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Dedication

To my dad, my hero. I miss and love you so much. I’m sorry.

To my dear family, loved ones, and friends, thank you so very much for your immense love, care, and support, and for always being by my side. You never failed to bring me strength when I was feeling weak thanks to your many kind and comforting words of encouragement. And the endless cups of tea and coffee. Every one of you knows who you are. I love you with all my heart. I am truly blessed.

To the victims and those who helped to support the victims worldwide, thank you for being brave and inspiring me to keep fighting for justice. Your strength of courage is as admirable as your bravery.

When things go wrong, as they sometimes will,

When the road you’re trudging seems all uphill,

When the funds are low and the debts are high

And you want to smile, but you have to sigh,

When care is pressing you down a bit,

Rest, if you must, but don’t you quit.

—Edgar A. Guest (1881–1959)





Epigraph

The only thing real were the death threats.

—Jennifer McAdam, Glasgow, October 2022

The best-laid schemes o’ Mice an’ Men

Gang aft agley,

An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain,

For promis’d joy!

—Robert Burns, “To a Mouse, on Turning Her Up in Her Nest with the Plough,” November 1785





Disclaimer

Some of the names in my story have been changed and some dialogue has been re-created. I talk about a number of people who were involved in OneCoin, including as recruiters. While those at the top are facing justice, many, many of those who appear in the book will be innocent victims who couldn’t know what they got into—just like me. As events are still evolving, the status of legal actions and law enforcement investigations are as they were in September 2022.
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Prologue

The Promise

The startling image of a bagpiper walking in front of my dad’s hearse is freeze-framed in my mind. His body was cremated, and I felt his soul went into the sky all the faster. He loved life, he had so much spirit, and I promised to keep that alive with the help of the money he left me. In moments of distress that memory of him being piped along on his final journey is my talisman, part of my inheritance.

He was an old-school Scottish gentleman who never had a lot but would give you the jacket off his back on a cold day. I never had to worry about him because he lived in a cul-de-sac three doors away from my sister, Adele. She was opposite, and every morning she’d watch for him to pull his blinds to know he was up and about. He’d been diagnosed with leukemia in 2000, but that hadn’t changed his lifestyle. He was an early riser who liked to get out into the day, enjoy the world. He loved the open countryside and air, birds singing and the freedom and wonders of nature. When Dad came to visit me, normally every other day, he’d arrive on his bicycle, come in the door, and bellow, “Hello, lass, are you in?”

He slowed up a little and wasn’t so hearty in his voice a few years before he died, but his cheerful attitude never changed. He always entered whistling, something he did all the time in his final years; it drove my sister nuts, the constant whistling, but I liked it and always smiled to myself. He was at peace in his own wee world and showed it. Dad would tinker about in my front and back gardens and at the small hut at the very back of my garden, his favorite spot, where I would hear him whistling away with the birds. It was his happy place at my home.

A couple of weeks before Christmas in 2014, I was in bed when my son ran into the house. “Papa has been rushed into the hospital, he’s away in the ambulance. Aunt Adele is at Papa’s house.” I got out of bed, threw on leggings, and took off down to his house and ran upstairs. Adele was still in shock and in tears. Dad had been late opening his blinds and she’d gone over. When she got in the door she heard groaning, and upstairs she found him covered in blood. It was like something from a horror film as he stood there trying to clean it up.

He’d suffered massive internal bleeding, a hemorrhage; at first Adele thought that mess was overflow from the toilet, because the blood was so dark. He fell into her arms, and she managed to get him into the bedroom, where he was in and out of consciousness. She kept saying, “Dad, don’t leave me, don’t leave me.” She managed to phone an ambulance, and when I showed up we went straight to the hospital, about ten minutes behind the ambulance.

When we arrived, there he was sitting in the emergency room, and it was so sad, with blood still dripping down his face. He was quiet but the lights were bright, like spotlights in your eyes, and he said, “Jesus Christ, can’t somebody dim these lights.” He was aware. It took some time, but then they took him up to intensive care. We stayed the night, and the next morning we saw him in a single room. He was starting to hallucinate and there were intravenous drips coming out of him, as if they were growing out of him, and I’d never seen my dad like that. It was the drugs they’d given him, and he looked so helpless. It was a horrible day and night.

He was moved to a ward, and when we next saw him he was sitting up, but he was just there smiling. I wasn’t sure if there was anyone home. Then Adele pointed to a form at the end of his bed, and it read DO NOT RESUSCITATE. I can’t honestly offer you details about that moment, for I blanked it out.

