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			Chapter One

			Drug Runner

			The white van was cramped and uncomfortable. The thick air was stale inside and it stank of long-smoked cigarettes, which carpeted the floor – a pattern of twisted peach-coloured fag butts and dustings of grey ash. Barry cursed as a car pulled sharply to a halt in front, the traffic lights flashing from amber to red.

			‘Fuck’s sake!’ he swore. Twisting sideways in his seat, he turned to look at me. ‘’Ere, pass us a fag will you, Em?’

			I grabbed the metallic Lambert & Butler cigarette packet. The small, silver box caught against the light as I wrapped my fingers around its corners. The silky outer wrapper slipped against my palm as I stretched out my fingers and flipped open the top of it.

			‘Come on, hurry up, I’m gagging here!’ Barry complained as my fingers fumbled across the two neatly lined-up rows; each cigarette waiting to be chosen.

			His eyes flitted between me and the lights; the van jolted forwards and we began to move again as they changed.

			‘Here,’ he said, throwing me a disposable purple plastic lighter. ‘Light one up, will yer?’

			I opened my mouth, put the cig between my lips, and clicked the lighter; a golden and blue flame danced in front of my eyes. I nudged the cigarette tip against it, sucking at the end to force it to catch and light. Then I snuffed out the flame and handed both to Barry. As his hand reached out I noticed how filthy his nails were – a ground-in black lined the inside. It looked as though he’d not washed his hands in weeks, which he probably hadn’t. I didn’t want him to catch me staring so I quickly looked away.

			‘Good girl,’ he said, grinning at me. ‘Take one yourself.’

			I smiled and repeated the process, lighting the fag and smoking along with Barry until the van had filled with a thick, grey fog that seemed to hang above our heads. I turned and glanced behind me; the back of the van floor was littered with crap – spanners and wrenches, scrunched-up newspapers, copper pipes, discarded cups and food wrappers. In many ways I was glad of the smoke – at least it masked the smell of mouldy, half-eaten burgers. Every time we turned a sharp right the rubbish would slide so that it stacked up against the side of the van. It would settle until we took a sharp left and then it would slam against the opposite side – a continual rattle and smash of junk. The smell of diesel drifted up inside the van, catching against the back of my throat, making me cough.

			‘You wanna cut down on those,’ Barry teased, leaning across to elbow me sharply, waiting for me to get the joke. He bent forward and stabbed a filthy finger against the radio. The van filled with music; it blared out as he tapped his fingers against the steering wheel in time with the song.

			I opened up the window to try and breathe in some fresh air; the diesel and smoke had left me feeling sick. Welsh countryside whizzed by outside but I didn’t have a clue where we were going. I just hoped and prayed we’d arrive soon so I could get away from the sliding rubbish and rotten stench. Eventually, Barry indicated right and we pulled up in a street full of terraced houses. One of them had a wooden fence painted yellow. It seemed to stand out like a sore thumb against the plainer brown and white ones. The van slowed and creaked as Barry ratcheted on the handbrake.

			‘Right,’ he said, throwing his cigarette to the floor, adding to the cig butt carpet. ‘That’s it; we’re here. Time to get out.’

			I felt relieved.

			‘Where are we?’ I asked, immediately regretting it as soon as the words had left my mouth.

			He lifted a finger and tapped the side of his nose.

			‘A man; we’re here to see a man. That’s all you need to know.’

			I followed Barry as he walked up a short flagstone path; his rake-thin legs were buried beneath filthy jeans that hung loosely from his slender frame. He put out an arm and pushed open the front door without knocking. Whoever lived here must have been expecting him, I thought as I followed him inside. The house was small as though all the rooms had been shrunken. There was a set of stairs on the left and a kitchen directly on my right. The main living room was directly in front of us. Inside were chairs, a sofa and, sitting on top, the fattest man I’d ever seen. He was so obese that I couldn’t help but stare. I wondered how the small brown sofa managed to hold him up.

			‘Hi, Baz,’ the fat man said in a matter-of-fact voice. He looked to Barry’s left and spotted me, lurking in the shadow of the doorway. ‘Who’s this?’

