
  
  
      
        
          Amor Fati 

          An Incredible True Story of Survival, Hope & Healing

		      
          Zoë Collins

        

        
          
          The Crystal Cove

        

      

    


  
  



[image: ]


First published by The Crystal Cove 2026
An imprint of Zoë Collins 
County Clare, Ireland
www.thecrystalcove.ie
thecrystalcove.ie@gmail.com

First Edition


Copyright © Zoë Collins 2026


A catalogue record of this book is available
from the National Library of Ireland
and the British Library.

ISBN (paperback): 978-1-9194629-0-5


All rights reserved. 


Zoë Collins asserts the moral right to be 
identified as the author of this work. 
No portion of this book may be reproduced
or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopying, recording, or by any 
information storage and retrieval system, 
without permission in writing 
from the publisher. 


Cover design: Zoë Collins
Interior Illustrations: Zoë Collins


All illustrations in this book were created with the
assistance of artificial intelligence technology and
finalised by the author. The author retains full
creative and editorial responsibility for the content.
 


















  
  
A Note to Readers 





This memoir is a true account of my experiences, written to the best of my memory and with consideration for those whose lives intersected with my own. In order to protect the privacy of individuals, some names and identifying details have been changed. These do not alter the emotional truth of the events described. 

Note that this book is classified as true crime because it documents real criminal acts and their lifelong impact on a real person. The absence of formal charges does not change the reality of what occurred, nor the truth of the harm endured. In many cases, silence and inaction are part of the crime's legacy. This story is shared to bear witness, to reclaim voice, and to affirm that survival itself is an act of truth.

Please be aware some chapters contains descriptions of abuse, medical trauma, and suicide, some of which may be difficult or distressing for many readers. I share these experiences not to dwell in pain, but to offer understanding, connection, and hope to those who may be walking similar paths. Readers are encouraged to be mindful of themselves and to engage with this material at their own pace.

The experiences and reflections related to health and healing in this memoir are personal and are not intended as medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. This book does not replace professional medical or mental healthcare. Readers should consult qualified healthcare providers regarding any medical or mental health concerns. At the back of this book, I have provided a list of resources that may help if you or someone you know, are struggling, in crisis, or in need of support.

It is my sincere intention that, even through the hardest moments described in these pages, this story ultimately stands as a testament to resilience, healing, and the quiet, persistent presence of light beyond the dark.

That light is a lived experience I can confidently call hope…







  
  
Dedication





For Nana,




This book is part of your legacy: 
the strength you planted,
the light you never let me forget,
and the hope you still send me,
in quiet and beautiful ways.




[image: ]




















  
  



[image: ]


Amor Fati





Embrace the fire, the falling rain,


The joy, the loss, the thorn, the gain.


For every thread in fate's great weave,


Is there to teach, not to deceive.



Love not despite what comes your way,


But for the storm, the break of day.


This is the soul of Amor Fati,


To kiss the edge of destiny.



The path you walk, though steep or bare,


Was made for you with utmost care.


Each sorrow carved within your chest,


Makes space for joy to fill the rest.



Not resignation, cold and still,


But fierce assent, a burning will.


To say 'Yes this', when trials arise,


And meet the world with open eyes.



The fallen leaf, the rising sun,


The love that's lost, the race you've run,


Are all the same the sacred thread,


That leads you where you're meant to tread.



So live, not seeking to escape,


But letting life your spirit shape.


No fear, no rage, at what must be,


But deep defiant, harmony.



And when the end draws near, you'll see,


You danced the dance of Amor Fati.


Not fate endured, but fate adored,


Each moment lived, each breath a sword.




~ Zoë Collins ~
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There are things we learn in life very young, without anyone ever teaching us. How to stay quiet. How to disappear. How to doubt our own pain. How to survive when the people who are supposed to protect us cannot, or will not. Some stories are not meant to entertain. They are meant to witness, and are written in order to survive. This is one of those stories.

Amor Fati is a story of how a child learned to disappear in order to stay alive and, how many years later, she learned how to come back to herself. What you are going to read is not about a single event. It is about how control is built slowly, how silence is learned, and how survival disguises itself as compliance. Ultimately my book demonstrates how a person can live for years without knowing they were never truly free.

For decades, I believed what happened to me was my fault. I believed I had chosen the life I endured. I believed my silence meant consent, my endurance meant strength, and my compliance meant responsibility. It took me nearly thirty years to understand the truth.

This book is the record of how those beliefs were built, the small humiliations, the larger betrayals, the shifting goalposts, the rules that changed depending on who needed to be right. It is also the record of what it takes to unlearn them.

When a survivor speaks with hope in their voice and light in their hands, the world often answers with a softer cruelty, a rearranging of the truth until the wound becomes the survivor's responsibility. 

They ask what you did, why you stayed, how you should have healed by now. They weigh your pain against others', wrap your courage into obligation, and call it strength so they don't have to call it suffering. They ask your story to be smaller, cleaner, easier to carry, or preferably not to exist at all. This book is my refusal to do that anymore.

My life is not being shared with you for shock, sympathy, or spectacle. It is written because too many of us grow up believing that our pain does not count unless someone else agrees that it does. I am writing this for the version of me who kept trying to be 'good', and for anyone who recognises that particular exhaustion: the endless labour of trying to earn safety from people who confuse control with love. I am writing it because silence protects the systems that harm us, and the moment you begin to tell the truth, the story starts to change.

Too many children learn that keeping the peace is more important than telling the truth, and too many of us carry shame that was never ours to begin with. The truth is, shame is not a personality trait. It is something that is done to you, repeatedly, until you start doing it to yourself.

This is not only a story of violence, it is a story of conditioning, coercion, fear, and the quiet ways survival rewires the mind. It is about how captivity does not always begin with chains, how evil can wear the face of protection, and how the most dangerous prison is the one built within our own mind.

Letting go of what happened to me is not just for my own personal healing, it is an opportunity for me to share my life's lessons and to spread awareness. If my book helps just one person find hope again, then it will have been worth all the trauma I ever suffered. 

I feel a strong sense of duty to be an example of how grooming hides in plain sight, and because I know that trauma does not end when the abuse stops. Because the hardest escape is from the lies we are taught about ourselves, and the detrimental damages they do, to our mind, to our body, and to our soul. Most importantly, because someone reading this still believes what happened to them 'doesn't count'.

It does.

Time does not erase the truth, it only asks what we will do with it, because the body remembers what the world prefers to forget. The child I was deserves a witness, and the person I am becoming deserves a voice. I'm sharing my life's story not to accuse, but to illuminate. If you are reading this and parts of it feel familiar, I want you to know:



You are not weak.

You are not dramatic.

You are not imagining it.

And you are not alone.



This is my story.

But it is also, in many ways, ours.








  
  

Chapter one

Dad’s Glass Eye, My Glitchy Heart, and The Devil’s Daughter
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Ihated school. I was popular with my classmates and had a firm circle of friends, but I was also badly bullied throughout my school years. We moved a lot when I was a child before finally settling in Lightwater, Surrey, where our last three house moves took place, in that one same village. 

I have fond memories of playschool and being allowed to be a boisterous, creative child with a silly sense of humour. Nothing phased me. I had little fear of anything and believed bad things only happened in films, to bad people. 

My parents had noticed early on that I couldn’t hear as well as my siblings and that I had a slight speech impediment. Subsequently, when I was five years old, I had my adenoids removed and grommets put in, which gave me normal hearing again.

My first primary school years in Lightwater are my favourite memories of school. We had plenty of sunny break-times where our imaginations could run wild. We built grass castles and gathered leaves and sticks to make mud potions and cast magic spells. I remember lots of arts and crafts, creative play, and over enthusiastic country dancing! 

The end of year summer sports days were also great events, with all the parents, family and friends bringing big picnics to sit under the trees. Mostly Scots pine and silver birch, the trees lined the full length of the sports field. Mum was always there with her picnic and friends, chatting with the other parents. Dad was always away with work, but that was all right, as many other dads weren’t there either. Everyone would be cheering and clapping, trying to be heard over the tannoy announcements and blaring music. 

It was an exciting time because sports day signalled the start of the long summer holiday and the end of school, most importantly, the end of any bullying.

Being the middle child, I have a brother Peter, who is two years older than me, and a sister, Rachel, who is two years younger. From the outside looking in, you could say we had a privileged childhood because we didn’t want for anything materially. Dad worked full-time in London and I recall him always being away from home with work. When he was home, he was often stuck behind a newspaper or in his study. In both situations we knew not to disturb him.

He had spent the beginning of his working life in the British Army but had to leave when his right eye was removed. He then took up teaching and progressed into consultancy work and the world of banking, during our teenage years.

We always knew he had a glass prosthetic right eye and it was normal for us to see him the odd morning without it, as he did not sleep while wearing it. All I was told growing up was that the reason he lost his eye was after it was found to be cancerous and had to be removed. Coincidentally, he had it removed on the same day that I was born. 

Mum casually explained that my dad’s eye was connected to why they chose to name me Zoë. I like my name and when I researched it I found it has Greek origins and means 'Life'. Given the circumstances now, and upon reflection, Zoë was a very appropriate and meaningful name for me.

I remember asking from an early age why there were dots above the 'ë' and being told that it was called an umlaut and, in their opinion, was the prettiest version of my name. I must admit, I have become so accustomed to writing my name that way that it feels strange, even undressed, to see it without the umlaut! 

