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As I exhale, a lightness comes over me and I am extended into a space outside of guilt and pain. A warm glow bathes over me. I ask for another.









Praise for Bare:


‘You need to read this book’


Mick Jagger


‘Unflinching and unforgettable.’


Vogue


‘A chronicle of her remarkable journey.’


The Guardian


‘A masterpiece. Bare is a truly inspirational story and an essential read that showcases the resilience of the human spirit.’


Juano Diaz, author of Slum Boy


‘Brave. I love everything Lorna creates.’


Haley Bennett


‘A rare and powerful look at teenage homelessness.’


Aja Barber, author of Consumed
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To my children, for teaching me what true love is, and my husband, for holding me when I could not stand









I have lived in Watford. I have lived in Camden. I have lived on many streets, in many pitches deep in the shadows within the stinking and filthy parts of Soho in London. I have lived in hostels as a single mum. I have lived all over London and many cities around the world. I have lived with almost every boyfriend I have ever had. I have lived with and without a daughter. I have lived with an abuser. Then I finally lived with a man who looked after me when I had two more children. Now I live alone with all of my children. The only thing I can tell you today, is that I, Lorna Tucker, have lived.


I am an addict. This is something that I must always remember, remind myself of each morning when I wake up. There is a history of addiction that runs through my blood.


The insanity of how the mind works when you are gripped by this … this what I can only describe as a disease … is madness, and chaos. Nothing really makes sense, but when you are living it, whatever drug you choose becomes all that matters.


It comes before absolutely everything. But you don’t realise it’s taking over, because that devil on your shoulder is very convincing, and tells you that everything is justifiable: I don’t use that iPod anymore, I might as well sell it; we never watch TV, I should sell it as it’s just sitting there; my daughter never wears these shoes anyway …


I’m ashamed of so much. The shame I carry from my past, there is so much that has held me back from living for so long.


I don’t want to be ashamed anymore.


This is my story. All the truth I can remember. Nothing but the truth. Please don’t judge me, God (but I don’t believe in you anyway).
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Generic pebble-dashed housing estate, Watford.
Mid-1980s.



I am standing against the wooden bannister on the upstairs landing. I’m around five or six and it’s post-sibling communal bath time. My white damp nightie clings to my lower legs. The rest of the family are downstairs. The sound of a game show peels through the open crack of the living room door. I wobble on the precipice of the stair ledge but manage to steady myself. My stomach feels strange – to get rid of the shame lodged inside I realise I have to jump. I peer down at the drop below. It’s ten or so stairs. I don’t see a way round it. So I close my eyes, stretch out my arms and step forward. And it all stops. Time stops. I just hang there. I look around. I am floating.


I’ve always taken things too far. Been ‘too much’. Spun myself round and round until I nearly passed out, held my breath under water until I felt light-headed and detached from the world, jumped off staircases to realign my mind. Then it became drinking till I would pass out or be sick. Smoking weed till I couldn’t see straight. Taking pills till I couldn’t think straight. Shooting up till I couldn’t live straight.


My parents weren’t bad people. An aerial view of the living room when I was born would show my doting mother lying on the sofa breastfeeding me, my brother playing with plastic figurines on the floor, my dad coming back from a long day at work. A house. A home. And two loving parents, that’s more than most. Still, it was bad at times. But it was also good. They met by chance at the Hopbine, a fifties’ nightclub. My dad fell in love with my mum the moment he set eyes on her. They dated for a while, married and soon she was pregnant with my brother. She told me once that up until the doctors examined her she still believed that babies were born out of your bum.


Just before I arrived my parents were living in a caravan in a trailer park by the motorway in Watford, a suburb just north of London. My mum was staying home all day struggling with my then two-year-old brother and trying to navigate the cramped living conditions with her ever-expanding belly. The floor was sagging and rotten. They moved into a council flat not long before I was born, but, of course, I don’t remember any of that.


By the time my mind could hold on to any memory we had moved again, to a three-bedroom council house in Watford. The house that was to become the backdrop to my youth. You see, my mum was a resilient woman, she had experienced a lifetime of hardship and constantly wanted to better her life.


She gave to us the best start in life she could, but had no role model on how to parent. Her dad was an alcoholic and died from cirrhosis of the liver, and her mum was forced to undergo electric shock treatment due to depression. My mum was four and her sister 18 months when they were placed in a children’s home. Over three years later, my nan collected them and introduced them to their new stepfather before leaving him and relocating to Spain, where she started to drink heavily, leaving them to run feral. Through their teens, my mum and her sister worked in hotels, saving up every penny to escape back to England. But soon after they arrived back, her sister disappeared after a night out, never to be seen again. My mum had lived through neglect and abuse. She had tried her hardest to break this pattern, but she had been broken. She had us to find a reason to live, maybe.


