



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  For good girls everywhere




  







  Prologue




  The first thing I felt was the shock of cold liquid pouring into the veins in my arm. Someone was shouting, and a mask was roughly pushed onto my face, forcing life-giving

  oxygen into my gasping lungs.




  Voices, from far away. Someone was telling me to breathe, breathe . . .




  A million questions exploded in my head. What had happened? Why had I stopped breathing? I knew I was in hospital, I’d had an operation, and I’d been recovering, but something had

  obviously gone terribly wrong.




  As the drugs snaked their way through my veins, awakening my senses and stabilizing the medication that had caused such a terrifying reaction, a shiver of cold fear ran over me. What if they

  hadn’t been able to make me breathe? I could feel my heart starting to race again and I forced myself to inhale slowly and fully, calming myself down. The question remained, poking me until I

  acknowledged its presence. What if that had been it? If my life had ended there and then on a bed in a quiet hospital in Surrey, my husband by my side and my children blissfully unaware back at

  home; who would have died? A good wife? A good mother? A good daughter, sister, friend? A pushed-about TV star, a bullied schoolgirl, a woman who smiled and said everything was fine, just fine.




  Only an hour before, the nurse had popped into my room and checked that I was feeling OK. I wasn’t; I had been feeling a little strange, but I didn’t want to mention it because she

  looked busy and it was probably nothing. If I had spoken out then, if I had been honest with myself and with her, and said, ‘Actually, I don’t feel too good . . .’ all of this

  could have been avoided.




  That one moment summed up my whole life: always saying I was happy when I wasn’t, making do and smiling, not wanting to make a fuss. I had spent my life trying to be perfect, to be good

  and make life easier for everyone around me, and where had it got me? Almost dead on a hospital bed, aged forty-one.




  I had a feeling my life would never be the same again. And I didn’t want it to be.




  







  ONE




  The Sweet Smell of Childhood




  You know when you fly away on holiday, and they open the doors of the plane and the heat hits you in the face, and the air smells strange – of heady flowers, heat and

  dust? Well, that’s the smell of my childhood, mixed with the sweet smell of sugar carried on a hot tropical breeze.




  Just as evocative are the sounds of the Caribbean: frogs krricking, bugs humming and unnamed things shuffling and scuffling under a wooden floor; the whirr of an electric fan that soothes

  you to sleep. I still love it when the night is so hot you have to use a fan. Sometimes, if I have trouble sleeping, even in the depths of winter, I’ll put a fan in the corner of the room,

  face it to the wall and turn it on. In minutes I’m asleep, dreaming of the Caribbean.




  In the mornings, as it was getting light, I would lie in bed and watch my thin cotton curtains bulge and flop with the fan’s light breeze. It was always noisy around our house at this time

  of day, with birds chirping, flies buzzing and the rumble of tractors and trailers in the distance. The trailers usually sounded empty – the cane cutters would be on their way out to the

  fields by then, sharpening their cutlasses and preparing for another long day of chop, chop, chop.




  The dawn would turn the air suddenly cold in those first few moments as the sun came up. The smell would get stronger as the wind changed direction, and I would lie in my narrow wooden bed

  inhaling the sweet scent of molasses. A huge sticky mountain of factory-chewed and spewed sugar cane sat in the nearby yard, waiting to be burned in the factory furnaces, making steam to drive the

  machinery that produced beautiful Caribbean sugar.




  And then it would start: softly, and low, so low I could feel it in my tummy; then louder, higher, the noise would get into its stride . . . the bellow of the old air-raid siren that called

  workers to site in the morning, then sent them home again at the end of the day. Quiet at first, a rumble that grew in volume and urgency, drowning out any thoughts of further sleep, its roar would

  hang in the still morning air, even after it had wound down and been put away until the afternoon. That was my morning wake-up call, and soon after, my mum would appear at the door to say,

  ‘Wake up, girls!’ and my sister Linda and I would heave ourselves from our beds and begin our day.




  From the age of five I went to the company school with all the other children whose fathers worked in the factory. We were a mixed bunch, some of us expat kids of British parents, others born

  and bred islanders of mixed heritage – African, Indian, Chinese, Spanish and French. The classes were small, up to ten children at the most, and we started each day with the Lord’s

  Prayer and the national anthem. We were also taught the British national anthem as the island was a former colony, and alongside a picture of the President in the head teacher’s office was a

  portrait of the Queen.




  Sometimes, after coming home from school, I would creep in to see Alison, a local woman who helped look after us. She would be lying on her bed in her room, having her afternoon rest. Not

  sleeping; just lying still with the thin curtains closed and the fan on, reading her Bible. I would crawl onto the bed next to her, snuggling into her, comforted by her smell: warm skin, Vaseline

  and Johnson’s baby powder. It was cosy in her room. Alison never seemed to mind that I crept in to join her, as long as I kept quiet and didn’t fidget too much. We rarely spoke during

  these little afternoon visits; I would just lie next to her, trying to make sense of the tiny words in the worn book. Ten minutes was usually enough, before the twitches started and I crept back

  out again into the afternoon sunshine to ride my bike.