While Dad didn’t hide his false eye from us, Mum had us well trained as children that we were never to talk about it either, so we didn't. You might appreciate my shock then, when I was about fourteen, to hear Mum casually announce that Dad had allegedly won a court case against the British Army for the loss of his right eye. Apparently they were told that the cancer was linked to a fault in the optical sight of his rifle. 

I immediately burst into tears because I never even knew about the cause, let alone the court case. For some reason, up until that very moment, I had thought the reason he lost his eye was somehow linked to me being born and that, in some way, I had caused it. It was a bizarre revelation, since it was something we had been told we could never talk about. But typically, like all our family discussions, as soon as Mum addressed my 'silliness and misunderstanding', it was shut back into its box, never to be spoken about again.

Even sharing this experience now as an adult, I feel incredibly guilty and 'naughty' for discussing my father's eye. However, I understand that is how I was conditioned  to think about it since I was born. Speaking about this is not betrayal, it is how I make sense of my life. Subsequently, as a young child I learnt that certain things can’t be spoken about without Mum’s approval and even then they could only be discussed from her point of view. If we did not see things her way, then it was the wrong way.

For the remainder of my primary school education, my sister and I attended a private school in Woking, Surrey, a few miles outside London. I quite enjoyed this school, as I was given the responsibility of being the Head Girl and younger students looked up to me. I felt proud to have been chosen to represent the school and I had various duties, such as ringing the school bell at intervals between classes, breaks, and the end of day, which I took great pride in.

Standing at the top of the school stairs I would enthusiastically rattle, sometimes even throttle, this big, old-fashioned brass hand bell. Its deep chimes caught the acoustics of the old converted manor house and reverberated into every single room. 

It was during this time, however, that I started to experience issues with my heart. I noticed it would suddenly start to race without warning, making me feel very anxious, which only made the feeling worse. I was referred to a cardiologist, who strapped a large Holter monitor to my chest to record my heartbeat for a certain period of time. I remember wearing it for at least a day or two, if not longer. It was an 'event' monitor, where I had to press a button any time that I felt palpitations.

Nowadays Holter monitors are tiny, discreet devices no bigger than a matchbox. Back then in 1992 it felt like I was carrying a plane’s flight recorder around with me! It was the size of a big, heavy metal lunch box with a thick, wide shoulder strap to help lug it around. Along with all the attached chest leads and stickers, it was quite an effort for an eleven-year-old to wear, especially as this device was designed for adult patients rather than paediatric ones.

Despite it recording episodes of tachycardia, or fast heart beats, I recall these occurrences being dismissed by both my parents and the cardiologists as me being an 'anxious child' and having 'panic attacks', something I would 'just have to get on and live with'. It was even suggested that I might 'grow out of it', or that I was just being 'silly' or 'dramatic'.

Remembering one occasion during school assembly when, out of nowhere, my heart jumped from a resting rate into full throttle. I felt something was terribly wrong and feared I was going to die. I became so upset and so did my friends around me when they saw how worried I was. A teacher quickly hissed at my friends to ignore me and to stop 'entertaining' me, since I was apparently in the habit of pretending to be unwell for attention.

Perhaps my parents had said this to the teachers, I will probably never know. Either way, the result was that I froze, stupefied in the moment. I continued to suffer the sensation of my pounding heart in silence for what felt like forever, until the end of that assembly. Then, without warning, it just jumped back into a normal rate again. 

I soon learnt that if I coughed hard, as if to clear my throat, it would sometimes help my heart to stop racing and skipping beats, before finally returning to normal. Taking a really deep breath in, holding it for a couple of seconds then slowly blowing out through pursed lips also sometimes helped.

The fast, pounding beats always started suddenly, lasted anywhere from a few minutes to several hours and would always stop just as abruptly. I would sometimes feel my heartbeat thumping in my throat as well as within my chest. It didn’t matter if I was at rest or active. I could never predict when it would happen.

Another time I remember being unjustly chastised for my heart palpitations was during a school swimming lesson. I was a good swimmer and really enjoyed it. However, this particular day I suddenly became aware of my heart racing and skipping beats whilst doing laps of front crawl in the pool. It was a horrid flip-flopping sensation in my chest and I was genuinely frightened by it. I abandoned my lap and made my way to the edge of the pool, still in the deep end and unable to pull myself out. I  clung to the edge like a determined limpet on a jagged rock.

The swimming instructor, an overweight, middle-aged battle-axe of a woman, came along and promptly started to smack my hands cruelly with the long swimming pole she was holding. Marching around like she owned the place, she had a military air to her unkind behaviour.

'Get off my pool edge and get back swimming with your group, lesson isn’t finished yet!' she scolded. 

I suppose I was lucky that my friends believed me when I described how it felt, as they rallied together and insisted the instructor let me leave the pool to get changed. Looking back now, I can see how my racing heart and thumping palpitations were something I learnt to hide quite well over time. I am also aware that from a young age I suffered from narcissistic abuse and the phenomenon known as gaslighting, revealed in the behaviour of the adults who were meant to support me, care for me, and protect me.

One of the consequences of this abuse was, even if I was in pain or anxious, I never wanted to be accused of attention-seeking and certainly didn’t want to be told I’m exaggerating or, worse again, making it all up. Believing since I was a child that I will not be believed taught me to stay silent with my worries and fears.

There was a particularly nasty time when I was being badly bullied, both physically and verbally, in secondary school. Camberley, also in Surrey, was the location of Collingwood College, where my siblings and I attended. It was not long before I came to the conclusion that my life would be easier if I just befriended the bullies, which I did. 

The leader of this particular group dared me to shoplift for her and told me that if I didn't do it she would beat me up. She was fearless with a strong build and jet-black curly hair, and she was well known in the school for being particularly nasty. Everyone knew she had behavioural issues, including aggressive outbursts, and she had been assigned a social worker who would sometimes accompany her around the school campus. She was someone you never wanted to be on the wrong side of. So, I agreed to get this girl what she wanted. 

The following weekend Mum took my sister and me shopping in Guildford. She went off to run her errands after arranging to meet us outside a designated shop at a later time. Unbeknown to my sister, I shoplifted some cosmetics from one store and a music cassette tape from another. Just as we were leaving the music shop, a tall, stocky security guard appeared from nowhere, grabbed my arm, and told me I had been caught stealing on their CCTV cameras. I was mortified and terrified at the same time! I felt hot blood rush to my face as my heart started to pound with panic. 

My immediate thought was that I would not be able to fulfil my promise to the bully. Then I realised I was meant to meet Mum soon, but then my eyes turned to my sister. Even now over thirty years later, I can still remember the look of utter hurt and disbelief that I saw on her innocent face, that day in 1994. I would have been thirteen and Rachel about eleven. At first she shouted in my defence that the security guard was mistaken. When she realised that he wasn't, and saw I had the stolen items hidden up my bomber jacket sleeve, any respect she held for me drained from her face in that moment. 

'Zoë! How could you, Zoë?' she screamed at me.

We were taken inside the shop until the police officer they had called arrived. He was very stern and serious, but I sensed an air of kindness about him. He listened to why I had stolen the items and, after much pleading from me, agreed to escort me to where Mum was waiting for us. I was terrified of the consequences of my actions. On the one hand, I knew I had done wrong and broken the law, and on the other hand, I was petrified of not producing the goods demanded by the bully. 

It was arranged between the police officer and my mum that I was to receive an official caution at the local police station, which later happened. It turned out my mum was far more frightening than the school bully and she took the opportunity to heap embarrassment and shame upon me. It wasn’t long before I became so cross at myself for shoplifting that the self-disgust alone was enough to ensure I never broke the law again.

Furthermore trying to explain to my belligerent parents at the tender age of thirteen, that I was being bullied by the worst gang in school, was inevitably futile. They completely failed to acknowledge how serious it was. 

'Just ignore them,' I was advised, and frustratingly they added, 'They will eventually get bored and start picking on someone else.'

In their concern for what other parents or neighbours might think, rather than for my wellbeing, they were livid at me for 'stooping so low' and 'giving in to a bully’s demands'. They certainly weren’t allowing excuses for my actions. However the very next day at school I was punched repeatedly by a member of the gang for not producing the goods. At this point I decided enough was enough, and that I had to report what had happened to the school principal, Mrs Vine. 

Because of a new anti-bulling policy, both the bully and I were made to sign a disclaimer stating we will not be involved in a bulling incident again. This made no sense to me. Why was I having to sign such a thing? I was furious on the school bus home and, after arriving through the front door in tears, I insisted my mum meet with the principal to revoke this ridiculous contract. In fairness, Mum initially agreed with me and we met with Mrs Vine after school. 

However, as soon as it was explained that the policy was designed to treat both the bully and the victim with equal rights, Mum abandoned her support of me and promptly sided with the principal. I couldn’t believe what was happening!

Loosing my composure, I stood up from the desk opposite Mrs Vine, inside her horribly cold and pretentious office. Mum looked embarrassed and gave me a sharp, stern look, nodding at me to sit back down. Being the only one advocating for myself now, I cried out. 

'This isn’t playground name-calling. I’ve been badly bullied and threatened throughout my school time, forced to shoplift, and now beaten up. Someone is going to get seriously injured if this bulling is not taken seriously!' At this point I didn’t care about my signature on some stupid piece of paper anymore.

