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  Praise for Jenny’s other books, written under the name Hope Daniels




  ‘Hackney Child is a shocking reminder of what some children are subjected to as they grow up. The scars can last a lifetime and there is no certainty they will

  ever heal. The best way is always to fight back. Hope Daniels has done this and displayed great courage in reliving the events of her childhood through this manuscript. I wish her all the success

  in the world.’




  Harry Keeble, bestselling author of Baby X




  ‘Hackney Child tells us the story of Hope as she grew up in the care system. It is a terrible indictment of our society that children should suffer such cruelty,

  especially when being “cared for” by people who should protect them. I pray, that by telling her story, Hope can find some peace because I believe this story needed to be told. Have a

  happy life Miss Daniels.’




  Cassie Harte, Sunday Times number one bestselling author




  ‘An insightful look into one girl’s journey into the care system in the eighties, Hope’s story shows the maturity and opportunistic attitude some vulnerable

  children undertake in order to thrive, the powerful impact that small decisions can have on a child’s life and the on-going struggles care children face even as adults. As her name

  exemplifies, Hope’s compelling account fortifies that every marginalized child has a chance to overcome adversity.’




  Ruth Stivey, The Who Cares? Trust




  ‘Daniels has cast herself as a powerful voice for the many successes produced by a system that is often associated with catastrophic failure . . . she burns with passion

  for a system she says does extraordinary work . . . Tainted Love digs deeper into her life story.’




  Metro
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  This book is dedicated to the very special people who made such a difference to my young life, my social workers Jeff, Ann, Jimmy, John and David.




  







  INTRODUCTION




  Not long ago I started working for a homeless shelter founded by a friend of mine. It was in a church and I arrived one evening to find a nineteen-year-old girl waiting for

  me.




  ‘I can’t go home, can you help me?’




  ‘Have you tried the police?’




  ‘They sent me here.’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘Some girls. They’re gonna mess me up, serious.’




  I called the police.




  ‘She refused to go home,’ an officer said. ‘There’s nothing we can do. We kept her in a cell for a bit, but our hands are tied unless there’s a crime.’




  I went back to the girl, whose name was Chloe. She had recently dyed her hair black, which may have been an attempt at disguise. She had a few small tattoos on her arms, and was nursing a cup of

  tea with shaking hands.




  She reminded me of me.




  I used to roam the streets at night after running from the children’s home, looking for I-don’t-know-what and ending up in Trafalgar Square. As Chloe talked, it was clear she was

  involved with some seriously nasty people – male and female. I could understand why she didn’t want to be out on the streets at night.




  The other thing I noticed was that Chloe was angry. Her muscles were taut and she looked as though she could explode at any moment. I knew that Chloe was using that anger to hide her fear

  – and that her aggressive approach to life perhaps came from the lack of love she’d received as child.




  Displays of anger in young people are one of the key reasons they don’t get the help they need. I had to go into hospital a few years ago and, when I saw my medical files on the table next

  to my bed, I picked them up and started reading. Apart from the many entries by midwives who’d written about me when I was pregnant, expressing concern and stating that, as I’d been in

  care and hadn’t been in contact with any doctor or hospital, I was ‘at risk’, I was completely bowled over by the entries from when I gave birth. The files said I was aggressive

  and hostile – and violent! In reality, I was so scared, so alone, and I was just reaching out to the nurses for help. I was probably a bit out of it because of the drugs they’d given

  me, but they’d made completely the wrong assumptions about me.




  All too often, anger and fear go hand-in-hand.




  Chloe had been part of a gang but something had made them turn against her. I didn’t ask what it was, I didn’t want to know; but she indicated that there had been a lot of

  ‘sleeping around’ with different boyfriends. She was beside herself. No teenager deserves to feel that kind of fear. We made her a bed in our section of the church, so she’d sleep

  with us. Chloe was so grateful and kept thanking us over and over.




  The next morning was Saturday and Chloe wouldn’t leave the church. I called a contact at the local council to see if there was something they could do, but they were against us and, in so

  many words, said not to come knocking at their door, even though they knew the people she was scared of – and understood that she was right to be scared of them.




  At last, we found a place of safety a long way out of the area, in a B&B. The local council for that area took our concerns seriously and they managed to get her housed.




  As I left Chloe in the B&B, knowing she had a shot at a new start in a new town, I thought of the many dangers she was likely to face as a vulnerable, lonely young girl in need of love and

  support – from sexual predators to drug and alcohol addiction. The odds were stacked against her, like they had been for me, for all of the people in this book.




