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To Mum, Dad, Tom and Bowl,
and to ALL of the friends who have
got me by with a little help









I: THE BEFORE









The Road Scar


Hurtling along the road running parallel to a runway on an enormous three-wheeled motorbike, the speedometer creeping tantalisingly close to ‘100 mph’, I take a deep breath and look towards the television camera that is dangling precariously out of the boot of the car in front of me. Its lens is fixed on my every move.


Taking one hand off my handlebars, I signal for the convoy to turn, and then to stop.


‘So, this is where it happened?’ the cameraman asks as he jumps out of the car, looking around as though there might be one of those roadside shrines, dead flowers and weathered teddy bears laid out. But there’s nothing, just empty fields. That is, unless you know where to look. I nod back distractedly, searching the tarmac.


‘Great! Excellent,’ he says, repositioning his camera. ‘Here we go! ACTION!’


His elation feels slightly inappropriate to me, a touch disrespectful, but I don’t dwell on it – not because I’m impervious to insensitivity, trust me, this place is a minefield of emotion, but because at that moment my attention is elsewhere and I’ve just found what I was looking for, the only clue that this is the place: a deep semi-circular black slash in the tarmac.


The road scar smirks up at me, like an old friend who knows too many secrets. A remembrance of things past.


I nod back, out of respect, and hit the kill switch on my engine.


Looking around me expectantly, shivering slightly despite my bike gear protecting me from the cool wind coming from the North Sea only a mile away, I wait for the apparition of the Scottish policeman who found my body here the night the scar was carved into the road to appear. I’d been unconscious by the time he arrived but nevertheless, I have always pictured him vividly and I know now that somewhere deep down, I have carried with me the shock he must have felt at seeing my young, mutilated body, trapped upside down within the crushed frame of my car. My face split in half. My naked ass in the air.


But I do sometimes wonder if he may not have been all that surprised, and if maybe he had a more cynical reaction: here we go again, yet another young driver, naive to the danger she was in and with less than six months on her licence. How predictable, he might have thought, searching through the wreckage.


I assume that it was this very policeman who, having already dealt with the gruesome task of getting me and my friends out of the wreckage and into the ambulance, had the even more unenviable task of calling my poor parents.


Apparently, when the call came at four in the morning to tell them that their eighteen-year-old daughter and four of her friends had been involved in a car crash, the first thing Mum asked was if we all walked into the hospital. Isn’t that a brilliant question? Of course, her training as a nurse helped.


But I should also tell you that when they explained to Dad – who recovered the phone after Mum had collapsed – that in fact I had not walked in, that I was in a ‘critical condition’, with extensive facial injuries and suspected ‘spinal damage’, Mum immediately cried, ‘What level?’ to which Dad repeated the answer through swallowed gulps. ‘C6?’ he told her. ‘I think they said her C6 is damaged?’


Mum didn’t tell Dad what that meant. That damage at that level of the spine could leave me paralysed from the neck down; she kept that to herself. It was at this point Mum decided that if I didn’t die, she may have to kill me anyway.


Years later, when she told me this over a glass – let’s be honest, a bottle – of wine, I laughed. Not a laugh that might suggest I agreed with that decision, but the despairing scoff of a person who knows that her mother, like so many people, presumed that disability of this kind could be a fate worse than death.


Perhaps it was having the maiden name of Fortune, and being called Miss Fortune – till she married my dad and became a Morgan – that made my mother so wary. Since I was old enough to remember, I’d been made to memorise the list of unfortunate conditions Mum deemed to justify euthanasia and what I must do if the worst were to happen to her. Firstly, don’t tell anyone, darling, and then, simply, put a pillow over her head. As a former nurse she felt she had seen enough to be able to make an informed decision over her fate, whatever it might be.


It’s apt, I think, that my mum named me after Sophie’s Choice.


‘Sophie?’ the director shouts at me now. ‘Are you okay?’


Snapping back into the moment, I see five pairs of eyes watching me and feel tension and concern hovering in the fresh spring air. Each member of the crew has expressed their reservations about our filming at the place where I so nearly died but, back then, in the planning-room in London, seven hundred or so miles south of this spot, in the well-practised tone I’d adapted to stave off any assumed fragility or fear on my part, I’d reassured them that it would be cool, I’d be totally fine, but I find people tend to doubt my conviction – for reasons I will come to explain. The truth is, I knew it would be good to be back. I had chosen to return.


When I first discovered the scar, eight years after it was created, I was also being flanked by a camera crew but unlike last time, I remind myself, straightening out my posture and clearing my throat, I haven’t come back to find clues. This time, I am here for a different reason.


‘Eighteen years ago,’ I say clearly, looking into the camera, ‘my life ended just here.’ I glance down at the scar on the road. ‘But another life started and, today, I am back, at the beginning of my next chapter.’


The thrill these words give me is palpable. In the decade I’ve been presenting on television, I have never had my own series. I’m also unscripted and I feel liberated, a bit like being the only naked person in a room full of strangers. Which, coincidently, is also something I have actually done on TV, but we will get to that later.


For the purpose of the series I have been travelling around the UK, going to some extraordinary places and meeting some extraordinary people in order to learn about the radical changes they have made to their lives in pursuit of happiness and fulfilment, and to find inspiration for changes I intend to make to my life moving forward. The past year has been a particularly testing time, and the sense of achievement I feel being in front of the camera and riding my trike all the way to Scotland is almost overwhelming.


