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Introduction


‘Life always waits for some crisis to occur before revealing itself at its most brilliant.’


Eleven Minutes, Paulo Coelho


In our respective bedrooms, we both have a slightly different version of the same painting hanging on the wall. It shows a middle-aged man carrying his young daughter in his arms. She looks exhausted, dejected, broken, he – strong, steadfast, benevolent; he is her last hope.


The painting is called The Prodigal Daughter, and was created by our artist friend, Charlie Mackesy. Charlie painted it some years ago for a friend of his who was going through a dark time in her life. It was his way of trying to show her that she was not alone, and that she was loved.


The image was inspired by the well-known parable of the lost son, from the New Testament. If you aren’t familiar with the story, it begins with the younger of two sons asking his father to give him his share of the estate on which they live. The father agrees and divides the property. When the younger son receives his money, he packs his belongings and leaves his father’s house to travel across faraway lands.


While away, the son squanders all of his inheritance on living a wild and immoral life, until one day famine hits the country and he has no money left to live off. He doesn’t go back home, assuming his father will have disowned him because of his shameful behaviour.


Instead, the son goes to work feeding pigs, but is given no food to eat and soon finds himself starving and desperate. Having hit rock bottom, he decides that his last resort is now his only option, so he swallows his pride and returns to his father's estate.


As he approaches the house, his father sees him from a long way off and runs to greet him with open arms, much to the son’s surprise; the last thing he was expecting was for his father to actually be happy to see him, considering his wrongdoings. Yet, the father is so overjoyed that his youngest son has returned to him at last, that he calls for his servants to prepare the most exquisite of feasts to celebrate.


This story has become profoundly significant to us over the last few years. It mirrors our own personal experience of losing our way to a series of self-sabotaging and destructive choices, and slowly finding our way back to ourselves. In our lowest moments, it reminded us that no matter how far off the track we may have strayed, there was always the hope of a happier future. But, in order to get there, we first had to admit that we needed help, just like the son from the story.


Like us, you may have already undergone (or be in the midst of) your own personal crisis or ‘dark night of the soul’; most humans inevitably experience one sooner or later. Whether you lost your way as a result of grief, heartbreak, substance abuse, depression, anxiety or anything else, it doesn’t really matter; we believe there is a solution. This book is our attempt to demonstrate how it works.


 


We first met in our early twenties at drama school – a fragile and challenging period for the both of us due to the extremely competitive nature of the environment, and the physical and emotional demands it placed on its students.


Our friendship grew stronger when we graduated and were thrust out into the scary, uncertain world of work (or lack of, in our case), and we soon became each other’s most supportive wing-woman.


While we shared a common predisposition to alcohol and unhealthy relationships with the opposite sex, we were very different people at our core. One of us strongly identified herself as a ‘Sailor’ character type – an extrovert who loved adventure, spontaneity and freedom, but also struggled with commitment, reliability and selfishness. The other was more of a ‘Farmer’ – an introvert who valued loyalty, stability and routine, but also had a tendency to control and micromanage the circumstances and people around her in order to feel safe.


The Sailor had had a painful and dysfunctional upbringing, as her parents were active drug addicts until her mid-teens. Yet, she was also raised with spirituality and religion as a normal part of life. The Farmer had enjoyed a more stable, happy childhood, and while faith in a religious sense was never explored at home, her parents had encouraged her to live by a set of moral and ethical principles.


Yet, despite having different personalities and life experiences, there was an unspoken bond of understanding between us, and by our mid-twenties we found ourselves in very similar places. It was a time when both of us were at the pinnacle of our unhappiness, and feeling more lost and alone than ever.


We’d grown up watching our parents’ generation battling with their own issues – affairs, divorces, addictions, financial struggles and nervous breakdowns – often referred to as a ‘mid-life crisis’. However, due to the rapid increase in the pace of modern life, it was no longer just the older ones struggling through a mental and emotional crisis of identity – it was us, too.


Like many of our friends, we’d been frantically devoting all our time and energy towards making our external lives look as good as we wanted them to feel. Was it any wonder, when the world around us fetishised the outer notions of beauty, fame and fortune, valuing such attributes far more than internal ones such as kindness, honesty and compassion? Not only that, but the growing impact of social media was beginning to make it incredibly difficult to keep up appearances.


Every day, we were being bombarded with the same message: that our worth was determined by our perceived value in the social marketplace. Followers and fans were our equity, and having more of them meant we were winning. Soon, we found ourselves meticulously curating every aspect of our lives – both on and offline – in a desperate bid to fit in. However, even when we successfully managed to make things look good on the outside, we still ended up feeling duped somehow, because this superficial validation failed to make up for our very real sense of emptiness.


