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Preface

If you asked everyone in my circle to describe me, there’s one thing they’d all say – ‘Tulisa loves a drama!’ But even though this has become a running joke among my friends, and I even occasionally describe myself that way, it’s not entirely true. I don’t exactly love a drama, but I guess drama does seem to have a strange habit of finding me wherever I go: drama and conflict. I don’t know why, maybe it’s just me! All I do know is that I’ve spent a fair amount of my twenty-four years on Planet Earth battling against one thing or another, or trying to dig myself out of some ridiculous or horrendous situation I’ve found myself in. Sometimes I feel like I’ve spent my whole life fighting, but do you know what? The times when I’ve achieved the most in life are the times I’ve had to fight for it. It’s always been the same. So I suppose I’ve just learned to accept that this is just the way things are for me. You have to in the end, don’t you?

When you’re successful and so-called famous, everyone seems to have so much to say about you. You can’t complain: it’s part of the deal and that’s what you sign up for. I’ve certainly heard and read some pretty wild and ludicrous stories about myself, ranging from the slightly inaccurate to complete and utter bollocks! Sometimes it’s quite funny, but there are other times when it’s hurtful, distressing even, and that’s why I decided to write this book. So that anyone who might be interested in getting to know the real me, can. I think I’m quite a nice person, but I’ll leave that up to you to decide.

While I was working on the book, a few of my friends suggested that I might want to mind my Ps and Qs; that I might want to tone down a few of the harsher facts about my past – but I just don’t see the point in that. If you’re gonna tell it, girl, tell it! I am who I am, and if somebody is going to judge me then I’d like them to judge me on the truth. I’d like them to decide whether or not they like me based on the facts, not on stories they’ve read in gossip magazines, or hearsay, or a watered-down version of events. I don’t want to sugar-coat my story, and it would be impossible to do so. So here it is in a nutshell: real and raw. Honest.


Chapter One

Looking back, I suppose it’s no real surprise that I ended up where I am – in the music industry, I mean. Both my parents came from a strong musical background. My mum, Anne Byrne, was raised in Churchtown, a suburb on the Southside of Dublin, in a large family of seven children: three brothers and four sisters, and they were all musical. My mum’s mother passed away when I was little, so I don’t remember too much about her, but I’ve always been reasonably close to my granddad, Tom, who later remarried. He still lives quite close to my mum in London, and he’s proper Irish – a real Jack-the-lad who still loves a drink and a fag. Tom has got to be one of the happiest people you could ever meet, and whenever I see him he always makes me laugh. Even now, at ninety-odd, he has an eye for the ladies, and they seem to like him right back. Tom was a boy soprano back in the 1930s, and he’d encourage his four daughters to sing together in harmony from a very young age, while the boys played musical instruments and sang. In fact, two of my uncles, Brian and Michael, had a number one hit in Ireland with their band, Emmet Spiceland, and then Brian went on to appear in musicals like Jesus Christ Superstar and Joseph.

By the time Mum was about eighteen, the family had moved from Ireland to Sheffield, and finally to London. Mum and her sisters (Louise, Moira and Paula) formed a four-piece vocal group called Jeep and sang 1940s jazz and cover versions of hits by The Andrews Sisters, like ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo’ and ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’. The band started small in pubs and clubs, but after they appeared on a TV talent show called Rising Stars, better gigs started to come their way, and they were soon supporting big names of the day like Jimmy Tarbuck, Les Dennis and Russ Abbot. In fact, Les Dennis loved my mum’s Judy Garland impersonation so much that she was asked to join him on a TV show called Go For It, where she did impressions of people like Marilyn Monroe, Dolly Parton and Mae West.

I grew up listening to my mum and her sisters singing those 1940s songs whenever they were together, and I learned them all myself too. It’s influenced the way I sing to this day, and there are certain jazzy tones in my voice that I most definitely got from singing along to those old tunes.

My dad, Plato, was musical too, and he was a bit of a wild thing: a handsome rocker with highlighted blond hair, a well-toned body, bright green eyes and olive skin. He was born in Egypt – the son of a diplomat for the United Nations – and grew up in Ethiopia and the Congo until he was a teenager. Dad came from quite a wealthy Greek family, and had a brother, Byron, and a sister, Maria. When they eventually came to England they lived in a big house in West Hampstead, north London. He went to a private school and had the opportunity to go to university and have the best education money could buy, but he just wasn’t interested. Like my mum, he loved music and he wanted to be a rock star and a rebel, so he took all the money his father gave him and built a recording studio in Dollis Hill with his brother Byron.

