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			Prologue

			September 2015, 9.30 a.m.

			The knock at the door had been unexpected.

			I’d just finished hoovering the bedrooms and was about to tackle the downstairs rooms when I heard it. It was so loud that it made me stop dead in my tracks. Unplugging the hoover, I retracted the cord so I didn’t trip over it and headed towards the top of the stairs.

			It was still early morning; the kids had just left for school and the house was empty. I didn’t realise it then, but each step I took would be a step closer to the moment my life would change forever. As I neared the bottom step I spotted the outlines of two people on the doorstep through the frosted-glass door pane. Expecting them to be Jehovah’s Witnesses, I tried to think of an excuse to move them on. I fixed a polite smile on my face and opened the door, the lame excuse still dancing on the tip of my tongue. As I did, I came face to face with two women – a glamorous blonde and an older, stern-faced brunette, neither of whom I’d ever seen before. Both were dressed in smart, sombre work clothes and they were each holding a briefcase.

			‘Gaia Cooper?’ the dark-haired woman asked.

			I tried to second-guess who she was and what she wanted. The woman had a solemn face and an equally serious manner about her. I guessed she must have been in her mid-forties. She wore her hair in a severe mahogany-brown bob, which aged her prematurely. Clutching a red lanyard draped around her neck, she held it up towards me. It had an equally dowdy photograph of her, and underneath was her job title: Police officer, National Crime Agency.

			‘Can we come in?’

			My mind scrambled as I tried to process what was written on her lanyard.

			Why are two officers from the National Crime Agency knocking at my door early on a Monday morning?

			Thoughts of my two young sons flashed through my mind as my stomach curdled with fear. I began to tremble. Her colleague noticed and tried to reassure me.

			‘Don’t worry, Gaia, everything’s okay. No one’s been hurt,’ she insisted, as she reached out towards me with a hand that didn’t quite touch.

			I sighed with relief, but my heart continued to clatter inside my chest.

			What do they want?

			Remembering my manners, I shifted over and invited them inside. Both officers found their way quickly to my front room, so quickly that, for a split second, I wondered if they’d been here before. Of course they hadn’t. I wasn’t like that anymore. I was a changed person and I’d left all that in the past.

			They took a seat on the sofa and rested their briefcases on the ground by their feet. A tense silence followed, before it was broken by the younger, fair-haired officer.

			‘We knew your children would be at school, Gaia. That’s why we’ve come so early. We didn’t want you to get upset in front of them.’

			Upset? Why the hell would I be upset, and why are two police officers sitting in my front room?

			‘We wanted you to have the rest of the day to try and process what we’ve come to ask you about.’

			My mind raced, full of uncertainty.

			‘Why?’ I said, interrupting her. ‘What have you come to ask me?’

			The officer seemed a little unsure of herself and turned to her older colleague for back-up. It became apparent the dark-haired woman was her boss, as she now stepped in and took charge.

			‘Gaia, could you please sit down for a moment?’

			She gestured with a nod of her head to a chair directly behind me and, that’s when I realised – I was still standing. I perched myself on the edge of the chair as I waited for them to say whatever it was they’d come to say.

			‘Could one of you just please tell me what this is about?’

			The senior officer cleared her throat and began to explain.

			‘As officers with the National Crime Agency we have been investigating historical offences following the recent failings in both Rotherham and Rochdale. Our work is part of a special taskforce, and we’ve been looking into the historical sexual exploitation of girls.’

			The breakfast I’d enjoyed only an hour earlier threatened to claw its way back up my throat. I listened in horror and tried hard not to vomit as a series of intrusive thoughts flashed across my mind.

			Men … lying on top of me. Hot breath clawing against the skin of my neck as I try to pull myself free. Black eyes, smashed glass on the floor … a broom handle.

			I gulped down a rising panic, and shook my head to try and rid it of the barbaric memories.

			A wardrobe door … a horrible crunching noise as it slams against my face – skin, tissue and bone disintegrating … splintering.

			I shuddered and tried to compose myself. A slick of sweat coated both hands and my skin grew clammy, as though a fever had just taken hold. I wrung both hands together anxiously as my face flushed and burned with … what? Shame … anger? I couldn’t be sure, as the urge to vomit intensified.

			These women – these strangers – were inside my home, discussing a past I’d spent years trying to erase. A past I’d buried deep within me. In the space of a few moments, that same past had risen to the surface, and was now living and breathing inside my front room. It had arrived unexpectedly with the knock at the door, and come kicking and screaming back into my life – the one I’d spent years painstakingly carving out for me and my boys. My hands trembled, and soon the rest of my body joined in.