I was so shocked at that notice it must have erased my memory in some kind of self-protection. It was hellish, for it spelled out where we were. And Dad was just sitting in the bed, not saying much, just smiling. He was in the hospital for Christmas, for New Year’s Day, and it was up and down. Pneumonia had set in after the hemorrhage, and he fought the pneumonia for about nine weeks. There wasn’t a day or night that we didn’t visit. One night I was sitting with him when he pointed to the ceiling and said, “Look at the garage they gave me. I’ve never seen anything like it, with all mod cons.” The lights and the ceiling had come into his mind as this grand garage. I asked him what it was like and, being a great storyteller, he told me. It was a happy hallucination. He then went to sleep. I didn’t think it was good: He’d lost weight but still, still, we thought he could fight it.

I talked to the doctors and said we didn’t want Dad to die in hospital, we wanted him home if he was well enough to be transported. We wanted to look after him. The doctors were wonderful, but they never said he only had so long to live or anything like that; they shied away from it. It’s a kindness for some folks but not for someone with a personality like mine: I wanted to know so I could deal with it.

The Wednesday he came home, the doctor with him was saying to my dad that he was coming to the end of his life. We couldn’t believe it, and I jumped in and said, “No, Dad, it’s about medication, and you’ll have to go back to the hospital for it.”

He said, “Nah, no, I’m not going back in there.” I told him he could have it at home, and he said, “Good, good, I’m not going back. I’m fine here.”

My daughter-in-law, Fiona, was there, and she was horrified with the doctor, who saw we were not happy with her and so she left. I leaned over to my dad and said, “Do you fancy a wee fish supper?”

That brought a smile. “Yes, lass, yes.”

We were around his bed after eating and Dad, who’d managed a not very enthusiastic couple of bites, was looking settled. I wanted to keep him in the room with us, to be alert, and I asked him if he wanted to recite his favorite Robert Burns.

With my dad’s generation in Ayrshire, home to Scotland’s national poet, schoolchildren always had to learn Burns’s work by heart. I asked my dad a couple of times, and then he half smiled and recited “To a Mountain Daisy,” which tells how, while out ploughing, Burns had crushed a daisy’s stem; I now see that as a metaphor for how so often all forms of life are brushed aside in pursuit of advantage. I filmed Dad on my phone, and it wasn’t until he’d finished reciting that I knew exactly what the words meant, and my heart hit the floor and shattered right there and then. I don’t know how I managed to keep on recording. Other than missing one line, he was word perfect:

Wee, modest, crimson-tippèd flow’r,

Thou’s met me in an evil hour . . .

When he finished, he moved his head a little on the pillow and, his lips in a half smile, went to sleep.

Dad had to sit up in bed because of fluid getting to his lungs. When it got too much, he had muscle relaxants injected into his body to help with the breathing. It helped for a time, but then he needed the jabs more often. The nurses came throughout the night, waiting for the family doctor to come in the morning. When the doctor arrived, he said it was time for the morphine to stop the pain and discomfort. My daughter-in-law was heavily pregnant at the time; she adored my dad and wouldn’t leave his side. That Friday morning my dad seemed peaceful, and my sister, Adele, drove my granddaughter, Elle, to nursery. She was only going to be a short time. I sat holding my dad’s hand in the living room when two nurses arrived. I told them what had happened, and as they were with my dad I took the chance to have a cigarette at the back patio door. I had just lit the cigarette when there was a tap on my shoulder and the nurse said, “It’s time.”

I was all over the place. “What?”

“It’s time, he’s just about away, honey.”

I rushed through and pleaded with him not to go, to please stay.

“Don’t go, Adele’s not here.”

Then the nurse said his pulse was coming back up. I called my sister, who’d just dropped off Elle, and told her to get back but she’d have to be quick. Dad came back and I could hardly believe it, he was so strong in spirit. Incredible. He had one living sister left, Amelia, and we told him she was coming. When she arrived, I played him some soft music in the background and his sister talked to him. He was breathing peacefully but I could see it was getting labored. It came about five o’clock and it was getting dark, and Auntie Amelia said she had to go.

She looked at my dad. “Well, Bill son, I’ll see you again soon.”

She became upset, and we went into the hall with her and wrapped her up in her scarf. There’s a glass door from the living room to the hall, and I remember turning round and looking over my shoulder, and my partner and brother-in-law and Fiona were standing at Dad’s bedside looking down at him. When I left the room with Aunt Amelia they were all sitting on the couch. I then saw Fiona’s face, which told the story. I went over and she said, “Jen, he’s gone.”

