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iiiPraise for The Flying Child


            This is a powerful and inspiring account of one person’s journey to recovery after childhood abuse. It gives hope to us all.

            – Dr Lucy Johnstone, Consultant Clinical Psychologist, Co-author of The Power, Threat, Meaning Framework

            The mental health system declared Sophie disordered and irreparably ill, telling her that she’d never work again. This book - Sophie’s story, serves as a vehement rejection of psychiatry’s labels, and is a passionate testimony that true healing lies in relationship and connection.

            – Jo Watson, author of Drop the Disorder: Challenging the Culture of Psychiatric Diagnosis

            The Flying Child bravely depicts an unapologetically honest account of the devastating impact of child sexual abuse. It is a stark reminder of the need for us all to work towards creating a society where safe adults are appropriately equipped to act on concerns and give children the opportunity to speak out. It also highlights the significant need for those who have experienced abuse to have access to appropriate, traumainformed support at the earliest opportunity. A powerful and courageous account, providing valuable insight for professionals.

            – Kate Regan, NSPCC Team Manager

            Sophie’s book is an essential read for any adult working with children and young people, in schools, colleges, healthcare or the wider community. Sophie’s story sensitively charts her own traumatic experiences and their long-term implications, reinforcing the absolute imperative that professionals should become informed about childhood sexual abuse. It reminds us to prioritise keeping children safe, prompts us to think the unthinkable, and shows us that any child could be suffering in silence. I hope this book helps to bring an end to childhood sexual abuse by highlighting its devastating consequences. It is our responsibility to notice children like Sophie, provide a safe space for them to be heard, and enable them to fly.

            – Dr Clare Brunet, Headteacher iv

            It’s impossible to read Sophie Olson’s account of her life after sexual abuse without being struck by her courage. But this book offers so, so much more - incredible skill and creativity, immense wisdom and psychological insight, inspiration, honesty, humility, and curiosity. A hunger not just for recovery, but for meaning. A desire to tell not just Sophie’s story, but to leave every reader understanding themselves, their relationships and their world with greater depth, nuance, and – despite the pain of the subject – hope.

            And there’s love. Because this is also a story about the relationship between Sophie and her therapist, Patricia Walsh. It’s a story of how professional compassion, commitment and courage can underpin healing; how integrity and creativity can elevate professional practice into a transformational experience for everyone involved.

            In short – this is a very important book. Whether you’re a survivor of trauma or a therapist, whether you seek or offer healing, whether you simply want to understand humans, our capacity for harm and for recovery; or whether you’re an artist who wants to witness art in a living context at its raw and powerful best.

            For Sophie and Patricia, creativity is activism, medicine, language, and life force. For these reasons, and for the love, the honesty, the beauty, and the hope - most of all the hope - I am grateful to them for the gift of this wonderful book.

            – Clare Shaw, Writer, and Activist

            The Flying Child – A Cautionary Fairy Tale for Adults is a courageous, powerful, and thought-provoking book about healing after Child Sexual Abuse and the harms caused in the aftermath of abuse by systems unprepared to respond to trauma. It illustrates the importance of bearing witness to Child Sexual Abuse survivors’ experiences, and the power of the wisdom held by survivors

            – Dr Síofra Peeren, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience, King’s College London

            The Flying Child is a remarkable, compelling and urgent book. Sophie Olson has harnessed the fairy tale in the most ingenious and relatable way to portray the horror of her childhood, adolescence, and her journey into adulthood. vHer writing is clear and clever, honest and evocative, and witnessing the abuse she suffered for so long broke my heart over and over.

            Sophie’s brilliance is to weave the threads of her therapy throughout, alternating the chapters of fairy tale and reality. This exchange allows space to breathe, not least for the reader, and is especially helpful in providing an independent voice so that we can understand what Sophie is going through at each stage. The insight, care and guidance of the therapist is invaluable; showing us how the mind works, what our memories mean, how we process trauma, and crucially how we can find a way out of the dark.

            – Joe Gibson, survivor and author of Seventeen: A Coming of Age Story

            In my role as Therapeutic Team Manager for a service offering healing interventions to children who have experienced child sexual abuse I was keen to read this book on many levels; I was seeking an opportunity to fully understand the long term impact of a child’s experience, I was keen to learn how to strengthen our team’s approach and I wondered how the book might support some of children in their own process.

            The book is written in such a way that I felt I was alongside the healing journey, as if in a therapeutic attunement with the author and there is a core message in the initial pages that validates what we as a team try to advocate in terms of Child Sexual Abuse in the author’s choice to not provide a ‘trigger warning’. For me this removes the shame and secrecy that allows harm to remain undiscovered.

            It was the use of metaphor in the book that I feel will have the most profound impact on my practice - in our work with children, some as young as 3, the therapists try to find creative methods to give them a voice; a way to explore their muddles and worries. The concept of fairytale enables the child’s story to be told through characters that represent their subconscious thoughts and feelings and make sense of them at their own pace.

            – Clare Sullivan, Barnados vi

            The Flying Child simultaneously locates the reader in humanity’s darkest and brightest, most hopeful hour. Through recorded interactions between Sophie Olson and her therapist Patricia Walsh, we learn of the deep and awful trauma of sexual abuse in childhood. It is closer up than most readers will have ever experienced such abuse. It is uncomfortable and awful, nightmarish, and yet, we read on. We are aware that Sophie is doing the hardest work of all, travelling back and facing her abuser and so, reading on, strangely, feels like a supportive act. We are with Sophie, every step of the way. And on every step of the journey we are unendingly grateful for the presence of Patricia. Ultimately, despite the book’s difficult subject matter, we are buoyed by the strength of these two remarkable women: Sophie in persisting through a living hell; and Patricia in guiding her steadfastly back to her own strength and inner beauty. I have learned so much about the devastating impact of trauma from this book but I have learned more about the beauty, and the twinned fragility and strength of survivors.