  I grew up on the Caribbean island of Trinidad, which is quite an unusual thing for a girl from Glasgow to do. My parents had met while they were teenagers, married a few years later and then my

  dad was given the chance to travel to Trinidad to work as an engineer in a sugar factory. This was quite a feat for a couple who had barely been any further than Loch Lomond, and my mum apparently

  sobbed every night for six months, she was so homesick. They got used to it, though, and ended up living there for eighteen years, gradually making lots of friends with whom they are still in touch

  today.




  Two years after arriving in Trinidad, Mum became pregnant with me, and they decided it was a good time to travel back to Scotland. I arrived one month early during one of my granny’s

  get-togethers. The neighbours had popped in to see Jack and Betty and ‘bump’, McEwan’s Export was poured, whiskey flowed and it didn’t take long for the singing to start; my

  granny loved a good sing-song. It was a fine old night, apparently, but Mum started to feel a bit peaky, then a bit damp, and thought in her excitement she’d wet herself. She took herself off

  for a lie down. When my Auntie Norah found her she was lying on the bed saying she wasn’t feeling very well, and could Dad please stop singing long enough to come and see her. Everyone rushed

  in, and in their wobbly state deduced that she was in fact having a baby.




  Dad helped her into the passenger seat of his mum’s little red van (she worked for a bakery in Glasgow), and, with cheers ringing in his ears, raced off into the night to deliver his own

  little bun. The party resumed without them. An hour later I was born in Glasgow Southern General Hospital, weighing four pounds eleven ounces. I was rushed straight into an incubator, where I

  stayed for a week, red and small with arms like spaghetti. Once I was allowed out, their mission was to feed me up enough so I could make the journey out to Trinidad, and so a round-the-clock

  feeding routine began, the main problem being keeping me awake long enough to drink. I still have that problem today, much to Denise Welch’s annoyance.




  At the time, my parents were living on a sugar estate in Brechin Castle in the middle of the island. It was one of the original estates built in the early 1950s, and housed expat and local

  workers from the factory. Any medical problems were seen by the company clinic and everyone went to the company club to swim, and play tennis and golf. It was kind of like being in the army, with

  regulation houses and furniture.




  I don’t remember much about the early years there; my first memories are of my younger sister Linda being born. This time there wasn’t any singing involved, but there was a midnight

  dash. Mum had woken in the night feeling a bit odd, and Dad found her a while later waddling round the garden. After dropping me off at a friend’s house, Dad was once again bundling her into

  the car, this time to race into Port of Spain, a good forty-five-minute drive away, with my Auntie Mary (not a real auntie; everyone is called ‘auntie’ and ‘uncle’ in

  Trinidad) squatting in the back footwell as Mum lay on the back seat with her feet pressed against the window. Dad was shouting at her not to dare have the baby on the back seat, and Auntie Mary,

  who used to be a nurse, was shouting at him to shut up, that she’d have the baby wherever she wanted and he wasn’t being helpful. My mum just bit her lip. Always very dignified, my mum,

  even when she ended up having the baby in the first room the nurses could find as Dad was signing her in and paying their deposit at reception . . . Apparently they got a rebate, as she

  hadn’t used the delivery room – or a doctor, for that matter.




  I can remember the day Dad and I went to hospital to pick up Mum and my new little sister. It was very exciting to be coming home with a real live doll that was now going to be living with us.

  It took a few weeks for the novelty to wear off, and the reality that the red-faced, screaming bundle that was my little sister was actually going to STAY didn’t live up to my four-year-old

  expectations. After repeated requests to ‘take her back please’, and ‘why does she have to stay in my room?’ I resigned myself to having to share the limelight. And

  I’ve liked having a sister ever since, now that I’ve grown out of standing on tables, lifting my dress to show my knickers and screaming, ‘Look at ME! Look at ME!’




  That’s not to say we’ve not had our ups and downs . . . She may be small, with her trademark ‘cute hands and feet’, but Linda is terrifying when she loses her

  temper.




  At the age of five, she nearly threw my mum out of a rocking chair when she got upset that I had laughed at her drawing of a horse.




  ‘It’s all right, it doesn’t matter,’ Mum said, glancing up from her book at the commotion.




  An innocent enough response, you’d think, but not to a very cheesed-off little girl. There was silence, stillness and somewhere a dog may have barked. And then, from nowhere, came a

  piercing cry of, ‘IT DOES MATTER!’ and Mum was flung backwards in her rocking chair, book flying and arms flailing. It’s become our family battle cry ever since. I might even see

  if I can get it made into a family crest; the picture would be brilliant.




  Apart from molasses, there’s another smell that takes me straight back to my childhood: Opium perfume. And with it comes the image of my mum, glamorous and beautiful in a

  long evening dress, bending over to kiss me goodnight. Her scent would hang in the air after she’d gone, and sometimes settle on the pillow. (It wasn’t until years later that I realized

  the glamorous dresses had all been handmade from patterns, run up in a day or two, with leftover material used to make clothes for my Barbie.) I wanted to smell like that when I was a grown-up, but

  I have tried to wear Opium and it didn’t seem right. It was as if I was wearing my mum. Even now that she wears lighter scents, with the occasional bit of Chanel No. 5 splashed on for a

  special occasion, Opium remains forever Mum’s smell, not mine.




  I sometimes wonder what smell will remind my children of me. I hope it’s a nice one. It will probably be a dab of Jo Malone or a splash of Clarins, possibly with a dash of spaghetti

  bolognese or fish fingers.




