
[image: Cover: Hell in Boots: Clawing My Way Through Nine Lives, by Saraya-Jade Bevis]



[image: Hell in Boots: Clawing My Way Through Nine Lives, by Saraya-Jade Bevis with Bernadette Murphy. Gallery Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi]




For Mum and Daddio




FOREWORD

Hello! I’m so honored I have been asked to write the foreword for this book. I’m someone who has known Saraya most of her adult life—bearing in mind that she’s still only in her early thirties—but, damn, has she made the most of those years. I met her when she was nineteen years old, and I was immediately drawn to her. I wanted to know who she was; I wanted to know how this magnetic, electric person made her way through the world. We became fast friends. I don’t know if it was some commonwealth connection or what. But it was instant. I’ve seen the good, the bad, the ugly. I’ve celebrated successes with her and done my best to pick her up when she needed it. I’ve known her as Paige; I know her as Saraya. So for you, reader, who has also been fascinated by this “raven-haired lady” I can’t wait for you to hear her story. From her mouth. Her story has been told by so many other people. From big fancy movie studios to leaked footage to articles written about her, hell, even just word of mouth. But this is her story, from her perspective, finally.

Now, I’d like to turn this over on a more personal note, with a letter to my friend.


Raya,

Hey, buddy! Firstly, let me just say how proud I am of you. Not only for putting pen to paper and getting your story out there but just for you merely existing. I can remember the first day I met you. It was the summer of 2013, in Orlando, Florida, at Full Sail University for a taping of NXT. I was just dipping my toe into the world of professional wrestling and meeting a shit ton of people. So. Many. People! But then I saw you. Man, did you stand out. Not only because of your jet-black hair and snow-white skin—it was you. Your energy. Your vibration. The way people were drawn to you, listening to you. You are the center of attention in any room you’re in. Not in an annoying way, ha ha, but in a way that we all want to be a part of it—hoping a little bit of your magic might rub off on us. In fact, I’ve seen some real motherfuckers try to suck that magic right out of you.

I’ve always felt this older-sister protectiveness over you. I’ve seen you go down some treacherous paths, knowing full well it was probably a bad idea. But also knowing you’d figure it out. You’re a badass. You’re your mother’s daughter. I’ve never seen anyone with the strength you have. You had worldwide fame so early in your life. Literally changing the landscape of professional wrestling. Thrown into the pressure cooker and thriving. You had private videos leaked to the world. You licked your wounds and came back to stare everyone in the face. You were in horrible relationships that you escaped by the grace of some greater power. You put your pieces back together. You broke your neck in front of a sold-out crowd. And, girl, you healed and fucking came back. The fight in you is so incredible. And through all of this, you still remain one of the most loving, warm people I know. Unless of course someone happens to fall on your bad side, and in that case, I send them my thoughts and prayers.

You wear your scars, but you are not your scars. You have so much more of your story to tell. This is all still your first act. I can’t wait to see what books two, three, and four look like. I’ll always be here for you. I love you. Blondie and Joan Jett forever. Thanks for letting me live in your magic.

Love,

Renee Paquette






PROLOGUE

I’m hiding in a fucking hedge outside a grocery store, praying no one sees me, my arms scratched from the branches and the sun baking the shit out of my skull. The day is hot, and the adrenaline running through my body has me sweating everywhere. When I sweat in the ring it’s different—cleaner, more wholesome, the product of hard work. But it’s been months since I’ve wrestled, thanks to a neck injury, and this odor I’m emitting reeks to high heaven. It’s anxiety and fucking panic, making my stomach knot. The hedge is thick enough to shield me from the glances of shoppers entering the store with their trollies, all of them going about their daily chores as if the sky hasn’t begun to break into a million pieces and fall on my head.

Just an hour ago, sex tapes of me as a nineteen-year-old with two male World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) wrestlers were leaked to the internet. There I am, completely naked for all the world to see. The wrestler I’d been seeing at the time, Maddox, was older, nearly thirty. Before him, I had almost no experience with boyfriends—I was too busy wrestling and training to get caught up with guys. I didn’t know I might need to protect myself from this kind of shit: emotional manipulation and mind-fucking. He wanted to film or photograph just about everything sexual we did, and I was too young, too naive, maybe too much of a twat to object.

At one point about six years ago, he wanted to have a threesome with me, him, and Woods, one of the other WWE wrestlers. Woods was sweet and in no way took advantage of me, but in truth, I went along with the plan solely to shut up Maddox.