For the first year or so of my life we all lived in my nan and granddad’s luxurious Hampstead home. I was always called Tulisa (pronounced tu-litz-a) by my Greek grandparents, which means ‘Tiny Tula’, because both my nan and I were named Tula and she was ‘Big Tula’. I always much preferred this nickname to my full name – Tula Paulina Contostavlos – which is why I changed it later on.

The Greek side of my family had a big influence on me when I was young, and until I was about five – when my nan and granddad moved back to Greece to build a house – I saw a lot of them. They had strong beliefs and opinions, and from a very young age I remember being lectured about how I should be and what I should think. I suppose I’m a bit like my dad, so as I got a bit older, I started to develop my own notions about how I wanted to be, but when I was a little girl a lot of my influences were quite traditionally Greek.

Uncle Byron and Aunt Zoe also lived at my nan and granddad’s house with their two boys – my cousins, Spiros and Dino – but eventually my dad and his brother both moved into council flats with their own families. Uncle Byron and Aunt Zoe ended up on a council estate in Camden, and we were lucky enough to get a maisonette in Belsize Park, right on the border of the posher, greener area towards Hampstead and the more urban areas of Kentish Town and Camden. As we lived quite near each other, the two families would spend a lot of time together, and I became very close to my cousin Dino. In fact, by the time I was five years old, we were so close that we innocently made a pact to marry one another when we grew up, not yet understanding that we were family and couldn’t do that. My mum would either take me to see Dino every day, or he would be round at our place with his mum and his brother Spiros, and like my dad and Uncle Byron, Dino and I became pretty much inseparable.

The flat we lived in was one of four in a converted Victorian house, and we were lucky to be on quite a nice road, with a mix of council properties and smart private homes. The rooms were quite spacious, with high ceilings, but the décor was pretty old-fashioned, even for the time, and most of our furniture had been donated to us by my dad’s parents or other family members. The main problem was that there was only one bedroom, so I had to share with my mum and dad until I was about ten or eleven, and I never knew what it was like to have my own space with all my bits and pieces around me.

It’s a sad thing to say, but most of my earliest childhood memories are not happy ones. It wasn’t that my parents didn’t love me, but my mum’s illness – which started before I was born but got worse when I was a baby – completely overshadowed my childhood. Mum has schizoaffective disorder – a cross between schizophrenia and bipolar disorder – and the symptoms of these two conditions combined are pretty scary. They include manic depression, hallucinations, mood swings and paranoia.

Mum’s illness first started when she was in her early twenties, and she was still performing with Jeep at that time. My aunts all tell me it was very upsetting and frightening to witness. There would be periods when she was unnaturally withdrawn and very thin, and then there were other times when she would be racing about manically, but at the same time she would seem completely blank and emotionless. When her medication was working, she might seem OK for a while, but at other times she would be extremely anxious and depressed, which would put a strain on the whole family. Although Mum appeared on Go For It for ITV after the band split up, she never really performed in public again once the illness took hold completely. The fact that my dad found it extremely hard to cope with her condition and was prone to furious outbursts only made a bad situation much worse. He simply couldn’t get his head around the idea of his wife being mentally ill, and he had no idea how to deal with her when things got bad.

Dad had been in quite a dark place when he first met my mum. He’d been on the party scene and dabbled in drugs for a bit too long, and he was quite messed up and unstable. They met through my mum’s sister, Aunt Louise, and from what I know, Dad was still partying hard at that time. Mum really helped Dad to sort his life out when they first started dating. What my dad didn’t know then was that Mum wasn’t well either, and she was already struggling with mental illness herself. Mum has always been a very beautiful woman, and she was a proper stunner back then: dark brown hair, bright blue eyes and a petite nose. She had quite fair skin, but in the sun she always turned a gorgeous dark brown, and it was easy to see why my dad fell for her.