			‘Em, it’s Emily, but, don’t worry, she’s a good girl. She won’t say nothing, will you, Em?’

			Both men looked over as though waiting for an answer, so I shook my head.

			‘Great!’ the overweight man grinned. ‘Right, let’s get down to business!’

			Barry walked over to a coffee table in the middle of the room and stacked up some brown bricks.

			‘There’s nine bars there, Bryn, so let me know how much you want, and I’ll cut it and weigh it for you.’

			I watched Bryn’s fleshy wrist wobble like jelly as he stretched out his hand, picked up one of the solid bricks and gave it a cursory sniff. He inhaled deeply before nodding in agreement. I felt my stomach turn just watching him – he was repulsive. Barry settled down on the sofa next to him.

			‘Hang on; I’ve got something else for you, too. They’re here somewhere,’ he said, checking all around, tapping his jean pockets. He wedged a hand on the sofa and slid it underneath Bryn’s arse. Then he burst out laughing. ‘That’s where they were. You was only sitting on the bastard things!’

			Barry continued to laugh and held up two clear plastic bags full of white powder. My eyes darted between the two men. I felt awkward and out of my depth, standing there in the middle of the fat stranger’s front room. I took an anxious step backwards to try and fade into the shadows.

			‘Don’t just stand there. Come and sit down,’ the man insisted, brushing his fingers against a few strands of hair that looked as though they’d been glued to his bald head. It was obvious he’d combed it that way to conceal his baldness but he was fooling no one. He gestured towards the seat next to him, but that seemed too close and intimate. I crossed the room and plonked myself down in a chair opposite both men. I tried not to gag because, now I was on their level, I could smell the fat one from where I was sitting – a mixture of stale body odour, cigarettes and yeast. I wondered if he had some old food hidden in the mounds of flesh that hung down from his belly. I decided not to breathe in too deeply.

			‘I’m Bryn, by the way. You wanna fag?’ he asked.

			I looked over towards Barry; he nodded in confirmation.

			‘Yeah.’

			I decided that I needed a smoke to try and take away the stench.

			‘Here,’ Bryn said, pushing a tin of roll-ups across the table towards me. I lifted the lid and lit one. Then I took a deep drag and watched as the bluish grey smoke rose and curled up into the air like a circling finger.

			The room was dark and, even though it was daytime outside, the curtains had been pulled tightly shut. There was a shaft of light peeking in around the edges, but the room was dim with only a side-light switched on. I looked on as Barry began to expertly cut and weigh out the drugs, using a small set of weights and scales.

			‘What’s this heroin like, Barry?’ Bryn asked.

			‘Its good shit, that. Trust me. Your customers are going to love it. I can’t get enough.’

			Bryn nodded, dabbed his fingers in some of the powder and rubbed them together. The silken dust coated his fat fingers in a talcum powder as he opened up his mouth and rubbed them against his gums. Then he inhaled and breathed out slowly through his nostrils. There was a deep whistling noise as the air struggled to leave his body.

			‘Not bad, not bad,’ he agreed. ‘I’ll have some of that, too.’

			‘The usual?’ Barry said, raising an eyebrow as though Bryn was sitting inside a restaurant.

			‘Yep.’

			Once the weed, heroin and coke had been divided and bagged up in strips of black plastic, Bryn settled his debt as Barry wrapped the remaining drugs back up. I wasn’t sure how much he paid in total but I overheard Barry mutter something about £80 per gram of coke. Bryn pulled out a wad of banknotes and laid them on the table for Barry to count. Once he had he pushed them deep inside his jeans pocket and clambered to his feet. My eyes were still on stalks because I’d never seen so much money in my life.

			‘Come on, Em, time for us to leave.’

			‘Bye,’ fat Bryn said, giving me a jokey wave as I got up from the chair. I wasn’t sure what I should do so I turned away and followed Barry towards the front door but, before he’d opened it Barry turned towards me.

			‘Put this up your top for me, will you?’ he asked, handing me the large packet of drugs.