			I glanced up to find both officers staring straight at me. The dark-haired one had opened her mouth, as though she was about to say more. Instinctively, I closed my eyes and swallowed hard to try and prepare myself. There was worse to come.

			‘Gaia, we have been trawling through the records of hundreds of girls who had been reported missing in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and you have been identified to us as one of those girls.’

			Subconsciously, I rubbed my fingers against my wrist as more memories rose to the surface.

			Tight parcel tape, holding me down … sprained wrists …

			‘Gaia?’

			It was the senior officer, but I couldn’t answer her. My heart beat so fast that I was finding it difficult to breathe. The fussy wallpaper in my front room began to swirl, the walls bending and narrowing as though they were closing in on me. I panted, sweating with fear, and stumbling to my feet, I staggered over to the window.

			Hot … the room is too hot … I can’t breathe.

			‘Gaia, are you …?’ a voice started to say.

			The intense heat faded as I rested my forehead against the cold, damp glass.

			Breathe … don’t forget to breathe.

			Outside it was a cold, fresh autumnal day, and right now I needed air. Turning the chrome latch, I pushed the window open. I wasn’t sure what I needed to do first – breathe or throw up. A gust of air brushed against my face, calming me. I gulped it down greedily. Cold air flooded into the radiator-hot room, leaving a distinct chill, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t think straight because I was terrified of what they might say next. After a few moments, my heart had stopped galloping. I wandered back over to my seat and tried to pull myself together.

			‘Sorry …’ I mumbled.

			The senior officer held up her hand as if to say no apology was needed.

			I urged her to continue, even though I found it painful and shameful. But I needed to know. Staring hard at a pattern in the nap of the grey carpet, I tried my best to concentrate and avoid eye contact. I needed to focus and prepare myself for the next body blow.

			‘Are you okay, Gaia? Do you need a moment – or a glass of water?’

			I shook my head, because I wanted it to be over and done with. I needed her to rip the plaster clean from the wound in one swift movement.

			She clasped both hands together, leaned forward in her seat and began to speak.

			‘Okay, as I was saying, you were one of those girls who was repeatedly reported missing, from what we can see on the missing persons database. Gaia, the men you associated with at that time … well, the thing is, we believe you were a victim of both grooming and sexual exploitation.’

			She paused as she said the word ‘exploitation’, and it hung in the air between us.

			‘Gaia, the men exploited you and, as a result, you got into a lot of trouble when you were still a child. But none of it – any of it – was your fault. You were groomed and exploited in the most horrible way.’

			I gasped. Angry tears flooded my eyes, blurring my vision. My chest tightened like a snare drum as my heart hammered against it. Lifting the sleeve of my sweatshirt, I wiped both eyes defiantly and managed to choke back an unexpected wave of emotion. But I was fooling no one, least of all myself. The floodgates had burst open, and a lifetime of pent-up hurt and frustration came spilling out.

			Years of being called a thief, a crook and a bad girl.

			I sobbed as I remembered all the names, the sly remarks and the untrusting, sideways glances.

			Look at her, the black sheep of the family. The fraudster, the slag …

			Each one punctured me like a shard of glass.

			The room fell silent, apart from intermittent sobs as they wracked through my body. The officers looked on as I tried, but failed, to catch my breath. I combed my trembling fingers through my long, strawberry blonde hair. Twisting and knotting each strand, I pulled them taut around my fingers. I wanted, no, I needed to feel something – anything. Pain was good because pain reminded me of what I’d been through.

			My home – my sanctuary – had instantly changed. Everything had changed, and I would never forget these two strangers with their briefcases and lanyards, or this moment. They had transported me right back there – a terrified fourteen-year-old child, the girl no one wanted to know, the girl no one trusted.

			‘Gaia, are you okay?’

			The young officer stretched out a manicured hand towards me and I let her.

			‘Look,’ her boss said, breaking the silence, ‘we understand that this has come as a complete shock to you, but we really need your help.’

			I wiped away the last angry tears in one sweep.

			‘I’m okay. It’s just that …’

			‘What? What is it, Gaia?’

			I opened my mouth and took a deep breath of courage.

			‘It’s just that nobody – not one person – has ever said that to me before – that none of this was my fault. But now you’re here …’

			I glanced up at them both. ‘… and you’re asking for my help?’ I said, my voice incredulous.

			The younger officer shifted uncomfortably in her seat and averted her eyes to the floor.

			But I hadn’t finished. I hadn’t even started. They needed to know … everyone needed to know. I pictured myself – a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl, travelling in a car with much older men. The police had pulled us over, but I’d been so drunk that I’d vomited all over the officer’s shoes.

