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Chapter 1

The Black Lamb





When I was young, I used to care what people thought of me, what they saw me as, what I appeared to be to them. Now I regret worrying about the vinegar in their hearts, about the venom in their eyes and the jaggedness of their words. When I was younger, lying on the floor in my mother’s bedroom, like a dog – and even afterwards, when I was a prostitute – they said I was pretty, even though I wasn’t. Not when I was young. At least I don’t think I was. Maybe if they’d said I was ugly it would have been different and I wouldn’t have been molested so much. But it doesn’t really matter now, because I’ve discovered that external beauty can’t bring happiness. I know that’s a cliché, but it’s true: only internal beauty can truly satisfy – the light that falls on you from the hope you feel, from the belief that there is something good, even if everything around you is bad. The other things can bring a false kind of happiness: fame, or fortune, perhaps. But it’s imitation, an imposter – not real. It belongs to other people and they loan it to you because they like the way you look or the way you fuck. But they always want it back in the end; one way or another. And it turns sour and leaves the bad taste of regret in your mouth – like a lie.

I was born on 4 January 1972 on Alderney, one of the Channel Islands. My father was Patrick and he left when I was two years old. I raised myself from then on, because my mother was no good at it. She was no good at anything or to anyone, including herself. She had lots of men friends who abused us both, shouted at us with hard voices, threw stones at us like they did at sinners long ago, sneered at us and spat on the ground, shook their furious fists at us and called us names. My mother was Angela and I was an only child. Angela became the black sheep of the family after Patrick ran away from her. She was bad and, by definition of being her daughter, so was I. She said I was just like my father – she told me I had his eyes and teeth and temper – and she hated me for it and gave me his religion, even though it wasn’t hers. My father was Catholic and there weren’t many Catholics on Alderney. There was one less when he left, so I took his place.

One of my earliest memories is of my mother having sex with my stepfather, who wasn’t really my stepfather because he never actually married her. I saw this because I slept in the same room. You see, we only had a one-bedroom flat after my father left and that’s because my mother’s rich family controlled her budget when she decided to become the black sheep and go drinking and writhing on top of men.

My uncle was the richest man on the island and he bought her the flat, which cost a lot of money, I’m sure, as property wasn’t cheap on Alderney. They, the family, told me that I should be proud of my birthplace, the rich islands with so many prosperous people and such a well-balanced way of life. But they didn’t live in the one-bedroom flat with my mother. My father ran back to Ireland, where he came from, and I knew nothing of his family over there. All he left me was his name – and his eyes and teeth and temper. No, the only family I knew was my mother’s – local people of French ancestry, who made their money from land and fishing and building and carpets and furniture. That kind of thing. Their rule of measurement was money and status and image and nothing bad ever happened to them – until my mother decided to go off the rails.

My uncle, Auguste, was the richest of all and he was the patriarch, after my grandfather – whose name was also Auguste – retired. The island was very beautiful, very picturesque, and surrounded by beaches like Corblets, where people went wind-surfing; and Maggie’s Bay, named after my grandmother, where I used to collect coloured stones; and Arch Beach, full of little nooks and crannies and tide-pools; and Platte Saline, where the undercurrent would take you if you weren’t careful; and Saye Beach, where the water was so blue you’d swear you were abroad. Palm trees swayed in the wind and, inland, wooded glades were full of magic and mystery. Alderney was an idyll – an Elysium, a mythical place. But it had a dark heart at the centre of its labyrinth: the flat where I lived with my mother, and the Minotaur she slept with.

They didn’t allow just any old person to come and live on the island. You had to be rich, you had to have the sickly sweet stink of money on you, you had to occupy a large space in your own ego. People had beautiful houses and domestic staff and wonderful cars; money was a vulgar subject that was never spoken about, but always understood: always an enveloping force, like the air they breathed, or the champagne they drank. And you had to have a certain status and not have any black sheep in your cupboards with the skeletons – at least, none that anyone knew about. My mother was the youngest of four siblings and was always accompanied by the shrill sound of wolf-whistles and the click-clack of seven-inch heels.

I was an only child and I knew I was different from the very moment I plunged into the world. I had a number of cousins, but they weren’t like me and I wasn’t particularly close to any of them – except Adele. Adele was my childhood hero. She was around the same age as me, but she looked like something out of Vanity Fair, with curly blonde hair and big blue eyes. Everybody wanted to be her friend. She liked me too, for some reason, even though I lived with the black sheep in the one-bedroom flat that cost the family a lot of money. Or perhaps it didn’t cost them a lot of money – perhaps they owned it, just like they owned the rest of the island, and they allowed my mother and me to live in it like a glasshouse, or a folly.

Where the family could keep an eye fixed on us.