Along with our peers, we did not grow up in an environment that encouraged us to express our pain in healthy ways. Britain, in particular, has a long-standing reputation for maintaining a ‘stiff upper lip’ in trying times – a reserved, stoical attitude when it comes to dealing with difficult emotions.


Any child who is not provided a healthy framework within which to process their pain is naturally going to develop all sorts of neuroses and insecurities as they attempt to transition into adulthood. Couple this with the added social pressures that insist on perfection and success above all else, and the premature arrival of a life crisis is not only probable, it is inevitable.


Feeling an enormous sense of urgency  to ‘make it’ in both work and love before we were deemed too old and irrelevant, we desperately clung to relationships way past their sell-by dates, and, scrabbling to create a name for ourselves in the acting industry, we longed to have some form of significance in a world that was growing louder and more frightening by the minute.


We became increasingly anxious that we’d never have the success that we were assured would equate to happiness (or, if we did manage to get it, we feared we’d lose it). With every decision that we made, we panicked that the key to our fulfilment lay in one of the many options we hadn’t chosen. We were depressed that others seemed to manifest the outer stamps of abundance – the relationship, the career, the money – so much more effortlessly than we could ever hope to. This in turn bred resentment and jealousy (which often disguised itself as sarcasm and superiority).


With mounting invitations to engagement parties and baby showers, it felt as though time was starting to run out. We knew that, on the one hand, we were hard-working, intelligent girls who were extremely fortunate in comparison to much of the world. Yet, we found ourselves on the brink of an existential crisis, wondering what the point of trying so hard was, if we were only going to die anyway.


We didn’t really want to (or know how to) talk about our problems, so instead we numbed ourselves to the reality of them via the predictable refuges of sex, drink, drugs and shopping, clutching at fleeting moments of joy, which left as fast as they came.


We wished away our weekdays in eager anticipation of the weekend, our next holiday and a summer of festivals. These certainly did a great job of distracting us from how afraid and depressed we were feeling. But this solution was only ever temporary, because ultimately the things we were using to perk ourselves up were the very things that were bringing us down.


As soon as the sun came up and the party was over, we’d be chucked back into our realities, significantly poorer, our bodies and minds drained and depleted through excessive drink or drugs consumption, our souls a little saddened by the fact that we had no choice but to sit in our misery once more. So, we’d start eagerly planning and looking forward to the next time we could escape.


Soon, our gradual demise became a self-fulfilling prophecy; we were self-destructive because we felt bad about ourselves, and we felt bad about ourselves because we were self-destructive.


We were just about holding our lives together, however unmanageable they were starting to become. We were more or less making ends meet through sporadic acting work and our part-time jobs – even though the latter was making us miserable. We may have constantly struggled with our skin, weight and body image, but we didn’t have full-blown eating disorders and, although we were consuming relatively high levels of intoxicating substances on a regular basis, we weren’t physically addicted, so rehab wasn’t a viable option. Essentially, we weren’t quite bad enough to warrant any kind of intervention to force us to take action and change, so we just stayed stuck.


It didn’t escape us that perhaps we were looking for a solution to our problems in all the wrong places. Not even we were naive enough to think that the answers we were searching for lay at the bottom of a bottle of wine or in the arms of a new lover. But, even when we did attempt to look for help from the magazine columns and other media we were consuming at the time, we were constantly told the same thing: that to be happier and build a better future for ourselves, we needed to start making better choices – do more exercise, cut out the junk food, get eight hours' sleep and end relationships that were bad for us. Which is, of course, exactly right. But what they failed to acknowledge is that it’s very difficult to make better choices when you’re a mess on the inside.


And that brings us to the message of this book – the solution that we’d been unconsciously seeking for decades: ‘Focus on the insides, and the outsides will take care of themselves.’


What we didn’t know when this advice was first given to us, is that it was to set in motion a chain of parallel events, experiences and much-needed life lessons, which began by us both independently exploring a healthier way of living through Twelve Step programmes.


A Twelve Step programme is a set of spiritual principles that provide a practical approach to dealing with problems such as alcoholism, drug, food, work and love addiction, and many more.


Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) was the first Twelve Step fellowship, and was founded in Ohio, America in 1935 by Bill Wilson and Dr Bob Smith. The original Twelve Steps were published in the 1939 book Alcoholics Anonymous: The Story of How More Than One Hundred Men Have Recovered from Alcoholism. This method was then adjusted and formed the basis for many other Twelve Step fellowships (of which there are currently over 200 different types worldwide).


