
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


When Angels Cry

David O’Neill



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Preface



[image: ]




Have you ever tried to write a book? I’ve rewritten this one more often than I care to remember. Committing my thoughts to paper was easy; shaping them into a readable book was not. Where do I use a semicolon instead of a comma? Is there a better word I can employ here, will they understand what I’m trying to say there, have I related the true essence of I how I felt on those pages? So, please forgive my shortcomings as a writer and try to focus instead on my reasons for writing. I believe that I have something to offer you, otherwise I wouldn’t have subjected myself to the ecstasy and agony of it all. I often found myself either smiling with glee at a perfectly captured sentiment or, conversely, agonising for hours over a stupid sentence that just wouldn’t work. Writing is a craft and, as with most crafts, it requires discipline, a discipline far more exacting than I had expected. 

The initial drafts for this book had all told of my experiences. They all told the story of what had happened to me - as will this one – but they were written in anger and were full of questions and wondering. This one is different. It is full of answers and wonderment, of learning and growing. The anger is still there, have no doubt of that, but I now understand that I had to write all of those drafts to be able to write this one. In fact, I had to live them. So, you will literally be coming on the journey with me, as it happened. You’ll witness all that I witnessed and hopefully learn and grow with me along the way.

You see, I now understand why I am who I am. I am a searcher, an explorer, and I have learned that we all are. Some of us have been given a passion to explore medicine, to understand the human physiology in which we exist. Others are determined by a passion to explore our planet, so they can share with us what it’s like at Everest’s summit, or where the Nile begins, or what’s out there in the universe. Some have a passion to understand the human psyche, to find out what we are all doing here, what our purpose is, and why we struggle so hard to find it. My passion was to write and, having experienced and learned all that I have, to communicate that to you. This is not a coincidence, because without it my story may never have been told. 

I’ve been searching for the answers that are in here for many years. I’ve written this book to share what I’ve learned in the hope that you don’t have to go through what I did to learn them. And the simple truth is that the answers that came to me were so frustratingly obvious that I curse myself for not having found them sooner. 

There was only one rule applied in the writing of this book and that was to write only the truth as I know it. I’ve resisted the temptation to embellish the truth in an effort to make anything more colourful or entertaining, or to surmise on issues that I don’t fully understand. Let me qualify that. Everything I have written is my truth. It may not be yours. I am not trying to preach to you, only to convey my experiences. You will not agree with all I say. In fact, you may find some of it offensive, but you must find your truth in what I’ve written and then follow it. Some of the concepts that I’ve tried to explore have been written with a degree of naivety that will raise the eyebrows of those more knowledgeable than I am and for that I apologise.

A cut flower will die. It doesn’t have the capacity to reattach itself to the source of its nourishment. The beauty that I have learned - the beauty that I want you to know - is that you do. I have felt like a cut flower and if you have picked this book up to read it, so have you. And in so doing you are on your way to finding your answers. You are on your way to finding out the reason for everything that has happened to you. If you are in darkness and cannot find your way out, then you must search for the light. You cannot simply wait for it to come. It doesn’t work that way. I promise you though, that if you start searching, you cannot NOT find it. It is impossible, for the light you seek is within you already. You simply have to look for it.

It sounds easy doesn’t it, but be prepared, because it isn’t. It is the single most difficult thing I’ve ever done in my life, yet I tell you that it is also the most rewarding thing I have ever done. This book poured out of me the way sweat pours out of you after having run a marathon.

I have run my marathon. This book is my sweat.

So, come with me on my journey. Take from it what you will. You will be familiar with much of what you read. Use this book as a tool to help you find what it is you seek. We will be together as you do this. I’ve been where you are now and so, in a sense, I will be holding your hand through this, as you will be mine. You don’t have to find your way on your own, but you will be the only one who will know it when you do.
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CHAPTER ONE - The Beginning of the End
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There is a real intimacy to be had when you’re inside the house with your family on a cold, rainy day. Your home becomes a sanctuary from the unpleasantness outside. Your mind seems to slow, to settle a little. It loses that urgent edge which accompanies you on those warm sunny days of summer. Rather than seizing the day while it’s there, you seem to accept that nothing much happens on days like these. You are quite prepared to simply let them slide by and see what happens tomorrow. We were in the kitchen. Our daughter Amy, who’d just turned four, was sitting on her mother’s lap. I was standing near them having a cup of tea. Wendy, my wife, gave her a cuddle and Amy turned to her and uttered seven words that ended my life as I knew it.

