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This book is dedicated to ChildLine’s children




 





“Although the world is full of suffering, it is full also of the overcoming of it.”


Helen Keller

























ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





Firstly, I must express my gratitude and admiration to the survivors who have contributed to this book. Without exception they did so in the hope that they would, in telling their stories, help to protect other children and also because they wanted to thank the staff and volunteers of ChildLine who had made such a profound positive difference to their lives.


Over the first twenty-five years of ChildLine’s life, hundreds of people have dedicated their time and skill to protecting vulnerable children, firstly as part of the ChildLine team, and then when we joined forces, working for the NSPCC. It is impossible for me to name them all, but I must pay tribute in particular to the generous and devoted ChildLine trustees, to the BBC who enabled us to reach out to the nation’s children, to the trustees and staff of the NSPCC, who made it possible for us to expand our service in tough times and to the art student Kate Hall, who twenty-five years ago donated ChildLine’s smiling telephone logo and whom I have not been able to trace to thank.


My agent, Luigi Bonomi, and my publisher, Jeremy Robson and his team, have been unfailingly supportive and encouraging during the writing of this book. John Spencer, Professor of Law at Selwyn College Cambridge, advised me on ways our legal system could and should protect children more effectively. And my assistant Ashley McGoldrick has been patient and resourceful as we arranged the interviews on which this book is based.


Finally, my love and thanks go to my late husband Desmond Wilcox, who throughout our life together gave me the immeasurable support of his strength and commitment to children’s welfare. To my sister Priscilla, and my friend and mentor Bryher Scudamore, whose wisdom and judgement guided me. And to my three children, who have been incredibly tolerant and patient, even in the most stressful times, because, as Emily once told me, ‘The children need you.’



















CONTENTS







Title Page


Dedication


Acknowledgements


Author’s Note


Introduction


Jo’s Story


Julie’s Story


Christine’s Story


Laura’s Story


Charlotte’s Story


Maria’s Story


Andrew’s Story


Isabel’s Story


A Culture of Abuse


Suffer Little Children


Alice’s Story


Louise’s Story


Peter’s Story


Smiles on Children’s Faces


Plates


Copyright

























AUTHOR’S NOTE





ChildLine is twenty-five years old, a crucial milestone in the life of any organisation. It’s time now to ask the question, in a quarter of a century, what has been achieved? Looking back over ChildLine’s history, it would be possible to tell so many different stories: how attitudes have changed since 1986, how the organisation itself has grown and developed since then or the struggles involved in setting up a brand-new charity. And perhaps those books will be written one day.


But ChildLine has constantly been guided by the principle that we must always listen to the children themselves and I have stuck by that principle in writing this book. The stories you will read are based on interviews with people who told me how, when they were children, their lives were changed by ChildLine. I have spoken to others who, as adults, have also been affected by ChildLine’s work.


The book concentrates on fourteen very different lives, a tiny fraction of the 2,700,000 children ChildLine has helped since its launch. All my interviewees are adult now, and although for legal reasons I have changed some of the names and places, as well as a few identifying details, the events themselves remain unchanged as they were described to me. In focusing on each personal story, I have found that each one carried its own message: of victory over despair, of hope, of transformation.


So although you may find these stories painful, as I did, I hope you will find they are also inspirational for these are just a handful of the many, many brave children who have taken the decision to ring ChildLine’s number 0800 1111, or to contact the online counsellors on www.childline.org.uk.


And without the children’s courage, without their trust, ChildLine would not exist today.



















INTRODUCTION





The child’s voice on the phone was matter of fact as she told her story. Her father had died; her mother’s new partner hated her. She felt she had now lost everything: her father, her place in the family, her mother’s love. She had rung ChildLine, as many children do, because there was no other way to pour out the pain in her heart.


The ChildLine counsellor listened thoughtfully. Then he said, ‘Suppose you found a moment to talk to your mum, could you tell her how you feel?’ The child considered his suggestion. ‘I think we’d just have another row and I’d run upstairs in tears. Although I think I’m running out of tears.’


Running out of tears. That phrase is so piercingly true of many children who have rung ChildLine over the last twenty-five years. Children who have been so deeply unhappy for such a long time that they have indeed run out of tears, but not quite of hope. That spark of hope is what inspires them to take the first difficult courageous step out of misery, to get in touch with ChildLine by phone, by letter or online. 


So why is a ChildLine counsellor, a complete stranger, their only salvation? Because they have nowhere else to turn for help. Social services or the police are out of reach for these children, who believe that way lies disaster: that they will be taken away from the family they still love, or that this will bring catastrophe upon them. They may have been threatened into silence by an abuser, told that nobody will believe them, or worse, someone they love will die, or a beloved puppy will be killed, or Dad will go to prison. Shame may silence them because they feel they must have done something terribly bad to deserve abuse or neglect. Whatever the reason, they reach out to ChildLine because they dare not to speak to anyone else.


I have worked as a trained volunteer counsellor for ChildLine. Many of the children I listen to sound matter of fact about their unhappiness. They have become accustomed to it, it has become a way of life for them. But there have been others who were choked with sobs when they made their first call to ChildLine. Still others cannot find any words, and after long minutes of silence, put the phone down. What they all have in common is that on their own, they were unable to find a way out.