			She can see I’m out of it and alone with those men, yet she laughs and sends me on my way.

			The thought of it now made me boil with anger.

			‘Where were you?’ I hissed, my eyes flashing with fury. ‘Where were you back then when I was a fourteen-year-old child, begging for help? Where were you when I needed you?’

			The senior officer glanced up. Our eyes locked as she looked me straight in the eye for the very first time.

			‘Gaia, we’re here now.’

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Shoes

			Standing in the long grass at the side of the school field, I shielded a hand against my eyes to try and block out the brightness of the blistering morning sun. I glanced down at my feet. The glitter glistened between gaps in the wilted yellow blades of grass. Shuffling my feet, I pushed them deeper into the thick, messy undergrowth. I was still busy, looking down at them, when a voice snapped me back into the moment.

			‘Gaia Cooper, come over here right now.’

			I raised my head and stared into the eyes of my teacher. She lifted a hand and beckoned me over towards her and the rest of the class, but I didn’t want to move – not an inch – because if I did then everyone would see.

			‘Gaia, aren’t you listening? Come over here right now,’ the teacher said tersely.

			My classmates looked over in bewilderment as they waited for me to do as I was told. But I couldn’t step out of the long grass because if I did, they would all laugh at me.

			Miss Brown’s knee-length skirt rustled and her blouse twisted at the waistband as she marched over towards me. Her dark eyebrows knitted together in annoyance.

			‘Whatever’s got into you this morning, Gaia?’

			She cupped a hand around my shoulder and I felt a gentle push as she tried, but failed, to nudge me from the spot. Both feet remained firmly planted against the ground. I hoped it’d open up and swallow me whole.

			‘Please don’t make me move,’ I whispered.

			My teacher sighed. Bending her long legs at the knees, she crouched down until she was eye-level with me.

			‘Why, Gaia? What is it?’

			But I didn’t know what to say or even where to begin so I shrugged.

			‘Look, whatever it is, you’re just being silly. Now, be a good girl, go over there and join the rest of the class.’

			Just then, I heard the voice of one of my classmates standing behind her.

			‘Miss, what’s wrong with Gaia?’

			The teacher twisted awkwardly as she crouched down. Wobbling slightly, she turned to my annoying classmate.

			‘Ellie, what have I told you? Now go back and join the rest of the class.’

			Ellie shot me a hateful look and returned to the others as the rest of the class gawped impatiently. They were waiting to start the day’s outdoor PE lesson. Some children love attention, but I wasn’t one of them. In fact, I hated it.

			‘Come on,’ Miss Brown said, standing up. ‘I don’t have time for this.’

			Do it. Do it now!
My heart fluttered like a wild bird inside my chest as my crippling embarrassment engulfed me. With my eyes scrunched tightly shut behind jam-jar spectacles, I stepped away from the long grass and back into the world.

			The first snigger came quickly, followed by a crescendo of giggles. Soon, the whole class was laughing at me. Small fingers began to point down at my feet and Miss Brown’s eyes followed. My once-perfect black plimsolls had been customised with lime-green elastic U-shapes (instead of the usual black), and the edge trim had been dipped in glue and glitter. The silver glitter glistened in the sunlight as though the glue underneath was still wet.

			‘Miss, why are Gaia’s shoes all funny?’

			It was Ellie again. She was a confident, pushy and popular girl – everything I was not. Ellie had everything her heart desired – she only had to say the word. She didn’t know what it felt like to be me – none of them did, not even the poor ones. I remained standing there – my shoes aglow in the bright sunlight – as everyone sniggered and pointed.

			For once, Miss Brown was lost for words.

			‘I, er, come on, Gaia,’ she mumbled.

			But I knew; I could tell by the way she’d wrapped a protective arm around my shoulders. I could hear it in her voice. Everyone who knew Mum, knew what she was like. She was different – quirky – and, by default, that made me the same. Miss Brown knew that anything she did say would make matters ten times worse. Turning to the rest of the class, she clapped her hands together to try and bring order.

			‘Okay, enough. Let’s get the lesson started!’

			Slowly, the children separated into different groups as I went over to find mine. I knew what they were thinking; it was obvious in the way they were all glancing at one another.

			What has Gaia’s mum made her wear now?

			When Mum had first bought my plimsolls a few weeks earlier, I’d been ecstatic I finally had something ‘normal’ to wear. Smiling, I held them up against the light. I was dying to wear them because I wanted to belong.

			‘Put them back in the bag,’ Mum nagged.

			‘But …’

			‘Do as I say.’

