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About the Book

At the vulnerable age of 12, Lara McDonnell was picked out by a gang of men who befriended her, showered her with attention and gained her trust. Manipulated and groomed, her life quickly spiralled out of control as the men trafficked her around the country, deliberately keeping her compliant with drink and drugs. Deeply disturbed and frightened of what the gang would do to her if she tried to escape their evil clutches, it would take over five years for Lara to find the strength to fight back.

This is her heartbreaking story.


About the Author

Following Lara’s horrifying ordeal, she found the strength to become a key witness in the trial of Britain’s most evil sex ring and has since rebuilt her life with her son and adoptive mother.
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To my son. I hope you understand how special you are.


This book is a work of non-fiction based on the life, experiences and recollections of the author. The names of people, places, dates, sequences or the details of events may have been changed to protect the privacy of others.


Prologue

NO ESCAPE

The shrill ringtone made me jump, even though I was expecting the text. I didn’t have to read it; I knew the gist of what it said and who had sent it. As soon as I heard the noise and saw the screen of my phone light up my heart began to beat faster. Tension, anxiety and fear threatened to overwhelm me and I started to breathe faster as I reached for the handset.

‘B here in 10. Friends here.’

Six short words. My instructions. I didn’t need any more detail than what was written on the screen. The person who sent it was careful enough to be vague – he didn’t want to leave any evidence. I knew exactly what was required of me and I knew I couldn’t refuse. I shivered and tried to calm myself; my head swam as I attempted to come to terms with what I was about to do.

I sat down on the pretty floral duvet cover on my bed and tried to pull myself together.

‘You’ve done it before – it’ll be over in a few hours. The drugs will help,’ I told myself.

I hugged my knees and rocked back and forth. My bedroom was warm and cosy. It should have been my sanctuary but there was nowhere I felt safe.

My bed was clean and comfortable. The bookshelf was full of my favourite stories and a sketch pad lay open on my desk. Bradley from the pop band S Club 7 gazed down at me from a poster on the wall. It was a typical young girl’s room but I was not a typical young girl.

The place I was being summoned to could not have been more different from the room I was leaving. The squalid flat was just a short walk away from the three-storey Victorian house I lived in but it might as well have been on another planet. It was a crack den. The drug fumes always stung my nostrils when I walked in. They smelled like burning plastic and they sparked a craving in me. The drugs numbed me. I knew that, as soon as those fumes filled my lungs, what followed – the men and the abuse – would be more bearable.

Downstairs my mum was cooking dinner. The smell of homemade casserole filled the house. But I had no appetite – I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in weeks. I started to work out how I was going to leave the house. I had no keys. Mum wouldn’t allow me a set – it was her way of trying to keep tabs on me. She was frantic with worry. I disappeared on an almost-daily basis and always after a text message. She didn’t know the half of what was going on; she didn’t know about the drugs and the men and I wasn’t about to tell her.

I was ashamed and I was also scared. How had I let myself get into the position I was in? My life was a complete mess. I didn’t know who I could trust or who my friends were; all I knew was that, as soon as the texts came through, I needed to get out.

The man who sent them called it work. It was my job. I belonged to him and I did what he told me to do. He gave me alcohol and a constant supply of drugs; in return I did as I was told. I was there to service his customers.

It hadn’t always been that way. Once, I believed I could trust him. I believed he was my friend but, increasingly, he terrified me. I knew that if I refused what he asked then he would hunt me down and he would hurt me. It made no difference to him whether the police or social workers knew. As far as he was concerned, they couldn’t do anything.

I reached under my bed and felt around for the screwdriver I used for breaking the lock on the window. My hands were shaking as I wedged it between the window and the frame and popped open the catch that held it shut. Slowly I pushed the window open. Mum was still cooking downstairs. The sound of the crockery and the fan on the oven masked the sound of the window sliding open. I had broken out many times before and nimbly climbed through the open space, onto the security light outside and jumped down into the garden.

As I did so the light came on. I saw Mum look up and stare out of the kitchen window.

‘Lara!’ she cried. ‘Where are you going?’

But I was gone. There was no way she was going to stop me. It was dark and the cold night air hit me as I ran off. I was wearing only a hoodie and a pair of jeans. Other clothes would be provided for me where I was going. I would be made to wear the tarty underwear the men insisted on. The thought of it made my skin crawl but I didn’t have a choice.