            – Jenny Horgan, author, Columnist Irish Examiner, teacher

            Although there are many memoirs that recount childhood abuse, some rely on familiar tropes. But this wonderful collaboration between Sophie Olson and Patricia Walsh is quite different. It is emotional but not sentimental, engaging as well as elevating. Through its different modes of telling – personal reflections, texts between survivor and therapist, the fairy story, the illustrations – it draws the reader to ‘travel alongside’ Olson. A precious resource for practitioners who want to deliver better services and for survivors and their allies alike.

            – Dr Ruth Beecher, social and cultural historian, Birkbeck, University of London

            Have you ever read a book and felt that it was an absolute privilege? That is how I feel after reading A Cautionary Fairy Tale for Adults. A contained and delicate relational dance that enabled the deconstruction of shame and reclamation of power and hope. Sharing their journey, Sophie and Pat have allowed insight into the most private therapeutic process, demonstrating the power of words, courage and offer viiof a human interaction. It has a universal application for personal or professional development. Whatever your reason is for turning these pages, it will reach you in ways that you are not expecting, it provides a prism of perspective of the complexities of child abuse and the legacy of trauma that it leaves. Expect incitement, clarity, guidance, reflection, ideas and empowerment. The current safeguarding and trauma healing system must recognise that a child is not responsible for stopping their abuse and people must be reached at where they are at. If you are a curious and determined relational human and want to be part of the solution of human suffering, then start by reading this book. “The only option is to dare.”

            – Sarah Pritchard, Consultant Social Worker and Trainer

            This book is an honest account of healing from childhood sexual abuse. Sophie breaks the silence that often surrounds this topic to share her experiences in a creative way. Her openness and honesty give the reader a deep insight into the challenges she faced on the road to healing. Whereas Pat offers the reader an understanding of the role a therapist can play in such a journey. This book gives readers a rare opportunity to see some of the ups and downs of a clienttherapist relationship. Sophie’s road to healing is a complex one, but this story is one of survival, healing, and activism. The use of creative story telling through fairy tales, metaphor and imagery shows an alternative way to conceptualise trauma that doesn’t pathologize the survivor and instead focuses on hope and a journey of healing. This is a book about overcoming shame, and ultimately a story about the power of relationships.

            – Dr Peter Blundell Senior Lecturer in Counselling and Psychotherapy Practice Liverpool John Moores University, UK, social worker, and psychotherapist
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            1This book is dedicated to the ‘The Women’ for teaching me we were not broken after all, and the millions of survivors of child sexual abuse across The World, many of whom I’m proud to call my friends. May your words turn into pink blossom trees, the people of The World watch and wonder, and may this world become a safer place for the children who live in it.

            
                

            

            In memory of those no longer here, because of Child Sexual Abuse.
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            A Cautionary Note
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         Silence is a defining trait of Child Sexual Abuse. I decided against using the term ‘trigger warning’ because it would suggest my words are a loaded weapon, the implication being they are too dangerous to be spoken at all. A term designed to protect, it conditions us into believing stories like mine are too shameful or potentially damaging to others to risk speaking aloud.

         My words are an important and valid expression of the harm done to me by others. They are not the danger. People who choose to sexually abuse children are the danger. They are the ones who should come with trigger warnings but of course we don’t know who they are. They walk among us. They hide in plain sight, comfortable with the societal silence. Stories like mine that shatter silence send an important message – survivors can and will speak freely.

         I acknowledge that some survivors find trigger warnings useful, and so will say this book contains references to Child Sexual Abuse and emotional abuse.

         Because it is important for professionals to make the link between CSA and the often-devastating impact on mind, body, and soul, it also gives a raw and honest account of the times in my life I reached rock bottom. There are references to addiction, disordered eating, self-harm, and suicide.

         The intention is not to demoralise or be gratuitous, it is for my story to make sense.

         Many survivors seek support when they reach this point. Some, like me, will find it impossible to find the words to explain why. The professional or practitioner, without much needed context, is then left with both visible ‘symptoms’ to treat rather than an understanding of the root cause. This book brings context. 4

         Many of the references to CSA are metaphorical, but not all. The most graphic descriptions of abuse are removed because I know stories like mine can appeal to perpetrators of abuse and I will not allow my story to be used as fodder, so if that is why you are reading the book, you won’t find what you’re looking for here. You will, however, see that much work is being done to make the world a safer place for children, and you can no longer safely rely on silence.

         Please take care when reading and take steps to look after yourself and remember this book is not intended to be used as a manual. How Pat worked was unique to me. She will work with other clients in ways unique to them and that’s the point. Survivors are all different. Our abuse is different, how we survive is different and our needs will be different. Take it slowly, take a break or step away if you need to, have a cup of tea, wrap yourself in a comforting blanket, cuddle your dog, check in with yourself along the way.