My sister and I rushed into the living room, and Adele put her ear to his mouth. She said she felt breath, but it was the last of the air he had left that fell into her ear. I put my ear to his mouth and felt his pulse, and he was gone. I cradled him and let out a god-awful scream: “Dad, I’m not ready to let you go!”

He’d been waiting for his sister, Amelia. He’d held on for her. And when she’d said cheerio, he was content to go. He could close his eyes and get on the road. I do believe that when folk are dying they are aware of what’s around them.

And in just the same way, I think it’s a kindness to send their spirit off with as much love and respect as possible. We wanted to honor Dad now and forever. The scene, which as I mentioned hasn’t left me since, replays over and over in my mind and heart: the piper leading the hearse into the crematorium and playing “Highland Cathedral,” which some folk argue should be the Scottish national anthem. On the pipes it is such an appropriate song. I chose all of the songs, as my sister said she wasn’t up to doing it. We were orphans now. Dad, who was ninety-two, died that Friday, January 29, 2015, but there was a holdup on the funeral—a lot of dead people at that cruel time of year—so our service couldn’t be held until February 11. Making the arrangements helped Adele and I cope with our sadness, and I’m a believer that being busy brings a bit of calm.

It gave me time to think about the songs, and one of them, played as Dad’s coffin was placed on the shoulders of his sons-in-law, grandsons, and nephews and slowly walked into the crematorium, is called “Ae Fond Kiss.” Robert Burns wrote it for his platonic love, Nancy, and it was adapted to a beautiful song. We replaced “Nancy” with “Daddy,” to personalize the song as a gift to Dad from my sister and me. There wasn’t a dry eye, for even the most stoic will open up to a piper’s lament. After the ceremony, at Holmsford Bridge Crematorium in Dreghorn, Ayrshire, where we’d also had my mother’s funeral, we left to the haunting sound of a piper and “Auld Lang Syne” by the Royal Scots Dragoon Guards.

I know you’ll think we hung a big kilt around his funeral, but that was how my dad was, a traditional, hardworking Scotsman who down in the mines had been paid as much for risk as effort. When you work underground there’s nowhere to go but up, and he liked to look into the sky and consider a brighter future for his family. He knew there wasn’t a lot to leave, but he was proud that we could have “a little something to help.”

He’d been careful all his life. What money he had was tied up in the house. We left him—his ashes—at home while the house was up for sale. It took time, but later in the year my sister, Adele, took the house for her son. I guess they didn’t want Papa Bill hanging about, so my sister took his ashes to her house. I did get my half, £15,000 in cash, from the house. I had nothing, so for me it was much, much more than “a little something.” The money went to pay off commitments and help out the family; my indulgence was a week’s holiday in Spain with my son and the grandchildren. Finally, I had cash to invest. Oh, we all know how money can vanish, and that fortune in cash was heavy in my purse, which you’ll understand. It goes quickly. When you get something new you want to use it, and when you get money you want to spend it.

I wanted to invest so it wouldn’t just dwindle away for this or that supposed necessity. I’d had a lifetime of torment, and I didn’t want to waste my chance at family security. I sat tight on it for several months.

Then my best friend told me about the investment of a lifetime.





One

In the Beginning

I was brought up on the edge of life. As a child I had this fear of saying the wrong thing, of being in the wrong place. I never knew when I might fall out of the world. When I was growing up, I found out I almost did.

When I was born, in the summer of 1970, at Ayrshire Central Hospital in Irvine, half an hour’s drive from Glasgow, my mother was forty-two years old and my dad was five years older. My mother told me—and I so wish she hadn’t—that it wasn’t long afterward that she nearly killed me. She confessed that caring and coping with newborn me bawling my head off overwhelmed her: “You were only a few weeks old and you widnae [wouldn’t] stop crying so I just took you through to the kitchen. I’d had enough. I was just about to tip you out of the window when your dad grabbed my arms.”

My relationship with my mother was always tense, even before she told me she’d tried to chuck me out the kitchen window. My parents moved to our small town in the late 1960s and settled into a gloomy, gray-colored, purpose-built council block of four flats (public housing). Our upstairs flat had three bedrooms and a fair-sized living room. It wasn’t claustrophobia that spooked my mother, it was her nerves. They jangled.

My mother. Margaret—Meg to the family—was troubled in a world of grief. Yet, despite all the difficult times, I still loved her very much. The problems were there long before I was born. My sister, Adele, is thirteen years older than me; she grew up listening to the Bay City Rollers while I was daft about Spandau Ballet. My brother is nineteen years older. I truly was the baby in the family, the intruder. My timing was poor.