ChildLine’s job is to give them options, to empower them, to give them fresh hope, and that can achieve wonderful results. The stories in this book are based upon conversations I have had with individuals who are all adult now, but their lives have been transformed by their contact with ChildLine. Each one is different, because of course every child who contacts ChildLine is different. What unites them is their courage. Without enormous courage and determination, and if they hadn’t trusted ChildLine to work in partnership with them, those children would have been out of anyone’s reach. As you read these stories, imagine how isolated they must have felt. Indeed, before ChildLine was launched, how isolated abused children were.



















CHAPTER ONE


JO’S STORY





I have no memory of ever being cuddled. Was I? Surely I must have been, isn’t every child? Perhaps if I had a picture of me, a baby in Mum’s arms, I could tell myself yes, there you are, they did love me really. But I have nothing. No picture. No doll, no teddy bear. Nothing at all. And there is nothing in my heart, no certain memory that tells me I was ever loved. Just a kind of bleakness. An emptiness.


The neighbours never knew. I wasn’t like the children you see in the charity ads, the ones with broken bones and dirty faces. My parents would never have allowed that to happen: they made sure I was clean, neat, properly turned out, a credit to them. They spent money on me, made sure I had clean, shiny shoes, decent clothes. But they couldn’t love me.


I remember – it’s my earliest memory – that when I was three my grandad found me in the middle of the road, just sitting there, playing with my toys. He took me home and he was furious: he went mental with my mum because she’d let me wander out of the house. She had no idea where I was. But then I suppose she didn’t care. Not long ago I overheard my grandad telling my nan that it would have been better if my parents had never had kids. So maybe my grandparents always knew. When I look back on the day-to-day life I had as a child, I feel nothing. I suppose every baby is born expecting love, but if that hunger goes unsatisfied, you learn to live without it; something inside goes numb. I got used to being unhappy.


They were respectable people, my mum and dad. Hardworking, too. Dad repaired TV sets, Mum was a bookkeeper. They saved enough to get a mortgage on a small house in a housing estate on the edge of our village in Derbyshire. I remember how tidy it was: I always had to put my things away, no mess. I drew Mum a picture for her birthday once and she said she liked it, but she didn’t put it up on the wall, like they did at school, she just threw it in the bin. Mum had a still-born son before I was born. Maybe that death had killed something in her. Maybe she decided she would never care too much again. Or maybe I just couldn’t replace the baby boy they lost. Why try and explain it? All my childhood I just assumed it was my fault, that they didn’t love me because I was unloveable.


When I was about eight, we were walking to the shop, the three of us. I took Mum’s hand. Dad slapped me, took my hand away, and he held Mum’s hand instead. They made me walk by myself behind them. That stands out in my memory because that’s the way it always was: they were together, I was in the way. I wasn’t really part of their lives.


Their friend Eric lived in a bungalow two streets away from us. Short, fat, balding, he used to wear bow ties and fancied himself the moral guardian of the village. He used to grumble for hours about ‘litter louts’ and spend the whole of Sunday afternoon polishing his car. He and Brenda, his wife, were good friends of my parents. When Mum and Dad went out together in the evening, Eric would babysit me. It was sometimes at his bungalow: Dad would take me there and then pick me up on the way home. Sometimes Eric would babysit me in our house. When that happened, Brenda would never come too. Looking back, that seems strange. Why did she stay at home, alone? Why did he come over by himself to look after me? But at the time, everyone seemed to think it was fine.


It wasn’t fine. Not for me. I can remember him one evening in our lounge, pulling up my nightie and touching me, when I was about seven. Though maybe it had started before, and I just can’t remember it. I didn’t know it was wrong. It was confusing, bewildering. But I hated it. He never gave me treats or presents, like I know some paedophiles do. There was no relationship – I don’t think he even liked me. It was just gratification for him. And although I hated him, with his bulging stomach, his rough hands, I got used to it. Just like everything else in my life, I got used to it.


Who knows if he was ever frightened of being found out? I can’t enter his mind. God knows, I don’t want to. But looking back now, it seems he became increasingly confident that he was safe to do what he liked with me. I have one school picture of myself just before it started. I can see I was a pretty child, with big dark eyes and a sweet smile. I didn’t look mischievous or difficult: abusers always pick out the quiet, good children and I’d been trained by my parents all my life to expect little and behave well.


Maybe that’s why from the time I was nine, Eric did more and more things to me. In the end he was having full sex with me; he even did it once in his son’s bedroom, while his son was out. He used to make me masturbate him. That was his favourite. He’d do it when we were round at his house, when his wife Brenda was out to work. Brenda was a hairdresser, who used to go round to people’s houses to wash and cut their hair, so she often worked evenings. Afterwards, even though Eric knew he’d hurt me, he would say it was all my own fault. He’d say to me: ‘Don’t try and tell anyone. Everyone knows you’re trouble. Your parents know you’re trouble. You’ll be taken away.’ That really scared me.


Because from the time he started to abuse me, I changed. From then on, I was trouble. I spilt a glass of cherryade once, I suppose I was about eight, and Dad hit me for it and told me I was trouble. He’d hit me hard and leave bruises. Sometimes I took photos of the bruises, I don’t know why – I never showed them to anyone. To me it was just proof to myself of something. Mum used to tell me I was naughty and hit me with her slippers. I remember creeping into their bedroom and hiding her slippers to try and make it stop, but she found them, of course. More trouble.


At school it was the same: they thought I was a troublemaker, the teachers used to tell me so. But I don’t remember anyone ever asking me why. I used to bully other kids at primary school, pinching their arms, pulling their hair. Maybe I was trying to alert them, asking for help. If so, they never heard me. Mum was called up to the school to talk about it. My teacher said because of the bullying I needed to see someone, that I was ‘emotionally disturbed’.