			After I did, the pumps went missing. I searched everywhere, but I couldn’t find them. When I finally asked her if she’d seen them, Mum’s face had lit up with excitement.

			‘Well, it was supposed to be a surprise, but you might as well have them now.’

			With that, she disappeared while I stood there waiting. I heard noises as she rummaged through a kitchen cupboard, so I wandered through to join her. She turned and triumphantly held the carrier bag up, then pulled out my newly decorated pair of plimsolls.

			‘Here you go!’

			My mouth fell open with shock because she’d changed the elastic and coated the edges of the pumps with a crust of glitter.

			I wanted to die.

			‘Lovely, aren’t they?’ Mum chirped. ‘Took me ages.’

			‘I, er, I … I …’

			For once, I was completely speechless.

			‘No need to thank me. No one else will have a pair like that, you know.’

			Clearly delighted, she scrunched the carrier bag in her hands and popped it back inside a drawer.

			She was right – no other child would want to wear something quite as awful.

			As she plonked herself down onto a kitchen chair, I realised that she was waiting for me to thank her. But I was still dumbstruck.

			They’ll crucify me.

			And they did, only not straight away. Over the next few weeks I kept the awful pumps strictly under wraps. Mum insisted I took them to school. I did, but I pushed them to the bottom of my PE bag and kept them hidden there. With no pumps, I’d run around the school hall and field barefoot. I didn’t care how freezing and painful the cold floor and ground felt underfoot, that didn’t matter because I knew it was better than the plimsolls.

			Miss Brown quizzed me, asking where my plimsolls were. Each time I’d swear I’d forgotten them. It annoyed her – that, and all the verrucas I seemed to catch. The verrucas soon became a real problem. Mum seemed baffled how I’d managed to pick up so many in such a short space of time. She’d complain bitterly and soak my feet in a strange, orange-coloured chemical solution that smelled disgusting. It was so strong that it stained my skin bright orange. I wasn’t sure which was worse, bright turmeric-coloured feet or the awful plimsolls. Eventually, Miss Brown became so fed up seeing my beacon feet that she threatened to contact Mum. That’s when I knew the game was up. I’d have to wear them – and now I had.

			‘Miss, why does Gaia have funny stuff on her pumps?’ Ellie asked again.

			She was like a dog with a bone; she wouldn’t give up. But the teacher didn’t answer her.

			She knew Mum was a hippy – all the teachers did – because I couldn’t exactly hide it. Or her. Mum would come and pick me up from school in her battered yellow van. It would splutter and backfire loudly as it pulled up outside the school gates, drawing a crowd of its own. My mum wasn’t anything like the other school mums. For starters, she had dreadlocked hair and wore charity-shop clothes. She’d dress me the same. My clothes had not only seen better days, they were decades out of fashion. Everything about her was different and, in turn, that made me different. But my humiliation didn’t end after the PE lesson – I had to wear the stupid plimsolls for the rest of the school year. Every time I took them out of my bag the other kids would nudge and whisper. I was desperate to fit in, but the odds were stacked against me right away.

			My inner-city London school was multicultural, but even against a backdrop of children of all ethnicities and social classes, I always stood out. It wasn’t just my stupid, hippyish name that set me apart – everything about me was different, including the jam jar glasses I had to wear. I’d never been one of the pretty girls; I didn’t even have a favourite doll.

			Mum always said I was so hyperactive and naughty that she didn’t know what to do with me. She coped by doing exactly what she wanted to do, namely dragging me along to Glastonbury or gigs by the band Pentangle. It was usually just the two of us, so I could never escape. My real dad had disappeared. She said he’d upped and left as soon as she’d told him she was pregnant with me. I’d always doubted her version of events but as there was no one else to ask, I had to accept it. However, something didn’t quite fit.

			My mother had a full-time job in a health food shop so she’d drop me at the childminder’s house, which was just across the road. The childminder was strict, and one of my earliest memories was wetting myself after I’d been told not to move from my chair. I’d always been the sort of kid who didn’t like to get into trouble. Although it had just been us, Mum didn’t stay single for long. When I was six years old, she met my stepdad, Richard. I immediately warmed to Richard because he was everything Mum wasn’t. For starters, he looked normal, like a dad should. Most of all, he seemed to take a genuine interest in what I had to say. Although he was divorced, he had two children of his own – a boy called Josh and a girl called Ruby. Having Josh and Ruby was like having two ready-made playmates. I’d sit by the front window, eagerly awaiting their arrival on the weekends that Richard had them. Like most brothers, Josh could be annoying. He was only four months older than me, but he’d decided he should be in charge. He’d terrorise me and Ruby, spitting chewed-up paper in our faces. Being a bit of a tomboy, I’d retaliate. Eventually, the three of us would end up collapsed on the floor in an exhausted heap, giggling. Until they arrived, I didn’t realise quite how much I missed having siblings, even if they were only step ones. At least I wasn’t alone now.