I look down at my weathered black biking jacket, worn in on the mission I’ve now completed, and it excites me to think how awful I must look. Normally, as a presenter, I’d be a veneered version of myself: hair tonged, make-up perfect. But today filth and grime from the motorways and back roads are splattered over me and my trike and these are the marks of achievement I haven’t wanted to wash away. As the camera lingers on me, I remind myself to soak it up. This is happening. I have made it happen and it has taken me eighteen years to get here.


I yank off my helmet and let my long, tangled blonde hair fly where it wants.


The specially modified machine between my legs catches the sun and I hear the fan cooling the engine down. I got it as an eighteenth anniversary gift to myself, in order to feel as liberated as is physically possible for someone like me. And, sitting astride it, exposed to the elements, with so much power in my hands, having ridden to the summit of my wildest dream, at the place where one life ended, I wonder if it’s possible to feel more alive.


Suddenly, from the Royal Air Force base beside us, a Typhoon fighter jet launches down the runway and off into the sky, screaming overhead, and in an instant, the sound takes me back to the very first time I strapped in behind the steering wheel of a car, with my breath held tight and my grubby teenage fingernails blanched white against the car key; I was gagging for the invitation to start the car’s engine, when one of these fighter jets, chasing the wind that whipped through the clouds above, erupted over the top of my head. The car and I had trembled as the jet soared up and away and, before I could stop myself, before permission had been granted by the driving instructor, I twisted the car key and my foot pushed down on the accelerator, as though to follow the jet and take flight.


You see, for certain types of drivers, roads parallel to runways are seductive. Time it just right and the reckless among you will discover what I once did: that when you speed head-first foot-down along a road-cum-runway, you might feel as though you too can take off.


As long as you can get your damned car to go fast enough.


The more wary or cautious drivers among you, however, might know something that may take the rest of us years to learn: that these particular roads – like us particular drivers – can be the deadliest. Yes, learning to drive beside an Air Force base may well have confused my expectations, but the fact is the lessons required for me to get my driving licence came and went with absolutely no mention of the fact that a driving licence could potentially kill, and, accordingly, back then, it simply never occurred to me that in my hands, a life that was about to take off could instead come to an end.


When I drove down this road on that fateful night eighteen years ago, I was also about to embark on the long-awaited next chapter of my life. But I was distracted, blindsided by longing, giddy with anticipation for what was to come.


I look down to my disabled body, momentarily saddened, and imagine the road scar whispering up at me, and look what happened to you.


In the years since the crash, I have scoured the memory of that night with the ferocity of a pack of wolves scavenging a carcass. Blooded, I return conflicted, even now. You see, one part of me wants to clasp my eighteen-year-old face in my hands, pull her towards me and scream as loud as a fighter jet, so loud my throat tears, Wake up, girl. LOOK out!


But, looking back, what would I want to do differently? Would I warn her what was going to happen? Perhaps not, I think, my mind fizzing, the camera light still blinking. Perhaps I would say nothing at all.


Impulsive, childish and foolish, I now know there was no better way for her to go but forward, to drive head-first into the unknown. To fall forward into life. Because if she hadn’t, then I wouldn’t be where I am now, about to do exactly the same.









Last Photographs


Mum came north planning to smother me, unaware she was carrying with her the last photographs taken of me standing – and not just standing: in the freshly developed photographs tucked at the bottom of her handbag, her eighteen-year-old daughter was play-fighting and howling with laughter. On closer inspection, though, let me tell you, that girl was up to something. I was scheming something top secret. But watching me through the camera viewfinder, Mum wouldn’t have suspected a thing.


We didn’t know each other that well then.


The photographs were taken the day before the crash, on a disposable camera Mum remembered was at the back of that sodding kitchen drawer she could never fully close. Fussing through a tangle of wires, she retrieved it gleefully and rushed out into the garden, calling my brother and me into the sunshine with her. It was rare for us all to be at home at the same time and Mum said she wanted a keepsake before I left home, proof that she had done her job as a mum, evidence I existed once I had flown the nest.


Those were the days before camera phones, when developing disposable cameras tested Mum’s patience. Today, thankfully, she doesn’t have to endure the wait and I’d hazard a guess her mobile phone carries over a thousand photos of my brother and me, photos of photos even. Ever since that day, Mum keeps me with her at all times, on her person. Just in case.


Of the twenty-four photographs developed from that camera only a handful remain. I searched and searched but I gave up; most of the photos and the negatives are well and truly gone. Of the few that are left, four were framed and hung in my parents’ home, but one, with its sharp corners now split open and curling back and holes pinpricked around the border, I keep with me, along with a photo of the photo (stored on the cloud in a folder named ‘Dead’), so that I am on my person, at all times. Proof that I existed. Just in case.


Currently, the photograph itself is tacked to a board along with other sentimental miscellaneous crap beside business cards, Polaroids from parties, wedding invitations and scrap-paper with children’s hands outlined, as though the person in the photo still exists in my chaotic life. A souvenir from the past.