I was allowed to visit Adele’s luxury house and jump on her luxury bed and touch her luxury posters of Boy George and Bananarama and pretend to be her luxury self – just for a while. Everything smelled of lilies and lavender and they served scrumptious food and I didn’t know if this was normality or if ‘normal’ was my life, in the flat full of antiques and dust and men’s shoes and empty cognac bottles … I’d run to the off-licence for Angela when I was four, for her next bottle of sherry. She’d call and order and say the ‘girl’ would be around to collect, as if I were her little maid and she was some aristocrat from the seventeenth century and could they put the Domecq Amontillado on her account.

Thank you so very much.

I don’t know why my father didn’t take me with him. I mean, it wasn’t as if my mother desperately wanted me or that it would have broken her heart into a thousand pieces if I had gone. I was a convenience and an inconvenience to her – convenient for running errands and for extracting money from the family; inconvenient for having to sleep in the same room as her and the men who owned the shoes. She never spoke of my father and I wondered who he was. I imagined him as a dark gypsy: a Heathcliff, or a Roibin from Sky West and Crooked. I believed he’d come back for me some day – just turn up out of the blue on a silver horse or in a golden carriage and whisk me away before my mother could stop him. But he didn’t. And I was disappointed.

My mother was exotic, to say the least. She had green eyes and full lips and long wavy hair and eyelashes like spiderlegs. She wore the tightest jeans and the highest heels and the lowest tops and she turned heads wherever she went. She didn’t believe in routine, so there were never set mealtimes or bathtimes or schooltimes, and I was more or less left to my own devices when I was young. My ‘stepfather’ was called Bruno and he came into my life when I was about three. He was never a permanent fixture, like a real father would have been – or maybe not. He drifted in and out and came and went; he wasn’t from the island and that annoyed the rest of the family a great deal. They considered him to be an opportunist adventurer and that’s why they kept a careful eye on the money allocated to my mother.

Bruno looked the part: a sailor with a mop of hair like a thunderclap, tanned and fit, and there was that aura around him – that ambient sense of hazard that some men have, men that a woman knows she should stay away from but is drawn to like a moth to a flame. He had a loud walk and he lived his life spirally, not sequentially, always returning to the past before moving forward to the future, and rarely visiting the reality of the present. In that sense they were a perfect couple, Angela and Bruno, being equals in extroversion and ostentation, in disgust and despondence. He subsidised her allowance from the family and she climbed naked on top of him at every opportunity.

Despite her dual sources of income, my mother spent most of her money on having a good time, which usually meant expensive cocktails or other forms of alcoholic liquor. One of her favourites was a mixture of brandy and sherry which she called a ‘shandy’, for obvious reasons.

‘Mix me a shandy, Tara, there’s a good girl.’

I could perform that task to perfection long before I even started school. Because of my mother’s penchant for the more expensive escapism, the interior decor of the flat suffered. Cuttings of carpet that didn’t match were scattered on the floor like stepping stones across a fetid pool, and we had two old faded sofas and a record player that only worked when it wanted to. We didn’t have a cooker or a washing machine – my mother took the washing around to one of her sisters’ for the domestics to do, and I lived on junk food and crisps. The bathroom had a bath, of course, and a toilet, but dampness came through the ceiling and the walls were mould-coloured. The bedroom contained my mother’s big, king-sized bed while on the floor, in one of the corners, I had a mattress that smelled, as I shared it with the dog. There was a cupboard that all the clothes were flung into and a chest of drawers with Angela’s make-up on and a mirror for her to make sure she looked tragically glamorous, like a modern-day Medea.

Because I slept in the same room as her and Bruno – on the smelly old mattress with the pile of unruly dog blankets – I was too ashamed to ever have any of my friends over. This is what my so-called mother had reduced us to and I resented her for it, because I could have been a little princess like my cousins if she’d stayed within the fold and behaved herself. But that was never in my mother’s nature and perhaps that’s why my father left and ran away – with the gypsies, into the sky west and crooked.



My first day at school came when I was five. I was really excited. I crept out of bed as quietly as I could, so I wouldn’t wake my mother, who might start playing horsies with my stepfather if I did. I went to the living room and dressed in my new uniform and thought how smart I looked on this special day. I checked my schoolbag to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything, then I noiselessly opened the front door and slipped out. In my excitement, I tripped and fell over: blood stained my new white socks and stones embedded themselves in my grazed knees. I wanted to cry and call for my mother, but there was no time for that and, anyway, she would just have sighed and shrugged her shoulders and poured herself a drink. So I picked myself up and made my way to school.

It was something I’d got used to from as far back as I could remember – looking after myself.

My school was St Anne’s, which was a very aloof establishment and looked as if it was far too good for the young people going there to get an education. It was like an old aristocrat, watching the children with half-closed eyes and a kind of disdain for the transience of their young time.