         
             

         

         Sophie Olson
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            Foreword
by Viv Gordon
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         Child Sexual Abuse (CSA) is a global epidemic. In the UK, there are an estimated 11 million adult CSA survivors1 and 15% of girls and 5% of boys are growing up experiencing sexual abuse2. We are a huge, hidden community, overrepresented in all of society’s most excluded populations including those experiencing homelessness, addiction, disability, long term mental health needs and chronic health conditions. CSA survivors are caught between catastrophically broken systems that perpetuate abuse, fail to protect children and fail to deliver healing or justice. Mental health systems label, medicate, incarcerate, ‘treat’ and silence us. Retraumatising, victim-blaming criminal justice systems have effectively decriminalised child sexual abuse through inefficacy.

         Campaigns such as A Disorder for Everyone3 have rallied for many years against the culture of psychiatric diagnosis that pathologise normal human distress and normal responses to trauma, discrimination and inequality. The medical model individualises a systemic issue. It makes survivors the problem – we are ‘ill’, ‘mad’ and ‘disordered’. We have to ‘recover’, be better, be more mindful and resilient. We are made wrong – not abuse, not perpetrators, certainly not a society that looks the other way while CSA happens on such an unbelievable scale.

         Simultaneously, prosecution rates are disastrously low4. Survivors navigate invasive scrutiny and endless waits and adjournments. 6Where ‘justice is served’ we face insulting sentencing and compensation payments. In 2019, dental student Christopher Daniel walked free from Dumbarton Sheriff Court after being found guilty of sexually abusing a 6 year old girl over a two year period. He was not placed on the sex offenders register and has no criminal record. Sheriff Gerard Sinclair stated that a recorded conviction would have ‘serious consequences in terms of the accused’s future career’5. Note there is no mention of how this will impact the girl’s future. 

         So many of us live through many years of confusion, suicidality, self injury, distressed eating, homelessness or addiction. Tragically, Sophie’s account is far from unique – there are 11 million of these journeys unfolding across the UK as you read this and 500,000 are added every year6. If yours is one of them – I hope this book helps you know you are not alone. I hope you know your survival is heroic.

         What does justice even look like in this context? My own activism centres social justice. CSA survivors experience hermeneutical injustice7. Stigma and cultural silence mean that historically we have not had the language and frameworks through which we can articulate and understand our experiences. Not being able to talk about CSA prevents survivors from taking collective action. When we break the silence, we contribute to a new lexicon which – one voice at a time – builds our community infrastructure for social change.

         For this reason, Sophie’s generous sharing of her story is of great value. Textbooks can tell us the abuse was not our fault but nothing role models innocence like a survivor standing up to be counted. The book celebrates the power of creativity to enable these explorations in all their complexity, specificity and nuance. Writing that which she was unable to say in the tenor of the fairy tale, with the distance of the third person narrative, enabled Sophie to reach into her past and build a new future. The approach will be familiar for anyone versed in creative, 7therapeutic inner child work8. Sophie is able to retrieve the parts of herself that had been locked behind the ‘Big Black Door’. All survivors have their own version of this door. 

         Culturally we have had no choice but to shut parts of ourselves away. Taboo forces us to compartmentalise to survive. We have internalised the stigma, bought into the shaming deficit model of the dominant cultural and medical paradigms leaving us unable to resist our continued oppression. There are alternatives. For the last decade, I have worked within a social model of disability – exploring for myself first and then alongside many others what access and inclusion looks like for us as CSA survivors, initiating a now shared drive for CSA survival to become a protected characteristic in recognition of the common marginalisations, discriminations and microaggressions we face as a community. We want and deserve statutory access across all sectors and legal frameworks within which we can challenge and transform inaccessible systems.

         This book asks what effective psychological and emotional support could be for CSA survivors, tracing in stark detail the failures in mainstream mental health approaches in contrast to the life saving properties of peer support and Sophie and Pat’s unconventional therapeutic relationship. The book is not a manual – for survivors or professionals – and should not be read as one. It is one woman’s journey accompanied by one professional. Both have taken great personal and professional risks in the context of horribly imperfect systems. What worked here would not work for everyone. The approach would not be deliverable, sustainable or preferred in all contexts. The need is huge, the support sector under-resourced and many professionals are already at risk of burnout. Additionally many survivors, myself included, often find the clarity and predictability of conventional therapeutic boundaries deeply healing after all boundaries have been shattered in abuse.

         For Sophie and Pat, the approach paid off and they continue their journey to become co-authors with a shared vision of a retreat centre in recognition that healing does not just happen in office hours. They are not alone in this. In 2022, Rape Crisis 8England and Wales launched a 24/7 helpline for round the clock support for anyone aged 16+ who has experienced sexual violence at any point in their lives9. At the same time, many activists are working to develop communities of belonging and networks of allies – excellent but overstretched sexual violence services increasingly embrace groupwork alongside a groundswell in CSA survivor-led trainings, peer support, creative initiatives and spaces. 

         This book does pay great testament to the power of trust relationships. Abuse is a relational crime and healing is also, necessarily, relational. Like all relationships, Pat and Sophie’s is unique and the views shared in the book must be contextualised in that way. They are not facts or universal truths. Be discerning as you read this book – take what resonates for you and disregard what doesn’t, follow your instincts, when we disagree it helps us articulate our own thoughts and beliefs. The most important trust relationship we need to build, as survivors or indeed as therapists, is with ourselves. I am confident that in this book, you will find ideas, images, words and wisdom that will cradle you – revisit them, read them out loud so they can fill the air you breathe and hold them tight – they are breadcrumbs on pathways that lead us back to ourselves and closer to each other.