What torment my mother had with my brother was all but exploding by the time I was born. I don’t—couldn’t—know the details. I’ve had no more than a few words with my brother in my life, and his were not kind. He did not talk properly to my mother for the rest of her life. That cracked her heart and soul.

What I do remember is her begging him, sobbing on the phone, and the repeated words: “Please, Son, please, Son, I miss you, I love you.” She wanted a visit. She was grieving, but she was grieving for a son that was still living, not dead.

When my mother’s demons were truly raging and she was climbing the walls, my father would try and persuade my brother to visit; he never did. I was only three years old when this started happening, but the sense of it got into my bones and has never left. It was heartbreaking, especially for me as a little girl growing up and not understanding what could be wrong. I had a brother but never saw him. When I asked, I was hushed up. The fear was that I’d set my mother off. It was my role to be seen and not heard. I had all those dreams and wishes as a child of growing up with a brother who was loving, caring, and a protector, and they were that—dreams. The reality was a nightmare of emotional pain and suffering, mostly for my mum but also for the rest of the family, who felt the repercussions and had no option but to stand by and watch her suffer in grief. I felt it was so very cruel, and I felt powerless to help.

My mother’s rules meant that I wasn’t allowed to get dirty. I couldn’t invite other kids over. Mother’s law also forbade us to play music. We couldn’t even put a small perfume bottle on the dressing table; it had to be in a drawer. Dust was the enemy, and every crushed cushion or untidy cupboard could start trouble. I was very lonely.

My parents had no interest in education. My dad left school at a young age, and his dad had died when he was fourteen years old. He couldn’t help me with my schoolwork, and neither could my mum. I was an inquisitive child, but they weren’t focused on homework and things like that; I was on my own.

I had this rabbit, my playmate, which stayed in a garden hutch my dad built. I took it out in my doll’s pram for walks. I came home from school one day to do just that, but there was no sign of the bunny. “Where’s the rabbit?” I asked.

“Oh, Bill Carble took it away for some stew.”

Bill Carble was a long-distance driver who sometimes stayed over with us and rented a room on his travels. My mother was laughing when she told me; I was distraught. It’s still a severe memory, hard to believe all these years later, but it hurt; it seemed callous then and even more so now. My early years weren’t all filled with misery, but they were difficult. Mum would take a hankie, dampen it with her tongue, and wipe my face before I went out, a picture of perfection. In every photograph of me as a child I look the cherished part, but it’s hellish because inside I’m just this wee girl who is lonely.

My mother was bitter for reasons I will never truly understand. I loved my mum dearly, believe it or not, but she saw things through a dark, dark glass. Still, there was that unconditional bond between us. I think my mother was mentally unwell for a very long time. Her doctors had her on nerve tablets called Ativan (lorazepam), which they finally stopped prescribing when they realized the pills were worse than the symptoms: Lorazepam is highly addictive, and you can get hooked after taking the tablets for only two weeks. She was very funny, although bluntly direct, and once she was off the Ativan tablets she became the loving and caring mum she was always meant to be. It took time.

When I was ten years old we moved to a cul-de-sac in a newly built housing development in the village. The new place had only two upstairs bedrooms, but it worked because Adele had left home and married. The toilet was directly at the top of the stairs, and downstairs we had a small living area and quite a big kitchen. You need to know that setup because that’s where a neighbor tried to assault me soon after we moved in.

I started changing into a young woman at a really early age, and when I got my period it frightened the life out of me. I ran to my mother, who started praying to God—this from a woman who doesn’t believe in God. I was dismayed, but she went into a cabinet and cut up a towel. “Put that between your legs. That’ll do you till I go to the chemist,” she said. “You’ll get this once a month for seven days.” That was the end of that. I wanted to know what was wrong with me, but there was no conversation, no explanation, no understanding.

I was ten years old, and I felt like I’d done something bad. My physical change made me look that bit older, but I was still very much a child.

The evening that would traumatize me for many years happened on a Saturday night when my mother was out for a wee drink with one of her sisters-in-law at the local bowling club. My sister, who lived across the road from us with her husband, Riley, was out with him. It was just me and Dad at home and, as usual, I was fixated on the television.