These fellowships all share the same basic belief: that addiction of any kind – whether it’s substance based, or more linked to codependency within relationships – is a kind of spiritual disease, a dis-ease of the soul. This results from acting out self-destructive patterns that get progressively worse over time, if not confronted. The solution, according to the Twelve Steps, must therefore be spiritual in nature, also.


Although we’d had very different upbringings, we found that the Twelve Step philosophy resonated with both of us in a profound way. After all, contrary to what the world around us had led us to believe, we weren’t in crisis because we didn’t have the career, the relationship or the body we desired – even celebrities at the height of their fame and success seemed to be falling apart in front of our eyes. We were in crisis because our obsession with attaining these outer things had left us emotionally and spiritually bankrupt.


Having dipped our toes into the world of self-help, it was not all that surprising that we both became drawn to and began relationships with two sober addicts who were in Twelve Step fellowships themselves.


However, in mid-2012, both boyfriends dumped us on the very same day. When we learned of our similar fates, we realised that we ultimately had two choices: go back to our old ways, or continue to forge ahead along this new spiritual path that we’d begun treading.


Armed with each other for mutual support (and the sense that the bizarre timing of our break-ups had to be more than a mere coincidence . . .) we opted for the latter. We decided to use all the addictive energy we’d previously directed towards obsessing over our relationships, to healing our insides through the tools and practices that are set out in this book.


Although the first few months of living in this new way were very challenging, before too long our entire outlook on the world (and ourselves) had changed almost beyond recognition. For the first time, we felt truly good about who we were, and where we were going.


This internal transformation was mirrored on the outside, too. We looked much healthier, found ourselves reconnecting to our creativity, and eventually began attracting attention from men who were much more emotionally available than our previous romantic partners had been.


After experiencing the extraordinary benefits of this new way of life, we felt inspired to share what we’d learned with the friends around us who also tended to gravitate towards drama and chaos. One thing led to another, and three months after our respective break-ups, Addictive Daughter was born with the intention of making the basic spiritual concepts and tools – that had helped us accessible, engaging and relevant to those that might not come into contact with them otherwise.


Today, we still experience our fair share of problems; life is still life, unpredictable and confusing at times. Being human, we do still make mistakes and revisit old patterns of self-destructive behaviour occasionally. The difference is that now we have a vast range of tools to help us manoeuvre our way through the lows so much faster. When we choose to use these tools, life begins to flow again, and when we don’t, unsurprisingly, we find ourselves stuck once more. These tools are all of ours for the taking, but it’s up to each of us individually to pick them up and put them into practice.


How This Book Works


Our goal with this book is not to tell you the specific details of how you should live your life – whether you should go teetotal, end a stressful relationship, or what exact diet and exercise plan you should take up. Our intention is to give you the opportunity to get to know yourself, to explore what you want out of life – and how you might go about making that happen in a way that works for you.


This book is divided into three parts, which each have five chapters for you to work through at your own pace. In order for the narrative and nature of the work to make sense, we would encourage you to read through this book chronologically first time around. You may want to revisit certain chapters in isolation at a later date.


The first section is all about becoming aware of your negative habits and patterns, and what lies beneath them.


The second will introduce you to the spiritual principles and tools that will help you begin the process of healing. These spiritual principles are predominantly (but not exclusively) based on Twelve Step philosophy.


The third part will guide you to take big action in all areas of your life, inspiring you to become the best possible version of yourself, inside and out.


Each chapter incorporates a relevant story from both of our lives, as well as insights and practical exercises to keep you moving forward. We’ve chosen to focus on some of the more extreme examples from our past in order to make the various chapter themes clearer. Our narratives may be far more, or far less, extreme than your own, but we urge you to look out for the similarities, not the differences. For example, you might not have had multiple one-night stands, blacked out from drinking too much or grown up around drug addiction, but you may relate to the feelings of loneliness, fear and resentment associated with these experiences. In other words, focus more on the emotions and thought patterns that speak to you, and less on the specific circumstances and situations.


Perhaps you’re holding this book in your hands, eager to find another way, knowing for sure that your own stopped working some time ago. If that’s the case, then you’ll likely work through all the exercises first time round and see big change, fast – as we did.