My phone trilled again. I glanced at the screen as I ran over the bridge. The spires of Oxford University shone in the distance.

‘Where r u?’

‘On the way,’ I texted back hurriedly.

I rounded the corner of the estate and a gang of menacing-looking teenagers loitering there eyed me suspiciously. As I hurried past they said nothing.

The door was open when I arrived and I walked into the dirty main room. A stained sofa was placed in the middle of the room in front of a widescreen TV. The air was thick with crack fumes. Mohammed was waiting.

‘Where the fuck have you been?’ he hissed, his eyes dark and bloodshot.

‘I… I… I had to get out of the house,’ I stuttered.

He nodded towards the small, cluttered bedroom.

‘Get in there and get that lot on,’ he ordered. Through the door I could see underwear laid out on the bed. It was cheap and tacky adult lingerie.

Two men were sitting on the sofa behind Mohammed. Their eyes followed me as I walked into the room.

As I closed the door behind me I tried to understand how my life had become the misery it was. I was a slave, I was sold – I was just 13.


Chapter one

A FAMILY SNAPSHOT

My birth mother stares out of the photograph with empty eyes. The picture has been taped together with Sellotape. I ripped it in half several years ago in a fit of anger.

In the shot, she is holding me. It was taken when I was just a few months old. I’m dressed in a grubby babygro that had faded long before the photo was taken. A sun hat is plonked on my head. I am sitting on her knee. Her hands are holding me, but not supporting me; my head lolls uncomfortably to one side. She stares vacantly at the camera, disinterested.

She is Theresa Jenkins – Terri. Born in the Northwest of England, she was adopted as soon as she was born. From what I know, her parents were very young when they had her and both were alcohol dependent. When Terri was born the kind of child protection procedures that we have in place today did not exist, so I can only imagine her parents must have been in no fit state to raise a child for her to be taken away from them.

But I don’t call Terri ‘Mum’. I used to when I was little but, as I got older, I started to realise that Mum is a title you earn, it doesn’t get handed to you automatically.

Terri was 42 when she died. She had seven children. Two were not with my birth father, Shane Long. The eldest in my family is a girl, and her name is Isobel. I have never met her – she was adopted before I was born. Until I was eight, I knew nothing of her existence. In all, including half brothers and sisters, I have 11 siblings because Shane had children from a previous marriage. I have never met them either and I don’t remember Shane ever visiting them. Our family was broken long before I came along and my birth parents’ attitude to parental responsibility was non-existent.

The photograph tells me everything I need to know about my links with Terri. She is expressionless and detached from me, the baby on her lap, and from whatever else is going on around her. It looks as if I have been placed there against her will. Her body language is screaming, ‘Take this thing away from me.’ Any normal mother in a similar situation would be swollen with pride, eager to show off her little bundle of joy. They would be looking at the child in front of them and cooing or nuzzling up to her rosy cheeks. But Terri looks awkward; she is squirming away from me. It’s the same in every photo I have of us together; she always looks detached and empty. She is devoid of love, affection and motherly pride. Her gaze is always somewhere else. In all the pictures I have seen of her with her children, the pose is the same: we are just plonked on her knee, like a succession of dolls. There is no intimacy; she does not cuddle up.

No one really remembers their early years entirely. We patch together a story of how we grew up through photos, snatches of memory and things we are told by our families. Some of my memories are vivid, others enhanced by reports on me that I have read over the years in a thick file passed between different agencies.

What happens in those early years of any child’s life is vital. From birth to toddler and pre-school, those events form the way we see the world and inform our ideas about attachment and about relationships. All I remember is fear, violence and pain. Terri was a drunk and a junkie, Shane was a violent monster – the few memories I do have of them revolve around beatings and bloodshed.

Terri had long dark hair and a crooked nose. She wasn’t an attractive lady by any means. She didn’t look after herself; she never wore nice clothes, did her hair or wore make-up. She looked like an abused woman, which is what she was. She looked haunted; she had a hard life that shaped her features. Even when attempting a smile (which wasn’t very often), she looked pained. In the few years I lived with Terri, her physical condition deteriorated sharply. I know now it was the crack cocaine and the heroin she was hooked on. As well as the photo of her holding me as a baby, I also have one of her with me, aged four. In those short years she has aged a decade: her eyes are puffy, her nose and cheeks purple with cracked blood vessels. Her complexion is sallow and pale. In the older photo she is 31 but she looks like a woman in her fifties. She had very bad teeth; I assume that was the drinking and the smoking (she was a very heavy smoker and always had a cough). She was overweight and had given up caring about herself long before she had kids, which she had in quick succession.