I had to go and see someone in the Children’s Services. My mum dropped me there and then went shopping in Sainsbury’s and told me to find her there afterwards. You’d think she might have stayed with me, waited outside, asked me how it went. Not that it mattered. The lady in the Children’s Services hardly spent any time with me. If she’d taken longer, asked me more questions, would I have told her about Eric? About the anger, the rage he had created in me, that was all locked inside and made me so spiteful to the other kids, who all seemed so much happier than me? No. Even if she’d asked, I don’t think I could have told her. I thought it was my fault this was happening – because I was trouble. I thought if they found out they’d take me away, and I didn’t want that.


Because one part of my life was different. Once a week I went to dance classes. My mum paid for the lessons – I think the next-door neighbours had kids who went and Mum had this thing about keeping up with them. She wanted their respect. That was the bit of her I came to despise: appearances were everything to her. In the end that was what killed our relationship, but at the time it was brilliant because it meant I had the chance to dance, and those moments were so precious. They are the only happy memories I have of my childhood. I must have been quite good, though I don’t think my parents were ever proud of me. I used to win loads of medals – I think they’re in my nan’s loft now.


It was the music that stopped me thinking, or being frightened, or feeling lonely. It would take me somewhere else – into a world where I could dance in the spotlight, show everyone what I could do – and the rhythm and the melody would lift me, fill the emptiness in my soul. Dancing turned me into someone else and gave me courage. I could wear spangles on my leotards when I danced and show my body on the stage. The body Eric made me loathe, made me feel so ashamed of. Music and dance allowed me to forget him, to forget being hit and ignored at home. When I danced, I felt as if I had wings and I could fly away. So I couldn’t tell anyone about him. If they took me away, I’d lose that magic gift of flight – I’d come crashing down again, with nowhere to escape to.


By the time I was eleven or twelve, I knew what Eric was doing was really wrong, because he kept on telling me, ‘This is our secret. If you tell, you’ll be taken away.’ He knew that would silence me. I didn’t even know the facts of life then, so anything could have happened. But then, in 1986, when I was thirteen, the Childwatch programme came on the television and my life changed.


We watched it together, my parents and me. I was with them in the lounge; I was sitting alone, as usual, by the door and they were together, as always, on the sofa. It was a long programme and I was holding onto myself, trying hard not to show how it affected me, not to let it affect me. Esther Rantzen was talking about me and Eric. Not really us, of course, but the things he did to me. She was saying other children were going through the same horrible things. They said on the programme that it wasn’t our fault. And they said they were starting a special phone line for children, ChildLine. I remember the advert they made, with a little girl in a red phone box, and the number 0800 1111. We had a red phone box in our village and the windows were small, so I remember thinking if people were passing they wouldn’t be able to tell who was inside it. And they gave an address to write to ChildLine, a free address so you didn’t need a stamp.


All this was so hard to take in while the programme was happening, it kept echoing around inside my head. So much information to store, my brain was churning. It was like an explosion that utterly changed the world I thought I knew – the world of secret pain, where I was a prisoner, in isolation. Suddenly hope arrived, like a rainbow, like a peal of bells. The message rang out loud and clear. That it wasn’t my fault; that there was a way to reach out for help; and that I wasn’t alone any more. I sat very still, not daring to reveal the explosion that had shattered the chains, all those rules and taboos that had imprisoned me all my life. I dared not let my parents guess the way I felt because all the time I could hear Eric’s voice in my head – ‘It’s our secret, you’ll be taken away.’ He was still in charge of my life.


My parents were just sitting there all this time, watching as they did any other programme. I looked down and saw my hands were shaking so I hid them in my lap. But why on earth did I think they’d notice, or ask me what was wrong? They never noticed anything, unless it was something they could say was naughty and hit me for.


For the next couple of weeks – it must have been the beginning of November – Eric left me alone. Not for any reason connected with the programme, I think it was just luck that he was busy and I had that time to let my brain settle down and stop churning. And it did slow down enough to keep reminding me, over and over again, that I wasn’t the only one. That other children had suffered, like me. That there was help out there. That I wasn’t evil; it wasn’t my fault. So I told my best friend, Sian.


I hope Sian and her family know how important they have been to me. I used to go round there after school and they always made me welcome. Her mum was a dinner lady and her dad was a school inspector, so I guess they just liked and understood children. So even though by this time I was a sulky, troubled teenager they still made me feel better about myself. But I couldn’t even tell them about Eric. Adults, I knew instinctively, would have to do something. And that something was to take me away. No, I couldn’t tell them, so instead I told Sian. Not in detail – that was too shameful and disgusting – but just in general terms. I was crying. She could tell how upset I was, so she didn’t ask any questions or argue with me when I said I wanted to write to ChildLine.


We worded the letter together. I remember I wrote it in biro, on a page of lined paper torn out of a spiral notebook. And I used Sian’s address. I said what Eric had been doing and that I knew now that it was wrong, and I asked for advice. ChildLine replied really quickly, in less than a week. Sian told me the letter had come, and I went round to open it with her – I was too scared to read it by myself. After all, I’d disobeyed, I told someone when I’d been instructed not to. Would they send someone round? Would they send the police round? What had I done?


But when I read ChildLine’s reply, I knew I’d been right, after all. It said the things Eric was doing were wrong and asked if I had any adults that I could talk to about it. And it said I could ring that freephone number 0800 1111 any time if I wanted to talk to ChildLine. It was signed Julie C. What should I do? There wasn’t an adult in my life I felt safe to talk to. I was scared, but not too scared to agree with Sian when she read it and said that I should ring ChildLine, and maybe that would help.