Or, maybe, you’ve come to this book intrigued, but cynical, and not sure that you have all that much to inwardly examine. You might read through the chapters and develop some awareness about yourself, but are not quite ready to do all the written and practical exercises straight away – that’s fine, too; this book may have come into your possession simply to plant a seed.


Whichever camp you fall into, our hope is that the coming chapters will at least cast some light on those areas that have so far been kept in the dark corners of your unawareness.


Don’t be fooled, though. While the solutions in this book work, they are not a magic pill or a ‘quick fix’. You’re about to embark on a journey, a way of life. It’s simple, but it’s not easy, because it’s so different from what most of us are used to. In fact, you could do the work in this book several times over, each time going in at a much deeper level.


Our main advice is just to begin. There’s never going to be the perfect time to start this process, and you’re not ever going to feel completely ‘ready’. There will always be a reason to put it off until tomorrow and justify staying in your rut, because it’s easier in the short term. Don’t wait for your ducks to all be lined up in a neat little row; start where you are.


What You Need


We recommend getting yourself a journal that’s big enough to write a fair amount in, but small enough to carry around with you. One of the main tasks in this book is regular writing exercises and we have found that these are most effective when hand-written. However, if a phone or tablet is more convenient for you, feel free to use that instead.


As well as answering the questions in each chapter, we encourage you to try and journal daily to keep a running document of your progress. Perhaps commit to writing two or three pages every morning while you work through this book, just noting down how you’re feeling or what you’re struggling with that day.


Another useful thing to do that will enhance your experience is to create a space for yourself where you can meditate, read, journal and have some quiet time – whether it’s in your bedroom, or in a quiet corner of your living room or office. Make this space as comfortable and cosy as you can – use candles, cushions, pictures and anything else that helps you feel calm and relax.


Self-Care


If you find yourself in the midst of a life crisis of sorts, it’s likely that you’ve been burning the candle at both ends when it comes to unhealthy habits. We’ll be looking at this in more depth in the third section of the book. In the meantime, start to become aware of those habits and make it your intention to look after yourself as well as you can as you work through the chapters.


You’ll probably find that a lot of feelings are going to come up that may be painful. In order to be able to face them head on – instead of numbing your pain with addictive vices – you need to be taking good care of yourself.


Make an effort to eat as healthily as possible and do some exercise throughout the week, as well as getting around seven to eight hours of sleep. Also, set the intention to do one loving thing for yourself each day, whether it’s taking a bath, booking yourself a hair appointment, or getting an early night – whatever works for you.


A Final Note


The Chinese word for crisis is made up of two characters – one signifying ‘danger’ and the other ‘opportunity’. As anyone who has successfully made it through their own ‘dark night of the soul’ will tell you, the only way out is through; sweeping things under the carpet and hoping that they disappear simply doesn’t work.


Our twenties and thirties are the launch pad to the rest of our lives; the decisions we make in them will dramatically impact where we are in ten years’ time. Doing this work now provides you with the opportunity to make some much-needed changes that your future self will thank you for.


Whatever difficulties any of us may have experienced over the years, we’re ultimately all accountable for the choices we go on to make, and if we want to heal and improve our lives, the responsibility to do so lies solely with us.


Finally, you may perhaps feel that working through a book like this in order to make yourself feel better is both self-indulgent or narcissistic. Several of our life-coaching clients have told us that this was one of the reasons they put off asking for help for so long. We want to assure you that, in fact, the very opposite is true. You’re of no service to the world when you’re living from a place of unhappiness and self-destruction. You can’t give what you don’t have. If you really want to make a difference in the world, put your own oxygen mask on first, then you’ll have far more energy and joy to share with others. As Shakespeare wrote, ‘Self-love, my liege, is not so vile a sin, as self-neglecting.’










Part one


The


Problem


 


An old fable we love clearly demonstrates the idea of letting go of the things that hold us back. It describes how natives used to hunt monkeys in Indonesia. There are several different versions of the tale, but essentially the message is always the same: the key was to let the monkey catch herself.


 


The hunter would take a coconut and cut a small hole in the top of it, just big enough for a monkey to squeeze her little hand into. Then he would scoop out all the coconut-y goodness from inside and drop a pebble into the hole at the top. The hunter would place the coconut on the ground, and take cover in some nearby foliage, where he would wait for an unsuspecting monkey to wander into the trap.


The monkey would appear, pick up the coconut, shake it, and hear the pebble rattling around inside. She would peer into the hole: I want that pebble, the monkey would think. Then, as predicted, she would squeeze her little hand into the hole, and close her fist around the pebble.


