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From Jennifer Margaret Linda, the Original Child


This book is dedicated to my dear Symphony, without whom I would not be alive. You saved me from a monster at great risk to your body, mind and soul. You deserved so much better. You were my mother, my saviour and my friend through the worst. I thank you with all my heart and soul.


From Jeni


This book is dedicated to everyone in this world who has Multiple Personality Disorder or Dissociative Identity Disorder. My story is in many ways your story. For far too long the monsters who commit such terrible crimes as we have endured and survived have been able to get away with them. They’ve been safe, knowing that if we disclose their abuse and/or our coping strategy of MPD/DID they can simply claim that we are liars, insane, crazy or deluded. This ends now. For at last MPD/DID has been recognised as a legitimate coping strategy for dealing with extreme abuse and sexual torture. At last our very diagnosis is evidence against the monster and is proof we are telling the truth.


Now justice is possible.


From Symphony


This book is dedicated to my three hero cops: Rod Messer, Rachel Lawson and Paul Stamoulis.


And also to my alters: To each of you who walked out of the back of my head to help me, all 2681 of you, thank you. I would thank you all individually, but that would be a book of its own. So I will say this:




Thank you for your love, thank you for when you listened to me and did as I asked, thank you for stepping up, and standing down. I will love you forever.





From Amber


I dedicate my book to Erik, Rosemary, Cherry-Lynn, Gemma, Bobby, Carrie-Anne and Jessie. While I never got to hold you in my arms, you are forever in my heart.


From Jeni’s Army


Dedicated with love to Jay Osmond. While you’ve never met me, your music, and that of your family, saved my life and sanity more than I can tell. At the worst of times I could always rely on you. You gave me more than you could ever imagine. Thank you.


* * *


From Dr George Blair-West


To my wife, Penny – heartfelt appreciation for your patience and considered input into my writing over the years and this book in particular. Having such an intelligent and accomplished clinical psychologist, who is always willing to assist, has been an incomparable gift. You have my deepest love.









Publisher’s note: The life that is revealed in these pages is one lived through horrific, ongoing abuse. In the process of finding justice, Jeni had to give police excruciating explicit detail. Telling her story in this book means managing the details and holding back some of the trauma so the words don’t harm readers. But, even so, Jeni has to share moments that are at times almost unbearable to read because she needs you to understand the words and descriptions a child might use to try to disclose abuse. They won’t have the words an adult would. Looking away is not going to stop perpetrators from abusing children. Only knowing the signs, paying attention and listening when a child (or adult) tries to speak up will do that. But if you have suffered abuse or trauma, please see the warning below, and for anyone who is struggling see page 431 for some important contact details that may be useful for you. Be gentle on yourself as you read this book. But also know that, like Jeni, you can overcome.


The telling of Jeni Haynes’s story is complemented and strengthened by a rare writing partnership between Jeni Haynes and the psychiatrist she started working with in 1998, Dr George Blair-West. Over the next two decades patient and therapist together evolved and pioneered a therapeutic approach that took them to the forefront of both the legal and clinical worlds. Their collaboration captures the complexity and criminal ramifications of Jeni’s intriguing psychological condition. At various points throughout the text, Dr Blair-West adds a clinical perspective to help readers understand the human mind and the process of how to rise above extreme trauma.


Warning from Dr George Blair-West: Any of you reading this book who find yourselves being triggered – please seek out an experienced trauma therapist to help you if you have been abused. You can call a helpline (in Australia we have Beyond Blue and Lifeline) but the level of support this offers for people who have been abused is limited and variable. Most countries have websites, run by the registering colleges for psychiatrists, psychologists and social workers, that allow you to search for a therapist by skill sets and special interests.


The best resource that I suggest people start with is simply look for therapists who are trained in EMDR which, by definition, means they treat trauma. Start with emdr.com and also look for the registering body in your country (in Australia this is called emdraa.org). Many EMDR therapists have also completed advanced training in dissociation, which you can also add to your search criteria, ensuring that they can both understand and cope with dissociative disorders. Do not go and see just any therapist as most are not trained in dissociative disorders because it is, regrettably, not a typical part of core training.









ALL THE PARTS OF JENI WHO WILL
SPEAK TO YOU IN THIS BOOK


Note: The term ‘Front Runner’ describes the alter you would most likely meet if you were talking to Jeni. We have had numerous Front Runners over the years. They gave us consistency and hid our condition. We would probably be dead if not for the masking they did during our life. They are phenomenal people.


Many of our key alters have multiple jobs. You’ll see these as you go through the book.


The Original Birth Child


Jennifer Margaret Linda — Symphony took her place after six months of life, keeping her safe and untouched by Dad.


Executive Alters


Symphony — Our Core Personality. The girl in the green dress. She was Dad’s original victim. She created all of us to help keep Jennifer Margaret Linda safe from Dad.


Erik — Symphony’s first alter, the architect of our inner landscape from the 1970s to 2000s and coordinator.


Little Ricky — He gave us our jobs after initial emergence.


The Rulebook — Constructs rules of engagement to guide us and keep us safe.


The Assassin — It’s all in the name, folks.


Front Runners


Jenny — The Front Runner of the 1970s. Victim, survivor, mask.


Linda — Front Runner of the 1980s; strong, competent and contemptuous, mask.


Erik — Our Front Runner of the 1990s (see above for other roles).


Protectors


Muscles — Our protector and muscle.


Captain Busby — Head of the army protecting Mum.


Janet — Head of the army protecting Sheila.


Squadron Captain — Boss of the army protecting Frank.


Speakers


Amber — Mother figure.


Judas — He who tells.


Happy — Finds joy and happiness in everything.


Zombie Girl — Little Miss Compliant.


Magsy — Terrified child victim.


The Joker — Finds something funny in everything and anything.


Maggot — Frightened, badly abused teenager.


Volcano — Our inner psychologist, supports, reassures and guides.


The Student — Our academic.


Ed the Head — Practical, no-nonsense kind of guy.


Charlotte — The soother.


Gabrielle — The girl who holds all our femininity safe.


Mr Flamboyant — Bright, colourful, extravagant but deadly witty, straightforward and sharp. Calls it as he sees it.


Jeni — The adult survivor, thriver and witness.


And


The Entity Currently Known as Jeni — Holds all the knowledge we need to get through each day. Changes every day to meet our needs.









Author’s Note


Don’t be fooled. The girl on the front cover of this book is not me, Jennifer Haynes. She is, in fact, Symphony, the alter who took over my body when I was six months old and created an elaborate internal world to protect me from my father’s abuse. At her core, Symphony is a protector. Right now, she wants to tell you to put this book down because she doesn’t want to alarm or scare you; she doesn’t want you to have the same nightmares we do. But she does want to help people, and she knows this book has the power to do just that. Symphony knows silence protects abusers. That’s why we have to speak up, we have to tell our story, we have to scream and shout for all the children who don’t yet have the words.


This has been a hard story to tell – and a hard life to live. I know some parts of this book will be as difficult for you to read as they were for me to write. In these moments, I’d like you to do what we did every time we finished a chapter. I want you to remember that I am okay now, I am safe, and I am free.


I want you to breathe. And I want you to step away if you need to take a moment and comfort yourself.


I want you to know that my will to survive is stronger than the evil that tried to destroy me over and over again. I want you to know that there is a happy ending to this story – and the happy ending is me.


Breathe.









Prologue


SYMPHONY


It’s our red-letter day: 18 February 2019. My entire life – all forty-nine years of it – has been leading to this moment: to me walking down Elizabeth Street to Sydney’s Downing Centre Court. Four years of police interviews, 900,000 words in victim statements, endless therapy sessions, a lifetime of pain: it’s all been working up to this walk to the Downing Centre Court. My legs shake with each step. But I don’t stop. I keep going.


I know it’s going to be awful; I just know it. My father is going to plead not guilty and force me to testify, to tell all the sickening details of his abuse, to relive all the trauma he put me through, to spell out his acts for his entertainment. Make no mistake, it will be entertaining for him. Since I was a baby, he’s found pleasure in my suffering, my terror, my humiliation. I can see him licking his lips in delight at seeing me upset on the stand. I shudder at the thought. But I don’t stop. I keep going.


I’m prepared. It’s easy to testify when you are telling the truth. That doesn’t make it any less scary. But this thought does: Jeni has a plan. This plan steels me as I walk through the heavy glass doors of the Downing Centre Court for the first time. My mum follows behind me. We put our mobile phones, keys and handbags on a tray to be scanned. I walk through a metal detector and am patted down by a security guard with a gun strapped to his waist. They’re looking for weapons. If they’re worried about bombs going off, they should scan my tongue. What I’ve got to say in court is going to be explosive.