			Unlike me, Ruby was close to both her mum and her dad. The girls at my school were the same. Although I was young, I would feel a weird pang of jealousy whenever the other girls bragged how they’d been shopping with their mums. My life wasn’t like that because all my clothes came from jumble sales or charity shops. Apart from the customised plimsolls, I rarely received anything new. Other girls also seemed to have a closeness to their mums that I never had. It made me feel sad and lonely.

			By the time I turned eight years old, I realised that Mum was at the root of all my problems – from all the strange clothes she made me wear to my odd home life. Unlike the other kids who ate burgers and chips, Mum would feed me healthy food all the time. I guess it went with the territory, but I must have been the only child who thought green beans were chips, or ‘green chips’ as Mum called them. I couldn’t understand why all my friends raved about chips, until one day I tried the real thing at school.

			‘Are these like the green ones?’ I asked the dinner lady.

			She looked a little bemused, as though she didn’t have a clue what I was talking about.

			Unlike the rest of my classmates, I’d never eaten fast food. Sweet treats were almost non-existent in our house unless Ruby and Josh came to stay. At one point my craving for sweet things became so bad that I took to stealing. One afternoon, I’d been invited over to a friend’s house for tea. After dinner, her mother brought out some Jammie Dodgers biscuits and placed them on the table. My eyes were on stalks as I watched my friend tuck in and eat as many as she wanted. An hour or so later we decided to go to the local park to play. I was carrying my school bag – a small drawstring bag – which I’d strapped to my back. However, as I scaled the climbing frame, the bag slipped off my shoulder, spilling the contents to the ground. The jammy biscuit centres glinted in the afternoon sun as a handful tumbled to the ground and rolled off in different directions. My friend stopped, looked down and pointed at them accusingly.

			‘Why have you taken all the biscuits?’

			My face burned as my eyes shifted between her and them. I didn’t know what to say because I couldn’t tell her the real reason – that we never had nice things back home.

			The following day during lunchtime, my friend watched me as she slowly ate one of the biscuits.

			‘You like these, Gaia, don’t you?’ she said pointedly.

			Of course, it wasn’t long before the rest of the class found out. Suddenly, the invites back home to different houses for tea dried up. It must have been obvious to everyone who cared to notice that I didn’t have what the other children had. I couldn’t understand why I was so different or why Mum would want me to be.

			I didn’t realise it then, but the graffitied plimsolls were just the start.

			***

			‘Sing us a song, Gaia,’ my classmate Abbie insisted.

			Abbie and I sat next to each other on the same table at school. The other children glanced up from what they were doing. We were supposed to be copying out sentences into our jotters, but I’d been far too busy daydreaming, staring out of the classroom window.

			‘Hmm … what?’ I mumbled.

			The end of my chewed pencil had disintegrated into small wooden splinters inside my mouth. As I tried to wipe them away, I realised that everyone was staring, including Abbie.

			‘Me?’

			Abbie rolled her eyes in annoyance.

			‘Yes, Gaia. I said, “Sing us a song.”’

			My stomach tightened with nerves as I tried to think of a song – any song – I knew. Of course, I knew all the Pentangle and Jethro Tull songs off by heart because those were Mum’s favourites, but a proper song?

			Suddenly, something popped into my head. I grinned because I knew it off by heart – it was one of my stepdad’s favourites. I closed my eyes and began to sing:

			‘A drop of Nelson’s blood wouldn’t do us any harm …’

			The sea shanty began to stream from my mouth. It was a song about Lord Horatio Nelson, rum and the Battle of Trafalgar. To me, it was just a song and one I knew well. I wasn’t a natural extrovert, which was why I’d shut my eyes; however, by the time I’d opened them I realised everyone was staring at me open-mouthed. That’s when I knew – I’d done something weird again.

			Abbie’s face changed to one of utter confusion. In fact, everyone stayed silent. It was obvious that no one knew what to say or make of me and my strange little song.

			‘What was that?’ someone called out.

			‘It’s a sea shanty, it’s about …’

			Before I could answer, Abbie butted in.

			‘No, I mean, what was that?’

			She looked across the table as everyone began to side-eye each other. Then they laughed. Embarrassment whooshed up from the soles of my feet right to my face as it began to redden.