I didn’t like school to begin with, mainly because school didn’t like me. It mocked me for being the brat of a black sheep – a black lamb that was wild and feral and bad. The teachers always asked the girls what their fathers did, probably because their fathers were donating money to the school and they liked their daughters to be able to get up and brag about their wonderful philanthropic ways. When they asked me, I said my father was a gigolo, even though I didn’t know what the word meant and had only heard my mother use it on some occasion or other, but it sounded impressive, exotic. The teacher smiled embarrassedly and passed along to the next girl, and I was never asked about my father again.

St Anne’s was a Protestant school and I was the only Catholic girl going there. I was segregated from the others at assembly time and taken away to a separate room by Sister Francis, who taught me the catechism and confession and benediction and about the Crusaders of the Blessed Sacrament. She also taught me the words that John the Baptist said when he saw Jesus: ‘Behold the Lamb of God, who taketh away the sins of the world.’ It stuck in my mind. It was repeated every time I took communion: ‘Lamb of God, who taketh away the sins of the world, have mercy on us,’ and I formed a picture of that lamb in my little mind. It was a white lamb and I was a black lamb and there was a rueful kind of affinity between the two of us: white and black, good and bad, forgiving and forlorn. And I knew it would have mercy on me for all the sins I was about to commit in my sordid life.

There were many different groups in school: groups of country-club children and groups of golf-club children, groups of pony-club children and groups of stinkless-shit-club children. I didn’t fit into any of those groups, and there were no clubs for children-with-black-sheep-mothers. They weren’t allowed to play with me, the others, as I was considered to be a bad influence. So, I kept to myself, and was given the silent treatment by some of the girls, and the not-letting-me-pass-in-the-corridor treatment, and other ridiculous rituals like that. My mother was a figure of fun to them; they had a name for her – ‘Raquel Munch’, which was meant to be some kind of juvenile parody of the film star with the enormous boobs. They had obviously heard their own mothers talking about Angela and knew of her wild behaviour and her many men.

They also cast aspersions on the fact that my father had run off, and I was constantly reminded that I was dadless. Apparently, my many stepfathers didn’t count in their estimation of paternity. I remember once, on a school trip to Dorset, they were all whispering and giggling behind their hands and speaking in some kind of code which they’d devised, and I couldn’t take any more of it. I exploded and started fighting and punching. I was sent to the head when we returned and was made to feel so ashamed, even though I had really nothing to be ashamed of. Because she was my mother after all, and it wasn’t for them to denigrate her, down into the dirt.

That was my prerogative.

They left me alone after the attack.

It’s not that the rest of the family didn’t worry about me every now and then, left alone with the black sheep – they did, in their own, self-contained way. But I was never sure if they worried about me or about what the other rich families on the island thought about them for deserting us the way they did. I mean, the name Cloutier was well respected, or so they liked to think, and it was a constant embarrassment to have Angela misbehaving and me living the life of a feral child – and being beaten for it by Bruno, with a dog lead – on such a happy hideaway as Alderney. Sometimes they came to the flat to see how I was, but my mother screamed at them so much they soon left again, glancing ruefully in my direction on the way out. It was never good to cause too much of a scene. I mean, what would the other yacht owners say?

As I got older, I became feisty and argumentative, and people kept away from me even more than before. I said I didn’t care about any of them, even though I was crumbling inside from the lack of love and no sense of belonging in life. I became disruptive and used to set off fire extinguishers and shoplift and go into the woods and eat magic mushrooms. The family even threatened to have me put into the militia cadets.

‘She’s out of control and she needs discipline!’

But my mother wouldn’t let them.

I hung around with the bad boys, because the good girls were scared of me. I became an urchin, with dirt under my fingernails and unruly hair, and trousers rolled up to my knees. My mother locked the flat whenever she went anywhere, whether I was there or not; if I wasn’t and I returned before her, I’d be locked out. So I went roaming here, there and everywhere and lived in my own wild little world. I had a tape recorder and I used to listen to Nena singing ‘99 Red Balloons’ and dance around the flat with no curtains and rewind it and play it again and again and sing the words to the people passing by outside. Sometimes they smiled back, but mostly they scowled.

My mother and Bruno were always fighting and the flat was always getting smashed up. She had other boyfriends when he wasn’t about. Many boyfriends. And I had many stepfathers, so to speak. They ignored me for the most part, and some would give me money for sweets to get me out of the way, but on bad days they’d be drunk and abusive and I’d have to huddle in a corner. Bruno also had other women besides my mother.

I could never understand why Angela wanted to be with someone who beat her and beat me, and why she kept on taking him back. I was outside playing one day when I heard terrible screaming and the fire brigade and ambulance turned up. I was ushered away by Mrs Moore, who lived upstairs, and to this day I don’t know the full truth of what happened. But it was said he threw boiling water over her and she had burn marks down her arms and on her stomach. Another time he pushed her into the grate. I used to sit there and put gauze dressings on her back until she healed.