There was a knock at the door, and I heard my dad say, “Oh, Jim, come in, come in.” It was a new housing development, and everyone was trying to get to know one another and make friends. So that’s what my dad was doing, and the two of them were talking away while I was still focused on the TV. Jim was a British Gas engineer in his late forties, but he looked ancient to me. He got comfortable on the sofa. I was in my chair but close enough to smell he’d been drinking; he wasn’t overly intoxicated, but he was chirpy. Then the phone rang, and it was my mum, who told my dad she was leaving the club. Her walk home took her past a bit of vacant land, which was only five minutes away, but it was dark and she didn’t like walking past it alone. She’d phone Dad, and he’d go and escort her past the scary bit. He told our visitor what was going on, and Jim, next-door neighbor to my sister, said, “That’s okay, I’ll wait till you get back.”

As the front door closed on my dad, Jim got off the sofa, came over, knelt down, and tried to put his arms around me. I knew this wasn’t right, and I immediately stood up.

In those days you had to get up and go over to the TV to switch the channels. I said that’s what I was going to do, but I jumped over his legs and past him, straight out the door and up the stairs to the small bathroom next to my bedroom. I locked the bathroom door from the inside, but, for child-safety reasons, you could turn the lock from the outside, it had a slit in it, and you could use a penny to open it. I knew this, and I was so terrified my hands were sweating, so I got a towel and went to take a firm grip on the lock from inside when it started turning.

I grabbed the lock. I was frightened, but I held the towel round the lock and he kept trying to turn it from the outside. I was crying, saying, “Please, leave me alone!” Then he went into my bedroom. He started banging on the bathroom wall from there, and then he started squeaking the bed.

“It’s okay,” he said softly, “everything’s all right, come out. I’m ready for you.”

I was chanting back: “Please don’t hurt me.

“Please leave.

“My dad will be back soon.”

I heard him go down the stairs and thought he had gone away, but I couldn’t move for fear. I was gripping the towel around the lock, too terrified to let go.

I didn’t hear him come back up the stairs, but suddenly that doorknob lock started turning again. He must have thought I’d have let go of it, but fear made me hang on tight. He was louder now, more demanding, more agitated, and he went into my bedroom and was squeaking the bed. I don’t know what he was doing on the bed, but he kept trying to get me to come out, repeating “I’m ready for you.”

There was silence for a time, and then I heard the front door open and shut. I still didn’t let go of the lock, didn’t move, and then a couple of minutes later I heard my sister and brother-in-law come in. I rushed to them. I was breathless, trying to tell what had happened, tripping over my tongue. I was in such a state.

Riley, my brother-in-law, stormed out. Adele was trying to calm me down so she could make sense of what I was saying, but I was a wee lassie, upset and blubbering about what had happened.

Just at that moment my dad came in: “Jesus Christ, what’s going on here?”

Adele explained. My mother had had some drinks in her so she needed the toilet and went upstairs. From there she said, “That didnae happen. What a terrible thing to say.”

My dad, as usual, walked away; he couldn’t deal with it. I was halfway up the stairs, looking up at my mother and crying my eyes out. “He did do that!” I cried. “That’s what happened.”

She dismissed what I was saying, so I repeated it: “He did do that.”

I want her to hug and hold me, to protect me from this bogeyman. She could see and hear how hysterical I was, but she shrugged off my distress; it was as if I’d done something wrong. Should I have said nothing? Once again, I felt shame, but this time it was as if I’d brought shame on the whole family.

The man had gone off to his house, and Riley went over there to confront him. Adele told me later that Jim’s wife begged Riley to leave things until the morning. Riley was ready for a fight, a real rammy, and told her, “He better no be fuckan here in the morning.”

My sister went home and I was put to bed. There was no more talk about it, and I cried myself to sleep. In the morning, when I walked into the downstairs room, my mother was looking out the window across the street at the man’s house. She turned around and said, “That’s it, no need to talk about it. I’ve just seen her put him out of the house. He won’t be back.”

For my mum, that was the end of the story. She would not discuss what this man had done; shame had been brought on us, and it wasn’t to be spoken of. I don’t know if she couldn’t deal with it or didn’t know how to deal with it. It was the early 1980s, a time of baloney bullshit and caring what the neighbors might think.

I didn’t have any friends. I was constantly watching TV because we didn’t have any books in the house and so I couldn’t go off to my room and read. Or play music. Nothing. There was no escape for me, and I was getting angry. And I was getting beaten a lot. This was when the doctors took my mother off the Ativan tablets. She stopped taking them cold turkey, and it was hellish. I was the only one at home for her to take her anxieties out on. And she did. I got the full majesty of her anger.