  Every Sunday our family would make the hour-long drive to Maracas in the north of Trinidad, one of the nicest beaches on the island. The trip took a lot of preparation, mainly

  by my mum, who would make tuna-fish rice to be eaten cold with a salad, sandwiches and biscuits. Dad would pack the cooler, with Carib beer for him, Cokes for Mum and juice for me and Linda. Then

  there were the towels, the bikinis, the baby oil (this was before the days of sunscreen!) and the goggles.




  We would set off at about nine-ish (timings in our house were always ‘ish’ when Dad was involved). Mum would have had us up and ready by seven o’clock to miss the beach

  traffic, but Dad always seemed to start a hundred things and never finish them, before deciding to check if he had enough ice for the cooler. Then, when he was ready, he’d sit in the car and

  start the engine, shouting, ‘Come on, girls! Hurry up!’ while we all raced downstairs. The car was parked under the house, which was on stilts. Like most of the homes in the Caribbean

  it was like a bungalow perched high in the air to allow the tropical breeze to flow through. It was an L-shape, with three bedrooms down one limb, and the living room and kitchen on the other. When

  the water came out of the tap, sometimes it was brown. I would test it by pouring a glass of water and letting it sit for a while, until it was water on the top and silt on the bottom. We rarely

  drank water from the tap – Mum usually boiled it – but after a lifetime, it didn’t kill our tummies like it did the tourists’; it just smelled and tasted funny.




  When we finally arrived, me feeling slightly sick in the back seat because of the mountainous road and my dad’s driving (he still makes me feel sick whenever I’m in the car with him,

  even now; I always have to sit in the front), the dark green sea and creamy yellow sands of the bay at Maracas would stretch out in front of us. As we parked the car and opened the doors to the

  heat, the smell of freshly frying ‘shark and bake’ would jump up our noses, and my poor mum’s efforts at making tuna-fish rice and sandwiches would be wasted. We would hold off as

  long as we could, but after a couple of hours swimming in the sea, even our parents could appreciate that there was nothing better than standing in line in front of the concrete-walled,

  thatched-roofed stall of the beach vendor, listening to soca music booming from a rasta blasta, salivating over the smell of deep fried shark.




  ‘Shark an’ bake! Shark an’ bake!’ came the rallying cry, and resistance was futile. There was something hugely exciting about eating this beast of the sea, smothered in

  batter and enveloped in a soft white bun, hot and tangy on your tongue, all the while knowing that more of these creatures lurked just beyond the breakers, dead-eyed and waiting for a lone swimmer.

  Tit for tat, I guess, in the cut-throat world of tucker.




  I never saw a shark, but that didn’t stop the fear. As children, we all ran into the sea clutching boogie boards if we had them, ready to bodysurf the rolling waves back to the shore. We

  would fight our way past the waves to tread the deep water behind, chatting and giggling and keeping one eye peeled for the next big swell. A kick of feet, a push with the arms, and whoosh! Either

  we would rush triumphantly towards the beach, seeing just how far we could get before the wave ran out of steam; or it would go horribly wrong, and we would tumble head first into the surf, banging

  foreheads and elbows and knees into the grating yellow sand. Sometimes it was funny, but sometimes it went on and on and on and I didn’t know which way was up and ran out of breath so that

  I’d swallow a bellyful of bitter sea water. Somehow I always made it to the surface, choking and gasping and seeing spots in front of my eyes. For a little while after that I’d sit it

  out on the beach, running up to my chatting parents and their friends and quietly helping myself to some rice and a drink, wrapping my shivering body in a towel and trying not to look like I was

  frightened.




  Other times, when my friends and I were bobbing on our boards in the deeper water, I would feel the current suddenly change and a rush of cold would push through my legs. I always thought of

  sharks then, and would swim slightly further in, drawing my legs up under me, hoping that someone else was further out and looked tastier.




  One Sunday, when we hadn’t gone to the beach for some reason, two sharks were spotted. Lifeguards shouted and blew whistles, and everyone was called out of the water and stood on the shore

  watching as two fins slowly made their way up and down Maracas Bay. I was never sure if I wished I’d seen them or was glad I hadn’t. Either way, it proved they were real, and

  boogie-boarding was never quite as carefree after that.




  The trip home from the beach was normally quite eventful, as car after car full of damp, sandy children and pink adults headed through the winding mountain roads towards the outskirts of Port of

  Spain. The roads were narrow and sometimes a bit scary, as cars would stop to allow passing traffic through on blind bends with lush wet vegetation to our left, and a sheer drop down to the

  Caribbean Sea on our right. If we were quiet, we could hear the chatter of unseen monkeys high up in the trees, and occasionally spot the bright green and red plumage of a watchful parrot. Then we

  would head on to the highway south for the rest of our journey home. Sometimes we’d stop off for a Kentucky Fried Chicken (as it was called then) and that would keep us busy in the back seat

  as we munched away, wrapped in towels and trying to keep the gritty sand off our drumsticks and fries, oblivious to the dangers of not wearing a seat belt. If it was very late, we would lie on the

  back seat and nod off to sleep, listening to my dad singing John Denver’s ‘Take Me Home, Country Roads’ all the way home.