As we approach the courtroom, the shaking gets worse. My legs almost buckle underneath me. But I don’t stop. I keep going. My prosecutor, Sean Hughes, and his instructing solicitor, Ellen Dando, are waiting for us. ‘Are you ready for this?’ they ask. I say yes. My trembling legs say, ‘Hell no.’


My mum asks Sean if Dad has indicated whether he will enter a plea today. No one knows. Maybe not even Dad. He’s had two years to think about it, since the charges were first laid, but Dad’s always been a rogue. Just when you think you’ve seen the worst of him, he trumps it with an act so abhorrent you could never have seen it coming. He’s blindsiding, whiplashing, utterly terrifying.


But no matter what Dad does today, Jeni has a plan.


Finally, after what seems an absolute age of waiting, the door to the courtroom opens and we’re called in. I’ve only been in an empty courtroom before today and to see this one full of bodies is very disconcerting. I feel their eyes on me. There she is, I imagine they’re thinking, the victim. They’re looking at Jeni, a 49-year-old woman wearing thick glasses with a purple rim and a butterfly top embellished with jewels. They can’t see me. I’m Symphony. I’m four. I like singing songs, cats and my hand puppet Sweep. I don’t like Dad. I’m the girl in the green dress on the front cover of this book.


From the door of the courtroom, I can see the jury box ahead. It’s empty. In the centre of the room, the tables for the prosecution are to the left and the defence on the right. I stare at the dock where Dad will soon be the sole occupant. It’s a small wooden box-like affair with a door at the rear and a small window. I remember the small window in the outside toilet of my childhood home. I used to stare out of it when Dad attacked me, wishing to be anywhere else, wishing to disappear, wishing to die. I wonder if Dad will wish to die when he’s staring out of the dock window today?


Straight ahead is the witness box and beside that – high above us all – are the seats for the judge and her associate. Their area seems to be on an entirely different level to the rest of the room, but it’s only a step up. I walk forward to take a seat behind the prosecution. Sean turns to me and smiles, trying to reassure my shaking legs. It’s daunting for me to sit at the front of a crowded room knowing what’s about to happen. I hope it’s even more daunting for Dad. After all, I’m only the victim. He’s the accused. No matter, Jeni has a plan.


As I settle into my seat, the door at the rear of the dock opens and Dad walks through. Oh my gosh. He needs a haircut. That’s my first thought. I haven’t seen him in ten years. He really needs a haircut. His grey hair is so long it’s slightly curling over his collar. He’s wearing an ill-fitting green tracksuit. I thought he would be wearing a suit to show the world he’s a ‘respectable’ man. He looks haggard, but he walks into the dock with his head held high, carrying an air of arrogance with him.


‘He’s going to plead not guilty,’ I whisper to Mum, who’s sitting beside me. She looks at him, turns to me and nods her head in agreement. His arrogance swamps the room. Everyone else thinks he will plead guilty. We have a strong body of evidence against him. I am the body of evidence.


But the physical impact of my dad’s abuse pales in comparison to the mental. And that’s saying something. My mind is home to over 2500 different personalities I created as a coping mechanism to deal with the abuse. It’s because of these personalities that I can recall the events of my childhood with perfect clarity. It’s because of these personalities that I’m alive. And it’s because of these personalities that I know I can take on Dad today. We’ve fought him thousands of times before, we’ll fight him again today. And this time, Jeni has a plan.


I stare at my father. I only have eyes for him. It’s like everyone else in the courtroom disappears and it’s just him and me. He refuses to meet my eye. He won’t – or can’t – look at me.


Dad looks like he’s shrunk. He used to be ten foot tall, so big and dominating. Today, he’s a shell of a man. An empty void. A non-person.


All I can hear in my head are the lyrics to the Donny Osmond song ‘Big Man’ I listened to as a kid. The lyrics were about being a big man … and my father was no longer this in so many ways.


JENI


The plan


Judge Huggett enters the courtroom. Everyone rises. She starts proceedings for the State v Richard Haynes, and explains that because it’s a rape case, the complainant will be afforded anonymity. Sean clears his throat. ‘I have instructions from the complainant on this,’ he says.


The defence lawyer’s head whips around to look at the prosecution. This is highly unusual.


‘The complainant wishes to waive her right to anonymity,’ explains Sean. ‘She is here in the room.’


The judge asks me to stand up. My legs are shaking so violently, I have to hold on to the chair in front of me for support. The judge addresses me directly. ‘Is what the prosecution said correct?’ she asks.


‘Oh yes,’ I reply.


‘Do you understand the consequences of this decision?’ she asks.


‘Oh yes. I understand that there will be positive and negative consequences, and I also understand that once I waive my right to anonymity, I can’t take it back,’ I reply.


‘Would you like some time to think about it?’ she asks.


‘I’ve had twenty-three years to think about it, I think that’s more than enough. I know exactly what I’m doing,’ I reply.


‘Does the prosecution have any objections?’ The judge looks at Sean.


‘No,’ he says.


‘Does the defence have any objections?’ the judge asks.


‘No,’ says my dad’s lawyer without even looking at him.


‘Okay, the complainant seems of sound mind and is aware of the consequences of her actions. I approve her application to waive her right to anonymity,’ she says.


Dad’s face drops and, for a second, the air of arrogance around him dissolves into something else. Fear? Maybe. Bewilderment? Absolutely.


JUDAS


Telling


In the courtroom, Jeni takes a seat. But in her mind, there are fireworks going off. We were all in on it, you see, this plan of hers. We took a vote and agreed. By waiving our right to anonymity, we also waived Dad’s. This was our plan all along. We wanted Dad’s name written in the newspaper for all to see, we wanted everyone to know what he did. If a victim chooses to remain anonymous, the defendant stays hidden in the shadows. In media reports about our case, I would be a nameless 49-year-old victim and Dad would be a faceless 74-year-old man. But he isn’t an anonymous 74-year-old man. He’s an evil, despicable, torturous monster, and now the whole world was going to know it.


For twenty-three long years I’ve bitten my tongue, afraid of the explosions that would come out if I dared to open my mouth. Even after I went to the police, they told me I had to stay silent until we went to court. I’ve paid the price for that silence. I bit my tongue until it bled. I swallowed my words and choked on them. No more. I want to tell the crowded courtroom exactly who my father is. I want to say it out loud for the world to hear. I want everyone to know his name. Richard Haynes. Because as long as abusers stay veiled as anonymous, nameless, faceless men, they will keep getting away with it.


Jeni has a plan and it’s working.









Introduction


BY DR GEORGE BLAIR-WEST


‘The first point I would like to make, Your Honour, is that Dissociative Identity Disorder is not an illness. There is nothing wrong with Jeni’s brain at a pathophysiologic level. Her brain functions as well as yours or mine. Indeed, in some ways her brain functions in ways that are far superior to how our minds work. These are what I call her superpowers – which I will come back to later. Her mind is living testimony to the potential genius the human mind can bring to combat the most abhorrent of abuse experiences. Indeed, DID is the mind’s response to experiences that fall under the rubric of torture, rather than the overused term of abuse. In short, the testimony she will give you will come from a mind, and a memory, that is functioning as well as anyone’s, indeed – better than most.’


And so I began my expert testimony. It was Monday, 18 February 2019 and Jeni was making history. For the first time ever, Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID) was not being used as a defence in a trial. Instead, it was the basis for the prosecution. Until then DID, or Multiple Personality Disorder – as Jeni prefers to call it, had been exclusively the domain of defendants, often on trial for major crimes, particularly homicide. For a pinnacle crime you need a pinnacle defence and DID has always been atop the pinnacle of psychiatric diagnoses. It has been seen as the craziest of crazy.


No other psychiatric diagnosis has been as controversial, as hotly debated, as DID. I started my training over thirty-five years ago when this condition was relegated to small print in textbooks. Even the small print was spectacularly unhelpful. Sadly, especially for the at least 77 million people around the world who have this condition, things have only improved a little.


There are three factors that typically cause DID: the experience of the most extreme forms of abuse, usually extending over many years; this abuse is perpetrated by caregivers, typically parents, that the child relies upon; and it begins while the child’s mind is young, or plastic, enough, to employ high-level dissociative strategies.


I would argue there is no greater pain that humans can experience than the personal distress that causes DID. The torture of adults would come second but adults experiencing torture know that they are guilty, or not guilty, of what they are accused of. Fair or unfair, they at least have a framework for sense-making. This sense-making is simply not available to a four-year-old being violently raped with the explanation that this ‘is punishment for being an evil child’. (Explanations like this are typical of how the perpetrators frame their abuse.) On top of the physical distress the child is experiencing, their very sense of self, their essence, their soul, is being heinously wounded.