Let me be quite clear: my mother wasn’t a monster who beat me every day. It was only Bruno who hit me with the dog lead, and that was because of his sadistic nature. Some members of the family knew I was being beaten, but they tended to turn a blind eye: it was bad enough I was from a broken home, without me being taken away from my mother.

And so I believed I wasn’t important to anyone or anything and my life was totally meaningless. I thought this was normal for children like me, and that all worthless people went through this kind of life.

Angela’s problem was her lack of self-worth, which manifested itself in a self-absorption that left little room for anything else. The men were her way of proving she was alive and also a way to spit in the eye of the family who contributed to that darkness inside her soul.

I lost myself in books for a while, from the age of six onwards. I’d sit on the library steps, swinging my legs and reading The Famous Five or The Secret Seven. I liked Enid Blyton a lot. I absorbed myself in their imaginings and lived their adventures in my head. Reading took me to other places, away from Alderney and Alderney people – to Neverland and Wonderland and Camelot and wild heathland where dark princes roamed magical woodlands and princesses were held captive by wicked witches wearing high heels and too much mascara. I’d take six books at a time from the library and could finish three in one night. Elisabeth Beresford lived on the island and I used to visit her in her house and talk about comets and violins and clouds and sea-birds and life and loneliness. It was another world for me, where I could be someone else – not Tara O’Shaughnessey, the wild waif of Alderney.

Despite this, I still wanted to be liked at school – who didn’t? To be good at sports was to be popular at school, so I decided to be good at netball. But, like everything in my life, I tried to make it overcompensate for my isolation: I would practise in the pouring rain in my lunchbreak and for hours after school, until it got too dark to see. I’d practise with them all watching me through the windows.

After two years, however, I got so good they had to take me into the team. Once I got on court, I was aggressive. I played goal attack and everyone knew that when Tara had hold of the ball, she was going to score. It was one of the brighter times of my schooldays – a time that swelled my heart like a singing bird and the small world I knew blew kisses back and the loneliness left me for a while and went to live with someone else. I always loved sport and I played lacrosse and hockey when they let me. I went swimming in the sea regularly and I was as fit as any of the boys. But netball was my favourite and getting on the team was like all my dreams coming true – finally, I was part of something. I ended up being team captain and representing the school all over the Channel Islands.

But that was later, after the blow-jobs.



I was always scared of Bruno, from the moment he came into my life. He was probably the only thing I was really afraid of. Not because he hit me with the dog lead, but because of the way he looked at me sometimes. It was a narrow look, the sort of stare that said: ‘I know you know I’m looking at you’ – that kind of look. He was always doing it, ever since he came through the door of the flat when I was just a baby. It was a leer rather than a look, a glower rather than a glare. It crept out of his eyes and slithered across the floor and assaulted me.

Every Saturday, my mother would go shopping and leave me alone with Bruno, whenever he was around, and I couldn’t really get away from him when I was very small. Sometimes he’d be around when she wasn’t there and he’d give me that look.

‘Where’s your mother?’

‘I don’t know.’

Then he’d pour himself a drink and just sit there, staring at me, leering at me, until I left the flat and went outside.

As my cousin Adele was my idol, I always wanted to impress her. One day after school I asked her to come to the flat, as I had something to show her. She didn’t want to at first, but I said it was something really cool that I’d found in the bedroom and she eventually agreed. I had been bored one day and started rummaging around in the drawers under my mother’s bed. I know now they were pornographic magazines, but I didn’t know then, as I was only about seven. But I knew there was something wrong about looking at them, because there were men’s willies and women’s titties and all sorts of other stuff. Adele and I spread the magazines out all over the floor and giggled and touched the pictures with our fingers, until we heard the front door open.

Bruno’s footsteps came closer and closer as I tried to gather up the magazines and stuff them back into the drawers, but he came into the bedroom and caught me before I could. He looked at Adele and she looked back at him and then he looked at me. I turned away and he left the room.

I didn’t think any more about it until the following Saturday when my mother had gone shopping. Bruno was in the bedroom supposed to be getting dressed and I was in the living room playing my tape recorder. He called me to come in and, when I did, I saw he was lying on the bed with a towel over his midriff. His eyes looked glazed, like marbles, and there was a kind of sneer on his mouth.

‘You’ve been a naughty girl, haven’t you?’

I didn’t answer. I just stood there, looking away from him, towards the window.

‘You’ve been looking through your mum’s magazines.’

I swallowed hard, but still didn’t answer.

‘You’re a little whore, just like your mother.’