  When most people think back to their childhood, they remember every day as being sunny; well, with me, it really was. It was even hot when it rained, so I spent every day of my young life in

  shorts, a T-shirt and bare feet. In Trinidad, I swam almost every day. I was good at swimming, and I liked it. The pool area on the estate where we lived had the air of a 1950s holiday camp about

  it. The pool itself was enormous and very deep, and had three different levels of diving board: normal; bit scary and bouncy; and ridiculously high. When I was a teenager I used to do handstands on

  the very top diving platform, holding myself still and strong, before pushing away with my arms into a perfect arrow-straight dive. My dad taught me to do it, and spent hours coaxing me away from

  the edge of the ladder; first getting me to jump off into the pool, then to do a normal dive, then finally the handstand.




  I was very proud that I could do it, and I once tried to show my cousins at some swimming baths in Scotland during a family trip back home. It all went horribly wrong. There was a big queue of

  people behind me, someone shouted, ‘Wid ye get a bloody move on!’ and I wobbled . . . and landed with the loudest belly flop ever heard in Kilmarnock. I sank, mortified, to the bottom

  of the pool, wishing I would drown, or at least lose consciousness, rather than face the laughter at the water’s edge. But I didn’t; I just ran out of breath and slowly bobbed back up,

  pulling my costume out of my bottom as I rose, red-faced, to the surface. That was one of my first lessons in life: no one likes a show-off, and the forces that be will see to it that you look an

  arse if you do.




  As well as swimming, another favourite pastime was (and is) going to the cinema and losing myself in an unfolding story in the dark, sometimes even on my own. People moan now about the noise in

  a cinema, but I don’t mind the munching or even the mutterings of people confused by a plot. No; it’s rude disinterest, which manifests itself in texting or outright chatting, that gets

  on my nerves. There has always been noise in cinemas – it’s bound to happen if you stick a bunch of people in a dark room and expect them to sit still for two hours. In the UK, I can

  remember struggling to see the screen watching The Rescuers through the thick haze of cigarette smoke that hung in the air – it seems crazy now!




  Going to the cinema in Trinidad as a child was a totally different experience to the UK, as it was OUTSIDE. You know the bit in Grease where Sandy and Danny are at the drive-in listening

  to the movie through speakers on posts either side of the car? Well, that’s how we used to see all the latest releases. It was brilliant. If the film was a little dull, or got to a boring

  bit, us kids would get out and go to the playground behind all the cars, arching high on the swings in the dark while watching films like The Pink Panther Returns on a huge wall. The air

  would be filled with the sounds of the movie and kids’ shrieks as we spun on the roundabout. There was always a parent we knew standing by to look after us, and somehow you always found your

  way back to your parent’s car in the darkness, and there was never any fear. It was just what we did; we played with other kids and looked out for each other, and only went back to the car to

  pester our parents for hot dogs when we got peckish. There is something truly magical about watching a film outside while on a swing in the dark; it’s something that all the 3-D cinematic

  experiences in soft comfy chairs will never replace.




  I also liked riding my bike and, because we were allowed to tear around the estate without a grown-up constantly keeping a nervous eye on us, I was quite good at it, too. Before I’d

  learned about the rules regarding the forces of nature versus the show-off, however, I saw my arse in a fairly spectacular manner. Some of you, if you have nothing better to do and have studied my

  face with any vague intensity, may have noticed that I have a wonky nose. There is a reason for this, which comes from an incident involving a chopper bike, an eight-year-old girl (me), a very

  steep hill and my inability to tell my left from right.




  My bike was shiny and went very fast, which was all I asked of it. Our little gang of girls used to ride around the estate after school, keeping out of the way of the boys. We had our tree house

  and they had theirs; we had our water balloons, they had their water pistols made from old Fairy liquid bottles. Half the fun was just screaming and cycling away from each other, as fast as our

  legs would take us.




  One day, our legs were going like the clappers and we tore down the road, heading for my friend Laura’s house. Laura happened to live at the bottom of a very steep hill. We were screaming

  and pedalling and laughing and I was in front, thrilled that I was leading, and going really rather fast, when I thought I’d better slow down a bit, as the bike was starting to wobble. As it

  did, I remembered that my dad had told me always to squeeze the left brake when going down a hill, as that was for the wheel at the back. I squeezed with all the strength my fingers could

  muster.




  Nothing happened, so I squeezed a little bit harder. Too late – as the front wheel gripped the road, my back wheel left it. Even in my little eight-year-old mind I knew that the

  consequences of getting my left hand and my right muddled up would be bad.




  The whole back end of the bike rose and propelled me forwards, in an arc, sailing over the handlebars and into the bright Caribbean air. I flew for a while, and then landed on the tarmac, nose

  first. This was closely followed by my lips, chin, arms, stomach, knees and feet. I cruised along the road on my face, in the style of Wile E. Coyote when he has failed yet again to catch the

  elusive Road Runner. By the time I eventually ran out of momentum, I had left most of my skin behind. My friends were scared to look when I slowly peeled myself off the tarmac, but judging by the

  scream that Laura’s mum let out when she saw me stagger, bloodied and battered, to her door, I gather it wasn’t a pretty sight.




  Somewhere, in the heart of Trinidad, is an imprint of an eight-year-old girl’s face, and I’m sure if you look hard enough you can still see the dent in the road where my nose used to

  be.