Later that term Sharon Carr, the girl who had bullied me, had a psychotic episode and stabbed a girl inside the school toilets, puncturing her lung. Thankfully that girl survived. As a result of this attack, Sharon was further investigated while she was in a young offenders’ institution. It was found out that she had murdered an eighteen-year-old two years earlier, when she was just twelve years old. 

Sharon was referred to as 'The Devil’s Daughter' by Surrey and national media. She had stabbed Katie to death as she walked home from a nightclub in Surrey. It was an unprovoked attack, where Sharon stabbed her more than thirty times, targeting her randomly from a crowd of strangers. It also emerged that she had decapitated her neighbour’s dog with a spade. 

In March 1997, almost five years after Katie's murder, Sharon became the youngest female murderer in Britain to be sentenced to life imprisonment, with a minimum term of fourteen years. At the time of writing, I believe she is still imprisoned, or at least she was up until 2023 according to what I could find online.

So, you would have thought that when all of this came out, my parents might have shown some sympathy or empathy for what I had endured at school. Imagine my disgust then when all my mother could say, while scoffing at me as if I was as bad as this murderer, 

'And to think you used to be friends with that girl.'








  
  

Chapter two

The School Bus Driver Is A Pervert, 'Shut Up, Zoë, No One Cares'
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Iwould travel by bus to secondary school and back each day with a private bus firm, that serviced the secondary school we attended. It was usually the same driver. Only the odd occasion would someone else drive it. Sometimes it was a coach but most times it was the same old double-decker bus. I liked this bus. It was painted blue with bright red strawberries all over it. The Strawberry Bus, I called it. 

The regular driver looked older than my parents, was very overweight and a chain-smoker, sometimes he even smoked while driving the bus, which made me feel travel sick. I would be sure to sit near an open window, allowing the cigarette smoke to blast away from my nostrils. I always thought he was very chatty and friendly, and believed that always means someone was nice. I didn’t want to be rude. After all, Mum taught us to answer when we’re spoken to, to be polite, but obviously not to talk to strangers. Chris wasn’t a stranger. He was our bus driver, who drove me to school and back every day. 

He always had a smile for everyone and asked about our day. While waiting for all the students on our route to board the bus I often stood at the front, telling jokes and sharing funny stories with him. Sometimes I even told him about being bullied and he’d listen. After a while I saw Chris as a friend. I did not understand that my behaviour would be considered so wrong, until one day things got strange. 

I was only fourteen and had been travelling this bus for well over a year. I noticed Chris was starting to comment on my hair or make-up. It made me uncomfortable, as I felt like his compliments were inappropriately flirtatious and wrong. However, I was also confused. I mustn’t be rude to this person. He could decide whether I was allowed to travel on his bus or not because he was in charge. He was the adult and I’m only a child, therefore I must not be rude and do exactly as I’m told.

I would continue to be polite and smile but I stopped chatting to him. I awkwardly laughed off the uncomfortable compliments. I felt I was wrong and being naughty, but I wasn’t exactly sure why. Was it wrong because I knew he shouldn’t be saying those things to someone my age, or was it wrong because I was being rude walking past him and not stopping to chat to him anymore? 

As the weeks passed by, I found myself visiting the school nurse regularly during break-times, or even missing the odd class here and there to see her. I told her I hated getting the school bus home and wished Mum would collect me, or that I might even be allowed to walk home instead. I never did explain why. I felt like this was my fault, my problem, and that I encouraged the bus driver to say those things to me. 

Maybe I shouldn't wear makeup anymore? I would quietly whisper to myself.  

No, I couldn’t do that, I have too many spots to be self-conscious about. I would scold, critiquing my reflection in the mirror.

Instead, I would deflect by telling the nurse I had a bad tummy ache or that I felt a migraine coming on. 

Then one afternoon, sitting at the back of the bus, everyone got off the bus at their various stops. Mine was the second last. At the stop just before mine, I got up unsteadily as the bus continued down the road. Slowly, I swung my way down towards the front, handrail by handrail. I wanted to get off there, knowing I would otherwise be the last one on the bus. 

Chris put his hand out firmly and said, 'This is not your stop.' 

One girl looked back at me, as she got off, her expression perplexed. I think she was wondering why I was not allowed off the bus then too. I was desperately trying to think what I had done wrong and why I was in trouble. Chris turned off the engine and, as the last student trailed out of sight, he asked me to approach him.

He was still sat in the driver’s seat and as I neared him the double doors hissed, as hydraulics folded them closed. Immediately I had a gut-wrenching instinct that something here wasn't right. He bobbed his head back, as if to signal me to come closer to him. In that moment he grabbed my hand just as I was taking a step backwards away from him.

'Come on, we are all alone now. Let’s go upstairs.' He said, referring to the upper deck of the bus. 

I knew then exactly what he was trying to do and was instantly shocked and disgusted. 

'No! You can’t kiss me, I won’t let you!', I answered back.

I remember screaming at him, with my fists clenched, like it was only yesterday. I can still smell the horrible mix of stale cigarettes and exhaust fumes. Remembering his scrunched-up face and unkempt hair. Recalling how the large steering wheel was wedged into his fat stomach and knowing how he struggled to get in and out of that seat every time. 

This was my chance to head for those double doors, get off that smelly bus, and away from creepy Chris! Demanding he let me off the bus immediately while, at the same time, I also spotted the emergency door release button. Just as I was going to punch it frantically, the doors hissed back open and I practically fell out of the bus! As I gathered myself together on the pavement, and slung my school bag back over my shoulder, the bus was already halfway down the road.

It was only a five-minute walk home, two minutes if it had been from my actual stop, but it felt like the longest walk ever. I felt panic set in about what had just happened to me. I thought about telling Mum but then I went through the pros and cons of doing that.

Everyone kept brushing off my horrible heart palpitations and didn't believe me. I had no support with the bullying either and I was considered just as bad as Sharon in Mum’s eyes. I was working hard on earning trust too after the shoplifting incident, so I could be allowed out to see my friends again. This would put a spanner in the works. Mum had already called me a flirt and a tease when it came to boys. It seemed obvious to me now that I mustn’t mention it. At fourteen, I did not yet know that fear would become my default setting.

Like my heart, I will pretend everything is fine.

Like the bullying, I will just ignore it and hopefully it will go away.

The next day I kept my head down on the bus. I did not make eye contact or say a word to anyone. I found an empty seat and stayed staring out of the window all the way to school. I do not remember if Chris was even driving the bus that morning. What I do know is that someone different was driving it after school. I remember the relief I felt to see it wasn’t the Strawberry Bus, but a new coach and a new driver.

He asked to see everyone’s bus pass which seemed strange to me as we never had to show them usually, not since the first week we started using the bus service. Maybe it’s because he’s a new driver? Ah well, I cheerfully said a polite hello anyways, as I climbed aboard the bus showing my pass.

I was not expecting the ice-cold reception from Mum, who was waiting for me to walk through the front door. Her arms were folded crossly in front of her, as she stood leaning against the kitchen counter, with a stern and irritated look on her face. She demanded why she had received complaints from the bus service, telling her that I have been inappropriate with one of their drivers? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing! Although I tried to quickly explain what had happened, she kept angrily talking over me. 

'How could you have been so stupid Zoë!?” 

That evening I learnt the new bus driver was the owner of the bus company and Chris’s boss. He wanted to identify me and watch my behaviour on the journey home. That was weird in itself I thought, but Mum didn’t think so. He arrived at the house with a purple box of Milk Tray chocolates, to help 'smooth everything out'. He appeared to listen to my statement of exactly what had happened, but there was this casual brush-off attitude from him that 'these things happen'. Mum and Dad were just mortified that I was bringing this kind of trouble to their door. They just wanted it all to disappear. Silently. 

After the bus man left Mum was so cross with me that I had been my cheery, polite self that day. She said it didn’t help my version of events at all! Effectively Mum didn’t believe me because, in everyone else’s eyes, I was too 'happy' and 'normal' to have experienced what I said had really happened. I’m not stupid, even as a child I knew the owner was sweating that his bus firm would lose the school’s big contract, if this ever got out. 

It was agreed between my parents and him that Chris would be immediately sacked and that nothing more would be said or done about it. I certainly went to bed that night feeling like a complete 'slut' and 'tart', words Mum had used before. Like I’m someone who 'leads boys on', men now too it seems, because I’m 'promiscuous' and will end up becoming a 'prostitute', if I’m not careful.

Chris never drove our bus again, but he was not sacked. A couple of weeks later I saw him driving past me with a great, big, dirty smirk on his face, as he swung the steering wheel of the coach he was driving down an adjacent road. I was so upset and hurried myself home crying. I did tell Mum I had just seen him, and she did inform the bus company. Later that evening, my mum and I were told to meet Chris's boss at his bus yard, where he proceeded to ask me to identify the bus that I had 'thought' I had seen Chris driving.

Feeling panic overwhelm me as I scanned my eyes up and down the rows of parked buses. Right in front of us, however, was the cream-coloured bus I was certain Chris was driving. Both Mum and this man kept asking me if was I sure, and could it have been a different one?  The boss was trying to persuade me that it could have been the blue coach that was parked next to it, but I was positive it wasn’t.

He kept telling me the blue one was in service that day, and that it could have been that one, as they have a driver that looks like Chris driving that one. I felt like I was being forced into saying it was the blue one. Even Mum was getting frustrated and impatient with me. Feeling defeated I just said I wasn’t sure and that it could have been either.I was sure.I am sure. It was CHRIS I had seen, and he was driving the CREAM bus.