         
             

         

         Viv Gordon is a Child Sex Abuse Survivor Artist Activist and Artistic Director of Viv Gordon Company CIC and arts and social justice organisation creatively campaigning for voice, visibility, community and leadership by, for and with CSA survivors aged 14+. www.vivgordoncompany.com

         
             

         

         
            1Child Abuse and Neglect in the UK, NSPCC, 2011, Radford et al

            2 Scale and Nature of Child Sexual Abuse Report, CSA Centre, 2021, Karsna and Kelly

            3 https://www.adisorder4everyone.com/

            4 The percentage of reported cases resulting in a conviction are 1% adult cases and 3% childrens cases – Scale and Nature of Child Sexual Abuse Report, CSA Centre, 2021, Karsna and Kelly

            5 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/jan/31/family-attacks-failure-to-punish-student-who-sexually-assaulted-girl

            6 Scale and Nature of Child Sexual Abuse Report, CSA Centre, 2021, Karsna and Kelly

            7 Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing, OUP, 2007, Miranda Fricker

            8 A key CSA-focussed text in this field is Rescuing The Inner Child, Souvenir Press, 1994, Penny Parks

            9 A key CSA-focussed text in this field is Rescuing The Inner Child, Souvenir Press, 1994, Penny Parks
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            ‘The Dreamer awakes,

            The shadow goes by

            The tale I have told you,

            That tale is a lie.

            But listen to me,

            Bright maiden, proud youth

            The tale is a lie;

            What it tells is the truth.’

            Traditional folktale ending
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            Introduction
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         My name is Sophie Olson, and I am a survivor of Child Sexual Abuse. It’s a sentence I never thought I would say out loud. What happened after my own abuse was in some ways as traumatising, if not more so, than the abuse itself. Being a silent adult survivor in a world that doesn’t talk about Child Sexual Abuse is isolating. For many years I felt like I was the only one and totally alone. Carrying a burden as heavy as CSA with no idea of how to release the words pooled in my heart was a relentless effort.

         How do survivors begin?

         I certainly didn’t know how to speak those words. It would mean revealing the ‘real’ me. Which secrets would I tell first? I had so many. The darkest secret of all was locked deep inside me, imprisoned along with my words, battened down with fear and barricaded with shame. I couldn’t tell. I needed help, but how to talk about it without judgement? How to explain about my coping mechanisms, how they initially whispered promises of sweet relief but now pushed me to the brink? How to talk about the secret scars on my body? The stockpiling of pills? The numerous times I woke up the morning after, wondering why I could not die, wondering why me? How to tell of my long and involved plans to exit this world in the way that caused least grief and anguish to those I love? Where to start?

         Speaking my secrets was unthinkable. Impossible. People would think I had lost my mind, which, in a way, I had. It was trapped in the past world of childhood.

         I had survived and continued to survive by going far from myself, shutting down, cutting out, dissociating, whatever you want to call it. I pushed memories of abuse to the back of my mind where they sat like a malevolent, ticking bomb. 12

         Abuse might not have broken me but silence and secrets – pretending – did.

         In 2009, the bomb exploded. I had a breakdown and was admitted to hospital for four months. This madness of mine became official. In the mental health system, my distress, the trauma, fear and grief were pathologised. Negotiating my way through a system that had little understanding of trauma and the role it played in my breakdown, was one of the hardest things to do. I thought I’d be there forever. It was to be ten years before I turned my back on the mental health system.

         Tell us why you do these things? the staff on the wards asked, but I wasn’t safe enough to tell. The hospital wasn’t safe. The patients certainly weren’t safe. I stayed silent and kept my secrets to myself.

         I am not mad, I would say to myself and to the nurses handing out medication. I shouldn’t be here. 

         It’s not up to us. Talk to your consultant next week, they would reply. Just take the pills, dear.

         They’re not working, I’d say, and over the weeks my consultant continued to ply me with medication for the chemical imbalance in the brain. A pill for each secret, a pill for every memory. Sedation for distress and chemical restraint for fear. I was told I was there voluntarily, but they strongly recommended I didn’t leave as they would then have to review that.

         You are unwell, they said. You must take the pills.

         After a while my psychiatrist gave up on me and said I would never recover.

         ‘You have a severe and enduring mental illness. You will never recover or live without medication and community support.’

         He could have told me that it’s normal for a cup to shatter when it’s smashed on the floor. He failed to say there are different ways to mend; that with gentle hands, patience and love, cups can be glued back together again, and whilst they may not be exactly as they were, they will still be a cup.

         I found these gentle hands in peer support. Connecting with other survivors enabled me to put some of my smashed pieces back together. Shared experience helped. Validation and a safe, contained space. Ginger and lemon tea and a Bourbon biscuit every Tuesday morning on the top floor of the Samaritans did more for me than a bucket load of pills ever had.

         It was a group facilitated by Patricia Walsh and later she 13 became my therapist. Her hands were gentle too. She used them to guide me on a journey and she sat with me in darkness and searched for my missing bits – the puzzle of me – helping me glue them back together. She didn’t leave my side. She was patient and wise, telling me over and over again how normal I was.

         I would be more concerned if you weren’t reacting like this, she said. Look at what happened to you.

         Not once did she say I was sick, disordered or beyond help, instead she helped me dispel the secrets and expose the rotting, festering wound of abuse, and we cleaned it together and let it dry, scab and heal. She told me how my challenges could become my strengths and slowly, slowly, I was put back together until I was a functioning person again, albeit with extra cracks and lots of glue – but whole.