			I did as I was told and pushed the polythene packet up inside my thin jumper to hide it. I realised that’s why I was there – to hide drugs in case he got stopped by the police. I’d expected him to give me more instructions but he didn’t; instead, with the radio blaring and the rubbish sliding around in the back of the van, we made our way home along the winding country roads towards the Welsh coastline. Eventually we parked up outside his house and I followed Barry inside. We walked into a washroom at the back of the house. I stood and waited as he pulled out a huge, blue metal toolbox from the back of a cupboard.

			‘Here, put it in here,’ he instructed.

			Barry pulled the top two handles apart which forced the toolbox to open like a metal mouth. I placed the square packet inside and Barry laid some tools on top before closing it and pushing it back inside the cupboard. I left Barry’s and crossed the road to my house as though nothing had happened. I didn’t say a word to Mum, who presumed I’d been out on the estate, playing with the other kids. Only I knew the truth.

			Barry’s step-daughter, Ashley, and I were friends. We lived opposite each other on the estate, which was situated on the outskirts of a nondescript Welsh seaside town. Mine and Ashley’s parents – her mum Angela and dad Mike – had been really good friends. They would all go drinking together in the local pub. But then Angela and Mike split, and then her mum met and started going out with Barry. Before long, Barry had all sorts of lengths of copper piping and old radiators that had been propped up in the driveway. The boilers and radiators were old, rusty and leaking, with missing valves – it looked like the local tip. It annoyed some of the other neighbours, but no one dared say a word because Barry wasn’t someone you could complain to or about. Everyone who lived on the estate thought Barry was a plumber; only I knew otherwise. Barry knew lots about fixing boilers, but he made the bulk of his money through dealing drugs. He worked as a plumber alongside another man, called Stan, who lived a few streets away. Plumber or not, people didn’t seem to trust Stan with their boilers as much as they trusted Barry.

			A few weeks following our trip to fat Bryn’s house, Barry was outside, stripping parts from an old boiler he’d propped up against his van on the driveway. It was autumn, but the sun was out and it still felt warm. Ashley and I were busy playing out in the garden, when Mum nipped out for something.

			‘Lisa!’ Barry shouted over, giving her a wave.

			‘Oh, hi,’ she replied, smiling and waving back at him.

			‘Listen, is it okay if I take your Emily out with our Ashley?’

			Although she didn’t know Barry as well as she’d known Mick, Mum trusted Angela. Barry was Angela’s boyfriend, which meant she trusted him in turn.

			‘Yeah, okay then. Where are you off to?’ she asked, almost as an afterthought.

			‘Just thought I’d take them for a drive, you know, get them out for a while in the van … what with the weather being so nice,’ he said, gesturing up at the sun in the sky.

			Mum smiled; if she had any doubts then she didn’t voice them. After all, Barry was our neighbour.

			‘I’ll have her tea ready in a few hours.’

			‘No problem,’ Barry said, grinning. ‘We’ll be back way before then.’

			Before she could change her mind, Barry had Ashley and me sitting inside his van. I was in the front and Ashley was crouched down in the back, hanging on to the back of my headrest.

			‘Everybody ready? Right, let’s go!’ Barry said as though we were on an adventure. He turned the key in the ignition and the van spluttered and then fired into life.

			Our journey went quickly and, before I knew it, we’d pulled up outside a house in the middle of a housing estate miles away from our own. I didn’t feel as unsure or nervous as I had last time because this time Ashley was with me. I knew what to expect, or so I thought.

			‘Listen, girls,’ Barry said, pulling four small squares out of a zipped-up bag between us. Each square had been wrapped in black polythene – similar to a bin bag – and sealed with tape. ‘I need you to hide these under your tops and take them into that house over there,’ he said pointing towards a property with a blue door.

			Ashley and I twisted our necks to look through the windscreen.

			‘See it?’

			We both stared through the glass and nodded.

			‘Great! Now, push these packets underneath your T-shirts. But, whatever you do, don’t drop them. It’s really important!’

			Ashley looked over at her step-father.

			‘Do we have to knock, you know, on the door?’

			‘No. Just go in. The man is expecting you.’

