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    Prologue


    My eyes fixed on a cobweb in the corner of the room as I heard footsteps on the stairs. The door creaked open and I shifted on the lumpy mattress on the floor. They’d left me there a few hours earlier and now it was dark, so dark. If I strained really hard, though, I could still see the outline of the cobweb. It gave me something to focus on, to distract me from what was going on in the cold darkness of that room.


    A figure appeared in the doorway, but he was just a silhouette, the latest in the line of faceless men who’d come to me that night. Was he the sixth or the seventh? I’d lost count. I didn’t meet his gaze; I couldn’t bear it. I kept looking at the cobweb as I felt him place his weight on top of me. The smell of his sweat and cheap soap filled my nostrils.


    He didn’t have to tug at my trousers because they were already round my ankles, but I could feel him wrestling with his own, undoing his belt, impatient and erect as he tore open a condom wrapper. The vodka they’d given me had numbed me a little, but not enough, and anyway, by now I was beginning to sober up. As he entered me, pain tore through me and I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood.


    No one seemed to care about the state of this godforsaken house, just as no one seemed to care about me. When I had been brought there it had been light, and I had been taken straight to this room, where mould streaked the blue walls. I wondered how long the cobweb had been there. Had it been days, weeks, months? I wanted to cry but no tears would come. I wondered how long I’d be left in this filthy room, in a strange town miles from home.


    The man said nothing as he writhed around on top of me, only grunting a little. I was too scared to tell him he was being too rough. How could I say that to him? After all, they kept telling me it was all my fault. I was a little slag, they said, I was white trash. I’d brought it all upon myself so this was what I deserved: to lie on a dirty, lumpy mattress, awaiting a never-ending queue of men, all old enough to be my dad.


    Gradually, his breathing got quicker and he muttered something in a language I didn’t understand. His hands wandered towards my chest and, as he gripped the breasts just beginning to develop, I asked myself: what does he find attractive about me? I’m only thirteen  and he can’t even see my face.


    Eventually, it was over. He put his trousers back on and walked out without a word. Once again, I was alone in the dark room, lying on the filthy, horrible mattress, staring at the cobweb and wondering just how many more men would come before I’d be allowed to go home.


    This story probably sounds shocking to many people, but for me, what happened that night was nothing unusual. I was only a child, but even by the age of thirteen, to me it was normal to be bundled into a car and driven around England to be abused by men  paedophiles. Some of these men showered me with gifts and told me they loved me; others didn’t say a single word to me as they lay on top of me, violating me in the most disgusting way imaginable.


    All of the men who abused me were of Asian origin, almost all British Pakistanis, but as I lay there night after night, I didn’t care where they came from or what colour their skin was. In years to come, what happened to me, and many other girls, as victims of the Rotherham sex ring would become a national scandal. Professors would write reports, politicians would resign and people on the news would talk about girls like me and how we’d been failed by the very people who were supposed to protect us.


    My nightmare began a long, long time before Rotherham was on the front page of the newspapers, and the memory of that time will stay with me long after our town has disappeared from the headlines. Over the years that followed the abuse, I slowly came to realise that I wasn’t a little slag like they’d told me so many times, but a victim. But I refuse to be a victim forever, so I’m sharing this with you now because I don’t want what happened to me to happen again, ever, to any other child. This is my story. It’s the story of a victim but, more importantly, it’s also the story of a survivor.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Early Days


    I suppose it’s fair to say I’ve never had an easy life.


    I was born in Rotherham, a big industrial town just a few miles from Sheffield, in September 1991, blissfully unaware that my parents’ relationship was already starting to unravel. My mum, Maggie, and my dad, Mark, had got together in the late eighties. They’d met when Mum’s sister, my auntie Annette, started going out with Dad’s cousin. Dad had come to Rotherham to visit them and he got talking to Mum when she popped round one night. Mum had just come out of an unhappy marriage and was bringing up my older brothers, Mark and Robert, on her own when Dad asked her out for a drink. Mum was petite, with sandy curly hair, and he had obviously taken a shine to her. He said all the right things when she needed a shoulder to cry on, and soon they were an item.


    But Mum and Dad were very different people. Mum had lived in Rotherham all her life and was from a traditional, hardworking Yorkshire family, the second of seven siblings. Granddad worked in the local steelworks, while Nan had a job at the KP Nuts factory. Mum followed her there after she left school, although she could never get a permanent contract because there was never enough work.


    Dad, on the other hand, was a bit of a tearaway. He was short, with dark hair and tattoos all over his arms and legs. He’d been born in Rotherham too, but his family had moved to Horncastle, a little market town in Lincolnshire, when he was a small child. He’d been expelled from school when he was really young and sent to what they used to call a borstal  a sort of mini-prison for kids that the schools couldn’t control. He never really told us why and we never asked. Growing up, there were lots of things about Dad’s life that seemed to be a big secret. Sure, he could sweet-talk Mum and say all the right things, but the truth was that he hardly ever had a proper job and Mum never really knew what he was getting up to when he went out in his van for hours on end.