And now, what the fuck, that threesome is being shared on social media, going viral so fast my head is spinning. Who leaked the fucking thing and why? More important, how in the hell am I going to live this down? After my injury and two suspensions for drug use, my career is hanging by a thread. WWE is gonna get fed up with my shit soon, and it’ll all be over.

People might think that because I’m a badass wrestler who’s proven myself in the ring that I’m in control of my life, that I know what the fuck I’m doing. That used to be true. But lately, this life has broken me. I don’t have any fight left.

When the tapes were released, I freaked out and fucking took off out the front door, not sure where I was going or why. I just needed to get away. But now I feel even more exposed. I hadn’t taken my driver’s license or credit cards. I started walking the long road that led to the local shops, a busy mile-long, four-lane street. I just needed to keep putting one foot in front of the other, dragging them toward I didn’t know where, my Converse turning gray from the dirt.

Once I made it to H-E-B, I worried I might be recognized. Maybe everyone I passed had already seen that fucking leaked video. I might be a tad bit paranoid, but it was possible. I didn’t know what else to do, so I ducked into this hedge in the grocery store’s parking lot to hide and get myself sorted, to try to make a plan. How will I ever escape this fucking mess, even if it was the result of my own bad choices?

My phone keeps pinging, though, blowing up now that the word has gotten out, now that everyone has seen me butt-naked, in the most compromising positions possible. I want to disappear, maybe even die. To fall asleep and never wake up again sounds like a fucking relief.

I’m sitting in the dirt, with my stupid white jeans getting filthy. I’m practically emaciated, far too underweight for my height and bone structure—down to 115 pounds from my usual 135 to 140. A wrestler needs some bulk and muscle for strength, and mass to absorb the bumps in the ring. Anytime I make a public appearance these days, people ask if I’ve seen a doctor. It’s not good.

The coke certainly isn’t helping. I’ve been snorting so much lately, every time I sneeze I’m spraying blood. Even my voice seems to be disappearing, literally and figuratively. I’ve forgotten how to speak up for myself. And when I try, my voice doesn’t sound like my own anymore.

But what else can I do? Being awake to my life as it unfolds is simply too painful…. The drugs and drinking numb me out for a few moments at a time, allowing me some moments of relief, making it possible for me to keep going. God, I’ve lost the plot here, haven’t I?

I’m not sure I can keep it together anymore. I’m twenty-five years old and have everything I ever wanted. I am a two-time WWE Divas Champion—the youngest ever!—and the inaugural NXT Women’s Champion. I was the only woman to hold both titles at the same time. WWE was my house, and I was a household name.

But I was a household name as Paige, a character created for me. And who am I now? I don’t even know who Paige is at this point.

As I sit in the dirt behind this hedge, I wonder, How the fuck did I get here? I used to be Paige, the WWE wrestler who’s an action figure, beloved by young wrestling fans across the nation for being a badass. I don’t feel so badass right now; I’m a nervous fucking wreck.

Maybe I’m still Britani Knight, the name I chose in 2005 when I started wrestling at thirteen, living with my family back in Norwich, England. She was tough, too, not afraid to stick up for herself. But she got left behind somewhere along the way when I came to the States.

Sometimes, I wonder what happened to the real me, Saraya-Jade, the person who’s buried somewhere inside. Where is she in all this mess?

My hands shake so badly that I can hardly scroll through the messages on my phone. Renee and my other female wrestling friends are all checking in on me. They love me and are worried. Mark Carrano, the talent-relations guy at WWE, reassures me by text.


Everything’s going to be ok. We’ll figure this out.



All I want is to hear the voice of my father, to listen to his love and support in my ear, to feel the comforting squeeze of his massive bear hug, making everything okay again. He’s always over the moon about my successes.

But since I’ve been spiraling, I’ve kept a distance from my family, so afraid of seeing their disappointment in me. I’ve ignored the WhatsApp notifications on my phone, and now I’m afraid to look, afraid to see what they have to say. God, they’ll be so fucking mortified. All these years, my parents and my brothers, Zak and Roy, and my sister, Nikki, have been my most loyal supporters. They’re the reason I’ve come so far. They’ll be fucking gutted with these leaked videos. They’ve forgiven me for so much over the years, made allowances for me, loved me through so much fucking shit. Surely, this is too much.

I stare at my phone, paralyzed, convinced that this will be the time they’ll finally reject me. I’m positive I’m worthless and a failure. That nobody loves me. My whole life, I’ve only wanted to make Dad proud. And now I’ve gone too far; I’ve made an absolute fucking mess of my life.

I type in “Daddio.” I can hear the phone ringing five thousand miles away in their little house in Norwich, the one place that feels like home. I’m terrified of what they’ll have to say. If he can’t forgive me for this, I don’t want to live anymore. I hold my breath and wait for someone to answer.




