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			“Guided Star Through the Storm” offers an intimate and enlightening glimpse into the experience of living with schizophrenia. It captures the fear, isolation, and torment of hearing voices, and the struggle to hold on when it feels like there is no escape. Through resilience, strength, and courage, this memoir shows that even in our darkest moments, we can find a path to recovery.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			“Guided Star Through the Storm” represents the shattered stillness of my mind as I navigate the turbulent experience of living with schizophrenia. The silence, once a source of peace, becomes fragmented by the constant intrusion of voices and hallucinations, creating a battle between inner chaos and the search for clarity. Reflect, not just on the fractured nature of my mental landscape, but also on the ongoing struggle to find a voice, to speak through the silence, and to reclaim my sense of self in the face of mental illness.

			This is a deeply personal account of a life shaped by paranoid schizophrenia—a journey that began 19 years ago with my first psychotic episode. That moment shattered my understanding of reality, catapulting me into a world I could never have imagined. At the time, I had no idea what was happening. My thoughts spiralled, my perceptions warped, and the familiar became terrifyingly unrecognisable. My world shifted in ways I was powerless to control, setting me on an uncharted path filled with uncertainty and fear.

			The road to recovery was long and often engulfed in darkness. There were stretches when hope felt like an illusion—something just out of reach. Many times, I doubted whether I would ever find the light again. Yet, despite the despair, I continued forward, navigating a labyrinth of confusion, isolation, and stigma.

			During my psychotic episodes, my experiences felt vividly real, leaving me disoriented and alienated. I could not understand why those around me could not see, hear, or feel what I was experiencing. This disconnect created a profound sense of loneliness, as though I was trapped in a parallel world no one else could enter.

			Psychosis can arise from many causes, and for me, its roots lay in trauma. The diagnosis of schizophrenia eventually provided answers—a framework to help me make sense of the chaos within my mind. Yet it also came with a label that felt heavy with stigma, a burden that extended far beyond the illness itself.

			Misrepresentation in the media often portrays schizophrenia as violent or dangerous, perpetuating fear and misunderstanding. These harmful stereotypes only add to the isolation, making it even harder for those living with the condition to seek help or feel accepted.

			Through this account, I hope to shed light on what it truly means to live with paranoid schizophrenia. It is a story of struggle and resilience—a journey through fear and uncertainty toward understanding and acceptance. By sharing my experiences, I aim to challenge the stigma and foster empathy for the millions of people navigating similar paths.

			 

			In the UK, many people will experience feelings of persecution or paranoia at some point in their lives, yet far too many suffer in silence, never seeking the help they need. For me, these feelings escalated to a point where they dominated my existence. When I was diagnosed with schizophrenia, the symptoms were nothing short of overwhelming. I heard voices that no one else could hear and saw people who were not there. My reality was consumed by delusions—I was the “Gatekeeper to Heaven,” responsible for controlling access to another worldly realm.

			My thoughts were dominated by persecutory ideas, leaving me constantly on edge and mistrustful of the people around me. I vividly experienced the presence of individuals I was certain were watching, judging, and conspiring against me, even though no one else could see or sense them. It was as though I had become trapped in a parallel reality that only I could perceive.

			On top of these hallucinations and delusions, I struggled with thought disorder, which disrupted my ability to think clearly or stay on a single topic. My mind would jump unpredictably from one idea to another, leaving conversations disjointed and confusing for those around me. I was often unaware of how difficult it was for others to follow what I was saying. At one point, I became convinced that I could communicate telepathically with my doctor and that he was orchestrating every aspect of my life, deliberately keeping me trapped at home.

			The isolation this created was unbearable. I withdrew further and further from the world, convinced that people were whispering about me, their judgment suffocating any chance of connection or understanding. This sense of alienation only deepened my despair, making it feel as though I was alone in a world that had abandoned me.

