who was Irish and stunningly beautiful. ‘But so stuck up, you know,’ my mother recalled with a smile and a shrug.


‘I told her she would have a little boy, but that he would not be so beautiful like her. She didn’t want to believe this but, hey, what happened? She had a boy, and he was the most ugly baby you ever see. She even knew it, the poor girl. She said to me, “Isn’t my baby ugly?”’


The other women asked Mum to predict what they would have. Would it be a boy? Would it be a girl? Time and time again, Mum got it right. Boy, girl, girl, boy, boy, boy, girl … never faltering, never once getting it wrong. At first they found it exciting and fun, but after a while it became uncanny and unsettling – because my mother didn’t just predict the gender of their babies; she also told them in some detail about the kind of lives these as yet unborn children would have as they grew up.


‘Your baby will be a good son to you. You will have five grandchildren. He will look after you too.’


‘Ah, your daughter, she will be so clever. She will go to college, make lots of money.’


The women went off smiling broadly, telling everyone on the ward about the good fortune coming their way. But, never exactly tactful, Mum dished out the bad news as well as the good. She told one poor woman that her son would have criminal tendencies and spend much of his life in prison; another that her daughter would run away from home by the time she was ten. As her predictions about their babies’ gender came true time after time, the women fell quiet and thoughtful. Of course, if she was right about this one thing, what did that say about her other predictions? The ward became charged with a heightened, nervous atmosphere. The women whispered to one another if my mother left the room and an uneasy silence fell when she came back to the ward. They stopped asking, scared of what they might find out. Sometimes it’s best not to know what Fate has in store. Funnily enough, while all her other predictions were so accurate, my mother could not foresee her own future. She thought her dream was coming true. She was waiting to have her baby, the natural child of her womb. Her family would be complete, her world perfect. Little did she know that what Fate gave with one hand, it would take away with the other.


But still, for all that, it was a peaceful time, the quiet before the storm. As Lucy and I came to term, our mother’s waters finally broke. When I revisited the scene under self-hypnosis I found it incredibly tragic. What many people don’t know is that right up to the time of birth, and even a little beyond, a soul still has knowledge of where it has come from and the tasks that lie ahead. You can regress back into the womb and realise why you chose the parents you chose, why you picked this incarnation. Yet, when we come to birth, there can be a period of panic, of yearning to return to the Source rather than face the life chosen.


Lucy and I were certainly in no hurry to come out into this world. My sister knew she wasn’t staying and I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to head out on a solo mission. Floating in the womb, it seemed a simple decision, so much easier and nicer to bow out, not to take this particularly tough turn at the incarnation wheel.


– You must. You have to. You know you have to do this.


Lucy was insistent.


– But I don’t want to go alone.


– I’ll stay with you.


– Promise?


– Promise. I’ll be there for as long as I can. As long as you need me.


Of course the doctors had no idea of the inner battle going on. They tried to induce us, but we weren’t going for that either. Forty-eight hours passed in frantic negotiations, anguished debates – both outside and inside my mother’s body. Lucy hid behind me, pushing me forwards, telling me I had to do it; I had to leave her behind and go into this life on my own. Finally the doctors gave up and Mum was wheeled into surgery. They were going to cut us out by caesarean. Nobody had any idea there were two of us. When they pulled me out I was so starved of oxygen that I was bright blue – like an Indian god. I was also angry, so very, very angry. How could I be facing this on my own, without my twin, my soul sister? I opened my lungs and screamed and screamed and screamed. But nobody cared. I was alive, that was all that mattered. I was carted off to an incubator while the doctors plucked out my sister, her tiny twisted form, and slung her into the waste sluice, discarded like so much rubbish. My father was horrified at this and when my mother heard she wept inconsolably.


In the incubator it was lonely. The lights were too bright, there was too much space: instead of the thumping of our mother’s heart there was either silence or the far-off chatter of nurses, the beeping of instruments. Above all, there was no Lucy. After nine months of being together, arms entwined or nestling up back to back, squeezed together in the womb, I was all alone. When I look back on that time it is with huge sadness. That first feeling – of intense loneliness – was to be the predominant emotion of my life.