My world that day toppled into an abyss, deep and dark. At its lowest point the air was so thick with despair that I could hardly breathe. I had to gasp for each breath like drawing mud through a straw. It would take me twelve tormented years to scramble, scarred and broken to the surface again. You see, I thought Dad was pleased with his little grandchild, so very proud of his eldest son for giving him such a beautiful girl. I had been one of three boys, so Dad seemed to hold Amy dearer to his heart for her simply being a girl.

I thought he loved her. I thought he loved me.

If I had known what lay before me, the years of heartache and hurt, the loss, grief and turmoil that consumed my whole family I would probably have killed myself there and then. The price of justice proved to be too high in terms of lost relationships with loved ones and the agony of watching as my family was torn asunder. It left a decade-long legacy of pain, depression and loss.

I stood there in the kitchen and looked blankly into Wendy’s eyes. What I'd just heard Amy tell her mother just wouldn't connect. It couldn't connect. It was wrong. It had to be.

‘Mummy. Grandpa plays with my wee-wee bottom.’

Grandpa what? No, wait a minute. That just didn't make any sense. She's talking about Dad, for Christ's sake.

My gaze fell and I found myself studying the mottled, earthy colours in the cork floor tiles. Then I noticed with amazing clarity the wood grain in the timbered cupboard doors to my right. A strangely heightened perception, night vision to a sniper, overwhelmed me. Everything was so bright and vivid, yet in contrast my thinking seemed clouded and dulled. I looked back over at Amy sitting up on Mummy's lap. She was looking at me rather sheepishly, embarrassed I thought. My gaze continued past her and rested on a tiny crack in the plaster wall. It seemed to be alive. A fine, dark line running down the otherwise stark white of the wall, sitting there waiting patiently until I turned my back so it could creep a little closer toward the floor, open a little wider to greedily swallow all of the light around it.

A crack I hadn’t noticed had appeared in the wall.

A crack I hadn’t noticed had appeared in my life.

Don't think about what you've just heard, think about any other stupid thing that comes into your head. Think about the cupboard doors and the floor tiles, but don't think about those words.

Deadly words. Words that trailed behind them a sinister expectation of coming dread, a vicious serpent stealing through the grass at me, unknown and unseen, intent on menace.

A door opened inside my mind that day, standing there with my small family on that cold wintry Melbourne afternoon, a door that had been closed for many years. Behind it was a darkness so black and intense that it almost seemed to have an evil life of its own. I had no way of knowing at the time, but over the coming years that door would slowly force its way open to reveal the terrible secrets it had hidden from me for so long.

Behind that door however, was another door beyond the darkness, on the other side of which was the most overwhelming, life-enriching light I had ever known. The lesson was that I had to walk through the dark to get to it.
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CHAPTER TWO - Talking to Amy
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There we were, gathered in the kitchen of our weatherboard home in Brighton, Victoria. Two years prior to this we had moved down here from the Sunshine Coast. What a culture shock. I’d been transferred to Victoria as State Manager, which was a great career opportunity for me and my wife Wendy had agreed. I still remember the day I arrived in Melbourne with my young family. Amy was two. I’d managed to get us lost driving through the city and we’d ended up at St. Kilda instead. It was drizzling rain, there was the typical crowd of St Kilda weirdos hanging around and we were all very hungry and tired after the long drive down from Queensland. We were sitting on a park bench staring out to sea when Wendy began to cry. I gave her a cuddle and reassured her that we’d be okay down here, although I wasn’t entirely sure that we would. It’s easy in hindsight all these years later to view that day through a very different lens, but I do believe that there was actually a sense of foreboding even then.

I had flown down here on my own some weeks earlier to find somewhere to live and having come from the coast I headed straight for the nearest water, which was Port Phillip Bay. The suburb of Brighton appealed to me and although I hadn't found a house for us I had decided that this was where we were going to settle. I was totally unaware that Brighton was probably one of the most expensive suburbs in Melbourne. When we finally went looking for a home all we could afford in the area was a small weatherboard place, although it did have a certain charm. It was neat and tidy, close to my work and the beach and it was affordable. In the end it turned out well because there was a private hospital in the same street and Wendy was a registered Nurse.

It was close to being the middle of our second winter in Melbourne. The three of us were at home, rugged up against the cold. It was around mid-morning. I was leaning against the kitchen bench having my cup of tea and Wendy still had Amy on her lap. After what seemed the longest time we began to talk to her.