But wherever or whenever I see the girl’s face in the photographs, the truth is I no longer see me. Not by way of the fact that all of our younger selves look different, but because, as far as I am concerned – let me just flatten out the creases – yep, many of the features we once shared were destroyed.


Her face is symmetrical. The nose is straight and long. One eye socket matches the other in shape. Her young lithe frame stands supple, free from the pain and exhaustion of carrying a broken body, her shoulders look slack. Her thin arms are proportionate. Her smooth skin carries only the usual scars, the type that don’t tell unusual stories. Scars from acne or learning to ride a bike, not the other sort that make people stare or elbow their friends to help them in a guessing game to work out what do you think happened to her?


The structure of her is as nature intended for her.


The bones protruding in her chest remind me of the skeleton models that sat in a classroom corner during those lessons that taught us how human bodies are meant to work.


I used one of the photographs of her face as a reference for one of my paintings once, and when it was finished, I titled the painting The Fool because she was one, and I layered it in antique varnish, because she’s now locked in the past.


Yes, I know, her mouth takes the same downward slope as mine, her brow bones cast the same shadow shapes and, yep, I am sure you won’t agree with me but it’s true: I just don’t recognise myself in her. I am not the only one. That’s not you, is it? people who didn’t know me in the before ask, as they lean into my painting searching for clues.


But the highlight of white paint I dabbed on to the eye of the painting, that trickster’s glimmer, that shimmer of her soul, that I recognise.


That came with me into this life.


There are others like me who recognise the dissonance between themselves before and after their injuries. It goes far beyond a curious confusion at seeing a person in the present and in their past, beyond the shock of a ‘before and after’ comparison. Seeing yourself before the trauma, before the change, feels both reassuring and unsettling. I wonder if it’s one of the best and the worst types of nostalgia a person can manage. We all have versions of ourselves in the past that we miss, or that we wish to be forgotten, but what I am talking about is different. The more time I have spent writing about her, the more I find this to be true.


I’ll begin by explaining that, in my experience, who you were as a person in the ‘before’ makes all the difference to who you become in the ‘after’.


Our stories start at different times.


I will start with hers.









Her Story


When anyone asks what I was like before the crash (and oddly, they do, more often than you’d think), my mum will tell them that I was always that kind of girl.


The kind of girl who would give everyone else nits.


The kind of girl that loves trouble, hurtling full tilt towards it. The kind of girl that would always get caught, get expelled. That sort.


Ill-fated is what she means. And she’s not wrong.


She’d also tell you – unprompted – that I screamed solidly for the first three years of my life. I screamed and screamed, until the day a doctor realised I was allergic to the sap coming from the birch trees that surrounded our home, and to milk, which was alarming news given I had been lavishly doctored with the latter to try to soothe the former.


I’m no expert, but it would seem, therefore, any inner angst may have started before I was even conscious of it, along with a dangerous propensity for using ineffectual and harmful ways to self-medicate. Who knows? Whatever the long-term repercussions may have been, it was obvious early on that I would always be an irritant.


Thanks to an industrial amount of antibiotics, the wailing and excess mucus started to dry up, and eventually a short-lived peace reigned in our household – into which my brother was born, without any complications, Mum would add – and it was around then, after the rashes and swelling had gone down, that I was given my first chance to make up for all the trouble I had caused so far in my tiny life. I was scouted to be a child model. Mum was delighted; surely all the sleepless nights had been worth it? But the day before my first photoshoot, I got my squidgy little mitts on a pair of scissors and chopped off all my hair while Mum wasn’t looking.


I wish I could tell you that this was the beginning of a style icon or the making of a future hairstylist, but it definitely wasn’t. This was the first of several warning signs that, left to my own devices, I would most likely fuck things up. And by things, I mean myself.


The trees that I was allergic to belonged to Ashdown Forest, known round the world as The Hundred Acre Wood, home of the fictional character Winnie-the-Pooh, and we lived in the forest, in a cottage called Little Birches. With no neighbours in sight in any direction, the cottage had a fairy-tale feel about it. And while I, the anti-princess, may have had my own beautifully decorated little bedroom, with A. A. Milne’s characters that Mum had painstakingly painted on the walls, hands down my favourite place to sleep was with the dogs, in the front porch, cuddled up with my best friend, Sumo, a yellow Labrador, permanently lathered in fox shit. I loved the way we would wake up still entwined, my own white-blonde mop tangled with her fur, feeling like I was an animal too.


Of all of my mum’s animals – one horse, two cats and four dogs – Sumo was the only one that I was allowed to play (and sleep) with because, unlike her other dogs, Sumo was considered a pet, whereas the rest were what Mum called ‘income’. I didn’t know what that meant at the time, but whatever ‘income’ was, I didn’t like it very much. It stressed everyone out. Mum would swear at me if I played with the other dogs, especially if I tussled at tug of war with them after Sumo had become tired of me yanking her about the forest, snot streaming down my face as I rubbed up against the birch trees. They were Mum’s ‘working’ dogs, which she trained, and accordingly they had to be treated with respect.


Despite my unquestionable loyalty to Sumo, as soon as my mum’s dog-whistle summoned her working dogs to her, I would rush out of whatever bush I was tangled in and bolt back to her feet, where I would sit and stay with the rest of them, Sumo lolling around behind me. No matter how many dogs Mum had under her command at one time, they’d all sit rigid like statues – me among them, obediently playing along – the only give-away we were alive, the whites of our eyes flashing as we watched her every move, hardly daring to breathe without permission.