			‘Okay, you sing a song,’ I huffed, as I pointed at Abbie.

			She smirked and cleared her throat. That’s when I realised she already had something prepared. Abbie had a good singing voice, and she knew it. She pulled a serious face as she began to sing the opening lines of ‘Chains’ by Tina Arena. As soon as she reached the chorus, the others joined in. Everyone knew the words – everyone apart from me. Although the song was catchy, I’d never heard it before in my life.

			‘Well, I think it’s a silly song,’ I added.

			Abbie stopped, looked at me and narrowed her eyes.

			‘Well, at least it’s in the charts, unlike yours …’

			That’s when I realised it wasn’t just my jumble-sale clothes or customised plimsolls that set me apart. Everything about me was wrong.

			That afternoon, Mum waved as she climbed down from her van and parked outside the school gates. Although I couldn’t hear what they were saying, I spotted the other mums standing in small groups, staring. Mum was wearing a long, flowery dress, a moth-eaten, knitted waistcoat and some old boots that she’d customised. Even though she was my mum and I loved her, I cringed because I was beginning to view her through other people’s eyes.

			‘Good day at school?’ she asked.

			Her banana-coloured van was ancient and the wheel arches covered in large patches of orange rust. Metal groaned and creaked beneath us as we both climbed in. I could almost picture the rust flaking to the floor, leaving a trail of ginger dust as we drove off.

			‘Gaia, I asked you a question. I said, did you have a good day at school?’

			‘Hmmm …’ I mumbled.

			What could I say?

			I stood out because I was weird Gaia Cooper – the girl with the strange name and strange clothes.

			To try and fit in, I decided to stick to the other weird kids. Although she knew all the songs in the charts, Abbie’s family seemed even stranger than mine because they were Jehovah’s Witnesses. There seemed to be loads of things that she wasn’t allowed, including immunisations at school.

			‘The stuff they put in the injections is made from dead babies,’ Abbie said, her eyes wide with horror.

			‘What!’

			Afterwards, I ran home to tell my parents.

			‘Don’t be silly, Gaia, she’s winding you up!’ my stepdad chortled.

			I was a gullible little girl, and everyone knew.

			Despite this, I’d just begun to build up a small friendship group when, one day, completely out of the blue, Mum announced that we were moving. She’d just given birth to my half-sister Laura and had decided to finally marry my stepdad.

			‘I just don’t think London is a safe place to bring kids up, especially not two little girls,’ she insisted.

			Although I’d had a difficult time, in many ways I loved my school and my friends because they were all different. My class was a melting pot of different cultures and it had taught me to accept everyone, no matter who they were or where they came from.

			But, with Mum’s mind firmly made up, a ‘For Sale’ sign was hammered into the ground outside in the garden and a few months later our house was sold.

			To mark my departure, I asked Mum if I could make my teacher a leaving present. Mum opened up her craft boxes and, not long after, a beautiful necklace dangled from my fingers.

			‘She’s going to love it,’ my mother agreed.

			I smiled. For once I’d done something good and that made me feel happy inside. Although the necklace was colourful, I felt it needed something else. I rummaged in the craft box until I spotted some star sequins. Grabbing the glue pot, I began to stick them to the beads as Mum nodded with approval.

			The following morning, I couldn’t wait to give Miss Brown her special homemade present. As soon as I did, her face lit up.

			‘Thank you, Gaia. I shall treasure it. I’ll wear it every day.’

			She pointed to the little stars.

			‘I especially love these.’

			I left school that day feeling wonderful.

			‘Did she like it?’ Mum asked, as she met me at the school gate.

			‘She loved it!’

			During my final week, Miss Brown wore my homemade necklace, only I noticed that the sequin stars were missing.

			‘What happened?’ I asked.

			The teacher clasped a self-conscious hand against her neck.

			‘Oh, I loved them; I really did, Gaia,’

			Red bloomed across her cheeks the more she tried to explain.

			‘It’s just that the stars were a little scratchy against my neck, so I peeled them off.’

			My face crumpled.

			‘But you said you loved them.’

			‘I did, it’s just that …’

			It was too late. Miss Brown had changed my necklace, just as Mum changed everything. I realised then that adults didn’t always mean what they said. They could lie too.

		

		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Small Town

			Everything about my new home was different, from the neat little garden at the front to the identikit houses lined up in ordered little red-bricked rows. There were no high-rise tower blocks like those that once dominated the skyline near my old home; the dust, noise and constant bustle of central London had disappeared, and along with them the excitement. Instead, I’d been transported to another world – a new town with fields, fresh air and a small, generic high street but very little else. Rather than being surrounded by diversity, the town was largely populated by a sea of white faces. It was a small town stuffed full of small-minded people. The school Mum had chosen for me wasn’t much better. As soon as I walked into the classroom on my first day, I knew that no matter how hard I tried, I’d never fit in.