My sister was utterly forgotten. Nobody talked to my parents about her. Nobody offered counselling. She had no funeral. There are no pictures of her, no handprints or footprints, as would happen nowadays. She was a non-person and nobody mentioned her again – until that fateful day when I was thirteen. Even I forgot she was my sister, my twin, as the years passed. She just became ‘Lucy’ – a voice, a comforting presence. So, in some ways, I too betrayed her.


My mother suffered from anxiety and depression following our birth. While she was in the hospital she was fine, but the moment she came home she panicked. Although she had already brought up my adopted brother Nicholas from babyhood, this was something different. She felt totally overwhelmed. She told me that Dad popped out to the shop to buy a paper, and all of a sudden she found herself panicking at being left alone with the baby. He seemed to be away for ages, for hours, but when he came back it had only been about seven minutes. Probably it was hormonal, but she must also have been feeling intense grief for Lucy. Maybe there was some kind of anticlimax as well. After more than twenty years of wanting a natural child, here was the child. Was I a disappointment? Was I what she wanted? She said that her first impression was that I was hairy and black! She thought I might be a genetic throwback to earlier mixed ancestry. Maybe I wasn’t the dainty little perfect princess she had imagined. I don’t know.


Nicholas, however, was in no doubt whatsoever. I was an abomination. Until I came along, he was the undisputed prince of the household. Now this puking, puling brat had usurped his mother’s attention. He wasn’t having any of it, and as little children do, he took out his frustration on me. I was lying on the carpet in the lounge, kicking my heels as Mum went to get a fresh nappy. Dad was in bed. Quick as a flash, Nicholas saw his chance and took it. Grabbing a cushion from the settee, he knelt down and squashed it on to my face, pushing with as much strength as a four-year-old can muster. Lucy was looking out for me even then, because he paused for a moment (enough for me to haul in some air) and then put back the cushion and this time decided it would be more fun to trampoline on my stomach as well. In the nick of time Mum came back into the room.


‘Hey. Don’t do that, Nicholas, you naughty boy. You’ll hurt the baby.’ She tugged the cushion away from him and, as the air poured back into my lungs, I let out a piercing scream. Nicholas, in turn, burst into tears and my father came shuffling into the room in his maroon slippers and blue striped pyjamas, crumpled from bed.


‘What the hell is going on in here?’ he demanded.


‘It was Nicholas. He tried to smother the baby,’ my mother said.


Nicholas turned to his father, big brown eyes brimming with tears.


‘I didn’t, Daddy. Honest to God, I didn’t. I swear I didn’t.’


‘Michael, he was hurting the baby. I don’t think he really meant to, though. He is just a bit jealous.’


Dad looked at him and he looked at Mum.


Dropping on to his knees, my father scooped Nicholas into his arms and patted his back soothingly. ‘There, there. It’s OK.’


The family turned back into itself. My father and brother sat entwined on the floor, like a modern Pietà, with my mother leaning in, trying to bring herself back into the picture. I lay, feeling quite forgotten, on the rug, the cushion tossed to one side. My mother later told me what had happened – she was quite matter-of-fact about it. But when I revisited that memory in regression, it felt different. I felt an overwhelming sense of panic, of terror. It went a way towards explaining the panic attacks I suffered as I grew older. But on a deeper, psychological level, it felt like a rejection. It felt as if they were the family unit and I was the added extra. I was the intrusion that had upset the delicate balance. This conversation with Lucy went through my head.


- I shouldn’t be here, Lucy. They don’t want me.


- Of course they do. Get over it!


- My brother tried to hurt me.


- But I stopped him, didn’t I?


- They don’t love me.


- They do. Maybe they think they love you too much. Maybe they think they should love Nicholas more.


It was the start of a feud that would go on for half our lives. I loved my brother to bits but he couldn’t help but know that I was the natural child, he the adopted one. It didn’t matter to me and I know it didn’t matter to my parents. But it mattered to him. It burned inside him. His fear made him angry, dangerously angry.


So, my childhood was already touched by fear, even when I was a newborn baby. The abuse started pretty soon after that.
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Crazy Horses


In the late 1960s we were living in a maisonette in west London. My mother’s diaries describe a strange time. Her dream of a family had come true – she had her heart’s desire. Yet the dream turned dark. My father was becoming increasingly unwell with what I later discovered was bone cancer. Nicholas was clearly jealous of me. Looking back, Mum must have been grieving horribly for the death of Lucy. She told me later that she blamed herself for Lucy’s death – that if she hadn’t fallen down the stairs, Lucy might have lived. How strange that her death was kept such a close family secret.


