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			This book contains depictions of physical and sexual abuse, torture and other scenes readers may find upsetting. Some of the names in this book have been changed in order to maintain the privacy of others. 

			 

			Mae West is the eldest surviving daughter of Fred and Rose West. 

			This is her story. 
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			HM PRISON DURHAM

			I want you to feel that you can talk to me about anything. You must feel awful sometimes and I know you feel very isolated at times. I know I miss you so much sometimes that I feel angry. It must be really rotten for you when you need a family member to talk to or you need mum to sound off to . . . I love you and I want to do anything I can do to help you get over things and to be as happy as possible!!!

			Love as always,

			Mum

			 

			It was January 1996. I was nearly nine months’ pregnant. All I knew for sure, having been told at my twenty-week scan, was that I was having a girl. Everything else was uncertain. I expect most women get nervous as the birth of their first child approaches. I certainly was. All kinds of worries enter your mind. Will the baby arrive on its due date, or be early or late? How painful will it be? Will there be complications? What will I feel when I see my baby for the first time? Will I feel love straight away or does that take time? And, as the years pass, wilI I be a good mum? Will my child love me? I imagine it’s a time when many women turn to their mothers for advice and support. Perhaps sometimes even asking them to be there at the birth. 

			But I knew that for me that was not going to be possible, because my mother was Rose West. 

			Only two months earlier, in November 1995, she’d been convicted of the murder of nine young women and a little girl at one of the most notorious criminal trials in history. One of those young women was my sister, Heather. My mother had been sentenced to life imprisonment and told by the judge that she should never be released. 

			In the eyes of many, she was the most evil woman that had ever lived.

			 

			After my mother’s conviction I decided to make a clean break from Gloucester, the city where I had grown up and where, at 25 Cromwell Street, the crimes of both my mother and father, Fred West, had come to light. I needed to start a new life for my baby and myself in a new town, far away from my own terrifying childhood memories and where I hoped the Fred and Rose West legacy would not follow and haunt us. For many reasons, which I’ll come to later, there wasn’t much time to plan or think through how or where to do this. But I knew I had to try. I ended up renting a three-bedroomed house twenty-five miles away with my half-sister Tara and her toddler son, Nathan. Tara was nineteen and I was twenty-three. We didn’t know anyone and couldn’t risk anyone finding out who we were, so we kept our heads down. Tara and I could only depend on each other. When she went out I felt very anxious, the unfamiliar creaks from the pipes or sudden sounds from next door would make my heart race, and I’d have one eye trained on our front door the whole time waiting for her to come back through it. On the rare occasions when we went out together, just to a café for a cup of tea, I’d do my best to sit where I couldn’t be seen and yet always make sure I knew where the door was so I could get out in a hurry if we were recognised. Tara and I were totally alone in that town but at least it meant we had a chance of escaping the media attention.

			As my due date drew near, the baby stopped moving as much as she had been and I became very worried. I had no clue if this was normal or not. It was one of the many things I might have asked Mum’s advice about if she had been there; after all, she’d had eight children of her own. But of course I couldn’t, and, although Tara had a baby, she was only a young mum with little experience. So I rang the hospital – Cheltenham General – and they told me to come in so they could monitor me.

			The hospital was a grim, depressing place with a grey stone façade and huge windows which made it look like an asylum, but at least it was clean and the best thing about it was that it wasn’t Gloucester. I didn’t want my baby to be born with Gloucester on her birth certificate.  

			After a day or so of being monitored, the doctors said everything was fine and before long I went into labour naturally. Tara came in to be with me; growing up, us kids had to stick together as best we could to survive Dad’s advances and Mum’s rage, so having her there was a familiar comfort. I had also been with her when she gave birth to Nathan, so it was nice to have her support in return. But I was still frightened. Mum had always made childbirth sound so easy. She used to speak about it in such a matter-of-fact way, as if it was like shelling peas. She never mentioned pain or complications. 

			I remember the midwife who gave me my initial examination did nothing to make me feel better. ‘We’ll not be taking you to the labour ward yet,’ she said dismissively, as if I had been wasting her time.

			‘Why not?’ I asked.

			‘You’re only two centimetres dilated. You need to be at least five before we take you down.’

			Her manner was cold and unsympathetic, or perhaps because I was so on edge – and for so many reasons – it came across that way to me. Thank goodness I at least had Tara for support. We waited together as my labour continued and eventually I got to five centimetres and the midwife agreed we could go down to the labour ward. The pain was unbearable, but then they gave me an epidural and after that I just lay there, in the tiny room, talking to Tara. Waiting. But after thirty hours of labour there was still no sign of the baby being born. I was so tired. I wondered how Mum could have done this eight times over. I worried I was doing something wrong. And when there were pauses in mine and Tara’s conversation, I found myself wishing Heather had been with me too.

			Eventually the doctor and midwife said I was fully dilated and needed to start pushing. I did as I was told. I tried and tried until I thought I must be blue in the face and the blood vessels in my eyes were going to burst. Still there was no sign of my baby. Eventually they said I was going to have to have a Caesarean. I began to get really upset. I was fighting back tears. I told them I didn’t want that, I wanted to have a normal birth. I couldn’t tell them the reason – that so much in my life had been abnormal, that I lacked confidence about becoming a mum and it felt so important that I could bring my baby into this world as most other babies arrive.

			They didn’t seem to be paying attention in any case. A midwife gave me some tablets which she said I needed to take before having the Caesarean. But then a young doctor, seeing how upset I was, said they’d give it one more go using the ventouse – a kind of vacuum device that they put onto the head to help draw the baby out. I was given another top-up of the epidural and then they took part of the bed away. I could hear a machine start up and the doctor got to work, and then – after all that pain and panic – within seconds she was born. Ruddy-faced, chubby-armed, beautiful and mine. They laid her on my stomach; she felt so small and yet so heavy at the same time.