This was my mum in her element: waxed leather chaps over faded denim jeans and a button-down shirt usually missing a button, her hair scraped away in a braid so she wouldn’t have to bother washing it for at least a week, maybe more if she could get away with it. In her lifetime, Mum had been a nurse, a midwife, a stable groom, an air stewardess, a gun-dog trainer, a paper girl and a pharmaceutical representative. I would one day come to wonder what she might have been in another life, when women weren’t capped in their ambitions; Mum was a nurse, never a doctor, a stewardess, never a pilot. Not that it mattered in my mind; she was all things, everything and more. Perhaps because of the societal barriers that prevented her from levelling up as a woman in seventies Britain, Mum was determined to do what she could to remove any barriers for me and she told me repeatedly I could be anything that I wanted to be in life but stressed that it would be best not to have children. They will ruin your life, she said plainly, as she hugged me so hard it tickled, and I’d giggle, wondering what that meant exactly.


Mum was unquestionably the leader of our pack, looking after her animals and her children, which, by the way, was the order in which we were fed. Unless Dad was cooking, which, thankfully, most of the time he was. He did so not just because Mum refused to, but because Dad loved nothing more than being the ‘host’, bringing everyone together, and that meant the more food and wine, the better. Gregarious and fun-loving, Dad controlled all the fun (and the music) in our home. As a wine broker, he had a seemingly never-ending supply of wine, and so, tucked away in the forest where he could crank up the music, he and Mum would host parties every weekend and dance with their friends all night long, and my brother Tom and I would watch them from the bottom of the stairs through the crack in the door, laughing as they bopped away to M People, Eric Clapton, Simply Red, Right Said Fred and The Rolling Stones, cigarette smoke drifting over until we practically conked out from the fumes.


I spent my feral childhood wandering around the forest climbing trees and looking for Pooh sticks with Sumo and, when he was old enough to follow me, my brother Tom. In our world, being able to hide and seek was the only thing that mattered, and so every day, no matter the weather, our little legs would carry us up trees or into the bramble bushes, over streams and into muddy swamps. For hours Tom and I would trample through the forest, trying to out hide-and-seek each other, until the shadows started to frighten us, or Mum’s dog-whistle called us back, and we would scamper home as fast as our mud-laden wellies would allow.


As children, if my brother or I were ever to leave the forest it would be either for something horse or dog related or to go to school. It took us about one play of the whole Jagged Little Pill to drive from the cottage to school, and en route, I honed some of my finest habits from the back seat, swearing being my favourite. ‘I’m brave but I’m chicken-SHIT!’ I sang manically each morning, before Mum confiscated my Alanis Morissette tape. I learnt from the best, though: Mum’s new best friend Sara, a powerhouse of a woman, swore so casually it was as though half of the English language came adjoined with a profanity. You know fuckin-what? Sara would say, Carpe that fucking diem! I had never met a more outspoken woman in my life and it left a significant impression on me. She laughed freely, talked loudly about politics and expertly about music and she did that thing I’d always been told not to do: she ‘made a scene’. I quickly grew to love her as a second mother, and together with my own dominant outdoorsy and self-reliant mum, I began to shape in my mind the kind of woman I would like to be when I grew up. One that didn’t need anyone, certainly not a man.


I understood the absence of their working husbands to mean they were independent women. It didn’t occur to me that the two of them – both married, both mothers – were interdependent and that that kind of arrangement was perfectly acceptable, nor did it occur to me that dissuading me from having children or depending on a man was somewhat paradoxical, certainly hypocritical. I ingested their propaganda, and grew up bold, feisty, foulmouthed and headstrong, if not slightly confused.


I then discovered my two great loves. First, swimming. Nothing made me happier than the exhilaration of standing poised on the front of a diving board, my toes curled over the edge, waiting for the whistle to sound, flinging myself into the cool pool water, holding my breath for as long as I could as I rushed into whatever stroke we were racing, glancing at the other swimmers behind me before I reached out my hand and touched the wall first. I swam so much, chlorine seeped into me and if I licked my skin at any time, I could always taste and smell it. Dad called me his water baby. Mum hated the water and preferred me on a horse. To maintain the peace, I did both, and, to soothe the growing pressures of their expectations, I also learnt to shoot. There was something about knowing I was in control of something dangerous that made my little heart sing; to me using a gun was like using a swear word, shocking and emboldening, particularly when coming from a girl.


My second great love was art. My papier-mâché wine bottles were unusually convincing, apparently, along with my skill at capturing people’s likeness in charcoal or landscapes in acrylics. One of my paintings was good enough to earn me an Art Scholarship to The King’s School, Canterbury, and so, aged thirteen, I headed off to Big School. It’s time to fall in love, I wrote in bold red pen in the new snazzy journal I had bought especially. And hopefully get fingered!


Thrown into a mixing pot with hundreds of other kids from all over the world, as a little country bumpkin I was in heaven. The classrooms were all spread around Canterbury city, at the heart of which stood an imposing but breathtaking cathedral. Each morning, bells would ring out and the eleven boarding houses and day houses across the city would spill open, sending sleepy students off to class. But I wasn’t sleepy; I was wide awake, I could feel the pull of temptation in every direction: countless people to get to know, sports to try, teachers to out-smart – even the city itself seemed to be encouraging me to step out and explore.