Two days later, Sian came round to my home after school. We sat together on the bottom of the stairs and I dialled ChildLine’s number. When they answered, I could hardly speak, I was crying too much. So Sian took the phone and talked to them. She told them about my letter, and their reply. They said we could ring back, and they gave us a day and a time to ring, when Julie C would be there. Then I got Sian to hang up quickly. I was still terrified. Eric had his own key to our house: he used to call round and let himself in whenever he wanted, whenever he thought I’d be there alone. What if he walked in now? But after we’d put the phone down I remember hugging Sian, knowing that from now on everything would be different, and perhaps better.


So when the day came I rang, as they had said I could, and for the first time I talked to Julie C, the counsellor who had written to me. Her voice was very distinctive: gentle and low, with a slightly husky edge to it. She didn’t tell me I was evil or a trouble-maker. She didn’t push me to tell her more than I wanted to. And she didn’t ask me where I was calling from, though she was always concerned to know if I was safe. And sometimes I wasn’t. Once when I was on the phone to her I saw Eric’s car coming down the road towards the house and I hid behind the sofa so he couldn’t see I was at home, alone. Julie told me to lock the front door against him. She calmed me down. Although she was so worried, I knew she wouldn’t do anything to try and find me, not without my saying that would be alright. After the first time I rang it got easier and easier to talk to ChildLine: they’d told me they wouldn’t tell anyone else, and it was true, so I felt I could trust them.


I spoke to Julie maybe eight or ten times while she was suggesting different ways of stopping Eric doing anything more to me. It was difficult at first for me to believe that I was worth helping, but she was so determined that I had done nothing wrong, that he was entirely responsible and to blame, that in the end I began to believe her. She said he was a dangerous man; that what he was doing to me he might also be doing to other children. And gradually she gave me the confidence to think about telling somebody else. So when she said she would tell the NSPCC for me and they would help me, I agreed.


By a horrible coincidence, the first NSPCC person they suggested I could meet was another man called Eric! I freaked out, I couldn’t believe it. I said to Julie it had to be a woman, and she understood. I think ChildLine always believes that children need to be taken seriously, not stifled or contradicted. Looking back, I feel as if I had always been stifled until I contacted ChildLine, unable to breathe freely until they gave me the opportunity to tell the truth about my life. Anyway, they found an NSPCC woman instead, who came to meet me and talked to me in her car. But it frightened me. I didn’t feel comfortable. Especially when she told me she knew which school I went to.


So I got out of her car and ran home in the dark. I was really frightened. I felt completely out of control of my own life. What would happen next? Was it true she knew my school and if so, would she tell them? I began to panic. School already had me down as trouble. Would they accuse me of making it all up? Would it go to court? Would I be sent to prison? When I got home, the light was on in the kitchen. I opened the door. Dad was getting a bottle of milk out of the fridge. He had his back to me, somehow that made it easier. So I just blurted it out. ‘Dad, I’ve been sexually abused. Eric, he’s been abusing me.’ Dad turned round. I half expected him to hit me, but instead he held out his arms. He hugged me, and I clung to him. ‘Don’t worry, Jo,’ he said, over and over again. ‘It’ll be alright.’ And being held in his arms for the first time feeling safe, I believed him. ‘Don’t worry, Jo, it’ll be alright.’ 


But it wasn’t alright. I was crying with relief when I went to bed that night, but Dad still had to tell Mum. And when I came down the next morning dressed for school she was already there, waiting for me, sitting on the floor beside the fire in our lounge. She was a heavy woman – her dark hair was tangled around her shoulders, her eyes were puffy and her whole face was in a grimace of rage, not at Eric, at me. ‘You little liar!’ she screamed at me. ‘You little liar! What have you been saying? It’s nothing but a pack of lies! You always were a troublemaker. How dare you make up such wicked lies!’


I tried to explain. I tried to say what had happened, how I felt, why I needed her, but of course I hadn’t a chance. For years she’d shut me out of her life and now she had no intention of letting me wreck it. ‘You’re never ringing ChildLine again!’ she screamed. ‘Your dad and I are locking the phone. We won’t have it! You’re a dirty little liar and I’m ashamed of you.’ By now the tears were pouring down my face. I turned and ran out of the room, sobbing.


When I got to school, the first teacher I met was Mrs G, who taught me English. We’d always got on well. She saw the state I was in and quickly took me into a quiet office. There I told her, sobbing and not really making much sense, what had happened. But she heard enough to realise it was serious, took me to the sick room to give me a chance to recover and went straight to the headmaster. I learned later that they had rung my mother to ask if they could consult the NSPCC and arrange another meeting with them and me, but she had flatly refused permission.


The next thing that happened to me was a visit from a social worker, Mrs A, who also lived in our village. She insisted on talking to me on my own and somehow she wheedled the whole story out of me, including Eric’s name and address. My nan told me later that the social worker had boasted how she’d tricked it out of me. I honestly don’t remember, I think by that time I was so exhausted and frightened I had no defences left. 


My parents were as good as their word and put a padlock on the dial of the old-fashioned phone downstairs. I was past caring: the next day I went down with chicken pox and was really ill with it. The police rang and asked to interview me, but my parents told them it was impossible because I was too ill. After a week, when my parents were out, I crept upstairs and used the push-button phone in their bedroom to ring ChildLine. I asked them to let Julie C know what had happened, and that I was OK. The next day the police rang again for an interview; they said they knew I’d rung ChildLine, but I’m quite sure nobody at ChildLine would have told them. This time they got their way.