PART One




Chapter One PRIDE AND JOY

Picture yourself standing in the middle of an arena, a huge crowd stretching high above you from every angle. Some of them hate you with every fiber of their being, some of them love you to the point of obsession, and all of them are screaming at the top of their lungs. Music is blaring against your eardrums. The smoky scent of a firework that’s just exploded into a million tiny embers hovers in the air. Every nerve in your body feels electric. You breathe deep into your lungs. And just then, the bottom of someone’s boot connects square with your jaw.

Believe it or not: This is the Best. Feeling. Ever.

There’s nothing in the world that comes close to the buzzing, adrenaline-filled vibe of a wrestling match. Not a mosh pit, not the most intense rock concert you’ve ever attended, not even the wildest, most exhilarating night of your life. It’s downright contagious, the spirit of wrestling, the desire for good to triumph over evil, the howling from the fans at each setback, the screams of triumph when the babyface gets ahead. Even those who aren’t wrestling fans get pulled into the spectacle, feeding off the energy, being sucked into the action on center stage. It’s the classic good-versus-evil story everyone can relate to. Forever, people have loved to gather together to hiss and curse at the villain, to cheer for the hero, to hold their breath until the girl tied to the train tracks is rescued. It’s a high that all wrestling fans know well.

In the mid-nineties, when wrestling in England was in its heyday and the halls were always chockablock with fans, it was my family’s job to give them what they came for. And my job, even as an eight-year-old, was to help make the magic.

“Come on, kids. Up you go!” Dad called, slamming the double doors at the back of the family van closed, after boosting me and Zak into the family’s big white cargo van, shoving me by the arse into the cramped space.

The van was loaded with all the parts needed to construct a full-size wrestling ring, packed Tetris-like in the back, and we crawled over the heap to find a space. The ride to the Corn Exchange wouldn’t take long, but Dad worried we’d be late.

Mum came dashing from the house, nearly tumbling arse over tit, her dyed-tomato-red hair sticking up every which way, her tats on full display in a crop top despite the drizzling morning. She dragged a bag of wrestling gear and makeup behind her. Mum always did more than her fair share—driving everywhere, loading the van, herding the wrestlers and kids. She’s a workhorse, a jill-of-all-trades.

“Careful there, love,” Dad called to her. She was always getting hurt, mostly in the ring, and we all worried about her.

Trailing Mum was one or another of the wrestler/helpers who stayed with us, training with our family and generally adding to the blinding mayhem that seemed to surround us.

Zak and I found places on top of the heap of metal, foam pads, ropes, and canvas, and splayed ourselves out like starfish, keeping our heads as low as possible so as not to get smacked on the fucking head with every bump in the road. As the van puttered through the streets of Norwich, passing double-decker buses and the train station, Victorian homes and the university, we could hear Mum and Dad cursing and laughing, strategizing for the day’s wrestling matches with their helpers, developing storylines to keep the punters entertained and screaming for more. Zak and I paid little attention, lost in our world in the back, but when Dad hit the occasional pothole, sometimes on purpose, Zak and I bounced around and laughed maniacally, screaming out curse words to his delight.

Once we arrived at our destination, the grunt work started. It was like we were the circus come to town, and now it was time to raise the big top—or at least the wrestling version of it.

The Ring. The Holy Grail. The Place Where All the Action Occurred.

First, we carried in the full-size iron posts we would use to make the ring’s outer frame and pieced them together, all hands on deck. Then we laid bars of iron across that frame, like supports on a bunk bed, to create the foundation level. My hands smelled of WD-40 and iron from carrying the supports, an odor that soaked into my skin and never really went away. Once the support bars were in place, we heaved thick plywood boards, eight of them, each weighing what felt like a ton, across that foundation. The gym mats followed, and then finally the canvas, like a sheet stretched across the top of the mattress, the place where all the drama would unfold.

We had only one spare canvas, so if in the previous match a wrestler had bled on it or busted it or sweated all over it, you could never get it fully clean. We’d simply flip it over or switch it out with our only backup. Nine times out of ten, the canvas looked a bit dodgy.

We then tied all these layers down around the bottom of the ring with ropes before fabric—the skirt—encircled the rest of the ring. We weren’t done, though.

The ropes went next, three tiers of them. Hooks connected the ropes to the posts and those connection points, the turnbuckles, needed to be covered in padding to protect the wrestlers. Sometimes we had big pads that covered all three points of connection, other times, smaller, individual pads did the job. My little fingers struggled, but I was able to tie the pads into place while Zak followed me, taping over the connection points.