I was deeply unhappy. I was twelve, maybe thirteen, when I found tablets in the bathroom. I took them and I went to bed. I got a shock when I woke up: I was alive! I did feel hellish tired, but that was it, and I could hear my mother and her sisters downstairs talking. They showed no interest in me. I desperately wanted a cuddle, but I knew that wasn’t going to be. She’d come off the Ativan tablets, and my cry for help hadn’t worked. No one noticed I’d taken the pills.

I started to rebel, to stay out all night. I was in high school and I hated gym because my body had already outgrown the gym outfit, the wee knickers they gave you, and I was embarrassed. I was conscious I was different from the other girls.

I’d had that experience with that man trying to attack me. I had all this going on, so I’d take off from that class and go by a little river at the back of the school, where there was a big cement pipe, and I’d sit in there. It was like my dad’s garage, an escape. I started smoking, stealing my mum’s cigarettes out of her apron pocket.

When I did go to school, I spent my time between classes having a cigarette. All the smokers would meet up for a puff, and that’s when I met Eileen Middleton, who was a year above me at school. We were given one pound each for lunch money, and you could buy a single cigarette for ten pence. I was in my school uniform, and I’d go into the shop and ask, “Three single Regals, please.” Three singles was your limit: If you spent more on the single cigarettes you didn’t have much left for lunch—you’d end up with a packet of scampi fries and a bread roll. Very jet set. But we often didn’t have money, and if I lit a cigarette, Eileen would say to me, “Hey, Jen, can I get two’s up on that?” Which meant we’d share the cigarette, half each. It was the start of a long, long friendship.

Although I was having fun hanging out with Eileen, there were many days when I’d skip school. One day I came home and my mother asked, “How was school?” I thought it was strange, as she’d never asked me that before. She was holding a mop—the old-fashioned kind with a wooden handle—and I was leaning over the kitchen countertop and she was asking what I had done at school. I was busy trying to make something up, and she got hold of the mop and started beating me. I was lying on the floor, and she beat me from head to toe with the wooden handle. I put my hand up to protect myself and she fractured my hand, although I never had it tended to.

That night she locked all the doors and I had a panic in me, so I climbed down the drainpipe and ran away. I lived on the streets for three or four days, spending the nights in doorways.

Mum and my sister found me and brought me home, but instead of saying—as you would with your child—“Thank God, I’ve got you home and you’re safe,” my mother got a hair dryer, one with an electrical cord wrapped around it, and she started hitting me with it.

Every whack of that sharp plug cut into me and drew blood.

Confused? My thoughts were shooting through the roots of my hair. Weirdly, I felt sorry for my mother. I knew this wasn’t normal. Something was seriously wrong. But I was so frightened, so I kept running away.

On the streets, I ran into Callum, who would become my son’s father. Callum was a punk rocker and a rebel with a mohawk haircut. I was thirteen, he was fifteen. I ran into his arms, thinking this punk rocker would protect me, but he didn’t. It was worse.





Two

Love Hurts

I was with Callum from the age of thirteen until I was twenty years old, but he was difficult. I’d gone from one bitter person to another.

It was a repeated pattern, but this time I felt I was being controlled by Callum. He constantly intimidated me. I was fifteen when I tried to get away from him. One of the girls asked me to go to the disco ice-skating rink, and I loved skating. Callum said, “You’re not going.”

I said, “I bloody well am. I’m going skating with my friend.”

The rink was in the next town, and I had as great a time as you should at that age. Then my friend said, “Look, Jen, there’s Callum up there.”

He was looking at me and he was raging. I could feel my fear change the atmosphere. He stalked over to me. “You’re coming back with me.”

“No, I’m not, I’m staying with my friend who I came with.”

“If you don’t come back with me something bad’s going to happen.”

“I’m going back with my friend.”

I’d started to rebel, and he sneered at me. “See, if anything happens, it’s your fault.”

It was always my fault. I was fearful but fed up with Callum’s attitude. We got on with our skating and a couple of hours later went to the bus station for the trip home. Somebody told us that Callum had been stabbed. We couldn’t believe it—this is long before mobile phones, so we couldn’t check anything—but at the bus stop at home he was standing there waiting for me. He was covered in blood. It wasn’t his blood. He hadn’t been stabbed. He’d stabbed someone else.

He looked at me. “This is all your fault.”

I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know whether the person he’d stabbed was alive or dead. In time, Callum was charged with attempted murder and then it was reduced to grievous bodily harm (GBH). He went to jail for six months. In prearranged calls from the young offenders’ detention center, he’d phone his father, Eddie, who was a lovely, kind man. Eddie would contact me and say, “Callum’s calling tonight.”