    Mum says I was a delicate little thing, with a small covering of fair hair, and she fell in love with me straight away. Two days after I was born, she was allowed to take me home to our red terraced house on a street called Psalters Lane, which was a sort of unofficial border between two of the big council estates in Rotherham: Kimberworth and Ferham. Even now, I can remember our house as clear as day, especially the living room. It was decorated with two different types of green-and-white wallpaper separated by a border, as was the fashion back then, but it wasn’t exactly a happy place.


    Mum tried her best to make ends meet, working lots of jobs in shops and pubs when there were no hours to be had at the factory. It was real struggle, but it wasn’t like Dad was the only person we knew who was out of work. Rotherham had once been a booming, vibrant town, but by the time I came along a sense of foreboding was spreading across South Yorkshire. The old industries, like coal mining and steel, were in decline, but there were no new ones to replace them, and soon Rotherham would become one of the most deprived parts of Western Europe.


    By the early nineties, lots of immigrants had settled in Rotherham, which got some people’s backs up. They were nearly all Asian, mostly Pakistani. They were much stricter with their families than us locals, perhaps because they were such devout Muslims. Most of them would go mad if they caught their kids smoking or drinking. Loads of the kids weren’t allowed boyfriends or girlfriends because their families wanted them to have arranged marriages with other people from their community. That’s not to say the Muslim kids didn’t try to bend the rules; they just had to be a bit more secretive about what they were up to than their friends.


    Lots of the Asian families who came to Rotherham were given houses in Kimberworth and Ferham, and gradually they began to open corner shops and takeaways on the otherwise abandoned streets. Some people resented them and ranted that it wasn’t fair on local businesses and they’d come over here to steal our jobs. My family didn’t really think that, though. To be honest, it seemed a bit racist. Most of these people just wanted a better life for their families, and who could blame them for that?


    Still, depression and desperation were everywhere in the town, and our house was no different. Mum was frazzled trying to look after Mark, who was eight, and Robert, who was three, as well as tending to a new baby, and Dad wasn’t much help. To make matters worse, I kept developing nasty chest infections and I was always projectile vomiting everywhere. Mum knew something wasn’t quite right and she was never far from the doctors’ surgery. I was given lots of antibiotics but nothing helped, and no one really knew what was wrong with me.


    Then, in February 1992, our local surgery got a new GP. She was the first female doctor we’d ever had. Believe it or not, that was a big deal. She clearly knew her stuff, though, because within minutes of examining me she’d looked up some textbooks and called the hospital for a second opinion. She didn’t tell Mum, but she feared I had heart problems. Soon, I was taken to Rotherham District General Hospital, where I’d been born just five months before.


    Mum and Dad didn’t know why I had to have lots of tests, and at one point social services were called in. One of the doctors thought my parents just weren’t feeding me because I was so skinny and my legs were a weird shape. Mum was horrified. Of course she’d been feeding me  I just couldn’t keep anything down!


    Eventually, doctors found two holes and a leaking valve in my heart. Mum was beside herself when they told her I’d have to have heart surgery. She came with me in the ambulance to Leeds Killingbeck Hospital, where I ended up staying for a month. Not only was Mum worried sick about me, she had the boys to think of. Leeds was at least a 45-minute drive away from Rotherham, and that was only when you didn’t hit traffic. Thankfully, family mucked in to help, but Granddad was really ill at this point. He was in hospital with heart problems too, so Mum was really having a terrible time. She stayed at the hospital with me while Dad went back to Rotherham to fetch me some of my toys. Just when things seemed like they couldn’t get any worse, our car was broken into in the hospital car park and lots of my toys were stolen. Mum was gutted, as she’d really scrimped and saved to buy me them.


    I had my operation in the middle of March, and thankfully it all went fine. Mum and Dad were both there when I was taken from theatre to intensive care, but Dad disappeared shortly afterwards. He told Mum he was popping back to Rotherham to sort some fresh clothes and get some money, but he didn’t reappear. No one had a mobile phone back then, so Mum couldn’t even ring him to check up on him. We didn’t see him for days, and Mum was absolutely raging, but eventually he turned up again and charmed her out of her bad mood, without really explaining what he’d been up to. That was just how it was with Dad.


    A week after my surgery, I was transferred back to the hospital in Rotherham. This suited Mum, as Granddad was being treated there too. She’d often wheel him down the corridor to see me, and by all accounts I was the apple of his eye. But as I started to get stronger, Granddad got weaker. Not only did he have heart problems, but he also had diabetes and asthma. Barely a month after my operation, he passed away. He was only fifty-seven and Mum was heartbroken, but to this day we believe he wanted to give all of the life he had left in him to me.