Shane looked like a criminal. The only photo I have of him is from a story on a news website reporting that he had been jailed for beating women. It didn’t surprise me that he’d attacked women, or that the report went on to state that he had been aggressive to a child and one of the victims needed hospital treatment. What did surprise me was that he was described as a father. Like Terri, that was a title he never earned from me.

In the accompanying picture he looked evil. He had been married before he met Terri but they themselves never tied the knot. Unlike Terri, Shane made an effort with his appearance: he showered and attempted to slick back his black hair. As a child, I remember him as a giant, a tall aggressive ogre. His voice was very deep, with a Northern accent.

I was born in 1992 in North Staffs Hospital. My birth name was Lauren Long. I have since discovered that I weighed just 5lb when I was born and that Terri never had a scan or a check-up during her pregnancy. I was a very poorly newborn, but I guess I was lucky as some of my siblings were born with meningitis. I’m not sure why they were born with it, but I’m sure the poor conditions we lived in did not help. All I had to deal with was a dangerously low birth weight and foetal alcohol syndrome, which I developed because Terri drank throughout her pregnancy. My social services records show that she never had any antenatal care. My parents were both smokers. I have no reason to believe they gave up or reduced their intake during pregnancy, and from birth I had problems breathing, later diagnosed as asthma; also eczema and heart murmurs.

We lived in a rundown town in Staffordshire. Nondescript, it was full of council houses that all looked the same. Unemployment was high, aspirations low. I lived there with Terri, Shane, my older brother Jayden, older sister Kirsten and younger brothers, Harry and Jamie. I don’t remember Terri working but then again I don’t remember any of the neighbours working either.

Shane went out each day in his yellow van – I think he was involved in some sort of building work. Terri stayed at home with us children and drank herself into a stupor until he returned and beat her; usually because she was drunk. She became quite good at pretending to be sober but Shane always knew. She attempted to hide her empties round the house, behind bits of card, in cupboards and drawers, and became increasingly frantic as the day wore on, worrying about the next beating. It was a very abusive relationship, and Shane did nothing to hide the brutality and cruelty from us children.

We lived in squalor. The council house we called home was disgusting – dirty, damp, smelly and dark. From the outside, it was a featureless brick block with a scrubby front garden and a yard at the back. There was an old disused toilet outside. Everything about it was grey, grubby and depressing. It was the worst-kept property on a rough street in a rundown estate. Terri took no pride in it and Shane only appeared to flit in and out long enough to beat the mother of his kids.

Inside, the kitchen cupboards that were once white had long since turned brown, stained with grease and nicotine. There was rarely food in them. The oven was filthy and hardly ever used. In the lounge, there was a threadbare, grey carpet and a dull-coloured sofa. The curtains were dirty bits of material hung against windows that were smeared with dirt.

Upstairs there was a bathroom and one bedroom with a double bed in it. We all shared the same room and the same bed – I don’t remember Shane ever sleeping there with us; I assume he was often out or asleep on the sofa. The bedroom floor was covered in the same grey carpet as the lounge and was strewn with dirty clothes. There were no comforts; nothing about the place that was welcoming: it was a house but it certainly wasn’t a family home. I remember thinking it looked like a horror house, something you would see in a scary movie.

My memories of that place are thankfully limited because I don’t have happy memories of early childhood at all. I remember in bursts: I remember drinking water out of shoes when there were no cups or glasses, the taste of leather in my mouth. I don’t remember family meals together, but Terri must have cooked occasionally because I recall Shane once throwing a fork at her in the kitchen because he didn’t like what he had been served up (it missed and hit my younger brother, Jamie, instead). I don’t remember going out as a family, ever. There was no TV. I don’t remember any toys. Most of the time we weren’t dressed; we ran around in nappies that were usually heavy with excrement and urine and hung around our knees. What clothes we did have we shared; we grabbed what was lying around. Sometimes the boys would wear the girls’ clothes and vice versa. In another photo I have, Harry is a toddler and dressed in grubby girls’ clothes. I remember Shane once tried to drown me in the bath. He was very drunk and was holding me under the water. Jayden came and hit him with a dustpan; that’s when the police came. I can’t remember who called them, it was usually Jayden or a neighbour. They wrapped me in a towel and took me out to their car. I remember feeling cold all the time. Winters were cruel and we would huddle together in the bed, trying to keep out the damp and the cold.