			‘Those are funny glasses. Why do you wear them?’ a girl asked as I took a seat at a new table.

			‘Look at her funny dress,’ her friend remarked.

			She nudged her as the two girls covered their mouths and began to giggle.

			I glanced down at my awful, old-fashioned dress; it was even older than I was. It was made from a horrible, bobbled, checked cloth. It had a huge patch pocket on the front with a worn-out transfer picture of a kitten stuck to it. Bizarrely, even though she’d bought it from a jumble sale, somehow Mum had managed to find two of the same dress in different sizes – one for me and one for my step-sister. Ruby hated hers on sight because we both realised how ridiculous we looked. I was older, so being dressed the same as my younger step-sister left me feeling foolish. Ruby was luckier than I was; she had her own mother, who immediately threw the awful dress in the bin. Sadly, I wasn’t as fortunate and, with Mum breathing down my neck, I was forced to wear it, come rain or shine.

			Not only did I not look like my classmates, the curriculum we’d followed in my previous school in London had also been entirely different. I was just nine years old but, when it came to reciting our times table, I didn’t have a clue because we’d never memorised them.

			One day, just after lunch I was sitting in class when the teacher decided to single me out.

			‘Gaia, please stand and say your nine times table.’

			My mouth grew dry with anxiety.

			‘Er, erm …’

			In a blind panic, I tried to stall for time. I stood there, umming and erring as the whole class waited.

			‘Gaia, you do know your times tables, don’t you?’ the teacher asked gently.

			She arched an eyebrow hopefully. An excruciating silence followed as everyone waited for me to answer.

			‘I, erm, I …’

			But I didn’t, and the fact I didn’t answer confirmed it.

			‘Okay,’ she said, mercifully. ‘You can sit back down.’

			Tears pricked at the backs of my eyes as I willed them not to fall, but they did. Everyone in class turned to stare at the strange new girl, wearing the jam jar glasses, sobbing in her chair.

			‘Okay, class, everyone face the front.’

			Although I was grateful, the teacher and I both knew I was way behind. My classmates were streets ahead of me, not only in the fashion stakes, but in every sense. When I later told Mum what had happened, she went out and bought a cassette tape for me so I could try and catch up.

			Not long afterwards, I was playing with my baby sister in the kitchen when I heard the front door slam. Mum wandered through to join us. She was holding a bulging plastic carrier bag. I shuddered. It meant only one thing – she’d been to the car boot.

			‘I’ve got some right bargains,’ she said excitedly.

			She proceeded to pull out a series of awful, creased and unfashionable clothes. My eyes scoured the pile, looking for something half-decent.

			‘Oh, I nearly forgot,’ she added, as her hand rustled in the bottom of the carrier bag.

			‘You said you wanted some Reebok trainers so, I got you these.’

			In her hand were a pair of old Reeboks. They weren’t perfect – the ‘white’ leather had yellowed – but at least they said Reebok, the trainers everyone wore at school. My heart galloped with excitement.

			‘Well, go on then. Don’t just stand there, try them on.’

			I couldn’t stop smiling as I sat down on the kitchen chair and pulled them on. But my smile soon slipped.

			‘Lovely,’ Mum remarked.

			Then she spotted my face. I pulled off one of the trainers and loosened the laces a little to peer at the label inside.

			‘They’re a size five!’

			I pointed to the label as my mother picked up her glasses and came over to inspect it herself. She straightened up and thought for a moment.

			‘Don’t worry, you’ll soon grow into them.’

			‘But I’m only a three!’

			She’d already stopped listening. She lifted a hand and scratched her head with her stubby, bitten-back fingernails.

			‘Listen, you’re almost a size five and, well, if they’re too big now then it won’t be much longer before you grow into them. Besides, I can’t afford to spend money on trainers that you won’t wear. They’re not that much bigger; just wear thick socks with them.’

			Even though they were two sizes too big and a funny colour, at least I owned a pair of prized Reeboks – something the other kids had. But if I thought the trainers would help me fit in, then I was wrong.

			‘Nice trainers, Gaia,’ a boy smirked as I hobbled into the classroom the next morning.

			‘Thanks,’ I replied, beaming with joy.

			The trainers were so big that they kept slipping off the backs of my heels and they made me trip up over my own feet. At first, I didn’t understand why he was laughing. Although the trainers had the right name written on the side, they were worn out and stank of someone else’s foot odour.