Then he grabbed my arm and pulled me onto the bed beside him. One of his hands snaked around the back of my head and his other hand removed the towel from his erect penis. He told me to open my mouth and pushed me down over the penis. It almost went through my throat and I couldn’t speak and I was gagging and trying not to throw up on top of him. Tears were stinging my eyes and he was making noises as if he was in pain, as he pulled and pushed at the back of my head. Then this white, messy stuff squirted out into my mouth and onto my face and down my shirt. He pushed me away and I retched violently as he wiped himself with the towel.

‘Good girl, Tara. Now I won’t tell your mother about you looking at her magazines.’

I went to the bathroom and washed my face and rinsed my mouth. My legs were shaking, but I was relieved that he wasn’t going to tell my mother.

Then something happened – some memory freed itself from the back of my mind, from the dark place where it had hidden itself. I remembered the smell of him – that stench of him. It had been lurking in the house, stalking me. It was everywhere, in the walls and the floors and the doors and the windows and inside my senses. It had been there for a long time – at the back of my consciousness somewhere, buried, lying dormant. This wasn’t the first time I’d had to suck Bruno’s penis; I realised I’d been doing it since I was four years old.

And I said my prayer – the one I would always say now, after he’d do this to me.

The one that would stop me going to hell.

‘Lamb of God, who taketh away …’
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Chapter 2

Skin Deep





Bruno got bored with blow-jobs and with me masturbating him at the edge of the bed, coming all over my face and throwing his boxers at me to clean myself.

One day, he decided to ‘break me in’ and forced his fingers up into me. Blood spilled through my underwear like a secret, and my mother thought I’d started my period. Later, he sat watching me with the smile of a spider and I ran from the flat.

He stopped short of having full intercourse with me but, until I was nine years old, he did everything else to me. I sometimes ran down to my grandparents and I’d lock myself in the toilets to get away from him. But I was always brought back – always had to go back. There was nowhere else, nobody else who wanted me.

I’d beg my mother not to leave me alone with him on Saturdays, but she never listened and I’ll never know if she realised what was going on. If she did, she didn’t say anything. Bruno was a sadistic and violent man, and perhaps she was afraid of what he might do to her, if she tried to stop what he was doing to me.

The abuse from Bruno wasn’t just physical, it was psychological as well. If he couldn’t get me on my own to sexually abuse me, he’d tell my mother that I’d lied or misbehaved in some way and then he’d get to punish me by hitting me with the dog lead. He was a sadistic bully and he’d leave welts on my body. He’d throw me outside in the cold with no clothes on for hours at a time; he’d pinch the backs of my legs when no one was looking, and dig me in the ribs.

Mrs Moore, who lived in the flat upstairs, had five sons. She was often able to hear me screaming and she took me up there whenever she could to have supper with her boys. I loved going up to Mrs Moore’s because she gave me beans on toast, and I wasn’t used to cooked food. She tried to keep me with her one night when Bruno was around, but my mother came up to get me: I could hear shouting at the door, then my mother dragged me out. A few days later social workers called, but Angela told them I was a little liar and always looking for attention. We never heard from them again, and I was banned from playing with the Moore boys.

When I was about nine, I knew their relationship was coming to an end because Bruno wasn’t around as much as he used to be. Angela was out partying a lot with her best friend, Jane, who had one blue eye and one green eye. I liked Jane, as she reminded me of a mermaid. She had long blonde hair and she managed an upmarket clothes shop and rode a motorbike. One night I was woken by the sound of loud music and laughter. I walked into the lounge rubbing my eyes. Angela had invited a group of squaddies back and she was perched on one of their knees while Jane was dancing with another. I wouldn’t go back to bed and the men were getting a little agitated because I was in the way of whatever they had planned. Jane promised she’d let me ride on the back of her bike if I was good and went back to bed. She kept her promise the next day and took me for a spin around the island. I loved the free feeling of the wind on my face, holding on tightly to this woman who I knew so well and didn’t know at all.

As Bruno wasn’t around much any more, my mother was meeting different men all the time. One night she dragged me with her to meet this German who’d come over to the island. I don’t know how she met him, and he lived miles away. His house was like a hospital, clean and clinical and painted all white. I was shoved into a bedroom with crayons and paper to draw on, while my mother stayed in the living room with the German. I could hear strange noises and went to investigate. When I poked my head around the door, all I could see was Angela in between his legs and him pushing her head down.

It reminded me of what Bruno did to me.

There were naked men and women on the television and I gasped – could they be the same ones from the magazine? My word!

Angela must have heard me, but she and the German just ignored me and pretended I wasn’t there.

I went to the German’s house with my mother many times. I was always given something to occupy my attention and sent to the bedroom, and I’d always sneak into the lounge when they were at it. They always knew I was there and watching, but they didn’t seem to care. I think they believed I didn’t understand what was going on and, as Angela used to do it with Bruno when I was in the same room, this was no different. I don’t know what the German thought about it – perhaps he was too enthralled by what my mother was doing to him? Some time later I heard he was on the run and the local police came round to ask Angela some questions. I thought we both might have to go to prison, but she denied knowing him and they seemed to take her word for that. He was eventually arrested and deported.