Then there were the mice. The place was infested with them – they were drawn to the filth. I saw them at night when the lights of a passing car lit up the bedroom. They would be caught, momentarily, in silhouette at the end of the bed, their oily bodies scurrying for cover. I tried to pretend they weren’t there and hid under the dirty bed sheets or closed my eyes and pressed my face into one of my siblings’ backs. In the silence, I could hear them run across the floor. To me it seemed like there were hundreds of them.

Christmases were not full of laughter and warmth. We didn’t have a tree, although one year Shane hung a tree-shaped car air freshener up in the lounge as a sick joke. Presents were rare. On one occasion, when I was about three years old, I was given a pretty pink Barbie watch for Christmas. I loved it, it was the first possession I remember and I would wear it everywhere, even to bed. Then, one night, I made the mistake of taking it off and placing it on the floor before I went to sleep. In the morning the straps and the cheap plastic surround had been chewed by the rodents we shared our house with. Heartbroken, I received no sympathy.

The best Christmas I can remember in that house was the one when Shane arrived home with dogs as presents. I must have been three. I loved animals and it was magical, not only to have the pets but to have some sort of affection shown to us. It was Christmas Day and we were summoned downstairs to the lounge. Already I had heard the scampering, whimpering and barking before I opened the door and almost didn’t want to believe it in case it wasn’t true. I have no idea where the dogs came from but I have my suspicions: they weren’t puppies. It was snowing outside and just for a moment everything was perfect. My sister and I shared Brandy, a long-haired golden retriever. Shane got the boys a mongrel, Mitch, to share, and he kept a Staffordshire Bull Terrier called Tyson – a vile creature – for himself.

For the next few weeks we were enthralled by our new pets. We’d play with them in the garden and take them for walks. Shane showed more affection to his status dog than he did to his wife and children – I suppose it boosted the hard man image he carefully maintained.

One afternoon, after we’d had the dogs for a while, I heard a commotion in the garden and looked out the window to see Tyson attacking Mitch. Jayden was screaming and trying to drag him off his dog. There was blood everywhere. The Staffie was ripping poor Mitch apart, continually snapping at its throat with its powerful jaws. The mongrel’s injuries were so bad that it died there and then in the yard. Tyson was subsequently destroyed.

Home was a hellhole, no matter whether you were a kid or an animal.

There was no routine. We went to bed when we remembered to go upstairs or were left to fall asleep on the sofa or the floor. We were left to sort ourselves out. Often we didn’t go to bed until midnight. Sometimes Jayden would take it upon himself to carry us up to bed. I remember waking up in his arms if I fell asleep somewhere in the house. We used to get left on our own a lot because Shane was out all the time and Terri would disappear for periods. We never knew where. Often there were strangers coming in and out of the house. With hindsight, I assume they were drug dealers. It was only years later that I realised what Terri was doing when I used to see her heating tin foil with a lighter.

Terri never stopped drinking. I’d get up in the morning and she would be drunk. Often her best friend, a neighbour, would call round and they drank together. As the day went on they grew louder and louder, and Terri’s friend, who also had a young child, then tried to straighten her out before Shane arrived. Ironically, he used her neglect of us as an excuse to beat her. The friend brought toothbrushes and toothpaste round with her to try to hide the smell of alcohol on Terri’s breath and helped her to dispose of the empty wine and vodka bottles.

I never saw any tenderness or affection between Shane and Terri, just tension and hatred. I don’t remember them ever going out or getting a babysitter. They shouted at each other; they didn’t talk. There was a fight every day, if not more than once a day. In the end, I learned to block it out and assumed this was normal – I thought it was what people did. I didn’t know any other families with young children to make comparisons because we didn’t mix. Shane’s social life was drinking with his friends and Terri’s was drinking at home.

In our own way, we were all affected by the violence. We huddled together and cried, and as we got older we tried to stop Shane, who was often drunk too, but he just swatted us away like flies. The beatings were brutal – he used to smash Terri’s head up against the brick arch between the lounge and the kitchen. Drunk and incapable, she took her beatings but sometimes whimpered. Early on she learned not to fight back. She was hospitalised so many times and still the authorities let five children live in the house. They knew what was going on because often the police were called by concerned neighbours.