The hunter knew that the monkey would never be able to get her hand out of the small hole as long as she clutched on to the pebble. Even when the huntsman came out to capture and kill the creature – who could not escape up a tree as long as she had the coconut stuck to her hand – it would never occur to the monkey that all she had to do to liberate herself, was to simply let go of the pebble.


 


The first part of this book focuses on what that pebble represents for you. Divided into five chapters – fear, control, shame, denial and resentment – we explore how each of these manifest in our thoughts, beliefs and actions, rippling outwards, creating waves through every area of our lives.


The concept of self-examination in order to identify one’s shortcomings is nothing new in the world of spirituality. In Buddhism, it’s mandatory for monks to confess any wrongdoing to their superiors, while confession is a well-known requirement in the Roman Catholic faith. The Twelve Step approach also encourages this identification of ‘character defects’, where an individual lists their mistakes and past hurts, before sharing and discussing them with someone they trust, who has worked through the Twelve Steps themselves.


It’s important not to discard and minimise what has hurt us in the past. Often, by comparing our suffering to others we know, we feel that our own pales in comparison. Or, because our painful situation has now blown over, we believe it shouldn’t affect us any longer. However, if something was traumatic at the time, it will keep coming up until it’s properly processed. And if it isn’t worked through, it will continue to affect us adversely.


In Greek tragedy, the noun ‘hamartia’ is used to describe a protagonist’s tragic flaw, which leads to their ultimate destruction. This flaw ensures that the character's plot culminates in the reversal from good fortune to eventual downfall.


In many instances, we witness a character’s hamartia play out as pride or inflated ego – in being too proud to ask for help, admitting they may be wrong, or shunning that quiet, knowing voice of their soul. In exactly the same way, we also have character defects, often manifesting as a particular area of struggle that shows up time and time again for us.


In whatever way this outer struggle may present itself, whether it’s attracting dysfunctional lovers, drinking too much, shopping, always being broke, pornography, disordered eating, being addicted to drama, people-pleasing or anything in between, it’s actually all one and the same. Our external realities and the way we experience life are a consequence of our internal thoughts.


Our individual ability to make positive decisions is in direct proportion to how mentally and emotionally healthy we are, as we act in accordance with our belief system. When we’re in a state of crisis, it’s inevitable that our belief system is going to be negative and self-defeating if we are not internally healthy, and so too will our actions be.


This is where our ego often starts to whisper . . . Oh, I’m not that bad, I’ll grow up and grow out of these habits, or even, This is just the way I am – there’s no changing it now. Since our thoughts inform our choices, habits and wider reality, without intervention, things slowly and insidiously grow more extreme. That, we can almost guarantee.


At this point, we ask only that you keep an open mind. The reality is that investigating the more negative parts of self that you may not yet be aware of, are perhaps reluctant to own (or doubt you’re able to change), takes courage. Part one of the book is going to invite you to take a look at your innermost thought processes: the internal blocks that are keeping you stuck.


We are the way we are because of our history. Each of us has wreckage from our past to clear, and, in order to do that, awareness is key. Only then can we move towards a place of acceptance and, further, begin to take the action to work through it. It’s no good trying to quit external behaviours until we understand, on a very personal level, the why behind the things we do. Acknowledging our weaker spots or failings is not intended to make us feel bad or guilty; it’s actually about setting ourselves free.


Don’t expect to acquire all the answers in this section, since its primary aim is for self-reflection. Working through these chapters is about understanding yourself more fully, in preparation for the solution laid out in the following two sections of this book.


Our hope for you is that you decide to approach these topics bravely, with a willingness to discover things previously unseen. Some of part one will undoubtedly feel heavy, and you may well experience overwhelm and a reluctance to continue. Our advice is to keep on anyway, especially when you feel resistance.










Chapter 1


Fear


Persia


‘No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear.’


A Grief Observed, C.S. Lewis


It’s the week before Christmas, and I’m stood on the stage at the front of my primary school’s local church in south-west London, about to start singing the ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ solo. This is a real achievement, as not only is it the most highly revered role in Lake Hill School’s annual carol service, but I’ve somehow managed to win it over my best friend Salena, who’s pipped me to the post every single year since we can both remember.


Salena and I have always been competitive with each other – probably because we’ve more or less been brought up as sisters. Her parents own the stables where I ride on the weekends, and spending so much time together inevitably means that, as much as we love one another, we also can’t stand each other. Maybe it’s because we’re so similar – feisty, bossy and used to being top dog in social situations. However, with her long, thick hair and big brown eyes, I’ve always been secretly afraid that she’s much prettier than I am. This is why I’m so happy that it’s me standing front and centre stage today, not her.