  







  TWO




  Down the Islands




  By the time I was fifteen years old, I had lived in eight houses, moved country five times and been to nine schools. I used to tell people that my dad was a bank robber and

  that was why we were always on the run.




  Our first big move away from Trinidad happened in 1977 when I was eight, and we returned to the UK as Dad’s contract had ended. We lived for a while with Granny and Granda in their council

  flat in Cardonald in Glasgow, before my dad took up a position at the Tate & Lyle head office in Bromley and we decamped to Beckenham in Kent. Dad went to work every day in a suit and tie, and

  got fatter and fatter on business lunches. We moved into a small flat, and for two girls used to running free in the Caribbean it was like trying to cage two wild birds. We were noisy and messy,

  much to the annoyance of the elderly lady who lived below, who kept her fitness levels up by storming up the stairs to bang on our door and shout at my mum.




  I went to the local primary school, and can’t remember much about it except that there were thirty children in my class instead of five like I was used to, and the teacher told me no one

  wanted to hear what I had been up to at the weekend as they didn’t have time to listen to everyone. So I learned to be quiet, and the first little spark of life was snuffed out. How often do

  we do this to our own kids, I wonder? It’s because of this that I do what my parents did to me and my sister: I let my children talk at me until my ears feel like they’re bleeding and

  I’m wishing for bedtime. At eight it’s a hard lesson to learn that people aren’t always interested in what you have to say, and I hope my two don’t learn that lesson for a

  little while yet.




  We spent the summer holidays playing in the local park, making dens under bushes and splashing about in a little stream; all things that health and safety would probably put an end to now. At

  the weekend my sister and I were taken to the Saturday morning kids’ film club to watch Tarzan and cowboy films. It was before the days of endless kids’ TV at home (unthinkable!) and it

  gave our parents a few hours to themselves to do whatever they wanted. We were a little scared at being left alone in the dark with all the other children, but quite excited by it, too.




  I didn’t really make any friends while we were there, because I think I knew we wouldn’t be staying long. And, sure enough, along came the next big move – this time to the

  Philippines. Linda and I were dressed in matching red jumpsuits and joined Mum and Dad on another flight around the world. It seemed to take days to get there – and, as it was 1977, it

  probably did. We helped the stewardesses collect the trays and tidy up, just for something to do, and I remember being very proud when they gave us a badge with wings on it, telling us that we were

  such good girls we were now honorary air stewardesses. That was in the days when stewardesses were nice to children, rather than seeing them as pint-sized peace-and-quiet terrorists, only there to

  get on your nerves.




  We flew to Manila, and then on to the island of Mindanao, and the scruffy, haphazard town of Cagayan. After that was a five-hour drive up and down muddy, slippery and very bumpy dirt roads until

  we came to our estate in Bukidnon. I use the term ‘estate’ loosely, as it only involved four bungalows stood next to a sugar factory in the middle of nowhere surrounded by sugarcane. It

  was so new that it still smelled of sawdust and mud, and Linda and I played in the unfinished building site as there was nothing else to do. There was no school, so for the next year my mum used

  one of the rooms in the guest house (used for employees who would fly out to work and weren’t bringing their wives or family with them) as a classroom. My mum was a qualified hairdresser, by

  the way, she wasn’t a teacher – but suddenly she was OUR teacher. You can’t moan to your mum that you’ve got too much homework when it’s your mum who has given it to

  you. You can’t lie to the teacher and say you didn’t have time to revise, when it’s your mum standing in front of you with a raised eyebrow. My mum was a novice teacher, but she

  was a damn fine shot. She could throw things from one end of the classroom to the other and still get you on the head when she’d finally had enough of you.




  ‘Owww-wahh! You can’t do that to me! You’re my TEACHER!’ I’d splutter, outraged.




  ‘No, I’m your mother when I do that, so sit down and finish your work.’




  Power cuts, spiders the size of a man’s hand, the occasional rat and a late-night intruder featured during our year in the Philippines. At night, the power was switched off to save the

  generator, so we would sit in the glow of hissing gaslights, listening to the krrick of frogs and the hum of beetles. There was no TV, so we played cards or back gammon, or even our own

  version of mahjong. It was and is hugely popular in the Far East, and I loved the sound it made, pushing all the smooth, cool ivory rectangles into the middle of the table before making our

  selection. But we had to play by candlelight as it was completely dark, the kind of dark you don’t really see in this country, as there is normally some kind of light pollution close by

  giving its distinctive glow; the kind of dark where you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face, but your ears could pick out the tiniest of sounds. In the hills in the distance we could

  just make out a scattering of glowing orange lights that my dad told me were fires lit by guerrillas in their camps. It was years before I realized he didn’t mean gorillas, and I was

  kind of disappointed. It was 1978 and opposition to President Marcos was rumbling.




  It was here that my fear of the dark was formed, cemented one night by a would-be intruder creeping around the outside of our bungalow, looking for a way in. It was pitch black as usual, as our

  generator had been switched off. I don’t know what stirred me, but I woke and heard the noise of slow, stealthy footsteps at my window. I lay rigid in my single bed and held my breath,

  straining to hear above the blood rushing in my ears. Was it a rat? Something bigger? Silence. My lungs were close to bursting. There it was again: a quiet footstep and, more terrifyingly,

  whispered voices. The hair prickled on my head with shock and fear. I wanted my mum and dad – NOW.