			To make matters worse, the medication prescribed to manage my symptoms came with its own set of challenges. While it helped reduce the intensity of my hallucinations and delusions, it also left me feeling lethargic and devoid of energy. Even the simplest tasks felt insurmountable, and the side effects added another layer of frustration and helplessness to an already overwhelming situation.

			Living with schizophrenia meant navigating a relentless storm of symptoms, isolation, and societal misunderstanding. It was a constant struggle to hold on to any sense of normalcy, and yet, through it all, I clung to the hope that one day I could regain control over my life and find a way to share my story with the world.

			 

			I was living through deeply distressing experiences, convinced that my doctor had imprisoned me and was deliberately preventing me from leaving the house on weekends. These beliefs were so vivid and consuming that they felt like undeniable truths. Despite my conviction that I had been wrongly diagnosed, every psychiatrist I consulted confirmed the same conclusion: schizophrenia. Each diagnosis felt like a blow, forcing me to confront a reality I could not reconcile with my own perceptions.

			Learning to talk openly about my illness was a journey in itself—a slow and often painful process of peeling back the layers of fear, shame, and denial. Coming to terms with the reality of what I was experiencing meant not only accepting the diagnosis but also grappling with the profound disconnect between my inner world and the one I seemed to inhabit.

			The hallucinations and delusions were more than just thoughts—they were my reality. I could see, hear, and feel things that others insisted were not there. It was as if the fabric of my existence was being unravelled, with people telling me that everything I believed, every memory I held onto, was false. The isolation this created was unbearable, trapping me in a world where my truth was dismissed as fantasy.

			This book is my attempt to offer a window into those overwhelming experiences, to give voice to the confusion, fear, and resilience that define living with schizophrenia. It is an invitation to step into a world that no one else could see or hear, and to understand what it truly feels like to be trapped in a reality all your own.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Breaking the Silence

			It was Christmas 2004, and the festive spirit had well and truly taken over. The air was crisp with the scent of pine and cinnamon, and the factory doors were locked tight for the holiday season. The buzz of excitement was palpable as I counted down the hours to the start of my two-week break—two glorious weeks away from the constant hum of the office and the routine that had marked my days for the past five years. I had worked as a supervisor in the Purchasing Department for what felt like an eternity, and though the job itself was steady and reliable, there was something about this time of year that always stirred a sense of anticipation.

			Today was not just any ordinary day, though—it was the day of the office Christmas party. Our table was booked at Wetherspoon’s, a local pub known for its cheap pints, followed by a classic Valleys pub crawl. The thought of a few drinks to loosen up the nerves, a bit of food to settle the stomach, and the freedom of letting go at the end of the year felt like a much-needed release. In a place as tight-knit as South Wales, the holiday parties were not just about the work crew—they were the social events of the season, the kind of nights that people would remember long after the last drink had been downed.

			Living in the close-knit communities of the Valleys meant that everyone knew everyone—or at least, that is how it felt. The familiar faces in every pub, the shared laughter, the endless gossip that flowed as freely as the drinks—it was all part of the magic of the night. The evening ahead promised to be a blur of binge drinking, outrageous antics, and the kind of raucous celebration that only happens when the work year has come to a close.

			This was not just any office party; it was a chance for everyone to unwind, to shed the stress of deadlines and targets, and to embrace the pure, unbridled joy of the season. I could already imagine the scene—the sounds of loud laughter echoing off the walls of the pub, the clinking of glasses, and the inevitable bad singing when someone would insist on karaoke after one too many shots. There would be pole dancing, of course—an unspoken tradition in South Wales parties—and the kind of cheeky, spontaneous performances that had everyone talking the next day.

			And then, there was the chaos of the pub crawl—each stop an opportunity to let off steam, to be a little wild, to reconnect with friends and colleagues in ways that the usual office day-to-day never allowed. The air would be filled with energy, with people singing along to classic tunes, and a sense of camaraderie that felt almost sacred to the people who had spent years collaborating. By the time the night ended, the stories of what happened would be whispered in the office corridors, embellished, and retold with every new recounting.