    A few weeks after Granddad’s funeral, Dad was arrested. Mum discovered he’d broken into an insurance brokers’ and stolen a safe. He’d only been caught because some police officers stopped him when they noticed one of the lights on the back of the van wasn’t working. He was sent to jail for six months. Mum was at breaking point. But still he somehow managed to worm his way back into our lives when he got out. Mark and Robert never had much contact with their dad, and Mum didn’t want the same thing to happen to me, so she let him move back in. A few months later, my sister Laura was conceived.


    If Dad had been flaky and unreliable before, he was even worse when he got out of jail. I don’t know what happened to him in there, and I probably never will, but Mum knew he’d changed the second he walked through the door, back into our council house with its green-and-white walls.


    My earliest memory of him is a little sketchy, but it has stayed with me my whole life. I mustn’t have been two yet, as Mum was heavily pregnant with Laura, but I can vaguely remember her tumbling down the stairs with her huge baby bump, tears streaking her face, and Dad standing on the landing above with a face like thunder. I think I was sitting in my pushchair at the time, watching it all happen in slow motion in front of me, frightened and confused. I’m not sure if that was the first time Dad hit Mum, but it certainly wasn’t the last, and I vividly remember the other occasions as I got older and more aware of what was happening.


    Laura was born in August 1993 and we were close from the start, playing little games and doing all of the things that sisters like to do. Of course, we had our squabbles, too. One of my aunties had a video camera and there is some really funny footage from when we were little of me going in a massive huff when I catch Laura riding my bike!


    Laura and I never spoke about what was going on with Mum and Dad  we were too young  but we were both scared by all the fights and the shouting. I wanted to protect her, but I didn’t know how. We’d hear them rowing loads, at all different times of the day and night. When we were really little, we loved watching the cartoon Pingu, which was all about the life of a little penguin. I remember sitting in front of the television, hearing crashing sounds coming from upstairs. We’d just keep watching the TV, so it could drown out the noise and we could pretend that everything was okay.


    At night, we’d huddle together in our room and play with our dolls, trying to block out the shouting and screaming downstairs, but sometimes, when we heard Mum begging Dad to calm down as he threw things around the room, it was all too much.


    One time, I heard Mum cry out in pain and I just knew that Dad had hit her. I was so frightened I crept downstairs  my knuckles white with fear as I clutched my favourite Barbie doll  and called 999. I only knew that was how to get hold of the police because I’d seen it on TV. I didn’t really think about what I was doing, and I could barely speak when the operator answered. I just whispered that my daddy had hit my mummy and told them what I thought was our address before hanging up and darting back up to my room, terrified that Dad would catch me and know what I’d done. I know the coppers turned up, but I can’t remember what happened when they arrived. All I can recall is that horrible, sick feeling I would get in the pit of my stomach when I heard Dad raise his voice. I wasn’t sure if he knew it was me who’d called them, or what he might do if he did find out. I was terrified he’d do something to really hurt Mum, or maybe start on one of us as a punishment. I worried about what I would be able to do to stop him. What could I do? A five-year-old child against a fully grown man?


    Mum chucked Dad out a few times, but he always came back. I think she was scared to say no when he wanted to give their relationship another try. Who wouldn’t be? Who would want to be left on their own with four kids? Still, every time Dad left I prayed we’d finally seen the back of him. Living with him was like being in a war zone, and Mum was on eggshells all the time. We never knew when Dad was going to explode in a fit of fury. The smallest thing would set him off and he’d tear round the house like a tornado.


    For some kids in my position, school might have seemed like a refuge from everything that was going on at home, but not for me. From the moment I walked through the doors of Ferham Primary School for the first time, I knew I wouldn’t fit in. My home life had made me feel vulnerable and lost, and the bullies picked up on that, which made me an easy target. The school was a real mix of Asian and white kids, and almost everyone taunted me in their own way. There were a few ringleaders, though, mainly girls who pulled my hair and called me names  normal kid stuff, you’d think, but it just never seemed to stop. The three really mean girls were Jenny, Anna and Carolyn. They picked on me for all sorts of things, for anything they could think of  from the gap in my teeth to the fact that Mum couldn’t afford to buy me the latest trainers. As they played their little games in the playground, giggling with the other girls in my class, I’d stand at the side and watch, trying to swallow the lump in my throat and wondering why they didn’t want me to join in with them.


    They made me feel bad and ugly. Like most five-year-olds, I hadn’t really thought about how I looked before I started school, but Jenny, Carolyn and Anna noticed everything. They constantly told me I looked horrible and that my clothes were stupid.


    ‘Look at Sarah’s jumper,’ Carolyn sniggered one afternoon. ‘Where did you buy that, Wilko?’


    I might have been among the poorer kids in the class, but back in the nineties no one in Ferham really had much money and none of us was in a position to turn our noses up at anything. But this hardly mattered to these girls.


    ‘Wilko for Wilson!’ Anna giggled. ‘No wonder you look so shit. Your mum can’t afford to shop anywhere else.’