That’s one of the smells that really stick with you, the tape. There’s the chemical smell of the adhesive part, but it’s all mixed together with dirt and sweat and grime. Like us, that tape had been on the road for a while. It never got taken off. We just added another layer upon the coatings that already existed, creating a pungent odor without meaning to. Sticky stuff mixed with human perspiration, dust, and grunge, all with a heaping serving of the adrenaline that had soaked into the tape from the previous matches. The smell was sharp, and in some ways unpleasant, but will be forever tied in my mind with home and comfort and family and love.

Finally, once the ring was set up and ready to go, Zak and I got a little break. This was the moment I loved the most.

As Mum and Dad reviewed strategies with the other wrestlers, Zak and I tumbled our way through the empty seats of the venue, imagining the crowds that would soon fill the space until there wasn’t room for even one extra body. Grandparents and great-grandparents, middle-aged folks, parents with their kids, teenagers with their friends. Today’s venue, the Corn Exchange, was usually just a livestock auction house and reeked of cow manure. Soon, though, it would be transformed by all the crazy, wild energy of wrestling, the frenzied, hair-raising series of matches my family had come to present.

By the time I was eight, though, I was pretty sure I didn’t want to become a wrestler myself. I’d seen too many of my family members hurt—my parents, my brothers, my uncles, and even Granddad. That was enough for me. But still, even from my place in the stands, I loved the energy of the ring. It’s the rawest, most addicting drug I’ve ever encountered.

There was a time when I was smaller, when I didn’t fully understand what was happening. Then, the whole scene fucking terrified me. When I was little, about four, I was seated with an older woman who’d been charged with keeping an eye on me. Once the venue had filled, my dad—Rowdy Ricky Knight, as he was known to fans—came roaring into the picture, circling the ring, talking trash about his opponent, beating his chest, showing his teeth, antagonizing the crowd, playing the heel. The whole auditorium went wild, booing him. Their screams echoed in my eardrums, drowning out everything else. I was terrified.

“No!” I screamed from the older woman’s lap, squirming to try to get away from her and rescue Dad. People were so riled up at him, howling at the top of their lungs, even poking him with knitting needles they’d brought just for that purpose. I whimpered as the match began. Mum worked as Dad’s manager, and though I tried like hell to wriggle out of the lady’s arms to get to Mum, it was clear she was too busy to console me.

“They’re hurting my dad!” I yelled at the lady restraining me, who only shushed me and tried to convince me it was all okay. I felt absolute terror. Blood dripped down my father’s face, and I went frantic, trying to get to him, to protect him from the wrestler who was beating on him. Between the old woman and other helpers, along with a clump of fans, I was kept from flinging myself bodily into the ring. And then the match ended, and Dad was escorted backstage.

The lady brought me to him, and I ran into his massive arms, sobbing my eyes out.

“It’s all right, princess.” He wiped blood from his forehead before squatting to my level.

My dad was a straight shooter and he never lied to me. He never talked to me like I was a kid but as if I were an adult. He respected my ability to understand, even from a very young age.

“They were all yelling at you,” I whined. “They said they hated you.”

“It’s okay. I’m just playing a character,” he said. “You know I’m a good guy, but them out there? They all think I’m bad, and they enjoy shouting their lungs out at me. They think they’re yelling at a bad guy.”

“But you’re hurt,” I said, pointing to the thin line of blood that still dripped from his temple.

“This isn’t real, you know?” he said. “It’s fake blood.”

I realized later that this was one exception to his honesty-is-the-best-policy rule. He was genuinely bleeding.

“See, princess, I’m fine.” He dabbed the blood away.

From that day on, I started to get the picture. It’s called kayfabe, the illusion that professional wrestling is not staged, that good really is brawling against evil before our very eyes. There’s something so human about this, a chance to leave our daily chores, bullshit, and worries behind, to forget about complexity and shades of gray. This was a world where you fucking know good from bad right off the bat. And when good wins, we all scream and yell our fucking brains out, blowing off steam. And by the time we leave the arena, our shoulders are a little less heavy.

I came to see kayfabe like Santa Claus. When I was little, Mum would ring sleigh bells outside in the dark to convince us that Santa was on his way, and even after I was old enough to know the difference and to realize that Santa was really just Mum and Dad trying to give us a special experience, I wouldn’t do anything to ruin the illusion. There’s something mystical in continuing to believe.

And it’s the same in the wrestling world. Belief is what makes the magic happen.