			I looked at her and thought, At last she’s here. My baby, to care for and love. Tara was crying. ‘She’s the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen,’ she said. I was utterly exhausted and there were so many monitors beeping and tubes coming out of my arm, but it was worth it. She was here. My daughter, Amy.

			One of the midwives weighed her. She was 7lb 6oz, ten fingers, ten toes, completely healthy and normal except for her cone-shaped head caused by the ventouse, which they said would go down in a few days. I was cleaned up and we were both moved to a ward with other mums and newborns. It was mid-afternoon and Tara seemed almost as exhausted as I was. She’d been a tower of strength for me throughout. I told her to go home and get some rest. 

			My legs were still numb from the epidural and at some point in the night I tried to get out of bed but fell on the floor and hurt my back. It was just like me – thinking I could carry on as normal with things instead of resting. I sat on the cold lino floor and looked around me at the unfamiliar surroundings: at the bright strip lighting out in the corridor and at the other beds with the sleeping mums in; girls like me with newborn babies – but who weren’t like me at all. I sat back on the bed and, with Tara gone, emotions which I’d managed to hold back suddenly began to well up inside me; my throat and chest felt tight and for a second I thought I was going to cry.

			Then I looked into the clear plastic cot next to me – Amy was asleep. She looked so tiny and vulnerable. I lay back down and just stared at her, watching her tiny chest rise and fall, and, gradually, because she seemed so content and settled, became calmer myself. I kept thinking, She’s mine – someone in my life to give love to and get love back from. It was something magical to hold onto. But, despite everything, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking, I wish Mum was here to see her. Eventually I fell asleep.

			The following day was hard. All the other mums seemed to have lots of visitors with balloons, flowers and cards. I was so relieved when Tara came back to visit me. I felt really ill, sore and tired. I’d started to get fluid retention from the epidural, my legs had swollen and I couldn’t move very well, but I wanted to show the midwives that I could do whatever was necessary to look after Amy. Unlike now, when maternity wards discharge you as soon as they can, you weren’t allowed to leave before then. One of the things you had to be able to do was make up a bottle correctly. 

			‘Have you ever done this before?’ the midwife asked me.

			‘Plenty of times,’ I told her.

			‘But this is your first baby, isn’t it?’

			‘I come from a big family. I had to do it for my younger brothers and sisters.’ I felt myself go red – suddenly wondering if I’d given something away, if she’d start asking me questions about them.

			But she didn’t notice. ‘Show me,’ she said.

			She stood and watched as I made up a bottle of formula milk, before saying she was satisfied that I knew how to do it.

			But because of the fluid retention they weren’t ready to discharge me, so I went back to the ward. Another midwife came to ask if I wanted a magazine to read while Amy was asleep. I was grateful and a few minutes later she returned with a copy of Cosmopolitan magazine. I began to browse through it: post-Christmas diets, hair tips and then – to my horror – I turned the page to see an article about women who kill. One of the women featured was my mum. I tried to tear my eyes away but I couldn’t: as I scanned the article I found myself reading about all the crimes my mum had been convicted of, her life with my dad, the discovery of the bodies of nine young women who had been sexually assaulted, dismembered and buried at the so-called ‘House of Horrors’ – 25 Cromwell Street where I’d grown up – and my dad’s suicide a year before. 

			I felt sick. The realisation that I would never be able to truly escape what had happened began to close in on me, making me feel crushed and helpless. Then I started to wonder if the midwife had deliberately given me the magazine. Perhaps she’d realised who I was? It seemed perfectly plausible to me because although my maternity notes were in my new name, the staff might have access to my old GP’s records and have worked out that I was the daughter of Fred and Rosemary West. Had they given me the magazine as some kind of cruel joke?

			I knew deep down that that was so unlikely, but I couldn’t completely shake off the suspicion. I kept trying to tell myself it was sheer coincidence, but I felt as if the staff were watching me. One of the midwives had told me to keep Amy lying flat because there was mucus on her chest. But when Tara came to visit that evening she wanted to have a quick cuddle with Amy. She picked Amy up out of the cot, but the midwife saw her and came over.

			‘I told you to keep her lying down,’ she snapped, and snatched Amy from Tara. 

			‘I only wanted to hold her for a minute!’ said Tara, upset.

			‘She’s my sister, please let her,’ I said.

			The midwife was having none of it. ‘I don’t care who she is. You’re the mother, you should be doing what’s best for the baby!’

			That midwife couldn’t have known how much saying a thing like that would affect me, but it was horrible and humiliating and threatened to destroy what little confidence I had in myself to be a good mum to Amy. The hospital had felt cold to me from the start but now it seemed as if everyone was against me. All I wanted to do was pick Amy up and run away out of there.

			Eventually, on the Sunday, I was discharged. I wasn’t in a relationship with Amy’s dad by that point, but he drove all the way down from Essex to see her and brought a new baby seat for her so we could take her home. 

			So there I was, finally, in my new home with my new baby, hoping against hope I could make a new life for us, but afraid too that my old life would always keep following me, that I would never escape the stigma of being the daughter of Fred and Rose West. Even if I could escape it, even if I could succeed in blocking out the memory of Dad and keeping Mum out of sight, I knew there would always be something missing; a feeling that something was gone, an absence where Heather should have been. And deep inside me was the echo of a question I will never be able to answer: why had I survived – why had I been the one lucky enough to have a beautiful child of my own – when she hadn’t?

		


		
			 

			Chapter One

			 

			 

			Into the Nightmare

			 

			 

			 

			 

			It’s Wednesday and another letter from Mum has arrived. She wants to make things easier for us both, and has asked me to write to her with the things I need answers to most. I don’t know where to start. How much did you know? How much did you do? I want the truth but I don’t know where to begin, or even if I can trust that’s what she’ll give me. I feel completely alone, and she knows that . . .