  In my first book, Hackney Child, published in 2014, I told the story of how, as a nine-year-old child of alcoholic parents, I had walked into a police station with my

  brothers and asked to be taken into care. The follow-up, Tainted Love, told the stories of some of the kids whom I lived with in children’s homes.




  Although I had a difficult time in care, care didn’t damage me, I was damaged by the time I ran to find help – by lack of love. I never had a cuddle from my parents, who were frozen

  in terms of physical contact (I never even saw them cuddle each other). The harm that the lack of love can do to a child is far greater than most people imagine. Neglected tells my story

  and the stories of others I have met through my outreach work, of our search for love, as children and as adults.




  We have shared our stories because we want more than anything to stop anyone else from having to endure what we did, as well as help those who are suffering to understand their behaviour and

  know that there is help out there. And to know, no matter how bad things are, there is always hope. And with hope, there is the possibility to heal and to build an entirely new and better kind of

  life.




  That these courageous people, who are still fighting daily battles with addictions and their pasts, are able to tell their stories at all is thanks to the care workers who brought them back to

  an understanding of what love really means. While Parts One and Two tell the stories of people who, like myself, suffered from a lack of love, Part Three – The Other Side of Love

  – contains incredible stories told from the perspective of those unsung heroes, the care workers who fight every day to save and rebuild lives, the adopters, foster carers and social workers

  who go to extraordinary lengths to help the children in their care.




  So many children have suffered for lack of love and have fought in different ways to replace that love as they became adults. They found artificial feelings of love in drugs, in alcohol, or

  through sex – they used them as a way to ‘feel’ love, and to feel as though they were wanted and that it was possible for them to be loved. The results are often disastrous

  – with huge costs to themselves, the people around them (in some cases their children) and to society.




  Their shocking stories make for tough reading but, remember, they have come through their experiences and have changed – with help. It’s only through learning about the circumstances

  that drove them into these extraordinary states of mind that we can hope to understand and help them.




  We should never forget that these people were once children who needed help and didn’t get it. And, as adults, they need our help more than ever.




  When we encounter a girl like Chloe then we must think twice and see past the angry ‘problem child’ to the scared and lost little girl underneath, and we must do something positive

  to give her hope, before it’s too late.




  







  Part One:




  THE WRONG SIDE OF LOVE




  







  HOPE




  A cold room, light streaming in with the draught through un-curtained windows. Mattress on the hard floor; we’re surrounded on all sides by clothes, bags and my suitcase.

  This is so Lauren can’t climb out and crawl around the room in the morning. She’ll die if she eats the mould growing on the walls.




  The only ‘furniture’ (apart from the mattress), is the large beanbag in the lounge.




  The leaves are turning gold on the poorly-looking trees on the narrow street lined with cars, parked bumper to bumper. There is condensation on the windows, sparkling in the sunlight, but I

  don’t dare put the boiler on for hot water or heating because it floods the communal stairs and the flat below. I’ve picked the mushrooms that were growing in the gloom of the stairwell

  so that Lauren or some other child won’t die from eating or touching them.




  No one knows I’m here. Everyone thinks I’m coping. Social services are one step behind me.




  It’s 1994. I’m twenty years old and have been on the run with my baby for two years now.




  I ran from the care system I needed so badly, from my abusive foster family, from Mum and Dad – my past, my life, my pain, my fear, so out of my control.




  Two years earlier, I was dumped out of the care system because I turned eighteen. I made all the right sounds and did all the right things. I proved that I was bright and showed promise. I

  showed how the system could work well. I wanted to study law, to become a solicitor so I could help people like me.




  I was also an emotional wreck and no one was close enough to me to know.




  I’d hung on with my foster family placement, which is where I had been since I was seventeen.




  

    

      Review of Placement Agreement 9th January 1991




      Over-all aim of placement: For Hope to finish her education.




      Relationship with foster family: Satisfactory relationships generally – very close with Pat. Very active family . . . Two other foster teenagers, and two teenagers and two little

      ones ‘home grown’ and one or two child-minded. Hope has her own room and enjoys having privacy into which to withdraw and study.


    


  




  Yeah, right. No mention in that report of the nightmare of that family. My room was somewhere to hide. The two other teenagers she fostered for money. She never showed the

  social worker the part of the house where we had to live – separate from her family, in bare, unheated rooms. Our fridge was filled with her scraps – old meat and veg she would have

  otherwise thrown – and she baked it into inedible pies, while her family’s fridge had a lock on it. She put us to work babysitting and later used me to sort out her accounting –

  telling me to hide money off their books so the tax man wouldn’t find out. I couldn’t say anything. Otherwise they’d stick me in a hostel. At least at my foster home I’d

  been able to do part-time jobs, have a bed and roof.