That day, we set up the ring twice; some days we did it as many as three times, bringing our family show on the road to multiple venues in a single day. And now I knew the secrets behind the acts. Zak and my big brother Roy taught me some moves. I knew to tuck my chin before I hit the ground and how to use the momentum of the person I was tussling with to make a more dramatic flip. I knew how to keep myself grounded so I couldn’t be knocked over too easily. And I knew to wash or at least air out my stinky kneepads after training sessions. Those were foul pieces of equipment, and even with dryer sheets tucked into them and Febreze sprayed all over them, that god-awful smell haunted me. If a wrestling ring, just assembled, smells like home and love to me, then dirty kneepads were all the shit that came along with life, even when you were surrounded by love.

At the end of that long weekend, Zak and I hauled ourselves onto our perch in the back of the van as Mum drove toward our home in Norwich.

Most of the roads were made of cobblestone, and there were ruins everywhere, castles and buildings from years and years ago, all made of stone, and no one was allowed to touch them. The people in charge wanted to preserve the history and keep the ruins intact as long as possible, so it was illegal to mess with them in any way. There’s a hill nearby—England’s so flat, it’s pretty special to have a hill—with Norwich Castle on top. Now it’s a museum, mostly for history buffs and tourists. I totally loved history, especially after my mum pointed out one time when we were visiting that I had an ancestor in the castle! The castle had death masks—casts taken of criminals’ faces after death to preserve their image, back in the days before photography—on display in the dungeon. One of the criminals was related to us. She was a woman, said to be a murderer, though I’m not sure who she supposedly killed. I think she was executed for her crimes.

The death masks were fucking terrifying, and yet I loved them, the way they captured the person’s final expression. Some looked peaceful. Others in distress. Sometimes I could see a smirk or lack of remorse on the criminal’s face. I noted wounds preserved in the cast, like the neck at a strange angle when a person had been hanged, or a jagged slice where a head had been severed from the body.

I dragged the few friends I had from school to the castle whenever I could to show them my ancestor’s death mask. I was convinced she made me special somehow.

In addition to that castle and the freaky death masks, Norwich was known for having a church for every week of the year—though in our family, we weren’t big churchgoers—and a pub in town for every day of the year. And eventually, my family would even own one.

The music in Norwich was also really good. We used to have a couple of venues where bands would pass through, and whenever I could, I’d go listen. There were a lot of buskers on the street, performing, singing, playing guitars and violins. And there was a staple I loved the most, the Norwich Market. It was gorgeous with colorful tents. Whenever I wasn’t helping the family to set up rings, and if I had somehow earned a fiver, I’d be down at the market to buy what was advertised as “the cheapest chips in the UK.”



When Mum finally pulled the van up back to our house, it was way past any normal kid’s bedtime. But then again, we weren’t a normal family. We were the Wrestling Knights of Norwich.

Dad woke me and Zak in the back, and we tumbled into the house, followed by our parents and the wrestling trainees. Mum and Dad hired out venues all over our part of England for wrestling matches, everything from grand halls to some pub car park. We needed to get a few hours of shut-eye because, too soon, it would be time to wake up and do it all over again.




Chapter Two RAISED BY WOLVES

Sink!” I demanded, standing next to the cooker in our little kitchen, staring up at Mum. I was really young, maybe three or four. She was running around like a chicken with her head cut off, trying to keep up with the chaos of our household, one that grew or shrank depending on the day of the week and which of the many different characters, mostly wrestlers, were staying with us at the moment. But whenever I asked for a bath, she caved. She adored me and would spoil the shit out of me all the time.

In that sink, I felt safe and loved, surrounded by sweet-smelling foam and my mother’s warm attention. From that higher vantage point, I was able to see everything, the crazy-arse but wonderful mayhem of our house, and feel as if I were as tall as the others. I was still a lot smaller than Zak, who was fourteen months older, but I was gaining on him.

Mum gave me a cup so I could pour water over my head, and sometimes, I’d dump the entire cupful over the side of the sink just to see what would happen. I was a menace from my first breath, my love of mischief showing up early. Mum never got mad, though. She just laughed and fake-scolded me before cleaning up the mess.

After I was washed—Zak was often bathed before me—she wrapped us both in towels and took us to sit near the radiator to keep us warm, where we dug into the bowl of cornflakes with milk she’d placed there, just waiting for us. I always asked for more sugar, and she always gave it to me. It was the simple things Mum did that I just adored. She kept us toasty, wrapped up like that.

Once I was dry, I got dressed for the day and crawled under Daddio’s legs. He sat on the settee watching the telly, a blanket thrown over his legs. I climbed under that cover, making a little fort for myself, protected from all the badness in the world. Sometimes Zak joined me, but other times I was alone and happy. I pretended I was an animal, usually Nala from The Lion King.