At night from my dormitory bed, I could hear the pubs spilling out, glasses smashing, men catcalling and women retaliating. On the weekends, bass music from a neighbouring club made the single-pane windows reverberate. It was like I was sitting on the bottom step of the stairs again, eavesdropping on a party, but this time I was old enough to get involved.


All of my competitive and creative energies were repurposed: my goal to investigate and experiment. With my headphones on and music blaring, I started heading into the city to seek out the off-licences most likely to accept my fake ID, then grab as many other girls as possible and hide in the back alleys and towpaths of the city, testing out our limits with spirits, schnapps or the schoolgirl’s champagne, Lambrini. My friends and I begged an older girl to teach us how to smoke, and in exchange for a week’s worth of house duties, she snuck us into one of the bathrooms, locked the door, put a condom over the air vent and a rolled-up towel underneath the door, and cranked open all the windows. Handing us each a cigarette and a lighter, we got through a packet in less than half an hour, threw up, and then started all over again. I was hooked.


But, as Mum says, I am as subtle as a heart attack.


The school caught on to my bad behaviour and I was sanctioned, making it impossible for me to play my teenage version of hide-and-seek in the city any more. Letters went out to my parents telling them of my behaviour but, thankfully, being at boarding school meant I didn’t have to look either of them in the eye.


When the summer came around, like an escaped convict I returned to the forest only to dart out into the closest town. With both my parents out at work, I took off to the streets of Tunbridge Wells with some pals and made up for lost time.


In the park, with my local friends, taking turns on a vodka bottle like suckling pigs on a teat, pissed and unsupervised, we rolled around on the grass, crying with laughter, belting out Oasis songs and making up dance routines to 5ive. One afternoon, as I rushed to get home, I drunkenly mistimed alighting the bus, and knocked myself out on the bus stop. I came to with Mum dragging me by my hair into the back of her car, wherein she sped back to the forest and sobered me up by lunging me in circles like a horse around the garden, exercising the booze out of me. Earlier that week I had tried to hide more evidence of my underage drinking by lobbing some wine bottles stolen from my dad’s cupboard into the bracken behind the house, but Mum’s work dogs retrieved them, like informants plonking them at the front door of the house. Traitors. Old Sumo had my back, of course, trundling behind me as I weaved, pissed, around in circles in the garden, but to everyone else, it was obvious I was losing my way.


When I returned to school for the start of the second year, I was on thin ice. In an attempt to prevent any further bad behaviour, my house mistress decided to ‘gate’ me indefinitely. Unable to leave the boarding house for any reason other than classes or meals, I was indefinitely ‘locked down’. I was beyond enraged; honestly, hell hath no fury like a vindictive privileged British schoolgirl. The school should have predicted that stricter sanctions for my wayward behaviour would not reduce any chance of recidivism.


I decided to take action.


After all, ‘gated’ didn’t actually mean I was locked in, just forbidden to leave the house, so when no one was watching I snuck through the back gate, having elicited the code out of an unwitting newspaper delivery man. Poor man had no idea what he’d done.


I went on the rampage. I had worked out a way to carry contraband in the lining of my long black trench coat, so after purchasing several litre bottles of vodka, I slipped them into their hiding place and headed out to meet my friends in the city.


But when I got caught a few hours later, it was obvious my ‘plan’ had not been as cunning as I’d hoped. The school had caught me on CCTV pacing down the high street in my full-length black trench coat and sunglasses and suspended me (and my friends) immediately.


I returned to the forest, embarrassed and ashamed of my stupidity. I couldn’t even look Sumo in the eye. Mum and Dad barely spoke to me for the entirety of my seven-day suspension and to make matters worse, the school called to tell them my house mistress would no longer take me back and as no other boarding house would either, an unprecedented decision had been made. I would have to sleep in the school’s sickbay. My mouth fell open as though I was expecting my tonsils to be examined.


But something about my behaviour being unrivalled in its awfulness felt like an achievement. No other student in the school’s long history had been exiled in this way. What an adventure! I didn’t even know where the sickbay was, having never needed to go there before, and I pictured something not too dissimilar to the psychiatric hospital in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and myself as the rowdy but lovable flouter-of-rules. Like McMurphy, I would stick it to the institution!


When I returned to school a week later, I returned notorious, and the reward for my outstanding unruliness? I finally got my first boyfriend. He asked me to ‘go out with him’, and as soon as I had nodded yes with the dumb enthusiasm of a slobbery dog, he yanked me towards him and plunged his tongue into my mouth. Friends around us cheered. Our mouths clamped together, our tongues wet and rapid, like a tumble dryer on a spin. As the chant of ‘snog her, snog her’ climaxed around us, I felt a pulse pound between my legs and when he let me go, the blood seemed to have drained out of my limbs. I stumbled back against a wall, dazed but delighted, in a disorientated stupor. Alcohol has nothing on kissing, I scribbled frantically in my diary, as though I had discovered the meaning of life, pressing my friends for more details on what third base was like, scared I wouldn’t survive the ordeal, I would just keel over from a pleasure overdose.