Nothing more was ever said about it all.

I never saw him again.

Chris is a Pervert, but then again what would I know? 

It was like, 'Shut up, Zoë, no one cares.' 

Being taught that my safety matters less than keeping the peace was a difficult lesson. That was how our family solved danger, by pretending it had never existed. From that moment on, my internal logic was deafened by my parents' silence, the misplaced shame, and the systemic failure of every adult around me.

Surely, I deserved better?








  
  

Chapter three

The Lead Up to 1997, When It All Went Wrong
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It was the summer of 1997, the year of my final school exams. At the time, I had thought I had wanted to join the Police Force or somehow work with horses. To be honest, I didn’t know what I wanted to do. All I knew for certain was that I either had to be working full-time or be going to college and furthering my education. My siblings and I had this drummed into us by our parents from an early age: by eighteen we would be on our own. It wasn’t something we questioned or had a choice in, it was simply a known fact. To us, it was the normal progression of life. 

Both my siblings were academic and later went on to university. I hated school and couldn’t stand the idea of further education, so I got a job while I was still in my final year. I worked weekends at an equestrian centre in the neighbouring town, where I also continued my riding lessons once a fortnight, however the pay was barely minimum wage and I needed something else. I secured a weekend job at our local catalogue shop, Index, where I worked at the till processing orders. I didn’t mind it, my team was nice, I got on with my manageress, and I enjoyed earning my own money.

Studying for my GCSE exams was tough, but part of me enjoyed the discipline of revision and the pride I took in my coursework. I really struggled with maths and so I had a private tutor once a week for the weeks leading up to my exams, which really helped. Materialistically I had everything I needed growing up. We had a recycling bin, before recycling even became a thing! Our well stocked craft room always had egg boxes, cardboard and plastic scraps waiting to be up-cycled into whatever we fancied. We were always free to get creative and make a mess, which I loved. 

Most weekends, we would go for long country walks together with the family dog, Lucy. She was a beautiful, soppy Golden Retriever. Mum and Dad loved telling people how they had bought her in Harrods, after a tireless search looking for the perfect family dog. Mum had told us that her tail was two inches too long to be considered Kennel Club standard, but that she was good enough for our practically perfect family. It didn’t matter of course, we loved Lucy and Lucy loved us! 

Often I think back reminiscing about my earlier childhood years. Remembering them fondly, they were happier, simpler times. Sunny spring mornings felt like fresh starts and new beginnings. Pottering in the garden with Mum, I loved to watch frogs leap out from underneath the plants that she was watering. Summer holidays with hosepipe bans and sun-kissed faces, when strawberries and choc-ices became a regular treat. Whizzing around on our bicycles or tottering around on roller skates, playing with our friends. Picking blackberries together at the end of summer for Mum’s fruit crumbles. Joyfully kicking through the earthy mix of autumn leaves, with the nostalgic smell of woodsmoke in the air. Tobogganing down the biggest hills in the local country park whenever it snowed… 

I loved the occasions when Dad could join us, which rarely happened because he worked so hard. A few of my favourite family memories are when all five of us were together. Times when Mum wasn’t stressed or Dad stuck behind a newspaper. Barbecues. Sunday roasts. Camping trips in France. Christmas Day was also a day we were guaranteed to be all together as a whole family, and it became my favourite time of year. 

Peter, Rachel and I had the agreement that whoever woke first on Christmas morning would wake the others, so that we could open our stockings together downstairs in the sitting room. During the course of the day Mum would be proudly pottering in the kitchen, tending to the turkey and trimmings, Dad would be out of the study and cheerfully decanting the red wine, while Christmas songs would be jingling away merrily in the background. It literally was the season to be jolly.

During the rest of the year we had a busy schedule. Alongside my maths tutoring, Rachel had dance lessons, Peter had guitar lessons, and I had horse riding which I absolutely loved. I can’t remember if Peter was in the Scouts at all, but Rachel and I were in the Brownies, then the Girl Guides over the years. Rachel and I also had weekly piano lessons, which I hated. I loved to play my keyboard freely by listening to songs and replaying them by ear, as well as making up my own tunes, but Mum wanted us to learn 'properly' and go up through the piano grades. 

Our teacher, Mrs White, was such a sweet lady and I’m sure she could sense how much I hated performing the scales and doing her weekly piano recitals. Moreover, especially when I made mistakes, I hated getting anything wrong and took it as such a personal failure. In actual fact, and upon reflection, I’ve always been my own worst critic in everything I do.

Perfectionism and procrastination go hand in hand. I remember crying during most of my piano lessons in self-loathing frustration, such as when I would play the wrong note or lose my place on the music sheet. I also went through a phase of crying myself to sleep most nights, just because I wanted my own pony so much! 

So, there were times I considered myself ungrateful for all that I did have, especially compared to a lot of my school friends. Therefore, I grew up seeing crying as a pointless release of emotion, as it wouldn’t be noticed either way. I saw it as a weakness, but equally, as a last resort to the frustration I felt. Consequently I cried a lot in private, alone in my bedroom.

Looking back, I can see now how deeply perfectionism had taken a hold of me. It was around the time that I became a teenager that I felt my happier childhood years slip away. When everything became heavy and serious. When I had to grow up prematurely. When it all went wrong.

By this time in 1994, we lived in a big five bedroomed house in Surrey with a pretty gravelled drive, a huge garden (which my mum had beautifully landscaped herself) and an attic conversion. The conversion consisted of two big bedrooms, my brother in one and I had the other, and a landing space with a computer that my siblings and I used for homework.

Dial up internet was only just being launched back then but this computer, along with its big printer, had a huge advantage over other students who might only have had use of the library, or school computers, during limited times. 

Looking back, once Sharon Carr had been detained, I still had good friends but I was also grounded a lot for missing curfews or bringing problems into the home. Problems such as my struggles with homework deadlines, or the levels of anxiety I was feeling over my heart worries or my friendships. Rules kept changing with Mum and her goalposts were forever moving. 

Sometimes she’d say my circle of friends had to be bigger before I was allowed out and 'given more trust'. For example, if I expanded my circle she would then say how my friends had to visit me and that I wasn’t allowed out to them. It felt like it didn’t matter what I did I would never please her and I would always be viewed as 'the naughty one'. 

Little did I know back then but these behaviour patterns were typical of, what I would later learn to become acquainted with, a narcissistic personality disorder. Mum effectively kept changing the circumstances to suit herself. Maintaining a dynamic which made me subservient and insignificant and her on a pedestal to be admired.

I would often look out of the Velux window, in my attic bedroom, longing to get out into the world. I would watch neighbours come and go and wonder if their families were as strict as mine? Eventually small lies crept in just so I could leave the house.

It would start off with me arriving home slightly late from a curfew to me lying about where I had been, or with whom, back to lying about something so I could be allowed out again! It quickly became a ridiculous vicious circle, where it no longer made a difference if I lied or told the truth, the punishment and the atmosphere I had to live in was the same. 

On several occasions I ran away from home during my grounding probations from Mum. One time in particular I told Mum I was going to wash my bike on the front drive. Moments later I was cycling as fast as I could to the next town to meet my friends at the cinema, where we watched the newly released comedy Mrs. Doubtfire. For nearly four hours I hadn’t a care in the world but Mum was understandably furious when she’d phoned my friends’ homes and found out where I was. I felt so guilty and embarrassed as she bundled both my bike and me back into the car, in front of my friends, for the drive of shame home. In silence.

By then I was deeply sad most of the time, even during moments of fun and laughter. Knowing what I know now, I spent most of my teenage years depressed. I often hid sadness or insecurities by being the class clown or family joker. I believed relationships and friendships could be bought with gifts, ultimately this often led to me being used materialistically and financially throughout my life. That belief followed me into adulthood. I would also later go on to learn, the hard way, that none of the material stuff would ever matter or be important. It certainly wasn’t a currency for love.

Dad always kept up with technology, from the first green-screened Amstrad computer we started with, to the latest Hewlett Packard. We each had our own bedroom TV by the time we became a teenager and there were two landlines in the house. One was for the house, and Dad’s office, and the other one was for 'us kids'. We were privileged but we also had to earn our privileges and, ultimately, Mum and Dad’s love. 

We earned rewards or prizes for good behaviour and academic achievements. We were regularly reminded of all that we had and all that we should be grateful for. Love wasn’t unconditional it came along with a price tag, often more than I could possibly wish to afford. If we didn’t earn the set target of rewards then privileges were stopped and we were ignored. 

Mum could give silent treatment for a whole day over something small such as not clearing our plate, folding our napkin away properly or forgetting to feed the rabbit and guinea pigs. It wasn’t so much the silent treatment or short, sharp responses from her that hurt the most, it was the walking on eggshells sensation and the contagious, toxic atmosphere it created.

It was the way she could just purse her lips and give that disapproving glare through raised eyebrows. It was the reminder that no matter how small the mistake it would be equated to the biggest of fails. 

You can imagine the atmosphere of disgust then, when I brought home the problems of bullying and the pervert bus driver. The reality of this was that I couldn’t have felt more shit, invisible and disgraceful if I tried. 

I grew up learning that to be happy in life you must be 'successful'. To be my parents' version of successful in life you must have a good job, nice address, cars on the drive and so on. Being a good, kind, and honest person came second to all of this. In fact, I don’t remember this being part of the bigger picture at all, certainly not from what I had experienced growing up in the 80’s and 90’s.