As I wait for the piano cue from our singing teacher, Mrs Rooney, I glance towards the back of the church, certain that I’ll see my parents slip in any moment now, flustered and out of breath from rushing to make my performance on time.


The doors remain closed for the rest of the service.


When it’s over, and I’ve said goodbye to my friends and teachers, I leave the church and take my big red Sony Walkman out of my rucksack. Placing the earphones over the top of my bobble hat, I press play and begin the five-minute walk to my family’s terraced house through the grizzly mid-December afternoon. ‘A Little Fall of Rain’ from my Les Misérables cassette begins to play.


As I arrive outside my front door, I brace myself, anxious as to what scene might lie the other side of it. I put my key in the lock, turning up the volume on my Walkman as I do so. I open the door to find that all the lights are off. Creeping up the stairs, I glance into the living room on the first floor to see my mum asleep on the sofa. The TV is blaring, but I don’t hear what’s on because of Jean Valjean’s voice booming through my headphones.


Dad appears to be out, and my big sister and baby brother don’t seem to be here, either. I let out a sigh of relief and quietly make my way up to my room.


While my life may look like that of your average suburban nine-year-old, the reality is that my parents are high-functioning drug addicts. I don’t really understand what that means at this time. I just know that something feels very, very wrong at my home – and I think some of it might be my fault.


Mum and Dad met on a houseboat in Amsterdam when he was nineteen, and she in her early twenties. Both kindred spirits that had run away from their own troubled upbringings, they were each looking for an escape – and the hedonistic backdrop of 1980s Amsterdam was it.


Mum was a headstrong punk model with multicoloured hair and a bulldog named Too Bad, and a kitten called Cliché and Dad a mischievous young traveller who’d got mixed up in selling drugs after falling in with the wrong crowd.


She first realised she was in love with Dad when, on returning to their friend’s houseboat after a three-day bender to discover the cat’s food bowl was crawling with maggots, Dad picked it up and disposed of both bowl and surrounding maggots like it was no big deal. Mum said she’d never met anyone so manly before, and within a few months, they’d opened their own punk clothes shop in the heart of Amsterdam.


Falling pregnant with my sister, they swiftly returned to London, got married and moved into their first flat, while Mum worked various part-time jobs and Dad began forging himself a career in property. Eighteen months after the birth of my sister, I showed up.


No stranger to risk-taking, Dad soon started his ascent up the property ladder, despite having only one O level to his name. But, just as Dad’s career is progressing, so too is both my parents’ substance abuse. Mum’s also going through chemo after contracting hepatitis C from a blood transfusion, so spends much of her time asleep in the living room.


In the words of Oscar Wilde’s Lady Bracknell, ‘To lose one parent . . . may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose both looks like carelessness’. Having two parents so unavailable does feel unfortunate, and it does feel like a loss – a profound one; I miss them both terribly.


For much of my early childhood, I’ve been confused as to why I feel so afraid of being at home, where there is an ever-present feeling of tension in the air. It’s as though we’re all living inside a pot of boiling water, and the pressure could blow the lid off at any moment.


My parents never really say it out loud, but I know that I’m not supposed to tell anyone what’s going on behind closed doors, and I rarely ever invite friends over. Life here feels like one big secret, shrouded in uncertainty and sadness. Although I’m never neglected physically, the emotional abandonment my siblings and I undergo feels just as painful as if we were.


So, for the past couple of years I’ve spent the majority of my time at Salena’s parents’ stables and home, leaving my sister Evie to bear the brunt of looking after our baby brother, Toby. This makes me feel really guilty, but it’s the lesser of two evils and I don’t know what else to do.


Evie’s the rebellious sister with the huge heart, I the achiever – selfish, but successful. While Evie puts everyone else before herself, my first instinct is always self-preservation.


I seek refuge from the frequent fights in the house in any way I can, scrupulously crafting my very own fantasy land to drown out the pain of my real one. The moment I hear so much as a raised voice, out comes the Sony Walkman and Les Misérables. In my short little life span, I’ve become an expert at hiding and isolating whenever I feel unsafe.


A born perfectionist, I also spend an abnormal amount of time studying for tests and exams – often until the early hours of the morning. It’s not uncommon for my bedroom walls to be plastered from top to bottom with Post-it Notes, mind-maps and diagrams – much like the bulletin board for evidence in a detective’s office.