In the face of such extremes of distress the human mind employs some surprisingly clever strategies to cope. The most sophisticated is dissociation. Jeni is going to take you into her mind and show it to you firsthand. By making sense of Jeni’s case you will come to understand core facets of not just the human mind, but the human state and how it responds to extreme abuse.


One of Jeni’s superpowers – as a part of her DID – is memory. Indeed, she has a form of ‘Hyperthymesia’ also known as Highly Superior Autobiographical Memory (HSAM). This is the ability to ‘accurately and readily recall numerous details about events … including exact dates and intricate information about previous experiences.’ This has particular benefits for legal proceedings.


Recent research confirms that DID is nearly always the result of extreme abuse at a young age. This is true of the almost two dozen cases I have seen in my career. Accordingly, pretty much every case of DID means that someone has committed a crime against an innocent, young child. This has powerful legal ramifications that Jeni will elaborate.


If DID is a response to extreme trauma, then its prevalence is a result of how much a given society protects its children. For this reason, I am hopeful that DID is becoming less common in a world where children and women have rights and are protected by the justice system.


Encouragingly, in my professional lifetime I have seen an emerging investment in child protection and a new preparedness in the justice system to prosecute historical abuse. Jeni’s case is a landmark of import against this landscape.


I wanted the judge to appreciate that Jeni does not, and never did, have an illness. This is a leap for a world that has made DID the craziest of crazy. What Jeni has is a genius coping strategy that we should all hold in awe.









PART ONE


BREAKING









CHAPTER ONE


Bittersweet Symphony


JENNIFER MARGARET LINDA


I can feel the wind rushing against my cheeks. A man I don’t know has picked me up from my cot and lifted me in the air with his hands under my armpits. As he swings me around, he says, ‘Wheeeeeeeeee, bop.’ I’m crying. My grandmother screams at the man, ‘Tony, you can’t do that! She’s a baby.’ Tony is my uncle, my father’s brother. I don’t know this at the time because I am six weeks old.


People tell me I can’t possibly remember being a baby, but I can. The memory of being twirled through the air is as crisp as the wind was rushing against my newborn cheeks. I know this happened when I was six weeks old, because my grandmother died four months later, and this was the only time my mother remembers me being with her and Tony.


I was born in January 1970. We lived in a two-storey house in Bexleyheath in the UK: my mother, father, and older sister, Sheila.


My mother, Patricia, comes from a family of secrets. Her father was Jewish but when he met my grandmother he jettisoned his religion in order to marry outside the faith. As a result, his family said the prayers for the dead and never spoke to him again. My mum was sixteen when she found out her mother had been adopted, and she still doesn’t know what her father did for work during the war. Everything in Mum’s life was veiled in a layer of secrecy. Don’t ask, don’t tell.


My father’s family is related to the De Vere family and the now dormant title the Earl of Oxford. My paternal grandfather was an upper-class man, so my father had built-in respectability. He was from ‘good people’. Dad’s family taught him that he was predestined to sit at the right hand of God when he died. Nothing he did or said would change this. Dad used this notion of predestination to validate, excuse and otherwise justify his abuse of me. He was destined to be with God, he was perfect no matter what he did and there would be no consequences for his actions. He could do what he liked to me; even God was on his side. He was bulletproof. All of Dad’s actions were informed and, in many ways, tainted by this belief. If God was on his side, what couldn’t he do?


My mum and dad were both the eldest children in their families. They met at a dance class where the boys stood on one side of the room, the girls stood on the other, and they got together in the middle to waltz. It was called the School of Dancing, but its main aim was matching up young couples, so it could well have been called the School of Dating. A few months after meeting on the dance floor, my dad started crying because my mum wouldn’t marry him. He hadn’t asked her. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll marry me?’ he said through sobs, and she agreed under duress and guilt.


It snowed the day of my parents’ wedding. The snow was a curse. My mum started her period sometime between the ceremony and the reception, and she told my father as much when they got home from the party. ‘I’ve waited long enough,’ he said. He forced himself on her. She bled. I don’t know if she realised it at the time, but my mother’s first sexual experience with my father was rape.


When they got married, Mum stopped being Patricia and started being Richard’s wife. My dad chose my mother. He deliberately sought her out for her subservience and ignorance. She didn’t ask questions, she couldn’t read body language, and she knew her place was in the kitchen. It wasn’t until my mum was in her seventies that she was diagnosed with autism.


There was very little affection in my parents’ marriage. I can’t remember them ever holding hands, and their goodbye kiss of a morning when Dad went to work was an official peck on the cheek.


Mum worked as a shorthand typist, and Dad was an electronics engineer. He smelt like the inside of a television, a putrid mix of burning Bakelite and sweat.


Mum told me when my older sister, Sheila, was born, she was bloody red. In comparison, Mum said I looked much more serene. Years later Sheila used to tease me that I came out ‘peaches and cream’ as though that was a bad thing. Perhaps the teasing was the residual twist of spite from an older sibling resenting the new baby.


When my older sister, Sheila, was born, my dad was working nights, so he didn’t spend much time with her. But he was at home a lot more when I was a tiny baby. Unfortunately for me.


My mother comes from a family of secrets, and so do I.


Before my first birthday, I had created a top-secret army in my mind. It was an accident. I didn’t set out to create thousands of alter personalities, I was forced to. From the moment I was born – before that, even – my dad did things that threatened my life. His abuse was unrelenting. There was no escape. I had no one to rely on, nowhere to go and no way of asking for help, so I created an army. Multiple Personality Disorder (MPD) isn’t a symptom of abuse, it’s a coping strategy.


It started with Symphony. It’s hard to know where Jennifer Margaret Linda (the original child) ends and where Symphony starts. It’s almost as though Mum gave birth to twins in the same body.


Symphony divided her world into ‘Daddy’ and ‘distractions’ – the sounds, smells, tastes and pain that made it hard to focus on what Dad needed. Symphony accidentally created alter personalities to deal with the distractions. She would identify a need, and someone would walk out of the back of our head to help her. It was an unconscious process.


The alters all had a job: to swallow Dad’s semen, to block out his stench, to look after the family and to keep the secrets so they wouldn’t die. Their united mission: keep Jennifer Margaret Linda alive. Each alter had a job title, but they didn’t have names. The names came much later, when psychologists, detectives and lawyers asked for them. I could hardly tell a doctor that someone was called ‘the dick sucker’ or ‘the scream muffler’. And so, we had a bucket of girl’s names and a bucket of boy’s names that we drew from. It was a lucky dip.


I’ve since learnt that MPD is developed by highly intelligent children in the worst of circumstances. As a kid, I had no way out, so I retreated inside. In many ways, MPD is the greatest act of self-love. I know I wouldn’t be alive today if it wasn’t for Symphony and her creative survival strategy. That might sound melodramatic, but it’s true. When Dad nearly killed us physically, Symphony removed the alter who was almost dead and replaced them with a fresh alter who had the ability to keep going.


Symphony is a walking, talking miracle.


SYMPHONY


I can’t ever remember being without Jennifer. She is six months old when I decide to take over and protect her. Dad is hurting us. She gets terribly upset and I start to sing to calm her down. I mimic Mum’s voice and sing a nursery rhyme about a spider climbing up a waterspout. When I don’t know the words, I hum the tune.


Dad puts something in our mouth, and we can’t breathe. It tastes disgusting. Jennifer panics. I sing. Then Dad takes the thing out of our mouth and puts it between our legs. I don’t know what ‘it’ is – but I know it hurts. Jennifer screams and Dad puts his hand over her mouth. That’s when I take over. I lay Jennifer on her side on a beanbag and build walls around her, so she is safe, then I go out to deal with life. I make Jennifer deaf, dumb and blind so she can never be hurt again. When someone interacts with Jennifer, they are interacting with me.


I sing to Jennifer until she stops crying, which is only after Dad leaves. The music calms her down. That’s why everybody calls me Symphony, because I make the music. My name is the symbol for the treble clef. I’m not alone for long. The others soon join us. We all have a job to do.


Erik is our architect. I made him so he could build a place for us to sit, but he’s also our organiser and our first front runner, the person in charge of the body. Erik is a grown-up; tall and skinny, but strong. In many ways, he looks like Dad. Except Erik always smiles, and Dad never smiles. We don’t smile at Dad either, because if you smile at a crocodile, you might get eaten. That’s another song we sing.


AMBER


My first memory isn’t a memory. It’s a subconscious feeling: I’m unwanted. Before I was even born, my dad did everything in his power to get rid of me; he poured gin down my mother’s throat and threw her down the stairs. He stopped shy of bending a metal coat-hanger and dragging me out of the womb. He’s lived with regret and resentment ever since.


I’m unwanted. I’m hated. I’m a non-person.