With Dad above and surrounding me, I felt secure. He was a big man—arms like Popeye’s, thighs as big around as the tires on lorries, his hands the size of supper plates. I’d seen him pound the living daylights out of people, so I knew he could protect me better than anyone on this planet from anything. Under his legs, nothing bad could ever come near me. He was my world.

In our household, family was everything. I knew this from the time I could crawl. Zak was my best friend from the get-go. He kept close to me at all times, and at some point we started to feel as if we were twins, the age difference dissolving as I caught up to him in size, both of us glad to be in each other’s company. Sure, we fought like all siblings do, tearing at the other’s hair, raking nails across skin, and we got each other in trouble. In general, though, we were two peas in a pod.

We also had older siblings, Dad’s kids from an earlier marriage. I’ve always hated the term “half siblings.” We are brothers and sisters, blood related. There’s nothing halfway about it to us. Roy and Nikki were a good bit older, and by the time Zak and I came along, they both had places of their own. Asa was only four years older, the closest in age to me and Zak, but he lived most of the time with his mother, Dad’s ex-wife.

Meanwhile, a never-ending cast of characters showed up at our door whenever a big wrestling match was on TV or there was a tasty meal to be had. I never knew who’d be sitting at the table come dinnertime or sleeping over on any given night. This was just how family operated.

One time, an older woman was visiting us. She picked me up and was talking very close to my face. I squirmed, trying to get away from the stench coming from her mouth, a mix of onions, stale washcloths, and garlic. I kept pulling my face away from hers, but the odor flooded over me. When she wouldn’t put me down, the words tumbled from my mouth.

“Your breath smells like dogshit!” I screamed at her.

I was only four, and Mum was mortified, though laughing under her breath.

“Saraya-Jade!” she scolded. “Apologize!”

And generally, no one scolded me for speaking the truth, a fact I appreciated. As I said, my parents were always honest with me and valued when I was honest with them. Maybe they should have thought twice about that, because speaking my mind got me into a shit ton of trouble. It still does. From a young age, I was like that: speaking my mind even if it got me into trouble. Of course, with that old woman I was rude, but my parents had told me it was okay to speak the truth. It took me years to realize that maybe I shouldn’t do it all the time.

When I was little we struggled a lot financially, but since I was so well loved, I really didn’t have a clue. Take Mickey, for example. Mickey was an old British gangster. He was my godfather and one of my dad’s best mates; they’d met when they were both in prison. Mickey loved and doted on me. Whenever he came around, he always had presents for me, and sometimes a little something for Zak.

“Come here, Raya,” Mickey called one Sunday, using the nickname my family favored. “I’ve got something special for you.” Mickey had longish, wispy hair and reminded me of a rock star, slender and wiry.

I was only a small thing when he dragged into our living room the most gorgeous prezzie I’d ever laid eyes on. A rocking horse the size of a real pony! Made of wood that had been lovingly sanded and painted, she had genuine hair for a mane and a white glossy hide; her eyes were so realistic and captivating. Even eyelashes. She was a goddamn beauty! I was sure she would speak to me when everyone else went away and we were alone together. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was.

For as long as I could remember I’d been pestering my parents for a horse, making an absolute nuisance of myself. They used it to their advantage. Whenever Dad wanted me to do something, he’d tease me.

“Be a good girl, and maybe we’ll get you that horse you want.”

Yeah, right!

But now, even though this wasn’t a real horse, it was pretty fucking close. I needed help to pull myself onto the horse’s back, she was so big. Mickey gave me a boost, and away I went in my imagination, riding this glorious animal all over England.

Mum and Dad looked at each other.

I paid zero attention. I was in heaven.

My parents were far from thrilled, since we could barely squeeze the rocking horse into the front room, behind the charity-shop couch and Dad’s recliner. Certainly, there was no place else for it in our small home.

Hours went by, Mickey left, and I had to practically be pulled from the horse to have my tea. As soon as I finished, I climbed right back on and rode that horse until I almost fell asleep on her back. Mum finally carried me off to dreamland in the room I shared with Zak.

Our family was skint enough that dinner was sometimes mashed potato sandwiches (which, to be honest, I adore), and rent was always due. Bill collectors sometimes came to the door and we pretended we weren’t home. Things were fucking tight, I get it now.

But I didn’t then.

When I woke the next day and rushed from my bed to greet my horsey friend—ready to finally have the conversation I’d been dying to have with her, to hear about all the amazing places she’d been and the wisdom I knew she was just waiting to share with me—my beloved horse was gone. She’d been switched out with a tiny fucking plastic rocking horse suitable for a baby. I screamed like a banshee.