  Just keep it together, get through my exams, get a place at college – that had been my mantra. I kept everything to myself. I’m good at that. When Sharon, the social worker, came to

  visit (she was a trainee and not much older than me – but she was a lady I came to love dearly), my foster mum kept the doors to our section of the house closed.




  My foster mum hid things, and so did I, but I think Sharon had a feeling something was wrong; that there was something I wasn’t telling her.




  I survived, though, and then, a few weeks before I turned eighteen, I told Sharon what the foster family was really like. I showed her everything.




  Sharon believed me.




  An investigation took place.




  But I was left homeless.




  ‘I have nowhere to stay,’ I told social services. ‘What am I supposed to do tonight?’




  ‘Stay at a friend’s house,’ was their advice.




  If I’d been missing a few weeks earlier it would have been a big thing but now I was about to turn eighteen, it wasn’t. I refused point-blank. They had to do something. Legally, they

  had to, until I was eighteen, so they said I could live with some other foster carers, but only until my birthday.




  I wasn’t ready.




  They said I could still receive funding for college to study law and that if I found a private flat, I could receive housing benefit.




  I couldn’t.




  The pain and fear were there together, ever present. I couldn’t be on my own, not yet, I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t go from being in care to nothing, from one day to the

  next.




  No one loves me. I’ve no one to love. They just want to get me out, so I’m not their burden any more.




  I found a flat a few days after my eighteenth birthday. A few weeks after that I had a meeting with Sharon about funding for my college placement.




  ‘I’m not going to college,’ I told her. ‘I’m pregnant.’




  ‘Then there is no more we can do for you but discharge you from care as of this moment.’




  They were the words I was expecting. If I couldn’t be in care, then I’d make my own family.




  They asked me what my plans were. They said I could have a hostel place but I would have to come back to Hackney.




  No way.




  ‘I’m going to get married,’ I said.




  So they paid the deposit on my studio flat and I was signed out of care.




  If I was going to keep my baby – which is what I wanted, desperately – then I thought I needed to say I was getting married. Single mums my age who’d been in care and who got

  pregnant had their babies removed.




  Such a surgical term. ‘Your baby will be removed.’ Like they’re taking out your appendix – more like ripping out your heart.




  Another thing I had to do to keep my baby – and to survive – was to keep all of my problems and worries bottled up. By saying I was getting married I thought I’d come across as

  respectable in the eyes of social services.




  The next stage of my plan was to disappear. This wasn’t as hard as I thought. Social services offered no advice about being pregnant or being a mum. I didn’t register for antenatal.

  On the four occasions a letter from the midwife fell through the letterbox, I moved home. They couldn’t keep up.




  I had no scans, no idea what I should be doing while I was pregnant. I just let time pass. I was scared, in emotional pain, and worrying about what would happen, whether they would take my baby.

  I wasn’t drinking, wasn’t taking drugs, I was just surviving each day, sure as one follows the next.




  When I was eight months along, I got sick and had to go to the doctor. He commented that he wasn’t expecting me to be pregnant, let alone eight months pregnant.




  He reached for pen and paper, asking me who I was seeing with regard to my pregnancy.




  ‘No one.’




  He stopped, pen hanging over paper.




  ‘You haven’t seen anyone since you became pregnant? No health professional?’




  I shook my head.




  I jerk awake. It’s night-time, I’m in a hospital bed and terrified. And the pain. Oh my God. What is that?




  Figures are around me, the room is dark, then flickers into light, sharp strip lights. I blink through a haze of tears and cry again as the wave of pain tears through my body. I reach out

  desperately, begging for help, and grab hold of someone. Why is there so much pain?




  ‘Stop that!’ a nurse shouts, pulling my hands away.




  ‘Someone please help me, I don’t understand what’s going on.’




  ‘Calm down! You’re having a baby; everything’s fine.’




  ‘But it hurts!’




  ‘It’s supposed to, now shut up!’




  I pull myself up, so I am half-sitting, half-leaning over the side of the bed.




  ‘I – I haven’t been to antenatal. I don’t know . . . Don’t know what to expect.’




  One of the nurses pushes me back on to the bed.




  ‘Well give you something for the pain, but just shut up and lie still!’