In the days leading up to my birth, my father refuses to name me. My mum throws endless suggestions at him, but he refuses to catch them. He lets them drop to the floor and smash, like he wishes I would.


In the end, I’m not given one name, I’m given three: Jennifer Margaret Linda. My mum settles on Jennifer out of sheer desperation. My dad has dismissed every other name, but he only grunts at Jennifer.


The name reminds my mum of a nursery rhyme she used to sing at school:




Poor Jenny is a-weeping


A-weeping, a-weeping


Poor Jenny is a-weeping


On a bright summer’s day





And I weep, and I weep.


SYMPHONY


When I close my eyes now, I can see flashes of my childhood in full colour. I can picture the statue of a bust that sat at the bottom of my grandmother’s staircase. I can hear the music playing on the radio my mum always had on at home. I can feel the panic as my dad leads me to his darkroom where he develops photographs.


I don’t like the darkroom. I’m two years old. My dad is over six foot. In that room, I open my jaw as wide as it will go. My dad pushes something into my mouth and the Boy Who Doesn’t Breathe takes over. That’s his job. He steps in when we can’t breathe because he doesn’t need to.


In another flash, I’m three. I’ve lost my toy puppet Sweep and I’m devastated. I’m determined to find Sweep, and Mum and Dad flip a coin to decide who will go with me. Dad loses, unfortunately for me. We walk the streets of Bexleyheath in search of Sweep. Dad knows full well we won’t find him, I lost him on holiday at the Isle of Wight.


It’s a Sunday, so the shops are closed. We’re standing outside a store with leadlight windows that look like something out of a Charles Dickens book. My bladder starts to throb. I tell my dad I need to go to the toilet, but he ignores me. I ask him over and over again, until I’m gripping my hands between my legs in desperation. Dad laughs at me and tells me I’m a dirty girl. ‘I know what you want,’ he says, as he takes me to the public toilets in the park, ushering me into the men’s stalls.


He sits me on the toilet, and I pull down my pants to wee. Dad also undoes his pants. ‘You know what to do, get on with it,’ he says. He’s made me an expert at giving blow jobs, but he never calls it that so I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m crying. After he’s done Dad drags me home and throws me into the house. He tells Mum to go out the next day and get a new Sweep glove puppet. I don’t know how he found room in the household budget. Money is always tight.


Mum makes all our clothes by hand. My favourite dress is a bright yellow number I call the sunshine dress. It has a Peter Pan collar and embroidery on the bodice. I love running my fingers across the stitches, feeling the patterns on my fingertips. I’m wearing the sunshine dress when my father puts me on the kitchen table. I’m high off the floor and I’m scared of falling because my dad keeps pushing me up and up. He’s trying to put ‘it’ in my underneath. I thrash around and try to stop him.


I remember the bust statue at my grandmother’s house. It terrifies me. I can’t work out why it’s just a head. Where is its body? But when my dad hurts my body so badly I pass out from the pain, I realise the value of having no body. You can keep yourself safe if you have no body. And so, the boy with no body takes over. His name is Ed the Head and he turns out to be our most critical and practical thinker. When someone is hurt, the boy with no body scoops them up and gets them to dissociate from their body. Anything below the nipples no longer exists, which is incredibly helpful when Dad is being exceedingly painful. And let’s face it, he is exceedingly painful a lot.


When Dad fails to enter me, ‘it’ eventually spews on my sunshine dress. Dad rips the dress off me and puts me in an outfit that belongs to Sheila. It’s too big. When my mum gets home, he tells her that I had wet myself. I’m outraged. I hadn’t wet my dress, he had. If that isn’t bad enough, he throws my sunshine dress in a bucket to soak and turns it a muddy blue. There is no more sunshine.


JENNY


The first time I remember my dad successfully penetrating my vagina with ‘it’, I’m still two. The day stands out because Dad put a belt around my neck and tied me to a table, and that was unusual. I can still feel the cold metal of the buckle digging into my throat. The belt is so tight, my eyes go dark. All I can see is a black circle with a ring of yellow around it, like an eclipse. This is the first time I hear the voice. It’s a gentle, calm American voice.


‘Breathe,’ it says.


This voice was nameless for years. I finally named him Jay in 1981 after my favourite musician, Jay Osmond. Jay Osmond sounded very like the voice and he made me feel so safe I found myself talking to the voice and calling him Jay. He didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he talked to me more after this.


But Jay isn’t one of us. He’s not an alter; he’s almost our subconscious, a higher being, a power above. He has saved my life more times than I want to think about.


I fight for a mouthful of air.


I’m suffocating, but Dad doesn’t notice or care. The pain is extraordinary. I scream and Dad shoves a piece of fabric in my mouth so hard I almost swallow it.


‘Breathe,’ says Jay …


* * *


JENNY


In the 1970s, doctors were gods and they spoke the gospel. When my brother Frank was born in 1973, he caught bronchitis and pneumonia. He was so sick, and Mum was very stressed. Mum brought her wheezing, weeping baby downstairs, and Dad told her to take him away. ‘He’s fine upstairs,’ Dad dismissed.


At the time, under the National Health Service (NHS), you couldn’t call for an ambulance in an emergency, you had to call your GP, wait for them to visit after clinic hours and get them to summon an ambulance. My mother called the GP at 9 am, worried about Frank. The GP arrived at 11 pm that night and chastised my mother: ‘You should have called me sooner. The baby could have died.’


The backward NHS system also failed me. From the moment I could sit up, I rocked back and forth on my bottom. Sitting on the floor, on the lounge and on my bed, I rocked and I cried. Now, people understand that as a sign of trauma but, back in the seventies, my mother had no idea, so she took me to the doctor.


I rocked and cried sitting in the clinic. The doctor didn’t do a physical examination of me. Instead, he dismissed my tears. ‘Jennifer cries because she likes the sound of her voice,’ he told my mother, who believed in the gospel of doctors. My mum took those words and held on to them for my entire life.


That doctor’s diagnosis set the narrative for the rest of my childhood. Jennifer is an attention-seeker. Jennifer is weak. Jennifer cries wolf. Had the doctor examined me, he might have found that I was upset because I had poor vision so everything I saw was blurry, huge and terrifying to a little child. He might have found that I rocked because my private parts were in agony and I was trying to take the pressure off them. He might have found that I cried non-stop because my dad was brutally abusing me.


The doctor also might have found that I had epilepsy. When I was somewhere around the age of two, I had a grand mal epileptic seizure. My mum remembers the day clearly, not least because it was the day our elderly neighbour died. The police were running around our house trying to get into the apartment next door when I had the seizure. My body seized and my back arched so it was impossible for me to lie down flat. I don’t know how long it lasted.


Afterwards, my mum tried to get me in to see a doctor, but couldn’t get an appointment until later in the day. By then the seizure had stopped and the only remnant of it was utter exhaustion. Once again, the doctor didn’t examine me and dismissed my symptoms. ‘Have you never seen a child have a temper tantrum, woman?’ he told my mum.


Jennifer cries for attention. Jennifer throws temper tantrums. Jennifer should be ignored. My mum used to call me ‘joyful’ in a sarcastic way.


Nobody considered there might be a reason I cried non-stop. Nobody investigated what might have been happening behind closed doors. Nobody asked any questions. If someone had asked me why I rocked back and forth, I might have told them that I did it because it stopped everything from hurting. I may not have had the words to say, ‘I rock because my dad rapes me,’ but I would have said something.


The doctor’s words gave my dad carte blanche to abuse me. If my mum questioned why I was upset or if I needed to go to a doctor, my dad dismissed her. ‘It’s just Jennifer being Jennifer,’ he’d say. My abuser controlled the narrative.


When people ask how on earth my mother didn’t know what was happening, it frustrates me to no end. The only other adult in her world was my father, so when she raised concerns with him, he protected himself. It’s not like he was ever going to say, ‘Oh yeah, I think Jeni’s rocking because I keep repeatedly raping her.’ He would say, ‘She’s acting out. She’s attention-seeking. She’s selfish.’ He always found a way to turn the attention away from him. My dad was remarkably clever, and my mum was ever so subservient.


My mother comes from a family of secrets, and so do I.


SYMPHONY


It looks painful. I don’t know what ‘it’ is, but I know it must be hurting him and I figure the only way to ease his pain is to make it vomit. It looks like it splits in half, like a snake shedding its skin.


Taking my dad’s pain away hurts me.


My dad calls them games, but I don’t like playing with him. He tells me I’m doing him a big favour, that my mum and my sister could never help him the way that I do, and that they’d be upset with me if they knew. I’m taking care of Daddy, but no one else can know. It’s private and confidential. My dad pronounces ‘private’ like the weed ‘privet’.