My parents tried to calm me. My beautiful creature, they explained, was half the size of our living room. It wasn’t practical to keep it, and besides, they needed the money for bills. They sold my horse to buy groceries and to keep the heat on.

Did they think I was dense enough to believe this rinky-dink shit-looking plastic horse was the same as my dazzling girl?

I kicked the new horse and collapsed in tears. “Get her back!” I screamed. “Go buy her back!”

But that was impossible. The money had already been spent.

“We had to get food and pay bills,” Mum said. “And it was taking up a lot of space. I tried to get you a replacement that’s more your size and appropriate for our house.”

I was fucking destroyed and cried for months. I am still not over it, though I can now see the truth. There’s no way we could have kept her; she took up all the space in the front room, and there were more pressing needs. I understand fully why they got rid of her. But when I was younger, all I could think was You evil, awful parents!

It wasn’t long after that that Mickey was murdered. At least, that’s what my parents believed. The whole thing was kind of shady. He died in what the official record called a heroin overdose, but my parents were convinced that wasn’t the case. First of all, Mickey had never been into heroin, and he’d been found dead with the syringe taken out of his arm. Given the amount of drugs found in his body during the autopsy, he would have nodded off right away, unable to remove the syringe himself. My parents didn’t hide that they were certain his death was not accidental or of his own doing. He had not exactly lived an honest lifestyle.

My dad was crushed…. Mickey had been his best mate. And even though Daddio had mostly given up drinking when he met Mum and they had Zak and me, for a week or two following Mickey’s death, he downed vodka like it was water, off somewhere in his own world. After a while, he pulled himself together.

This was the world I lived in. One in which rocking horses disappeared in order to keep bellies full, and where present-carrying gangsters like Mickey ended up murdered for no good reason. But as a kid, it was all just normal life. Nothing remarkable.

What saved me throughout that time and still does now is my love for animals. I don’t know how I came to this understanding, but I think I had it from the day I shit my first nappy. I knew instinctively that people could be mean and nasty to one another hurtful and vicious in so many ways. Animals, though, were different. If you treated them well, they returned the favor. They could be trusted. So I surrounded myself with them whenever possible.

A few years post–rocking horse, I connected with an older lady and would go to her house after school. She was an animal hoarder, her house crammed with every kind of creature under the goddamn sun, even an aviary full of birds; she let me take home some of her pets as my own.

One day, I brought home a king python I called Zsa Zsa. My parents were into classic films, and I knew about the fancy woman Zsa Zsa Gabor. I thought that was such a classy name for a snake. I loved her and would talk to her at night. Her golden-and-black-scaled body was soft and dry to the touch, and she’d stick out her tongue for me. To feed her, I bought frozen dead mice from the pet store, defrosting them first—Zsa Zsa would never touch them frozen—and dangled them in front of her to convince Zsa Zsa they were moving. She was a very picky eater.

At one point, I convinced my mum to let me buy a pet mouse with a little cage, Bailey, named for Baileys Irish Cream. (Many things in our world were named for alcohol.)

I was worried Bailey was lonely all by herself, so I convinced Mum to let me get a second mouse I named Jameson, for Jameson Irish Whiskey, a male. Mum knew about mice and their tendency to breed, so why she let me do that, I don’t know. As much as I wanted to be a veterinarian someday, I hadn’t yet learned much about the reproductive habits of mice.

I was cleaning out their cage one day, and in their bed area I saw a bundle of pink stuff. I got closer and poked at the little pile. They’d had babies! I was so excited. I didn’t tell my parents, just got more cages to house the little ones. But the space between the metal bars of those cages was way too big to hold back the mice babies. They were able to wiggle through the slats and get away.

I panicked, trying to collect them as fast as I could and shove them back into their cages. Oh shit! Dad’s gonna kill me! For all his toughness, Dad was super squeamish about mice and hated them more than just about anything. He was annoyed Mum had let me get the two as pets in the first place. If he knew about the babies, he’d be pissed at me!

I ran to the cupboard and grabbed pillow cases to put around each of the cages to keep the babies from fleeing. There. That should do it.

But when I came home from school the next day, the mice had chewed through the pillowcases and were gone, scattered throughout the room. I found them in corners of my bedroom, hiding in my shoes, in drawers. I scrambled to get them all, but soon the babies were having babies and then the grandbabies were at it, too. Shit!

If Dad found out about this mice explosion, I would be in so much trouble.

