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For us both


For neither of us exist without the other


And neither of us succeed without the other


We are whole only when we honour every part of ourselves
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What kind of alleyway is this?


Autumn 2016


‘I said, if you touch me again mate, you’re going through that fucking window over there.’


My body shook. My heart raced. I hated people touch­ing me.


‘Jessica!’ My mum clapped her hand over her mouth, blushed red, and apologised repeatedly to the dentist.


I batted his hands away from my mouth.


‘I told him twice, Mum. I’m not numb yet, that stupid shit hasn’t worked again!’


The dentist took two steps back from me, peeled off his gloves one by one, and slapped them down on the edge of the sink. He snatched his blue face mask off, and glared at me through little rectangular glasses.


Suddenly, he exploded.


‘Get out of my practice right now. And don’t you ever come back! You are banned!’


Ironically, just as he banned me from my third dental practice in a year, my mouth finally went numb.


I slobbered and slurred another insult at the dentist as my mum pulled me off the chair and shoved me out of the room. For good measure, he followed us down the stairs and past reception, as he yelled in front of his anxiously waiting patients that I was to be banned for life.


At fourteen years old.


‘What on earth did you do in there?’ The receptionist shook her head in disbelief that the ordinarily kind and quiet old man had such an outburst at a patient.


I shrugged at her, and joked, ‘He wouldn’t give me a sticker.’


That earned me a sharp slap up the back of the head and Mum gritted her teeth.


‘Shut the fuck up,’ she growled under her breath, and then returned to being her polite, bubbly self, apologising profusely for her unruly chav of a daughter.


‘She’s just . . . she’s . . . very frightened of the dentist . . . I am so sorry, it won’t happen again.’ My mum did her best to convince the receptionist to keep me on their books.


‘It won’t happen again because she is never to be seen in this practice again!’ the dentist raged to his receptionist. She looked up at me, over the top of her computer.


Half of my mouth grinned at the receptionist, and the other limp half let out another mouthful of slobber onto my navy-blue Carlotti hoodie.


I could have sworn she stifled a giggle. She put her head down and tucked her hair behind her ear.


On reflection, it can’t be easy being a dentist. In what other job do you get up, get ready, go to work, and meet people all day who tell you that they hate you right before they ask you to fix their teeth? Dentists must be told, ‘I hate the dentist’, like thirty times a day. You don’t go to your hairdresser and tell her, ‘I hate hairdressers’, moments before you ask her to bleach your whole head, do you?


‘Jessica.’


‘Jessica.’


‘Jessica, are you listening?’


I shook myself out of the memory of threatening to throw the dentist out of the third-floor window, and stared back at the two professors in the tiny, stuffy office we were crammed into.


No one tells you that when you ‘make it’ to the top in academia, they give you a draughty closet to live in, like Harry Potter’s under-the-stairs bedroom. The one next door was just used to pile expensive bicycles in. There was a sign on the door where they had scratched out a retired professor’s name, and written ‘BIKES’. Every evening, the lecturers had to untangle them like an oily old necklace, the pedals and chains all mashing into each other.


White middle-class passive-aggressive academics, all being awfully polite whilst blaming each other for the mess of their fold-up bikes.


I didn’t even know what a university was until I rocked up at mine at twenty-five.


I grew up on a diet of raunchy coming-of-age American comedies like American Pie and Road Trip. All of my knowledge of college and university came from those films. No one in my family had ever mentioned university to me, let alone been to one.


I thought universities were all in the US, and I had to earn a basketball scholarship to go there. I figured that once I got there, I would have to pick a sorority and live in a huge wooden house with the girls from Legally Blonde.


As you can imagine, having gotten all of my academic knowledge from films, it was rather the anti-climax to finally go to university. I didn’t get a sorority. I didn’t get a road trip. But on the plus side, I also didn’t have to worry about earning a basketball scholarship either, which would have been extremely difficult at 5ft 5in.


I went to university to become a psychologist, and my family kept asking me how night school was going. Like they thought I was doing a still life drawing course. I wished I was. My drawing was shocking, come to think of it.


‘Yeah, sorry, I was just thinking . . .’


It wasn’t a lie.


We are all technically ‘just thinking’, aren’t we?


I didn’t need to tell them that I was thinking about how aggressive I used to be as a teenager, and how lucky they were that I wasn’t fourteen any more.


‘We just don’t think this is realistic, Jessica. The scenario you have written up for this study . . . it’s just . . . far-fetched.’


‘How is it far-fetched?’


I looked at them both, wondering if they had ever been anywhere near a council estate, or if it was something they had just seen on TV.


Malcolm tried to smooth over the comment, but his lip curled up into laughter as he tried.


‘Your scenario for this study. A woman walks through a dangerous alleyway in broad daylight, and she’s mugged and assaulted? It’s just . . . what kind of alleyway is this? Where does this poor woman live?’


He sniggered, and Laura stifled a chuckle.


I feigned confusion, told them I didn’t follow, but I knew exactly where this was going. It was going the way it always went.


‘Well, I just think it would be more realistic if we said the alleyway was dangerous at night-time, you know, in the dark.’


Malcolm surprised me. I always had him down as quite street-smart for a posh white dude. He seemed to have travelled, but then, people with money don’t tend to travel to dilapidated old mining towns, and he had recently got back from visiting his friends in Thailand for a month. Maybe he didn’t have as much about him as I had assumed.


‘Why?’


‘Because . . . well, it’s just not realistic to have an alleyway that’s dangerous in broad daylight, is it?’ He was still smiling at me, but smiling at me like I was being a bit silly. Like he was trying to get a small child to realise they were being daft about wanting to get on the bouncy castle after four ice creams, and needed to sit down and stay still for a while.


‘Why?’ I tested, raising one eyebrow.


Laura piped back up again to save her colleague, whom I was slowly backing into a corner of his own construction.


‘I know I certainly haven’t lived anywhere with an alleyway I couldn’t walk down in the middle of the day, Jessica. It just seems so unrealistic that no one would believe it.’


Malcolm nodded enthusiastically and tapped his biro on the side of his slim face. They looked at each other and nodded again.


‘I agree. I’ve lived in many places and there has never been an alleyway I couldn’t walk down. I think we should just remove this scenario. Either that, or you need to rewrite it, and make it clear that it’s dangerous, but because it’s dark.’


I raised my eyebrows at them both.


Well, good for them. Bloody good for them. They’d never lived anywhere with a dangerous alleyway. Wasn’t that wonderful?