			I watched Ashley as she lifted up her sweatshirt; she pushed the bags underneath and tucked the bottom of it into the waistband of her jeans. I glanced down at my Miffy T-shirt and did the same. I knew it was drugs because I’d hidden the same only a few weeks earlier at Bryn’s house. However, at least that time he’d given me the drugs as we’d left the house, not before we’d gone in. My legs were shaking; I wondered if we were being watched as we climbed down from the van and walked towards the stranger’s door. My heart was thumping with both fear and excitement, as though we were part of a strange game we were acting out. I felt as though I was in a movie. As we approached the blue door, I wondered what we should do if no one answered. Should we knock and wait or turn and climb back into Barry’s van? I turned to check he was still there, parked on the opposite side of the road. He was. I faced back towards the door and swallowed my fear. Ashley and I stepped closer. Without warning the door swung open to reveal a thin-looking man with hollowed out cheeks and fine hair. I’d never met him before but he invited us inside. I followed Ashley because she seemed to know what she was doing.

			‘On the table,’ the man ordered in a voice that was neither friendly nor welcoming.

			I put my hand up my shirt but held the hem of it down in my other hand because I didn’t want him to see my bare chest. With the bags on the table we turned towards the door.

			‘Hang on,’ he called, stopping us both dead in our tracks. ‘I need to check it first.’

			We watched as he grabbed one of the packets and ripped off the black polythene. There was another one inside but it was clear and full of white powder. He opened the packet, wet a finger in his mouth, and dipped it inside the powder as though it was sherbet. Then he rubbed the finger inside his mouth, just as Bryn had done. I looked over at Ashley, unsure what we were supposed to do. As I did, the man threw back his head and his eyes rolled backwards. After a moment, he composed himself and glanced down at us.

			‘Okay, you can leave.’

			Barry was sitting behind the wheel, waiting for us as we clambered back inside the van. The engine was running and the van shuddered as thick diesel smoke poured out the back of the exhaust pipe.

			‘All good?’ he asked as Ashley climbed over the passenger seat into the back.

			‘All good,’ she responded, nodding.

			Barry smiled to himself. Turning the key, he cut off the engine and climbed out of the van.

			‘Where’s he going?’ I asked.

			‘To collect his money.’

			We waited for a few minutes. Barry reappeared, blinking against the sunlight as he pushed something inside his jacket pocket. He held a hand against his eyes to try and shield them. Then he checked the coast was clear before walking over to us and the van. He lifted himself back into the driver’s seat and, without saying a word, started up the engine and lifted off the handbrake. Then we pulled away, leaving the house with the strange man far behind.

			‘Well done, girls,’ he said a few moments later as we sped along the surrounding country roads. The green fields and hills blurred through the window as we made our way back home. ‘’Ere, help yourself to fags.’

			Ashley grabbed the packet and handed me one before pulling another one out for herself.

			‘Lighter,’ Barry said, throwing it into my lap. I lit mine and then Ashley’s cigarettes. We puffed away as he concentrated on the road ahead. The radio was blaring ‘Genie in a Bottle’ by Christina Aguilera. Barry tapped his fingers as Ashley and I sang along happily at the tops of our voices.

			I had just done my first drug run across county lines; I was eleven years old.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			‘Rinsing’ Cocaine

			I’d always hated school, and now that Barry had opened my eyes to a whole new and exciting world I hated it with a vengeance.

			I had very long brown hair so I stood out, even though I didn’t want or mean to. Some of the other kids teased me and called me names so I’d always felt like an outsider – but not any more. Suddenly, my confidence had grown and that was all thanks to one man – Barry. Soon, Ashley and I were out with him in his van all the time. Ashley was only ten – a year younger than me – but Barry would supply us both with fags, sweets or a couple of quid to spend down the shop. The money and my new ‘job’ made me feel important, as though I’d grown up overnight.