Love was always expressed through gifts. Mum taught us how to appreciate love and gifts with timely thank you letters and repeated words of gratitude to the giver, either in person or by phone. I enjoyed letter writing and was pleased to have been taught how to be polite, and have correct table manners, but sometimes I thought it was all over the top and unnecessary. Peter would often get away with joking,

'Mum, it’s not as if the Queen is coming for tea!' 

Some days I just wanted to slouch at the table with my dinner but Mum would then run her nail up my back nagging at me to 'sit up straight', 'elbows off the table' and to 'mind my manners'. We would always have our meals at the dinner table, never on our laps in front of the telly, we weren’t 'those kinds of people!' 

Despite the overtly narcissistic behaviour patterns, and the shame I was coerced into feeling, Mum would at least always have a pot of tea ready with some biscuits, for when we came home from school. Unfortunately, home wasn’t ever a place I felt secure or at peace in. I didn’t look forward to going home. I did look forward to the tea and biscuits though.

As I type this, I am making a critical observation: I didn’t look forward to the place, the people, the atmosphere, I looked forward to the things, the materialistic tea and biscuits and the symbolic love and care that it all represented.

If we had problems at school, or even at home (say between squabbling siblings), we were basically given options A, B, and C and were told to go away and sort it out on our own. My experiences of being bullied or having inappropriate engagements with adults as a child taught me (in a warped way) that you cannot bother other people with your problems.

Firstly, no one will believe you.

Secondly, no one will believe you weren’t the one to blame.

Thirdly, you don’t shame the family with your problems, if you have a problem, it doesn’t exist in our family.

It felt as if I was living in a pressure chamber ready to implode. The slow emotional erosion made what happened next feel tragically inevitable. This feeling of not belonging, or even being welcome in my own family, became deeply engrained in my heart later that summer.

It would push me to want to leave home forever, whatever the cost, and despite the cost.








  
  

Chapter four

1997, The Worst Summer Ever
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Some school summers are remembered for freedom: long evenings, sun-kissed shoulders, laughter that lingers after the light goes. Mine is remembered for shame. 

It was the summer of 1997. I had just finished my final GCSE (Junior Cert equivalent) exam, and overall felt that they had all gone well. I hadn’t missed any questions, and reassured myself I had done my best with both the coursework I had submitted and the revision I had done. I was looking forward to this summer holiday. Once I got my exam results in August, I wouldn’t have to go back to that horrible school ever again. I thought that if I could just get through school, I would finally be able to breathe. I didn't yet understand that the place I needed to escape most was not the classroom.

Grandma Beth, my maternal grandmother, was getting married that summer and had asked me to be her chief and only bridesmaid. As her eldest granddaughter, I took  it as an honour, and felt so proud to do it. Mum and Dad had also booked a sun holiday abroad, for the five of us, at an all-inclusive resort for a week afterwards. So, plenty to look forward to.

It was beautiful weather for Grandma’s wedding, at her home in Cornwall. Nearly every summer holiday we would make the five-hour drive down from Surrey to her seaside home. Dad joined us for most trips but there was the odd one he would miss, or could only join us a couple days for, because of work commitments.

I wasn’t particularly close to Grandma. She was very much like Mum and I could see the characteristics Mum had inherited from her. Overall, she was just very serious and liked to talk about my cousins most of the time, telling us how successful they all were. However, I felt I had a nice relationship with my grandpa Gerry, my mum’s father. 

He was a quiet man who died when I was eleven, but I enjoyed chats with him about nature and have fond memories of going rock pooling with him. One of my favourite childhood photos is one of the two of us sat marvelling into a little rock pool. We had just spotted a fish hiding in the seaweed and we took great joy in trying to gently splash it out with our hands for a better look.

Later in life, Mum told me that Grandpa had been manic depressive for years, what we now call bipolar disorder. He was like Dad in many ways: committed to work, serious, quiet, often unavailable. I felt honoured to have any one-to-one time with him, and I made sure to treasure it. 

He apparently had an aortic aneurysm, an abnormal enlargement of the heart’s main artery, but he had refused surgery and he died when it ruptured in his sixties. That meant everyone knew, apart from us kids, that he was living on a countdown. Mum told me that he passed away peacefully, just after Grandma had brought him breakfast in bed. She had left the room to get something, only to have returned and he had already passed away, in that short moment. 

Up until their retirement, Grandpa was a GP and Grandma was a midwife. They were well-respected members of the community. Like me, Mum had a materially privileged childhood. However, she also made me think her upbringing was even stricter than mine. She said she wasn’t allowed to wear certain clothes or listen to particular music. I was free to wear what I liked and listen to any music I fancied. In those ways I felt Mum was trying hard to be a better mother than what she had experienced. 

Even in primary school, I was aware of different energies within the family system between my maternal and paternal lines. On Mum's side, she always seemed tense and under pressure at home but if we were visiting her parents, my grandma and grandpa, it felt magnified. As a child, I would have said Mum was stricter with us around her parents, it didn’t feel relaxing and Mum would be stressed and on edge, ensuring my siblings and I behaved. 

Thinking back to all our summer holidays in Penzance, I think she was trying hard to impress Grandma. I believe this is why we had such a hectic schedule of after-school activities, to keep up with our musically gifted cousins. Remembering how much my grandma would boast about them to Mum, felt very competitive. Out of all the grandchildren, including me and my siblings, I felt like I was at the bottom of the ranks constantly. A predictable disappointment and a pathetic failure. 

Never liking the atmosphere at Grandma’s, I was quick to pick up on energies I felt at the time. From the age of seven or eight, I instinctively learnt to read body language, and could feel the energy of a room the moment I walked into it. 

By contrast, my paternal grandparents, Dad’s mum and dad, were the gentlest and kindest people I knew. I never picked up on negative energies with them at all, but I will return to them later, in Chapter Twenty-Five.

Interestingly, I felt I was allowed to express my playful personality much more openly as a younger child. Often being the family jester, I would love making my family laugh, by telling silly jokes or doing goofy impressions. As an older child, from around twelve onwards, it was suppressed more. I was no longer funny or entertaining. I kept my opinions to myself. I felt silly speaking to adults or trying to join in with conversations. The hostile energy made me feel stupid most of the time. 

Dressing always in jeans and T-shirts. I hated skirts and dresses, or anything clingy or revealing. I wanted to stay covered up. Maybe this is why what I wore was never an issue. Still, I do remember my mum and my brother trying to encourage me to dress a bit more prettier. On shopping trips Mum would steer me to the popular high-street stores, and encouraged me to try on skirts, before settling for the fitted jeans or floaty tops I eventually agreed to. She did make me feel amazing any time I wore those outfits, although I would always go back to wearing my baggy, casual, comfort clothes.

Grandma had met John a couple of years earlier and she was much more fun to be around. I think because she was happier and able to have fun with him. They were both keen gardeners, enjoyed painting, and adored Crete, holidaying there often. I liked John. He seemed to know so much about everything, and always seemed interested in what people had to say. 

The day of Grandma and John’s wedding I remember the sun was shining, and it was a beautiful day. The reception was being held in their seaside home, spilling out onto their beautiful garden and courtyard. We stayed in their guest rooms, while other members of the family were in local accommodation. Grandma had arranged for our hair to be styled at a local salon in Penzance, which was a lot of fun. I felt very special to have a quiet moment with her afterwards, once we were both dressed in our cornflower blue outfits. She presented me with a pair of beautiful blue drop earrings, as a token of appreciation for being her only bridesmaid. 

She looked excited but said she was nervous and, for a brief moment, mentioned Grandpa. She asked me did I think he would mind her getting remarried? I had never seen my grandma look vulnerable before and, for an equally brief moment, I felt like a grownup. My fifteen-year-old hand took hers, giving it a little squeeze, as I told her that he wouldn’t mind at all, and he would want her to be happy.

The service was small and intimate in the little church, just a short stroll from the house. I wasn’t nervous at all, I felt a huge sense of pride to be representing Mum’s side of the family in this way. It was a proud moment for Mum too. It was also the day we would meet all of John’s extended family.

After the church service, there were caterers back at the house, to tend to the large buffet with lots of drinks being poured and wine glasses being topped up. Speeches came and went and us kids were off mingling, laughing and enjoying the celebrations too. John’s grandson, Steven, was around my age, and I found myself gravitating towards him and his sister.

We didn’t hide the fact that we were all helping ourselves to the free flow of wine on offer either. I was starting to feel very grown up all together, with my fancy outfit, styled hair and glass of red wine. I felt pretty and I could tell Steven had noticed too.


      [image: ]From about the age of thirteen or fourteen, Mum and Dad allowed us to have alcohol at home with family dinners or with meals out on special occasions. We could have a glass of wine or a couple of beers. Mum and Dad’s point I think, was that we could experience alcohol in the safety of the home environment, and be aware of its effects. I had been to a couple of house parties after my exams and drank too much at one of them. I didn’t get sick, but I had the worst hangover the following day, lesson learnt, I had thought.


      [image: ]The celebrations carried on into the evening and it was getting dark, I must have had about five or six glasses of wine by then and was definitely feeling the effects! I felt merry, but also a little queasy. Someone had the bright idea that we, the youngsters, should take the short walk down to the beach to go swimming in the moonlight.

We told our parents. Steven’s sister didn’t have a swimming costume, so I lent her one of mine. They didn’t have a problem with us going to the beach alone as we were a group of about eleven and we were all good swimmers. Peter was the eldest, so he would automatically be in charge, I assumed.