  My baby’s coming. I don’t know what to do.




  ‘What do I do?’




  ‘When you feel the pain, that’s a contraction.’




  ‘What’s that? I don’t understand.’




  ‘When you feel the contraction, just push.’




  ‘Push, push what? What should I push?’




  I collapse back on the bed as another wave passes over me. Something must be wrong. Surely it wasn’t supposed to be like this.




  But I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know, I keep saying until, somewhere in the red darkness behind my eyes pressed shut, something breaks, tears and explodes from within

  me.




  So scared I can’t breathe. I am holding my breath and I don’t know whether I need to breathe in or out. Finally I gasp and open my eyes to see a baby being lifted out of me.




  The nurses look concerned, the baby comes up and up.




  A girl.




  ‘Is she supposed to be like that? Why is she so blue?’




  ‘The umbilical cord is wrapped around her neck,’ one of the nurses says, leaving the room with my little baby.




  ‘Where is she taking my baby?’




  ‘You’ve torn quite badly; we’re going to have to stitch you up.’




  I can’t move, my legs are in stirrups. I start to shout and scream for my baby.




  ‘If you don’t stop, well leave you where you are and you won’t be stitched up.’




  I lie back, look at the ceiling, trying to smother my whimpers, so they will sew me up and let me see my baby. It takes them a lifetime to finish.




  ‘Right,’ the horrible nurse in charge says; ‘you can see her now.’




  And they bring her in and a nurse lies her on my chest.




  ‘But I don’t know what to do. How to hold her, nothing.’




  ‘Just feed her!’ the nurse yells. ‘It’s not hard.’




  ‘I can’t, I don’t know how. I’m so sorry; I didn’t go to antenatal care.’




  The nurse looks me in the eye for a moment, shakes her head in disgust and walks out. The rest of the nurses follow, leaving me with my baby, not knowing what to do. One of them reappears with a

  bottle a few minutes later. ‘Don’t bother trying to breastfeed her. You better use this,’ and she leaves.




  Now I have my baby, I feel even more alone than ever.




  All I ever wanted was for someone to hold my hand and tell me that they loved me.




  I had my baby girl and I was grateful for that. But at the same time my little glass bubble I’d put us in was starting to crack. I was so alone. I had no one to help me.

  I wouldn’t open the door when the health visitor came around and frequently got myself into a panic with baby Lauren. It was just so overwhelming.




  She couldn’t keep her milk down. I was panicking. I took her to the hospital and they said, ‘We are keeping you in.’




  I didn’t ask questions. This was serious.




  But it wasn’t, not in the sense I imagined.




  I was using the wrong-sized teat on the bottle. There were different sizes. I’d just used the one that came with the bottle.




  They kept us in for four days before discharging us. They wanted to see what I was like with Lauren.




  And I was fine.




  But inside, I was a wreck. I didn’t know that there was such a thing as post-natal depression. My mind, already so stressed, was filled with awful thoughts, the worst one of which was that

  social services were after my baby. I played out multiple scenarios where I would have to escape from social services, who in reality were barely aware of my existence. I moved and moved again

  until no one knew where I was, and I was in a town where I’d never even been before in a flat with mushrooms growing on the stairs, no heating and it was getting colder and colder each

  morning, until I could see my breath condense in the bedroom and frost on the inside of the glass.




  I’d never felt so alone, so scared.




  







  JOHNNY/JEMMA




  Like all the people whose stories are in this book, I met Jemma (formerly Johnny) through my outreach work. We ran into one another when I was going through a tough time,

  mentally. The first thing that struck me about Jemma was her looks. She was stunningly beautiful and only her eyes hinted at her long and difficult journey. Before long, she was sharing her story

  with me and, by doing so, Jemma helped me more than perhaps she knows. Jemma’s story makes it clear that if we face our fears and follow our hearts, we can accomplish almost

  anything.




  I already knew I was a girl by the time my mum, drunk, was having sex behind the sofa to supplement her income while I sat watching the TV, sound turned up (Go, Go, Power

  Rangers!) to try and cover the human noises coming from behind me on the carpet. These were my earliest memories.




  I must have given the obstetrician pause for thought when I was born but, still, despite my ‘ambiguous genita-lia’ he declared me a boy, just like that. By the time I was three I

  knew he’d made a mistake, along with everyone else. I played like a girl – just couldn’t play any other way, though I would have to hide my games from Dad because he’d beat

  his little boy, a futile and bullying attempt to make a man of his son. I was too slow to hide the My Little Pony one day when Dad came up behind me, yelling, ‘You fucking gay bastard!’

  and then the world exploded into millions of shining coloured stars before I could turn around. My ears hummed for hours afterwards, I winced as Mum tried to comb my hair. He hit her, too, and my

  older brother and sister, but never as much as he hit me.