‘Sweetheart, Mummy and Daddy want you to understand that even though Grandpa is part of our family and looks after you a lot, the things you've told us he did are very bad things. No one, ever, is allowed to do touching like that to you. Not even Daddy. No one. Ever.’

God, what has he done to her, my pretty little girl? What has he done?

‘You've been a good girl, a brave girl coming to Mummy and telling her what happened. We're both very proud of you for that.’

Is this okay? Are we saying the right things?

‘If ever anyone does anything like that to you again, no matter what they say or how scared you might be, we want you to always come and tell us. We love you and we'll always look after you.’

The truth in those words stabs at my heart. God, I do love her. Amy sits, bewildered I think. She looks as though she wants to cry but won't let the tears come. Brave little girl. We drop it. Nothing more is said. She will be the one to broach the subject again some days later.

That little talk occurred more than twelve years ago. I still look back and wonder whether I would have treated that moment any differently today. I don't think so. We've since been told by police officers and counsellors that Amy would never forget what had happened to her and that one day it would resurface to haunt her. It has, that was inevitable. I don't, however, believe that it had to be a foregone conclusion that it would haunt her. She chose her time of disclosure many years later when she felt safe enough and confident enough to do so.

Sometime after that first talk in the kitchen Amy was having a bath one night while I sat on the edge of the tub, chatting away about kindergarten and so forth with her. Out of the blue she suddenly sat up and exclaimed ‘Daddy, maybe what Grandpa did wasn't really wrong, you know, what he did with me. It tickled.’

‘What tickled, sweetheart?’ I replied.

‘Well, you know, when he put his hand in.’ She was sitting spread-legged in the bath with her hand down between her legs.

‘What do you mean put his hand in? Grandpa's hand won't fit there,’ I ventured.

‘No, not his whole hand, you silly duffer. Just part of his hand.’ Now she was explaining by holding one finger up in the air.

I sat perched on the side of the bathtub clutching at a dripping washcloth like some Bosnian peasant woman might rend at her clothes over the tangled remains of her dead son. This wasn’t war-torn Bosnia though, this was Melbourne. This was me. This was my daughter. She couldn’t be holding her finger in the air like that, she can’t have said what I just heard. Here was a beautifully naked four-year-old girl sitting in a bathtub all pretty curls and rosy cheeks, the picture of childhood innocence, talking about her grandfather fingering her vagina. My God, what do you do with that? A strange fog charged with dark blue lightning filled my head, filled the room. Sorrow draped her arms around my shoulders from behind. Heavy, so heavy I had to lean a little against the edge of the bath to take her weight. She stayed with me for a very long time.

I still maintain that if we'd followed the advice we were given there would have been a far better chance of it disturbing her in later years. Surely any long-term counselling at the time would have cemented her memories of what had happened and permitted her, perhaps even trained her, to dwell on the events and their ensuing consequences. Christ, she was only four. Wasn’t that a bit much to ask?

She knows we love her. What better start to coping with anything in this life than to simply know that someone truly loves you, unconditionally and without reserve? We would be there for her when she wanted to talk. She knew that too.

​Looking back, we can see that there were a number of signs that something was wrong. The local kindergarten she attended recently had a doctor visit for a routine check of the children’s health. Wendy mentioned that Amy had developed a rather nasty rash across her chin just under her bottom lip. She'd inquired as to what the doctor thought might be causing it. (This was a few weeks before Amy had come and told us anything about Dad). She was also going to the toilet far too often and not doing anything when she got there. The doctor noted this, looked at her rash and asked whether she might have had something happen to upset her. Perhaps a close relative had died or a friend had moved away. She thought that Amy biting down over her bottom lip with her front teeth may have caused the rash, a sign that something was probably disturbing her. The same went with the toilet visits. Since we couldn't really think of anything we dismissed it as being something that would soon pass.

Again, in hindsight we could see that my father was also acting a little strangely. With Wendy's shift work and my having been away on business quite regularly, Mum and Dad were often called upon to look after Amy. For some reason Dad had taken to making unkind remarks about her. We'd go over to their place to pick her up and he'd invariably come out with some critical comment about her behaviour. ‘You two should watch that little girl, she's getting too big for her boots. You need to stop spoiling her, she's becoming a proper little brat.’