Looking back now, it was complete and utter madness! Who would honestly let their kids go swimming in the sea, without any adult supervision, let alone in the dark with most of us having drink taken? I think this sense of madness led to the excitement of it all.

We wore our swimming costumes under casual clothes, that we had changed into at the house. I remember us skipping down to the beach, the younger ones of us trailing behind. They had chickened out and were going to have the job of minding our clothes instead at the slipway, while the rest of us dared each other to get into the sea first.

We each stood staring at the black and beckoning sea in silence, as if it was the first time we had ever seen the ocean. I was amazed but mesmerised at the same time. This was so cool, I thought quietly to myself. 

The tide was in, so we didn’t have far to go from the sandy strip we were gathered on, to the waves that were gently rolling in and calling out our names. My senses felt heightened in the moment. I could hear the sound of the sand almost fizzing as each wave, that had just washed over it, got dragged back into the sea’s dark mouth.

The sky was clear and twinkling with stars while just the odd wispy cloud drifted across it. The moon was full like a massive flood light, its pristine reflection on the glossy sand below. It highlighted the silver tips of diamond waves, bobbing against the black and blue horizon.

It felt like a movie set! Everything looked perfectly executed, staged for us in that exact moment. Just as I was saying how pretty the sea looked, sparkling and reflecting back at the moon, Steven kissed me. The younger cousins giggled and said,

'Ewwww!' And I took that as my cue to run to the sea! 

We were charging now, full speed ahead without hesitation into the arms of the waves. We shrieked with delight at each other over the shock of the cold, quickly waist deep and swimming out further. We were thrown up and down with each wave that rolled through us. Dodging the bigger waves by diving under them like little dolphins playing in the surf. 

Suddenly, something bumped me! In the darkness I was convinced it was a shark, while also noticing I could barely touch the bottom with my tiptoes. 

'Shark!' I roared.

The contagious panic sent us all immediately and frantically thrashing back to shore!

We were laughing by the time we were wading back through the shallows, legs heavy, to the safety of our dry clothes. The younger ones stared at us with their mouths open, nervously thrusting towels into our nagging hands. Concluding it couldn’t possibly have been a shark and was most likely just a seal, or even better again driftwood. The banter carried us all up the hill and back to the house. 

It was a welcome distraction, from the kiss with Steven, and the embarrassment of it was all but forgotten. Following our return, exhausted from our adventure to the sea, we waved Grandma and John off on their honeymoon, and the friends and relatives quickly dispersed.

Rachel and I shared a guest room. Mum and Dad were in the guest room next door, and Peter slept in the downstairs study on a camp bed. We hadn’t long gone to bed, when I heard something tapping our window. I quickly learnt these sounds were stones being thrown at it, by Steven and his sister, for my attention.

I dragged myself out of my bed, feeling quite sick by now, and went to the window. By the time I got there, Steven was already climbing through the window at the same time I was opening it. His sister was loudly whispering up to me, from the gravelled drive below, that he had just wanted to say goodbye to me. 

Part of me felt annoyed as I just wanted to sleep but I also felt flattered and excited. I didn’t want to be rude, and said he could come in, next thing I know we’re kissing and cuddling in my bed. Rachel did exactly as I would have done in her situation and went and told Mum and Dad, waking them up.

I don’t remember Steven leaving but I do remember the lights being thrown on and my mum and dad stood staring at me in utter disbelief. I was wearing a baggy Tottenham Hotspurs shirt and Mum made me go and close the window. Having to reach up on tiptoes to grab its handle, Mum shouted at me, asking where on earth my pants were? It was only then I realised I wasn’t wearing any.

Waking up dying the following morning, I was sick several times in the toilet. My throat burning from the acid, my eyes swollen from the heaving, I had a relentless headache that pounded across my skull with every heartbeat.

Everything was being packed up in a hurry. I was given familiar glares from Mum, of utter disgust and horror at what I had done, yet again, to shame the family. According to her, I was a complete and utter disgrace.

A slut. A whore. A prostitute.

Steven’s mum appeared during the midst of us loading up the car to travel back to Surrey. She had Steven apologise to my parents, but she also said they weren’t to be so hard on me and that, in my defence, this is what teenagers do. While I was surprised by her parental opinion, in trying to defuse and excuse the situation, I also had a voice in my head siding with my mum. It was firmly stating, through pursed lips, respectful and well brought up teenagers don’t carry on like I did. 

The long drive home was awful. It wasn’t so much due to the sickly hangover, but the torturous, cold silence from everyone else in the car. It was to be expected from Mum, but no one dare say a word either. Even the car’s radio wasn't tolerated for much of the drive, it certainly didn’t chance playing any cheerful songs.

We weren’t home a day and Mum had already assumed I’d had sex with Steven, and marched me to the family GP for the morning after pill, or 'emergency contraception'. I knew nothing had happened, but the way Mum tore me apart again, once she was in the territory of her own home, left me questioning even my own account of events that night. It felt like Deja vu, it felt like I was having to confirm again, was it the cream bus or the blue bus? 

I felt so humiliated, as Mum verbally bashed me to the doctor, giving her reason for me needing to be prescribed these pills. There was something despicable about taking them. Not pitiful, DESPICABLE. It forced on a crampy, painful period, but that was not the worst part of this hideous situation.

It was the way Mum forced me to take the tablets in front of her, to prove I had swallowed them. To make certain to her that I wouldn’t be pregnant. I felt completely naked and exposed in front of her.

Shamed.

Disgraced.

Embarrassed.

This was the least of my worries, but Mum announced in that moment that I wasn’t going to have a birthday that year. I was due to turn sixteen in a couple of weeks. She told me nastily that I may be of the legal age then to have sex but that it wasn’t an occasion she was willing to celebrate. We were going to skip my birthday that year as I didn’t deserve to have one. The way she took pleasure in telling me this is something I have never forgotten. 

The jibes and smart comments never stopped from that moment on. So I made appearances for mealtimes only, then quickly retreated to the more comfortable isolation of my bedroom. That was the time when a belief lodged itself deep inside me: that I didn't belong. Not in my own home, not in my own skin, not even in my own story. Meanwhile, we still had our sun holiday to endure together. I don’t remember packing, or the flight over, but I do remember that week. 

When the heat hit us as we got off the plane in Majorca the mood shifted, Mum seemed happy again. She loved the sun, and we were all now in her happy place. Checking in at reception we were all issued with wristbands for the all-inclusive deal. All we could eat and drink for the entire duration, ice creams and hot chocolates included! In that moment I too was in my happy place.

Mum and Dad had their own room while my siblings and I shared a room just a few doors down the corridor. We didn’t really see Mum and Dad much, other than joining up for dinner, the odd breakfast, or lunch time too. We quickly made friends with others our age, and I joined the summer camp that they were running onsite.

They were hosting a Grease-themed night, for the end of the week, and I had dance rehearsals every day. The cast were great fun, and I sparked a little summer romance with a boy my age from Manchester. He was my dance partner and was on holiday with his mum there. For a while I forgot my troubles at home, and the horrid atmosphere we were living in, but then a couple of odd things happened which brought me back to reality. 

On one evening, halfway through the holiday, we found Mum and Dad smoking at a table by the bar. Dad had a whiskey by the looks of it and Mum was smoking a cigarette with a full pack open on the table. They acknowledged us, but didn’t really converse with any of us either, it was odd because they never smoked back home. Why now? It almost felt like they were trying to make a statement to us, to me in particular.

They had gone from being anti-smoking to now flaunting it before us. All three of us felt uncomfortable by this sudden turn of events. Then on a separate occasion, I bumped into Dad and he insisted that I go and find Mum immediately, that she had run off to the beach and was extremely upset. He told me to find her and apologise immediately, for everything I had done. 


      [image: ]It reminded me of a vivid memory I have from when I was small, at home in a previous address. Peter and I were primary-school age and Rachel was still a toddler, I was maybe around four or five.

Dad had assembled the three of us together and brought us into their bedroom where Mum was crying on the bed. She was laying on it sobbing uncontrollably and curled up in the foetal position. I remember feeling sad but also frightened at the time that my mummy was so upset. We had been told by Dad to apologise to her and to tell her that we would be good. 

I remember feeling so confused because I didn’t know why we had to apologise. Not knowing what we had done wrong. Dad had told us that if we each said sorry to Mummy 'as if we really meant it', then Mummy would stop being so upset. I remember it working at the time and she was happy again.

Saying sorry was something I became really good at throughout my life, especially when I felt that I had to apologise for things I didn’t understand, or for things I couldn't fix. Apologising also for things that I had not even done.


      [image: ]There was a small private beach just next to the hotel, beyond the swimming pool. It didn’t take long for me to find her sitting alone, crying on one of the sun loungers, towards the quieter end of the beach. It was heading towards late afternoon, when even the most committed of sunbathers were starting to pack up their belongings. However, there were still enough people around within earshot that made me whisper to Mum was she okay.

She screamed back at me that she was not okay and that she hated her life and everyone in it! I apologised profusely, but she grew louder and more hysterical. This family holiday had become a place where the sunshine couldn't warm what had already been iced over. For a moment I forgot that anyone else was on the beach and my only concern was for that of my mother. 

Then she blurted out, as loudly as she could, that she had a druggie for a son and a drop-out prostitute for a daughter! 