			 

			HM PRISON DURHAM

			There must be a thousand things all rattling around inside your head so please remember my beautiful daughter. I’m HERE FOR YOU!!!

			Love, as always,

			Mum xxx

			 

			 

			From the moment police officers arrived, on 24 February 1994, with a warrant to search our home for the body of my sister Heather, it was as if I’d walked into a nightmare. As my father Fred West was arrested, our house dismantled, our garden excavated and the remains of the victims began to be unearthed, my mum and I (and, to begin with, my brother Steve too) were placed in a series of ‘safe houses’ by the police. To say that I was in shock doesn’t even begin to describe my state of mind. Despite a strange and deeply abusive upbringing, I’d known nothing of my dad’s – and later, as I have come to accept, my mum’s – murderous crimes. Nothing can possibly prepare you for such an experience. I felt numb, as though it was all happening to someone else, and yet I knew it wasn’t. I knew this was my life and nothing would ever be the same again.

			We’d always been a very private family. ‘What happens in this house is our business and nobody else’s!’ Mum would say. We’d hardly ever have anyone but family round and it was up to Mum and Dad who came over the threshold. And yet suddenly our home was at the centre of the entire country’s attention. It was literally being taken apart, every shelf, cupboard and wardrobe searched and dismantled, every floorboard lifted, all our memories now evidence. And all the while I was trying desperately to cling onto some sense of reality, to get my head round at least some of what was happening. 

			In the following days, as the body of my sister Heather and those of the other young women were discovered, I had little trouble accepting that Dad was responsible for what had happened to them. It’s hard to get across the two sides of Dad’s character; he wasn’t violent like Mum was – he’d even defend us sometimes when she was going at us hell for leather. But he was a strange man, who we knew had dark and horrible interests, and all of us kids eventually became suspicious about what he might be capable of. Not that it wasn’t still the most terrible shock – serial murder, on that scale, carried out in that way, was beyond anything we could have imagined. Yet, as the details of the murders began to emerge – the sexual abuse of those young women before they’d died, the dismembering of their bodies, their burial inside and behind the house we’d played and grown up in – there was never a moment when I believed Dad to be innocent of them. Looking back, that was one thing at least which helped me to keep some sort of grip on my sanity.

			With Mum it was different. Though the police treated her as a suspect from the beginning, it was some time before she was formally arrested and questioned. When that did eventually happen – and even when she later stood trial – there was no direct forensic or witness evidence against her. Mum’s guilt or innocence has always been more a matter of opinion and judgement of her character – of what she was considered capable of doing – rather than about concrete proof. From the very beginning she denied all knowledge of the murders and blamed everything on Dad, something she still does to this day.

			‘That fucking man, Mae, the trouble he’s caused me over the years! And now this! Can you believe it?’

			She’d always had a sharp tongue and she was relentless in her anger towards him. She never for a moment seemed to doubt that I believed her. She had this powerful emotional grip on me and she knew it. When I was young she often flew off the handle and would hit me and my brothers and sisters or take out her anger on whatever was around her. Yet as I grew older, reaching my later teens and twenties, she used to confide in me more and more: about her troubled childhood, her difficult family and her turbulent relationship with Dad. She seemed glad of my support and, looking back now, all these years later, I can see that she used that sense of obligation I felt towards her. She knew exactly how to make me feel sorry for her, and because of that she could always rely on me to take her side. So, when the murders came to light and she denied all knowledge of them, I believed her. Despite the turmoil I was in, it was something positive I could hold onto: that I was supporting my mother.

			‘Thank God I’ve got you, Mae,’ she kept telling me in the safe house. ‘I don’t know how I’d be getting through any of this without you!’

			I truly couldn’t imagine she was capable of such crimes. Especially the murder of Heather – her first baby, who I knew that, more than twenty years earlier, Mum’s parents had tried to force her to abort. She’d refused, absolutely determined to bring that baby into the world. Heather’s birth, she’d often told me, had given her such joy and fulfilment. So my loyalty to her never wavered, not even when the police finally came to arrest her on suspicion of murder. It didn’t occur to me to doubt her. I never questioned that standing by her was the right thing to do. Steve had moved out of the safe house to live with his girlfriend by then so it was just Mum and me when they arrived to take her away. She was absolutely livid as they led her to the car, pushing, shoving and yelling at them: ‘You’ve no fucking right whatsoever to treat me like this! Fuck you, fuck the lot of you!’ 

			I wished she hadn’t been so abusive towards them. I knew it wouldn’t help matters. But I also knew that it was her nature: she hated the police, hated everyone in authority in fact, and had done so since her childhood. Things had happened to her in her early life that gave her very good reason not to trust anyone in a position of power.

			As the police bundled Mum into a car an officer told me I’d have to leave the safe house. My heart thumped in my chest. ‘Leave? When?’

			The officer looked around the only four walls I was safe within, ‘We can give you till the end of the day but that’s all.’

			For a second I had no words. Then I managed to stutter, ‘Where am I supposed to go?’

			‘Not back to Cromwell Street, that’s for sure. We’ve pretty well taken it to pieces. Besides it’s a crime scene.’

			‘So what am I supposed to do?’

			‘Sorry, love, can’t help you with that. I’m afraid you’re no longer our responsibility.’

			I was stunned. I didn’t understand what they thought had changed that day for me to no longer need protection from the press. Afterwards, when they admitted to us that the house had been bugged, I realised it was because they had what they needed: I’d been interviewing Mum for them and now my job was over, I wasn’t needed any longer.