My dad had come from a more stable and settled home environment, two loving parents who stuck together. He liked to fix up cars outside the front of his house, and paint in his spare time. As the youngest of three boys, my dad, the softest of the three and a near-seven-foot gentle giant, was the only man in the family who didn’t join the military. Instead he followed in his dad’s, and grandad’s, post-army tradition of working at the Kodak factory in Harrow, developing photos. He always had a camera round his neck.


When I was four years old my dad moved out and started living at my grandma’s around the corner from us. Later, a stranger started coming to visit for tea. I could sense there was something different to her other friends by the way my mum my acted around him. My brother and I would visit my dad on the weekends; he’d take us to fast-food restaurants for burgers and fries and we’d play free and wild. Eventually he got remarried and our visits with him became less and less frequent.


One day, my mum announced my nan was coming to visit. I’d never met my mum’s mum as she lived in Spain. When I asked Mum where her dad was, realising she must have had one too, all she said was,


‘He’s dead.’


A few hours later my dad pulled up with our nan in his car.


My brother and I learned pretty quickly that she didn’t like children, and would give you a whack over the back of the head or on your butt with a slipper, wooden spoon or coat hanger if you didn’t do as she asked. We were used to Mum screaming at us out of frustration, but not this kind of violence.


As Mum spent more time with the stranger I missed our family time together and felt jealous of the attention she gave him. She was my mum. I just wanted to cuddle with her and my brother on the living room’s sagging sofa.


I knew that we had lost part of her to him, and that things would never be the same again.


One night, the stranger carried her through the front door, which I found funny, before he came back with more boxes and suitcases full of his things. Not long after, the mysterious grumpy old woman left.


At first the stranger bought us gifts, swung us about and took us out on late-night adventures, stealing sweetcorn from the local fields, however it was fleeting as his violent behaviour towards my mum soon began. And as time unfolded we saw another side to him.


Soon things really started to fall apart. Mum was tired all the time. She seemed sad all the time too.


One morning my brother and I were playing with a homemade slingshot and accidentally hit a Champagne flute, displayed on a top shelf in the lounge. We knew it spelt trouble as soon as the shatter rang throughout the house, we held our breath and hid behind the lounge’s open door. Silence. Then, all at once, the stranger’s big hairy arm appeared, pulling my brother from safety. I watched helplessly through the door crack as he slapped my brother. They left my line of sight and I could hear the sound of my brother being dragged upstairs to our bedroom. I wanted to run after them, to help him. To make the stranger go away. But I felt trapped behind the door.


On another occasion my brother was smacked and sent to bed without any dinner for being cheeky to the stranger. We tiptoed around the house and tried our very best not to upset this man with long hair who stomped around our house in muddy boots and wore wax jackets. He kept handguns in the cupboard that he would get out on Sundays to clean, and pet ferrets in the garden for hunting.


‘If they bite you, they will never let go,’ he’d say as he placed them next to us on the sofa.


He would go hunting on Sundays, with big, sharp, steel-jawed traps and the ferrets, and would come back by 6pm with dead rabbits and pheasants on strings, which he would give to my mum to skin and cook.


The kitchen where she skinned his hunted animals also became the place where he hunted her too. I would hear her screams as he persecuted her. She tried to hide his violence towards her. But often I could hear my mother struggling to breathe next door.


Memories charge into my mind of seeing the stranger’s hands around her throat as he is pushing her against the fridge, spitting as he speaks.


‘I’d rather kill you before letting you leave.’


My mum’s eyes, full of fear, freeze on me.


I hid under the table more and more: hiding from the debt collectors, hiding from the stranger when I did something wrong, from the sound of plates smashing.


The more they fought, the more I retreated into myself under that table.


After fifteen months and countless hours under that table, Mum finally managed to get rid of him. The stranger left and never came back.
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One Sunday afternoon when I was 11, I sat next to my granny drinking her Blue Nun. We were watching a soap where one of the female lead characters tried to kill herself by swallowing a packet of aspirin. The idea that I was able to end my own misery had never presented itself to me before.


That week, I saved up my bus money and on Friday I went to buy two packets of paracetamol at the chemist. But they would only let me buy one. So I went to all the shops in the area and bought as many packets as I could, one by one. I got home and sat on my bedroom floor with a glass of water and started swallowing them. I must have taken 25 pills until I physically couldn’t swallow any more. My throat was raw and my body was willing me to stop. I decided to lie down and have a nap.


When I awoke there was a new sickness in my chest and battery acid lining in my throat. I panicked, I didn’t actually want to die, I just wanted everything to stop. The flashbacks to loud and scary fights, the bullying and molesting that I’d been experiencing at school, everything. I didn’t want to feel ashamed, scared and disgusting, I didn’t want to feel sad. No more hitting, no more touching.