It wasn’t even called an ‘alleyway’ where I grew up. It was a gully. But these two didn’t know what a gully was, so I had to say alleyway.


There were plenty of them dotted around Stoke, but there were two I used frequently. One was fairly safe in the daytime, but a risk at night-time. It ran from my street to the high school. It was covered in permanent marker graffiti: who was shagging who, rumours about STDs, doodles of dicks and ganja leaves, and threats to knock out your dad. It was where a few of the smaller deals would go down, and I had only had serious trouble in there once.


But the other one, the other one made my blood run cold. I would rather walk the extra ten minutes around it than go through that death trap no matter what time of day it was.


In fact, I would rather walk barefoot on broken glass than walk through that gully. It was shaped in a zigzag, and covered by overgrown trees and barbed wire fences which meant there were two corners with no natural light.


Everything was dumped down there. The paperboys hid their hundreds of undelivered copies of The Advertiser there, until the ground was grey, sloppy papier mache. So many thousands of newspapers were discarded down there that it looked like it was covered in a permanent layer of snow no matter the season. Well, the kind of snow that is left after the cars had been driving through it for two days and it looked like grey sludge. The stuff you get told off for making snowballs out of because it’s not fun any more, and you are just throwing dirt and ice at kids by that point.


The addicts used it to shoot up, and then discard their dirty needles on the floor. The gangs used it to do everything from deal drugs, to holding up drunk old veterans for their wallets. People hung around in that gully when they didn’t want to be seen. Only the hardest kids played truant in there.


Jase went down there on his new bike once, and came out with no bike, and a nice new thick lip. Hannah got chased in there by Chris’s mum who was wielding a carving knife like she was in a slasher movie (again), and instantly wondered whether it would have been safer out there with his mum, than in there with those shady bastards.


‘On my estate, there were gullys . . . alleyways you couldn’t walk down in the day or the night.’


Laura looked down, but Malcolm choked back laughter.


I realised that once again, I was sat in a room of fellow psychologists who had absolutely no idea what the real world was like. Both of Laura’s parents were successful law professors, and Malcolm’s father was one of the most successful psychologists in Australia. They lived lives I didn’t even know existed until I had met them and heard them tell their stories. I didn’t tell them that one of my parents was an alcoholic and the other was unemployed. Doesn’t have the same ring to it.


‘Is that so?’ he teased, chuckling.


‘Yeah. It is. Loads of people live in areas like that.’ I wasn’t laughing. I held eye contact with Malcolm until he became uncomfortable and fell silent. As he put his head down, Laura had seemingly composed herself, and looked up at me.


‘While we are on this topic,’ she cleared her throat and lowered her tone, ‘there have been some . . . concerns . . . shared with me about some of your social media posts.’


In the space of a few seconds, thousands of my social media posts flashed past my eyes. Was it when I mocked my girlfriend for loving the Pussycat Dolls? Was it the time I posted a selfie of a man who had been sending me pictures of his dick whilst posting about his wedding anniversary? Was it the post I uploaded of me wearing that rubber rhino head at the karaoke bar?


I tried to play it cool. ‘Oh? Which ones?’


‘Just, um . . . the, um,’ she stumbled over her words, ‘the posts about . . . being a “council estate academic” have been brought to my attention.’


‘What’s wrong with me saying that?’ I laughed.


I was relieved it wasn’t anything more controversial; I didn’t fancy explaining the rubber rhino head to her. Especially as my friends had only told me later that it was from a latex fetish website for people who pretended to be animals to have sex. Who needs enemies, eh?


I still can’t believe they had me going to the bar to order drinks dressed as a sex rhino. Charming.


But I was annoyed that ‘concerns had been raised’ about me talking about being an academic who had grown up on a council estate, especially as I still lived on one. What concerns could there be? I couldn’t change where I came from.


‘Oh no, no. There’s nothing wrong with it!’ Laura frantically back-pedalled.


I frowned.


‘So why would concerns be raised?’


She looked down.


‘It just . . . it doesn’t . . . look . . . very good . . . for you.’ She picked over her words like she was carefully selecting each one from many as she went along.


I stared at her in silence. I waited for her to elaborate.


‘You see, there are concerns that you becoming a psychologist . . . would . . . look bad . . . on the rest of the discipline . . .’


My eyes widened. My jaw fell open. She must have known the gravity of those words as they glided out of her finishing school mouth.


‘Me saying I came from a council estate, and have grown up to become an academic, would look bad on our whole discipline? Are you being serious?’


Malcolm looked away, but Laura sighed.


‘Jessica, I think you need to realise that in order for you to make a difference, and become respected and accepted as a psychologist and an academic, you must have a certain level of behaviour and decorum. Talking about your council estate and your . . . lifestyle . . .’


She said the word ‘lifestyle’ like it disgusted her. Like she spat it out on the floor. Like it tasted like shit in her mouth.


It was the first time I had ever seen her talk like that. She was such a warm and easy-going person towards everyone else. As far as I was aware, there were no rules which stated that a young woman from a council estate couldn’t be a psychologist. Although come to think of it, I had never heard of one before.


‘What do you mean by “lifestyle”?’ I prodded, annoyed. If she was going to say it like it revolted her, I wanted to know what it meant. Did she think I lived in a pig sty, rolling around in my own shit? Did she think I went out on the evenings tooled up, attacking innocent passers-by?


She shifted uncomfortably in her seat and looked across at Malcolm. There was more. My heart sank.


I tried to steel myself for whatever was coming next.


I started to pep-talk myself in my head. Whatever comes out of her mouth next, do not fucking cry, I told myself. Do not show these fuckers that it hurts. I dug my thumbnail into the side of my finger, to focus all my pain somewhere else. The pain seared up my finger.


‘We . . . have had some complaints about an article you have written. It’s about . . . you living on the council estate . . . and you becoming a teenage mum, and keeping your baby . . . and you know, we don’t judge you for being a teen mum, Jessica, but we have to consider whether it is suitable for you to be training to be a psychologist whilst writing about things like this.’


She trailed off as the hot tears filled my eyes quicker than I could control them. Fuck’s sake.


‘I understand this must be upsetting for you, Jessica, but we must always ensure that we separate ourselves from those we help. We are the professionals. As a psychologist, it is not advisable to also be seen as a victim – because then – what sets you apart from the victims you help? You are just the same as them . . . vulnerable.’


I felt my face flush with utter embarrassment. I felt like slatting my notebooks at her.