  When the beatings didn’t work, I had an operation. The doctor told Mum and Dad not to tell anyone: ‘Our secret,’ Mum told me, through tears. I felt then, as a six-year-old,

  that Mum knew this was wrong but us girls were powerless to do anything about it. Dad and the doctor wanted me to be a man and that was that, end of discussion.




  The reassignment surgery, carried out on the NHS, was, I now think, the cheapest one they could do – moving muscle and tissue around without worrying about the long-term consequences for

  me, worrying what it would be like to live with what they’d done, what it would feel like. ‘Feelings’ were not high on their list of priorities. I was an embarrassment to

  humanity, and felt barely human as I listened to the surgeon deciding and then talking through what he was going to do, without looking at me, apart from a brief hello and goodbye. I knew they were

  wrong, wrong, wrong, but I decided to believe him when he promised he could turn me into a little boy and, as Mum and Dad wanted this, and I wanted them to love me, to be a proper child to a dad

  who wouldn’t beat me and might even like me, I went ahead and watched the patterns of paint on the white ceiling spiral above me when they gave me the lovely premeds, and it was time to count

  down: ten, nine, eight . . .




  Waking up dry-mouthed, in pain, with bandages that pulled my skin tight, it didn’t feel right. As soon as I had the strength, I lifted the sheets and looked. My stomach was yellow with

  antiseptic from the belly button down and bandages covered everything. Being in hospital was hard, sleepless nights from other sick children I didn’t particularly feel like talking to; food

  that was too hard to eat even when I finally got my appetite back and was starving; and sleepless nights as the nurses clacked and clattered, rattling pills.




  Funny thing was, I didn’t feel any different. I still wanted to be a girl. Maybe with time, I thought.




  I loved learning and was a bright child, keen to know everything the teachers wanted to tell me and more, but I ruined everything when, happy to show one and all I was now a boy, I showed my

  curious classmates the results of the operation. My form teacher, Miss Masters, took me to one side.




  ‘Johnny, you’re not supposed to show your peepee to anyone at school,’ she said as kindly and clearly as possible.




  ‘But, Miss, I’ve had an operation to become a proper boy. I want everyone to know so that they can be friends with me now.’




  Although I loved lessons, I was lacking friends. Boys didn’t want to play with me because I wasn’t like them and didn’t like football and fighting, and girls wouldn’t

  play with me because I was, supposedly, a boy.




  While most boys hid porn magazines from their mums and dads, I hid Bella and Woman’s Realm under my mattress and it was there that, aged eleven, I learned about what it

  meant to be gay and lesbian and that some people had sex changes. One man, living as a woman, said he was transgender and, forever grateful to these wonderful magazines for all their knowledge and

  exploration of other worlds, I realised I wasn’t alone. I looked the word up in a huge dictionary in the school library. So my gender identity didn’t match my assigned sex. So, I

  thought, the operation hadn’t worked and, therefore, to exist successfully in this world, to live and love, the closest I could get to what I felt was gay.




  Mum, who was a lot more macho than most mums, and old school besides, knew this. I knew she loved me despite the fact I wasn’t ‘my father’s son’ because every now and

  then she’d quietly present me with a new My Little Pony that we both had to keep secret from Dad. When I was twelve she let me watch a TV documentary about a transgender woman called Julia.

  The outside world vanished as I watched, absorbed beyond distraction, fascinated. Mum and me wouldn’t talk about my desires and I knew this was just how it had to be, but I understood what

  Mum was doing.




  I also knew not to talk about my uncle, who was part of a religious cult, how he liked to get into bed with me and rub himself up against me and commit what his cult would call ‘gross

  unnatural conduct’ when Mum and Dad were out and he was babysitting. I hoped he’d go to hell.




  My brother and sister knew but were just relieved it wasn’t them that Uncle David picked on. It was my bad luck that I was a particularly beautiful dark-haired and feminine-looking little

  boy – a ‘little angel’, as Uncle David would say.