  I slid silently out from under my sheets and tiptoed into my sister’s bedroom. I shook her gently.




  ‘Linda, wake up,’ I whispered. She groaned in her sleep and I prickled with fear. I didn’t want the men outside to hear us through the mosquito screened window. I shook her

  again, and then sat her up and managed to guide her, half-asleep, to Mum and Dad’s bedroom.




  My dad was already up – I could see his outline sitting on the bed. Linda crawled in beside him and had fallen back to sleep in seconds. As I got into bed and clung on to Mum, Dad got up

  and walked quickly towards the bedroom door.




  ‘Jack, no!’ Mum whispered, and she sounded scared. I hung on to her. ‘Stay here!’




  Dad ignored her and disappeared into the dark. We heard him padding down the wooden floor of the corridor, the rattle of the front door being opened, then more footsteps. Mum was sitting up now,

  straining to hear as I gripped her side. The silence was as terrifying as the darkness. Then, BANG BANG! Gunshots, so loud and close we saw the bright flash from the gun and our ears rang.




  ‘Jack!’ my mum screamed, and I burst into tears of pure terror. ‘Oh my God! Jack! What’s happening?’




  There was confusion. We heard footsteps running, some shouting, more voices, all male . . . Was it our guard coming to help? Then a gaslight was bobbing and hissing its way towards us. Someone

  was coming down the corridor towards me and my mum as we lay in her bed. Who? Who? A dim white light swung into the room and Dad was swearing and shaking as he sat on the bed and gathered us to

  him. We all screamed at him for going outside. I say ‘we all’, all except my sister Linda, who slept soundly through the whole thing. It was a guard who had fired the shots at our

  would-be intruders, frightening them off into the sugar cane.




  Since that night I’ve always been afraid of the dark. Even today I need some kind of light in my room, and still sleep with either the hall or bathroom light on if there are no street

  lights outside to shine through the window. I can’t breathe if I can’t see in front of me and fear of the unknown threatens to swamp me. I never make fun of my kids if they say

  they are afraid of the dark; I comfort them and make sure their night lights are on, taking them with us wherever we go. I know what it’s like to have the bogeyman tiptoe outside your window,

  unseen but heard, and I will never forget it.




  The next day Linda, Mum and I were put in a four-wheel drive and sent to catch a plane to Manila, where we would wait for Dad to come and get us. He had decided that enough was enough; there had

  been a kidnapping a short distance away, and stories about a teenage girl being snatched and murdered some years before, and he didn’t want to run the risk that our night-time visitor had

  been hoping to snatch the valuable assets of a nine-year-old and a six-year-old girl. He handed in his notice with instant effect, thinking only of our safety and getting us as far away from there

  as he could – we would worry about making ends meet later. He stayed behind for a few days, packing our few belongings, and then he met us in Manila and took us all back to Blighty.




  We found ourselves back in Scotland after that. Mum and Dad bought a little two-bedroom bungalow in the village of Tarbolton in Ayrshire, and tried to settle into Scottish life. It was very odd

  for us all though; I think my parents were probably still reeling from our Philippines experience, and my sister and I were overwhelmed by the fact that we were in a school with other children

  again. As ever, Linda adapted really well, and within weeks had made new friends and settled into a group. Despite the fact that I am older and have the more public job, Linda has always been more

  confident than me, sliding into new situations with enviable ease.




  I didn’t find the transition from wilderness to civilization quite as easy, and hung on to the first person who was nice to me. Luckily, she turned out to be a really lovely girl called

  Marie, who lived next door but one. Marie walked with me to school and introduced me to her friends at Tarbolton Primary School. I was an alien creature compared to the other children there; I felt

  like Mowgli from The Jungle Book. I didn’t understand anything about living in a village that wasn’t an estate where everyone worked at the same place and all knew each other. I

  had never bought anything from a shop in Britain before, because I had never been in a shop without my parents – at the age of ten I had no concept of British money, and would just hold my

  hands out and let the shopkeeper pick out what they needed. It never occurred to me that they would be anything other than honest.




  Luckily, the people of Tarbolton were polite and friendly to the two strange little creatures who wandered round the village in bare feet speaking in West Indian drawl, and whatever they may

  have thought of us, they made us feel very welcome.




  Our bungalow was heated by a coal-fired burner that we called Sparky, because that’s exactly what it wasn’t. It was always going out. Linda and I would lie in our beds refusing to

  get up until the fire was lit, watching the steam leave our mouths and scraping the frost off the inside of the windows. Dad decided he would like to start a DIY business and be self-employed, and

  he and Mum spent long hours planning the details. I don’t remember it being a stressful time; it was just nice to have him around. He looked a bit different – he was scratchy a lot of

  the time, as he’d decided to grow a beard – but it was good to hear him pottering around in the workshop he had made for himself in the loft upstairs, turning wood on his lathe, making

  lamp bases and other things to sell through the DIY business. He put an offer in on a shop in Irvine town centre and was disappointed when it fell through, but fate had other plans. Out of nowhere

  came the call I think he had been quietly hoping for: it was Tate & Lyle. How did he fancy returning to Trinidad?




  ‘I’ll think about it,’ he said . . .




  Weeks later, we were boarding the plane to Port of Spain, all of us excited and me pale, sweating and covered in chicken-pox spots.