My mind whirred. Why couldn’t I be a psychologist and a victim? Why couldn’t I also be vulnerable? Why were we pretending that psychologists had their shit together, when Malcolm got drunk and set his kitchen on fire last year, and no one questioned his suitability?


Were they all perfect with no histories and no complexities? Why did I have to lie about where I was from and who I really was?


I wanted to ask her all of those questions, but I was consumed with shame. I had never been embarrassed about being a teen mum before, and I had certainly never felt ashamed of it.


Even when Simpo pulled up next to me in his lowered Seat Leon, revved his engine at me, and called me a slag for having a baby, I felt no shame. In fact, all I could think was how on earth Simpo had passed his driving test before I had. The boy who chewed his sleeves until they were soggy, was only allowed to use the plastic safety scissors, and pretended to walk with a club foot until a doctor finally confirmed he was putting it on for attention; had a fucking driving licence. And there he was, using that driving licence to pull up alongside a seventeen-year-old girl with a pram to yell, ‘Slag!’ and then drive off whilst blasting Akon.


I was just about to tell you that I had never been embarrassed or ashamed about living on a council estate either, but that would be a lie.


I had been desperate to escape that estate. So desperate in fact, that me and Isabelle had sat in English and devised a plan to leave school to become strippers so we could rent a flat together in Manchester and buy as much Lambrini as we wanted.


My estate terrified me. It stripped me down to nothing. It humiliated me and mocked me. It exploited and abused me. It suffocated me. It hardened me. It desensitised me. It threatened me. It forced me to grow up too quickly. It taught me. It nurtured me. It broke me. It made me. It destroyed me. It rebuilt me.


When I finally did run away at eighteen years old, I never wanted to set foot in that place for as long as I lived. I blocked it out. I tried to never think of it again. If I was honest with myself, I would say that I had hated my council estate, until that very moment, when all of a sudden, all I wanted to do was defend it. It was a peculiar urge, and one I never thought I would ever have.


I wanted to tell Laura that she didn’t understand. I wanted to shout at her that my estate was the making of me. I wanted to tell her that every fucked up experience I had ever been through had brought me to sit in front of her and Malcolm in that stuffy closet office, doing my PhD in forensic psychology at a top university.


But all I did was cry.
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I’ve got one hand in my pocket


Spring 2002


Just as we got to my little wooden gate with the squeaky hinges, Demi took a bite of her Wham bar and then said the weirdest thing.


‘My mum says you don’t live in a real house. Is this your house then?’


She grinned at the other girls whilst I looked up at my semi-detached house, puzzled.


What did she mean?


The other girls giggled and shuffled, their school bags rattling and bashing together.


‘Umm, I dunno what you mean. It’s a real house. Got walls and doors and windows and everything else all the regular houses have got. Dunno what else you want. I don’t live in a tent . . .’ I tried to make light of what she was saying, but I felt my face burning.


The other girls stopped giggling and stared at me. It was like being a comedian with a tough crowd.


‘No, stupid. You live on this estate. This is where the families live who can’t afford real houses. My mum bought her house, but some people can’t afford their own real house, so they get given one of these . . . cos . . . they’re poor!’


Demi and the others burst out laughing as I looked sheepishly back at my house. I didn’t understand anything she was saying.


I knew she lived with her mum in another part of town. And I knew her mum had thrown a cocktail party one time and hung butterfly fairy lights all over her house, but could never be arsed to take them down for the next fourteen years, so we called her house ‘The Butterfly House’ until we were well into our twenties.


But I didn’t know what she meant about buying the house. I was eleven, and I realised that I had never considered how we got our house, or how anyone got a house. I guess I thought that humans needed houses, and they were free.


Suddenly, I felt very naïve.


I thought about the letter under my bed. I often wrote letters, but the previous weekend, I had written a letter to my future self. On the envelope, I had written in my best handwriting, ‘Dear Jess, DO NOT OPEN UNTIL YOU ARE 18!’


Inside, I had written detailed instructions and plans of my life, and everything that was going to happen under subheadings: House, Car, Occupation.


I had daydreamed about my adult life. I envisioned myself as an adult, and then instructed myself to buy a car for no more than £200 and make sure it was big enough to put the shopping in. I suggested a Peugeot 106, or maybe a Vauxhall Nova. Failing that, my third option was a Ford Fiesta. I figured £200 would be more than enough, especially as Dad had recently bought a much larger car and that was £300 from a weird man up the moors.


Under ‘occupation’, I had told myself that there were three jobs to aim for. The first was a social worker, the second was a psychologist, but failing those, the third was to become Prime Minister. I did write a note to myself that it was possible to become all three. I assumed those jobs would pay similar amounts, and would give me enough money to buy the little car, too.


But now I was questioning my instructions about the house. I had instructed eighteen-year-old me to get a little two-bedroomed house where I could have my own space, a bookshelf, my own bedroom, and maybe even a little dog. But I had only budgeted £5000 to buy the house and all the furniture. Maybe that was not going to be enough?


I felt stupid.


‘We are not poor!’ I shouted at her, but she just chuckled and shook her head at me. The other girls carried on eating their Space Raiders and grinned.


‘So why do you live here, then?’ She pointed at my house like she was pointing at a slimy hole in the floor.


‘I . . . don’t know.’ I looked at my squeaky gate, and wondered if that meant we were poor, because Demi’s big metal gates didn’t squeak at all. I put my hand on it to stop it from moving.


I didn’t know why I lived there. We had lived there since I was one. When I was born, Mum and me lived at Nana’s little house with her and Grandad, and all my uncles, and my dad, but it got too much. I didn’t remember much about the house, except the weird-patterned bricks lining the back garden, and the black and white collie called Susie.


Mum was nineteen and Dad was twenty-three when they had me. I’m not sure anyone was too thrilled by that, but both sets of grandparents felt strongly that my dad should have to move in with my mum and be an active parent, which meant I always had them both, and I guess we all grew up together.


Mum’s religious and traditional parents had insisted my dad marry my mum as soon as I was born, and they got married a fortnight after my arrival. How my teenaged mother motivated herself to get out of bed, let alone wear a wedding dress and get married, two weeks postpartum is beyond me. Not long after, we moved into our first house together and we had been there ever since.


‘Maybe you should ask your mum and dad, scrubber!’


‘Shut up, I am not a scrubber!’


My face felt hot and sweaty.


‘What make are those trainers, again?’ she laughed, remembering the conversation from PE earlier.


I glanced at my PE kit.