			The police officer I spoke to walked out to the police car and I watched them drive Mum away. It’s strange now to think that was the last time I ever saw her in the ‘real’ world and not within a jail or a prison. But at that point in time, all I could focus on was that I had nowhere to go. The panic began to rise through me until I felt sick with it. I technically had a house in Gloucester, but I had rented it out a couple of years earlier when I moved back home after my younger siblings had been taken into care – again to support Mum. Besides, I’d been told the press were now camped outside there, trying to find me. 

			Where else was there? I didn’t have friends or relatives that I thought would stand by me through something like this; it already felt as if I’d been tainted by what my parents had done. So I asked the police to make contact with Steve for me. He was staying with his girlfriend at her mother’s house and asked if she would put me up too. She agreed that I could stay that night, sleeping on the sofa, but it was made clear she didn’t want me there longer than that.

			The following day, I sat on a patch of grass outside the house with Steve, trying to work out what to do. I’d had to quit my job immediately after Dad’s arrest earlier that month because of moving into the safe house away from the world’s press, so I also had no income or money saved. I couldn’t think of a place that would let me hide from them and live my life at the same time. Then Steve told me that the people at the News of the World – who, much to Mum’s anger, he’d signed a contract with to tell our story – wanted the two of us to do a book. I was adamantly against it, but he said they couldn’t do it without me, that it was a chance for us to put our side of the story across and would protect us from other press attention; that I’d never be able to get a job now and this was the only way I was going to get any money to live. I was twenty-one and naive, so I said yes.

			It was all beyond surreal. I moved into a place on my own, I was visiting Mum, giving her moral support, even doing her laundry, and still having regular visits from the police who must have believed I might give them – accidentally or otherwise – evidence which would help to convict her. For months on end I just lived from day to day. Then, out of the blue, as the long wait for my parents’ trial continued, came the news that my dad had committed suicide while on remand. I can’t say I felt sorrow, but he was still my dad – he’d been such a huge part of my life. I was in total shock. Things seemed to be spinning more and more out of control and it seemed that life could not get any worse. I found myself literally praying that I would wake up and find it really all had been a dream. I felt totally paralysed.

			For a time I felt that I would be stuck in that state of mind, unable to make sense of any of it, forever. The idea of ever having any kind of future, let alone one worth living, was unimaginable. But time passed and events moved on and I had to get through them as best I could, and hope eventually to make some kind of life for myself. 

			Over twenty years have now passed, and this book is an attempt to tell the story I couldn’t have told then, because of the emotional turmoil I was in and because there was so much I could not possibly understand, not least how what had happened would affect my entire future life. 

			At the heart of it all is my changing relationship with my mother. The hardest part for me – and something that has taken me years to be able to admit to myself, let alone to anyone else – has not been coming to terms with the reality that she didn’t love and protect any of us as children, especially when we were young and at our most vulnerable. I think I always knew that part deep down, even though I find myself clinging to the hope that I’m wrong even now. No. The hardest part of all has been accepting that, despite her countless denials, she did play a part in the crimes she was accused of.

			People may wonder how it’s possible to understand any of what happened. The crimes my parents committed are almost beyond comprehension, and among the most terrible and infamous in history. Only the crimes of Ian Brady and Myra Hindley, and separately Peter Sutcliffe, the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ and Harold Shipman, have been comparable. Journalists have filled countless column inches about them, writers have written books, criminologists and psychologists have studied them. The wider public – understandably – has remained both repelled and fascinated by them, struggling to make sense of them even with the advantage of looking at the story from the perspective of outsiders. Both myself and my brothers and sisters have had to wait a long time for a sense of perspective to arrive. From the day we were born, we were unknowingly caught up inside the story. 

			But my feeling is that only by looking at the story from the inside can any of it properly be understood. For us, Fred and Rose West were real people; 25 Cromwell Street, Gloucester, was our home – a real home – not, as it has since become in the minds of many, a ‘House of Horrors’ as it was dubbed by the press. Although we all directly experienced terrible things at my parents’ hands – from physical to emotional and sexual abuse – none of us knew the worst they were capable of until the rest of the world found out. 

			What may be very hard for people to get their heads round is that, although nothing in our household was ever what other people might regard as ‘normal’, in many ways throughout my childhood we got on with our lives in the same way that other families do. We did ordinary things. We ate meals and watched TV together, celebrated birthdays and Christmas, and went on family holidays. Yes, there was abuse, misery, violence and distress, but it wasn’t constant – and it certainly wasn’t the whole picture. 

			There was also laughter, tenderness and affection in the house. People may find that extraordinary, but it’s true. I don’t mean between my parents, although they did sometimes laugh and joke with one another and there were occasional flashes of what seemed like real affection towards us, their children. But the bonds between myself and my brothers and sisters were strong. We played and laughed, fell out and made up as siblings do in any normal family. Astonishing as it may seem, our family mattered deeply to us – as much as it does to any child – and the focal point of our lives was our home.

			Later on, after the remains of the victims were found and our house became the ‘House of Horrors’, it was obviously impossible for us to see the place in the same way. Yet even now for me, though 25 Cromwell Street was long ago demolished and I can’t detach it from the dreadful things that happened there, it remains, in my mind, a home. One with terrible memories and associations, but a home nonetheless. Being able to think and accept both those things at the same time is something that doesn’t seem logical, but that’s the honest truth.

			When the police finally came to the safe house to arrest Mum, the two of us were given a few moments alone together to gather up some of her things before they took her away.

			‘My wedding ring, Mae,’ she whispered. ‘It’s in the pocket of my big coat in the wardrobe. Look after it, will you? I’m not taking it to the police station, those bloody idiots’ll only lose it.’

			I frowned at her, confused. ‘But when he was arrested you said you were never going to wear it again?’ 

			Her eyes flashed. ‘Just do as I bloody say, Mae! Look after it!’