It was always fists when Shane beat Terri; always sustained and brutal. There was never just a slap. Sometimes I wondered why she never defended herself and hit back. After all, she was tall and big and he was short. I used to think, if she tried, she would have been able to batter him. But fighting back would have made him worse. Obviously very strong, he was also savage.

I should feel sorry for her, and I do understand that she was a victim and suffered terrible abuse, but even in later life when she broke away from Shane, she showed no affection or responsibility for me. She was not a nice person.

One memory stands out from those early years. Later in my life, when counsellors asked about my first memory, it was always the same one that came bubbling to the surface: the image of Terri’s bloodied and swollen face being repeatedly forced into the metal sieve of a mop bucket by a snarling Shane, as if he was trying to wring the alcohol out of her.

As he assaulted her, my terrified brothers screamed and ran around him, nappies hanging down around their knees. We all tried to stop him but he was a man possessed.

I don’t remember what led to that particular beating, but I assume he came home and she was drunk. The fight took place in the kitchen, where there was an old-fashioned galvanised metal mop and bucket. Shane repeatedly punched Terri until she fell on the floor. Then he grabbed her by the hair, dragged her over to the bucket and shoved her face into the metal grid. I heard bones crunch; it was sickening. He was pushing down on the back of her head so hard that the sinews in his forearms strained. Then he smacked her on the back of the head with the mop.

It was one of the few times she screamed: she was screaming for her life. At one point he knelt on her back and she twisted at such an awkward angle I thought he was going to break her neck. There were trails of blood down the sides of the bucket. Her face became so swollen that when he eventually stopped she was stuck in the bucket. She lay on the floor sobbing and bleeding, with the bucket on her head, twisted like a broken doll.

Terrified and traumatised, my siblings and I cowered in a corner, crying. Shane stood over her, motionless until the sound of police sirens roused him. Whenever the law arrived, he made off like a coward out the back door and down the alleyway at the end of the yard. A neighbour must have called the police.

When they came, Terri had to be cut free from the bucket. Her nose was crooked and pouring blood. She needed to stay in hospital for several days and we were taken into temporary care. Still, we were sent back when she was released. She never filed charges and there were no prosecutions.

I hate Shane for what he did to us and to Terri. But, ironically, later in life he did show some interest in his family. After we were taken into care, he was always the one who turned up on contact visits with sweets and lemonade. He would talk to us and ask about our lives. But from Terri there was nothing: she turned up drunk, looked at her watch repeatedly and asked whether it was time to go as if she couldn’t wait to leave. I have never looked up to my birth mother, and I learned from birth never to look to her for anything because there was never anything to look up to.

There was never a time of normality when we lived together as a family. I cannot remember a normal day. I don’t recall feeling safe; I didn’t know what safety was. If I’d had the choice, back then, I would have liked to live anywhere but that house.

I remember wondering why we were there, and why we’d been born.


Chapter two

BRIEF SANCTUARY

In the depths of this miserable home life there was one place where I could be normal and felt secure, if only temporarily. My grandparents’ house in the Cheshire countryside was a sanctuary for all of us; an oasis of calm in the midst of the chaos. Terri’s adoptive parents, Anne and Malcolm Evans, were the only people we could run away to. In many respects, they were the parents we never had. They looked out for us and knew about some of the problems we faced at home because we sometimes went to stay with them when there was trouble. While our birth parents starved us of affection, they did their best to fill the vacuum. When Terri was hospitalised, or the police were called after a fight, Granddad would make the long journey to take us back to the peace of his home. Like a silver-haired superhero, he swooped in to save the day.

Often the mercy missions would take place in the middle of the night after he had been alerted by a slurred, drunken call from Terri or, if things had got out of hand, a call from the police. Nan and Granddad were the most stable influence in my life at the time. If they weren’t rescuing us after one of Shane’s onslaughts, they would visit and bring food parcels and clothes. They knew we were never fed or clothed properly and would often arrive with homemade cakes and bags full of groceries, along with warm clothes and essentials like new underwear and pyjamas.

For as long as I can remember, Nan looked like a stereotypical granny. Her grey hair was styled in a tight curly perm. I don’t know how old she was when she got it, but I can only ever remember her with that one hairstyle, and I couldn’t imagine her as a younger woman. She was tiny, around 5ft 3in, and always seemed to be wearing an apron. Granddad was originally from Manchester and was very tall. He looked like a giant from my vantage point, but he was a friendly one, like something from a children’s story.