         I knew that to survive I needed to say the words about what happened to me. Pat helped me find a way to express trauma and she helped me to release my soul, trapped under layers of shame and fear. The Flying Child was the name I gave to the external manifestation of this story I couldn’t express in words. It is written as a fairy tale, on Pat’s suggestion, simply because I couldn’t express it as ‘me’. Each chapter became an important part of the therapeutic process, and the chapters are interwoven throughout this book. The timeline of my story was pieced together towards the end of this writing process, with ‘In The Beginning’ being one of the final chapters I wrote for Pat. This was the only chapter based on family anecdote rather than memory and it is my interpretation of the story of my birth and near-death experience that I have been told many times.

         Alongside the chapters, kept in their original, unedited form, are records of the communication between me and Pat. I made the decision not to include all the fairy tale chapters. Others, I am yet to write.

         Pat and I worked together in face-to-face therapy sessions but also in between sessions by email, WhatsApp and phone calls. We have documented the therapeutic journey and included the writing and drawings I created to help me make sense of my experiences and to reconnect with myself. My therapy with Pat led me from fighting to die, to healing and living, from darkness to light. Most importantly it has led me to survivor activism and the setting up of my own non-profit 14 organisation to challenge Child Sexual Abuse through peer support and professional training. This book shares an honest journey of healing from trauma, and from the ‘mental illness’ that was never an illness at all.
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            Prologue 

            In the Beginning 
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            ‘Turn back, turn back, thou pretty bride,

            Within this house thou must not abide.

            For here do evil things betide.’

            – The Robber Bridegroom, The Brothers Grimm

         

         The Little Princess decided it was time to be born. It was far too early, but she had important work to do. One morning, at the very end of March, she knew she couldn’t wait a moment longer and that her time had come.

         Her body was new and so very small, but her soul was old and wise. She knew her Purpose was important, and she didn’t know why or what it was, but she was keen to start. In her eagerness, she forgot to learn the basics.

         One evening, whilst her mother, the Butterfly Queen, was giving her a bath, a drop of water fell into her mouth, and The Little Princess realised she hadn’t yet learnt to cough because she was so small. The drop of water was huge in her tiny lungs, and it sat there. The Little Princess waited for it to continue its journey, but it didn’t. It sat stubbornly and the Little Princess couldn’t breathe.

         I can’t breathe, she thought to herself calmly and wondered where her next life would be. She watched with curious detachment as her mother, the Butterfly Queen fluttered and flew and pulled her tiny little body from the water. She watched her own little face turn blue and saw her mother, the Butterfly Queen, slapping her on the back.

         Careful, she thought, followed by, I still can’t breathe.

         She watched the Butterfly Queen carry her little baby body 16downstairs to a table, where a black telephone sat, and she watched with interest as the Butterfly Queen screamed and cried into the phone. She saw her big sister, the Big Princess, follow with a blanket, ‘to keep the baby warm’. She felt with relief, the rush of air as the Butterfly Queen breathed for her, her mouth clamped over the Little Princess’s tiny face, and then, there she was, back in her body once more.

         She didn’t like what happened after that.

         She didn’t like the prodding and the poking. The needles were sharp, and they hurt her, and she cried.

         I don’t like this, she tried to say as the biggest needle punctured her skin and stole the fluid that surrounded her spine, but she hadn’t learnt how to speak, so no one understood.

         I don’t like this, she said, as she was put naked under big noisy machines, trying to find the answers she already knew.

         I don’t like this, she cried, as male hands held her when all she wanted was to be held by the Butterfly Queen, but no one listened, and no one understood her mewling. She started to worry that grown-ups were stupid.

         The Little Princess understood that life would not be easy, and she felt a little worried. She didn’t find it as easy to breathe as she had before, not because of a drop of water but because worry was getting in the way.

         I survived though, she said, and waited for life to begin.
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            Behind the Door
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            Catalyst

         

         Winter

         When I contacted my local rape and sexual abuse charity for advice in 2016, I wasn’t looking for peer support or therapy. I was looking for justice. I was resigned, after years of psychiatric treatment, never to ‘recover’ from Child Sexual Abuse.

         Life wasn’t all bad; I had moments of great joy and they came from motherhood. I loved being a mother but I was deeply unhappy, trapped in the revolving door of mental health services. My first inpatient stay was in 2009, followed by involvement from the community mental health team (CMHT), an extraordinary amount of medication, and ever-changing diagnostic labels from chronic depression to bipolar disorder.

         The catalyst to seeking advice was the death of someone I  knew.  Her  name  was  Frances  Andrade.  She  had  been comprehensively failed by the justice system. Our children had been in the same school, and when I finally came out of hospital, I remember bumping into her on the street and being surprised by her warmth. Despite the fact we didn’t know each other well, she put her arms around me and gave me a big hug.

         ‘I understand,’ she said.

         A few years later she died by suicide, after giving evidence in court, about non-recent sexual abuse by her former choirmaster. This news devastated me. I was aware of the trial as it was all over the media but had no idea I knew the victim. I saw her husband and child at the school gate and witnessed in their faces, the devastation suicide brings. I tried to explain to my own son why his friend’s mother had died but I couldn’t. Words failed me. I could not comprehend how it was that two women could make small talk for years about the weather, homework and other such insignificant things and not speak about the same burden 20we carried. How was this possible? How and why did we hide our trauma? I had the appalling sense of missed opportunity. I felt she had recognised something in me when we met that day. Would things have been different if either of us had said we were survivors of CSA? Possibly not, but the thought that we hadn’t said anything, because we can’t, because society tells us this subject is too unpalatable and because of our own underlying shame, was just too much to bear.