			I didn’t dare challenge her again. Didn’t dare ask why the ring mattered to her when she’d already sworn she’d never put it on again. But it was clear that in spite of the situation she was in, and the fury she felt towards Dad, it still meant something. And if the ring was still important to her then I could only think that meant the marriage was too.

			After she’d gone, when I was packing up my few things, I looked in the coat and found the ring in a zipped inner pocket. I still have it. It’s a constant reminder to me that, however badly they fell out, Mum and Dad’s marriage never stopped mattering to them even to the end, that their relationship was a reality not a dream, and that like it or not I am a child of that union. 

			It’s a reality I know I can never escape and so, even though that knowledge has caused me so much pain and confusion, I’ve wanted, as time has passed, to try to understand my parents and what has happened in my life. The alternative – trying to live as if none of it had really happened – would have been impossible and probably have driven me mad.

			But trying to understand leads to questions. Countless questions.

			Why did my dad commit the murders? How could he have carried some of them out in the same house where his infant children were being raised? How could he possibly, evil man though he was, have brought himself to murder his own children? How much did my mum know about his crimes? How closely involved was she in carrying them out? How could she have committed such cruelties while continuing – in some ways at least – to display such a strong maternal instinct towards us, her children?

			The only two people capable of fully answering these questions were my mum and dad. But Dad committed suicide. He never stood trial, never went before an open court to answer for his actions and perhaps help give me, and the families and loved ones of those poor young women, some kind of understanding at least. Most of his crimes may have come to light, but the police suspected there may have been other murders which he had not confessed to – whether that was true or not there was no doubt he took secrets to the grave. 

			My mum, though, is alive to this day. She did stand trial. But her trial was more about establishing her guilt, of finding out what happened, rather than why it happened. Her main intention, when she stood in the dock, was not to tell the truth but to be acquitted of the murder charges – which meant making excuses, denying everything, and trying to ensure that all the blame was put onto Dad. 

			And over the many years which followed my mum’s conviction, years during which – for reasons I’ll come to later – I stayed in close touch with her, exchanging letters, speaking to her on the telephone, visiting her regularly in prison, providing her with emotional support, she continued to avoid telling me the truth. 

			Her letters from prison became a big part of my life. Some contained advice, others described her life inside, many contained lists of clothing or other items she wanted me to buy and send to her. Often it was a combination of all these. Her letters were sometimes full of self-justification and self-pity, at others they were chatty, full of jokes and prison gossip. When I picked each one up from the doormat, heart thumping in my throat, I never knew what to expect. All I knew was that they would reconnect me with her and that I wouldn’t be able to read them and throw them away because that would have felt like a betrayal. So, over the years, they accumulated – a record of our relationship while she was in prison, and a growing burden too. 

			Despite the fact she has given me no real help, no honest answers, I have kept on searching for the truth about my mother. She’s my mum, it’s ingrained in me to trust her; coming to terms with the fact that I can’t has been more painful than I can put into words. This book is in part my account of that search and the painful journey towards accepting that she has lied to me over and over, time and again.

			Beyond that, I have another reason for writing it. I want to describe my experience – shared by my siblings – of being connected biologically and emotionally to two people who are regarded by people as evil, and of living in the shadow of their terrible actions. None of us chooses our parents. I can’t wish away the connection I have to mine. I can’t undo what they did. I can’t escape the past and never will. These are all facts which myself, my brothers and sisters have had to learn to live with and still do so on a daily basis. 

			I would never want to regard myself as a victim in the way that those who were murdered (including my sister, Heather) were victims. Nothing can compare with their suffering and the way their lives were brutally ended, and the devastating effect on their families and loved ones. Yet, for me and my siblings, the consequences of what happened have been enormous. Our family was shattered, our trust in almost everything and everyone destroyed. Although we had no knowledge of, or responsibility for, the crimes, we have still felt guilt and shame through our association to them – and we have all acquired a stigma that has threatened to follow us for the rest of our lives. 

			Yet we have all had to soldier on with those lives as best we could. So much of what has happened to me since my parents’ crimes were revealed has been immensely difficult. But slowly, and with many mistakes and setbacks along the way, I have tried to build a new life for both myself and for those I love. I want to describe something of that journey, to show that however terrible the past may be, it doesn’t necessarily have to claim you forever and there can be a future worth living for. I want people to know that, however dark parts of my story have been, there has been light too, and if there has been evil there has also been love. I make no special claims at all for myself, in terms of possessing strength, courage, insight, or self-belief, but somehow I have pulled through, have a life worth living and a future I look forward to – and for that I am hugely grateful. 

			In telling my story I have needed to tell the story of my parents too. To understand my own past I have needed to understand theirs. To some people they were simply monsters. Even my mum, later in her life, encouraged by psychologists and others who had befriended her, expressed just such an opinion of my dad.

			But, whatever his crimes and hers, to me this can never be true. I – like my brothers and sisters – experienced them as human beings. To put them in a separate compartment, outside the rest of humanity, seems dishonest and wrong. Whatever was abnormal about them can only be understood by recognising what was normal (or at least human) about them too – or there is nothing at all to be learned. I have never really been a practising Christian as such, but I know that the Bible teaches that all of us – even the worst examples of humanity – were made in God’s image. If people go on to commit evil acts it doesn’t help to regard them as creatures from another planet. Apart from anything else it excuses them of responsibility for their actions.

			Like most people, I found out about my parents’ past gradually as I grew up and then through my adult life. Their life stories came to me in fragments, which I pieced together slowly over the years into something like a complete picture. Some of the detail they told to me themselves, or came from other relatives. In the case of my dad, I discovered some of what I know from family visits to Much Marcle, the Herefordshire village twenty miles or so from Gloucester where he grew up. Other parts of the story came from comparing notes with my brothers and sisters, or later on from what I learned from the police, social workers, journalists and other sources.