Before either of them knew it, there was a baby on the way – me – and although the pregnancy was unplanned, my dad, coming from a respectable Greek family, decided to do the honourable thing and marry my mum. He loved her very much, and his family loved her too, so it was the right thing to do as far as Dad was concerned, and he was happy to do it. Once I was born, though, Mum’s illness got worse and my dad just wasn’t prepared for it. He was volatile in his younger years, and although he’s got a heart of gold, back then his temper was short and his patience thin – it wasn’t a good mix. I don’t know whether it was the stress of childbirth and looking after a baby that made my mum’s illness worse, but I’m sure it can’t have been easy for her. What I do know is that my mum loved me more than anything else in the world, and she always told me I was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

I must have been about four or five when I first saw how Mum’s illness affected her – and my dad – and I remember it quite clearly. Mum and Dad were shouting at one another in the kitchen of our house, and all of a sudden it got physical . . . I remember crawling into the space between the bin and the cooker, curling up into a little ball and rocking myself back and forth. I didn’t cry. I don’t even think I felt any deep sadness about what was going on in front of me. I just knew something was wrong, but I was too young to know exactly what it was. I didn’t have any older brothers or sisters to help me understand it either. I was an only child, and a pretty weird one at that – I think I had a bit of a Wednesday Addams vibe going on. Even before I started school I was a bit of a loner, playing on my own or sitting in a corner, keeping myself to myself. I’d play with my dolls, inventing movie-like scenarios involving damsels in distress and heroes and villains. Nothing ever seemed to affect or faze me, and I was often a bit numb to what was going on around me, which, looking back, was probably a good thing.

On another occasion I remember a really bad fight in the house that ended with the doorbell ringing and a couple of police officers rushing through the front door. One minute I was standing in the hall and the next my mum was being restrained by the police and dragged out of the house screaming hysterically. I followed them to the front door and watched her being bundled into an ambulance, still shouting and screaming madly, and now crying out my name too. Again, I felt numb – I don’t remember having any strong emotions about what was happening. I simply took it all in. My dad didn’t come out of the house while all this was going on, but next to me at the door there was a female police officer. I remember her looking down at me, not quite knowing what to do for this weird, poker-faced five-year-old who was just standing there, staring at her mum being dragged off in such terrible distress. I remember the awkward half-smile she gave me, and even then I knew what that look meant. ‘Sorry, I don’t know what to say.’

After the ambulance and the police officers had gone, taking my poor mum with them, I walked back into the house and went to the kitchen. My dad was sitting at the table, clearly in bits. After a while he got up and made me some spaghetti hoops with alphabet potatoes, and I sat at the table, quiet as a mouse, and ate them. We didn’t talk about what had just happened. He didn’t tell me where Mum had gone, and I don’t remember asking. I just accepted what was in front of me. A little while later my dad called Uncle Byron and asked if he could come and pick me up and look after me for a day or so until Dad could get his head together.

Of course, I now know that my mum had suffered a breakdown that day, and my dad just couldn’t cope with her anymore. As I said, Dad had a lot of demons in those days. His excessive partying, and all that went with it, often led him to behave in ways he never would now, and he sometimes lost his temper. That day, when things got out of hand, Dad had called the hospital, as he felt Mum was a danger to herself. As there had been a fight, the police had been there to help restrain her.

A few days later, I remember my dad getting me ready to go out.

‘We’re going to see Mummy,’ he said.

When we got to the hospital my mum came out from behind the curtain around her bed, dressed in a hospital gown. I wanted to shout out ‘Mummy!’ and run and hug her, but something was stopping me. This wasn’t my mummy at all.

‘Hi, lovey, are you all right?’ she said softly, but she just looked so defeated and vacant, almost like a child version of the mum I was used to, and I felt no strength coming from her, or security being near her. It was as if I should be the one to comfort her instead of the other way round, as if the world had been turned upside down. I somehow knew that she wasn’t able to take care of me while she was like that, and that feeling has stayed with me ever since.

Once Mum was finally better and back home from the hospital, I was convinced that she was going to be taken away from me again, and I became terrified of being left on my own. I was constantly either at my mum’s hip, or my dad’s. This made my first day of nursery traumatic, to say the least. I can remember everything about that day: walking towards the school building with my mum, exactly how the room looked, and then Mum turning and walking away from me. I couldn’t understand why Mum was leaving me in this strange place with these people I didn’t know, so I screamed hysterically, kicked, cried under the table, and basically went nuts for a full two hours. Mum said the teachers had never seen a tantrum like it. Eventually, when they finally managed to calm me down, another little girl came up to me and asked if I wanted to play a board game with her, and I settled down.

My aversion to being alone has never really gone away, however, and to this day I still have a massive phobia about sleeping on my own in the dark. If I’m sharing a bed with someone I don’t mind darkness, but if I’m on my own I have to have a lamp on. As I said, I slept in the same room as my parents until I was about ten, so when Mum or Dad would put me to bed, they’d always leave the light on until they came to bed later. Consequently, I was never on my own when it was dark, and I guess that’s what I got used to. These days I’m very rarely alone at all, and I certainly never sleep alone if I can help it. I spend most of my time with Gareth, my friend and PA, or one of my good friends, and I’ll always share a bed rather than sleep separately. You so often hear people saying, ‘I need some space’, or ‘I need some time alone’, but that’s not me at all. I like to have someone around me always, even if we’re not talking or doing anything in particular. I like to know there’s someone else present. I’m certain that stems from my childhood fears of being abandoned.