I can’t keep up with Dad’s demands. Every time Dad hurts me, I have to create a new alter to deal with the new distraction. I need help and more alters walk out of the back of my head. I create someone to take away the sound of Dad inhaling sharply, the heat of his exhaling breath and the smell of his sweat.


I don’t realise that alters aren’t like toilet paper. They’re more like tea towels. Once I create an alter, I can’t flush them away. They stick around. They’re not disposable the minute they’re no longer needed. Besides, they’re constantly needed because Dad keeps attacking me, again and again and again.


We don’t learn that until much later on. For the first five years of our life, I create a hundred or more new alters a week, depending on how violent Dad is and how often he abuses us. I create all of the alters except for one. Erik creates Little Ricky, who is eight and wears an old grey suit.


ERIK


In the beginning, our internal landscape looks like a medieval dungeon. We each have a room to ourselves with a heavy iron door. It’s an underground bunker, a rabbit hole, a prison.


Symphony created our inside world and I fill it with all the things we need to survive. In every room there are two buttons for our voting system. Everyone gets a vote. It’s a democracy. There are tunnels full of alters grouped together according to their job descriptions. We call them the chunnels and we have one each for sight, smell, sound, taste and touch.


Underneath the dungeon are two rooms filled with communication equipment so we can talk to one another. It started with tin cans and rope, and became more sophisticated as we grew.


We don’t grow like everyone else. Most of us stay the same age as the day we were created.


LITTLE RICKY


I hate my job. I’m the one who sends people out to face Dad, to help Symphony, to save Jennifer. I choose who takes over when the child in the body can’t take it anymore. It’s my fault they get hurt. We have hundreds of alters who take the pain. They each have a bucket, and if it overflows they get drenched with the full force of the agony. It’s my job to monitor the buckets. I have eyes in the front and the back of my head. I’m constantly looking outward and inward at the same time. If a bucket is close to spilling over, I need to have a replacement lined up. I send the replacement in to take the abuse. I know that makes me as bad as Dad.


There’s an unnamed alter who takes Dad’s sounds and paints them on the wall like a mural of horror. She’s always covered in paint smears.


There’s an alter called Maggot who takes the daily beatings from Dad. She’s always covered in bruises.


There are alters who take away our thoughts because thoughts are distractions – and they’re dangerous. Dad can read our mind, so we can never think clearly or honestly or independently.


There are alters who take away the blood dripping down our legs. They’re always exhausted from holding onto the blood and doing the mental gymnastics needed to convince ourselves that we’re not bleeding. If Dad says there’s nothing wrong with us, then there’s nothing wrong with us and the blood-holders have to make sure of that. There’s no arguing with Dad. So if he says we’re not bleeding, we’re not bleeding. End of story.


I’m the one who sends people out, but I can’t bring them back. There’s a death committee for that. When we think someone is close to reaching their limit – if they can no longer take the pain, if they have run out of blood to bleed, if they can’t stifle their screams, if they are on the verge of death – we call a committee meeting. There’s ten of us sitting at the round table: me, Erik, Symphony, the Assassin and whichever alters are most relevant to the worker at hand.


Everyone on the committee gets a vote. We decide if the child dealing with Dad can take more, or if we should send in the Assassin to tap them on the shoulder. The Assassin might sound scary, but really he’s a ten-year-old boy, a child doing an adult’s job, an innocent wearing a mask. If an alter says the magic words – ‘Can I go now?’ – we pull them out. When we send in the Assassin, he escorts the alter to the doorway and they never come back. They disappear – never to be seen again.


Then I have to decide who will take their place. And I have to train them.


Nobody knows what’s on the other side of the Assassin’s doorway. We’re terrified of the beyond – until we dismantle the door at the age of twenty-eight and make a startling discovery. On the other side is an enormous room filled with every toy we’ve ever studied: Sindy dolls, jigsaw puzzles, ballerinas, teddies and cats. Every toy we’ve ever wanted to play with, but have been too scared to ask for, exists behind the door. There’s an alter who can look at a toy, absorb it and create it inside for us to play with. He’s created a toy paradise for all the alters who’ve been assassinated.


The Assassin is pissed. He’s always thought he killed everyone he tapped on the shoulder, sentenced them to death, ended their existence. And here they all are, whooping it up in toy paradise. I’m thrilled.


There’s a reason we didn’t know what’s on the other side of the door. Hope is a deadly thing in our world. If we give one person hope of escaping Dad, then there will be a long line of people wanting to be tapped on the shoulder by the Assassin. If we all choose to die, the system will collapse around us. We must keep going. We must take what we get. We must stay alive. As if that isn’t enough, we must also keep everyone else alive.


CAPTAIN BUSBY


Sometime in 1971 or 1972, I see a man on a horse wearing an impossibly furry hat. I want to pet it like a cat. Mum catches me admiring the tall cap and explains that it’s a Busby military headdress and the man is protecting the Queen of England. In this moment, I am born: my name is Captain Busby and I’m four.


If the Queen has an army of ‘Busby’ men to take care of her, then Mum needs one too because she is our queen. I may be small, but I am mighty. My army is made up of soldiers aged between three and seven. We all wear Busby hats and some of us even ride horses. There are hundreds of us, and every time I need more backup I ask Symphony to create a new alter to join our ranks. It’s our explicit duty to protect Mum.


What does Mum need protection from? Daddy.


Daddy threatens to kill Mum so often, we need to be on high alert at all times. We monitor the world for danger, we monitor Mum for signs of distress, and we monitor Dad for red flags. From the moment we wake up in the morning to the moment we fall asleep at night, we’re on duty. It’s an exhausting job, but someone has to do it.


NOTES FROM DR GEORGE BLAIR-WEST


Jeni’s Superpower – Clarity of Memory


Jeni’s memory is a force to be reckoned with. Indeed, the unexpected clarity of recall that people with DID have is one of the key reasons why the mental health profession had such a blind spot when it came to recognising this condition.


The most well-known examples are found in Autistic Savants, who have prodigious mental abilities but typically in only a couple of limited areas. Calendrical savants can quickly calculate the day of the week when given any date in time, past or future. The most common abilities after super-memory are musical abilities (nearly always with perfect pitch) and rapid calculation.


Savants are rare, making up around 1 per cent of those with autism, which translates to around one in a million of the general population. The problem for psychiatrists when confronted by a patient giving the level of recall that you have just read about, is that it seems highly unlikely that savant-level recall and gross abuse, with the latter erroneously believed to be rare, would coincide in the same person who is not a savant. Very few clinicians would have ever seen this phenomenon before – I certainly had not.


Jeni is not an Autistic Savant. As I mentioned in my introduction, Jeni is showing us her Highly Superior Autobiographical Memory (HSAM). Autobiographical memory refers to the ability to accurately and readily recall numerous details about events, including exact dates and intricate information about one’s previous experiences. I recall Jeni telling me early on in our work together how people disbelieved her story primarily because of her clarity of recall. Unfortunately, this phenomenon of not believing something because you have no experience of it and do not understand it, is exemplified by DID. While I had not witnessed recall to the level that Jeni demonstrated, through my work in trauma I was very familiar with related memory phenomena. Thirty years ago, I was trained in Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR), which, put simply, takes people back to their traumatic experiences and allows them to recall them in vivid detail. I still remember my surprise, when I first started using it with my patients, at the incredible level of detail that they were able to describe around their traumatic experiences. Patients were often as surprised as I was, saying things along the lines of, ‘I can’t believe I was able to remember that so clearly, it felt like I was there.’ Over time it became apparent that the greater the clarity the better the outcome of the therapy session in processing the traumatic memory so that it was no longer as distressing.


It rapidly became evident to early EMDR practitioners that, while our minds have a range of unconscious defences to allow us to suppress memories of painful experiences, the suppressed memories sit in their respective reinforced concrete vaults in all their vivid glory. Think of a pharaoh’s tomb, buried deep under a heavy pyramid, but replete with valuable accoutrements, sacrificed slaves, and their important worldly belongings, just waiting to be discovered.


The issue of Jeni’s memory goes beyond a fascination with (or a disbelief of) HSAM, it has profound implications legally. Historical sexual assault allegations, perhaps more than any other crime, rely squarely on the memory of the victim. Detectives will decide whether or not to pursue a case largely on the veracity and reliability of their victim and their witness/es – and there rarely are witnesses to this kind of crime.1 Hundreds of hours, or thousands in Jeni’s case, of detailed work will follow for the lead detectives if they take on these cases, so they don’t do it lightly. And what determines the veracity and reliability of a witness, or a victim, is the accuracy and consistency of the person’s memory.