			It was a night to forget about the pressures of life, to escape into the laughter and madness of a South Wales Christmas celebration. For a brief, shining moment, we could all be free—free from our routines, our struggles, and even the weight of the world outside the pub doors. As the night wore on, I could not help but feel a flicker of excitement—this was more than just a party; it was an escape, a release, a chance to embrace the kind of joy that only comes from shared revelry.

			I have always been private, preferring to keep my personal life tucked away where no one could pry. It had been ten years since I endured the most traumatic event of my life, but instead of facing it, I buried it deep, locking it behind walls I thought would protect me. Yet even after a decade, the pain lingered in my mind, a shadow that made me wary and frightened of being hurt again.

			That night, I let my guard down—too much. The office Christmas party had been a blur of laughter and drinks as we, the team from the local automotive factory, hopped from pub to pub. By the time we reached the vodka bar, inhibitions had melted away. We cheered each other on as we took turns pole dancing, embracing the moment, knowing we would not see each other for two weeks. It felt good to relax, to escape.

			When someone suggested heading to the Con Club, where the music played until late, it sounded the perfect way to end the night. In the dim, pulsating lights of the club, I found myself dancing with Alain. One thing led to another, and he soon kissed me passionately on the dance floor. For a fleeting moment, I felt free, unburdened. But then we returned to the table, and reality came crashing back.

			Conner had fallen asleep, his head resting on the table, while Alice and Mike chatted quietly nearby. I turned my head—and froze. Standing just a few feet away was him. The man who had shattered my life in 1995. The man whose actions had haunted me for years.

			In an instant, the room spun, and I felt a rush of memories I could not control. Flashbacks flooded my mind, dragging me back to that dark time. My chest tightened, and I struggled to breathe. Panic gripped me, suffocating and relentless. I needed to escape—from him, From the room and the memories, unable to move. For those few terrible moments, I felt trapped by my fear.

			Mike would not let it go. He was in my face, demanding to know what was wrong. I was already spiralling, unable to keep a lid on my emotions. Everything I had buried over the last ten years—the trauma, the pain—was flooding back, overwhelming me. What could I do? I had never told anyone at the factory about the abuse I had endured, but in that moment, cornered and vulnerable, I broke down. For the first time, I told someone the truth.

			It was a relief to finally let it out, to speak the words I had held back for so long. But as the initial weight lifted, dread settled in. What if the entire factory found out? The thought of returning after the Christmas holidays to whispers and stares, to everyone knowing about my past, was unbearable.

			I worked as a Purchasing Supervisor, and while I genuinely enjoyed my role, my relationship with the Purchasing Manager was a constant source of stress. We argued daily over trivial and key issues alike. It was draining, and the pressure was mounting—especially for the pay I was receiving. So, when an opportunity arose to transfer to the Quality Department for six months, I took it. I saw it as a chance to escape the tension, gain valuable experience, and return to Purchasing with new insights to make the department stronger and more professional.

			The transition to the Quality Department started well enough. Most of my time was spent training, learning the intricacies of production lines, and ensuring that parts met the standards required on the shop floor. It was challenging but rewarding work, and I was beginning to settle in.

			But then came the meeting. I was informed that my transfer to Quality was not temporary, and after all, I would remain in the department indefinitely. Not only that, but my role would involve extensive travel to suppliers across the UK. This was not what I had signed up for, and the decision felt forced like I was being cornered into something I did not want.

			Adding to my frustration was what Dylan, the Quality Supervisor, let slip. He casually mentioned that they wanted Mike to take over my job in the Purchasing Department. It was infuriating. It felt like a case of “jobs for the boys,” a blatant example of favouritism in a factory already notorious for its high staff turnover and unfair treatment of employees. People rarely stuck around—most found better opportunities and left as soon as they were capable of doing so. I could not shake the feeling of being undervalued and pushed aside, and the frustration and stress from my work life only compounded the emotional storm I was already battling.