The comments surprised us for two reasons, the first being that Mum and Dad had spoiled her to excess, far more than us and secondly, Amy was a placid child and had never displayed any signs of being rude or cheeky to her grandparents. If only we'd known. If only there had been a way to know. Probably the only reason she eventually came to us was that she knew that Grandpa had gone home to Queensland and couldn't hurt her if she told. Secrecy is the molester’s most powerful weapon. We hadn’t understood that. Now we know how to wrest that power from them. All you have to do is tell someone the secret.
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CHAPTER THREE - Closed Doors
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Another tomorrow arrived, as unwelcome as a thunderstorm at a graveside funeral, as annoyingly insistent as a hungry baby’s cry. I was outside, the cold wind in my face was a rude shock. I'd been locked away inside the house all day and all the previous day. The rest of the world had been outside. Now I was out there again too. I felt exposed, naked and vulnerable.

Can anyone see what's happened, does it show somehow? Jesus, I feel like it's written all over my face. I wanted to sneak back into the house and stay there. I wanted to delete the last two days, erase them the way you erase errors on a piece of paper. We hadn't done anything wrong. We were good people. We loved our daughter. Why was this happening to us?

Wendy and I had both decided to at least discuss what had happened with the police and listen to their opinion as to what we should do. I had no intention at that stage of pursuing anything legally. Wendy however, wanted blood. She was angry now. The initial shock had been overtaken by a cold, steely anger. I think I remember envying her that. I was still numb and shell-shocked. I couldn't seem to put a finger on how I was feeling. Guilty, embarrassed, apologetic? I didn’t know, but I wasn’t angry. I was sad and confused and I felt somehow powerless, but I wasn’t angry.

The things that Amy told us that my father had done were explicit and detailed. We hadn't for a second considered that she may have been making it up or mimicking something she'd heard from an older child somewhere, as we’d been told is sometimes the case. She was distressed and frightened and I cannot imagine the strength it took for her to have come to us the way she did. I hadn't been able to rationalise any of the debate that Wendy and I had engaged in during that day about what we intended to do. She was focussed, in control and determined that we act while I was floating around in a sea of hurt, anxiety and uncertainty. I felt like someone who’s seen a comedy and wondered why I was the only one crying. Yet here I was, outside in the cold Melbourne night, walking down to the local Police Station - to do what I didn't really know.

The Brighton Police Station was only two blocks from where we lived. I wandered along in the early evening chill trying to formulate how I was going to broach the subject once there. I wandered past the old brick primary school with its bicycle racks gleaming in the streetlight, echoes of a schoolyard overflowing with happy, laughing children. Will my little girl be happy? Will she be okay or do these things mute a child's laughter forever? I continued over the railway bridge where we always stopped and waited for a train to come roaring through, Amy clinging to my legs until it was gone. It always seemed to scare her a little, but she still made me stop and wait for a train each time. She has other fears to overcome now. I shuffled through the layers of maple leaves still carpeting the sidewalk. The trees were almost bare now, the remnants of autumn having stolen their cloaks of reds and golden browns leaving them empty and gnarled to face the winter. Their grey-knuckled fingers leered at me from above. My God, this was a wretched place with its wet, melancholy days and biting cold nights.

As the old stone fascia of the police station loomed above me I found myself admiring the character of such an historic old building. Funny, I usually didn't pay much attention to such things. It folded its ancient arms around me as I entered, shrouding me in a cloak of warmth after the bitter cold outside. I started to feel a comfortable ease about being there. These guys are on my side, right? They'll fix the problem now. No need for me to worry about it. I'll just leave it on their front desk and go home to bed.

The officer on duty, having heard the nature my problem, ushered me into a quiet back room and set me down with a cup of coffee. He left for a moment, so I lit a cigarette. I wonder if you’re allowed to smoke in here, too bad if you’re not. I sat looking around the room. It was a nice old building from the outside, but then once inside you began to appreciate what old was really like. The room I occupied wasn't very large, about the size of a small bedroom and it had a ceiling that seemed to go up forever. There was a small bar heater on the floor next to the desk working desperately to keep out the cold, although with the amount of sheer open space from floor to ceiling I didn't think it was having much effect. Everything in the room seemed to be as old as the building itself, from the large black manual typewriter on the desk to the faded and peeling landscape on the wall above it. The desk itself was strewn with all manner of typed reports and official-looking documents, a vase of plastic roses standing sentinel over them. I could hear the loud mechanical tick of the huge clock behind me and in the background the static-filled chatter of the police radio in the next room. The door opened and the officer entered again.