Studying at least brings me some much-needed validation: the year after I win the ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ solo, I stay up all night revising for weeks and get 100 per cent in my history exam on the Normans, an achievement I go on to mirror some years later when I come joint top in the country in my English Literature GCSE while my dad’s in rehab. But, the recognition and praise I garner from my parents as a result is always short-lived, and they soon retreat back into their own fantasy land.


Rowdy parties have become quite commonplace in our home. My sister and I know all the words to Haddaway’s ‘What Is Love’ – mainly because everyone’s too drunk to change the CD, so it just plays the same few tracks again and again.


Recently, I’ve got very addicted to telling lies to Salena and the rest of my school friends – stupid ones, like I’ve appeared in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat in the West End and I have a boyfriend in Ireland. I want my friends to feel as jealous of me as I do of them.


Although I am a wallflower at home, desperate to be invisible amidst the chaos, outside of it I’m a full-blown drama queen and attention seeker. I thrust myself onto any stage that will have me, determined to be the best at every pursuit I try my hand at. I constantly measure my accomplishments up against those of my peers; when I ‘win’, this satisfies my ego’s need to feel superior, but when I don’t, my biggest fear is confirmed: that I’m neither good enough, nor loveable.


I’m bad, I’m bad, I’m bad, my subconscious tells me whenever things are rough at home and Evie steps up, and I check out. Pretty soon, this becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy and I start to behave very badly towards those I love the most.


Joey


‘We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light.’


Plato


‘SHE’S AN ANGEL, BUT SHE SINS SOMETIMES, DRESSED IN WHITE, GETS DRUNK ON RED WINE . . .’


We sing at the top of our lungs on the ride home from school. Kristen and I know every beat and every word of every song from the Alisha Rules the World album and we belt it out in her white Volvo 440, with windows down and manual sunroof ajar.


Kristen looks just like me. She is fair and freckly, with blue-green eyes and blonde-flecked hair. In my mind, she is the epitome of cool. She’s my go-to advice source when conflict arises with classmates (which is often – I’m a strong-willed kid). I love that she always knows exactly what to say and I soak it all up, word for word, ready to relay it to the offending party the following day at school. 


I am seven and Kristen, nineteen. That would make her an extremely young mother if I were her own. I haven’t really thought this through – and clearly neither have any of my classmates – who’ve totally bought into the story that Kristen is my mum. After all, she’s the face at the school gates every day, the one who feeds me, washes and irons my stuff, the one I share all my school-day sagas with. It doesn’t feel like so much of a lie but, of course, if we’re being black and white about it, it isn’t strictly true either. I actually have a wonderful mum and dad of my own, who love me very much. Kristen is my full-time nanny; my two-year-old sister and I have had several nannies and child-minders over the years, since both my parents work demanding jobs that often require travel.


My dad was born and raised in Zimbabwe, only moving to England after he graduated from university in South Africa to escape the pressures of apartheid and seek a new life across the ocean. He is one of the most relaxed people you’ll ever meet (‘So relaxed he’s practically horizontal’, Mum often says), yet when he loses it, he really loses it. When Dad goes from mellow to monster, you really don’t want to be on the receiving end of it. We both possess a fiery stubbornness that, thankfully, only surfaces once in a blue moon. Mum, on the other hand, is far less Zen when it comes to day-to-day living. Always frantically busy, she’s the hard worker and eternal worrier of the family, never managing to sit down, and yet somehow always available to anyone in need of her support. She’s an unusual mixture of ruthlessly determined and nurturing, and in years to come I will grow to be very like her in my desire to control and fix other people (generally for their greater good, in our defence).


Both my parents came from humble beginnings, Dad as the only child of his parents out in Africa, where, as my grandma likes to reminisce, they ‘used to sell their clothes in order to eat’. Meanwhile Mum, who was raised by working-class parents near Manchester, was awarded an academic scholarship at her local grammar school and hustled her way to success, eventually leaving university with top grades. Both my parents arduously climbed the corporate ladder over the years at the same company, paving the way for the comfortable family life they envisioned.


Before meeting Dad, Mum was in an on-off relationship with a man only ever referred to these days as ‘John Smith’ (she’s always refused to reveal his true identity, lest I search for him on the internet). John Smith was a typical loveable rogue – a heavy boozer, pothead and womaniser – who early on had given Mum a torn but handsome photograph of himself in a white suit. She spent several chaotic years with John Smith, but knew he was no good for her, once pleading with a close girlfriend over a glass of red, ‘Never let me marry that man’. In hindsight, that would’ve proved difficult, since John Smith was married to someone else all along – the picture he’d given her was in fact half of his wedding photograph, ripped down the middle.