			Both inside and outside school I’d become a bit of a handful. My sister Lucy and I had gone through so many babysitters that I’d lost count. In many ways, things had already begun to turn a little strange before that first day Barry had taken me out in his van. Mum and Dad weren’t big drinkers but, like most parents, they enjoyed letting their hair down at the weekends. The only problem was Lucy and I would play up for whichever babysitter they’d brought in for the night. My parents had always enjoyed having drinks with Angela and her ex Mick, and they wanted to continue it with Angela and Barry. Between them, they came up with a plan – they’d hire a babysitter to look after all the kids together. Most teenagers wouldn’t come near us because we were known for being a total nightmare; only one was brave enough to step up and take on the challenge and his name was Jonathan. Jon was twenty years old and a bit of a geek. My parents had known him for years because he’d grown up on our estate, so they trusted him. Jon would come over to our house to look after me, Lucy, Ashley and her older sister Beca, who – at thirteen – was a bit older than me. But we were real little sods. One night we’d piled on top of Mum’s kitchen table and pretended that it was a car. The table couldn’t take the weight of four girls and there was a loud creak as one of the legs buckled and snapped off. Mum went absolutely mental but Dad just laughed. By nature, my father was the much calmer of the two. On another occasion we decided to strip all the pillowcases off the pillows, push our legs inside, and use them as cloth sledges to race down the stairs. It wasn’t long afterwards that Jon came up with a plan to try to control us; he decided he would try and frighten us half to death! He began by showing us horror movies but would always send Lucy, who was still only eight years old, to bed. With my younger sister safely tucked up, Ashley and Beca and I would watch Hellraiser or Pet Cemetery. However, Jon was particularly cruel and refused to let us cover our faces even when the films became really scary. He was weird like that. One night, a few months later, Jon waited for Mum and Dad to leave for their planned night at the pub. He put on a film and invited his friend Simon over to watch it with us. Simon was tall and stocky and he wore these really strange tight jeans that were horrible. To little girls like us Simon had seemed really old, but in reality he was probably only in his mid-twenties, and he had light-brown hair that he combed into a severe parting. There was a barn further down along the country road, just minutes from our house. Simon would take us there, lift out his camera, and take lots of photographs. He’d ask us to strip down to our vest and pants. Sometimes he’d persuade us to take our vests off too. We were only young and he would make it sound exciting, like a game, so we had no idea what he was up to. He took more photographs of me in my bedroom. Even though I was still a kid, I knew something wasn’t right but I didn’t tell my parents because I didn’t want to get into trouble. But the more he got away with stuff, the more twisted Jon became. Looking back, I’m sure he enjoyed our fear and the power he held over us. One evening he took us over to his house. He stood there – his eyes wide – and told us his kitchen was haunted by a poltergeist. Then he locked us all inside. Lucy was so scared that she couldn’t stop crying. Afterwards, she hated it whenever Jon came over to babysit because she was frightened to death of him and what he might do. The next time he came over to ours, Lucy told him she had a headache. He was laughing because he’d locked Ashley in the front room and was standing in our hallway, holding onto the door handle. I pushed past to try and help, but he shoved me into the room with her. Beca tried to run out of the front door, but he held it closed – his foot wedged up against it – to stop her from leaving.

			‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ I heard Lucy cry from the other side of the door.

			Eventually, he let us out of the front room, but he’d already locked the front door so none of us could escape the house. Lucy became so terrified that she climbed out of the front-room window to escape. Jon spotted her through the glass and chased her down the garden path. I’m not sure if Lucy blabbed, but not long afterwards Mum told me Jon wouldn’t be babysitting any more.

			‘Why?’ I asked, wondering if she’d found out about the awful horror movies we’d watched.

			But she refused to elaborate.

			‘He just won’t!’ she insisted, picking up a pair of oven gloves. Putting them on, she lifted a hot dish from the oven and rested it on the side of the worktop. ‘Right, tea’s ready, so go and get your sister, and don’t forget to wash your hands!’

			Mum didn’t say anything else but she didn’t have to. I realised the conversation about Jon was over. It wasn’t until many years later I heard he’d gone on to babysit another family – a girl and two boys. The boys later complained to their parents that Jon had touched them inappropriately. They were horrified and immediately called the police, who raided Jon’s house. With hindsight, it was clear Jon liked little boys but his pal Simon definitely had an unhealthy interest in young girls. Rumour had it the police also discovered a stash of porn at Jon’s house and God only knows what at Simon’s. I don’t know what happened to them after that, but I never saw Jon again.