‘Okay, sorry about that,’ he began. ‘Now tell me exactly what happened.’

He'd swung a chair around backwards and sat leaning in toward me. Then he just let me talk. I tried to state the facts as dispassionately as I could, but I knew my pain was showing. I felt on the verge of tears even though I was trying so hard to be objective. He sat and watched me through the cigarette haze, listening intently. I could sense that he wasn't just listening, but hearing and understanding. He seemed to be truly concerned. I wondered how many times he’d sat in that chair and considered the person sitting where I now sat and wished he could help.

I left the station late in the night, relieved but a little frustrated by what I'd been told. Because the abuse had occurred in Victoria my father would have to face the courts here if charges were to be laid and he and Mum had recently returned to Queensland. The police would need to issue a warrant for his arrest and extradition back to Victoria for a trial. Any case however, would rest almost entirely on Amy’s own testimony. There was no physical evidence to corroborate her story, nothing to verify what she had told us. The policeman had tentatively asked if there was the chance of any tangible evidence that could determine interference of a sexual nature. Were there signs of attempted intercourse or of foreign bodies having been used, any presence of semen or bruising in the genital area? A macabre collection of bodily intrusions straight from a Marquis de Sade novel. I felt as though I'd suddenly stepped over to the dark side where the trolls and monsters of my own childhood lay in wait. The brutal reality of what had happened to my daughter slowly began to dawn on me.

So, having none of the material evidence it seemed we would need, Amy would have to be the major witness, probably the only witness, in her defence. It would be based on the strength of her word against my father’s, if it ever reached a court of law at all. A scared little four-year-old girl against a seasoned fifty-six-year-old business executive. Not a chance. I wandered home oblivious now to the cold and climbed into bed. I drifted off to sleep knowing that at least that door had been closed on me just as surely and completely as the door to the Brighton Police Station had swung shut and latched into place behind me as I walked out into the night.
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CHAPTER FOUR - The Law
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I began to wonder whether the law in these child abuse cases may not have some things to answer for. The premise of being innocent until proven guilty, upon which our judicial system is based, may be fine for grown adults. But what about children? If the accused is innocent until proven guilty then this dictates that the child, as the accuser, is actually lying until proven truthful, doesn't it. That doesn’t seem right.

We're talking about children as young as three or four years of age. They’re not even old enough to understand the concept let alone defend against it. Yet they’re subjected to the same rigours of cross-examination in our courts. We put them into such an intimidating environment and demand that they show just cause as to why their tormentor should be prosecuted. And let's face it, often our courtrooms seem to be nothing but a stage upon which to perform. The actor with the best lines wins. Even the arresting officer in the case we eventually built had admitted as much. Despite the evidence they might have, the jury is going to be influenced to a degree by the child’s performance, by the way she’s dressed and the emotions that she does or doesn’t display. So, what happens if the jury doesn't like the look of her or the way she speaks? What if they’re offended by the way she dresses and wears her hair? What if, as happened with Lindy Chamberlain in the infamous Azaria trials she comes across as being a bit heartless rather than a poor, broken little girl? Remember we're sometimes talking about abuse that occurred many years ago. So, what if on the day she won't be emotional enough to invoke the sympathy of the jury. Will the offender walk free simply because she seemed perhaps to be a little too together?

It's also unfortunate that there are situations where an adult has manipulated the child. Ask any family welfare officer or child protection worker. The sad fact is that there are occasions, particularly during marriage break-ups, where a child is coerced into telling a story of having been abused by the other parent. It’s a malicious, powerful tool to use against a partner who’s battling custody rights. I hope that these lies are always proven to be so. These things though, can muddy the waters, which makes it harder for legitimate cases to be afforded any benefit of doubt.

There are also those who profess that there are countless innocent men in prison who were the sorry victims of misunderstanding and inappropriate assumptions by others. Men who have been convicted for crimes of incestuous behaviour which were really just ‘a kiss and a tickle’ and ‘a little bit of fun’. Do these people understand how difficult it is to get these cases before a court? Do they know how traumatic and painful it is for these kids to confide in someone in the first place? The amount of police work that goes into preparing for such a case is staggering. Then, when it has been compiled and presented, is subjected to the most scrutinous examination by the defence who search relentlessly for any technical oversight that will allow their client to go free. What's that, I hear you ask, he raped a little girl? Oh, but my good people that has virtually nothing to do with it. Don't you understand how it works? This is our game, our home ground. You're just here to be the ball in play. You're certainly not competent enough to be one of the players, so don't make the assumption that you have even the vaguest notion of what we should be doing or what's best for you. I don’t know what the answers are, but I do know that there are many people working toward making it less daunting for children to have their day in court.