Like slow motion, I felt all eyes fall on me. Small gasps came from other adults as they ushered their own children to hurry up and away from the scene that my mum was causing. Away from the scene that I had apparently caused. My mother's grief and rage had became a public performance, and I became the thing she named me. If I could be labelled so easily, then maybe it was exactly what I deserved. 

I was lost for words in that moment, and there was nothing I could do to neither calm nor console her. Feeling my presence was actually making her worse, I chose to leave her crying alone on the beach. An image that would haunt and taunt me for many years after. I didn’t consider my brother a druggie, let alone myself as a prostitute either, however I do remember the time Mum had found a small pipe in his room.

Earlier that year, I was doing a maths assignment in my bedroom that would contribute to a generous number of marks for my final GCSE grade. I had literally just finished the workings, to prove how I had solved a particular mathematical equation, when all hell broke loose on the landing outside my bedroom.

As I flung open my door, ready to bollock whoever was the cause of all of the commotion, I could see Mum and Peter in a tug of war right on the middle of the stairs!

Reconsidering my intrusion, I chose to hastily retreat instead, back behind the safety of my door. I can’t remember what the common object was between them that they were fighting over. What I do remember was if either of them suddenly let go of it, both of them would go tumbling down those second-floor stairs that they were so precariously balancing on! I felt fear. The imagery of it had frightened me. 

It left me contemplating whether I should intervene or not, for the sakes of both their safety. Who would I grab to try and save first? Or would the three of us then go tumbling to our paralysing deaths? What if I choose to do nothing and just ignore yet another family problem? 

Thinking the latter was the right decision, based on what I had been told previously to do all my life, I did what I had been trained to do. I stayed out of it.

As I silenced the radio in my room and turned off my desk light, thinking somehow it would heighten my hearing, I strained to catch hold of what was being thrashed out from within those staircase walls. Fragmented sentences leeched under my door and scrawled their way up into my ear, which was now heavily sealed against it.

Cupping my hands around my ear now, as if to form some kind of conch shell, raising the volume of the key words that were swirling around within my hands. As I strung those words together I realised that Mum had discovered a small pipe in Peter’s room that he used to smoke some kind of drug with. I couldn’t establish, via my eavesdropping methods, whether drugs were found too but the incident came and went unremarkably afterwards.

There was no future reference to it, there was no atmospheric guilt trip or silent treatment. There was no probation, no blame, no shame. Peter returned to university after that incident, and life for him carried on as normal. Peter was still good in Mum's books, as far as I could see.

Meanwhile, it was only as I was walking away from Mum leaving her sobbing on the beach, that I realised she had also included Peter in this embarrassing display of yet another public shaming of me. It was also the only time I had ever heard her verbally degrade him out loud in public. For just a split second, the grotesque weight lifted off my shoulders of being the sole family disgrace. Before I then felt the same burning eyes, and gossipy mutterings of the onlookers, following me all the way back to the hotel.

I was never going to live this down. What I had apparently done at Grandma’s wedding. All the shame Mum said I had caused the family. All the appalling choices she accused me of making. As a grown woman now, with my own children, I can see that her narcissistic abuse, blame, shame and judgements, had the effect of making me believe I was indeed such a hideous human being and such a sorry excuse for a daughter. But back then I had condemned myself in exactly the way she prescribed. I cannot call myself a member of the family anymore.

I'm a complete and utter disgrace.

I'm a prostitute.








  
  

Chapter five

Leaving Home and Getting My GCSE Results Alone
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As quickly as that holiday came and went, we were back home in Surrey and I was straight back into Mum’s bad books, and that classic narcissistic trait known as the silent treatment. I was still working my part-time job at the shop and threw myself into it, because it meant hours away from Mum's hostility. I was glad to be working there for the rest of the summer, and getting out from that horrible atmosphere at home. 

Looking older than I was during my teenage years I quickly learnt that, from the tender age of fifteen, I could buy alcohol underage. It became routine for me to slip into the pub around the corner from my job and spend my lunch hour there. Drinking a bottle of Budweiser and eating a packet of ready salted crisps, it was one hour where nobody glared at me like I was a problem to be managed. This was when I met Joe, just after my non-eventful sixteenth birthday. 

Joe happened to be a regular at the pub too, around Mum and Dad’s age, and he lived and worked in another pub across the road. Very tall and stocky looking, with brown, curly hair and a thick moustache, he often wore jeans with leather shoes, like he hadn't decided what decade he belonged to. He soon became a familiar face on my lunch breaks and I didn’t mind him inviting himself to sit with me, I even encouraged it. He started sitting with me like it was the most natural thing in the world.

And the worst part is…I liked it.

To be honest, at the time I looked forward to these interactions. He listened. He didn’t judge. He nodded at the right moments. He validated my feelings. After weeks of being treated like I was either lying or overreacting, being believed felt like warmth. He became someone I looked forward to seeing because I could confide in him about my problems at home.

Within a week of first meeting him he told me he knew a family on the outskirts of town who had a room to let. Explaining how much I hated my home life, even crying about it once or twice, he reassured me he would speak with the family and secure the room for me. 

'You need to get out of there,' he said, as casually as if he was saying I needed fresh air.

So, I gave him my phone number.

The next day he called.

Frantically packing like my life depended on it, stuffing everything into bags. My essentials were in my school bag and a big holdall that I had in my cupboard, everything else was in big black bags or smaller shopping bags. I was bringing everything. This was a literal move-out and a final goodbye to my life as I knew it. I was packing everything so fast, not so much out of fear that Mum would stop me, but more out of worry that I would change my mind.

After I had everything piled in the hallway, it all became a whirlwind event and a bit of a blur. Joe had arranged for a friend of his to collect me from my parents' and meet him at the pub he was working at. From there we would go on to the house with the room to rent. This 'friend' not much older than my brother, was already on the front drive. Sat sheepishly in his old white car with the engine still running, I quickly bundled all of my bags into it. It was right then when Mum realised I was serious about leaving home.

With each bag I carried out to the car, she pleaded with me not to leave. She even started to cry and apologise for how she had treated me, that we could 'work things out'. I genuinely did not believe her. Her words had come too late and the anger that was boiling up inside of me only reassured me that I was making the right decision in leaving. It was about time.

My brother was home from university and to me he seemed to be feeding off the drama that was unravelling, as if he was getting a kick out of it. As usual. 

'Zoë, yet again is being naughty, causing a scene and upsetting the family!'

During those last couple of years that I lived at home, Peter would seize any opportunity he could to try and get me in trouble with Mum. He often told tales and make things up about me. Mum never questioned his version of events, or the fact that he was lying. I always felt it had something to do with him being so popular at school. That somehow someone that well liked couldn’t possibly lie about his own family, his own sister! 


      [image: ]I remember one time in particular, when I had four of my school friends over from the next town. Two of them smoked and we were in the back garden together, shooting basketball hoops, on a paved area Dad had laid earlier that year. It was just getting dark and two of them proceeded to light up a cigarette each. 

There was enough flood light from the house for us to play our game, but the glow from the ends of the cigarettes were easily spotted from Peter’s bedroom window. He had told Mum immediately that I was smoking with my friends. I wasn’t. The fact I was associating with friends that smoked, made me just as guilty in Peter’s eyes and he twisted the truth.

Nothing was said that evening, even after I went with Mum to drive my friends home. She was waiting for the next day, to let me know what I had been accused of this time. 

That following morning we were up early for the weekend. Peter and I had both volunteered to help paint the stage props and backdrops for an upcoming school musical. I was really looking forward to doing this. However, Mum burst into my room just as I was finishing putting on some lipstick. She grabbed me, throwing me onto my bed and shouting why on earth was I smoking when I know it wasn't allowed. Confused, I said I wasn’t smoking but admitted that two of my friends were. 

'Why are you always lying to me!' she shouted furiously. 

'I’m not lying!' I shouted back.

This was the catalyst that made my mum snap. She started to hammer both of her fists down on top of me, one after the other. I instinctively drew my knees up to my chest and crossed my arms over my head to protect my face. Every fist continued to pummel down against my exposed forearm. Then realising we would be late she suddenly stopped and ordered me to get my shoes on. I wasn’t being allowed to go painting for the day, not like my brother, but I couldn’t be trusted to be left alone in the house either. Not after what I had done now.

On the drive to school Peter looked smug in the front passenger seat as I sat behind Mum. She was still furious but bizarrely she proudly announced to Peter that she thought she may have just broken my arm. Peter just continued to sit there, not smiling anymore, but he didn’t say anything either. It wasn’t broken, but it bloody well felt like it was as I sat there cradling it with my other hand.

I could see Mum seething at me in the rear-view mirror, her eyes burning through me, as if she had the ability to obliterate me there and then. Her nastiness and lack of understanding was never so plain to see. She even manufactured this ridiculous scenario, where I would have to apologise in person to the art teacher for not being able to help with the painting. That I had let everyone down, yet again.

Feeling absolute humiliation, Mum bollocked me again in front of the art teacher, as she then prompted me to apologise repeatedly for smoking the cigarette (that I hadn't smoked), and for it being the reason why I couldn’t help out that day. That, plus the obvious fact I was such a 'horrendous liar'.

As it happened the teacher couldn’t care less but continued to just nod along with Mum sympathetically. I was invisible in that moment. The art teacher didn’t see me, no one could. It also felt like double standards as Peter was allowed to smoke since the legal age of sixteen in England at the time.