I didn’t know. I realised that I didn’t know trainers had a ‘make’. They were just whatever we could afford from Windsor’s World of Shoes. I picked mine because they were silver. I really liked them. And they were only £5, so Mum had said I could have them. Joanne had told me they looked like shit space boots, and then called me ‘Knock Off NASA’ for the rest of the day.


I was being humiliated, and all I could do was turn, and run away.


I avoided swinging open the gate so it didn’t squeak to further expose me, and instead trampled across the left flowerbed my mum had lovingly created as a remembrance for my little brother, and ran inside. I slammed the door and stood at the bottom of the stairs, chest heaving, trying not to cry, and praying Mum didn’t see me run through her tulip bed. I looked around my house, and up the stairs. I thought it was a real house.


The spiky artex walls were definitely real. If you scraped past those, you would know about it – and the school would be on the phone asking where you got those purple scratches from.


The floor was real, too. Stacey had gotten some pretty serious carpet burns from our favourite game where we slid down the stairs as fast as we could, like it was a bumpy slide. Although Mum did eventually ban us from that game when we learned that it was even faster in an old sleeping bag and we both ended up crashing into the shoe rack.


‘Jess! Is that you?’ My mum’s voice rang out from somewhere. She didn’t sound too angry, so I guessed she hadn’t seen me after all.


‘Yeah.’


‘Oh, good. What’s seven times eight?’ she snapped.


‘What?’ I frowned, dumping my bag on the floor.


‘Seven times eight!’


I shrugged.


‘Fifty-six. Why?’


She went back to whatever heated conversation she was having with Dad, and didn’t respond to me any further.


I walked through to them both and realised that Dad was not only home, but wasn’t in his overalls. He was stood in the kitchen with his head in his hands, leaning against the worktop. Mum was in the exact same position but on the opposite side of the tiny kitchen. Mum was stood exactly where I had fallen off the worktop as a four-year-old, and bitten clean through my bottom lip. I still have that scar to this day.


I always did think that side of the kitchen was bad luck, as a few years later, I earned myself yet another lifelong scar by attempting to cut myself an apple with a meat cleaver. Come to think of it, that would become the exact same place my previously sober Dad launched into a violent drunken rage at me and fractured my wrist many years later, but I guess we’ll get to that.


I looked at them both.


‘I already told you it was fifty-six, Kim,’ Dad sighed.


‘Right, well she’s good at maths, int she? So I was just checking!’ she snapped back at him.


‘Uhhh . . . Mum, Demi said summat to me outside, saying we live here cos we can’t afford a real house . . . and that families get given these houses who can’t afford their own house. Is that . . . true?’


‘Don’t be stupid. Tell her to piss off next time. Cheeky little shit. I know her mum, too. Just ignore her, she doesn’t know what she’s on about.’


Mum folded a tea towel and slapped it down.


‘Next time she says shit like that, tell her I saw her mum on the street corner on Friday night . . . and we all know she’s on the game!’


Dad nearly choked on his brew.


‘Kimberley!’ he gasped.


‘What?’ she bit back.


‘Mouthy little bitch . . .’ she mumbled under her breath.


‘They’re just kids,’ Dad mumbled back.


And with that, Mum went back to arguing with Dad about seven times eight.


I didn’t know what ‘game’ Demi’s mum was playing.


I did know that I didn’t want to answer any more angry times tables, so I slowly backed out of the kitchen and slipped upstairs to take my school uniform off. I definitely was not going to tell Demi to piss off either, because I had a flawless behaviour record at school, and I wanted it to stay that way. If my teachers caught me telling someone to piss off, I would probably not be able to become a prefect, and then my entire life would likely spiral, and I would never become Prime Minister.


Stacey and Alfie were upstairs, clattering about with Action Men and My Little Ponies in the plastic toy box from the charity shop.


‘What you pair doing, then?’ I leant in the doorway as I pulled my green stripy tie off and finally undid my top button.


‘Mum said go upstairs to play before we go out. We been waiting for you come home from school,’ Stacey said whilst she brushed her white pony’s tail with a tiny lilac brush.


‘Yeah, you was agessss!’ Alfie chipped in, his tiny chimp-like face beaming at me.


Dad buzzing all his hair off the other night had only made him more chimp-like in a family where all the men already looked like Gollum or cute but gangly chimps.


Alfie had seen a footballer on TV and said he wanted slits in his eyebrow, so Dad had attempted it and accidentally shaved most of his right eyebrow off. I had cried with laughter as Dad had tried to calm Mum down, who was stood over him as he tried to stick Alfie’s tiny bits of eyebrow hair back on with a homemade mixture of glue and V05 hair wax. I laughed uncontrollably, full tears rolling down my face, wheezing from not being able to catch my breath at the sheer sight of Alfie and Dad sat on the living room floor at 9 o’clock at night, trying to fix the mess they were in before school the next day.


Mum had snapped at me to shut up, but I only lasted until Dad had sheepishly, but seriously, walked into the kitchen and suggested shaving his other eyebrow off so they matched. I even heard him say the words, ‘he might look permanently surprised for a few weeks, but I’m sure it will grow back . . .’


He came back into the living room smirking, having been told in no uncertain terms, not to be so fucking stupid, and I hadn’t realised it was possible to laugh so much. Eventually I was sent to my room, where I had to work hard to calm my breathing and not to begin the cycle of giggling all over again every time I pictured Alfie with one eyebrow.


‘Shush you!’ I grinned at him, lunging down to tickle his skinny ribcage. ‘It takes me ages to walk home now cos I’m at middle school. I’m not at baby school like you two no more!’


‘It’s not baby school! I’m in Year 2 now!’ he protested.


‘You could have just gone to Crawley, that’s closer. You wanted go the posh school. It’s your own fault. When we’re big, we are just gonna go Crawley. Aren’t we, Alf?’


She might have been nine, but Stacey was right. I could have gone to Crawley School, which was just up the road.


But I had chosen, no, I had fought to go to the posh school. I wasn’t in the catchment area for it, but I was hellbent on going to the school on the posh estate, even before I had realised why. It had meant that girls like Demi had sniffed me out pretty early, and realised I wasn’t from their ends, but I had decided that I would endure pretty much anything to go to the better school – even a two mile walk to school every day, come rain or shine.