II

Sending my father to prison would serve me nothing. I had returned home from the police station that night with mixed feelings. If I were to be honest about it I felt as though I'd been granted some kind of reprieve. It was as though I'd been told that I was suddenly in complete remission from a life-threatening illness. I knew I wouldn't have to go ahead with any litigation against my father. I had my excuse. I wouldn't have to face Dad over a cold, grey courtroom microphone after all. On the other hand though, if I'd wanted to pursue it as I knew Wendy did, what sort of choice did I have? I’d have to submit Amy to the wiles of some clever attorney whose sole aim would be to prove her a liar. I’d have to sit on my hands and watch some learned arsehole attack her naive honesty with all the gusto of a seasoned public debater when all she had to fall back on was her say-so. My father would walk away from the fiasco bleating to anyone who’d listen about the injustice of it all, the humiliation of having been publicly slandered by his own family. Oh yes, I could see him doing it. He'd be very good at it. There'd be plenty who would listen too, of that I have no doubt. He’d probably come to court armed to the hilt with glowing character references from people who believed it to be impossible for him to be guilty of such offences and who could blame them? If it hadn't been my own daughter I would probably have been one of them. The path to social justice, to punishment by law, is fraught with difficulties, sometimes too many difficulties for children to handle. I hope that changes. I will discuss how I feel about pursuing justice through the courts in more detail later.
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CHAPTER FIVE - Excuses
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I will never accept that this behaviour is due to a sickness or mental disorder of some kind. The abusers don’t offend because they have some uncontrollable compulsion, they do it because they want to. There is always choice. By its very nature the sexual abuse of children is something that must be done in private and therefore premeditated, the opportunity planned. More often than not the perpetrator is known to the victim’s parents, which forces him to be cunning and secretive. It is never an instinctive, uncontrolled event. Most abusers expend a great deal of energy in setting up their prey. They go to great lengths to ensure that they have secured a position of trust and influence with their intended victims and often their families as well and they are excellent groomers.

Thankfully, society’s eyes have been progressively opened to the extent of this issue and to the damage it causes. This is apparent to me when I look back at the type of literature that was around then and compare it to the more recent findings. At the time I found myself delving into any books I could find on the subject of child sexual abuse, most of which were dated and in short supply. As an example, in one of the earlier books the author had the audacity to quote the finding that ‘the incest frequently is precipitated by the wife by sexually frustrating her spouse’. Oh, of course, it's her fault. I see, I hadn't thought of that. Gee Dad, if I'd known that...

Some of the other feeble excuses offered include these little gems. ‘She was always walking around half-naked, waggling her behind, so I did something about it.’

‘Little girls grow up fast now. They're just like women. They all want it.’

‘She kept coming to me and putting her arms around me or climbing into my lap. One thing led to another.’

Extracts from a paper entitled

Working with Incest Offenders by Rich Snowdon.

Don’t let them hide behind their weak rationalisations. They are self-serving, egocentric pigs with calculating minds who prey on children because they're easier to intimidate. Children, unlike impertinent wives, are too frightened to say no. These men are cowards who, like the hyena, won't move in on their game unless it's smaller and weaker than they are. They cower under the cover of a child's fear and then run for the shelter of their pathetic excuses when the child has grown and the secret revealed. Don't make the mistake of believing that they aren't in control of their faculties. These are not compromised or disturbed, broken men. They're as ordinary as you and me in every other way. They can't hide behind excuses of abuse from their own childhood or overactive sex drives or anything else. It’s one thing to be attracted to your neighbour’s wife, it’s quite another to jump the fence and rape her. There is always choice.

A good number of the first books I discovered would almost have people believe that these are rational excuses. They appear to have drawn their conclusions based almost solely on the offender's reasons for committing the act. They looked upon these perpetrators as having been the helpless victims of poor socioeconomic circumstance or frustrated sexual relations, even of being so lovingly concerned about their young ones approaching puberty that they felt they had ‘a fatherly obligation to show them the right way, the nice way to do it before some roughneck kid comes along and hurts them.’