On a holiday abroad with a group of mutual friends from work, Mum and Dad’s worlds collided and, although both in relationships at the time, Dad promptly dumped his current squeeze and Mum ended things with John Smith for good. My parents have been the best of friends and happily married ever since.


Anyway, back to me. My favourite film, to date, is Harriet the Spy. In it, the lead character, Harriet, is also very attached to her nanny, Ole Golly. The story touches me at my core. I see myself in Harriet – particularly as, like me, she’s a girl who finds comfort in the structure and certainty of things. She refuses to eat anything but tomato sandwiches. I get this – not her taste in sandwiches so much, but her yearning for the familiar.


 


Harriet M. Welsch: How long have you known me, Golly?


Ole Golly: Since you were born. That’s 11 years and 12,000 tomato sandwiches ago.


Harriet M. Welsch: And you’ll never leave me, right?


Ole Golly: Well I won’t leave you leave you, but one day you’ll be old enough and . . . well, old enough to take care of yourself and when that day comes you won’t need me around anymore. But that day is not today.


 


I relate to Harriet to such an extent that I’ve appointed myself as chief spy of my own village, where I live in the north of England, and I take my neighbourhood-watch duties very seriously. Through practice, I’ve become a highly skilled tree-climber and often break into neighbours’ gardens to eavesdrop on their conversations. Dad has helped me to construct a spy belt (just like Harriet’s) and I too have my own spy book. In it, I write down everything I see.


My upbringing is stable and full of love, and yet, I am an intense and sometimes angry child. I prefer to keep my bedroom curtains closed during the daytime and, much to Mum’s dismay, my wardrobe is comprised of almost entirely black clothing. I fixate on things often, things that I feel empathetic towards. When I do, my head’s consumed with little else.


‘Really Jo, you’re getting obsessive now, please stop,’ Mum will plead.


But it’s just the way my mind works; some things take a strong hold of my headspace. On a lighter note, I’m currently devoted to all things Forever Friends, which is reflected strongly in my choice of bedroom decor; everything is on theme. Forever Friends bedcover, pillows, curtains, photo frames, wall art and pyjamas – my room’s like a museum for it. My fascinations and compulsions manifest in many ways. Not long ago, Kristen and I made homemade chocolate liqueurs for Father’s Day and, finding them moreish, I sat by the fridge where they were on trays cooling and ate my way through the entire lot. Not surprisingly, she refused to help me make another batch.


Sitting on the ledge of my bedroom window, I clasp my half of the Forever Friends heart necklace that Kristen gave me as a gift some months ago. She has the other half of the heart but I notice she doesn’t wear hers nearly as much as I do mine. Dad hates me sitting up here. I’ve often asked him whether, if I fell from the windowsill by accident, I would die. He thinks not. I’m not so sure though, from up here the hard stone of the patio below looks menacing. I suppose today is the day we’ll find out.


The worst bit in Harriet the Spy is when Ole Golly decides to leave Harriet. Last night, Mum broke the news that Kristen is doing an Ole Golly on me. As usual, Kristen picked me up from school today and I’ve retreated up to my room in silence, leaving her downstairs in the kitchen with my baby sister. While I am aware that even having a nanny puts my family in a very privileged light, when you take a step back, what you’re left with is a little girl who grows attached to people who sooner or later disappear.


 


Harriet M. Welsch: Are you gonna go be some other kid’s nanny now?


Ole Golly: And love them more than you? Never. Remember in my life, in this world, there will always only be one Harriet.


 


I lean as far as I can out of my window without losing balance, surveying the ground beneath me. Do I count to three? Close my eyes? I definitely want to be found with this necklace in my hand – that way Mum and Kristen will know the cause of my agony. I pull myself back on the ledge slightly and interlace the chain more firmly between my fingers. No chance of it separating from me now. I shuffle forwards again, my heart pounding loudly in my chest. With my eyes closed, I begin to count silently in my head, One, two . . . three . . . I’m still here. Five, I’ll go on five. Four, I squeeze my eyes tight . . . fi—


‘JO?’ Kristen yells from the bottom of the stairs. ‘TEA’S READY.’


I must have been holding my breath, as my chest’s bursting. I exhale heavily and open my eyes. I am actually quite hungry . . . I cautiously swivel my legs round back into my room, hop down from the window ledge, and head to the kitchen for dinner.
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