It was especially important to me to go to the posh school, because I hadn’t been able to take up the scholarship I had won at a private all girls’ school in Alderley Edge when I was nine. Mrs Brown had said that she had sent my work, and the work of another girl, off to somewhere; and they had come back with an offer of a scholarship. She had told me that I needed to go to a school that would challenge me and support my potential, but my parents didn’t agree. Instead of encouraging me, they had moaned about the school being too far away from home, about the extra driving, and started to make comments that I would never make new friends there. I still drive past that school and wonder where I would be today if I had been able to take up the scholarship.


My next best option was Redtree, the old grammar school on the outskirts of town. I thought it was incredibly posh. It had a much stricter, and much better reputation than Crawley, on our council estate. They rejected my application at first, and I had sat in the living room sobbing for hours. Mum had then done her best to argue that I should be given a place at Redtree, on account of my grades and awards. After what felt like weeks of hanging around, we got the letter to say I had been accepted.


Whilst the walk was exhausting, I had quickly been picked out for being different, and I often arrived to school soaking wet or freezing cold; I was doing brilliantly and loved my school.


My mum’s voice came ringing up the stairs: ‘Jess! Are you ready? We’re going out in a minute!’


‘Where we goin’?’ I whispered to Stacey.


She shrugged and put her ponies back in the box.


In the car, I did my favourite game of imagining a dramatic song in the charts whilst staring out of the window at the terraced streets, the main roads and then the countryside, and pretended I was in a music video. It was better when it was raining, and it was even better if I was on a bus.


Dad drove the narrowing roads to the reservoir, and I thought about Demi saying we didn’t live in a real house. We drove past her house on the way, and I thought it looked just like our house. If anything, her house was smaller and newer than ours, and ours was older but bigger, with a huge garden. Dad had built a patio, a play area, a summer house and a little cherry tree garden over the years. At the front, he and Mum had planted a weeping willow tree in remembrance of my brother, who had died a few years earlier. Dad had built a rockery and Mum had created perfect flowerbeds around a tiny lawn. We had enjoyed hundreds of barbecues, picnics, water fights, snowball fights, games of hide and seek and hours of make believe in our garden, but Demi didn’t even have one.


At some point, every kid on our street had been in my house or garden. We lived on a street filled with families, and drama. There was Bella and Danni, two sisters who I loved going swimming and playing hide and seek with. Nice girls, but viciously beaten by their dad. Sometimes they couldn’t come swimming because of the black bruises sprawling from their calves up their backs. The Rodgers family lived at the top of the street, a large Christian family with seven kids ranging from nineteen to three years old. Quiet, god-fearing and neighbourly, they were the real-life Flanders Family from The Simpsons – and the rest of the street regarded them as naïve and mollycoddled.


The Wilshaws lived at the bottom of the street, and one of their daughters was in my class at primary school. They were just your average family on the council estate. Mum, dad, two kids and a dog. Mum worked on the fruit and veg market stall, and the dad worked at the supermarket. The Hulmes were a strange looking family over the road, and I had spent many years convinced they were pirates. Both the mum and the dad looked like a cross between Captain Hook and Marti Pellow from Wet Wet Wet. Both with long thick hair, shirts and waistcoats, boots, and earrings. Every time I went to play with their only daughter Jayde, I would listen out for any evidence that they were indeed pirates, hiding out on our estate.


As proof that memory is indeed reconstructed, and the brain is not a literal video camera that records things as they are, I can only recall them nowadays with a parrot on one shoulder and an eye patch – when I know for a fact they had neither. I always picture the mum with a bandana on too, which I am pretty sure she never wore. Sadly, the reality of that family was much more grim, and one day when the door was ajar, I walked into Jayde’s house to find her mum crouched on the floor, blood pouring from her ear having had her gold hoop earrings ripped out by her abusive pirate husband in an argument over dinner. Jayde was curled up under her desk in her bedroom, shaking and crying, and he was never seen again.


Then there was the Bowlers next door to them. Their dad had a modified Subaru and insisted on putting bigger and bigger exhaust systems on it, so it woke the whole street up every time he went out in the morning, or at night. I will always remember the thud as Nicky was hit by a speeding car whilst we were playing (admittedly in the road) when I was nine years old. One second, we were talking, and the next minute he drove his bike right into the centre of the crossroads and was hit so hard that he was thrown over the car, whilst his bike crumpled underneath it. I was the last person to talk to him as he lost consciousness on the tarmac, whilst the driver screeched in horror and banged on our neighbours’ door to use a phone to call an ambulance.


Miraculously, Nicky survived because the driver of the car behind was a paramedic on the way home from work, who ran over to help us.


It was Nicky being run over, and then our friend Pippa being run over a few months later, that led to the local council finally putting speed bumps and traffic calming measures in place.


One of the measures they implemented was to stop John from parking his huge HGV truck on our street, four doors up from us, because it would block the street for days at a time. He was always getting into trouble, and Mum said he thought he owned the street. One year he decided he was going to host a firework show on the grass verge in the centre of our street with some knock-off fireworks he had acquired from somewhere. His wife had knocked on everyone’s doors, inviting them to this spectacular display, that they could watch from the comfort of their own front yard.


Unfortunately, none of us saw any fireworks that year, because John put the huge cube of fireworks upside down, lit them, and they blew a crater in the grass verge, sending a tonne of grass, earth, stones and tree roots hurtling into the air instead. That incident also led the local council to ban firework displays on the grass verges, and order John to repair what I can only describe as a scorched meteor crater in the middle of our street.


That caused years of fights and chaos between him and the two families on our street who were volunteers for the local Village in Bloom Committee. They were horrified that their chance at winning the competition for the best street had been scuppered by his firework stunt, and reported him repeatedly to the council in an attempt to get him kicked out of the street.


There was never a dull day.


As we pulled into the reservoir, I thought about the time I was playing ‘potions’ with Stacey in our garden. She was only three, which could have only made me six. Potions was our favourite game. We used to take a small plastic bucket and collect berries, leaves, grass and flower petals, mix them together into a magic potion and use it to cast spells, or heal our imaginary life-threatening injuries. That time, I decided to feed her the ‘poison berries’ from the bird bush, and Mum had come rushing out of the kitchen to stop her from swallowing another mouthful.


I hadn’t really seen what the big deal was, especially as I had cleaned them in a puddle before handing them to her. They didn’t have any mud left on them. And I had polished them up to be a lovely shiny red, too. Apparently rolling them in a shallow puddle on the driveway and polishing them with my sleeve did not negate their toxicity – and Mum rushed Stacey to the hospital.