It would frustrate me that he’d blatantly leave his cigarette lighter and pack of Camels out on display. He even had the nerve to smoke them in front of Mum on a couple of occasions. He knew she couldn’t say or do anything but he got away with it all the same. He was never called names or shamed about it. It was okay for him to smoke. He was an artist at London’s Central Saint Martins, 'one of the most prestigious art colleges in the world’. 

Looking back, the irony of this is comical. The art teacher was a chain-smoker herself. Mum oblivious to the fact that she was puffing on a cigarette, by the fire exit door we had eventually found her at! I’m laughing now as I type this. Dark humour would become a crucial survival mechanism for me going forwards. Dark humour was my friend.

Mum had grounded me indefinitely and I was forbidden from helping to paint that set ever again. Only Peter would be allowed because he’s earned that privilege: he’s good, he’s popular and he’s going places in his life. Mum and Dad can boast about Peter, but not me, they’d never boast about me. 

Again as a grown woman now with children of my own, I can see that her narcissistic abuse, blame, shame and judgements, had the effect of making me believe I was indeed such a shameful human being. But again, back then I had condemned myself in exactly the way she had prescribed. This time it feels like I’m a nobody. I’m the dregs of society and will end up amounting to nothing, if anything at all.

I’m a smoker now as well as a lying prostitute!

So, as you can perhaps see, once the opportunity had presented itself for me to escape, I had no option but to grab it with both hands or suffocate and die. I have always been a brave soul and this was no time for sitting on the fence.


      [image: ]Back to me leaving home. As I got into this man’s car, Mum made a final plea for me not to go. I felt a sense of control at last, and cried out smartly to her. 

'I can do what I want now Mum, I’m sixteen!' As the white car reversed out of the gravelled driveway. 

Unbeknown to me, since I only found out some years later, my brother had made the driver tell him where I was going, taken Mum’s car, and followed us all the way to the pub. Peter told me that he had argued with the pub's landlord, Joe’s boss, explaining that I was his sister and only sixteen. I was unaware then of a disagreement between the landlord and Joe. I didn’t know what was said exactly, all I knew was that Joe was sacked there and then, and I didn’t see Peter after that. 

With all my stuff still in Joe's friend’s car, we were given a lift out to this house on the outskirts of town. It belonged to a couple who were a similar age as Joe, with a teenage son my age, and a foreign lodger who worked at the local kebab shop. They seemed pleasant enough and explained the weekly rent of forty pounds would be due every Friday. On my wages it was tight, but doable. I was given a small single room which had a bed and simple bedside table in it. The carpets were taken up everywhere, exposing the wooden floorboards. It was small but it was clean and tidy. It was home for me now. 

Joe kept in touch with the couple, and they told me how he was looking for a new job in a different town somewhere. Meanwhile, I continued with my job at the shop, walking over an hour there and back each working day. About a week after leaving home, I had finished work and there was a box from Mum and Dad waiting for me, it had all my favourite treats inside. There was a box of apple pies and sweets, hot chocolate powder and some toiletries. I suddenly felt a pang of guilt as I unpacked it all.

I felt homesick.

I missed my family.

This was short lived, as my brain instantly played back all the things that had happened that summer. Every mistake and bad thing I’d done throughout my life, all the shame I believed I had brought to them. I concluded that I didn’t deserve a family like mine anymore, I’d disgraced them enough. Its time I grew up and 'lived with the consequences of my actions'. I’m on my own now.

A couple of days later, my GCSE results were due out. The couple insisted they drove me over to the school to get them. They couldn’t stay as they had other commitments but told me which buses to catch, to get back to their house again. I hated buses so I would choose to walk, but they didn’t need to know that. I appreciated the drop off and thanked them repeatedly as they drove away. They had wished me good luck and being genuinely nice people they made me feel that they really meant it. 

As I walked into the school hall, where the results were being issued, my eyes scanned around at fellow students from my year. Suddenly I felt a stranger amongst them. I thought I would feel somehow superior, and even proud, that I had left home and was living independently. Instead, I felt painfully aware of just how isolated and lonely I was. Feeling so incredibly small and insignificant, it was evident that I had been missed by nobody. Perhaps as equally as I was seen by none.

Again, I felt invisible. 

Family and friends were flocking nervously on the side-lines, eagerly waiting for their child to announce their grades. There were queues forming at the different subject tables with volunteers sat behind them issuing the official results on unassuming pieces of paper. Embarrassed now to be so obviously alone, I discreetly joined the queue as my nerves nibbled away at me. Trying to distract my restlessness, I fidgeted with a loose thread on the hem of my sleeve until I was next in line.

Gradually, I collected my results from the various tables, until I ended up at the maths table, the one I feared most. I had got a dismal D in my mock exams. I scanned the paper quickly and squealed secretively in delight as I saw a bold B glaring back at me. B was brilliant for me, I was delighted! The hard work and extra tuition had definitely paid off! 

Having been so pleasantly surprised with my results I just had to tell Mum, I knew this would please her. But would it have the potential for her to stop thinking badly of me? Anxiously, I dug some loose change out of my jeans pocket and rang from the public pay phone in the school, but there was no answer. I looked around me and in every direction fellow students were sharing their results with their loved ones.

In that moment I so desperately wished Mum was right there with me. But at the time I remember I was made feel it was my fault that she wasn’t. Without question or hesitation I started my forty-five-minute walk home to show her my results in person. 

Having pressed the doorbell with nervous anticipation, Mum was obviously surprised to see me standing there when she opened the front door. Feeling suddenly like an unexpected visitor, instead of a welcomed family member, it did feel weird walking into the house I used to call home only just a couple of weeks previously.

After a brief hesitation on her part, I broke the awkward silence between us and told her I had just collected my exam results. Gesturing with her hand for me to promptly come in, I followed her uncomfortably into the kitchen. There were mixed emotions. On one hand I felt sure she would be just as pleasantly surprised with my grades as I was. Yet on the other hand I sensed this wasn’t an occasion to celebrate either. Like my sixteenth birthday in Mum’s eyes, this was yet another moment I had ruined for myself with my unacceptable and reckless behaviour. I hadn’t thought this through properly at all. 

Atmospherically I could feel, from Mum’s cold body language, how stupid and selfish it was of me to turn up unannounced like this to my family’s home. Nevertheless, as I read each subject grade aloud Mum didn’t respond the way I was expecting. The way I was hoping for. She was neither surprised, pleased or even disappointed. There was a forced smile and casual well done, but it was the lack of emotion that took me most by surprise.

Both of us stood awkwardly in the kitchen, not knowing where to look. I felt like I was intruding and should be on my way. Just as I was contemplating apologising for turning up unannounced Mum offered me something to eat. I politely declined, even though I was famished, and thanked God when she proceeded to make me a cheese and pickle sandwich anyway. Having devoured the sandwich, I still felt I was overstaying my welcome and made my excuses to leave, but Mum insisted on giving me a lift 'home'. 

We travelled in silence. I don’t remember the journey other than feeling mortified as we turned into the council estate. Ironically, and somewhat amusingly, it was everything I knew my mum hated and had warned me about ending up in! Mum wouldn’t ever admit it, but she and Dad are snobs.

They think of themselves as superior to the working class, to the unemployed. Yet here I was with her driving me through the heart of one of the biggest council estates in town. I remember forcing a smile and thanking her for the lift, as I shamefully got out of the car and dragged my pathetic feet to the house with no carpet.

The next day I went into work, what would become my last shift at the shop, a big display of posh flowers, delivered by the local florist, were waiting for me in the store. My colleagues excitedly said they were for me and started to cluck around me, waiting for me to open the accompanying notecard and announce who they were from. The card simply read:



Zoë, Congratulations on your GCSE exam results, Lots of love. Mum and Dad






Everyone said how sweet it was of them and what a lovely surprise. I smiled along hiding the fact that all I wanted to do in that moment was to cry. Little did my colleagues know that this typical behaviour of my parents was down to their need to be seen as loving and affectionate, rather than being loving and affectionate. 

Furthermore not only did that grate with me but also the blatant hypocrisy of them seemingly taking credit for my success, despite deliberately torpedoing my self-esteem. It was even more upsetting because I knew the truth of the situation and my colleagues didn’t. This caused me to feel further isolated because I would not be going to the trouble of explaining the truth to them. Just smile and nod Zoë, I told myself.

At the end of that shift I threw my handbag securely over my shoulder so I had both hands free to carry the big public display of love, all the way back to my rented room.

It was shortly after this when Joe dropped by and told me he had got a job driving articulated trucks. He told me that there was a new room waiting for me in a much nicer house, if I wanted it? Of course I wanted it! He said I would get a new job there no problem as there were lots of pubs and restaurants I could waitress in, or shops looking for staff. It was in Bracknell. I knew Bracknell. We went on family days out in Bracknell.

Dad had taken us all to the cinema there to see Jurassic Park when it first came out, as well as the movie Titanic on another occasion, both which were brilliant on the big screen! We had gone bowling there a couple of times too. We had also attempted to skate around the ice rink there, where they sold warm sugared doughnuts served in a paper bag. Associating Bracknell then with fun times spent together as a family, it made sense to me that it would therefore be a fun place for me to live. 

Not even stopping to consider leaving my job and the tiny room in the massive council estate, to me this move was a no-brainer. Although I had only known him for a couple of weeks, I trusted Joe without question. After all, he had helped me to leave home in the first place. This first room he had got me was obviously just a stepping-stone to a better life in Bracknell.

Wasn’t it?
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