The only time I do want to be alone is when I’m angry or very stressed, and then I’ll lock myself in the bathroom. This is another strange habit that started at a young age. I think it stems from the fact that my mum used to fuss around me nervously and hover over me quite a lot. As I got a bit older she could be quite overprotective, and she wanted to be close to me at all times. Consequently, whatever I was doing – whether it was reading a magazine or putting on some make-up – my mum would be following me around the house, watching me or just fidgeting on the spot behind me. It was all part of her illness, and she couldn’t help it, but the only way I could get away from her sometimes was to lock myself away for an hour or two.

To this day, one of my pet hates is people fussing and faffing around me. Most people who know me and work with me have learned that the best thing to do is to be as honest and upfront with me as possible, and then leave me to my own devices. If somebody fusses too much I get really agitated, and that can sometimes lead to a spell in the bathroom with the door locked.

Only recently, during the video shoot for my first single in Miami, there was a big bust-up when a few of us got a bit drunk after the shoot. Everyone seemed to be yelling and arguing and I got extremely tense, so I just took myself off to the bathroom and sat on the floor for an hour and a half until I’d completely chilled out again. I think that’s something I’ll always do in times of stress. It helped me to feel calm when I was a kid, and it’s something I’ve carried with me ever since.


Chapter Two

Sadly, my mum’s breakdowns and subsequent hospitalisations continued throughout my childhood, and as time went on I started to notice the changes in my mum’s behaviour more and more. But I think that because her illness had started when I was so young, I was able to adapt to and accept the way she was, because it was all I’d ever known. That was just the way Mum was. That didn’t stop me getting frustrated and annoyed with her mood swings and outbursts, though, and they were sometimes totally unreasonable and out of the blue.

Mum was obsessive about locking our front door, and it was always locked from the inside with the keys still hanging in the door. One morning I noticed that although the key was in the lock, it hadn’t been turned, and the door was actually unlocked. Knowing that my mum would freak out and feel vulnerable if she spotted it, I turned the key and locked the door myself. Within seconds my mum, hearing the jangle of the keys, came tearing out into the hall, screaming at me hysterically.

‘You’re trying to give me a heart attack! You’re trying to kill me!’

I guess she thought I was trying to open the door and panicked, but she just went completely off the deep end, accusing me of wanting to make her ill or even kill her, and it went on and on.

Incidents like this were a regular occurrence in our house, along with temper tantrums and mood swings – even the smashing of plates and cups wasn’t out of the ordinary. It was all quite scary for a six-year-old, and sometimes the only thing to do was to shut myself in the bedroom. At other times I’d fight back. I remember my mum screaming at me once because she thought I’d said the word ‘wanker’, but I’d actually just mentioned Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory, and I told her so. Mum argued that she knew what she’d heard, but I was determined to protest my innocence. Still Mum was convinced she’d heard me swearing and slapped me in the face for it.

This was a real dilemma for me. When you’re a child you’re supposed to listen to and obey everything your mum tells you, but what if your mum doesn’t know what she’s talking about a lot of the time? What are you supposed to do then? I never really knew what to expect when I came home from school each afternoon. One day I’d be greeted with a happy smile, and the next day she’d be giving me evils.

I might say, ‘Are you all right, Mum?’

And she’d snap back, ‘What do you fucking think?’

It was like constantly walking on eggshells, and there were periods when she was either shouting and screaming like a witch or curled up in a ball on the floor, crying like a baby. This meant that I often felt alone when I was in the house with her, even though I loved her. I never felt like I was part of a team or a family unit, and while other kids could curl up on the sofa with their mums and feel safe, I couldn’t. The fact that my dad found it so hard to cope with mum’s illness didn’t help matters either. It was only Mum’s sisters, my aunts, who I could sometimes talk to about all these things, and eventually I ended up living with Aunt Louise for months at a time while my mum was in hospital. Mostly I just accepted Mum’s illness, though. As I said, I didn’t really know any different at the time.