    I’d sometimes see the other girls in my class playing in the street after school or in town with their parents in pretty tops or girlie little dresses. I stuck out like a sore thumb in my black, shapeless shellsuits, hand-me-downs from my big brothers. The more the bullies taunted me, the less I thought about what I wore or how I looked because I simply couldn’t win. Even when Mum had enough money to treat Laura and me to some new clothes, I always begged her to buy me another pair of trackie bottoms. At least that way no one could accuse me of trying to look pretty.


    I never felt like I fitted in there, and so I didn’t listen much in class. I was far from stupid but I was never top of the class or the teacher’s pet. That would have just given the bullies another reason to single me out, and all I wanted was to fade into the background. I desperately hoped that I could be invisible, that the other kids would just not notice me and wouldn’t give me grief.


    It was a shame the way that school worked out, because ever since I was really young I’d wanted to do something with my life. I had dreams of what I could do when I was older. While lots of children would flinch at the sight of blood, I’d never been squeamish and I was always first on the scene when one of my brothers or sister got a cut or a bruise. When I was really little, before I started school, I told everyone that I wanted to be a nurse when I grew up, but after the first few years of primary school I stopped dreaming about stuff like that. Just getting through each day was an effort. Things got even worse later, when I lost my baby teeth and my big teeth started to come in.


    ‘Sarah, what’s wrong with your face?’ Jenny said one morning, as we copied down some sums from the blackboard.


    I turned scarlet and looked at the ground, saying nothing.


    ‘Look at the gap in your teeth,’ Carolyn said. ‘I’m glad my teeth don’t look like yours.’


    It wasn’t just about my appearance, though. Any time a classmate spoke to me, or invited me to join in one of their games, the girls would tell them they’d catch some horrible disease if they came anywhere near me.


    ‘Don’t play with Sarah,’ Jenny would say. ‘She’s got the lurgy!’


    ‘You’ll catch her germs,’ Anna would add, hand on her hip. ‘Play with us instead.’


    Each time this happened, my new friend would scuttle off, leaving me standing alone in the playground. Some would give me an apologetic backwards glance, and I got the sense that they didn’t really want to play with the class bullies, but they were too scared to say no or to stick up for me because that would have made them a target too. Others didn’t give me a second thought as they ran off, delighted at having been asked to spend their lunch hour with the most popular girls in the class.


    I never confided in Mum about what was going on at school because I didn’t want any more hassle and I knew she’d just get really angry at the bullies. If I’d told her any of the names they called me, she’d have been down at the headteacher’s office like a shot, and I didn’t want anyone to think I was telling on them  that would have just meant more trouble, and that was all I needed! Sometimes, when I felt really miserable and lonely, I ached to tell her, but there was always something going on with Dad and the time never seemed right. Still, a mum’s instinct is a powerful thing and she always had an inkling I was being picked on. Although I know she begged my teachers to keep an eye on me, the girls who bullied me never seemed to get in any kind of trouble.


    Then, when I was six, there was finally a glimmer of hope. Mum sat us down and explained that Dad wouldn’t be coming home. Don’t ask me why, but I knew this time was different to all the rest. She’d been at the end of her tether for a while and I think she had finally realised she couldn’t go on like this  for our sake as much as her own. She had summoned up the courage to go to the police about Dad at last. She never told us what had happened, but from that day things were different. Dad wasn’t sent back to jail, but Mum was granted an injunction, which meant he was banned from contacting us for a bit.


    Mum really wanted a fresh start, and our house in Psalters Lane held too many bad memories. It took her a little while to get a new house, but a few months later we moved a few miles away, to another part of Rotherham called East Dene. Gradually, I started to come out of my shell. My new school was a bit better and I liked most of the teachers. I made a little group of friends and I even started to pay more attention in class.


    We also had some nice neighbours, who had a pond in their garden with lots of frogs. They also had a son my age, called John. I took a bit of a shine to him and we used to tell people we were boyfriend and girlfriend, although we were always falling out! Those were good, fun times.


    Things even started to pick up with Dad. He’d tried to get custody of us shortly after he and Mum split up, but of course he didn’t get very far. Mum was having none of it, plus he had a criminal record. But he had a new girlfriend called Ellen who seemed really nice, and Mum eventually let us see him on weekends and school holidays. We had some nice times at Rother Valley Country Park, just down the road, and we even tried canoeing and rafting. Don’t get me wrong, I always got the impression that Ellen was far more interested in us than Dad was, but it was nice that we could all be civil at least.


    Then, just before my ninth birthday, Mum announced that we were moving back to Psalters Lane. She had lots of friends in Ferham and Kimberworth and I think she missed being so close to them. Another family had moved into our old house, with all its bad memories, but Mum had found us a new place on one of the little side streets, just off the main road. It was semi-detached, with a bit of a garden and three bedrooms. I’d share with Laura and Mark would share with Robert, just across the hall.