I went downstairs and found my mum scrubbing pans in the kitchen. When I told her what I’d done, the yellow rubber gloves she had on fell to the floor. By the time we arrived at the A&E I was doubled over in pain and sweating rivers. I was forced to drink a thick black drink. Then they put a tube down my throat and began to pump my stomach.


I lay there detached as the action swirled above me in a carousel of images. Empty.
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I was 12. Some of the local kids were already drinking at weekends and although I hated the taste of alcohol, I soon realised being drunk made everything feel better. My new friends and I started chipping our pocket money together to buy little quart bottles of brightly coloured cheap liquor. If there were too many of us, we would get a two-litre bottle of White Lightning cider. We would sit on park benches or in church graveyards, drink it all and then throw up in bushes and snog. Most significantly, the secret I learned was the power of alcohol – when I drank, I would feel euphoric, like I belonged.


Another school year ended and a new young family moved into our street, which brought some excitement to the neighbourhood. The family would talk to the teenagers on the green and let people come over to smoke cigarettes and drink alcohol in their garden. The mum was in her mid-20s, her partner was 19. Their house was sparse, but they had all the things we didn’t, like a big TV, a stereo and frozen oven food. The mum spotted me smoking on the green on my own one day and asked if I wanted to come in. She let me have one of her cigarettes. She introduced me to the dad, who had a dead look behind his eyes as he watched me puff away in their empty house.


Three weeks later there was a police car parked outside their house. All the teenagers gathered on the green – the adults were twitching at their curtains or pretending to take out their rubbish so they could get a proper look at what was going on. The whole street witnessed the police officers leading the dad out the front door in handcuffs, placing their hands on his head and pushing it down into the back of their car. The rumour was that a 15-year-old girl who was babysitting their kids had told her mum that they had offered for her to stay over, and when they came back later in the night, the dad had sneaked into the spare room and abused her. The dad came back from the police station that evening and all the kids from the estate went over there for drinks. It was unanimously decided that the girl who’d accused him was a liar and was trying to get attention. The teenagers on the estate started hounding her, saying that she was a ‘dog’. Only my mum said she believed her. The girl eventually dropped the charges for an easier life, but this just made our neighbours even more vindicated.
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I was 13 when drugs came onto the scene and that’s when everything changed.


Everyone I knew started smoking weed. I didn’t get it, it just made me feel dizzy and sick. The weed dealer would cycle over and hand out his orders.


In June, with us all standing around him, he pulled out a baggy full of white tablets from his back pocket. We stared at the bag in wonder. The white tablets were a tenner each; none of us had that kind of money on them. My friend and I asked if we could borrow money from someone, but the dealer said we could have one on ‘tick’ if we promised to pay him back the following week. We vowed to him that we’d walk to school every day to save up our bus money and pay him back.


My friend chugged his half down with a beer and I copied him. We sat in silence, waiting. Then, the punch in the chest. I needed to breathe, in, in, in. My heart felt like it was going to explode. I’d never felt such a neat and potent rush of love, energy and freedom than in that moment. Life was all of a sudden full of colour and feeling. My blood felt like it was a bullet triggered in my veins, shooting through my hard, fast-beating heart.


It was on.


I didn’t want the night to ever end.


Suddenly it was 4am – my curfew was 8pm. I tried to sneak in but my mum and new stepdad – a tall, dark-eyed Irishman she had met in the pub round the corner – were sitting up with two police officers. The police officers clocked how high I was straight away. They were unimpressed, but my mum didn’t have a clue. She was pregnant again; and she didn’t understand.


After that night, I quite quickly progressed to acid and spent my time with older, more hard-core dealers.


One night around 11pm, as I headed back across the field to our house, high as usual, I saw an ambulance parked outside. My stepdad was being led out of the house by a pair of paramedics. My mum was sitting on our wet concrete doorstep sobbing, with my granny’s arm clamped around her shoulders. I’d never seen Nan being caring towards my mum in the whole time since she’d moved back to Watford a few years ago.


Over the coming days I started to piece things together through what I could overhear on phone calls to my stepdad’s family and the hospitals. He had been diagnosed with schizophrenia as a teenager. He hadn’t told my mum, nor had his family.


The night of the ambulance he’d been forcibly sectioned. My mum had come home from work to find her new baby Jasmine in her bouncer chair in an exploded nappy. She had no idea how long she’d been sitting in her own excrement. When she confronted our stepdad in the kitchen he had lost control. She managed to call the police, who called an ambulance.


I spent less time in the house after that.


The minute I came up from drugs, all my troubles disappeared. It was easier, better.
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A new group of adults started to hang out on our estate. The minute I laid eyes on them I knew I wanted to be part of their gang. I was a teenage girl full of hormones, and here was a group of guys wearing tight vests, all clearly on steroids, with muscles and ponytails, who drove around in a battered van. The oldest two were in their late 20s and early 30s and had only just been released from prison. Every weekend this new group burgled and performed smash-and-grabs in the local area. They had a seemingly endless supply of drink, drugs and money. They wore heavy jewellery, had nice trainers and would turn up with beers for us all to have. We went wild with them.