My behaviour started to improve, so much so that, against all odds, I was allowed to go on a school trip to Spain. Things were definitely looking up.


But, out of the six girls who were caught drunkenly running riot around central Seville only twenty-four hours into the school trip, there was only one who was sent home. No prizes for guessing who. Whoever it was that told me that sucking on a copper penny would stop a breathalyser from working was either out to get me or was as gullible a son of a bitch as I was.


I got busted and practically choked to death. I was then asked, in no uncertain terms, to leave the school, and never come back.


After that, Mum threatened to pack it all in and emigrate to Australia. Dad muttered disappointment at me whenever he could look at me. And no other school would take me. Until one day, Sara called to tell my parents about a school she knew of in Scotland, and over the phone I picked up the words ‘unique’ and ‘isolated’, and the phrase that really grabbed my attention: ‘character-building’.


What on earth did that mean? My school reports said I had too much character; surely building more character would be ruinous. But I didn’t ask questions or put up a fight. I’d had enough of me and my ways, just as much as everyone else. I’d let everybody down, including myself. Thankfully, my brother helped me see the wood for the trees. Following in my footsteps, three years behind me, he told me without meeting my eyes that he was being humiliated by bullies in his class and my ‘reputation’ was hurting and embarrassing him. Mortified, I hugged Tom and apologised, looking his little round face square in the eyes, and I promised to do better, and to be better.


‘Besides,’ I told him optimistically, ‘going to Scotland could be just what’s needed to sort me out? I can’t get any worse … ’


The decision to send me north wasn’t an easy one for my parents to make. Even with another Art Scholarship, they could barely afford the fees and we wouldn’t get to see each other very often, but the idea of me getting away from the temptations of the south and into the Highlands was what convinced my mum it would be worth their grafting for. Her father was Scottish, and Mum believed a reconnection to the Motherland could be good for me, a return to the wild.


Or at least that’s how it felt as I belted myself into the long green itchy tartan kilt of the school uniform and journeyed to Scotland, into my next chapter.









Welcome to Scotland


Yanked away from my southern friends and, worst of all, any phone signal, I arrived in the Highlands of Scotland, initially a cold and unwelcoming environment. A Royal Air Force base to the east, a tiny fishing village to the south, rugged Morayshire coastline to the west, and the rest being the tempestuous North Sea, my new school felt to me as though it had been entirely forgotten, rejected by the rest of the world. A bit like I’d been. The school buildings were crumbling and sodden, and the staff appeared as weathered as the clifftops on which the school stood. Everything looked tired of fighting with the elements, everything looked utterly fed up. And, ‘no’, the grey-skinned taxi driver explained, as he dropped me at the school gates, ‘the nearest toon is aboot two hoors walk fae here, so ya cannae “pop” anywhere, ya dafty’.


Right then, that’s me told. Or at least I think it is? I could barely understand what he had said.


Adjusting to my new school, I felt guilty for the trouble I had caused my family so was motivated to avoid upsetting them again. I wanted to start figuring out ways to work harder, and play smarter, and I wanted to make new friends, join new teams and, most tempting of all, get under some kilts …


But looking around me at the wooded empty grounds and grey rain-stained Portakabins, I didn’t feel very inspired. I didn’t get a very warm reception from the students either. Stories about my arrival midway through the year were so speculative, many of the girls seemed to want to keep me at arm’s length, just in case. I wasn’t upset about this; I mean I got it, no one likes a mysterious blonde girl arriving without any warning, completely messing with the hierarchy. I was too surly to be approachable and too English to be welcome. But it made me long to leave, and I began to regret all my rebellious behaviour.


At the end of my first week, I was standing by myself, as a stream of students left classes for a mid-afternoon break, when a boy who I recognised from my maths class caught my attention and waved for me to come over. I ran towards him gratefully and introduced myself. He tapped two fingers against his mouth, as though kissing a peace sign. But this was not a peace sign. This was a trouble sign. This was the signal for ‘do you want to come for a cigarette?’ or in other words, here we go again.


I pushed out my lower lip, raised my eyebrows, turned over my palms, shrugged one shoulder up towards my head, and all together those gestures could only mean one thing: Fuck it. Why not?


My first Scottish pal, Jamie, started nattering away about the lay of the land. Thrilled to have made a new friend, I listened closely but then started to feel confused; we seemed to be following a stream of students straight into the woods. As we got to the treeline, I braced myself: what was I going to find in there? Jamie went first. Glancing around nervously, I followed him. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dark and then a few more seconds to believe what I was seeing. Littered around the forest, in threes or fours, students were lighting up cigarettes. Groups of girls were sharing lighters, older boys were rolling and passing around tobacco papers, younger students stuck together, chugging and coughing, some were playing and some were climbing trees. As far as my eye could see, countless little red dots, the cherries of all the cigs, danced as though the trees had fairy lights in them. Jamie popped a lit cigarette in my mouth and I took a long, lovely drag. But where were the teachers? Smoking wasn’t permitted. Even by my standards, no one was being at all subtle.


Then suddenly a cry of ‘BASHER!!’ echoed around the school grounds. As if being directed to freeze-frame by a drama teacher, all the students stopped what they were doing.