         I knew then that, like her, I would also die and that my children would lose their mother too. This is why I picked up the phone and rang the helpline, because I was hit with the sudden and overwhelming need to do something about it. Therapy was the last thing on my mind. I could not face feeling misunderstood again.

         I met with an ISVA (independent sexual violence advisor), as I wanted to report the abuse, but I was too frightened to walk into a police station without a comprehensive understanding of the process.

         Not many people knew about the abuse and those who did only knew I’d been abused – not the details; keeping this secret was the only control I had over this terrible thing that had happened to me. I feared full disclosure because I feared handing control over to someone else. I feared the consequences of speaking out. I feared the abuser. Perhaps most of all I feared judgement. The shame was debilitating. This ISVA and I sat together for a couple of hours, and she asked me questions about what had happened. I tried but couldn’t articulate it. I just couldn’t say the right words – in fact, it was hard to say any words at all. The very word ‘abuse’ would get stuck somewhere between brain and mouth, and at times in the conversation I would be rendered completely mute.

         At the end of our meeting, she said of course it was my choice whether or not to report it but that she would advise against it at this stage. She felt I wouldn’t be able to withstand cross-examination if it got to trial. She asked me if I’d had specialist therapy for Child Sexual Abuse. I hadn’t, so she put me on the two-year waiting list and referred me to a twelve-week ‘self-confidence’ course called The Way of The Goddess – a group for female survivors of sexual violence.

         A few months later I found myself outside the building where the group was being held. It was at the end of my street, and I remember feeling mortified that I might be seen going 21to a support group and that I might be seen walking into the Samaritans. I wasn’t sure what was worse – people thinking I was a survivor of sexual abuse or people thinking I was suicidal.

         I was both.

         New Year

         
            To: Sophie Olson

From: Patricia Walsh

Hi Sophie,

            Wishing you a Happy New Year and looking forward to meeting you soon.

            You may well be feeling anxious about attending on the first day but remember that everyone you meet in the group will have gone through similar experiences and the course is especially designed for group clients and is not for attendance by members of the general public.

            Groups are free. Tea, coffee, biscuits all provided. I will send an email with details of where to come etc and a little bit about the first session. Any questions meanwhile please do not hesitate to contact me.

            If you are unable to attend, please notify me ASAP so that I can offer the place to another client as there is a waiting list.

            Kind Regards,

            Pat

         

         Pat, who was facilitating the group, had said to call when I arrived so she could come down and let me in. I called the number with great trepidation and before long found myself on the top floor, in a group of eight women. Going into that room was perhaps one of the hardest – and with hindsight one of the most important steps I’ve ever taken. It was the very first step of my healing journey.

         I had previous experience of group work and therapy in the Mental Health System – some good and some not so good. I had taken part in group rehab, attended Alcoholic Anonymous (AA), Narcotics Anonymous (NA) and therapy in a psychiatric hospital. I’d participated in group mindfulness, art, drama, CBT, 22yoga, psychotherapy, but these weren’t groups specifically aimed at survivors. I appreciated being given time to draw and sculpt but none of the groups had helped me to speak about the Child Sexual Abuse. I entered this group on my guard – and one thing struck me immediately: every woman in the room had similar experiences to me.

         It was unexpectedly comforting in that moment when I felt most uncomfortable to look at the other women and know they had experienced sexual violence, without even hearing them speak. They knew why I was there too. I’d never experienced this before; it was both liberating and overwhelming to see and be seen in this way.

         My secrets were hidden from the outside world. The abused version of me – the real me as I perceived it – was like the smallest Russian doll, encased in layer after layer of carefully constructed other mes – acceptable versions of myself I presented to the rest of the world. I was a daughter – one layer. I was a wife – another layer. I was a mother of four children. I was a functioning, competent member of society – except I wasn’t. These layers were a façade. The real me was trapped underneath. Silent and unseen in the dark – and this darkness was seeping through because the outer layers were cracking. These cracks were perceived as poor mental health, and some had seen the darkness underneath – the depression and suicidal ideation. People drew their own conclusions as to why, but they didn’t care to look underneath this façade. If they had, they would have seen the shame. Under that they would have seen the fear, the silence, self-loathing and rage. Had they peeled that away, they would have seen the trauma of Child Sexual Abuse.

         When I stepped into the freezing cold room on that grey, January morning, like everyone else I was announcing my abuse without having to say anything at all. It was as if these outer layers, the other mes, had been left at the door and it was disconcerting to know everyone could see the real version: the victim of Child Sexual Abuse. It made me feel exposed and vulnerable and I couldn’t make eye contact with the others because the thought of seeing their pain made me feel deeply uneasy; I knew it would reflect my own. Part of me wanted to walk straight out of the room but another part was curious as to what would happen next.

         I sat down choosing my escape route carefully – near the 23door so I could leave with minimal disruption, and opposite the window so my mind could ‘escape’ if necessary – a skill I had developed as a child when physical escape wasn’t possible. The group began. Some women were able to introduce themselves to the rest of the group and to divulge a bit of information, but other than saying my name, I stayed silent. I quickly realised with a surge of shame and a sinking heart that, as far as I knew, I was the only one with a background of non-recent sexual abuse. The other women in the group were survivors of adult domestic and sexual violence.

         With hindsight, I realise there is nothing to say some of the women weren’t abused in childhood too, but at the time the lack of reference to Child Sexual Abuse left me feeling angry and defensive. My abuse had been within my own family, and I was overwhelmed with shame. How would I be able to tell my story? What would they think of me? I stayed silent.