I had to go to a police station to be interviewed, a nice little house in a nearby village. It was only used part-time as a police station, and I was interviewed in the kitchen, sitting at a pine kitchen table. Two police officers interviewed me, a man and a woman. I was driven there by my parents, but they stayed outside in their car. Instead, they sent their solicitor in with me, a man I’d never met before. Just before I got out of the car, my mum turned round to me and said, ‘Don’t you dare say you’ve ever seen Eric’s penis. Don’t you dare.’ All those years of anger and intimidation paid off: I was too scared to disobey.


So the interview was a farce, a stupid, painful, unforgettable farce. With my parents’ solicitor sitting next to me, standing guard over everything I said, what could I do? The police’s first question was, ‘Why have you got a solicitor with you?’ All I could say was, ‘Ask my parents.’ So then they started to ask questions about Eric. The solicitor was making notes all the way through. I couldn’t admit anything. And when they asked ‘Did you ever see Eric’s penis?’, I said ‘No.’


So that was that. The interview finished, I went back to the car, my parents got out and talked to their solicitor, beside his car. Then they came back, got in and said nothing to me. Not one word. Not how are you feeling, are you alright? Nothing. They never did say anything about it to me, ever.


I know the police did go round and speak to Eric, and somehow the story was cooked up that I must have misinterpreted a hug in some way. But the strange thing is that a week later Eric came to our house and, in front of my parents, apologised to me. When I say apologised, he just said, ‘Jo, I’m sorry.’ But he didn’t admit to anything: he certainly didn’t apologise for abusing me all those years.


Whatever the apology meant, and whoever had persuaded him to do it, it didn’t stop him continuing to try and get me alone, to carry on where he’d left off. My parents made me go to parties and events even though often they knew he’d be there too, and he’d always get me to dance with him. I used to try and avoid him – I hated any contact with him – but because I had to try and act normally, I couldn’t make a scene. So he would grab me and whisper in my ear, ‘This is nice, isn’t it,’ and I’d want to scream, ‘Get away, you bastard, you evil bastard!’ But I had to be good, be respectable and not let my parents down.


There is no question in my mind. My parents protected Eric and his wife, not me. I came nowhere. Only ChildLine and Julie put me first. Even though my parents continued to forbid me to ring, I managed to speak to Julie regularly over the next months. She was very concerned to make sure I was safe and to try and help me to understand why my mother wouldn’t believe me, or wouldn’t admit to believing me. But my relationship with my parents, never good, was now even worse. We hardly spoke to each other at all.


Then for two years I tried to get on with life, to try and forget the past and concentrate on my school work. I kept myself right away from my parents, going straight up to my bedroom and working there. I got seven GCSEs and was doing quite well. Then my mother was diagnosed with cancer. It was the first year of my A levels. She had to have an operation, the cancer was in her liver. When I heard the news and realised what it meant, I found it terribly difficult to cope. I hated what she’d done to me, but now she was so gravely ill, I couldn’t bring myself to hate her. I needed to speak to someone who could understand and help, so once again I turned to ChildLine.


I rang the number 0800 1111 and a ChildLine switchboard operator answered, ‘You’re through to ChildLine, can we help you?’ as they always did – welcoming, accessible. But I recognised the voice, the husky edge to it, and I couldn’t believe it. Out of literally hundreds of volunteer counsellors, Julie was working a shift on the switchboard and she had answered. My heart leapt. ‘Is that Julie C? This is Jo.’ She remembered, even though it had been two years since I’d last spoken to her. She asked someone else to take over the switchboard and she talked to me. Once again, I was not alone.


My mum died five days before my eighteenth birthday. The last month of her life was terrible. She was at home, wasting away while I watched her, and I had to nurse her – wash her, feed her, everything. I was caring for the woman who had never cared for me. The day before she died the vicar came round to bless her and she was hysterical, kept asking for her daughter. So I said, ‘Mum, I’m here,’ and she said, ‘You’re not my daughter.’ Maybe she was remembering her baby daughter, that’s what the vicar said, but to me this was just another rejection.


In that last week Mum actually told Eric’s wife that they both must look after me after she’d gone. To do that, after everything that had happened – she must have had such an amazing capacity for denial, to lie to herself. When she died, my grandad told me I was responsible for her cancer because of all the stress I’d put her through. I remember crying hysterically when he said that. After a month of me nursing her. Even now the cruelty of it stings. 


So then I went right off the rails. I did no work: I went to school for the registration at the start of the day, but then I came straight home again. I used to cry my eyes out, day after day. Funnily enough, during this period I got on well with Dad for the first time. I cooked for him, did his washing and ironing, and we’d both go to our beds and cry ourselves to sleep – I’d hear him from my bedroom. I had terrible dreams. All this time I was ringing ChildLine, speaking to Julie. I wrote a diary for her, telling her how I was feeling. She sent me stuff about bereavement and also ways of calming down, relaxing. Nothing worked. I just didn’t know how to cope with hating Mum one moment, and the next crying my eyes out because she wasn’t there any more.


The school called me in. They told me I was going to fail all my A levels. By now I wasn’t eating. My friends tried to force-feed me, but I couldn’t bear to eat anything. When I took the exams, I said to myself, I’ll prove everyone wrong. But I did fail Human Biology, which was my favourite subject. I passed Geography, though. It took me half a day to open my results: I actually opened the letter standing by my mum’s grave.