			In some ways it took longer to build up a picture of Mum’s past. While Dad had his secrets, he would sometimes speak quite freely about his early life, including cheery, sometimes strange and gruesome anecdotes about growing up at the farm cottage. Mum came from further afield – Devon – and I never saw the places where she grew up or had much contact with her relatives. When I reached my teens I sensed that, while her past also contained secrets, they were of a different kind to my dad’s. There were shadows there – pain and damage. Things she wanted to conceal because they made her feel vulnerable. Which is not to make excuses for her – although some people, including criminologists and psychologists, have done just that – but understanding her has involved trying to understand what those shadows were.

			And trying to understand my mum and dad can never be done entirely by looking at their lives separately. As individuals they were unusual, and, in their different ways, frightening, but as a couple, locked in a strange intense relationship, they seemed to turn into something else. It was as if the marriage unlocked something in both of them and they became another entity. Fred and Rose. And – despite the bitterness and recriminations – they remained, in Dad’s view if not hers, lovers until the end. As he wrote in his suicide note:

			 

			‘We will always be in love. The most wonderful thing in my life is when I met you . . . our love is special to us. So, love, keep your promises to me. You know what they are . . . When you are ready come to me. I will be waiting for you.’1

		


		
			 

			Chapter Two

			 

			 

			Early Days

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Another letter from Durham. Mum’s thinking about Dad again and I think she likes slagging him off to me. When I read her handwritten words, it’s hard for me to believe she wasn’t Dad’s victim too. But was she? She says she lived in fear of him and he took over her totally and utterly. She asked for help, she writes she cried out for it but that he got stronger every day. He crushed her hope and dished out punishments . . . is it true?

			 

			HM PRISON DURHAM

			I was barely surviving − I was systematically being mentally, sexually and physically tortured and abused. I existed from one moment to the next not daring to contemplate just ‘what’ might happen in the next half hour!! . . .

			 

			 

			My dad, though there was often some truth in what he said, was a liar. And although at times Mum could be more honest and open than him, she too mostly only gave you the version of events she wanted you to hear. So finding out about their relationship before I was born and during the early years of my life has been a long process. In some ways it’s one that’s never really ended. It’s been like peeling the layers of an onion and has involved separating fact from a lot of fiction. But by the time I reached my early teens I’d built up some sort of picture, even if there was a lot – including the most shocking and terrible stuff – still to discover.

			I was due to be born at the end of May 1972, but was several weeks late, eventually arriving on 1 June at Gloucester Royal Hospital. It had been Mum’s plan to call me May after the month, but when I was born in June she gave me that as a middle name. So I became May June West. 

			I think she found it funny, but I could never see the joke and I was teased about it when I got to school. So much so that eventually, when I was fifteen, I made a decision to change the spelling of my name. I’d read up about the actress Mae West and I thought that a more interesting spelling, so I became Mae West and dropped the June altogether.

			I was Mum’s second child and the biggest of her babies, but she had no problems giving birth to me – she told us she found having all her children very easy. She used to say she could have them standing up. Emotionally, she said, it was a different matter; she told me she suffered from depression in the final months of her pregnancy with me and that Dad had no sympathy.

			Her time in hospital was miserable. She was kept in for several days and her family, who disapproved of her relationship with Dad, didn’t visit her once. Dad, who showed little interest in my arrival, wasn’t even at the hospital, let alone present at the birth. When Mum was eventually allowed to go home he didn’t even bother to come to collect her in his van. She had no choice but to gather me up in her arms along with all the baby things, carry me out of the hospital and catch a bus home.

			Later, when my younger brothers and sisters were born, Dad took more interest, going to see them in hospital and fetching them and my mum back when they were ready to come home. Why he was so uninterested in my birth it’s hard to be sure, but it was probably because he already had two daughters and was hoping to have a son. My arrival was a disappointment to him whereas their next child was a boy – my brother Stephen – who he had a much closer relationship with, even though it was very complicated. 

			Mum, on the other hand, was happy, despite her depression. She always said she didn’t mind what sex her children were. She just loved babies. When they got beyond the toddler stage – independent and their personalities starting to show – it was a very different matter; she lost patience with them easily. But while they were tiny and compliant and vulnerable she was absolutely in her element.

			How she was with me as a mother in the first weeks and months of my life I can only guess at, but I think she would have looked after me much as I saw her look after my younger siblings when they were babies. She’d have put me in the crude wooden rocking crib with a canopy that Dad had knocked together for Heather. I reckon she’d have been a pretty attentive mother in those first few months and would have picked me up and cuddled me when I cried. I was bottle- rather than breast-fed because she needed to get back to work as soon as possible. The nature of that ‘work’ I didn’t get to understand for many years.

			Home then wasn’t Cromwell Street but a rented ground-floor flat at 25 Midland Road. Midland Road was another scruffy residential street of run-down houses in Gloucester, mostly split into flats and bedsits, where my parents were already bringing up two children, Anne Marie, Dad’s daughter by his first marriage to Rena Costello, and Heather, Mum and Dad’s first child who had been born the year before me. The flat was no palace; it was cold, damp and badly in need of renovation, but it was an improvement on the cramped bedsit in Cheltenham and the dilapidated caravan out in the Gloucestershire countryside that they’d shared before that. 

			From time to time as I grew up both Mum and Dad would talk about how they first got together and their life before I was born. Their two versions merged together in my mind to form one story – although it turned out to be far from the full picture.

			Mum had been working as a waitress in a tea room in Cheltenham when Dad first saw her. It was 1969 and she was fifteen. He was twenty-eight and working as a driver for a bakery which made deliveries there. She’d hardly even registered him but something about her looks and manner had taken his fancy.

			One night soon afterwards, as she waited for the bus home, he came up to her and started to chat her up. She wasn’t sure what to make of this curly-haired, scruffy man at first, but he had a sense of humour and a kind of fairground charm and made it obvious he fancied her. She was flattered – she liked the attention of older men. He asked her where she was going. ‘Bishop’s Cleeve.’