During the periods when my mum was going through a good patch of health, things would improve. I remember Dad would take us for walks on Hampstead Heath on Sundays, and then we’d come home and have a roast dinner together. That was our family day and I have happy memories of those times. Mum would also sing a lot and play music when she was feeling well, and the difference in her was amazing. Music was a big part of our lives and we would listen to everything from The Police to Cher and all the great music from the eighties. My favourite, though, was Michael Jackson and the first album I had was Bad. Dad was into eighties sounds too, but he was more of a rocker, so I was also exposed to harder-edged stuff. Music was all around me all the time, and I was convinced from the age of about five that I was going to be a pop star! So much so that one day, when I was about five or six, after watching The Little Mermaid, I decided it was time I tried my hand at recording a song.

‘Dad, I want to record in the studio,’ I announced, and off we went to his and Uncle Byron’s studio in Dollis Hill for my first ever recording session.

Dad had to pick me up and hold me up to the microphone because I was still so little, but I recorded ‘Part of Your World’ from The Little Mermaid and I loved every minute of it – that is, until I heard the playback.

‘Let me hear it,’ I said to Dad once I’d finished my masterpiece, and according to him I scrutinised every note, screwing up my face when my pitching wasn’t just right.

‘No, Daddy! That’s not good enough,’ I said once I’d finished listening. ‘I need to do it all again.’

He later told me how funny it had been that day, watching me pull faces as I tried to find the right notes and pitch everything to perfection, but as usual I was pretty blasé and unfazed by it all.

By the time I was about seven, both Dad and Uncle Byron were playing in the band Mungo Jerry. Uncle B was the bass player, Dad played piano, and they toured and performed gigs all over the world. One of the things I remember causing a terrible fight between Mum and Dad was the fact that Dad was obviously earning money from the gigs, yet my mum and I never saw a penny of it. Meanwhile, we were struggling on benefits. One night I was being a typical nosy kid and looking through some of my dad’s things when I found a slip of paper highlighting exactly what sort of money he’d been earning with the band. It turned out that while Mum and I had been living on pennies, Dad had been earning hundreds of pounds a week and either spending it on himself or just ploughing it all back into the studio. Mum went absolutely mental, as you can imagine, and after that things just went from bad to worse.

The fights were getting more and more frequent, and more violent, and I have a vivid memory of being in the bedroom one night, praying to the Mother Mary icon above my bed for the screaming and shouting to stop as a fight raged on in the kitchen. As I was lying there in bed, I could hear my dad getting angrier and angrier and I knew what was about to happen, so I got out of bed and then down on my knees, and I put my hands together.

‘Please, Mother Mary, please make it stop. Please!’

Suddenly, without any warning, there was silence. In fact, it went so quiet so quickly that I was convinced something terrible had happened, and I ran to the bedroom door to see what I could hear. When I eventually realised that everything was OK, I felt that my prayer must have been heard and answered. That was the first time I thought seriously about religion, despite the fact that I had a mother who was brought up as a Catholic and a dad from a strict Greek Orthodox background.

I wasn’t even baptised as a baby because neither side of the family could agree on what religion I should be. Eventually, while I was on holiday visiting my dad’s family in Greece, aged about six, they sneakily promised me ‘a big day that will be all about you’, which ended up being completely humiliating. It turned out to be a baptism, which meant being stripped butt-naked in front of a crowd of people I’d never met, and then being dipped in and out of a pot of oil by a Greek priest who was mumbling words that I couldn’t understand.

After praying to the icon that night, though, I became a firm believer. It’s not that I believe and follow the Bible to the letter; after all, it’s been reinterpreted and changed so many times over the centuries. I don’t like some of the control and restrictions that religion sometimes imposes on people, but there are elements of the Bible that I trust. My guide to living life is to go by plain old right and wrong, and if something feels wrong, then I know I shouldn’t be doing it. I don’t need the Bible to tell me that. My religion is strong, but it’s my own, and it’s based on what makes sense to me. It’s seen me through a lot of dark times.

The end of my parents’ marriage came on my ninth birthday. There was a fight going on and Mum knew that she had to get away once and for all. It was never going to get any better. My dad refused to leave the family home, because he said he wouldn’t be able to get a council flat, being a single man, whereas he was convinced that Mum would get one with a young child in tow. I remember thinking how unfair it all was at the time. It was my house! It was the house I’d grown up in, and I didn’t want to leave it. Why did I have to suffer just because my parents couldn’t stop fighting? I just didn’t understand it. Still, Mum and I ended up moving out and living in a room in a bed and breakfast place in Swiss Cottage for about ten months while the divorce went through. Mum was determined that we would get the house back, but she also knew she was going to have to fight for it in court. It was going to be extremely tough, and we both knew that she might not have the mental strength to get through it.