Bruno wasn’t gone completely, however, and one night he came round when my mother was out. My papa – that’s what I called my grandfather Auguste– was in the flat with me. Bruno had some things he said were valuable antiques and he wanted to take them away with him. When my papa said he couldn’t do that without Angela’s consent, Bruno headbutted him and knocked him out. I was in the bedroom sleeping, but the commotion woke me and I saw what happened. I saw my grandfather fall to the floor, clutching his side and I screamed. Bruno grabbed some stuff from the flat and left. The door was wide open and my papa was unconscious and I was screaming, not knowing what to do.

Someone called for an ambulance.

One good thing came from it: the end of Bruno. He was prosecuted for assault and taken to court. He pleaded guilty and was fined and given a restraining order. I was standing with my aunt Christine when he came out and she went up to him and slapped him across the face. I’ve always had a close relationship with Christine – I know she would have helped me more if she could. But my nightmare with Bruno was over because he wasn’t allowed to come near any of the family ever again.

That didn’t stop Angela having other boyfriends and I was always in the firing line. I was subjected to mental and emotional abuse by them. They’d shout at me and watch porn and have sex with my mother in the bed, while I was lying on the floor.

One morning, I was woken by a lot of shouting and banging at the window. Angela was standing in the room, wearing only a top; her bottom half was bare. Some men were outside the window looking in, and she grabbed me and held me in front of her like a shield, just as a brick came flying through, sending glass everywhere.

I was so frightened I peed myself.



This kind of treatment drove me to self-harm when I got older. Once, I slashed my wrists, my arms and my face with broken glass that was on the ground outside a local pub. When they found me I was ashamed of what I’d done, so I said I’d walked out into the road and was hit by a car, which drove off. I was taken to hospital and the police were called. They asked me questions, but I just said I couldn’t remember anything. I still have some of the scars. Another time I took an overdose of paracetamol and was hospitalised again. My mother came and took me home but it was never spoken about, just brushed under the carpet.

Apart from hand-me-downs that were donated from my cousins, I got all my clothes from jumble sales and I wore what I liked, whether it was in fashion or not. Paisley shirts and long black skirts and duffle coats. Hi-Tec trainers were all the rage when I was growing up, but I knew full well I’d never have those because they were far too expensive, so I wore winklepicker shoes and old Doc Martens instead. One of my rich uncles gave me a £5 note once, which was like a million to me. I bought myself a pair of bright blue jelly shoes and thought I was the chicest girl in town for a while. I used to plait my hair at night so next morning it would fall about my face in ringlets. I was the only girl in the school to have such long hair – it was right down my back. I had huge blue eyes and straight white teeth that I’d inherited from my father.

One Christmas, Papa bought me a boombox and a Now CD that had all the chart music I liked: Sister Sledge and George Michael and stuff. I’d go to the school yard on Sunday afternoons and skate around in circles and pretend I was Jayne Torvill, the famous ice skater. I’d gate-crash dances I wasn’t invited to and whirl like a dervish; I lived this fanciful life that belonged only to me and no one else.



My mother’s string of boyfriends continued and it was a mystery to me what she was looking for. None of them lasted long and none added any value to her life or mine. She came from such a good family and I could never understand why she kept choosing bad men. But I was growing up and trying to loosen the grip she had on me. I became defiant, coming home late and hanging with a gang and smoking and sneaking into the pubs the fishermen frequented – the Chez Andre was a regular haunt.

I was starting to feel different – adolescence was creating a hormone storm inside my body and it was as if something inside me was trying to break free and run naked along the beaches and into the sea.

I was made netball captain when I was fifteen, and the headmaster at St Anne’s made me deputy head girl as well. I was confused and a little bit bemused and slightly scared by this – I mean, I wasn’t exactly the most popular girl in school and I didn’t know why I was chosen for such a responsible role. I suppose it might have been because I was tough and didn’t take any nonsense from anybody – if there was a problem with bullying or misbehaviour in the playground or in the corridors, I was the one to sort it. I think my mother was proud of me for that – she never said anything, but I got the feeling she secretly admired my achievement.

I felt proud, too, with my little hexagon badge on my jumper.

I was something.

The summer of 1988 came and Whitney Houston and Madonna and Gloria Estefan were in the charts – all irrepressible idols of mine.

Alderney Week was held every year in August. It was a week full of carnival and sports days and boat races; Miss Alderney would be chosen a few weeks earlier so she’d be ready to prepare for her duties during the week.