We walked halfway around the reservoir and stopped at Mum and Dad’s favourite viewing point. It was a warm April night, and we skimmed stones whilst they cuddled on a log behind us. They said they had something to tell us all, and the little ones ran up to them to sit in their knees. Alfie sat on Dad, and Stacey sat on Mum. I continued skimming stones, sensing something was wrong. Mum asked me to stop, and come to sit with them so we could talk, but I didn’t want to.


After much cajoling, I settled about five feet away from them all, on another log. I picked up a stick and poked the sandy shore of the reservoir. I listened as Mum’s voice wavered.


She reminded us all that they both loved us very much, but said that they had decided to get a divorce. I had been having nightmares about this moment for years. I had been having them for years, but I still can’t tell you why. They were more like predictions than nightmares, really. I always knew it was coming. The nightmares were always the same. Something would happen, then Dad would look at me, silently pull on his black coat, wrap a turquoise scarf around his neck and walk up the street into a raging blizzard. He would move away and I would wake up with tears streaming down my face.


Instead of feeling utter devastation at the news, I felt nothing. Mum’s words blurred out as I was consumed with emptiness: the same feeling I felt when they told us our little brother had died a year earlier. The same feeling I had when they told us that my great-grandma had died, just three months before my brother died. It was always the same – the deep, empty, numb nothingness.


They sat behind me crying and holding each other. Alfie couldn’t have understood what was happening, but I think he just burst into tears at the sight of his parents and his sister crying.


I stared at the calm water, and the way the soft afternoon light bounced off the ripples. I watched the ducks dive, and bob back up somewhere else. A dog launched into the water to chase a stick.


‘Jess, dya want a cuddle?’


‘No.’


‘Come here, come on sweetheart . . .’


‘I said no,’ I snapped.


Visions of the text messages I had found on Mum’s phone popped up in my mind like some unwelcome emergency alert system. A few months prior, I had become suspicious of a man who was decorating Nana and Grandad’s house. Well, that’s what they said he was doing, except he didn’t seem to be doing anything at all. Whilst Mum was downstairs talking to her parents, I had asked to go to the bathroom, and gone upstairs to do some snooping. I had always fancied myself as the amateur detective, and spent a lot of time watching and listening, instead of talking. I always found you learned a lot about people and their intentions by watching them, and listening carefully to them. Many times, I found that the words didn’t match the body language, or the eye contact, or the mouth.


I didn’t know who this man was, and he seemed nice enough, but even at eleven years old, I didn’t believe he was living with Nana and Grandad so he could decorate their house. I sifted through his things, all in black bin bags, and I wondered if he had been kicked out of somewhere, or maybe even ran away from somewhere. I didn’t find a single clue as to who he was or where he was, and was about to give up and go to the bathroom, until a dim green light shone out of a trainer.


I picked out a phone that had two unopened text messages on the front screen. I opened the inbox to find a stream of explicit messages from a woman called Kimberley. My mum. Part of me didn’t want to believe what I was seeing, and another part of me sarcastically shouted out, ‘I knew it! I was right!’


I sat on the bed in the guest room where the man was staying, and tried to piece together why Mum was texting the man who was living with her parents, whether Dad knew, and whether my grandparents knew. The next day, I checked Mum’s mobile phone whilst she wasn’t looking and found the same text messages in her deleted items. Everyone was in on it, except for Dad. Mum had been seeing the guy for months, Nana and Grandad knew about it, and had offered him somewhere to live for a while.


I couldn’t hug Dad at the reservoir, because I couldn’t bear the guilt of knowing something was wrong for months. I couldn’t hug Mum because I knew she had been lying, and I was angry at her for sitting there and saying that she loved Dad, and that they had mutually agreed to end their marriage. I might have been eleven, but I wasn’t unaware.


But Dad was hardly innocent anyway. I will never forget the screech of the karaoke microphone and the deafening bang of it hitting the floor and rolling away the moment I literally dropped the mic as I watched my dad duck out of the pub to snog a woman he just met. It was already late, Alfie was fast asleep in his pram, and Stacey was hidden under a pile of coats, trying to sleep through the pounding bass and the warbling karaoke.


Dad had been chatting to the woman with the big frizzy blonde hair for an hour, and I was bored out of my brains. The smoke was hurting my throat, and Uncle Jax was getting confrontational again. At least six men had already refused his offer (read: demand) for an arm wrestle. I had already asked to go home, but something had happened towards the end of Mum and Dad’s marriage, and we seemed to be forever in pubs and working men’s clubs until closing time. We were surrounded by other pub kids, who spent years surrounded by pissed up adults, pool table competitions, violent brawls, and lonely old nicotine-stained men who gave you 20p for a pick n mix from behind the bar just so you would sit and talk to them.


I was young enough to still be distracted by something I loved, and after the fifth time of pulling on Dad’s sleeve and shouting over the music that I wanted to go home, he leant down to me, smiling.


‘Sweetheart, you haven’t had a turn on the karaoke yet. Ya know how much I love hearing ya sing. Why don’t ya get up and sing the Alanis song ya did at the show?’


I looked at Dad, excited. It was the first time he had spoken to me in hours. The blonde frizzy woman smiled kindly at me, too. I had been singing at shows for months, and was getting pretty good.


‘Ummm yeah okay, Dad! I’ll go request my song.’ I jumped up to find a chewed up biro and a little slip of paper to submit my song to the karaoke guy. Not for one single second did I consider that I was being distracted. All I could think about was doing Dad proud. I would get up there on that stage at the end of the pub and sing my absolute best.


I went to hand in my little slip of paper. The plump old guy took my request without even looking up at me.


As I walked away, he shouted me back.


‘Eh! Scuse me!’


I spun back around. He looked at me briefly, realising I was no older than eleven. And it was almost midnight, in a dirty little pub on the estate. He frowned, and then smiled at me.


‘There’s no one else in the queue, little ’un. You can get up now, I’ll load the track.’


He handed me the mic, and I stood awkwardly on the stage as people started to look up from their drinks and their conversations to find the reason why the music cut, and the introduction to Alanis Morissette’s ‘Hand in my pocket’ was starting.


I wasn’t frightened. I sang in public any chance I got. I loved singing. I loved Alanis. I focused my mind, and looked at the screen with the little bee and the title of the song. Instrumental. Counting myself in. I didn’t even need to look at the lyrics. I would face the crowd, sing to them, and pretend I was a star.


‘I’m broke but I’m happy, I’m poor but I’m kind, I’m short but I’m healthy, yeaaaaah!’


One hundred people stared up at me, instantly singing along to a pub classic. The dancefloor was packed. I relaxed into the song.