There’s been an extraordinary amount of nonsense written about the subject, most of which was poorly researched and dangerously presumptuous. The authors were, however, attempting to investigate a phenomenon that had only just begun to rear its ugly head in public. Incest has been until very recently a taboo forbidden to be discussed with anyone, especially the law. As discussed in another one of the books on the subject: ‘The attitudes of the courts with their home wrecking policies of removing the child from her home, throwing the father into jail and leaving the mother without an income to fend for herself, have made it virtually impossible to detect even a minute percentage of the actual incidence of incest. Because of the devastating consequences of reporting such offences, most of the victims were strongly persuaded to keep the whole thing to themselves. Therefore, any data on the subject cannot reasonably be assumed to be truly indicative of the size of the problem.’

Most of the early findings read as though these exclusively male researchers were attempting to justify the excuses put forward. Listen to this, from the wife of a man caught sexually abusing their daughter:

‘I knew about it, but he'd given up smoking and needed something to help him through.’

Now there's a truly decent excuse!

No, I say to you here, now. Don't listen to their excuses.

THERE ARE NO EXCUSES.

NEVER. EVER.
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CHAPTER SIX - Typical Offender


[image: ]




The most alarming revelation for me from all of this literature was that my father slotted comfortably into the mode of a typical offender.

‘Most of the men who commit such offences against children are not criminal or anti-social in other parts of their lives. Many have good steady jobs, support their families well and are active in the church or community’ - (Seattle Sexual Assault Centre)

That quotation was the first of a large number of similar findings I've read. When I placed them all together on a canvas I saw a devastatingly lifelike portrait of my own father, which surprised me. If I had been commissioned to do my own portrait of him, before all of this had come to light, I can’t possibly tell you how different it would have been to this new one. The frightening similarities continued.

‘their abuser was highly respected in their local community as a member of the church...they felt that nobody would believe that such a respectable man could engage in the sexual abuse of children.’

‘an unusual degree of dominance over their families adding that this paternal dictatorship was invisible to the rest of the world.’ That one blew my head off. It was my father all over.

‘any family where the father seems to exercise an extraordinary degree of power over mother...’ Again, a deadly accurate description.

‘The high proportion of uncles and grandfathers as abusers presumably reflects their privileged access to the child in their capacity as brother or father of the child's parents.’

Scary, isn't it? I had trusted him with my daughter implicitly. I would have entrusted my own life and the life of my entire family to his care.

The quote regarding being a member of the church has special significance for me. My two younger brothers and I had a truly religious upbringing in every sense of the word, mostly within the Baptist church. We'd been going to church every Sunday, both morning and evening, for as long as I care to remember. Nothing could interfere with our day of worship. When we were young it was Sunday school. Then we'd move into the regular morning service, followed by lunch, where a fellow parishioner and my father would conduct sombre discussions around whatever theological dilemma had been recently dogging them. Sunday afternoons were spent lounging about the house with toasted sandwiches for an early dinner, then back to church for youth fellowship and then the evening service. This often included some of the youth group performing an uplifting rendition of a modern pop gospel song or perhaps one of the more inspired members would provide a deep soul-baring testimony about how he and God had come a step closer to each other through some teenage crisis they’d confronted during the past week. And then of course through the week there were regular prayer meetings and bible studies. In fact, as hard as it is to believe now, I was sitting for bible exams by the time I was twelve.

Yes I know, you've heard it all before. A family of religious freaks, born-again crusaders with a modern-day cross to bear for Jesus, devoted to the salvation of this errant race of sinners and blasphemers in Christ's name, Amen. The funny thing is that I never saw us in that light, not when I was young. It's only now, having stepped out of the insular little world of the church, that I write about it with such cynicism. Ah, they're all a bunch of hypocritical do-gooders in the church anyway, I hear you cry. Your old man's just another one. Look at the Catholic church with its reputation in tatters. Look at all the televangelists. The damned church is full of sex fiends. Well, perhaps it is. I'm afraid I don't have an awful lot of good to write about today's church, especially its brief involvement with our little problem.

I suppose I could write about sexual repression in western Christianity and about the almost Godlike morality that the clergy expect their members to abide by, but I know I’d be preaching to the converted. I don't want to digress any further at this stage and I certainly don't want to tar every churchgoer and believer with the same brush. Don’t you wonder though, about the ever-increasing number of reports of priests and other ministers or the number of carers in church-run establishments and institutions? Is there a larger proportion of offenders there than in the general population or is it simply media sensationalism because of who they are? One could argue that the antithesis of this is society’s relaxation of pornography which is now, even in its most extreme form, available to everyone. Which is the more damaging, sexual repression or our new so-called sexual enlightenment?