I had no idea what this meant but from the worried looks on everyone’s faces it couldn’t be good. Panic stricken, I grabbed Jamie’s arm and pleaded for him to help. I can’t move to Australia! I cried. But there was no need to panic; everyone knew exactly what to do.


Dropping all contraband, they fled. I followed Jamie, who did his best to explain as we ran that the cry signalled an infiltration of the groundskeepers who were called ‘Bashers’. They routinely patrolled for smokers, drinkers, and any other banned behaviour in the woods that surrounded the school. Running low, so as to avoid the sweeping flashlight that was scouring the trees, the trick, he whispered as we stopped behind a tree, was to keep down and never stop moving and always, no matter what, run in formation, putting the fastest and preferably largest kid at the front so as to clear a path for everyone behind them to safely exit the woods and return to permitted grounds, thereby escaping punishment, which ranged anywhere from detention to outright expulsion.


This wasn’t a game for the faint-hearted: recreational smoking was like a full-contact sport. One time, Jamie told me as we army-crawled through the woods to safety, a Basher rugbytackled a boy to the ground, knocking his cigarette clean out of his mouth. Another time, one of the Bashers, chasing a particularly stealthy team of sixth-form girls, mistimed his speed and ran into the school lake.


It was as though the school was a battleground and the woods belonged to the students, like lost boys in Neverland, and no matter what the teachers tried to do to win them back, the tree-houses, underground dens and naughtiness, he said, would just evolve, getting more creative and elaborate every year.


‘So, is this what they mean by character-building?’ I asked Jamie jokingly when we’d exited the woods to safety.


‘Aye,’ he laughed. ‘Welcome to Scotland.’


Within a few months, I started to settle in. I’d befriended the art teacher and decided to let him help me become the best artist I could be. Next, I tried out for the netball team and became the youngest girl in the school to be in the Firsts, which thankfully helped me to make some girlfriends.


The school appeared to believe in me and so I decided to turn over a new leaf and apply myself. But unfortunately, children like me are hard to change. No school could have protected me from myself; the only way I would learn anything would be the hard way or not at all. Like all of the other students who were to become my friends, I thought rules were meant to be broken just as roads next to runways were made for racing.


Winter arrived and with it never-ending snowball fights.


During one particularly ferocious battle between two of the boarding houses, a stray snowball hit me in the face, and before I knew it, one of the older boys was running at me. I took off, straight into the trees, hurtling through the snow. Glancing round, I saw the boy hadn’t slowed down and was sprinting after me. I hurried on, laughing, and scooped up some snow as I went, pummelling it into a ball as I darted through the woods, but when I turned to throw it, I couldn’t see him. Then, out of nowhere, he shot through the trees and caught me, knocking me clean off my feet. Writhing and thrashing on the ground underneath, I tried to get away but we made eye contact. Both of us stopped wriggling. His eyes – an intense dirty-brown with flecks of green – were fixed on mine. Up close this boy was intimidatingly handsome; he had thick dark eyebrows and a rounded rugged face shadowed by stubble, and thick, chapped lips which, I thought lustfully, looked to me as though they needed licking. Apart from my pounding heartbeat and panting breath, I was frozen still. He smiled to break the ice and instantly I did the same, and then, we kissed. It felt to me as though our lips fitted together like puzzle pieces; my hands untangled from his grip and I wrapped them around to hold the back of his head and pulled him hungrily closer to me. He slipped his hands under my jumper, I flinched at the cold, but we didn’t stop. I opened my eyes as he kissed me and saw snowflakes had settled on his eyelashes. The boy and I were like two figurines inside a snow globe, just the two of us and the pine trees.


By the time spring came around, I’d fallen head over heels in love with him.


Truth be told, I had never felt so infatuated with anyone in my life, nor so attracted. Rory, a snowboarding skater type, was a year older than me and a head taller, and had a deep Scottish accent which could set off an avalanche in my knickers. It was as though he had invisible magnets in his hands that could pull me, crotch-first, towards him from any distance. I was dumbstruck with love. Every day before lessons, he’d saunter up behind me, wrap his hands around my waist, plant a kiss in the nook between my neck and shoulder, and we would walk with an earphone in each of our ears connecting us together like a vein, playing ‘The Light’ by Common on repeat.


He lived locally, around the corner from the school, down a long straight road that ran parallel to the RAF runway.


Before he went home every day, he’d meet me after lessons, and we’d slide into the woods and coil up together in the grass, listening to music for hours. Most of the time, he was brooding and exhaustingly patriotic (his ability to see past my Englishness was deemed a testament to his love for me), but that made it all the more rewarding when I made him crack a reluctant smile or crease with laughter. I was addicted to him, and nothing could ever get me close enough to him, even when I was pressed up against him; even then, I wanted more of him. It was as though I could never be satisfied; my carnality was a bottomless pit I desperately needed him to fill.


But capricious and fickle, my sex drive took a sudden U-turn, and I swerved towards the forbidden, crashing into the arms of his best friend, Jack. Rory was abandoned.


In time, Rory forgave Jack for the betrayal, as though it was to be expected that as best friends they would share one another’s possessions; I was no different to a well-fitted beanie or brand-new skateboard. Clearly men have different metrics for friendships, I thought, baffled – but relieved – as I watched them kick-flipping together outside the maths block a year later. But, no matter how many mix tapes I made him, Rory refused to forgive me.