  ‘If anyone asks, tell them it’s acne,’ said my dad, as we weren’t sure whether I was really supposed to fly.




  When the hot sweet smell of Piarco International Airport hit me I keeled over, and had to wait for our bags with my head between my knees. Not the best homecoming, but that was what it felt

  like; we were coming home.




  Being ten and moving back to Trinidad was great. The sun had been waiting for us! Even though old friends had moved on and it was a bit strange slotting back in again after two

  years away, I was still happy. Tennis lessons started again, and swimming lessons. I had swum for a team in Kilmarnock while I was in Scotland, so I had kept up with my training, but this was so

  much better! No cold changing rooms, trying to pull tights up over damp legs; this pool was in the sunshine and I swam and swam and swam.




  My parents were happy, too; they seemed to feel more at home out in the Caribbean than they did in our little village in Scotland. My dad worked hard and thrived on a renewed sense of purpose,

  and my mum, like me, quietly took her time finding her feet and making friends. It was easier for Dad, I think; he was thrown back into a work environment where colleagues became golf partners and

  then pals. My mum had to cope with finding a circle of women who were happy to let her ‘back in’. Mum is quieter than Dad, and, like with me, this is sometimes taken for aloofness when

  it’s actually shyness. But, like me, once Mum makes a friend it tends to be for life, and it didn’t take her long to find her feet again.




  My parents at this time were thirty-four; it seems so young to me now! I thought they were a very glamorous couple: Dad with his jet-black hair and ready laugh, and Mum with a cigarette held

  aloft while she read a book in the sun. My mum has always been a smoker, with only occasional breaks over the years, and apart from when we were trapped on transatlantic flights next to her as she

  nervously chain-smoked her way to and from the UK, I grew up thinking it was a very glamorous thing to do. My mum has always been the strong, silent type, and over the years I have become more and

  more like her. We set certain ground rules and we expect them to be listened to, and in the case of my mum . . . well, it was do as I say or else . . .




  I’m glad I was in Trinidad for my between-age and teenage years; I think I avoided a lot of the stresses that come with growing up in the UK. Mum made some of our clothes, and it

  didn’t occur to me to care; I spent most of my time either in school uniform or shorts anyway, riding my bike, roller skating and climbing trees until I was fourteen. I was a VERY late

  starter, and I think my parents liked it that way. I was very gullible and straight, as Mum and Dad were much stricter than the other parents, but I didn’t really mind. I didn’t think

  of rebelling, as I liked how things were; watching Doris Day films with my mum, The Love Boat and Little House on the Prairie with my sister, and all of us going to the beach

  on Sundays with my dad. What more could a girl want? I had an idyllic childhood and early teen years, and all I wanted was to be like my idol, Doris Day. Mum and I would inhale these movies, me

  watching Doris and loving the fact that she was bright, perky and always got her man by being her lovely self. Mum was probably keeping more of an eye on Rock Hudson and James Garner, but I

  didn’t notice them until much later.




  By fourteen I was pulling at the leash a tiny bit, although not so much that anyone else would have noticed. I was friends with Ingrid and Rachael, two girls whose dads also worked on the

  estate, and who were a year older than me. A year at that age counts for a lot. They had ‘taken off’ with (snogged) boys, and slow danced to Barry Manilow’s Mandy, while I

  was left sitting at the side, pretending it was all fine and terrified that someone would ask me to dance, only to be embarrassed and relieved at the same time when they didn’t.




  I would sit, skinny, awkward and listening bug-eyed while Rachael told me the gory details of ‘taking off ’ with some boy the night before. It sounded disgusting, all that business

  of tongues and teeth and breath, but I was jealous that at least someone wanted to ‘take off’ with Rachael, with her curvy legs and short shorts and proper breasts that needed a

  bra.




  During the holidays I would walk round to Rachael’s to see if she was about and wanted to climb trees and make mango chow (she made the hottest and best). I have no idea how

  she made it, I just know it involved not-quite-ripe mangoes, water, vinegar, chilli, Tabasco and probably a load of other things that I would find disgusting now, but back then we devoured it! Or

  we would lie on her bed and look at her posters of Andy Gibb, David Cassidy and Scott Baio. I had posters of Tracy Austin and Sue Barker, and a big one of a Holly Hobbie rag doll. Rachael’s

  room seemed so grownup in comparison.




  Sometimes her big brother John would come in, all long-limbed and brown, and he never seemed that pleased to see me. Maybe it was the way I gazed moon-faced at him whenever he was around.

  ‘Oh, she’s here,’ he’d snarl, ignoring my feeble smile. He’d then jump hard on Rachael’s bed, punch her arm, push her off and walk out of the room.

  Sometimes Rachael would laugh and ignore him, other times she flew at him, pulling his hair so his head jerked back, punching him as hard as she could, screaming. They would really fight. Not

  play-fighting or pillow-throwing like my sister and I did; it was all-out war. They threw punches, they rolled on the floor, banging into Rachael’s single bed and thrashing about until their

  mum came in and pulled them apart. I would stand as far into the corner as I could get while they forgot about me.