			Dylan was sitting opposite me, focused on his computer. Out of nowhere, he looked up and said, “I didn’t know it was you who was raped.” My heart dropped. He described every detail of that day ten years ago—things I had not told anyone at work, things he should not have known. I froze, my stomach twisting until I felt physically sick. How could he know so much? How could he say it so casually?

			From that moment on, the factory felt like a prison. Everywhere I went, people were whispering about me. I would walk into the break room and hear murmurs about “what happened to her.” Some even blamed me, saying I was foolish for walking into a lane with a man I barely knew. They called me naïve, questioning why I did not realise what he might do. Their words cut deeply. They did not understand—I was young, inexperienced, and trusting. I did not think anyone could hurt me like that.

			Despite the whispers, I tried to keep going. I stayed in the Quality Department for a few months, motivated by the promise of a pay raise and my decision to start a master’s degree in Procurement with the University of South Wales. But even as the months passed, the gossip did not stop. My story had become a spectacle, and I could not escape it.

			Then came the meeting. Two managers sat across from me, their words cutting deeper than they intended. They made me feel so small, and worthless, that I could not hold back the tears. By the end of the meeting, I was emotionally shattered. I left the factory for the summer shutdown, but I did not feel relief—I felt like I was losing my grip on reality.

			During the two-week break, my mental health spiralled. Paranoia consumed me. I was convinced people were talking about me, whispering behind my back, and judging me. Worse, I started imagining that people were stabbing me and that I could not escape them. The fear was overwhelming. In my mind, I was lying on a cold slab in the middle of a cemetery, surrounded by shadows wielding knives, stabbing me over and over until I passed out from sheer terror.

			The hallucinations and paranoia lasted the entire holiday. I was too ill, too mentally burned out, to do anything. I did not go away during the factory shutdown—normally the last week of July and the first week of August. My world was falling apart, and I did not know how to put it back together.

			After the holidays ended, it took every ounce of strength to return to work. On my first day back, I discovered my computer had been shut down, locking me out of my emails. It felt like yet another blow. That same day, I made a formal complaint to the HR Manager. I told them about Dylan and how his comment about my rape had opened a floodgate I had not been prepared to face. He had recklessly revealed something profoundly personal, leaving me to manage the consequences alone. At the time, I lived in my own home, in a two-bedroom terraced house near the country park. It was within walking distance of the pubs but did not feel like home anymore. My sanctuary had become another space where I felt isolated and vulnerable.

			The meeting felt like the final blow. The manager sat across from me and told me I was suspended while they conducted a “full investigation.” I walked out, of the factory that day, my heart pounding full of anger and despair. When I got to my dad’s house, I poured my heart out, telling him everything—the gossip, the whispers, the way they had dragged my private life into the open without my consent. He listened quietly before giving me the advice I needed to hear: “Never go back.”

			And I did not.

			There was no way I was returning to a place that had treated me with such disrespect, where people felt entitled to discuss my trauma behind my back. While I talked to my dad at the family home, the factory called me, asking me to return to work. But by then, I was emotionally broken. I knew that going back would only send me further downhill. My mental health and well-being had to come first. But I was also terrified. I had bills to pay, a mortgage hanging over my head, and no other income to fall back on.

			Still, I stood my ground. No job, no matter how secure, was worth being degraded and disrespected. The manager called again, insisting I return to work, but there was no way in hell I was going back to that toxic environment. Instead, I went on sick leave, citing anxiety and stress. My dad stepped in to help with my mortgage payments, but even with his support, I struggled. The insurance company refused to cover the full mortgage protection, and I was left living on the small allowance I received from the government.

			I tried to make do, but the stress was suffocating. I had holes in my shoes that I could not afford to replace and a growing pile of unopened bills. The fear of what those letters contained was overwhelming, so I stuffed them into a black bag and hid them under the stairs, leaving them to gather dust for six years before I could finally face them.