But our family seemed to thrive on secrets. As I grew older and started looking into my past, I delved endlessly into my childhood. I have tapes and tapes of my mother talking about the past – both her own audio diary and also ‘interviews’ I did with her, to make a record of our lives, desperately trying to understand why my life turned out the way it did; why I felt the way I did. Lucy had told me a lot too – as I grew older, she would fill me in on what had happened in my past. She didn’t tell me everything, though. There were gaps, pauses, silences.


I think that, when I was very young, Lucy used to take my place sometimes, so I could blank out the worst of times. She would gently push me aside and I would simply go into the blissful darkness while she faced the horrors instead of me. It’s similar to what happens when a personality splits off (like Sybil, and the other famous multiple personality cases) in order to protect the fragile self. The gaps irritated me, though, and so I also did a lot of work on myself – using self-hypnosis to go back to the time before I had conscious memory. What I discovered, when I looked back, was that the abuse that plagued my life had started frighteningly early. When I finally was able to talk to my mother about it, she confirmed much of what I described and added her own recollections.


My nursery was a bright sunny room, facing south, with a big tree outside. When the wind came up, the tree’s branches would tap against the window panes like bony fingers trying to get inside. The room had pale yellow wallpaper with a frieze of nursery rhyme characters wandering round the wall at waist height. My cot sat in the corner, by the window, with a row of brightly coloured beads stretched across and a mobile of Hey Diddle Diddle hanging overhead. The cat and the fiddle never moved for some reason, but the cow would spin lazily round and round.


Our next-door neighbours were a couple in their sixties, ‘Aunty’ Flo and ‘Uncle’ Duncan. Looking back, it was a strange friendship and I imagine it was born of necessity, rather than choice. As my father was ill so much, my mother was working pretty well non-stop. It must have been hugely stressful, having two young children and no spare cash for childcare. Duncan and Flo, on the other hand, had no children and time and money weren’t an issue. They must have seemed like a gift from God. If only my parents had realised that they were quite the opposite.


One day – I must have been about eleven months old – I was lying in my cot, watching the cow spin mournfully round, when the door slowly creaked open. Uncle Duncan walked carefully, quietly, across the room and eased himself into the nursing chair by the side of my cot, pulling his thick tweed trousers up round the knees to stop them bagging.


He smiled, a crooked smile that curled his lips but didn’t reach his eyes. His eyes were horrible, cold and hard.


‘Hello, baby.’ He didn’t use the babbling baby talk everyone else did. He didn’t coo or pull silly faces. He just stared. Intently. Fiddling with his trousers, moving his hand further up towards the fly. Then he was standing up, with his penis out, pumping at it with his hand, stroking my face with long bony fingers. I don’t know what would have happened next, but my mother came into the room and found him, standing there, fly open, penis dangling out, half-erect.


He jumped backwards, knocking over the chair, scrabbling to get himself covered up.


‘What you doing? What you doing with that thing out?’ My mother was horrified, her face turning red with rage.


‘I didn’t mean anything, Bruna. I didn’t. Honest to God. It won’t happen again, I promise you. You do believe me?’ He was babbling, endless words, backing away from the cot. Then he picked up the chair, set it back down and sank into it, his head flopped forwards into his hands. His bony back shuddered with sobs. My mother stood staring at him, shaking her head: anger turning to confusion and then to compassion. My mother always loved an underdog. She had an amazing capacity for tolerating human weaknesses and frailty.


‘It was a mistake, eh?’ she said. ‘It won’t happen again. You promise?’


‘I promise, Bruna. I really do. I don’t know what got into me.’


Mum became brisk and businesslike. ‘Well, luckily there was no harm done, eh? She’s only a baby. She won’t know anything about it. She’ll forget all about it. No harm done.’ She kept repeating it as if trying to persuade herself.


What she couldn’t see was that there wasn’t a tear in his eyes, only that hard, cold, calculating look.


It’s a curious thing, but people who have been abused often tend not to see it happening to others. It’s as if they can’t bear to think about it, can’t believe the cycle will start up yet again.