I began to get in later and later and my nights became my days. I also started to fall asleep in class. One day I woke up in a classroom to my headmistress shaking me awake long after the class had finished. She told me to stay where I was.


She carried on marking work, while I sat there sinking into a pit of murky shame as the sound of the ticking clock echoed around the room. After a while, there was a faint knock, and I could make out my mum’s tiny frame through the glass. She sat down and listened to the teacher tell her how worried she was about me, my mum all the while twisting a tissue in her hands, making her knuckles red with exertion.


My mum then blurted out how out of control I had become. She was begging for help. The headmistress asked me to tell her who ‘those’ people were that I had been hanging out with. My mum cried. The headmistress looked at her with empathy. I felt such overwhelming shame. Why couldn’t I stop hurting her? Then a voice came into my psyche, No, it’s because of you. It’s because of all of you, and my shame turned to rage. Burning anger. All my self-hatred reflected onto them. I wanted to get away from both of them, anyone or anything that made me feel I couldn’t escape who I was. I had an epiphany.


‘I’m dropping out!’


We drove home in silence. Mum pulled up outside the house and turned to look at me. I had managed to avoid her eyes for a long time, but there they were – hanging on to me. A wordless plea. I hated the way she made me feel like shit. I knew I was hurting her, it hurt that I was hurting her, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from doing it. I wanted her as far away from me as possible, I wanted to stop feeling so lost and scared all the time. I wanted everyone to leave me alone and let me just do what I wanted. I wanted to escape my mind, not have to listen to it.


She looked back at her hands, still clinging to the steering wheel as if she wanted to take me far away from the place we had arrived at. I remained silent and she got out of the car and slammed the door shut behind her. As I watched her disappear down the path, I noticed that she seemed smaller and more fragile than I’d ever seen her before. I left it a few minutes before going in myself so as to avoid any more confrontation. The house was silent, apart from the TV that my nan kept on throughout the day while drinking her Blue Nuns. I was 14 years old.


The next morning, when everyone else was in school, I wandered into town and asked the hairdresser’s where I worked on Saturdays if I could pick up any more shifts. In my fantasy world I’d just go straight to work and bypass school, crashing and smashing into the adulthood. Because of my age the manager could only give me two extra days of work, but she said she would look into getting me on some kind of apprenticeship programme, so I could at least be studying towards something. The extra days gave me just enough money to chip in and feel like I wasn’t always poncing other people’s drugs all the time.


A few weeks later, I noticed my older friends had adopted a new friend of their own, a broad-shouldered, classically handsome man named Danny. As soon as I was drunk enough, I stumbled over to him. I sat on his knee. He passed me a tin of beer and offered me a cigarette. After that I was his ‘girl’.


He wanted sex from the start. The thought terrified me. I felt disconnected from my body. One of the 15-year-old girls who hung out with my new friends was pregnant, all the young girls they hung out with were doing it. I knew I had to do it with him if I wanted to be his girlfriend.


A few weeks into me being Danny’s ‘girl’, the new young family on our street asked if I wanted to babysit at their house while they went to a party. They said I could help myself to cigarettes and beer in the fridge. I watched TV while the kids slept, and drank a beer. When they got back they were smashed. The mum went straight to bed and said I should stay over as it was late. The dad sat down next to me. He said I could sleep in the middle child’s room as she was asleep in their bed.


I felt if I said no, he might think I believed the ostracised girl who had made up lies about him assaulting her. I went upstairs to bed and a short while later I heard his bedroom door close. I let my eyes close and started to drift off to sleep. I awoke to the sound of the bedroom door handle turning. I could feel his presence in the room. I knew then that the girl who had told her mother what this man had done to her was telling the truth.


Just as when I had been kicked in the head by the bully of a boy at school, I decided to lie still, too scared to say anything, too fearful to shout out. He sat on the end of the bed, and gently put his hand under the side of the covers. My heart screamed. He was only in the room for a minute or so. But the damage was done, the walls of my mind collapsed.


The next morning I left early and went home. My mum just assumed I’d been out all night like normal and asked if I wanted any food. I tried to eat but the cornflakes were shards of glass. I decided to have a drink instead.


You see, I had brought it on myself. I hated myself for it. I hated myself so badly.
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I, Lorna Tucker, have lived a life you can't

begin to imagine. I have lived on London's
piss-soaked streets, I have lived with the sweet
embrace of heroin, I have lived when I should
have died.

I have lied, I have thieved, I have stripped,
I have tricked, I have loved, I have fallen, I have
survived.

I could be your daughter, your mother, your
lover —I could be you.

Come to hell and back with me.