As a teenager, it was emotional turmoil—things were still difficult at home with my mum, but I kept trying to keep everyone happy rather than pleasing myself. I was caught in a cycle of control. I was fifteen, nearly about to finish school, when Callum was released from prison after six months. One day he came and met me at lunch. He took me to Ayr and told me, “My mum left me £350 when she died, and I’m buying you an engagement ring.”

His attitude was that I belonged to him, that he owned me.

I thought that maybe this little sapphire ring would magically change my life into the fairy tale I dreamed of as a child.

We had a small congratulatory engagement party, with no alcohol or anything. It was Callum and me and Eddie and the rest of Callum’s family. It’s crazy to remember it. How mad was it? Before the party started, Eddie had popped out to the shops and I was buttering sandwiches. Callum whispered something and I said, “What?”

He threw a carving knife at me. It missed, and as it clanked on the kitchen floor, he shouted, “You made me do that.”

I became like a mouse. I knew he’d stabbed someone, I knew his threats weren’t empty ones. And then he would cry and ask “What’s wrong with me?”

And I’d end up comforting him.

When my mother met “Mohican” Callum for the first time her face was a picture, and the rebel inside me felt gleeful to have given her a shock. When she discovered we’d become engaged she nearly pulled my finger off, trying to get the ring from my hand.

Callum’s sister Lilly was a lot older than he was, an age gap like that between Adele and me. She sent photographs of me to a modeling agency, but my mother said I’d put on too much weight for modeling. I came off contraceptives because I didn’t want to put on additional weight from the pill, and I started dieting. I was sixteen years old, and I thought that when I got the modeling job I’d be able to say “I’m out of here.”

What’s the saying? When you’re making plans, life happens. It sure did with me. I became pregnant, so my modeling career was over. My mum wanted me to have an abortion, but I couldn’t think of anything worse. That was never going to happen, but she kept on and on about it. I left school and got a job as a seamstress in a shirt factory, forty pounds a week, and I sat dreaming about the life I nearly had.

I came home from work one day and in the hall by the door was a small beige leather suitcase. My mother was standing there. “That’s yours,” she said. “You’ve made your bed, now lie in it.”

I looked at her in shock, in amazement.

“Are you having this baby?”

“I am.”

“Take your case, out of here.”

Eddie took me in and I was so thankful.

A few months into the pregnancy I started bleeding, and the doctor said there was no problem, but I had to lie with my feet up in bed all weekend. Eddie telephoned my mum and told her what had happened. He came to me and said my mother was on the phone. I thought she was going to say “Come back, everything’s going to be all right.” Despite all that had gone on, I still wanted my mum. She didn’t show any concern, and I knew then I was on my own. I said to myself, “Jen, you’ve got two options here—you are either going to sink or swim. What are you going to do?”

I was going to swim. But I was terrified—it makes me cry now to think of it—for I didn’t know what to do. How could I love this baby when I didn’t know what love really was? And a wee voice came back at me: “Just do the opposite of what you’ve been through.”

Then, a miracle: I was a good five months pregnant when my mother called. “Right, come home.”

I couldn’t wait to go home. A girl wants her mum even after having gone through all I had. I virtually ran up the road. She couldn’t do enough. She got a secondhand pram, and it was a stunner. She fussed about baby clothes. Callum and I got a two-bedroom council house. We’d only been there a week and I was seven and a half months pregnant when I became ill and was rushed to the hospital. I had pre-eclampsia; my blood pressure was through the roof and I was swollen and in pain. I stayed in the hospital until Lee was born. When I was pregnant, my mother told me that she said to herself: “I couldn’t accept at that moment that this was my wee lassie and she was having this baby.” But she had to accept it, and in time, she did, and she gave a lot of love to my son, love that I never got. That was some comfort in what was becoming another difficult situation for me.

I didn’t need to worry about my own love, because as soon as Lee was placed in my arms and I looked at this gorgeous wee baby boy, an instant love overwhelmed me, and I cried tears of utter joy. For the first time in my life I had someone to take care of, to look after, someone I had to be strong for. This wee boy was my whole reason for swimming. We had a home and a baby, and this was my life. I was seventeen years old.