    I wasn’t sure how to feel as we packed our things and the removal van set off back towards Ferham. Of course, I didn’t really want to go back to my old school and face the girls who’d made my life a misery, but as the familiar red brick houses of Psalters Lane slid into view, I tried to convince myself I’d find a way of coping.


    Sadly, when we got back to Psalters Lane my old school bullies became the least of my problems.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Fitting In


    As I’d imagined, going back to Ferham Primary School wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs. I’d barely walked back through the door when I caught sight of Jenny, one of the bullies from my old class. She smirked as her eyes travelled towards my feet. I was wearing a pair of Hi-Tec trainers Mum had worked really hard to buy me, but I suspected they’d attract a nasty comment as they weren’t Nike or Adidas.


    ‘Hey, Sarah!’ she hollered across the playground. ‘Still can’t afford decent trainers, then?’


    I felt my face flush scarlet as I told her to shut up. Over the next few days, the misery continued. I felt so lonely. One day, Carolyn spat in my food at lunch, and they were constantly pulling my hair. I’d feel someone yank on my ponytail then I’d turn round to see the three of them sniggering. Sometimes the rest of the class would join in, too.


    The teachers just pretended not to notice.


    A little while later, a new show came on ITV and everyone in the class was watching it. It was called Pop Idol and it featured lots of up-and-coming singers who competed against each other to win a record deal. One of the favourites to win was a teenager called Gareth Gates. Loads of the girls in my class really fancied him, but like me he had a slight gap between his two front teeth.


    ‘Jenny,’ Anna said loudly enough for most of the class to hear. ‘Don’t you think Sarah looks like Gareth Gates?’


    The familiar sound of sniggering filled the air as I silently burned with rage and humiliation. For the next few weeks most people refused to call me Sarah. Instead, Jenny, Carolyn, Anna and lots of their friends simply called me Gareth.


    I was convinced my teacher, Mrs Cunningham, must have heard them taunting me, but she never told them off and it seemed so unfair. One day, Anna called me Gareth again and I’d had enough. I turned round in my chair to see lots of my classmates laughing into their jotters.


    ‘Shut the fuck up!’ I hissed.


    ‘What did you just say, Sarah?’ Mrs Cunningham asked, eyes wide with fury.


    ‘It’s not my fault!’ I replied, voice shaking with rage. ‘They keep calling me Gareth Gates.’


    ‘I will not tolerate swearing in my class,’ she said coldly. ‘Go to the headteacher’s office now.’


    These girls  and some of the boys  had been picking on me for years, but now I was the one in trouble. It didn’t make any sense and it just seemed so unfair. I’d had enough. I didn’t know how the bullying was going to stop if no one was protecting me  how could it ever get any better? I lost it. Something inside me just snapped.


    ‘You’re a fucking slag,’ I spat back. The words had barely formed in my brain and even I was surprised I’d said them out loud. Mrs Cunningham’s mouth fell open in shock and I could hear my classmates both gasping and tittering in amusement. But I didn’t want to apologise. I just stood there staring at my teacher while she tried to figure out what to do with me. If she’d done her job properly and told the other kids off in the first place, none of this would have happened. Eventually, she marched me round to the headteacher’s office herself and I was excluded for two days.


    Perhaps I should have been disappointed in myself. I hated school and it was a good way to have a couple of days off. None of the kids I knew saw an exclusion as a punishment  quite the opposite.


    Of course, Mum wasn’t too happy when she picked me up, but she wasn’t as mad as I thought she’d be. I’d always been a nice girl and this was pretty out of character, so I think she knew something was up.


    ‘Sarah, are you being picked on at school?’ she asked me that evening.


    ‘No,’ I snapped back. ‘Just leave it, Mum.’


    And that was that. I just didn’t want to talk about it. Luckily, I had made one new friend since I’d come back to Psalters Lane. Her name was Lynsey and she lived on our road. She went to another primary school a few streets away and she didn’t know anyone who bullied me. She was around the same age as me and she was a laugh. We’d muck about together on the street and it was so lovely to have a friend. One day she asked me to come and help her babysit for a family friend.


    ‘Her name is Elaine,’ she explained. ‘She’s nice.’


    Elaine lived around fifteen minutes away from Ferham and, as we walked there, Lynsey told me that she had two children, aged three and one.


    ‘They’re dead cute,’ she went on. ‘I help watch them most nights, though. Elaine’s always out.’


    I thought that was a bit strange: why did Elaine go out every night and leave her kids with a girl who was still at primary school? I figured that maybe she worked in a pub like Mum, but it still seemed a weird thing to do when her children were so young.


    But the second I walked into Elaine’s house I could tell she was nothing like Mum. It was absolutely filthy and no place for kids. It wasn’t just the fact that the floors were littered with junk and the pots were piled high in the kitchen sink  after all, everyone leaves things lying around from time to time  it just looked like it hadn’t had a proper clean in years. There was mould growing on the walls and all of the surfaces were grimy and dirty. It smelt damp and horrible.