‘I’m high but I’m grounded, I’m sane but I’m overwhelmed, I’m lost but I’m hopeful, baby!’


People swayed and yelled the lines back at me. I smiled at them. I was a superstar on that little wooden stage.


I looked for Dad. I always looked for Mum or Dad when I was singing, so they could smile at me and I could feel encouraged and safe. But I couldn’t find him. Keep singing, I told myself. Don’t stop.


‘And what it all comes down to, is that everything is gonna be fine, fine, fine . . .’


But where was he? I scanned the room. He wasn’t at the bar. He wasn’t at our table. Alfie was still fast asleep in the pram, with his dummy half falling out of his little mouth. Not that he needed a pram, or a dummy, at six years old – but I was often envious of his comfy seat-on-wheels where he could fall asleep whilst we were stuck in these pubs. Stacey was slipping off the ripped red leather pub seat, asleep with her leg and arm flopping down by her side, covered in strangers’ coats. It was a wonder someone hadn’t sat on her yet.


‘Cause I’ve got one hand in my pocket . . .’


I gasped into the microphone. I saw the blonde frizzy woman and Dad duck out of the back of the pub, kissing, holding each other, laughing.


I stood there in silence. Frozen. The backing track played. Anger coursed through me. He had tricked me. He wanted to distract me.


I dropped the mic to the floor and jumped off the stage. The deafening noise bounced around the pub as everyone flinched and covered their ears. People groaned and shouted at me. I shoved through them all on the dancefloor whilst they stared at me in shock, giggled at me, tried to hold me back, or tried to calm me down.


‘MOVE!’ I screamed at a drunk man who was telling me to calm down.


‘Get off me!’ I peeled a drunk but concerned woman’s hands off my arm.


Suddenly, Uncle Jax appeared again, absolutely bladdered. He crouched down to talk to me, trying to stop me from pushing through the dancefloor to the door I saw Dad go through.


‘Come on, Jessica. Get back up there and do ya song. What’s up with ya?’


It sounded like a threat.


‘I want me dad!’


‘He’s busy!’ He laughed at me, but his eyes were angry.


I could see that, and said so as I shoved him out of the way, and ran to the back of the pub.


I ran into the fresh air of the late summer night to find absolutely nothing. There was no one there. I was baffled. I know I saw them. I could have sworn I did. I ran back into Alfie and Stacey but they were still alone and asleep. The karaoke man was apologising to everyone and calling for people to finish the song. A drunk couple clambered up on the stage to a round of cheers.


I dodged Uncle Jax again, and ran back outside. I stood in the carpark overlooking the estate, and felt totally lost. I ran to the left, round the back of the pub, and stared into the darkness of the wasteland and fields. I panicked. What if something terrible had happened to him? What if he was out there in the wastelands? He didn’t usually drink this much. I could count on one hand how many times I had seen him drunk in my whole childhood up to that point.


Ever since stuff fell apart between him and Mum, he had been drinking a lot. I had overheard Mum convincing him to get out, go drinking, meet new people, join sports teams, and get his own life. At first, he had been reluctant, but over time, they had both been doing the same – and I guess that’s how we ended up Pub Kids.


As I stood staring into the darkness, imagining finding his unconscious body face down in the grass, I heard a woman’s voice. I looked around, but saw nothing. I crept around the corner, still nothing. My heart raced. I felt it in my throat. I slid down the walls of the pub, terrified of what I might see around each corner.


‘Dad!’ I exclaimed, clapping my hand over my mouth.


My dad and the woman with the frizzy blonde hair jumped apart and cried out in terror.


‘Jess! What . . . are ya doing out here?’


‘You!’ I scowled at him. ‘You told me to go up there and sing to get me out of ya way, didn’t ya?’


The woman, still up against the pub wall, giggled at me and smoothed her clothes down. Dad fumbled over his words and sighed. He was a terrible liar. He often didn’t even bother. He couldn’t get his words out.


‘Stacey and Alfie are in the pub alone, Dad. You made me sing . . . to shut me up!’


‘Come on darlin . . . it’s not like that. And the kids are . . . fine in there, your Uncle Jax is . . . lookin’ after them,’ he stumbled.


‘Uncle Jax is smashed! He is not lookin’ after them at all, he keeps offerin’ arm wrestles to strangers!’


The blonde woman swayed and giggled at me again.


I saw red.


‘Shut up!’ I roared at her, launching my whole body at her in rage.


She hit me with her little white handbag and ran away from me into the carpark.


‘Get away from my dad! Who even are you? Get away from us!’


‘Jessica!’ Dad gasped in utter embarrassment and shock that his little daughter was trying to chase his love interest around the pub carpark.


I ignored him and outran them both, to find her in the dark.


Dad tried his best, pleading with me to stop, telling me Kerry was just a friend, they were only talking. But it was too late, I had already found her.


Just as I went to throw myself at her for a second time, Uncle Jax appeared out of nowhere and restrained my arms.


‘Calm down, right now,’ he growled into my ear. ‘Her husband is in there, and you’re causing a fuckin scene. Shut up. Now.’


His fingers dug into the soft tissue of my arms. I was writhing and kicking to make him let go of me, but suddenly, I slowed as it all clicked in. She was married. Dad was out here with her. Uncle Jax knew about it. It was pre-planned. I was the distraction.


‘Jessica. Calm down darlin, it’s fine, everything is fine. She’s just my friend. She’s lovely,’ Dad slurred at me whilst Uncle Jax held me back. I wasn’t looking at either of them. I was glaring at the woman. Then I looked at Dad. Then up at Uncle Jax. My anger spread through my body. I heaved. A crowd was forming. People were coming outside, pretending to spark up cigarettes, but coming to be nosey at the little girl having a tantrum.


Suddenly, the rage came up from nowhere. I hated them all.


‘You’re married!’ I screamed at my dad. ‘You’re both married!’


The crowd whispered, laughed, gasped, and people nudged each other. Dad stared at Uncle Jax.


I lunged at the woman again, but both men grabbed and held me tight.


Suddenly, she ran. She just turned, and ran. Through the gap in the wall, out on to the wasteland, out into the night. Dad took a few steps after her, and then stopped.


Uncle Jax abruptly let go of me, and I dropped to the floor.


‘Someone check she’s okay! She can’t run out there on ’er own!’


She disappeared into the darkness, and I smirked a little. Good. She went away. I wanted to go home. I didn’t care about her.