I thought about it all, then talked to Julie. And she had such faith in me, she was so sure I could pass, that I decided to re-sit my Human Biology and take a one-year accelerated Psychology course. But I was still totally messed up. I would run round the house crying and I used to lie on Mum’s side of her bed. It’s bizarre when you think how I hated her because she hadn’t protected me.


The constant dream I had was that I was a tiny person inside Mum’s head, trying to shoot the cancer cells. Every Mother’s Day really upset me and on Christmas Eve I’d cry my eyes out. But all this time I was talking to Julie. Even though by now I was over eighteen, they didn’t say I couldn’t carry on ringing ChildLine. Julie knew I needed it. She was the only one who had heard the whole story, could see the whole picture and how one thing affected another. She talked me through the bereavement process and explained that the way I was feeling was normal, the loss, the anger. But I was stuck at rock bottom. I can’t remember if it was Julie who made me see it was the abuse that stopped me moving on, but now I realise it was.


Then, in 2005, ChildLine put out an appeal. They said that they were so short of money that year they might have to close down their night service. I panicked. For the children. What would have happened, one of those times I had crept out of our house – like on Christmas morning, really early, when there was hard frost on the ground – suppose there had been nobody there to answer the phones? There’s always going to be children like me, who have nobody else to turn to. So I got in touch with my local paper to tell them my story, to raise money for ChildLine and increase awareness of the work, so maybe they could get more volunteer counsellors and children would know where to turn when they were desperate. They printed an article. When I saw it, it was scary: people you know are going to read it. I was nervous about my nan seeing it. At first it was hard for her, she said, because I was criticising her own daughter, but I think she understands now. My mum had never spoken to her about the abuse.


Then, amazingly, I met Julie. It’s really rare for a ChildLine counsellor to meet a child they’ve helped, but a reporter brought us together. And while I was being interviewed, I blurted out that I’d helped Mum, but she hadn’t helped me. Julie heard me say that. She wasn’t looking at me, she was sitting at the back of the room looking down at her lap, but she knew my voice so well she could tell I’d said far more than I’d intended. She could hear the pain. And that made me see it too: I realised for the first time how angry I was. Up until then I hadn’t been able to admit how I felt, even to myself.


Then I went back to my mum’s grave by myself. It was winter, very cold. It’s a big churchyard. There was no one around. There’s a piece of flat, sunken Welsh slate where her ashes are buried. Horrible – the cheapest Dad could buy. I stood there next to it and I said, loudly, ‘Why didn’t you look after me? I looked after you. Why didn’t you look after me?’


That is still the big question for me. I think it was just she couldn’t face the shame, the scandal, everyone knowing. That she had let him come into the house whenever he wanted, babysit me with no questions asked, and never protected me from the terrible things he was doing all those years. I don’t think she could admit all that, even to herself. I certainly don’t think she could have lived with herself if anyone else had known. If there had been a trial, if Eric had been charged, the whole village would have known. So she sacrificed me for the sake of her reputation.


And maybe she sacrificed other children, put them in danger too, by never letting me report to the police what really happened. Because now I come to think of it, Eric’s wife had a niece younger than me and they used to see her all the time. Maybe he hurt her too.


Thanks to Julie, I survived. I must have had hundreds of conversations with her, but without them I know I wouldn’t be alive now. I would have killed myself.


Sexual abuse leaves so many scars. I’ve been on antidepressants; I saw bereavement counsellors at university – Julie helped me get in touch with them. I couldn’t have done it without her help. It’s so much easier with the anonymity you get when you ring ChildLine. I found it much more difficult to talk to counsellors face to face: it puts a lot more pressure on, makes it far harder if they can look into your eyes, watch your body language. But Julie supported me throughout.


So yes, her faith in me was justified. I did get my A levels and I did win a place at university, where I studied Psychology and got my BA Honours degree. At that point Dad kicked me out of our home. He’d got a new girlfriend, and he wanted to sell the house and move in with her. He gave me £5,000 from the sale and my mum’s china cabinet; that’s all I’ve got from my childhood. In it there’s a ‘Happy Mother’s Day’ plate I gave her and presents from my twenty-first birthday, which I had to arrange myself. My friends sometimes look at all the stuff and say, what are you doing with all that rubbish? But it’s all I’ve got.


Since Dad kicked me out, he’s dead to me. He never showed me any love, I never meant anything to him. The man who slapped me for holding my mum’s hand, who punished me all my childhood, who said he’d look after me when I first told him about Eric and then totally abandoned me. And then, when I’d done things he could have been proud of – got a good degree and now a very good job – he just turned his back on me. Fine. He’s dead to me now.


But ChildLine really cared about me all through my childhood, and I will always care about them. Now I try and raise money for them, to help them whenever I can, for the sake of children who are desperate, like I was. I was once invited to a ChildLine Ball, and I told the guests how much help I’d had over the years, that they’d saved my life. I only said two sentences and we raised £33,000! I didn’t even have a ball gown – I wore a full-length black skirt. It was the only smart thing I had.


And I got married. It was a very small wedding. I invited Julie, I wanted her to be there. She’d often told me how proud she was of me, that I’d managed in spite of everything to grow up, get married, hold down a good job in medical research. And I’m so proud of Julie: her commitment, she’s achieved such a lot, helped so many children, helped me so much. So she came to my wedding, wearing a sparkly pink top, and I gave her my bouquet as a way of saying thank you. She was very touched by that. 