  We lived in a three-bedroom house. Dad worked in a fire-extinguisher factory as some kind of foreman and we were well off compared to some families at school, but I would have swapped with the

  poorest. Dad held back most of his wages from Mum, giving her barely enough to live, let alone feed and clothe us. Most days, after tea, Dad would hit Mum who was ten years younger and almost half

  the size. Some nights were worse than others but this routine stayed the same until Mum started to drink before Dad got home, which made her clumsy and forgetful, and Dad, grateful for any excuse

  to yell, called her a stupid whore, a useless cow, and hit her even more. Running from the rages, I listened from my room as Dad blamed Mum for me, that ‘little fucking poofter’ and

  then I would hear through the wall as Dad, perhaps moved by Mum’s sobs, or more likely the need for a good night’s sleep, told her not to cry, that he was sorry, but if she would just

  try and be a better wife then he wouldn’t have to hit her quite so much.




  Because Mum started to drink through the day and she started having sex with strangers to pay for her growing addiction, she didn’t notice that I started to eat more and more, stealing

  biscuits from the tin, bread from the barrel, sugar from the bowl, cereal from the box and this, along with seconds at school, as well as all the extras from the kids who didn’t want the

  sandwiches their parents made for them, meant I started putting on lots of weight – and, by thirteen, Dad was calling me a ‘fat poofter’.




  Dad kicked Mum out when I was eleven years old and said he was keeping us. We all wanted to go with Mum. Dad’s new girlfriend was even younger than Mum. She wanted babies but needed to

  take special drugs to help her. I found the pills and threw them down the toilet, no more babies born to that monster.




  The next morning I woke up in pain, Dad was pulling my hair, pulling, pulling, lifting me off the bed, yelling: ‘You fucking little gay bastard!’




  ‘Stop, Dad, please, stop!’




  He let go, throwing me back down on the bed and then shouted as he grabbed the wardrobe and pulled and half-picked it up before throwing it on top of me. The terror of death that came at that

  moment was all-consuming. The mattress took some of the impact otherwise Dad would have been up for murder, or more likely convincing the police that I’d fallen from the wardrobe while trying

  to climb it, playing in my room. Next thing, the wardrobe was gone, Dad’s arms were thicker than most men’s, enlarged by lugging fire extinguishers around year after year; he was proud

  of those arms. It was impossible even to think about the possibility of resisting as pulled me up and started to smack my head on the dressing table, over and over until the stars danced in front

  of my crossed eyes, the words ‘gay bastard’ shouted, repeated over and over, coming through muffled to my singing ears. He stopped, but pulled my hair again, and dragged me, screaming,

  through the house, down the stairs, along the hall to the basement door, knees and hands thudding as I reached to hold my hair, to stop it being pulled, and then down to the ground to try and stop

  my body bouncing off the wooden stairs. He dropped me on a rug already unfurled on the cold concrete basement floor and quickly rolled me up inside, until I couldn’t move. I had asthma and

  could hardly breathe as he sat on my chest, leaning in very close to say: ‘I’m not done with you yet, you gay bastard. I’m going to come back and break every bone in your body. In

  fact, I might as well kill you, you’re only going to die of AIDS anyway.’ Then the pressure lifted and I heard his steps receding upwards; the door slammed and was locked.




  I had to escape. He was going to kill me this time. I choked for lack of air and dust that seemed to leap from the rug every time I struggled to move. My arms were trapped behind me. I twisted

  and turned, starting to panic. The rug was so heavy and wound so tightly. I started to feel light-headed; I hadn’t long before unconsciousness would grip me. Grabbing a breath of air, I

  twisted and practically dislocated an arm to pull it out from behind me, up and over my head and out of the top of the roll, and this gave me just enough space to start to squirm my way out. I lay

  panting on the cold floor for a good few minutes, until the pounding in my ears had faded to a soft hum.




  The windows, ceiling height on the inside but at ground level on the outside, were really narrow. I was really fat. I had to try. Using metal shelves for a ladder, I clambered up. The inside of

  the pane was wet and, being February, freezing cold. The window latch, stiff from disuse, was slippery with water and didn’t want to budge. I pulled and twisted at the lever until I was

  sweating, veins popping and, as I was about to give up, the lever squeaked. I pushed and the window opened upwards and outwards. Still dubious as to whether I’d fit, I was nevertheless the

  most highly motivated I’d ever been in my life, and so I reached through with both arms ahead and, pulling on the corner of a raised paving slab in the front garden, I hauled my head and

  shoulders through, and got as far as my hips before I got stuck, rain pelting on me as I wiggled, terrified that Dad would see me at any moment and would either drag me or kick me back down into

  that basement. Tearing my pyjamas, I strained, the metal frame bruising and cutting into my skin, the window now moving in its small iron frame as I pulled myself, millimetre by millimetre, into

  the outside world. Clutching my torn pyjama trousers, I didn’t even feel the rain as I ran, crying, panting, head ringing, barefoot through the streets, running, running, running, in absolute

  fear of my life, until my breath gave out and, still fearful of being caught by Dad, I hid under a bush and, whether from shock or the cold, I passed out.