To fully appreciate the complexities at play here, and the trustworthiness of memory more specifically, we need to take a deeper dive into how the brain processes traumatic memories which, in turn, requires us to understand how our unconscious mind works. It has three main jobs after running our body, e.g. heartrate, blood pressure, temperature regulation etc. Job number one is fairly obvious, first and foremost: keep us safe. Staying alive comes before sustenance. There is no point in looking for dinner if you’re about to be dinner. This means our senses are tuned to recognise a threat and our mind is always ready to identify and evaluate its seriousness.


The other part of safety is ensuring a constant supply of food and water – sustenance to survive. Once that box is ticked, our unconscious mind looks for gratification – this is job two. Nicer food, a more comfortable resting place, is a good day’s work for one’s unconscious mind.


Its third job is learning from important life experiences and laying down automated responses that worked the best in resolving these challenges. We build up a bank of habitual responses for reasons of efficiency and the avoidance of discomfort or pain. If eating a particular berry makes us sick, we avoid it next time. It takes a lot of energy to develop a new response to every new threat. It is so much more economical to just do what worked last time. If our parents cut us down to size if we speak about our achievements, we learn not to raise them. These automatic responses will be invoked when we come across triggers that remind us of the earlier experiences – particularly threatening ones.


It is also important to appreciate that the language of our unconscious is not logical thought; it is emotion. This is simply because logical thought is too slow when our life is at risk. Our brain is designed to recognise and to respond to fear, long before we can work it out cognitively. As humans, when any kind of strong feeling is involved, logical thought is relegated to the back seat. In short, if it’s important, we feel first and think second. No more so than if the feeling is that of fear in response to a threat. My wife tells the story of how she came home one day, opened the front door and threw herself back up against the door she had just closed. She recalls being quite perplexed by her own behaviour until she saw what her mind had already seen and acted upon – a large carpet python in front of her.


Ironically, our own emotions are also a threat. In a world relatively free of unpleasant beasts, our mind’s number one threats today are our unpleasant emotions. The more likely something causes us pain or distress and the greater the negative emotion involved, the more our unconscious pays attention.


While traumatic experiences cause us pain, remembering them does too. While not quite as intense as the actual experience, it’s not far behind. So, our unconscious mind’s work in keeping us safe now becomes focused on repression of painful memories. Just imagine what your life would be like if your mind did not have a mechanism for dulling every painful experience you have in life. Imagine the torture of waking up every morning recalling every humiliating or distressing event in your life!


We take this process for granted. Given, as we have seen, that the mind can recall experiences with agonising detail, we need an equally powerful way of repressing these memories so that we can function and get on with life.


There are four psychological defences that the unconscious employs to deal with painful memories. They sit in a hierarchy from least powerful (for dealing with less upsetting memories) to the most powerful (for the most threatening memories).


We start with Suppression – a psychological manoeuvre that we are all familiar with. We suppress a memory when we decide to not think about a problem until a later time. An example would be deciding to not think about how to pay a large bill that arrives on Friday until the following Monday so that we can relax and enjoy the weekend. It works for less troubling issues because we are planning to deal with it later, which helps our mind put it aside for a limited time.


Then we come to Repression, where we more completely move a memory into our unconscious such that it is not as readily accessible as a suppressed memory. Anyone who has done something that left them feeling humiliated will be familiar with this process. The next day you will awaken inwardly cringing with thoughts like, ‘I can’t believe I did that!’ But as your mind moves it slowly but surely into your unconscious, a month or so later you will awaken blissfully free of any awareness of your humiliation. Repressed memories typically only surface if a trigger comes along that springs them from their trap in our unconscious. Triggers take a number of forms and can range from smell, to music that might have been playing at the time, to someone simply raising the humiliating event e.g. ‘Hey weren’t you that person who …?’ When people reassure us with that old nugget, ‘Time heals’, what they are really describing is how time allows repression. Our painful memories reside in their vaults but they are not lost to us, they are just waiting to be reawakened.


Next, we have Denial. This is a refusal to accept external reality because it is just too threatening. It usually only works for a limited time, largely because external reality has an annoying habit of asserting itself eventually. I first witnessed this defence when I was working as an intern on a respiratory ward for war veterans who often continued their war-time habit of smoking. I had to give one patient the news that he had lung cancer, with the added sad caveat that his cancer was too advanced for treatment and there was nothing we could do. It was estimated that he had six to nine months to live. A few days later I was there as he was preparing for discharge. As he packed his things, we discussed his future plans. It became obvious that he was not operating on the basis that he had terminal cancer at all.


I discussed this case with the ward consultant, who was very familiar with this response amongst his cancer patients. He advised me to ensure the man’s immediate next-of-kin knew the full story. As he said, ‘There’s no need to take away his denial, reality will do that soon enough, it will allow him to enjoy some of the precious time he has left.’


Finally, we have Dissociation. This is the most powerful defence of all. This is what Jeni’s brain had to use. It involves a drastic modification of one’s personal identity or character to avoid emotional distress. As Jeni describes beautifully, her mind came up with the ultimate creative solution – to create other parts of herself that would experience the abuse and then these parts, to varying degrees were ‘split off’ from her consciousness to allow her to function day-by-day without the system becoming overwhelmed and imploding.


There is a very simple reason why our brain keeps traumatic memories hidden. Remember the first job of our unconscious is to keep us safe and the third is to develop automatic responses for future threats. It is for these reasons that we can’t afford to let these painful memories fade. It is also why locking them away in vaults is not a complete process. These vaults leak. They have to, because to avoid future threats we need to be able to learn from the old ones and this requires a degree of access to them. So, while they are relegated to their vaults, they remain connected to our unconscious. There is a conduit there that connects the memory to parts of our unconscious mind.


This conduit keeps open a channel of communication that tells the unconscious when they could be in a similarly dangerous situation and need to take evasive action.


What is particularly confusing for patients and doctors alike is that this conduit can feed information to our unconscious to take evasive action without us knowing consciously what is going on and why we are doing it. The source event remains hidden from awareness. For example, several of my patients who were orally raped as children find themselves avoiding going to the dentist, or really struggling with gag-inducing throat swabs, sometimes with no awareness of why. These avoidance behaviours are feeling-driven and often go unquestioned by the person. They often use simple ‘post-rationalisation cognitions’ to explain these behaviours, for example, ‘I can’t afford to see a dentist’, or, ‘My teeth are fine.’


Feeling-driven behaviours that are then dismissed by post-rationalisation cognitions is something all of us do, to one degree or another. Anybody who has decided to eat that ice cream when trying to lose weight and falling back on a post-rationalisation like, ‘I will get back on my diet on Monday,’ is a slave to a feeling-driven behaviour.


When psychotherapists talk about living a more conscious life, in simple terms they are talking about understanding more of these unconscious feeling-driven behaviours. These behaviours are learnt during our formative years, and they will continue to be applied unconsciously to similar-looking situations, which in reality are quite different. A child who was repeatedly dismissed by her parents for asking questions about what they were feeling will often, as an adult, not explore their partner’s emotions. We call this learnt pattern a ‘psychodynamic’ – ‘psycho’ as in a psychological learning, ‘dynamic’ as in being applied on an ongoing basis.


The splitting-off of dissociation sits on a spectrum. The younger the mind is, i.e. the more plastic it is, the more it can employ dissociation as a trauma defence. It is unusual to see DID develop in people who were traumatised later in their childhood. While somewhat arbitrary, as it is difficult to research, around the age of eight the mind seems to consolidate to a level that Jeni-like dissociation does not readily occur.


Fortunately, we can all dissociate from the fullness of what is happening if the trauma is extreme enough. This has been reported mostly on battlefields where soldiers can appear quite relaxed and peaceful as they die from horrific injuries, but it has also been seen in civilian settings, particularly serious car accidents.


At the less severe end of the clinical spectrum of dissociation, we have people who can talk about a horrible abuse experience without displaying any emotion at all. Somewhere in the middle, we have those who shift into sudden states of acute distress, or who behave surprisingly irrationally, when they are triggered by something that reminds them of their trauma experiences. The parts of them that are reacting, and their traumatic origins, may not be at all well-defined. This less differentiated form of dissociation, commonly seen in the borderline personality construct, is more difficult to treat than DID because of this lack of definition.


On the severe end we have the strategy that Jeni uses, where she actually splits off a part of her mind almost entirely. What Jeni’s mind does is create what are called ‘amnestic barriers’ between these parts of her mind. This is how she can have personalities that have no knowledge at all of her abuse.


Imagine a pizza where the cuts between the slices represent the amnestic barriers. We all have different parts to ourselves, e.g. an anxious child part, a playful child part, a part that goes to a job, a part that is a partner and so on. Our pizza parts make up our whole person. Unlike most of the population, Jeni’s parts, separated by amnestic barriers of varying opacity, evolve over time into personalities of varying depth and complexity.