They held the Miss Alderney competition in the Belle Vue Hotel. Ball gowns were worn and the only rule was that you had to be a local girl. My cousin Adele had been maid of honour in the past and had also taken the title once. It was a tradition in our family to enter Miss Alderney, but it held no interest for me because I knew I’d never be chosen.

I was hanging around outside the Belle Vue with my gang of uncouth companions when Adele arrived with some of her fashionable friends and insisted that I enter the competition.

‘Are you kidding?’

‘No, Tara, please! Please enter.’

‘No way!’

It was about three hours before the competition was due to begin and I had no dress and no one to do my make-up. But Adele kept on insisting because none of the other girls in the family had entered that year.

‘Oh, go on, Tara!’

‘I haven’t got a dress!’

‘You can wear mine.’

‘What about make-up?’

‘I’ll do it.’

‘No!’

‘There’s free champagne.’

That swung it.

So, against my better judgement, I allowed myself to be persuaded, ‘for the sake of the family’. I went ahead and got made up like a Barbie doll – they had to squeeze me into the bodice of the big pink dress with a coat-hanger.

All the families on Alderney were packed into the ballroom, hoping their daughters would be chosen – except for my mother, she didn’t know I’d entered. The organisers came backstage to talk to us, asking what our hobbies were and what we planned to do with our lives after school. I was swigging the free champagne and I told them I liked sports and my ambition was to be a vagabond like my father. I didn’t really know what a vagabond was, but it sounded romantic.

There were three judges on stage and I waited in line for my name to be called. Finally, my turn came.

‘And now we have Tara O’Shaughnessey, aged sixteen, who’s cousin Adele Boucher took the crown three years ago.’

I stumbled onto the stage in the high heels I wasn’t used to wearing, like a tipsy pink blancmange, and tried to hear the questions they were asking, but the noise from the crowd was deafening.

I didn’t know whether people were laughing or cheering, or both.

‘So, Tara, I see you want to be a correspondent?’

‘What’s a correspondent?’

‘A journalist … a writer.’

‘Do I? Yes, I do!’

‘Very good. Very original.’

All the other girls had said they wanted to be fashion models or film stars or pop stars or something equally vainglorious. Of course, I never said I wanted to be a correspondent – I said I wanted to be a vagabond, but they probably thought the organisers misheard backstage and that I must have said I wanted to correspond. I don’t remember answering the rest of their silly questions and I was relieved when I could stagger off to what was left of the champagne.

The waiting was finally over and the drums began to roll – there was no way I’d be picked, I just knew it, standing backstage with all the other contestants. The prizes were awarded in reverse order, with the two maids of honour being called first and Miss Alderney last. I felt a bit of a fraud to be there at all, and I was halfway out of the pink monstrosity when the announcement was made.

‘And in third place, Miss Tara O’Shaughnessey!’

It didn’t really register that I’d won a place. It must have been some kind of joke and they’d all be laughing and pointing mocking fingers at me when I went back out on stage. I tried to get the rest of the pink dress off so I could make a run for it, but I was stuck in the tight bodice. The other girls pushed me out onto the stage and I stood there like a rabbit caught in headlights. Then the cheering started, and whistling, and clapping, and I could see my aunt Christine smiling in the crowd. They placed a royal blue sash over my shoulder and a tiara on my head. My arms were full of flowers and chocolates and a voucher to be cashed or spent in Guernsey. Everyone was on their feet, cheering.

It was half dream and half nightmare, and I’d wake up soon, on the bedroom floor with the dog.

The other maid of honour and Miss Alderney were crowned, and us three winners were ushered out to a float and paraded around the island. Music played and all the pub-goers came out onto the streets, cheering. My mother was outside a pub – she knew nothing about me entering the contest and I’m sure I detected a rare expression of surprise and pride on her face. Later we attended discos at the Belle Vue and the Old Barn, where lots of people came up and congratulated me – except my mother. I was still wearing the monstrosity and some of the girls from school came up, sniggered and ran away, because it was impossible to dance to AC/DC in that fussy frock.

Alderney week itself went by in a hazy daze. We had lots of things to do, like a cavalcade and interviews and photo shoots and judging a baby competition and a strongest man competition. We sat on three thrones, like a queen and her princesses either side, and I waved like royalty from the horse and carriage we travelled in. Once I got used to the fact that I wasn’t hallucinating after eating magic mushrooms, I loved every minute of it and didn’t want the week to be over. On the last night, there was a torchlit procession down to Butes and everybody followed our carriage. There was a huge bonfire and live bands and beer tents and food stalls and marquees and parties in the underground bunkers – and then it was over. That was the end of Alderney Week for another year. I felt like Cinderella when she lost her glass slipper.

I’d already done my mocks and I was due to be taking my GCSEs when I went back to St Anne’s in September. In truth, I didn’t even know what they were or why I was taking them. My priorities were surviving with my mother and having enough to eat. I’d done no studying and I was sure I’d fail everything, so what was the point? At home, my mother had an alcoholic living with us who she believed was madly in love with her. But it was just another man using her. I wanted out – away from her and away from the claustrophobia of the island, but I didn’t know how to achieve that.