    Elaine must have been in her late teens, early twenties at most, but to me she looked ancient. She was standing in the living room smoking when we walked in, wearing a creased vest top and faded blue jeans. Her face was lined with tiredness, as if she hadn’t slept in days. Her limp brown hair was scraped back into a harsh ponytail and there were huge dark circles under her eyes.


    ‘All right, Lynsey,’ she said casually. The youngest child  Josh, I discovered  was screaming in the background, while his older sister Kylie was stamping her feet loudly. Elaine didn’t take much notice. ‘You still okay to babysit tonight?’


    ‘Yeah, sure,’ said Lynsey, over the noise of the kids. ‘This is Sarah.’


    ‘All right?’ Elaine said, but I could tell she wasn’t really in the mood to make conversation.


    Kylie and Josh were still shouting in the background, crying out for attention, but it was like Elaine couldn’t hear them. Eventually, Lynsey picked Josh up and tried to comfort him, but I wasn’t paying attention to them any more. Instead, I watched transfixed as Elaine took a crumpled tenner and a bag of white powder from her pocket. She emptied the white powder onto her grubby coffee table, which was already littered with fag ends that no one had bothered to clean up. Then she rolled up the tenner and started to snort the powder through it. I genuinely had no idea what was going on, but it looked a bit ridiculous so I had to stifle a giggle.


    I left Elaine’s early that night, but the next evening Lynsey invited me back and I asked Mum if I could stay out a bit later. Elaine’s house was horrible and dirty, but something made me want to go back. At last I had a friend, and it was really nice to be able to hang out with someone my own age who seemed to like me. As we walked back up the hill the next night, I asked Lynsey what the white powder was.


    She looked uncomfortable. ‘I think it’s a drug,’ she replied.


    ‘A drug?’ I echoed.


    ‘Yeah, cocaine,’ Lynsey said. ‘But she only takes it sometimes.’


    When we got to the house Elaine was getting ready to go out, and she looked a lot different from the dishevelled woman I’d met the day before. Gone were the creased vest top and faded jeans; now she was wearing a tight black dress and high-heeled boots which came all the way up to her knee. Her hair was down and it looked like she’d washed it. She’d also put on some bright-red lipstick.


    ‘I’m off,’ she said. ‘See you later.’


    I soon discovered that Lynsey often wasn’t alone when Elaine was out. Elaine had a little cousin called David, who was fourteen. He used to come round too, and he’d bring all his mates. I quickly realised that Elaine’s was a bit of a dosshouse. Now, as a mother myself, I’m horrified that young children  babies, even  were allowed anywhere near a place like that, but at the time I wasn’t thinking about it; I was just fascinated at how totally different it was from my own home, my own way of life.


    There were around six teenage boys sitting cross-legged on the floor when I walked into the living room  Elaine only had one couch and it was totally falling apart, with holes where the stuffing oozed out  and there were lots of strange-looking green leaves on the table. One of David’s mates was sucking on a big, gold thing that looked like a pipe.


    ‘Ever tried a bong?’ he asked me, without introducing himself. ‘Have a shot. You’ll love it.’


    ‘A what?’ I said.


    ‘It’s weed,’ Lynsey whispered.


    I’d heard people talking about weed before, but I had no idea what it would do to my body if I took it. But David’s friend handed the bong to Lynsey and she inhaled deeply, giggling a little nervously. Then, she passed it to me. I could feel my heart hammering in my chest. What would Mum do if she found out I’d taken drugs  me, a nine-year-old girl? She’d go absolutely spare, of course. But as I’d always been an outcast at school, the idea of having cool, older friends appealed to me. I wanted to fit in so, although I was too young to even know what I was doing, I took the bong from Lynsey and, palms sweaty, I breathed in.


    I spluttered as the fumes entered my lungs, and the older boys started to laugh, but I kept going as I didn’t want to lose face. After I’d taken a few puffs, I passed the bong back but my brain was already starting to feel a bit fuzzy. A few minutes later, the room was spinning and I started to retch. Bile was rising in my throat, as if I was going to be sick, but nothing else would come.


    ‘Lynsey,’ I said, tugging on the sleeve of her hoodie. ‘Lynsey, I feel really weird.’


    ‘Relax,’ she replied. ‘It’s just ’cause it’s your first time.’


    ‘No,’ I said, making no attempt to hide the desperation in my voice. ‘No, you don’t get it. I think there’s something wrong with me.’


    Overhearing us, David asked what was wrong.


    ‘What have you just given me?’ I asked. By now, I was almost in tears. ‘I feel really sick.’


    I couldn’t understand why David and his mates were laughing, and it only made me more scared. The tears which had been threatening to fall now began to spill down my face, but still the boys didn’t take any notice.


    ‘What’s going on?’ I sobbed. ‘What are you going to do to me?’