Later I'm going to try to give you a picture of the sex offender I know, my own father, who perhaps unfortunately happened to be a pillar of the church. As it turns out he is a classic case, so some insight into his personality and background may shed some light on the reasons for all of this sexual deviancy. I’m viewing my father through my own eyes, so I don’t prescribe to be an accurate narrator of his personal life. I can, however, relate things to you about him as his son that perhaps he would never volunteer himself or maybe even be aware of himself.
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CHAPTER SEVEN - Comfortably Numb
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The Domestic Violence and Incest Resource Centre.

I don't remember how we came to be talking to these people. I suppose it's more than likely that the police were aware of them and had suggested we call. At the time I thought the young girl answering the phone sounded a bit too casual considering the gravity of the conversation. In hindsight though, I would probably credit her with a cool professionalism. She'd obviously handled my phone call a hundred times before. Like the policeman sitting backwards on the chair, accepting so much of other people's grief into their own lives. Who provides the likes of these two with the armour they need to survive the onslaught of tragedy and sorrow that those like myself so eagerly bestow upon them? No one could remain impervious to so much pain for very long. Surely they too, suffer in the end.

My recollection of the conversation with her is virtually non-existent, I'm afraid. When I do try to recall it, I seem to remember other discussions with different people around the same time. The only thing that I really remember about any of them was that I had a loud, distracting buzz in my ears. It kept me from concentrating on any one subject for very long. There seems to be a period following our discovery where I must have lapsed into a kind of percipient limbo. All my powers of perception and concentration simply deserted me. I was adrift in a roaring silence. I heard people talking to me and I could hear and see everything around me quite clearly, but it felt as though I was viewing it all through someone else's eyes. I was totally detached from reality. I kept finding myself being easily distracted and drifting off to focus on things like the lack of colour in a grey sky or the smell of diesel and rain on a warm bitumen road. The whole cacophony of sound that made up the voice of a city seemed to have been filtered somehow, so that all I was receiving was a sort of deep resonating hum. The lyrics of the Pink Floyd song Comfortably Numb are so apt when I recall how it felt. ‘You are only coming through in waves. Your lips move but I can't hear what you're saying.’

My whole being seemed to have sailed off into the twilight zone, screaming into oblivion like Gilmour's wailing guitar notes to be hung forever in an infinite silence. Nothing made it through to my memory banks intact. Even now there doesn't seem to be anything I can draw on from this period that enables me to relate things lucidly. A good number of days, perhaps a full week, seem to have vanished into a confusing maelstrom in my head. All of my most critical memories seem to have been torn asunder, gone, never to be revisited.

As my psychiatrist was to eventually explain years later, there are labels for all these things: Dissociative Disorders, PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) and others. Apparently, my brain had closed down its receptors for a while to prevent any dangerous overload. I had been, for all intents and purposes, quite literally out to lunch.

The damage was beginning even at this early stage. Chemical balances in my brain were subtly changing, altering their makeup in a desperate attempt to counter the stresses and strains that my mind was experiencing. A dangerous journey into illnesses of the mind had begun. I was entering that dark room and had not yet seen the second door.

CHAPTER EIGHT - Two More Girls

The one thing I do recall from my conversation with the Incest Centre's counsellor is her chilling closing remark to me. She warned me that if my father had gone as far as to molest his own granddaughter in our home then he would most certainly have a history of similar offences and that she was quite sure there would be other children involved.

‘There would have been others,’ she said.

‘Others...would have been others.’

Echoes from a deep, dark subterranean cavern. Here there be monsters.

‘Oh no,’ I thought. ‘Don't let there be others.’

But there were.

Again, without my even being aware of it, that door in my mind opened just a touch further and the darkness began to seep out.

Unbeknown to me, Wendy had already made the counsellor’s assumption on her own. I must admit that I give her a lot more credit for lateral thinking than I do myself. I seem to drift off on a dozen different tangents where she has the enviable ability to cut through all the crap and see the true picture, then move along logical parallels from there. I suppose her years of nursing have helped instil that kind of discipline into her thinking. Of all the girls Wendy knew had been associated with our family, of all the calls she could have made, she opened Pandora's Box with the very first one. Enter Lillian Paxton, formerly Lillian Miller.
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