My earliest childhood memory (of my own, rather than something Lucy told me about or one retrieved through hypnosis) was of crawling about our small square lawn in the back garden we shared with our neighbour upstairs. Her name was Mrs Clack, but we called her Mrs Click-Clack as we were convinced she wore wooden clogs purposely so she could tap dance over our heads and disturb us every night. Looking back, this was pretty unlikely as she was eighty-five and pretty well bedridden.


The garden seemed huge to me as a toddler. It was an entire world, a jungle, a savannah, a magical place that seemed wild and endless. A blackbird was singing that day and I remember very clearly being caught in a moment of pure magic – it was as if someone had suddenly switched the lights on and the world had shifted from being black and white to living breathing Technicolor.


I gazed up at the sky – duck-egg blue with a slow procession of cotton wool clouds. It was a moment of transcendence, maybe the birth of my consciousness. I felt a part of something bigger, the universe, the Whole. I became aware that I was more than just little Michèle – that I belonged ‘out there’, that some day I would ‘go home’. It was magical, and I can still remember it with utter clarity. It was a moment of pure total bliss.


Then the real world crowded in. I realised with a horrible jolt that this world wasn’t boundless. It had boundaries – a dark wooden fence that smelt of creosote. Through it I was aware of someone gazing in on my private world. Someone staring. Someone watching my every move. It was Uncle Duncan, our neighbour, and he seemed very old to me, and very bent, and very horrible. He had white hair and an extremely bulbous nose. He wore his shirtsleeves rolled up and held a rake in his hand. He was tossing leaves into a rusty bin and burning them. When I looked at his garden it seemed curiously barren. He smiled at me, but it was a dead smile.


‘Hello, Michèle. How are you today?’


I didn’t answer. There was something not right about him, something I didn’t like. At some level I knew he was someone I couldn’t trust, shouldn’t trust.


- I don’t like him, Lucy.


- I know. Nor do I.


‘Michèle? Are you shy? Won’t you talk to your Uncle Duncan?’ He raised an eyebrow.


I shook my head and plucked a blade of grass, keeping my eyes firmly on the ground. If I didn’t see him, maybe he couldn’t see me. I heard a door open and my mother’s voice rang out.


‘Eh, Michèle! Why aren’t you talking to Uncle Duncan? Don’t be rude. You say “hello” like a good girl. Uncle Duncan has been good to you. He looked after you when you were a baby.’


Uncle Duncan smiled, a sickly smile. I noticed a tiny globule of spit at the corner of his mouth and watched fascinated as it bobbed in and out as he spoke. He looked at me and, turning his head away from Mum, winked. I shivered.


‘She’s just shy, Bruna. I reckon she’s forgotten her Uncle Duncan. I’ll have to spend a bit more time with her, won’t I?’ He paused and stared intently at me. ‘A lot more time.’


Mum came down the steps and I rushed over to her, hiding behind her legs, burying my head in her wide full skirt. It smelled of garlic, incense and perfume – a strange combination, now I think about it, but to me at the time it signalled safety. Mum had saved me from the nasty man over the fence. For the moment.


‘Uncle’ Duncan was married to ‘Aunty’ Flo. Aunty Flo was very short and had a limp, a legacy of childhood polio. She walked with a stick and had a face like a crow – squinty eyes, sharp pointed nose, and she would look at you with her head tilted to one side, as if you were always on the verge of committing some hideous offence. She was nice enough to my face, but I just knew that underneath the smiles she hated me. In fact, she hated all children. Did she know what her husband did, what he wanted to do? At some level, she must have done.


Their home was the tiny flat next door. As you walked through the door the sickly cloying smell of cheap perfume would hit you – it made me feel queasy. I can still see that flat so clearly. Every surface was filled with ornaments. They both came from Glasgow originally and every area was covered with hordes of knick-knacks in clashing tartans: miniature bagpipes and fake sporrans, a Monarch of the Glen, and dolls in Scottish costume. There were also loads of Toby dogs – and I think they must have had a real Jack Russell once as there was a dog’s lead hanging on the back of the door – but no sign of any dog, which I found profoundly unnerving. Above all, they collected Toby jugs, those ugly fat men’s faces leering horribly. It felt as if you were surrounded by a crowd of nasty dirty old men, all laughing at you, all making fun, all enjoying your unhappiness, all wishing they could share in what was happening to you.
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