         I contacted Pat afterwards demanding to know why I’d been referred to a group where I felt, yet again, different to everyone else. She encouraged me to come back the following week and said if I completed the course, an open-ended coffee morning would be available to me, where I would meet others with experience of non-recent and intrafamilial abuse. When I questioned why I couldn’t skip the first group and move to the second group, she said I wouldn’t be ready for it at that stage as the women were very open about their abuse, which could be overwhelming for me at this point.

         I returned the following Tuesday and sat in my same spot by the door, still feeling cross, silent, and ashamed, but willing to try. I was to remain silent for a few weeks but as I listened to others tell their stories, I very slowly attempted to tell bits of my own.

         Throughout the group sessions we were introduced to several written or drawing exercises, and about halfway through came one of the most important ones for both me and Pat. She gave us an outline of a mask to decorate, and this could be done in whatever way we chose, the aim being to illustrate the mask we wear day to day. Masks are a theme throughout the fairy tale because I presented a masked version of myself to the world, both as a young child and as an adult. It was an important activity as I felt able to communicate how locked away I was without having to speak the words. I slowly and methodically drew bricks until 24the mask was covered in a wall. This didn’t feel enough so I drew bricks to cover my eyes and mouth. This was the first of many moments with Pat where I felt she understood what I was trying to say, despite being unable to say the words. By the time the twelve-week group came to an end, I was fully engaged with this concept of survivor community and pleased I had stuck with it, despite feeling challenged at times. I felt connected, for the first time in my life, to this incredible group of women, who just understood me. I was invited to join the coffee morning on a Tuesday morning.

         
            25My name is Patricia Walsh. I am an experiential and intuitive counsellor with over forty years’ experience of working in trauma. This counselling approach allows me to work without judgement – to ‘hear and listen’, to ‘see and gain insight’ into the human being who has come to me for assistance.

            I see my life experience as being equally as, if not more, important as my qualifications. Training provides education and knowledge and a way to evaluate that a certain standard of expertise has been reached. Life experience turns knowledge into wisdom. My first training to become a State Registered Nurse taught me caring and compassion, along with the importance of cleansing a wound diligently and deeply if it is going to heal. This technique I also apply to psychological wounds. My next training as an Occupational Therapist showed me the importance of engaging patients in purposeful activities, helping them to find a meaning to life when all seemed lost. My desire to explore the part that the mind plays in healing led me to train in Hypnotherapy and Psychotherapy at the National College of Hypnotherapy in London. This was followed by a BSc Hons in Psychology and a three-year training programme in Counselling & Psychotherapy to become a member of the National Counselling & Psychotherapy Society (NCPS). Throughout my studies, I was employed as an Independent Domestic Violence Advisor (IDVA) working with high-risk cases of domestic abuse. After qualifying as a counsellor, I was selected by the Police Firearms Officers Association for training in Trauma and PTSD. Recently, I have completed a course to become a Qigong practitioner. Using these techniques, I teach clients how to release trauma from the physical body and train the mind to become more resilient. It is also my own protective coping mechanism and allows me to work more efficiently with less chance of vicarious trauma. 26

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Coffee Mornings

         

         Spring – 12 Weeks Later

         
            To: Pat

From: Sophie

Hello Pat,

            I just wanted to say sorry for having to rush off and also thank you very much for having me in your group. You are amazing to help so many women in the way that you do. I will do everything I can to make it to the coffee mornings.

            Sophie

            
                

            

            To: Sophie
From: Pat

            No problem. And it would be wonderful to see you there as you are getting ever closer to solving this yourself and I think the next sessions will help get you there.

            Take care.

            
                

            

            To: Everyone
From: Pat

Hello everyone,

            Just a reminder about Tuesday.

            We are in the conference room on the second floor. Turn right at the top of the stairs, go through the door and past the red couch. Carry on forwards and you will find the conference room. Hope to see you there at 10 a.m.

            Pat

         

         It was daunting to be starting the coffee morning group with new people and I greatly appreciated Pat’s clear instructions on how to get to the room. Heightened anxiety of going to the wrong place could easily have prevented me from trying, and Pat’s email showed she understood the challenges we might face, without drawing attention to it. 27

         The coffee mornings were equally important as the previous group. There I met women further along on their journey than me, and they were to become my role models, leading by example. Seeing others reach the light, despite their trauma, despite most of them not receiving justice and feeling frustrated with the criminal justice system, gave me hope and encouragement that one day I might be able to heal too.

         This hope was why I continued turning up each week, why I attended subsequent groups, and why I ultimately tried therapy again, even though it hadn’t worked out for me previously.

         At the first coffee morning I was overwhelmed by the honesty and conversations. I was both fascinated and appalled that women could freely speak about their own Child Sexual Abuse and their survival mechanisms. Pat being as astute as she always is, noticed my reaction and contacted me afterwards and these messages were the first time I alluded to my own suicidal ideation.

         
            To: Sophie

From: Pat 

Hi Sophie,

            Thank you for coming today. I am sure you found some of the stories these ladies had to tell very harrowing and upsetting and that is why it would have been hard for you to deal with in earlier days.

            Take care.

            Many thanks, Pat

            
                

            

            To: Pat

From: Sophie 

Hi Pat,

            Thank you.

            Yes, I found it a bit overwhelming today. There were so many faces. I’m not sure how to cope well today after the morning so maybe it’s not right for me?