			‘That’s where I live!’ he said. ‘We can get the same bus then.’ 

			In the beginning, their relationship was in some ways very run of the mill. Dad doing the chasing; Mum being interested in him but wary and playing hard to get. Dad persisting, determined to win her over. 

			Though people might be surprised to hear it, he could be a proper charmer. It was a charm he used on many people – including the girls he’d successfully chatted up and seduced as a youth in Ledbury, the little Herefordshire town near the village of Much Marcle where he’d grown up. He even used it on the police after they arrested him and began digging up the garden at 25 Cromwell Street. The transcripts of all those hours of interviews, with all their descriptions of horror, are peppered with banter shared with the officers who were questioning him. He could make almost anyone laugh. There’s a photograph taken as he was led away from Gloucester magistrates’ court, having just been charged with eleven murders, where he’s smiling broadly, as if he’s sharing a joke with his escorting officers.

			Mum said he used plenty of that charm on her on that first bus journey. He told her all manner of stories – some true, some which turned out to be sheer fantasy, but she found them all entertaining. They laughed together, especially when they discovered they both had mothers called Daisy. But she was no pushover. She thought he was an oddball and didn’t like his unkempt appearance. ‘Like a bloody tramp, he was,’ she used to say.

			Soon afterwards he asked her out. The invitation came in a typically eccentric way. One day a woman came into the tea room. She was a total stranger but she had a present for Mum – a plastic necklace or some other worthless trinket of the kind Dad often gave to her over the years – and said that a man had asked her to give it to her. Mum accepted the gift, intrigued. Shortly afterwards, Dad came into the shop and called out to her: ‘The Swallow – eight o’clock!’ He grinned and left before she could answer.

			Despite her reservations, Mum decided to go along to The Swallow – a pub in Bishop’s Cleeve – and meet him, even if it was only to return the present. They sat talking and drinking, though Dad hardly touched alcohol in general, and he told her more about his own personal situation. 

			He said that he was a single parent whose wife, Rena, had abandoned him, leaving him with two young girls to bring up. It would have been difficult for him to avoid mentioning Rena since he had her name tattooed on his arm, but he never tried to make a secret of his relationship with her, either when he first met Mum or to us children later on when he spoke about his life before then. 

			He explained that Rena had gone back to Glasgow where she was originally from and they weren’t in contact. Mum felt sorry for him. Though she was only in her mid-teens herself, hearing Dad talk about the girls – six-year-old Charmaine and five-year-old Anne Marie – stirred a maternal instinct in her, she said. She had younger brothers who, for reasons I only came to understand much later, she’d come to feel the same instinct towards. 

			Dad used her sympathy for his situation as a single parent and her interest in the girls as a kind of bait. And once he’d got her hooked, his charm became all the more effective. He could make her laugh at will – and he’d already realised there hadn’t been much laughter in her life. For her part, she sensed he was something of a rebel and a bad boy, just as, in her family’s eyes, she had a wild side and was out of control – it seemed to her like they were two of a kind. She started visiting him at his scruffy caravan on the nearby Lakeside site. She always told me she was very taken with Charmaine and Anne Marie from the moment she met them, and that she was drawn to Dad’s lifestyle – living on the fringes of respectable society. He played her his records – such as his favourite Charley Pride, the black American country music star. And while neither Mum nor Dad ever said so explicitly, I’ve never doubted that their relationship became an adult one almost immediately, even though she was only fifteen and he was more than ten years her senior. 

			Early on in their relationship, Mum discovered Dad had had other girls in the caravan. When I asked her how she knew this she told me it was because she’d found some of their underwear under the bed, something she was furious about. She challenged Dad about it and he claimed the girls had only been there to look after the children, but she didn’t believe him – why would they leave their pants? Now the two of them were together, she made it clear she wasn’t going to share him with any other woman. She knew about Rena, of course, but as far as she was aware she was hundreds of miles away in Scotland and they were no longer in contact. 

			The caravan became a second home to her. Mum was always a bit of a homemaker; she soon had it clean and shipshape and began to skip work at the tea rooms to act as a part-time nanny to the girls. Dad was thrilled. For Mum it was a welcome escape from the miserable atmosphere at home. Her father, Bill Letts, was an electrician from Devon who’d been in the navy, was made to leave and, after a long period of unemployment, was forced to move the family to the Midlands. There he took on various kinds of menial work that he thought was beneath him, before he found a job with Smiths Aerospace in Bishop’s Cleeve. Mum described him as a short, bitter, angry man – I later heard he’d been diagnosed as a schizophrenic – who was often violent to his wife Daisy, and to Mum and her six brothers and sisters.

			Daisy, Mum’s mum, was apparently a neurotic woman who – not surprisingly considering the man she was married to – was worn out from the demands of raising so many children and coping with Bill’s violent temper, and she often suffered with depression. She’d left him more than once during the course of their marriage, though always ended up going back to him. 

			Dad was keen to meet Bill and Daisy, so Mum agreed to take him home one day. It was a disaster. He lied to them, boasting about various properties he owned and claiming he ran a fleet of ice-cream vans but, according to Mum, they saw through him immediately. They thought he was a horrible man and hated the idea of their fifteen-year-old daughter being involved with him. They sent him packing.

			They ordered her to write a letter to him breaking off the relationship. Reluctantly she did so. ‘Go back to your wife and make a go of it,’ she wrote. Dad ignored the letter. He was no stranger to criticism from respectable people, and he knew that Mum’s feelings for him wouldn’t have really changed just because her parents disapproved. And he was proved right. She carried on seeing him in secret. Bill reported Mum to social services for her wild and promiscuous behaviour which, in those days, was enough for her to be taken into care and placed in a home for troubled teenagers. But as soon as she turned sixteen she escaped to be with Dad again, and soon afterwards she became pregnant. Her parents found out and gave her an ultimatum – she either had to give Dad up and abort the baby or they’d disown her for ever. She refused and went to live with him in the rented flat at Midland Road which belonged to a man Dad had done some odd jobs for.