  Sometimes we would carry on where we had left off, with Rachael rubbing her bruised arm where John had given her a Chinese burn. Other times I just crept away, a little bit scared of the noise

  and banging, but a little bit excited by it, too. It was so different to our house. In Rachael’s house, she had big brothers who shouted and slammed doors. John drove his mum’s car, and

  it had an eight-track stereo that played really loud music. He liked Adam Ant, and sometimes he would shout ‘Dog eat dog eat dog eat dog!!’ right in my face, while I stared back, just

  happy that he was looking at me.




  One day, John and his older brother Ralph got a copy of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre on video. I was so pleased to be allowed to stay and watch with them and their older, bigger friends,

  who had wispy moustaches and smelled of their dad’s aftershave, that I squashed down the little voice that whispered in my ear, ‘Dad says you have to ask first. Mum and Dad have to

  watch all your videos first to make sure they’re OK.’ I sat quietly on my chair, staring at one little fixed point in the corner of the screen and trying not to watch as bodies flailed

  and blood poured. I gritted my teeth and bit my lip so I wouldn’t scream out when the chainsaw roared. I ran, ran, ran all the way home when it was over, shaking and wet with sweat, and

  couldn’t tell anyone what I’d seen because I wasn’t supposed to be there anyway. The nightmares stayed for months.




  The club house where our family spent most of our time was also a golf club (a grand title for a not very grand building) and sat close to the edge of a large pond. I heard stories of golfers

  who had gone to get their balls from the rough, only to run screaming from the shrubbery with an angry crocodile lumbering after them. In fact, I was told that crocs could really shift once they

  got going, especially angry females who thought their eggs had been interfered with, and the only way to outwit them was to run in a zigzag line as they couldn’t bend very well. I have no

  idea if that is true or not, and, despite going paddling in the pond when Mum and Dad weren’t looking (who says I wasn’t a rebel?), I never had to find out.




  My fear of crocs was just as potent as my fear of sharks. Even Linda joined me on this one, and she never seemed to be scared of anything. We were both convinced that there were crocodiles under

  our beds at night, and had to sleep with the hall light on. This was so that a shaft of light shone on the floor, and we decided between us that that was a safe place to walk. If I needed the loo

  in the middle of the night, I would stand up on my bed and jump over to Linda’s, then jump onto the pool of light shining in from the hall. I did the same on the way back, and Linda never

  woke. Linda could sleep through a hurricane, and when she was five, she actually did. She used to talk in her sleep, sometimes loudly, sometimes just snuffling, and I spent many nights chatting to

  her while she slept, stifling giggles behind my hand as I tried to get my little sister to say something I could embarrass her with the next day. If I wasn’t so tired now and likely to fall

  asleep well before her (I’m the older one; I’m more knackered), I would still do it – it’s hilarious.




  Most summers, my parents and little sis and I joined forces with two or three other families, and we all headed off for a week ‘Down the Islands’. Men, women and

  children were packed into tiny motor boats called pirogues, which chugged out of Port of Spain and along the coastline until they came to one of the series of little islands dotted around the north

  coast of Trinidad. They were pretty much uninhabi ted, but a few had holiday homes on them, some better than others. The sugar company owned a two-storey wooden house, with a few basic bedrooms and

  bathrooms. Us children slept in a huge room lined with bunk beds, while the adults had their own rooms. I loved being Down the Islands, but best of all was staying at Mayaro, another beach in

  Trinidad. It wasn’t as pretty as Maracas or even Down the Islands, but lots of families had second homes there and would decamp for the weekend. Houses there were far enough from the sea that

  creepy crawlies didn’t get in.




  Down the Islands, the house seemed to creak like an old boat, and quite often crabs wandered in, and silverfish wriggled on the damp wooden floors at night. There was always sand underfoot and

  freshly caught fish in ice-boxes waiting to be gutted and barbecued. There was no TV, no Nintendo DS or Wii, only a stereo on which the adults played their country music, soca and Sixties medleys

  loudly until the wee hours.




  The only things to do Down the Islands were fish, sail and swim. I got bored hanging a line over the jetty waiting for fish to bite, as it never happened like in the cartoons – it took

  AGES. I was also secretly frightened of the deep, dark water and only went in to swim if there was someone else there with me. A barracuda had been seen nearby on one of our trips, and that was

  enough to scare me out of the water. I liked sailing in the little boat, but only if someone else took me out in it; I wasn’t skilled or confident enough to try it on my own. I could probably

  have sailed off all right; it was finding my way back that would have been the problem. And again, I was frightened of falling in; this was the very thing that made me a good sailor, as I could

  contort myself into any position while the boat bucked and rolled and the sail whipped around my head, just to avoid the bottomless green water.




  So I would babysit the others. To stay busy I’d keep an eye on my little sister, who didn’t seem to have half the fears I did, jumping off the jetty into the unknown at a

  moment’s notice. She’d done it once on an earlier stay, while Mum was having a quiet afternoon swim. She’d jumped straight in, armbands on, and doggy-paddled up to Mum. Then

  she’d flung her arms around her neck and clung on, while Mum’s head went under. It was a great game to a four-year-old, and soon she was squeezing her arms around Mum’s neck and

  giggling, while Mum went down into the deep green sea. Whenever Mum’s head came up, and her mouth opened to gasp for breath, little sis squeezed harder and pushed her down. Eventually, one of

  the other grown-ups noticed that mum wasn’t playing, she was drowning, and he dived in fully clothed to rescue her.
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