  I woke up in a police station. Warm and dry and in someone else’s clothes. It was 3a.m. I had no memory of getting here. The cops were kind and smiled at me,

  tight-lipped, but some of them didn’t look me in the eye. I had a black eye and a shining lump in the middle of my forehead from where the wardrobe had hit me. I don’t know whether they

  went to see my dad, they just told me that I was going to stay somewhere safe.




  ‘Somewhere safe’ turned out to be – thanks to a lack of care home places – a secure unit for deeply troubled children. Sure enough, it looked like a prison for kids,

  barbed wire curling over the tops of the walls, not a smile shared between the drab-looking staff. This was a jail for car thieves and drug addicts, most between fifteen and seventeen years old. I

  was by now thirteen, camp, feminine, quiet, broken, intelligent and liked to study. I might as well have had a target stuck on me.




  ‘I’m going to die,’ I thought as I was escorted into a room with four older boys who could immediately see what I was. Kids like to single out those who are different and had

  no trouble identifying me, for I was extraordinary in the worst possible way.




  The next day in the bathroom, showering, I washed my hair before realising something wasn’t right, the shampoo was too thin, the smell – I screamed. Someone had peed in my shampoo

  bottle. Darren, a tall, dark-haired, tanned boy, was top-boy and regularly trashed my things, shoved and pushed me, calling me a poof, at which point the others would join in. They even took the

  trouble to take it in turns to wake me up at different times through the night so I was zombie-tired the next day.




  On the plus side, we drank milk, had chocolate and I could have a bath – things forbidden to me at home by Dad. We had to share the chores and I was quite happy behind the hoover or

  wielding a duster but, eventually, the abuse got to the point where I, the victim, was pulled aside for causing disruption among the other children.




  ‘We didn’t have this trouble before you got here,’ one warden said as he walked me to a huge boardroom full of adults, where the leader of the local social services department,

  a terrifying lady called Irene, who walked with a limp (it was rumoured that she had a false leg and would beat kids with it), made me stand up in front of the other adults before saying:

  ‘You are homosexual.’




  The adults around the table seemed to loom darkly, in and out of focus as I watched the scene. It seemed to happen at a great distance. Light-headed, I looked down at my feet.




  ‘Jonathan!’ she snapped. ‘You are homosexual, aren’t you?’




  I nodded.




  ‘I can’t hear you. I want you to tell us you are a homosexual. In your own words.’




  I nodded and murmured a tiny ‘Yeah’ in reply.




  ‘You are a threat to the other children, to the smooth running of this institution,’ she said. ‘It is necessary to isolate you.’




  I was taken from the boy’s side. ‘Oh what relief!’ I thought. ‘Put the gay boy in with the girls. Of course, what could be better!’




  But we stopped midway between the boys’ and girls’ dormitories. ‘What’s this?’ I asked. We were in a lonely-looking, long corridor, with cameras on the walls, and

  many doors all looking the same.




  ‘This,’ I was told, ‘is your new room.’




  ‘On my own? Between the boys and girls?’ I was in a staff room in a corridor between two wings, in splendid isolation. I had watched the Berlin Wall come down and Nelson

  Mandela walk free from jail – but now I was in a literal no-man’s land, through no fault of my own. I couldn’t even leave the room at night to go to the bathroom otherwise the

  alarms in the corridor would go off. A bucket, which I refused to use, was my emergency chamber pot.




  I never saw my dad again. Mum eventually won custody of my brother and sister and they moved with her into sheltered accommodation. There wasn’t enough room or money for me, so this was

  going to be my home for the foreseeable future until Mum was better sorted out. She couldn’t come and visit because the unit was a long way from home and Mum, who I would eventually find out

  had become an alcoholic and would never be fit enough to take me back, had neither money nor a car.




  I was assigned a key worker and met her in a small room just a few doors down from my cell.