			‘And you’ve got ginger hair …’ the boy quipped.

			‘It’s strawberry blonde.’

			‘And a funny name,’ his mate chipped in.

			Within the hour, my happiness had evaporated. The kids at my new school began to mock me and my clothes. It soon became a sport – a kind of ‘What will Gaia wear next?’ joke.

			Just like Reeboks, Kickers boots were all the rage at the time and all the popular girls wore them. I drove Mum crazy, begging her to buy me some, but they cost a small fortune. Mum begrudged spending money on new things when she could find perfectly good second-hand clothes and shoes at jumble sales. Shortly afterwards, she emerged triumphant from a local scout hall holding a pair of salmon pink, suede Kickers boots. They were so worn and dirty that they looked grey. While everyone else bombed around the playground in their brightly coloured trendy boots, I had to make do with a pair the colour of a well-used rag. She finally relented and gave me some money to buy another second-hand pair, only this time from a girl at school, called Annie. They’d also seen better days, but what made matters worse was the fact everyone knew they’d once belonged to her.

			Occasionally there would be a bit of respite. It came in the form of my aunt and uncle, who lived in Newcastle. I loved it up there. Not only was it a big, friendly city with lots of stuff happening, but my aunt and I would catch a bus to the Metro Centre in nearby Gateshead, where she’d take me clothes shopping. Back home, I’d only ever get something new if it was my birthday. Even then, Mum would insist on taking me to somewhere like TK Maxx, where everything had been heavily discounted. But Aunt Linda was different. As soon as I walked in through the door of her Newcastle home, she’d give me a cursory glance.

			‘Hang on, I’ll just grab my coat,’ she said one day, just after Mum had dropped me off.

			‘But I’ve only just got here,’ I said, throwing my old school bag on the floor.

			My aunt nodded, checked her watch and made her way over towards the door.

			‘Come on, if we’re quick we’ll be able to make the next bus.’

			I stared at her blankly.

			‘Why?’

			‘Because I’m taking you shopping. This,’ she said, tugging at my threadbare sleeve, ‘has seen better days. And those,’ she said, pointing down at Annie’s old Kickers boots, ‘deserve to live in the bin.’

			My face broke into a smile. That day we caught the bus and trawled the shops, where she bought me a new coat and shoes.

			‘But what do I tell Mum?’ I asked.

			I was worried how I’d be able to explain it all away to my frugal mother. Aunt Linda was a kind but formidable woman. She also knew exactly what her sister was like.

			‘Tell her it’s my treat – for your birthday.’

			It was my turn to be confused.

			‘But that was months ago, and you sent me some money, remember?’

			She rested a hand against her mouth.

			‘Did I? Ah well, it’s the rest of your birthday present then.’

			I grinned, delighted that I’d be able to keep all my lovely new things. True to her word, my stinky Reeboks and knackered Kickers boots went straight in the bin.

			On my next visit, Aunt Linda bought me lots of lovely underwear from Marks & Spencer, some stationery, a pencil case, Parker ink pens and a trendy Kangol shoulder bag to carry all my school books in.

			‘We don’t want everyone thinking you’re poor now, do we?’

			I loved my aunt and the novelty of having new things to wear. Not only that, everything fitted properly too and I’d been able to choose it. I was used to clothes being too big, too short, unfashionable or too garish. My aunt had offered a kind of normality I’d not known before, and I loved her for it.

			My stepdad was kind, like my aunt, but he was too busy at work all day to notice my mother’s growing indifference towards me. It reached a point where she even started to keep ‘extra’ food from me. If I took something from the fridge, Mum would go mad, scream and call me a thief. I couldn’t win. Soon, I’d become so skinny that the school nurse flagged it up with the family GP. The doctor called me in for a check-up, along with Mum. He carried out a routine examination of my lungs, eyes and heart, then he recorded my height and asked me to stand on a set of weighing scales. He frowned as he slid the weight along a chest-height long metal pole. Then he logged all the information into a computer as Mum sat opposite him, watching like a hawk. The doctor nodded towards an empty chair and asked me to take a seat.

			‘It’s like this, Mrs Cooper. Gaia is extremely underweight. I can see no obvious problems other than the fact she’s far too thin for her age and height. She’s eleven years old and, to be honest, she should weigh much more than she does.’

			My mother stared at him in shock.

			I have no food and it’s all your fault, I thought bitterly.

			Feeling annoyed, I bounced the heels of my shoes off the chair legs.

			However, the doctor hadn’t finished.

			‘I don’t wish to worry you, but I suspect
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