Nan and Granddad’s house was everything ours was not. They were complete opposites. Their house was very homely, it was bright and warm; worlds apart from the dark, dank space we were used to. It had comfortable, soft furnishings; it was clean and it smelled of home cooking. It was also child-friendly. Although we were only there occasionally, they did everything they could to make it welcoming for us. It was a bungalow and, although it was obvious old people lived there because of the old-fashioned furnishings and decor, it still felt like a place where we could be at home. We didn’t need to have our guards up when we were there. There were toys for us and beds we could sleep in, with warm duvets and clean sheets. It felt so safe, like no one could get to us when we were there.

Nan would always prepare home-cooked meals when we stayed and, each time we walked in, the smell of roasting meat or home baking filled the house. She used to make banana muffins and we each had our own teacups with little clown faces on them. We usually turned up at the house after a particularly nasty beating, and Nan would sit us down at the table, pour us hot tea and serve up muffins before we collapsed into bed.

Outside there was a lovely garden with a well-kept lawn and colourful borders. Nan and Granddad loved gardening and in warm weather would be outside with us, encouraging us to play and to be the carefree kids we could not be at home. Their bungalow was in a quiet street; our house was on a busy main road and there were always people screaming and shouting outside. Our grandparents’ house was quiet and in an area where there were a lot of retired couples. Often the neighbours had their grandchildren over as well and we played with them.

The length of time we stayed there depended on the circumstances at home. If Terri had been hospitalised then we stayed longer, sometimes for up to a week. It was like going on holiday. When it was time to go back, I got anxious. The thought of returning home filled me with uncertainty, and left me torn between two worlds: my home and my grandparents’ home. One was warm and cosy, the other was chilly and hostile. Despite realising at a young age that what was happening at home was frightening, I was too young to know how neglected we all were and in my mind the horrific incidents were my normality. To some degree, we all felt a misplaced sense of loyalty towards Shane and Terri, so, when we did get home from our grandparents, we learned to play down the details of the fun we’d had because, if we spoke excitedly about the toys and the games, we were told that we were being spoilt. My little brothers especially didn’t want my parents to feel like they were unappreciated.

When we weren’t being protected by my grandparents, the job fell to my elder brother, Jayden. He was four years older than me, whereas Kirsten was 11 months older. Jayden took care of us right from the off; he saved our lives on a few occasions. He has always been a big boy and had to grow up rapidly. Even when he was five and six he was making sure we were safe when fights broke out, and by the time he was seven years old, he was standing up to Shane. Jayden wouldn’t let him anywhere near us and in the process his protective nature earned him a lot of injuries. On one occasion, he tried to defend Terri by kicking Shane in the privates and then, when our father’s anger turned on us, Jayden herded us all into the pantry and locked us in before he ran off to call the police. He learned to dial 999 in an emergency very early on in life.

When I was a little older, I learned that Jayden was not my full brother. Appropriately for Terri and Shane’s chaotic, confused life, Jayden’s real father was Shane’s brother, which makes him my cousin and my brother at the same time. My uncle slept with Terri before she was with Shane but that has never mattered to me and has never altered the way I feel about Jayden. We have had our issues and have fallen out over the years. Jayden has had his demons to face as much as me, thanks to our early years, but I have only ever viewed him as a brother and was always thankful for the way he looked after us. We were always close and in later years, when we were finally taken into care, Jayden was adopted by my nan and granddad and cared for them loyally as they grew older.

Jayden was a gorgeous kid. Always tall for his age, even as a toddler he looked older than his years. He was handsome and had dark hair; always stocky and bulky, but not fat. He was very active and loved sports. They became his escape and I’m sure they were a way he could channel the frustration he felt at home. He played football and especially enjoyed the rough and tumble of rugby. Always fearless, Jayden didn’t seem to care about being hurt. Each of us in our own way became immune to pain and fear in our later lives, and we have all had our issues to deal with because of this. We became risk takers and each developed a warped sense of personal safety.

Despite the burden Jayden had to shoulder at home, he was always smiling. He managed to see the best in everyone, or at least he tried to. It was as if he had the maternal instinct Terri should have had. Along with the photographs I have of Terri, I also have pictures of Jayden when he was young, and in them he is often holding me when I was a toddler. He has a defiant look in his eye, like a lioness protecting her young.