This evolution occurs with a surprising degree of independence from each other, in a way that does not occur for the greater population. We call these ‘alters’ – some of whom develop full personalities while, at the other end of the spectrum you have ‘fragments’, who might have only existed for a short period of time to experience extreme abuse. Nevertheless, Jeni still has her complete pizza that makes up a whole, like the rest of us. It is the presence of protective amnestic barriers which form in response to the abuse, that make up the essence of DID. DID is a spectacularly clever mental manoeuvre for three reasons. First, it allows the person to function in the outside world without showing the normal human responses to their abuse (e.g. overt anxiety and depression) that would draw unwanted attention. In short it allows them to continue to fit in and be accepted by those around them, particularly their parents. Second, they develop a stable of alters, each bringing special interpersonal skills that will, hopefully, keep them safer in the future. Depending on who is in front of them, they can bring out the best personality to deal with the situation.


Finally, it gives the child a much-needed sense of mastery over their perpetrators. They have a place they go to in their mind when they know that they are being wronged and that they are worthy of better treatment. As Jeni illustrates, again and again, she retained this awareness, this faith, although at times it was harder to access. For all people with DID, this stronghold of self-respect is the source of their resilience and, ultimately, their salvation.


I’m often asked, ‘Why go into that Pandora’s Box of trauma, why not leave well enough alone?’ Typically, this question comes from family or a close friend. Patients, particularly those who have taken the leap to end up in my office, know why they are there; they want control of their life back. They have had enough of living increasingly narrow lives as dictated by their unconscious mind trying to keep them safe through avoidance of anything that their unconscious decides is ‘not for them’.


On top of this, they are never truly happy. This is because that necessary conduit that is open to the horrible trauma in the memory vault is leaking out very unpleasant feelings of guilt, shame and huge sadness.


In its simplest form the job of trauma therapy is to allow the patient to finally return to these memories and process them so they can let go of them once and for all. This dismantles the feeling-driven avoidance that is holding the person back. It is very difficult to author a good life when your unconscious mind is continually hijacking your actions in the service of keeping you safe.


Safe is the enemy of a great life.


What underpins this therapy is showing the patient that ‘the war is over’. Convincing them of this is not easy, as they have built the equivalent of a fortified castle in their head. Until the therapist can convince the trauma patient that the war is over, they remain understandably reluctant to start to dismantle this elaborately fortified castle. It took some years before I could convince Jeni that her war was over. There was a lot of work done to free Jeni from that trauma, but in telling her story she is showing that she did indeed win the war.









CHAPTER TWO


Give Me Time to Breathe


JENI


I didn’t know anything about Australia, but I knew I was excited to go there. In 1974, Mum decided Frank needed sunshine to help with his health problems, so we prepared to move to the other side of the world. I hoped that the sunshine would help Dad as well. Maybe in Australia things would be different. Maybe he would stop hurting me. Maybe.


In April, we headed to Southampton on England’s south coast and boarded the SS Australis. My mum bought me a new blue coat for the voyage. My grandmother wanted to buy me a new Sweep puppet because the replaced original was a little tattered. I refused; I loved my Sweep. He was the only thing I packed.


Mum held my hand as we walked on to the ship, but she didn’t realise she was also holding the hand of the hundreds of people inside my head. I wasn’t just Jeni. By the time I was four, Erik had built tunnels in my mind for my army to live in. Every time I needed help, Symphony created an alter to deal with the outside world.


Early on in the trip to Australia, my dad sat me on the ship railing and held me over the edge of the deck. My feet dangled beneath me. For a moment, I thought he was going to throw me over the side. I couldn’t swim. I cried and I wet my pants in fear. Dad proceeded to hit me for being a ‘disgusting little brat’. For the rest of the voyage, I avoided the edge of the boat at all costs, and I tried to avoid my dad as well.


We slept in a tiny cabin with bunk beds and a cot for Frank in the middle of the room. Living in such close confines, I thought I might be safe from my dad’s prying hands. His fingers seemed to be everywhere, touching me, rubbing me, poking me. All the time. Fat fingers. Everywhere.


At night, I cuddled Sweep tightly. I whispered my secrets to him. ‘Daddy hurts me,’ I said. ‘Maybe if I try harder or do it better, it won’t hurt so much.’ I hoped. Maybe.


On board, there was a safety briefing where the adults were given instructions on what to do if the boat went down. Afterwards, my father dismissed the advice and told my mother that if anything happened to the boat, she should abandon us kids. ‘You can always have more children,’ he reasoned. Mum spent the remainder of the journey planning escape routes and working out how she might grab enough lifejackets to save three kids on her own. She vomited often; I don’t know if it was from seasickness or worry. Mum lived in terror for the entire five weeks we were on the boat. I did too.


When we stopped in South Africa, I was fascinated by a small train that carried freight from one side of the docks to the other. I watched it going back and forth, and the alter who absorbs things took note. Because I liked the little train, the absorber created a small train system with tracks and carriages to transport people around the dungeons of our inner world. It was the kindest gesture anyone had made for me.


While in South Africa, we took a trip to the top of Table Mountain. On the way back down, the cableway was delayed. Mum panicked – convinced the boat would leave without us. She pushed Frank in a stroller and dragged me and Sheila along beside her. Dad walked casually behind us on his own. He didn’t make any effort to help. After all, you can always have more children.


* * *


Upon arrival in Sydney, the first thing my mum noticed was a flourish of trees shaped like pineapples. She’d never seen anything like them before. The first thing I noticed was the warmth. In England, I was always cold. Here, I revelled in the sunshine. I took off my blue coat. After five particularly unhappy weeks on the boat, it was lovely to be on solid land.


We stayed in a hostel in Sydney at first and then moved to a house in Dulwich Hill. Our furniture took eighteen months to arrive from England, so the house echoed with emptiness. The backyard was blindingly green. From the back steps, you could see over the fence into the next-door neighbour’s garden. The mum’s name was Carla, and her daughter was Debbie. There was no dad. I wondered what it would be like living in a house without a dad.


I shared a bedroom with my sister Sheila. She’d started school and there was an Italian boy in her class called Gianni Rometty. He had dark, curly hair and he came to my sister’s birthday party. His name felt funny in my mouth, and I said it over and over again. Gianni Rometty.


One day, I was sitting in the living room on the sofa playing with Sweep. The rest of the family was there too, my brother and sister were sitting next to each other on the floor and Mum was sewing something next to them. I was murmuring to Sweep and making him nod in agreement. When I first got Sweep, Dad had ripped the squeaker out of him, so he didn’t have a voice. Much like me.


My dad sat down next to me and asked for Sweep. He slipped the puppet onto his hand, but his fingers were too big and stuck out of Sweep’s paw. Fat Fingers. Everywhere. ‘You’re hurting Sweepie,’ I said.


‘Sweep knows I’m just playing. He wants to play. Do you want to play?’ Dad said. I nodded my head and he smiled at me.


My father began to put Sweep behind his back to play hide and seek with me. He sat very close to me and started to stroke my legs. My mother and sister and brother might have been in the same room, but it was as if we were in different worlds. The more he played with Sweep, the further up my legs he stroked until his fingers wriggled under my skirt. I was focused on following Sweep and ignored his touch for a long time. It was only when my father picked up my legs and slipped his body underneath my legs that I really paid attention. He kept stroking me and it was both soft and a little irritating. Like a bug walking over my skin; it tickled and made me want to brush it away.


Dad moved his hand from stroking my leg to my bottom. At first this touch was gentle and it even felt nice. I thought it was part of the game. However, after a little while Dad’s fingers stopped stroking me softly and began to probe and poke at my underpants.


Dad brought Sweep up to his ear like Sweep was talking to him and said, ‘Really?’ He then nodded Sweep’s head and took him back to his ear as if Sweep was whispering again. I wanted to know what Sweep was telling him, and I was a little frightened that Sweep might tell my father some of the things I had told him.


I had told Sweep everything my father had ever done to me and how much it hurt me. I did not know what my father was doing to me, but I did know how it felt and I had told Sweep all of that. I truly believed that Sweep could tell on me, and I began to get very scared. Dad continued to make Sweep talk, and tutted at me as if Sweep had told him that I had been naughty.


All the while my father was playing with Sweep, one of his fingers pressed against my bottom, trying to force its way into me. This hurt and I shifted position trying to get away from him. I felt a sharp pain in my lower abdomen every time my father thrust into me. It felt like Dad was stabbing into me and I opened my mouth to cry out. My father flung himself forwards and began to rub Sweep all over my face. He kept Sweep’s lower body over my mouth and pressed harder into me as he rubbed Sweep’s head over my cheeks, nose and eyes. He used Sweep’s head to wipe away my tears. It felt like he was ripping me apart.