I KNOW from meeting hundreds of ChildLine counsellors over the years that Julie C is not unique. ChildLine has nearly fifteen hundred counsellors around the UK, listening to children and answering them online. The vast majority are volunteers, donating their time to help children. It’s a tough job, but they are very carefully trained. And many of them, like Julie C, have worked with children in different roles. Some are paediatric nurses, some are teachers. There has even been a consultant paediatrician who spent years as a ChildLine counsellor and once told me the work she does for ChildLine is some of the most valuable work she has done. But volunteer counsellors also come from widely varied backgrounds. Lawyers, actors, accountants, unemployed people, students… what they have in common is a dedication to protecting children and an empathy that enables them to identify a child’s needs. Julie C, who eventually became the Head of ChildLine’s centres in Wales, supported Jo for years. This is her story.






















CHAPTER TWO


JULIE’S STORY





When I first spoke to Jo, listening to her, it struck me forcibly that her loneliness, her fear and isolation were so different from my own childhood. I was very lucky, I know that now. I grew up in Anglesey, the beautiful island in North Wales. We had a big, noisy family. I was one of five children, all of us growing up together in the countryside. We were privileged.


Not that we were rich: our home was a little old three-bedroomed house built in traditional Welsh grey stone, on the side of a farm. I remember I had to walk through the fields to get to school and I loved the way they changed, all the bright colours of spring flowers, then getting burnt gold in the summer and white with snow in winter. I can’t remember ever feeling the cold. Looking back, I had an idyllic upbringing. We spent from April to September in the sea, on those wonderful beaches around Amlwch, in and out of the water, paddling in the rock pools – hours of freedom, all us children playing together. 


I suppose that closeness, that happiness made me who I am today. Maybe that’s what’s given me a driving commitment to other children, to try and offer lonely, isolated young people the kind of support and strength I got from my own family.


We were brought up Catholic. My father worked as a structural engineer; my mum was a stay-at-home mum, but she was always busy. She used to help with the church and the local youth club, which was a bit of a pain when we were teenagers because whenever we went down there she was always there, too. I was very happy at school, did lots of sports, and I’m still in touch with the friends I made. My first ambition was to become a psychologist: I did Psychology A level and a degree in Social Psychology in Loughborough. I wanted somehow to get a real understanding not just about myself, but also effective ways of helping others.


I graduated in 1982 and my first job was in an NHS adolescent unit. It was a twenty-bedded unit; the young people stayed during the week and went home at weekends. It was tough work, a steep learning curve for me. The young people were very disturbed: we had some young girls who were anorexic and other young people who were themselves sex offenders. We never labelled any of the young people. The work was in its day quite innovative: we gave them group therapy and family therapy as well. Did it work? It cost the same as Eton and we had some successes, but in the end they pulled the plug on it.


But it was very useful for me because I could learn from the other professionals. It was a multi-disciplinary team and it gave me really valuable experience of working with young people. I stayed for three years, then I went on to work with male drug users in Esher. That was difficult, especially when some of them discovered they were HIV-positive. One of them went to Piccadilly, then overdosed and died. At twenty-six, I found that very difficult, so I resigned. 


Suddenly I was out of a job. By then it was 1987. At the end of my last week in Esher I remember going to an agency on a Friday afternoon, just to find a temporary post while I was working out where to go next. They told me about a brand-new telephone counselling service for children. But I wasn’t impressed – I remember thinking, well, what help can you give a child over the telephone? But it would pay the mortgage and I needed to find work somewhere, so I agreed. It was short term, after all. Who knew whether this new line for children would last more than a few months? That was nearly twenty-five years ago and ChildLine is still here.


So one Monday in early May, I went into ChildLine for my first morning there, feeling quite cynical. It wasn’t at all grand, or glossy. I remember a shabby, overcrowded little office on a narrow street in the shadow of St Paul’s Cathedral in the City of London. There were a dozen desks, with telephones on them, and I remember children’s drawings pinned up on the walls. The whole service was fitted in two small rooms with a separate little briefing area. It was so close to St Paul’s that once when the window was open and the bells started to peal a child caller said to me, ‘Are you in a church?’ There were ten desks for counsellors; when a child was very upset, sometimes a counsellor had to sit under the desk to hear them. You could tell from the counsellor’s body-language how distressing the call was. Sometimes they would curl up on the floor. And there were a lot of those calls.


That first day a supervisor showed me my desk and said: ‘There’s your list of resources.’ This was a list of places to refer children to, but there were precious little of them. It amazes me still that there is no network of refuges in our big cities for children who run away; people just seem to think it solves every problem to find them and take them home again. But sometimes they have every reason to try and escape. Then the supervisor gave me the forms we used for details of the calls we took. The vast majority of the children themselves were anonymous, so we just wrote down their first names and their ages, the general area they lived in and the reason why they had rung, so that we could find their stories again if they rang back. We didn’t want them to have to start from scratch all over again.


In those very early days there’d been a lot of suspicion from the social work profession about ChildLine. They were quite sceptical, just as I had been. Some of them were concerned that we wouldn’t protect children adequately, which was another reason we kept a record of the calls, making notes of what the children told us and the advice we gave them. The professionals took a good many years to understand that we could help children even though they were anonymous. They were extremely suspicious because we referred very few children to social services or the police, even young people who told us about abuse. Firstly, we couldn’t. After all, there was no way we could trace their calls so we didn’t know who or where they were. Because it was way before mobile phones became common, many of the children rang from phone boxes. It was the only way they could be safe and not overheard. Secondly, it would not have been in the children’s best interests. Most of them weren’t ringing because they wanted anyone else brought in, they just desperately needed to talk safely to someone, as we said on our first posters: ‘speak to someone who cares.’ So many of the children believed nobody cared about them until ChildLine was launched.