I hated living in the B&B. From what I can remember, we had just one room with two single beds and a microwave. I especially hated the fact that I had to go out of our room and across the hall every time I needed to use the bathroom, which we shared with other tenants. I would have to carry all my bath stuff with me across the hall and get undressed once I was in the bathroom, all the time worrying that a stranger might start banging on the door to use the toilet or, even worse, just burst right in. It’s another reason why my bathroom is a sanctuary to me now, and the place I go when I want to lock myself away from the world.

Leading up to the divorce, my mum’s illness made her paranoid that my dad was going to snatch me away from her and leave the country, and at the same time Dad’s family were constantly badmouthing my mum. Maybe they didn’t realise that I heard so much of what was going on but it felt as if they were trying to turn me against her. I suppose that’s just what happens when a family splits apart, but it was a horrible situation and unfortunately I was stuck in the middle. On Christmas Day that year, Mum went to her sister’s and I went to see my dad, who now had a new girlfriend living in our house with him. That was bad enough in itself, but when I arrived at the house on Christmas morning, this woman was walking around in a coat belonging to my mum, which she’d taken out of the wardrobe.

Dad’s family were there too, including my nan and granddad, Auntie Maria (Dad’s sister), Uncle Byron and Auntie Zoe, plus Dino and Spiros. And when the two boys opened their Christmas presents they were over the moon to discover that they had both received tickets to Disneyland, Paris. Of course, I was so excited to open my present too: like most little girls, it was my dream to go to Disneyland, and I’d gone on and on about it forever to Mum. When I opened my present, though, it wasn’t a ticket to Disneyland at all and I was duly gutted.

‘We wanted to take you,’ Auntie Maria said, ‘but your mum said you couldn’t go.’

I didn’t know who to be more pissed off with: my mum for not allowing me to go to Disneyland, or my dad’s family for making my mum look like the bad guy. Surely they could have given the boys their tickets while I wasn’t around rather than making me feel as though I’d been left out. Dad’s family may have meant well in trying to organise a Disneyland trip, but the way it was handled made me very resentful of my mum for a while. Looking back now I realise that I was just caught in the crossfire of the divorce.

During the separation, I stayed with my dad every other weekend, and sometimes I found the situation with Dad’s new girlfriend quite hard. The relationship seemed to have sprung up so quickly, and now there she was, living in my house while Mum and I were staying in the grotty bedsit. What was worse was that I sensed that she didn’t really want me there either. She didn’t seem to like having to share Dad’s attention. It wasn’t always comfortable for me.

A little while after the split, Mum had another breakdown and had to go back into hospital. The divorce proceedings seemed to drag on for ages, and the illness, of course, slowed things down even more. Meanwhile, I went to stay with Aunt Louise for a while, until Mum was ready to face the world again. Whenever I was at Louise’s I felt safe and very happy. My aunt would do her absolute best to make life as normal as possible for me, and she and her boyfriend Trevor took on the motherly and fatherly roles that were missing from my life at that time. We had proper family dinners together and went on fun family outings, and Louise would read books with me and generally spend lots of time with me. Even simple things like having a set bedtime made me feel like I was enjoying a normal, stable childhood. It was the closest I came to having a proper family life, and sometimes, when Mum was due to come out of hospital, I didn’t want to go back home.

As the date for the divorce hearing finally approached, Mum made a huge effort to pull herself together, and I suddenly saw strength in her that I’d never seen before – proper female strength. She bought herself a beautiful new suit from a catalogue and started to work out to her step-class fitness videos. It was summer and she had a tan, and she looked healthier than I’d ever seen her.

I have a vivid memory of her coming into school one day and I was pulled out of my classroom to go and talk to her in the playground. Mum was too excited to wait until I’d finished school: she wanted to tell me that the divorce settlement was finally done, and that we had got our house back and could go home again. She looked so strong and beautiful at that moment, with her hair done and her gorgeous clothes. She’d been through so much in the last few years, and for once in her life she’d fought and won a battle. I suddenly saw that motherly strength I’d been longing to see ever since that day at the hospital when I was tiny – it was there in her after all. I felt like I could finally look up to my mum, and I’ll always be so proud of her for that.


Chapter Three

I’m not sure if it was because of all the turmoil going on at home, but at primary school I always felt awkward and a bit of an outsider. My school was just an ordinary state primary, nothing special, but for some reason I found it hard to make friends, spending a lot of time on my own. Maybe that was why I seemed to attract the attention of the various bullies at my school – I was often their target.