			However, working for Barry, I’d already moved on. Although I wasn’t even a teenager, I felt I’d grown up overnight and, in many ways, I had. Soon, Ashley and I were regularly running ‘errands’ for Barry. Mum didn’t have a clue, of course, because I was careful how and where I would meet him. Sometimes I’d slip out of school and we would arrange to meet up near the top park. Barry would pick me up in his van and we’d go out into Wales on ‘errands’. I knew he was a drug dealer and a clever one at that. Barry realised the police would never stop and search a vehicle with a child sitting in the passenger seat. Together, we’d cross county lines, delivering heroin, cocaine and weed to everyone and anyone who would pay him the right price. I never handled the money; I always left that to Barry.

			Sometimes Ashley would travel with us; sometimes it would just be me and Barry. Unlike Jon, our old babysitter, I never found Barry creepy. However, around a year after I’d first started running drugs for him I saw something that freaked me out. His eldest step-daughter, Beca, had just turned thirteen and was a bit of a girly girl, who wore her long blonde hair down her back. We’d been sitting on the bed in Angela’s bedroom, looking through drawers, searching for fags to steal, hide, and smoke in peace. Angela never opened any curtains, which didn’t surprise me once I’d ventured inside. The house was always in total chaos; it was really messy with torn carpets, cig ends on the floor and clothes strewn everywhere. I wondered if she kept the curtains closed on purpose so that the neighbours couldn’t see how she lived. If I’d thought it was messy downstairs then upstairs was a real doss house. Beca and I were sitting on the double bed when Barry came sauntering into the room, holding a fistful of cash. He was smiling like a Cheshire cat as he sat down on top of the bed and started to count his money, methodically laying it out across the top of the duvet. I knew it was money he’d just collected from our latest run. I looked on in fascination as he spread all the £10 and £20 notes out in a line until soon they’d covered the top half of the bed. Money made Barry happy, and today he seemed in a really good mood.

			‘Not bad, eh?’ he said, giving me a wink.

			Beca hadn’t been paying much attention to the money or Barry so she was shocked when he lunged over and tried to grab her. At first, I wasn’t sure if they were having a pretend fight but then Barry plunged his hand down the front of Beca’s trousers and began to rub between her thighs. At first, she froze, but then I sensed her embarrassment. She wriggled and tried to move away from his grip, but Barry’s hand followed her. Then they began to struggle as she tried to push her step-dad off, but Barry was determined and much stronger than she was. I felt absolutely mortified and didn’t know what to say or do; instead, I sat there – rooted to the bed. Time seemed to move slowly as though the three of us were caught up in some kind of weird, warped dream. We were still sitting on the top of the duvet but Barry became rougher and forced his hand deeper, all the time grinning like a maniac. Somehow, my friend managed to free herself and push him away. I wasn’t sure if Barry would go mad, but he suddenly began to laugh out loud as though it had all been a joke. He was still chuckling as he lay back on the bed and clasped his hands behind his head, as though he was on a day out at the beach. It sounds silly but, although I knew what he’d done had been wrong, even with the drug runs I was still a naive child and I wasn’t aware that some men did that sort of thing to little girls. Still, I became much more wary of Barry following that day, even though he’d never touched me sexually. I continued to accompany him on drug runs because I thought it was fun and exciting, like an undercover spy in a film. However, what I didn’t realise then was that Barry was grooming me. Sometimes he’d leave his van parked in the driveway and we’d venture out on a drug run in Angela’s car – a battered, old, dark-blue estate. I don’t know if she realised what he was up to or not, but he always stashed his drugs away in the washroom at home, so she must have stumbled across them at some point. At least whenever we used Angela’s car it meant we’d all get a seat. It was better than me or Ashley having to slum it with the rubbish in the back of the van. We’d usually start off at Fat Bryn’s house, then deliver to various flats and houses across the countryside – whoever had put in an order with Barry that day. He always did the talking, especially at Bryn’s house. Ashley and I would sit on the sofa, smoking or drinking alcopops – usually Smirnoff Ice or VK – the blue one was always my favourite. Bryn used to laugh; I think it tickled him to see two little girls, sitting on his couch, knocking back the booze, swearing like fishwives and smoking like chimneys.