    ‘Now you’ve tried weed, you’ll not be allowed to go home,’ David said.


    My throat tightened with panic. ‘What?’ I stammered.


    ‘You won’t even get to say bye to your mum,’ said the boy who had given me the bong. He still hadn’t told me his name.


    ‘The doctors are on their way to get you now,’ David went on. ‘They’re coming to pick you up.’


    Of course, none of this made sense, and my brain felt so cloudy that I convinced myself the boys were telling the truth. And anyway, I was only nine. The thought of never seeing my mum again was really frightening, and in my mind at that moment it could easily have been true. I could feel the terror rising in my chest but I was powerless to stop it. My weak heart was racing and tears were streaming down my face. I no longer knew who was saying what; all I knew was that I needed to get out of Elaine’s, and fast, and get home to Mum before all of these horrible people took me away to God knows where.


    I let out a shrill scream, but it was like the noise had come from someone else’s body, not mine. Lynsey was looking at the ground  I think she felt a bit bad for me  but the boys were hooting and howling with laughter. I sprang to my feet, really terrified now, and raced to the front door, but David got there before me, blocking it with his body.


    ‘You can’t leave, Sarah,’ he said. ‘The doctors are coming, remember? They’re going to lock you up with all the crazy people.’


    Fear and paranoia flooded my body as I tried to wrestle with him, but it was no use: I was a little nine-year-old girl, barely reaching his chest, and he was a fourteen-year-old boy, with the body of a man.


    ‘Please, let me out!’ I begged him. ‘Please let me go home to my mum!’


    The corners of David’s mouth were turning up, as if he was trying not to giggle, but I didn’t see  I was still dizzy. I ran back into the living room where Lynsey was still sitting on the floor. She had the bong in her hands. Suddenly, I felt like I was going to be sick, as if it was really happening this time. My stomach was churning violently and I ran to the corner of the room, retching loudly.


    ‘Look!’ David shouted. ‘She’s going to whitey!’


    He and his mates started whooping with laughter again. As my stomach settled, I turned back round to face David.


    ‘Please, can I go?’ I whispered.


    ‘What did I tell you?’ he replied. ‘Doctors are on their way.’


    Helpless, I turned to Lynsey. ‘Lynsey, they won’t let me out!’ I cried. ‘Lynsey, you need to help me! Call the police!’


    The boys thought this was hilarious, but Lynsey shot David an uneasy glance and I could tell he was starting to feel a bit mean.


    ‘Calm down,’ he said. ‘We’re only messing.’


    I still felt shaky when I got home, but luckily Mum wasn’t there. She’d started working shifts at a local pub and Mark had been left in charge of us. I got myself a glass of water and climbed into bed. Laura was already fast asleep at the other side of the room. But a few minutes later, I knew I was going to be sick  or ‘whitey’, as the boys had called it  for real. I ran into the bathroom and threw up, praying Mark hadn’t heard.


    The next morning, I still felt edgy and paranoid, and I was convinced Mum would guess straight away what I’d been up to, but she’d come in late from work and she was tired and busy, chattering away to me about school and whether or not I needed my PE kit that day.


    I’d hated the weed. It was horrible, plus the boys that hung around at Elaine’s didn’t seem very nice. But despite that, when Lynsey asked me back a few nights later, for some reason I said yes. I guess it was something to do, and being with Lynsey made me feel like I belonged somewhere. I needed that, now I was back to having no friends at school.


    ‘God, you were so stoned the other night,’ Lynsey said as we walked to Elaine’s. ‘I thought you were going to whitey everywhere.’


    ‘I did when I got in,’ I admitted. ‘It was horrible.’


    ‘You’ll get used to it,’ Lynsey said. ‘I was dead paranoid the first time, too, but now it’s just a laugh.’


    Gradually, the boys stopped taking the piss out of me, but they kept giving me weed. I suppose they were only really kids themselves and they didn’t see it as a big deal. For the next year and a half, Lynsey and I spent lots of our free time at Elaine’s. She was my only real friend and I felt safe with her, safe even in that house, despite all the crazy stuff that went on there. It was an escape from being so lonely at school and at home. At last I had somewhere to go with someone who actually wanted to spend time with me.


    It wasn’t long before I started smoking fags, too. It was just the done thing at Elaine’s, plus she would sometimes give us some for free as a ‘treat’ for watching the kids when she was out. I suppose it should have been obvious to me that she was working as a prostitute. After all, not many single, teenage mums can afford to buy cocaine like it’s going out of fashion. But I’d just turned ten at that point and I didn’t even really know what a prostitute was. I just thought Elaine was always busy with her mates or working the odd shift in a pub here and there. It was only years later, when I got talking to a girl who knew her, that I found out what was really going on when she disappeared in her short dresses and high-heeled boots.