My first experience of being bullied was when I was just five years old and still at nursery. There was a fence in the playground that separated the primary school kids from us nursery kids, and there was an upturned gym bench poking through a hole in the fence: half of it on the big kids’ side and half on the nursery side. Anyway, I liked to play hopscotch on this upside-down bench all on my own, and one day, while I was doing just that, I noticed an older boy staring at me from the other side of the fence. It wasn’t a friendly stare either: he was giving me proper evils. I’d actually noticed him glaring at me before while I was playing, and though I didn’t like the look of him much, he was on the other side of the divide, so I guess I thought I was safe.

As I innocently continued my game of hopscotch, though, the boy struck, jumping with full force onto his end of the bench and sending the other end smashing up between my legs. I was in agony, and was black and blue ‘down below’ for about two weeks as a result. I was too scared and embarrassed to tell anyone what had happened, so I just kept my mouth shut. I can’t even remember what excuse I gave my mum for the bruising – probably that I’d slipped or fallen. I just knew I couldn’t tell her the truth. There was something about that boy’s nasty stare that stopped me. At the time I didn’t really even think about why this kid had decided to pick on me, and I never did find out why he did it. All I felt was fear, because I knew that one day I was going to have to leave the nursery and go to the other side of the fence where the big kids played, and he was going to be there, waiting for me.

That wasn’t the end of it either. I don’t know what it was about me that made boys want to pick on me, but not long after that, while I was still on the nursery side of the fence, there was a second confrontation, although this time I was determined not to let another bully get the better of me. I was a proper little loner in the playground, and one morning while I was happily playing alone on the climbing frames, I clambered up a small ladder which led up to a raised tunnel that you could crawl through and then climb down the other side. Only I thought it would be much more fun to climb on top of the tunnel, and I was quite proud of my little self when I finally managed to achieve it. Now, on top of this tunnel was a blanket, which I was standing on. That is, until some smart-arse boy strolled over and yanked the blanket from under me, causing me to crash down onto the floor, scraping half the skin off my legs as I went. Nice!

The bully clearly thought this was hilarious, but as he strolled off, laughing, I got up off the floor in tears, gritted my teeth, and got right back on top of the tunnel again. This kid wasn’t giving up, though, and he marched back over and pulled me off the top of the tunnel for a second time. A little while later, I was back up there again, but, once more, I came crashing down with this vile boy’s help, and this went on and on and on. It was a battle of wills, and I wasn’t going to give in: I was going to keep getting up on that tunnel whether he liked it or not.

I’m not sure if that made me stubborn or just stupid, but either way I was having none of it. Eventually I’d been scraped and bumped so many times that the teacher’s special sweetie jar – reserved for children who’d fallen over or hurt themselves while playing – was completely empty. I’d drained it dry. I might have ended up wounded that day, but I also felt a definite sense of victory. And my determination not to be beaten was something I’d have to rely on quite often later on in life.

By the time I moved up to the reception class – and over to the big kids’ side of the playground – when I was six, there was a brand-new bully for me to contend with, and this one was the scariest of all. His name was Joe and he was two years above me. He was such a renowned bully that even the boy who’d hurt me on the bench was petrified of him. Joe had a violent streak, and he had it in for me as soon as he first clapped eyes on me. He would push me and smack me about just for the hell of it, so whenever I saw him coming I used to run and hide, sometimes locking myself in a cubicle of the girls’ toilets if I could get there fast enough. More often than not, though, Joe would simply march straight in after me, lying in wait outside the cubicle while I sat, terrified, inside. One afternoon my mum spotted the bruises I’d ended up with and she told the teachers about Joe, but for some reason the threat of punishment never deterred him, and the teachers never did much anyway. To them, it was just normal playground rough and tumble.

On another occasion, when I was about eight, I got really hurt. I’d been sitting on the playground floor with a mate of mine, playing finger football with some stones and using the holes in a drain as goals, when all of a sudden I noticed that my friend’s face had completely drained of colour – she looked terrified. I suddenly realised that there was someone towering over me from behind, but before I had a chance to react, Joe was jumping on my back, stamping on me, punching me, and basically kicking the crap out of me. I went home black and blue, and my mum went storming up to the school, demanding that the teachers put a stop to it.

Meanwhile, I decided to try defeating fire with water. I asked my mum if she could get me a small box of chocolates and a flower, and the next morning I took them into school as a kind of olive branch for Joe. As I approached him, I was petrified, but I truly thought that this was the best way to put an end to my misery.