			One day, ages after the incident with Beca in the bedroom, I’d bunked off from school so that I could meet Barry and do a run. It had reached a point where I would just get up and leave during the middle of a lesson. I had become confident – cocky – and I felt I had so much more important things to do with my life than sit and rot in a classroom. I thought I knew it all, even though I was still a little girl. That day, I left the classroom and kept on walking; I didn’t even look back, not even after the teacher had called my name.

			Barry was waiting for me, parked up near the school in his white van.

			‘Get in,’ he said, leaning over the passenger seat to open the door. I climbed into the passenger seat, grabbed the seatbelt and fastened it around me. The black belt dragged against my school uniform, which crumpled beneath.

			‘Want one?’ Barry asked, popping the metal lid off a tin of roll-ups he’d made earlier. He rattled the tin impatiently, waiting for me to take one. I was surprised; I hadn’t even asked him for one. I wondered why he was being so nice. He’d always been chatty but today he seemed to be in an extra good mood.

			We both sat there smoking inside his van as he turned the key, started up the van, and the engine fired into life. The whole vehicle shuddered as he let go of the handbrake and we began to roll forwards, trundling along the narrow road. I looked out of the window and was in the middle of a daydream when I felt a hot weight in the centre of my lap. I glanced down and spotted Barry’s hand resting there; I watched as it moved from the top of my skirt, underneath the fabric, before tracing along my leg and up towards the inside of my thigh. His hot fingers gripped at my flesh as his hand snaked higher and higher. My face flushed with embarrassment and I squirmed in my seat, hoping it might be enough to free me, but Barry held on. Fear snagged at the back of my throat, stealing my breath away as I began to panic. I knew I couldn’t ask Barry to remove his hand because I thought he might be angry with me. Instead, I tried to focus on the road ahead, hoping and praying he would release me soon. His hand remained there for what felt like an eternity but was probably only a couple of minutes, and then he let go. He didn’t say a word or even try to explain what he’d just done. Instead, he just laughed and shrugged his shoulders as though it had all been a joke.

			Had I got it wrong? Had I imagined it? My mind whirred as I began to question myself, even though I knew what he’d done, and so did Barry. We didn’t speak; instead, I turned away from him and stared out of the window. I felt confused because I didn’t know what it meant. I’d seen him do something similar to Beca.

			Did it mean he loved me as much as his daughter?

			But I didn’t ask because I didn’t feel that I could. With his hands now back on the steering wheel, I breathed a sigh of relief and pushed it to the back of my mind. I had a brand new, exciting life and I didn’t want it to end.

			Not long afterwards, I’d decided that I’d outgrown school. It had reached a point where I no longer cared about it or myself. Instead, I would simply stand up, grab my bag and leave.

			‘Emily Vaughn, sit down, now!’ the teacher warned as I turned to leave. But she didn’t frighten me – no one did. I was mixing with drug dealers and junkies now, so teachers held no fear.

			I grabbed my bag, pulled it onto my shoulder, and headed towards the door. A sea of eyes in the classroom followed me as I did.

			‘Where on earth do you think you’re going?’ she continued, but I was already halfway through the door.

			I’d decided school had nothing to teach me; nothing at all.

			‘I don’t need this,’ I mumbled as the door slammed behind me. ‘You can all just fuck off!’ I hollered.

			With Barry on my side, I felt untouchable. Fired up by a new-found confidence, I thought I ruled the world; by now I was twelve years old, and Barry had shown me life didn’t have to be boring. Not only that; I knew I’d learn more outside the classroom than in it. Of course, the headmaster went mad and would regularly ring Mum to tell her what I’d done. After answering his calls, she’d be frantic – outside, scouring the streets, looking for me. Once she even managed to catch me; I was hiding behind a tree when she grabbed me. She was so angry that she dragged me all the way back to the school kicking and screaming.