    In the summer of 2002, just before I started Year 6, Lynsey and I also started drinking. Sometimes the boys we knew from Elaine’s would take us down to Ferham Park and buy a couple of bottles of cheap cider. For all that my first experience with weed had been horrible, I loved getting drunk from the start. As soon as the cider hit my bloodstream it gave me a bit of a buzz. For the first time in my life I was loud and confident, and even David and his mates thought I was a laugh. At least I think they did  I’m still not quite sure if they were still laughing at me. Of course, I always drank a bit too much and I’d often end up throwing up in the bushes, but I didn’t really care. It was all in the name of good fun, right?


    Sometimes Elaine would buy us cider too, if we agreed to the odd chore or to stay an hour or so longer with the kids. She knew what age we were but she needed something to bribe us with, and it seemed the easiest way of getting us to do her a favour here and there. Mostly, she was all right, but sometimes she could have a right temper on her. I suppose it was because of all the drugs she took, but back then I just thought she was really moody. One day, she asked me to wash some pots for her. It seemed a bit pointless, because the house was a total tip and I never saw her cook much, but I agreed anyway as I wanted her to buy me some booze when she went to the shop. I was scrubbing them for ages and I thought they looked much better, as they’d really been minging before, but when Elaine came in to inspect them she began hurling them against the wall.


    ‘You stupid bitch!’ she thundered. ‘You can’t even wash fucking pots right!’


    ‘What’s wrong with them?’ I asked, bewildered.


    ‘Look at this one!’ she said, her voice still raised as she held the pot in the air. For a second, I wondered if she was going to hit me with it, but instead she pointed to the tiniest speck of dirt on the handle. It didn’t look like food; it was probably just muck from her dirty kitchen.


    ‘Sorry,’ I replied, shrugging my shoulders.


    ‘Yeah, well, so you should be!’ she snapped. ‘This is a fucking disgrace. After all I do for you, you can’t even wash a pot right.’


    Half an hour later, though, she was back to being okay again, and she still bought me some cider when she went to the shop. That was the thing with Elaine. She could be a right cow, but her mood swings never lasted long.


    I quickly became an expert at hiding my smoking and drinking from Mum. Most nights she was on a late shift, so I’d make sure I got home before closing time and go straight upstairs to bed, back to the room I shared with Laura and all of our dolls, before anyone could ask me who I’d been with or what I’d been doing. Sometimes I even told Mum I’d been at Elaine’s, but obviously I made out that I’d just been helping with the kids. For all that Rotherham has its downsides, there is a real sense of community among some people, and lots of them will often go above and beyond to help others out. I think Mum just thought it was nice that Lynsey and I wanted to give Elaine a hand, because that’s what people did.


    Ferham is a small place, and by the time I reached Year 6 word had spread that I was hanging around with a group of older, cool mates. Slowly, people stopped giving me a hard time, and some of the people who used to bully me wanted to be my mate. Even Jenny, Carolyn and Anna stopped being really mean to me. I was glad they didn’t want to tease me any more, but I couldn’t be bothered being mates with them. Even at the age of eleven, I knew it was all a bit fake. Ever since the row with Mrs Cunningham that led to me being excluded, I was determined that I wasn’t taking any more shit from them.


    For a girl who was once so desperate to blend into the background, I was now the talk of the school. It didn’t help that I was almost always hungover or on some sort of comedown from all the weed I’d been smoking. I wouldn’t let anyone cross me  teachers or pupils  and I was soon getting excluded every other week for fighting or disrupting the class. If someone so much as breathed a wrong word to me, I’d batter them.


    Mum was really angry and she soon began to suspect I’d been up to no good. She started quizzing me about who I’d been hanging around with and what I’d been doing, but it didn’t make me stop. She later told me that she feared I was still being bullied and begged the school to investigate, but they weren’t really interested. I think by that point I’d just become a bit of a nuisance to them and they couldn’t wait for me to leave to go to secondary school.


    For Mum, alarm bells really started ringing when Laura began to pick up on my bad behaviour. By this point, Laura was starting to show the signs of having mild learning difficulties. She wasn’t as much trouble as I was, far from it, but she was always a little bit behind the others in her class when it came to reading and numbers, and she could never concentrate on her work because she was constantly hyper. Looking back, Mum thinks she had some form of ADHD, but those things weren’t talked about so much back then and she was never diagnosed.


    One lunchbreak, I got into a fight with a girl in my class and, spying me across the playground, Laura ran over and tried to join in. She didn’t get very far  I would never let my little sister fight my battles  but the damage had been done, as one of the dinner ladies had come out of the canteen to see what all the commotion was. She told the headteacher and all three of us were excluded for a few days.


    Poor Mum was at the end of her tether and made us stay in our room for ages. She was so mad she wouldn’t even let us watch The Powerpuff Girls, our favourite cartoon, never mind go out and play with our mates.


    ‘You used to be a lovely little girl,’ she told me, over and over, despair in her eyes. ‘What’s happening
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