‘I’m really sorry for whatever it is I’ve done to you,’ I said, handing him my peace offering. ‘Whatever it is, can you forgive me? And can we be friends?’

It worked, because for the whole of that day Joe was nice to me. It was just that day, though. The next morning it was business as usual, and he was back to punching me again. He didn’t seem to care what anyone said to him or who he aimed his fury at. The little charmer even spat at my mum one day as the two of us walked past the estate where he lived, which was not too far from our house. My mum was furious and she picked up a nearby broom and chased Joe all the way down the street with it. He ran, yes, but he was laughing as he went. All this from a ten-year-old boy. It got so bad that eventually, when I was about nine, Mum moved me to a different school in Haverstock Hill. My new school was called The Rosary and it was a Catholic primary where you had to wear a uniform. I didn’t mind; I was just happy to get away from Joe.

Quite a few years after all that, something quite strange happened. I was hanging out with some friends in my local area when Joe randomly turned up on the scene. I guess I was about fourteen by then, and I hadn’t seen him since primary school. I was a little bit taken aback, but I didn’t feel scared of him anymore. All that stuff seemed so long ago; we’d just been kids back then, after all.

‘You all right?’ I said, half smiling. ‘How are ya?’

Joe looked slightly out of it.

‘It was my mum’s funeral today,’ he said. He was clearly in bits.

How bizarre that all those years after he’d bullied me, I should meet Joe on the day of his mum’s funeral and end up being a shoulder for him to cry on. That afternoon, I comforted him as best I could, and he told me he couldn’t even remember how mean he’d been to me back in the day, and also how sorry he was. It turned out that his parents were drug addicts and he hadn’t had the best of times when he was a kid. I suppose that helped me to understand a little bit why he behaved the way he did when we were younger. He told me that day that after everything that had happened to him, he didn’t believe in God anymore. And there I was, sitting in a park aged fourteen, telling my former tormentor that he shouldn’t lose faith, and that his mum was still watching over him. It’s funny how things turn out. I never saw Joe again after that day.

I wasn’t especially popular in primary school, even without all the bullying. In fact, by the time I was ten, I was anything but popular. I was different. A bit of a weirdo. A geek. You know the type of kid: the one who wants so desperately to be cool but always says the wrong thing, whatever the occasion. I never wore fashionable clothes: in fact, I was quite trampy, wearing my cousin Dino’s hand-me-downs half the time. I had a wonky block fringe and pigtails, and I even had the mandatory geeky round glasses for reading. Despite all this, I did have one ‘cool’ friend, and that was Joanne, the most popular girl in school – I was her geeky sidekick. All the boys fancied her, and all the boys took the piss out of me, but for some reason Joanne accepted me as her best mate and one of her gang.

That being said, my friendship with Joanne tended to blow hot and cold, at least as far as she was concerned, and sometimes it turned into a scene straight out of Mean Girls. On what seemed like a weekly basis, one of Miss Popular’s faithful lackeys would make it their business to inform me that Joanne didn’t want to hang around with me anymore. Some weeks I was let in and out of the gang so often I didn’t know whether I was coming or going. When nobody was speaking to me, I would just have to plod around school on my own until Joanne decided I was back in favour again.

The fact that I wasn’t allowed to play out with the other kids only added to my lack of street cred. My mum was very overprotective, especially after the divorce, and she wanted to keep me close at all times. So while the other kids were knocking around the neighbourhood on their bikes and scooters, I was stuck inside with Mum. I couldn’t always invite friends round either, especially if Mum wasn’t feeling at her best. I understood why, but that didn’t make it any easier. And even when I did have a mate over to the house and we were allowed outside, Mum would tell me exactly how far along the road I was allowed to venture, and I’d be in big trouble if I crossed the boundary she’d set me. Every movement was controlled and supervised, and the older I got, the more suffocated I felt. I think that’s why I became so rebellious later on.

The only time I was given a little bit more of a free rein was when Dino came over to our place. For some reason, Mum would trust me to play outside with him – which, looking back, was probably quite unwise, given the fact that he was a little tearaway. But even then I wasn’t allowed to stray too far from the house.

Almost all of my playtime back then was spent with Dino, which meant that I became something of a tomboy, as all the games we played together seemed to involve guns, fighting, or video games like Mortal Kombat. Dino was the one person during my childhood who never let me down: there was no ‘I’ll be your friend one day but not the next’ with him. We were best mates all the time and we never left one another’s side, whether we were at his house or mine.
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