            
                

            

            To: Sophie

From: Pat

            I think only you can decide but by listening to all sides, you can start to decide, because as you heard today, there is no definite way to go forward and no perfect outcome. At the end of the day, 28you know yourself better than anyone what you need to do to find an end to reliving the trauma and finding happiness.

            
                

            

            To: Pat

From: Sophie

            I don’t know. I have no idea what to do to end this. Only one way for sure, which hurts my children. I just want to work and function as a normal person in society. I have to do this for my children but have never been able to live just for myself. I’m desperate to find a way.

            
                

            

            To: Sophie

From: Pat 

Hi Sophie,

            Go inside and begin to talk to the hurt and lonely child, just as if you were talking to your young children. Feel her needs and love her. When you can truly love her, then you will make peace with her, and you will live again. None of this was her fault so why blame her for someone else’s sickness? I hope one day you will see the beauty radiating from you.

            
                

            

            To: Pat

From: Sophie

Hi Pat,

            I would like to be able to do what you are doing, one day. To be able to help so many women is such an amazing thing. I’m glad I met you and discovered the groups. If it doesn’t work out for me it is no reflection on the charity and the groups. Some people are unfortunately too broken to be put back together. I will try though.

            What I couldn’t say in the group, was that it was because I felt shame. That’s the biggest reason behind me not being able to voice any of this. Even naming the perpetrator in the group today was a huge step for me. I find it abhorrent and shameful that attempted rape makes me a survivor of CSA. I’m not sure why I’m telling you this – I know on an intellectual level that I don’t need to feel this, but on an emotional level it is impossible for me not to at this stage. 29

         

         ‘Attempted rape’ was very deliberate phrasing.

         The truth was far worse, but at this stage this was as far as I could go. I wanted to gauge Pat’s reaction as well as try out a word I couldn’t imagine verbalising. I waited for her to recoil in shock and horror.

         
            To: Sophie

From: Pat

            It’s fine to say it to me ,Sophie, and I am so pleased you are now giving this horror a voice. Each time you say it, it becomes more real, and the extent of what he did to you will eventually turn to anger rather than shame. That’s when you finally begin to feel again, and the anger turns to motivation and a will to live, rather than destroy. You are changing week by week, and it’s wonderful to watch you opening like a beautiful flower deserving to be seen. You can come through this and turn not only your life but other people’s lives around.

            X

         

         Had Pat not noticed my discomfort and used her intuition and reached out to me after this first session, I might not have returned to the next. Some might consider this an example of a professional crossing boundaries, but I view it differently. Pat opened a conversation where others might not have been courageous enough to do so.

         I was at a crossroads. Should I continue or not?

         The curiosity to see what would happen next, and the desire to hear more of these conversations spoken without fear or shame, surpassed my desire to check out of the world and I continued attending these coffee mornings every week, for the next couple of years.
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            A Small Taste of Activism

         

         At one point I became instrumental in keeping the groups running. Funding cuts meant the room hire was no longer covered and I went on the hunt to find a new room. It was good practice for my future role in survivor activism. I banged on the doors of every church in a two-mile radius. I asked cafes, pubs, and local communities for the use of their halls and began to see first-hand the stigma surrounding CSA. This was particularly apparent in the response from churches. Some were happy to give us a free room for a ‘women’s group’ but when they realised it was for survivors of CSA, they would come up with an excuse. The room is taken after all … The elders don’t think it’s appropriate … - Our insurance won’t cover you … The Salvation Army was the one exception and because of their kindness, non-judgemental attitude and an indefinite offer of a room, free of charge, the coffee group was able to continue.

         Funding then stopped for the twelve-week self-confidence courses and I was able to secure rooms for these too, at the local pub and then in a community hall. I went a step further and posted on a local Facebook group asking for donations of tea, coffee, and art supplies. Even though I wasn’t outing myself as a survivor, it was the closest I’d come, and I hesitated before pressing  ‘post’.  This  Facebook  group  featured  (not  always friendly) discussions about parking and local wildlife. How would something like this be received? I was surprised by the replies. Some messaged me privately and a few disclosed their own experiences of abuse and asked if they could attend the group. It was the first time I recognised the power of speaking out.

         
            To: Pat

From: Sophie

            Hi Pat,

            I happen to know the vicar at *** Church. I’m determined to find a room! It’s helping me too in a way because when I ask people, I’m also creating awareness and feeling more empowered 31and less ashamed. Thank you for running the group today. It was helpful.

            Sophie

         

         It took a few more years before I was able to say I’d reached a point of ‘recovery’ (and I use that word very loosely, as I believe we learn to live alongside trauma rather than ‘recover’ from Child Sexual Abuse), and it required extensive therapy to get to that point. However, the validation, understanding and empathy I felt, simply by sitting in a room with other survivors played an important part of this journey. Feeling that sense of connection and being part of that community allowed me to form the support network I desperately needed. We needed each other and drew enormous strength from one another. Peer support was the first small step of a huge and treacherous mountain climb.
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            Two Steps Forward, One Step Back

         

         Then I had a significant slip backwards. The specialist counselling I had been waiting for two years to access had finally come to fruition. I was in counselling with a woman I had begun to trust, when suddenly she moved on, out of the organisation. I had started my counselling with such hope to have finally found specialist support, so it was a devastating blow to be back at square one, to be told I would have to wait another two years. I was frightened by how fast this sense of hopelessness turned to suicidal ideation. The one person I trusted was Pat, the constant throughout these months of peer support, and I made a life- changing decision to reach out.
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