The next night, people came to watch a wrestling match at our house. A neighbor screamed when she saw one of the mice scamper across the floor. The man who owned the pub down the road saw one in our bathroom. Dad, who hadn’t noticed the mice until that moment, finally copped on and was now having a heart attack every five minutes. He’s not a very agile kind of a guy, but to get away from the mice, he moved with the speed of a lightning bolt.

“Get these fuckers out of my house!”

That was it. Mum had had it. She took the cages from my room and brought them to the back garden, opening the cage doors. My adorable mice ran into the weedy yard and made their getaway. I was sad and cried, but I also celebrated their freedom. Imagine the adventures they might have!

Before we knew it, though, the entire fucking neighborhood was infested. Though the neighbors didn’t complain, the critters got into other people’s homes, could be seen darting in the alleyway. Even the church behind our house and the council house were overrun with them. Eventually, the council house people arranged for the entire area to be fumigated. My little mice had taken over everything, and that was the only option left. As I said, I was a menace from the get-go.

After that, my parents tried to stop me from bringing home pets, but I didn’t listen. I just did what I wanted. Seemed a bit hypocritical to me as a kid, since my parents had always been the ones to teach me to ask forgiveness after the fact, if necessary, but to never wait for permission.

One time, I unknowingly stole the neighbor’s dog. It was an Alsatian, a bigger version of a German shepherd, who’d been running around on her own. I thought she might be a stray, so I took her home. The dog was beautiful and regal, and for once, Daddio was on board with me bringing home strays.

“Maybe we’ll keep this one,” he said, though he quickly changed his tune when the dog took a shit in the living room.

It turned out the gorgeous creature belonged to Emily, the owner of the Chinese restaurant just down the road.

She knocked on our door and couldn’t have been nicer. “Can I please have my dog back?” she asked.

I hadn’t meant to steal her dog and would never have done anything to hurt Emily—I adored her. But to me, any animal on its own appeared available for adoption.

One night, a friend of Mum’s came over with a dog. Her friends, a gay couple, were moving abroad and couldn’t take the dog with them. She was all black and gorgeous. I managed to convince Dad to let me keep this one. Her named was Tari—short for Tarigan. We already had two dogs in our small house, and so it was mayhem after that. Zak had a turtle and a hamster I named Rowdy for my dad’s wrestling name, Rowdy Ricky Knight. I had two rabbits, Peter and Pigsy, and two birds, Rocco and Roxie. After a while the house was too crowded, and Dad made me give Tari to his friend Joe.

“I can’t deal with all these animals!” Dad said.

Zak was much the same with a love for animals. When we were younger, the two of us went to the little pond down by the park, a ten-minute walk, and caught toads and frogs we brought home. We dug a pond in our back garden, carrying buckets full of water from the kitchen, constructing a place for them to live. Of course, they escaped immediately.

I was always trying to make a safe place for my animal friends, and what better place for them than my house? Loved by me, protected by my family. That’s the safest place there is.

All that started to change, though. My brother Asa came to live with us. I’d learn later that his mother basically abandoned him and had shown him nothing but neglect from his very first breath. My dad wasn’t even his “real” father, but he had raised Asa as his own anyway. Asa joined our family as if he’d always been a part of it.

By the time I was too big to be bathed in the sink, I often took a bath with Zak and Asa, all of us throwing bubbles and water at one another in the tub. I should have known something was not quite right when Asa intentionally pooped in the bath. I don’t know how, as a child, I knew that was wrong in a way that he, too, should have known. He and Zak thought it was hilarious. Me, not so much.




Chapter Three GYPSY

I was no more than an infant when the woman approached my mum as she pushed me in a pram over the cobblestone streets of Norwich. I was too young to remember, but the story was told and retold to me throughout my life.

The woman gestured for Mum to pause on her walk so she could take a good look at me. “Let’s see that wee bundle you have there.”

The woman was what we would call a gypsy, but some people think that’s an outdated or offensive term. Many think of gypsies as Romani, but there are also migrant gypsy–type people from Ireland, like in my family. The correct term, I’ve been told, is “Irish Traveler” because of its traditionally nomadic culture, but it’s never bothered us.

The woman was tiny and wore a full-length skirt with a blouse, a shawl draped over her shoulders, and a headscarf covering her hair.

After Mum stopped and chatted, the old woman peered into my pram. When she saw my face, her expression changed from one of mild interest to surprise bordering on astonishment.

“Oh my,” she said. “This one is special. There’s something about her.” She studied me longer, then stood and addressed my mum.

“This girl is going to be something special. She’s going to live in America one day. She’s going to wear a uniform of some sort, and her name is going to be up in lights.”

It was
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