Callum, myself, and Lee, the family unit I craved, lived in that council house our families had helped furnish and carpet, but Lee was only about eight months old when Callum’s behavior became unbearable. I left one evening with Lee and went to my mum’s, but her controlling ways were intense too. I sometimes stayed with a friend who also had a baby, sofa surfing with my baby; I was bouncing about like a ball. Callum gave up our house, but he began saying that if he didn’t get to see his son he would commit suicide. Eddie offered us the use of his trailer. I felt an overwhelming sense of guilt because maybe I had been too quick to leave Callum, and, yes, his tears and suicide threats worked. The three of us stayed at the trailer park for several winter weeks. I became physically ill from the cold and, tail between my legs, took myself and Lee back to my mum’s. I was a homeless single mum. I eventually got the keys to a small downstairs flat for Lee and me, and Callum moved in too. It was one in a block of four, through emergency housing. It was where the council put people of, shall we say, less fortunate circumstances, but it was a home for my wee family for many months.

Callum’s only concession to responsibility when Lee was born was to get rid of the mohawk. I didn’t drink, but he was going out and drinking vodka, then coming back well blattered, his anger and bitterness overflowing.

Lee was eighteen months old when I suddenly had extreme pains in my stomach and I couldn’t walk. The doctor said I had a pelvic infection and put me on antibiotics. I took the medicine and it was fine, but a couple of weeks later I was doubled up with pain again and in bed. Lee wasn’t sleeping in his crib, so he was in with me when Callum came home drunk, absolutely drunk. He fell asleep, so there we were, Lee, me, and him on the bed. I was in pain, and it was difficult for me to move.

There was a late-night knock on the door; it was my nephew, who is three years younger than me. I was scared to answer, as it was three o’clock in the morning, and I thought something had happened to him, so I woke Callum up. “I think something’s wrong.”

He got up, walked over to the closet, opened the closet door, and pulled out a couple of suitcases. Then he said in pure Ayrshire, “There’s nobody fuckan there!”

“You’re in the closet!”

He came across and landed a punch to my cheekbone: “There’s nobody fuckan there.”

I had our baby boy by the side of me, and I just froze. He fell back into a drunken sleep, and I got up and sat next to this old-fashioned coal fire. I was sitting there rocking in the chair. Callum came in. “Get to your bed.”

“No.”

“Get to your bed!”

I didn’t say anything. He reached out and I pushed his arm away. He grabbed my leg and began pulling, and my backside hit the floor with a thud. The pain in my pelvis made me feel like I was fainting. I didn’t have the strength to get away, and he pulled me across the floor into the kitchen.

I managed to get my other leg against the kitchen door frame. I was trying to get back on my feet, and the pain was hellish.

Callum went over, got the biggest bread knife we had, and came back to me.

I was on all fours, trying to get up, and he grabbed the back of my hair and pulled me to my feet. He swung me over and smothered me into the sofa, holding the bread knife at the back of my neck. And he was laughing. He threw the knife to the side and laughed in my face. “Did you think I would do that?”

I just screamed, and then I flew at him. I was like a woman possessed.

The shock quieted him down.

I knew then that it was over. I swore that in the morning Callum would be gone. I took an oath: “My son will never be brought up like this.”

I wasn’t strong enough to protect myself, but I was strong enough to protect my son. I had somebody else to think of.

Callum and I broke up and he moved out, but his intimidation continued. He’d knock at the door at three in the morning and peek through the blinds, trying to spook me. I was a confused, single, teenage mother, but I was determined not to be trampled all over. I might not win, but I’d put up a struggle. The birth of Lee was the birth of that attitude, to fight from my corner. It was bloody freezing in the flat, so cold you could see your own breath. There was no phone, and all I had left after Callum went was a wee portable television. It was a color set, but it was the coal fire that brightened me. I was lonely, and sitting by the fire in the evenings, the flames were my company.

Other than Callum, who kept harassing me. I’d be sitting there with my baby asleep and my mind wide awake with fears, and he’d peer through the windows and shout through the mail slot, “You’ll never get rid of me.” One night after I’d put my Lee to bed, I was sitting by the fire watching this tiny TV, when the living-room door opened and there he was. “Told you, you couldn’t keep me out.”

He used a penknife to open up the old-fashioned window in the bedroom where I slept with Lee. He stood there laughing at me. And then he left. I thought there was no protection from this cruel intimidation, but I finally got him to leave me alone. Well, it wasn’t so much me as my friend, who I began seeing. He’s six-four and big, a giant, lovable, and funny guy. We started dating. I wasn’t really ready for romance, but I was scared. I looked at my friend and I saw in him a chance for protection. We were together and dating for a couple of years, and that’s when Callum stopped.

I remained wary of that flat and its rattling, easy-to-open windows. I was never secure there. By good
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