  ‘Hi, I’m Debbie,’ she said, reaching out for my hand, the first person to offer me this symbol of potential friendship. She had big, red-framed glasses, wild curly hair and

  loved nothing more than to dance pagan rituals on the fields of southern England. Debbie, who believed in guardian spirits, was just the person for me. She was the only person who talked to me like

  she talked to everyone else. Normally when anyone spoke to me, they put on a special tone like they were addressing someone who was mentally disabled or someone they found disgusting. I quizzed her

  about her dancing and then, more significantly, about the guardian spirits.




  ‘What are these guardian spirits then, Debbie?’




  ‘They are angels sent to look after us here on earth.’




  ‘Well, where’s mine then?’




  ‘They are here. I can see your aura is damaged, you should meditate, let the spirits in and heal you.’




  ‘Whatever, Debbie,’ I said laughing. ‘You’re mad.’




  ‘Try it, sweetheart.’




  I thought it was ridiculous but there was something in Debbie’s expression, not pity, but sincerity. She really believed some salvation would come my way if I did what she said. I liked

  the idea of guardian angels, of someone watching over me the whole time who would never abandon me. And so, from that night, I started to meditate, to think and then dream of my angels, and for the

  first time I felt a little less lonely in my solitary cell as I drifted off to sleep.




  ‘I’m sorry, Johnny, there’s nothing I can do. I’ve got to move on.’




  I cried, demanding that Debbie stay for me, accusing her of hating me by leaving. But I was powerless. Her child was sick and she had to be near a specialist hospital in another city. I was hard

  on her, a reflection of just how much she meant to me.




  I had spent eighteen months (so much for temporary) in this nightmare place and I thought I had started to win the respect of the staff. As a result of my improved behaviour and enjoyment of

  study, I was chosen to go, as the best-behaved boy, along with the best-behaved girl, who was seventeen years old, to a party in a private house.




  We were driven there in a minibus, practically jumping in excitement – this was my first party, I couldn’t wait. But after we walked through the front door and were swathed in smoke

  and deafened by dance music, it turned out everyone was on drugs or drunk and, even worse, orgies were taking place in some of the rooms. I ran from the house and hid in the minibus. Two members of

  the female care home staff were there. We thought we were lucky to be going on that trip but, instead, our reward for good behaviour was supposed to be joining in with the drugs and sexual abuse. I

  had a lucky escape. The girl stayed inside and I have no idea what happened to her in there. She didn’t answer when I asked her and she said nothing on the trip back to the unit.




  Then, suddenly, it was announced that, as my mum wasn’t able to look after me, they had found me a foster family. The other kids teased me, saying they were real weirdos; they had to be to

  take me.




  ‘You know what happened to the last kid they had?’ Darren asked.




  ‘No, what?’




  ‘Jumped in front of a train.’




  They were extremely religious. The man, Eric, tall, potbellied and balding, was a minister, and his wife, Barbara, a thin, dark-haired woman with a pointy chin and nose, quoted the Bible at me

  whenever I said or did something wrong, or had the wrong expression on my face (which was all the time).




  Barbara was always saying something about how ‘Man born of woman, is short-lived and full of pain.’ Well I was a woman born of a woman who everyone thought was a man but I

  wasn’t about to go into that with these two crackpots. They also said I was full of evil spirits and they were going to rid me of them. This involved prayer and sapping my will through

  starvation. I didn’t know why they wanted to foster kids because it was clear to me that they didn’t like kids at all.




  When the social worker came to see me, she squinted for a long time before writing lots of notes in a file on her clipboard. Why did she have to write so much? It wasn’t as if I was saying

  anything.




  I lived off Cup-a-Soups from a vending machine at school (the only thing I could afford from the so-called lunch money my foster parents gave me). I’d already thinned out quite a bit at

  the unit but now I started to disappear into my clothes. My belt tightened up a notch, then two, then three.




  The next time the social worker came, she looked me in the eye and said: ‘How long have you been anorexic?’ I didn’t have the courage to say that I was full of evil spirits and

  these lovely people were starving me to get rid of them. I dreaded being taken back – at least here I was allowed to go to a normal school (not that school’s much fun when you’re

  starving all the time).




  I came home one day to find Eric waiting at the top of the stairs.




  ‘Come here.’




  I walked up, bag over my shoulder, feeling dizzy as I reached the top.




  Eric raised a copy of the Gay Times. ‘What’s this?’ he demanded.




  ‘None of your bloody business!’




  This mag was about my most precious possession, hidden under my mattress. I was furious that Eric had been through my room and raged as he, with the most righteous of expressions, berated the

  evil spirits in me that had turned me into a homosexual.
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