The post-Alderney Week comedown was depressing and I went out to a pub with some friends to try and prolong the party. There was a group of older girls there, from another island, when we arrived. One of them took a shine to a boy in our group and his girlfriend took objection to her advances. One thing led to another and it ended up in a brawl that spilled out onto the street. I got punched in the face and lost a shoe in the melee. When it was over I thought, ‘I can’t go home to my mother like this, she’ll go insane.’ So I slept at a friend’s house that night and woke with a black eye and a swollen lip and one foot covered in mud. That was bad enough, but then the police came and we were arrested and brought to the station. We were cautioned and the sergeant told us there was a chance it would go to court, if the other group decided to press changes – even though they’d started it and were a lot older than us.

I had to tell my mother, what else could I do?

Just as I thought, she flew off her broomstick and I was grounded for being the worst daughter of all time. But I was becoming more rebellious as I got older and something snapped in me and I stormed out of the flat. I had the money I’d won at the Miss Alderney contest and I decided it was time to go.

Later, I sneaked back home and threw some stuff into a bag.

Angela arrived home while I was packing.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m leaving this island and I’m leaving you.’

‘You can’t do that, Tara.’

‘I can and I am.’

I was still only sixteen and legally under age so she could probably have stopped me. But I think she knew I’d do it anyway, when she wasn’t looking. I hugged her and told her I’d be in touch. Then, like Huckleberry Finn, I made my escape.



I walked to Alderney Airport, which was about a mile away. I only had £100 and the fare to Heathrow would take twenty of that. I bought my ticket at the departure counter. Because I was under age, I was afraid they wouldn’t let me on the plane, which was a little yellow G-Joey Trislander, with a propeller on each wing and another on the tail.

As I sat there huddled inside my donkey jacket, I thought that, any minute, the family would march through the door and drag me back from my dream. Unable to sit still, I paced up and down, watching the unmoving hands of the clock above the booking desk, until at last they announced that my flight was ready to leave. I picked up my rucksack and headed out across the tarmac.

Every step brought me closer to my new dimension and became its own self-contained little lifetime. Birth and life and death. And again. And again. And again.

And then I was on the plane and the propellers were turning. I hunched right down in the seat so no one would see me through the window, until we were in the sky, soaring.

Looking down at the clouds from heaven.
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Chapter 3

Pole Dancing





The flight from Alderney to Heathrow was short: it only seemed to take five minutes and I didn’t have time to worry about having never been in an aeroplane before. I arrived in the early evening. Everyone was gathering their big suitcases and I had nothing but a small bag of second-hand clothes. They all looked so sure of themselves, like they knew where they were going, had somewhere to go.

I didn’t.

Heathrow was huge: I was in awe at the size of it. I had all the time in the world, so I just waltzed around the place, looking at the shops and going up and down the escalators. I knew I couldn’t stay there indefinitely, so I went outside and found a coach station. I wanted to get to the centre of London, so I asked people which bus would take me to Piccadilly Circus. I knew Piccadilly Circus was in the middle of London – it was probably one of the few places I’d heard of.

‘That one goes into central London.’

‘Thank you.’

The driver said he could drop me at Victoria and that wasn’t far from Piccadilly Circus. Good enough. I bought a ticket and hopped on the coach.

Travelling into London in the twilight was a wonderment. I’d never seen a place that big – street after street after street – the shops, the houses, the traffic, the people all jumbled together like liquorice allsorts and rushing and pushing. We came in past Kew Gardens, through Chiswick and Hammersmith, past the Victoria and Albert Museum and Buckingham Palace, and down to Victoria Coach Station, where I got off.

It was starting to get dark when I emerged onto the street and followed the crowd north, along a road called Eccleston Place. I didn’t have a clue where I was or what I was going to do. I knew nobody in London and I had to find somewhere to stay before nightfall.

I decided the best place to go would be a pub – people were always friendlier when they had a drink in their hands.

The first establishment I came across was called the Phoenix and I went inside. What if they wouldn’t serve me because I was under age? But I mustered enough courage to go to the bar and order a half of lager and a packet of crisps. The barman was a big fellow with a balding head and very hairy arms; he placed the drink on the bar with the expression of a silverback gorilla that had just had its belly scratched.

‘One an’ ’alf sovs to you, me darlin’.’

I hadn’t a clue what that meant: the London slang was a foreign language to me. Someone close by saw my perplexed expression.

‘He means one pound fifty.’

‘Oh … right. Thank you.’

I took a sip and looked at the gorilla.

‘Where’s the ladies’?’

‘Up the apples and pears.’ Now the guy was
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