Dad said, ‘Ohhhh, Sweepie’s told me some things about you! I know all your secrets now! Oooooo, you’re in trouble!’ His voice was quite jolly, but it just made me cry harder. I was sure Sweep had told on me and now Dad knew just how much he hurt me and scared me. Dad talked about how he now knew that I liked cats and dollies and the colour pink. All true.


Suddenly Dad pushed his finger deep inside me. I could smell his hot burning Bakelite scent. He pulled his finger out of my bottom sharply and my undies snapped back into place.


‘I want Sweepie,’ I cried, and put my hands out for him.


‘Oh, all right,’ Dad said in a fed-up tone as he ripped Sweep off his hand. Then he got up off the sofa and walked out of the room.


I held Sweep to my chest and stroked his head. ‘Sorry Daddy hurt you,’ I murmured and kissed him better like my mother had taught me.


My brother, sister and mother did not notice any of what had just happened. My dad was a monster who hid in plain sight.


I truly thought that Dad had made Sweep tell him my secrets and for a while afterwards I was frightened to confide in my puppet friend. Dad had taken away the one source of comfort I had. He’d deprived me of my only confidant. I was all alone.


A while later Dad hurt me so badly I bled.


‘If you tell your Mummy she will die, because she will find out what a dirty little girl you are,’ Dad said.


So, I started telling Sweep again instead.


SYMPHONY


The first time Dad comes into the Dulwich Hill bedroom I share with Sheila, I instinctively squeeze my bottom as tight as I can. Dad sits beside me on my bed, pulls the bedcovers off and lifts my nightdress. He opens my legs apart ever so slightly to fit his hand in between my thighs. Fat fingers. Everywhere. All the time.


* * *




✶ Dear Reader, the next section details high-level trauma and could cause significant distress for some readers. You can choose to skip ahead and rejoin the narrative at the star on page 45. Jeni





Dad calls me a ‘naughty, silly girl’. His face is red with anger. I’m stiff with fear. He storms out of the room with loud thumps. You can tell what mood Dad is in by the sound of his footsteps. The louder they are, the angrier he is. The softer they are, the happier he is. Loud steps meant imminent danger, soft steps meant hidden danger.


‘I didn’t mean to make him angry,’ I tell Sweep.


Dad has this weird thing he likes to do to me. It involves shoving things into my bottom. I don’t understand it at all. But it hurts, scares and disgusts me all at once. After all, it’s dirty!


Sticking things inside my bum became a ritual for him. This ritual develops over time getting more complex and violent. I didn’t know what he was using on me until four years later when he started making me clean up after him. The ritual starts with Dad using a silvery stick. The objects get progressively bigger; each one is thicker than the last. The first is a crochet hook, then knitting needles of various widths, the handle of a wooden spoon, both ends of a black and yellow screwdriver, the handle of a hammer, a chisel and a burning soldering iron.


If Dad gets the order of the ritual wrong, he starts again from the beginning. After stretching me, he then anally rapes me. Between 1973 and 1981, the ritual happens hundreds of times, too many to count, especially when you’re four and still use your fingers to get to the number ten.


We fight him at every opportunity. We squirm and resist and scream. We plead, ‘No, Daddy! Please stop. It hurts. It hurts. It hurrrrrts.’ We never lie back and think of England. We’re an army, after all.


Dad can read my mind. He tells me so, and I believe him. He tells me that if I ever think of trying to get help, he will hurt me very badly, and I believe him. He tells me if I share our secret, he will kill my mum, brother and sister, and I believe him. I can’t think my own thoughts safely, so I turn to my default. I sing. Song lyrics become my language. I sing to soothe Jeni and the alters, to communicate and to think. I try to reach out to Mum in song lyrics, but unfortunately there isn’t a power ballad that says, ‘My Daddy is raping me and it hurts, please help.’


JENI


In Australia, Mum became a valued member of the community. She took us kids to playgroups and met with other mums. She taught English to an Arabic woman, and we all cheered when the woman learnt to say, ‘Please shut the door.’ She also ran a family day-care group with Carla from next door. Between them they’d wrangle eight kids. They’d take us to the shops, to the playground, for train rides. Mum collected toys for us to play with. My favourite one was a ‘boy’s toy’. It was a little table with shapes cut out of it that you’d hammer through the holes. There was a star, a square and a round cylinder, which went missing one day. I believe my father saw the cylinder as an opportunity and pocketed it for a later purpose.


To the best of my knowledge, my dad never abused any of the family day-care children. He wasn’t an opportunist, he was calculating. He got off on wielding complete control over me. He suppressed his urges and reserved his violence for me. After all, he couldn’t risk having another child run home and tell their parents about the scary man at day care.


I couldn’t run home and tell anyone about the scary man because he lived there. We teach kids about stranger danger, but we don’t talk about the dangers that lurk at home.


* * *


The grass in Australia was drier than England. I was sitting in the garden one afternoon, playing with my doll and running my hands over the blades of grass, when Dad came and sat down beside me. Mum was inside lying down with a migraine, and I was worried about her.


‘Let’s play a game, that will cheer you up,’ said Dad, who started running his hands over the grass like me. I hoped we’d play with my doll together, but when Dad ran his hand from the grass to my leg, I knew it was a different kind of game.


‘No,’ I whispered.


‘Oh, you don’t love me?’ said Dad with disappointment. He started to cry. I crept closer to him and put my arms around him. ‘I do love you, Daddy, don’t cry,’ I assured him.


‘If you really loved me, you’d play with me.’ He pouted. I didn’t have the words to explain that I loved him, but I hated his games, so I agreed to play with him. Dad grinned and immediately forced his hand into my underpants. He picked me up and carried me to the back of the garden behind the thick bushes.


Dad pushed my hand on to his penis. ‘Go on, rub it. You want Daddy to feel good, don’t you?’ he said.


I felt sick and faint. My head nodded and sagged down towards my chest. Dad didn’t notice. ‘Keep going, oh yes. Nearly there. Harder, do it harder!’ he said. His breathing was choppy like it was being ripped out of him. I rubbed as hard as I could until there was thick liquid over my hand.


Everything went blurry. I was still conscious because I could see and hear, but it was as though everything was shrouded in a thick fog. ‘I guess I’d better check on your mother,’ he said.


I opened my mouth to ask for help, but nothing came out. My eyes caught sight of a white dandelion puff and I tried to focus on that. As I put my hand out to catch it, everything went black. I lost consciousness and when I woke up, my hand was covered in ants. Tiny, itchy, sticky ants. I flew to the bathroom and put my hand under the hot tap. I scrubbed. The water was so hot it burned me, but I kept scrubbing, until my mum came into the bathroom and pulled my hand out of the stream. ‘You’ll burn yourself,’ she said. ‘You need to be careful. Why didn’t you stop when it started to hurt?’


‘I got ants on it. I don’t like ants. They were all over my hands, Mummy, and, and …’ I couldn’t find the words to say Dad had ejaculated all over my hand and left me semi-conscious on the ground. But I had the word for ants.


In that moment, I thought back to the dandelion puff. I wondered what would have happened if I had caught it and made a wish before I passed out. I’d have wished to take my dad’s pain away.


Pain was something I understood. In early 1975, I remember a two-week period when Dad wouldn’t stop inserting objects into my bottom. He was as relentless as the agony I felt in my lower belly from constipation. During this period, I was desperate to poo, but was unable to. When Dad forced himself inside my bottom at the start of the fortnight, the pressure was insurmountable. It felt like all of my internal organs had been pushed upwards towards my head and squashed to the point of bursting. I passed out and woke up to Dad vigorously shaking me and slapping my face.


‘You’re such a dirty girl,’ he said. ‘You need me to take care of you. If you ever tell Mummy how I take care of you, she will die. You don’t want Mummy to know how dirty you are, do you? Do you?’


I felt too ill to respond.


‘What we do is privet and confidential. If you even think of telling anyone, I will know and I will hurt you so badly,’ Dad threatened. He repeated this mantra so often, I genuinely believed he could read my mind and that my mum was in mortal danger if I thought the wrong thing.


For the next ten days, Dad ‘took care of me’. Every day, I willed myself to defecate. I strained and pushed and cried, but the only thing that came out of my bottom was blood. At the same time, I wee’d almost constantly. It was like my bladder was a leaking tap I couldn’t turn off. My underpants were wet all the time and I kept finding a strange glue-like substance on the crotch. The discharge went from being a sticky mucus to a dry cracked glaze on my underpants. It was a yellowish colour and smelt horrid. After a few days, the yellow turned to a green tinge, and it truly smelt like something was rotting inside me.
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