So there I was, sitting at my desk next to my phone on that first day, with no idea what to expect. With all my training and the work I’d done, there was no guidance about helping abused children who try to take control of their own lives and ring a helpline for assistance. Obviously, there had never been a helpline like ChildLine before. As bad luck would have it, the first call I got was an adult abuser, wanting to talk in detail about the abuse a child in his street was suffering. He was clearly enjoying himself. We still get those calls. I don’t know whether they are ‘mad or bad’ as the tabloids would say, but for whatever reason they ring ChildLine for their own gratification. They don’t care how many children they prevent from getting through to us, or maybe that’s part of their fun. Perhaps if I’d had a few of those, I would have given up and tried to find other work, but I was hooked that first week. Twenty-five years later, I still am, and I remember the call that did it.


It was from a young girl. Maybe about nine years old, she only had time to make a very short call from a phone box next to her bus stop. She was on the way to school, she said, but she rang because she couldn’t stand her life any more. She was being sexually abused at home. For the next three days she rang again, always at the same time, 7.30 in the morning. They were very short calls, but each time I used them to try and build her feelings of self-worth. At first she thought she must be bad for this to happen to her – worthless and dirty. So I had to work as hard and as fast as I could to convince her that she was not to blame at all; that what was happening was not her fault. And somehow I managed to find enough time to talk about her family, about who she felt close to, who she could tell. And on the third day when she rang, she said she had told her grandma. Grandma agreed to talk to her mother and she trusted them both to protect her. They hadn’t blamed her: they had listened and understood. I never heard from her again, but that last call was the moment when I became hooked on our work.


With four short phone calls ChildLine had made such a difference to this little girl. We had given her hope and the confidence to find a way out of her suffering. And when she had built up her courage and her confidence, her grandma had believed her.


It was such a contrast to the work I’d done before. When I’d worked in the therapeutic unit, I remember a child who was there for six months. We all suspected she was being abused. There were so many clues from her behaviour, the way she drew pictures, the way certain things distressed her, but even though she came to trust us, she never had the strength to tell us in words. I can only imagine the sort of threats, maybe even the violence that her abuser had employed to silence her.


ChildLine discovered a totally new way of liberating children from this kind of prison. The telephone gave them the safety of anonymity. An abuser need never know the call had been made. It wouldn’t cost anything, there would be no record of it on a phone bill. And it was confidential, so that meant a child’s world was not going to fall apart if they talked to us and told us the truth. So many abused children fear that if they ask for help, they will be responsible for bringing catastrophe into their family’s life. And many just long for the abuse to stop so that they can live normal lives, like their friends. I remember one little girl told me: ‘I love my dad, but not my night-time dad.’ And at ChildLine, although of course we wanted to protect the children, we knew we had to hang onto their trust or we would lose them. If we let them down, they would hang up and never ring again; they would just give up trying to find any way out. So we had to work at their pace, not try and force them to let us intervene before they were ready.


I remember I’d had my fingers burned very early on when we moved a child too fast and she had retracted. Diane was fourteen when she rang us because she was being sexually abused by her stepfather. He was brutal and violent. We were worried about her, so I persuaded her to let me get a social worker involved, but that made the bad so much worse. Because when the social worker went home with her and told her mother, the woman lunged at her daughter’s throat and half-strangled her, shouting at her that she was a horrible little liar. Under that barrage of physical and emotional violence, Diane changed her story, broke down and said she’d made the whole thing up. The worst thing was that when she claimed that she had lied, the social worker decided that she must be disturbed to make such horrible things up and had her put into an adolescent psychiatric unit.


But when Diane was eighteen she rang ChildLine again and asked for me. She told me it had all been true. I said I’d never doubted it for a moment. She told me she was back home and it was as bad as ever, but she gave me the name of her GP and I got him to work with me to find her safe accommodation.


A year or so later I was visiting a drop-in centre we used to refer children to and this young woman standing next to me heard me say something, turned to me and said, ‘I recognise your voice. You’re Julie. I’m Diane.’ My heart stopped for a second: it was so wonderful to meet her, after everything she’d been through. My instinct was to give her a cuddle. She looked like a stranger, but when she spoke to me I knew her so well. I told her how bad I felt about the way things had turned out. Obviously we couldn’t have a long conversation together, but she wrote to me to tell me what she was doing and that made me realise how crucial ChildLine had been in her life. Now she’s doing a social work degree.


But that experience with Diane taught me how crucial it was not to try and persuade children to let us intervene too early or too suddenly in their lives. We must let them gain confidence first. We must be sure we aren’t just making things worse for them.


By the time Jo wrote to ChildLine I was still working in our tiny first office in Addle Hill in London, but I had become a supervisor. It was about three months after we opened, so it was still early days; we were still putting structures in place and working out the best ways to help children. I remember that morning I wasn’t on the phone – I had a pile of letters from children I was working through. They used to mount up if we weren’t careful and the letters could be just as urgent as the phone calls, so we had to answer them systematically. Children can still write to ChildLine Freepost 1111. They don’t need money for a stamp. And of course this was years before we started the online counselling service we have now. So there I was, dealing with all these letters and well aware that we had to be very careful how we replied, because we never knew who would open the letter. We used plain envelopes and plain paper, not to give anything away. And we had to hold onto our own emotions, otherwise we ran the risk of putting a child in even greater danger.
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