			‘I don’t know what’s got into you lately! I’m not having this!’ she scolded, as she pulled me into reception and asked to speak to the headmaster.

			Afterwards, I became more careful; I knew I couldn’t let her catch me with Barry. If I spotted her on the street I’d ask him to park up somewhere out of sight so that I could jump down from the van. Then I’d casually stroll past her and lie when she asked where I’d been.

			‘I’ve been walking around the estate.’

			But I knew she didn’t believe me.

			One afternoon Barry and I were distracted, chatting about something. The radio was blaring away as we drove back onto the estate. Mum saw us before we’d seen her. My heart was hammering inside my chest as Barry pulled up alongside the kerb and wound down his window.

			‘I’ve been looking all over for you!’ Mum began, staring over at Barry. I could see she was just about to ask him what I was doing in his van, when he piped up.

			‘Hiya, I found her wandering around the estate so I picked her up. I was just bringing her home. I hope that’s okay?’

			Mum went to say something but stopped herself. Barry gestured to the road with his hand.

			‘I was just driving her back to yours now.’

			I could tell she was a bit stumped.

			‘Oh right. Well, thanks, Barry. That’s very kind of you, but I’ll take her from here. I’ve been out everywhere looking for you!’ she said, turning her attention towards me. I realised then that Barry was so quick that he was almost invincible.

			‘What the hell has got into you?’ Mum continued to scold as she dragged me out of the van. ‘I don’t know what’s going on but you are going straight back to school!’

			I knew I’d never win the argument so I let her take me back, only to do the same thing over and over again. When I wasn’t playing truant from school I’d be in the classroom, delivering drugs to other kids. Barry sold to a lot of their parents but he would pass the drugs through Beca and me to their children. By now, he had begun to take more and more risks, using us as his fail-safe cover. There was one lad at school, called Lewis, who Beca sold dope to, and another boy, Michael, whose dad would put in a weekly order for weed, passed on behalf of Barry through me. I didn’t care if I got caught with drugs at school – I didn’t care about much any more because I was out of control and didn’t want to be there. Word got around and soon the other kids knew that if they wanted drugs they needed to come to me.

			One day, about a year after I’d started secondary school, I got into a fight with a younger boy on my estate called Donovan. His mother had been dating another local drug dealer, who found out I’d been delivering drugs for Barry. Donovan and I had a bit of a tussle in the street and his mum called the police. However, before they’d arrived, Donovan punched me so hard in the face that he gave me a black eye. Another adult from the estate – a passer-by – saw what had happened and tried to intervene. However, by the time the police arrived it was me, not him, who was charged with assault and battery. The passer-by, who had tried to hold me and Donovan apart, was also charged even though they’d hardly touched him. But Donovan had a slight bruise to the side of his face and, it seemed, that had been enough evidence to charge me. I was summoned to attend an adult court to answer the charges. The hearing was adjourned and I was bailed, but then my school found out and I was eventually expelled. I was ordered to see a counsellor to help deal with my ‘anger management’. The court case was eventually dropped against the adult, who had only ever tried to help, but, because it had been heard in an adult court, I was given a criminal record. I wasn’t even a teenager but I felt as though my life was over; I’d been labelled a troublemaker and it was a label I would spend the rest of my life trying to shake off.

			Of course, Mum was furious and bitterly disappointed in me. She was also clueless and completely baffled by the gradual change in my behaviour. But, above all, she was bloody angry.

			‘You’re not sitting around here all day; if you can’t go to school then we will have to bring school to you,’ she decided.

			‘Eh?’

			She had it all worked out. She contacted Len – a retired male teacher – who lived further down the road. Len was already home-schooling five children on the estate and soon he was home-schooling me. It was torture, sitting there alongside the other kids, trying to learn maths and English. Unlike me, the other children were real swots, and they loved nothing more than revising, reading and working hard. I felt like a square peg in a round hole.

			I still saw Barry occasionally but by now Mum was keeping a close eye on me; she’d even take me
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‘I've been abused

most of my life but
even in the darkest
places you still
find light..."