Ill-fated as ever, though my greedy duplicity would not go unpunished.


‘Have you heard about the local driving instructor with the red BMW?’ Jack asked me as we sat side by side at the back of our English class, the summer after we turned seventeen. We had been inseparable from the moment we had stolen a kiss in the art block toilets behind Rory’s back a few years earlier. Only a month apart in age, we had both been thinking about starting our driving lessons. I was desperate to get moving, desperate for the freedom that came with driving.


Our classroom door swung open lazily, flapping on the warm summer breeze. ‘I heard that if he likes you, he’ll let you do the drive-thru at McDonald’s’, Jack continued. Listening intently, I fingered the packet of ten Lucky Strike cigarettes hidden in the lining of my school jacket. ‘And I heard he lets you smoke in the car after your lesson.’ I looked at him excitedly, and decided there and then, this was the driving instructor for me.


Outside, overhead, a pair of Typhoon fighter jets rocketed skyward; their noise rumbled in the distance, like a tropical storm approaching.


Inside, underneath our school desk, Jack fiddled with a rip in my black school tights, fingering at the hole to get through to the skin of my squidgy inner thigh. He tore the hole wider, and I moved my leg closer to let his hand slip inside. He squeezed me playfully then shuffled his chair closer to mine. He leant over and nibbled my left earlobe.


‘Absolute no brainer really, isn’t it?’ I said as I opened my legs further so his hands could explore a little higher. Jack’s fingers crept up into the heat between my legs. I looked around to see if anyone was watching but no one could see. Besides, the class knew better than to look our way when we took the corner seats. I shifted my hips on my seat, so that he could reach me more easily. I pulled out a pencil and began doodling on my textbook as a cover. Jack reached me and started to rub his thumb gently on me, around and around, in circles. Minutes later, my pencil marks began to trace the same shape, the dark swirl on the paper intensifying with every rotation. Jack, sitting upright to avoid being caught, continued: ‘Yeah, and he’s meant to be a really sound guy and,’ he bent back over to me and whispered, ‘he’s very good … at … what … he … does.’


Looking down, I could see the ligaments in his hands flex in time as he spoke. I struggled to hold my pencil properly. Christ. I gripped the desk and bit my lip.


‘Doing okay there, Soph?’ His cheeky sexy Scottish lilt did nothing to help calm me down. ‘You look a little flustered.’


‘You know what,’ I said, breathing out, finally, ‘how about we make a little bet?’ I felt his hand stop. ‘I bet I’ll pass my test before you?’ I snapped my thighs closed and trapped his hand, then leant over to bite his right earlobe. ‘What do you think?!’


Disappointed, he kissed me on the forehead. ‘I don’t want to bet, Soph, let’s just take our time, pass when we’re ready?’


‘Okay, fine.’ I rolled my eyes. He knew I would still try to beat him regardless. ‘I can’t wait to get started … Imagine, learning to drive in a fuckin’ Beamer!’


Later, back at my boarding house, a group of girls were gathered around the seating area reserved for sixth-form girls. It was six thirty in the evening, everyone was meant to be in their rooms doing homework, but I scoured the room: as far as I could tell there were no adults kicking about to tell us off, so I squeezed through the crowd to find a seat and check out what all the fuss was about. The group of girls were laughing (some not altogether too kindly), and many were clapping along.


I looked to my friend Celia, who gestured for me to hurry up and pointed into the centre of the seating area where a tall, slim girl, with legs like a 1920s showgirl, was dancing wildly around in circles, her grey school skirt tucked into her tights, whooping and yelping as though she was at a Scottish ceilidh, and at the same time, playing an imaginary trumpet through the side of her mouth. I scoffed, but then joined in the clapping.


The girl, who had straight blonde-brown hair that fell around her shoulders – or it would have if she ever stood still – had a cherubic face and was sweating and spinning and attempting to run and tap dance up the wall. As we watched her showing off so shamelessly, I dropped my school bag.


‘Who’s she?’ I said as I sat down next to Celia.


‘I think her name’s Antonia,’ she replied. ‘She’s one of the new sixth-form kids.’ Celia shrugged and we laughed.


The girl collapsed into a chair to catch her breath. Half of the crowd erupted in applause. I went over to introduce myself. ‘Heya, I’m Sophie. Are you a dancer or something?’ I said, but she wasn’t interested in answering my question.


‘Shall we go for a cig?’ she said instead. Do any kids at this school not smoke? I thought despairingly. ‘And can we take Sophia and Ellie? They’re new like me. SOPHIA!’ Antonia shouted as though she owned the place, and out of the crowd came a curly-haired girl with enormous owl-round eyes and an eager expression that read, Whatever you’re up to, count me in. Sophia beamed expectantly at us both. And then another girl appeared, her hands on her hips like Peter Pan. Eye to eye with me while I was perching on the armrest of Antonia’s chair, she must have only been about five foot tall but something about her tits-forward stance told me she would be able to kick my lanky ass, no bother. Strong and slender, with platinum-blonde hair, a Cheshire cat smile and several piercings in her ears, she said, ‘Heya, I’m Ellie. Shall we go somewhere?’
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