When I look at those photographs now they make me feel sad because they remind me of just how quickly we all had to grow up and how much we missed out on. We didn’t really have a mother or a father; the adults who were supposed to be protecting and guiding us were not fit for parenthood. We were our own family and, at times, Jayden was our mum and dad. We all looked out for each other and Jayden did his best to keep us safe. In the bitter cold of winter we took care of our younger brothers and made sure they were warm, snuggling up to them and sharing blankets and quilts when the house got so cold you could see your breath in front of your face.

Like a pack of wild animals each of us knew his place in the hierarchy of our dysfunctional family. Jayden was the protector and, along with Kirsten and me, he looked after our two younger brothers when they came along. Jamie arrived first, a year after I was born, and Harry was born a year later.

Kirsten inherited Terri’s dark hair, as did Jamie. Her face was thin and she was a scrawny little thing, all bony limbs. In bed, I would often get a spiky elbow or knee in the back whenever she fidgeted around, trying to find a comfortable spot.

Kirsten and I developed a different relationship to the one I had with Jayden. We were so close in age that throughout the years our roles interchanged. When I was young, she acted as the older sister. She taught me the things I should have been taught by adults, such as how to tie a shoelace and how to use cutlery. When we were placed in temporary foster care after fights at home, Kirsten and I would inevitably be put together while the boys were sent elsewhere. It was impossible for social services to find a home where all five of us could be accommodated. In those early years, we were taken away and sent back three times but then there were the times when we were whisked away by my grandparents too.

Social services automatically became involved following any incident the police had attended. Mainly the foster carers looked after us overnight while Terri went off to hospital to be patched up. It was always an adventure when we got back together and we excitedly told each other where we’d been and what we’d been doing. Inevitably, the houses we stayed in were warm and equipped with toys and games for children. As we grew older, the role between Kirsten and me reversed, and she used to get scared and come to me at night for reassurance.

We all learned to hide behind masks. To the outside world, we were gregarious, smiley, friendly children. For my part, I remember being overly eager to please people. Maybe I believed that, if I smiled, I would feel happier and, if I really tried hard to please people, they would give me the love and affection that was so badly lacking from my parents. Kirsten was like me – a smiley and friendly child. She was also very bouncy; she couldn’t sit still, bordering on hyperactivity. Whenever she got the freedom of some space, she ran around until she exhausted herself. She craved attention because she didn’t get much at home. Extremely excitable, she babbled on for ages whenever anyone engaged her in conversation.

Early on we all started to develop behavioural problems. We were never potty trained by our parents and this affected us. Up until the age of four, I was wearing a nappy. Our levels of personal hygiene were appalling too: we were rarely washed and taught each other how to clean our teeth. Kirsten developed the strange habit of drinking vinegar. If ever there was any in the pantry she would steal it and drink it. If we happened to be out somewhere, and there were sachets of it, she made a beeline for it and filled her pockets. On one occasion after we were taken into care and taken out for a meal, Kirsten disappeared. Eventually she was found under a table in another part of the restaurant, drinking from a bottle of vinegar. On another occasion, she was hospitalised for bingeing on it.

Our lives started to change when my grandparents arranged for us all to go to a nearby nursery. It was the first time we had been given any structure. Most likely they realised our lives were in freefall and wanted to help us get some form of normality. Perhaps they realised that the longer we were able to escape from the misery of our house, the healthier we would be.

Going to nursery was like stepping foot on another planet. The rooms were brightly painted, warm and full of toys; the staff there were welcoming and engaging. They loved children and enjoyed being around them – they cared. At home we were left to our own devices, but in nursery our days were structured and we had activities to occupy us. The environment was safe, no one was shouted at and we were given hot meals.

I can only imagine the condition we were in when we arrived. Our clothes would have been dirty and smelly and, on several occasions, we were sent home with clothes from the lost property box because they were a better alternative to what we were wearing. We scoffed whatever food was put in front of us. When I was much older, I also learned from social services documents that I was suffering from scabies, an infectious skin condition caused by mites that burrow into the skin. This, coupled with the asthma and eczema I suffered, would have made me a poorly sight. It was at the nursery that people began to notice we were being neglected because my files show that it was around this time that the social services department in the area we lived began to take an active interest in me. It must have been obvious just looking at all of us, and observing the way we behaved, that things at home were not right. I was only three or four when I started going there; I hadn’t socialised with other kids, I didn’t know how to communicate properly or have a conversation with anyone who wasn’t a sibling. At first I couldn’t speak to an adult without looking
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