Uncle Jax dropped down into a crouch again, swaying, stinking of lager and cigarette smoke, and stared at me. He was a huge man. He was known for being extremely violent, and he loved his bad reputation. He bragged about his past all the time, and was the first into any drama or fights – just for the kicks.


That stare was terrifying. His eyes were dead. I thought he was going to knock me into next week. I braced myself for the impact.


Instead of being punched as I suspected, he gripped the top of my skinny arm and dug his fingers in.


‘Look what you’ve done! This is all your fault. Now Kerry is out there in the wastelands alone, in the dark, with no one. And I’ve gotta go and explain to her husband. You think you know everything, but you don’t have the first fuckin clue what you’ve just done!’


He let go of me, and stormed off.


‘The fuck are you lot lookin’ at?’ he hissed at the crowd and lunged at them as he stormed past. They scattered, and then came back together to gossip about the unfolding drama, the drunk man, the little girl causing chaos, and the woman who had run off into the pitch-black wastelands.


I turned around to find Dad sitting on the carpark wall, looking like he was about to burst into tears. He looked lost.


‘I didn’t even want to come here tonight. I’m only here cos your mum and Uncle told me it would be good for me to meet someone else. Your mum is out with a guy. I didn’t even want to come. I love your mum so much. I would give my right arm for her. You know that. She knows that . . .’ He started to cry. I just stood there, watching him sob.


Mum was where? Mum wanted him to meet other people? Uncle Jax knew about this?


My head spun. Dad looked like he was going to throw up, but I remembered that Stacey and Alfie were still in the pub, alone. Dad wiped his tears, and sniffed. He looked up at me like a broken little boy looking at his mother.


It was in that moment that I realised I was the only sober person able to get the little ones home safely. I looked up at the stars in the sky. Why was this my life?


I took a deep breath and walked back into the pub. It was closing time, and most people were leaving, laughing, hanging off each other, shouting about getting a kebab, and singing Chumba Wumba at the top of their lungs. Men walked down the street clutching their stolen pint glasses and women took off their shoes to run barefoot through the estate.


I pushed through them, against the current, and got back to the kids.


‘Stacey. Stacey. Stacey. Stace. Stace . . .’ I shook her awake, gently at first, and then more vigorously as I lost my patience.


‘What?’ she moaned, looking around her, confused.


‘It’s time go home, Stace. We need get home, it’s bedtime. Put your coat on.’


I helped her into her little jacket, as she sleepily yawned and rubbed her eyes, red from the smoke. I tucked the blanket back around Alfie for the walk home. I picked his dummy up off the floor and cleaned it off on my T-shirt. I found Dad’s coat, and checked the pockets for the house keys.


‘You not gonna finish off your song for us?’


I turned around to see the karaoke man tidying up and packing his kit away.


‘You have a lovely voice you know. You could be a singer one day, if you keep practising. You’re good on stage, aren’t you, duck?’


I knew he was trying to be kind, but I didn’t even have the energy to respond. I wearily looked down at Stacey, the pram cradling my crunched up little brother under a blanket, and then imagined my dad outside, undoubtedly slumped next to his own sick – and sneered at the possibility that I would ever be anything more than I was on that night.


Famous singers don’t grow up round here, I thought.


I looked at the floor, grabbed the handles of the pram, hung Dad’s coat off one side of it, and guided a wobbly Stacey to the door. The fresh air hit me as I sighed into the night, glancing over at my dad, awake, but still sobbing on the wall next to the pub.


We all walked solemnly home, until we were just steps from the front door. After twenty minutes of silence, Dad became agitated.


‘You know how much I love your mum. Don’t you? I never even wanted to meet someone else. She’s everything to me. She made me do it. I told her . . . I didn’t want to . . .’ He started sobbing again.


I stared at him, leaning against the door as he stabbed the lock with all the wrong keys.


‘You are not going to tell her what happened tonight are you?’


I thought about it.


‘She should know the truth, shouldn’t she?’ I challenged, ‘We are not allowed to lie.’


He stumbled through the door, but turned quickly around to me. His eyes were different. I had never seen him this angry at me before. He was usually so laid back, my mum used to call him horizontal. He seethed, but I couldn’t understand why.


And then, seemingly out of nowhere, he went from standing perfectly still, to swinging his open hand towards my face. I ducked and felt the air rush over my hair, as he missed me. He lost his balance and went stumbling into the spiky artex of the hallway wall.


I gulped, and suddenly found myself entangled in a struggle. I tried to break free and get away from him, but he grabbed me, and started apologising profusely. I didn’t want to hear it, but he wouldn’t let go. His hands were tight around my wrist as he tried to stop me from wrenching away from him. He pulled me back towards the kitchen cabinets, and I felt my wrist crunch as it slammed against the cupboard door.


We stood in heavy silence, staring at each other, both in disbelief and horror. I held my throbbing wrist with my other hand, as Mum crashed through the door and almost into the pram where Alfie was still fast asleep.


Initially giggling and jolly from her own night out, even she wasn’t too drunk to sense the tension she had fallen into.


‘What’s going on here, then?’ she slurred, her eyes moving back and forth between us in the tiny kitchen.


Silence. I watched my parents look at each other in the twilight.


‘I think you’d better go bed, Jessica.’ Mum pointed up the stairs and I quickly made myself scarce, and eventually fell asleep whilst they drunkenly argued until the small hours.


Looking back, it was those moments that totally broke me. The arguments. The affairs. The drinking. The divorce. Mum leaving and disappearing for weeks. Dad going off the rails and losing his job. Mum turning back up. Dad leaving and disappearing for weeks. Dad turning back up. Avoiding each other at all costs. Selling the house. Watching strangers walk around our house, asking what would be thrown in. Curtains? Carpets? Furniture? It was like living in a nightmare.


I spent months writing threats and abuse on the walls of my house in invisible ink. It was the only way I could cope with what was happening to my family home. I got my little invisible ink and UV light kit from under my bed and started graffitiing all over every room in the house. Sometimes in huge bubble writing. Sometimes repeated twenty times down one wall.


‘YOU DON’T BELONG HERE’


‘FUCK OFF’


‘GET OUT OF MY HOUSE’


‘THIS IS MY BEDROOM’


‘FUCK THE NEW OWNERS’


And on the final day, when the house was being cleared of everything, I lay on the bare wooden floorboards in my little box room and wrote a message on the skirting board, under the radiator.


‘This bedroom belonged to Jess Taylor. She was here until 2002, when her life fell apart. This will always be my room.’


I checked it with my UV light, angry cried, and walked away.
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