			Mum had burnt her bridges with her parents and had no choice then but to make a go of her life with Dad. But it wasn’t easy. They didn’t have much money. Dad was scraping a living as a tyre-fitter and odd-job man, supplementing his income with bits of petty thieving. They had two children – Charmaine and Anne Marie – to look after, not to mention a baby of their own on the way. It was a lot of responsibility for Mum, who wasn’t much more than a child herself. When she spoke about it she didn’t make any secret of how hard she found that period of her life. 

			‘I hadn’t the faintest idea what I was letting myself in for,’ she would say. 

			‘What do you mean?’ I’d ask.

			‘It was worse than you can possibly imagine, Mae. Much worse.’

			‘Worse in what way?’

			She’d become angry with me then and refuse to say any more.

			Both Mum and Dad tended to be evasive about this period in their lives if you asked too much about it. They’d mention it occasionally but I always felt the picture they gave us was the tip of the iceberg, and that something much bigger and darker existed below.

			Then Heather was born. Though Mum never said so, it must have been a momentous experience for her. Not least because she was a child Mum’s parents had put huge pressure on her to abort. But she was also only sixteen herself, learning to be a mother for the first time with no one to ask for support and advice. I know a little of what that was like and it’s really tough. She had Dad, but he was useless with babies and out and about earning whatever he could – doing odd jobs and getting up to who knows what – so he was hardly at home. Once they’d brought Heather back to the flat, she had to cope alone not just with her own baby but the other two little girls as well.

			And things rapidly got much worse. Dad was caught stealing tyres from work. He not only lost his job but, as it was far from a first offence, he was sent to prison. Now it was Mum who was the single parent. 

			Mum and Dad never really spoke at all about the time Dad was in prison, except for one thing. They said that one day Rena turned up out of the blue at the flat and took Charmaine away with her.

			‘Best thing, really,’ Dad told us. ‘Your mum had enough on her plate with Anne Marie and Heather.’

			It was the last they ever saw of Charmaine, they said. 

			‘Didn’t you miss her?’ I asked Mum.

			‘Couldn’t be helped,’ she said. ‘Your dad was away. And when all’s said and done she was Rena’s child and not mine. What else could I do but let her go?’

			From time to time Dad would claim he’d tried to keep in contact with Rena by writing to her but received no reply.

			‘They must have moved,’ he’d say. ‘They could be anywhere. They could be in Australia for all I know. I’m not sure we’ll ever see Charmaine again. Pity, she’s a lovely little girl, but there you go. I’m sure she’s happy wherever she is.’

			Looking back now, I can’t believe they said all that; I can’t believe how easily it spilled out of their mouths. They said it with such conviction, as if they really believed every word. It was a long time before I discovered what a monstrous lie it all was. It wasn’t until Dad was arrested that I finally heard Charmaine had been murdered and buried at 25 Midland Road when she was just a child, while Rena had met a horrific death at Dad’s hands – I read that he dismembered her body before burying the pieces in separate plastic bags at a place near Much Marcle. 

			 

			They were much more forthcoming about the period of time after that. Mum rarely said anything nice about her relationship with Dad, but things must have still been good between them after he came out of prison as Mum decided she wanted them to get married and Dad agreed.

			The wedding took place at Gloucester register office in January 1972. Dad was late getting home. He’d spent the morning lying under a car at a garage and was filthy and covered in oil. Mum had to hurry him to get himself cleaned up and dressed so they could get there in time. There were only two guests, Dad’s brother John and a friend of his called Mick. Mum often spoke about that day. ‘Absolute shambles it was from start to finish,’ she would say, though the memory of it seemed to amuse as much as annoy her. 

			After the brief ceremony she wanted to go for a drink to celebrate. Dad was keen to get back to work; his van had broken down and he needed to get it fixed, but he agreed. At the pub she asked for a gin and tonic but she said he irritably told her, ‘You can have a bloody shandy and like it!’ Soon afterwards he went back to fix the van. It was far from being a romantic occasion but it was typical of the way they did things as a couple. 

			And while Mum would often complain about being unhappy with Dad, it was still obviously very important to them that they’d got married. She kept hold of their marriage certificate which passed to me; I keep it with Mum’s wedding ring and the collection of family photographs the police let me have after they stripped 25 Cromwell Street. On it Dad is described as a ‘bachelor’, even though he’d been married before. Clearly he didn’t mention his previous marriage to the registrar. It was yet another act of dishonesty on his part. 

			They went on a brief honeymoon to Northam, Devon, the village where Mum had grown up, then returned to their life in the Midland Road house. A little while later, I was born. 

			With the family growing, they decided to try to find a bigger home. Dad asked their landlord if he owned anything else which was suitable and they were shown a property which he thought might be ideal – a large three-storey terraced house on Cromwell Street, close to the city centre. It was a dilapidated place, on a run-down street of similar houses – mostly converted into flats and bedsits for students and other temporary residents in the city. But there was plenty of room, it had a garage and a decent-sized garden. Next door, there was a Seventh-Day Adventist church, but the landlord assured Mum and Dad they kept themselves to themselves.

			Dad, especially, was over the moon with the new house, and they ended up buying it rather than renting. He felt it was the perfect opportunity to put his skills as a jobbing builder to use. What’s more, because it was so big, Mum and Dad reckoned on renting out some of the rooms, which would cover the necessary mortgage payments. 

			And so, in September 1972, when I was just three months old, we moved into 25 Cromwell Street, Gloucester.
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