			During that time, my mental health deteriorated rapidly. The stress became so intense that I started seeing my grandparents—both of whom had passed away when I was a teenager. To me, they felt real. They sat with me, talked to me, and reassured me. My Granny Jane and Grandad Danny were always there, urging me to stay far away from the factory. “Bad people work there,” they would tell me, “Don’t go back, no matter what they say.”

			At the time, it did not even register that they were gone. They felt as alive to me as anyone else. My dad, who had grown up in Kilkenny, Southern Ireland, was one of twelve children, six girls and six boys. He had lost his younger brother Patrick when he was just four years old, but he had always spoken warmly of his parents. Granny Jane and Grandad Danny were a comforting presence in his stories, and now, somehow, they had become a reassuring presence in my life, too—whether real or not.

			But their presence was also a sign of how much I was struggling. My health was deteriorating, and I felt like I was losing my grip on reality. Even so, their words stayed with me, strengthening my resolve not to return to the factory.

			In the summer of 2005, at 34 years old, I finally decided to visit my GP. I was diagnosed with anxiety and stress, but I struggled to put into words everything I was going through. Work had turned its back on me, siding with Dylan—he was one of the boys. Demanding justice I was taking, the factory to a tribunal, with my dad by my side for every appointment at the Citizens Advice Bureau. I was not in a union—I had tried to join, but it was too late.

			I explained as much as I could to the doctor, but I could not even explain it to myself. The voices in my head were relentless, accusing the doctor of telling work everything I said in his office. Eventually, I stopped talking during appointments altogether, sitting in silence instead. He advised me to meditate and take my dog, Maxie, for walks to reduce my stress.

			The country park was just a mile from my house. It was my sanctuary—a vast lake surrounded by mountains, with dog walkers, kids on bikes, and joggers all around. Maxie, my black collie, was my world. He was more than a pet; he was my companion. We were inseparable, and I spoiled him with whatever I could. We would sit on a bench by the lake, attempting to meditate. But the voices would not stop, their constant repetition making it impossible to find peace.

			Despite everything, I was working towards my master’s degree in Procurement, a fast-track program because of my Chartered Institute of Purchasing Supply qualification. I agreed to a night out in Cardiff with Alain.

			Alain picked me up from my house and drove us to Cardiff, where we dropped the car off at his flat before heading into the city. It was a warm summer evening, and I wore linen trousers and a cream top. We started at a Weatherspoon’s for food, then moved from pub to pub. By midnight, Alain suggested going to Jumping Jacks, a nightclub. But I decided I had had enough and suggested we head back, as we had an early start the next morning.

			We returned to Alain’s flat, where I changed into my pyjamas and sat in a chair while he listened to African music. He had set up a mattress for me on the floor. As we drank beer, he started lining up shots, urging me to drink more. I grew suspicious when I noticed him turning his back to me, fiddling with something in his hand near the drinks. I was unsure what he was doing, but I could not shake the feeling that he might have spiked my drink.

			Alain commented on my stomach, saying it looked bloated, then suggested I wear a baggy nightshirt to cover it up. His words made me feel uneasy, but I did not know how to respond. Hesitant, I complied, thinking it was just his way of offering a solution. But before I could make sense of the situation, he unexpectedly grabbed my feet, pulling me onto the mattress with a force that made my heart race. I did not understand what was happening, but a sense of dread began to crawl over me.

			Something was shifting inside me—a strange, unfamiliar sensation. I began to feel an arousal that I could not explain, though it felt wrong, tangled up with confusion and fear. Alain put on a condom and mentioned, casually, that it “only fit halfway.” Then he proceeded to have sex with me. My mind was in turmoil. I did not know how to stop him; I felt detached like I was watching from a distance but could not intervene. I could not comprehend what was happening, and I did not know how to escape it.

			When it was over, Alain did not stay with me. He went to sleep in his daughter’s bedroom, and I was left alone on the mattress, my mind reeling. Hours later, I awoke to the disturbing feeling of him returning to the room. He was standing over me, his erection hard against my body, and he spoke in a low, insistent voice, saying he did not want to “waste it.” His words made no
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