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         We dedicate this book to every Phoenix; don’t
waste your life on hate and fear, the greatest
 revenge is to survive and survive

          well.
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      Foreword


      When Shy and I began work on this book, we swiftly worked out that of the two of us, she was better suited to actually sitting

         down and writing it, so it’s her voice you’ll hear from here on. It’s only right that she should be the main storyteller,

         because this book tells the story of our work helping the victims of paedophiles as a Phoenix – first as Phoenix Survivors,

         then as the Phoenix Chief Advocates. And Shy is Phoenix. She founded Phoenix. She started it from nothing, funded it and, for a while, ran it single-handedly – until I came

         on board and we formed a team based not only on a shared set of values and a common goal, but also on friendship.

      


      When I joined, I soon realised that Shy was the heart and soul of Phoenix. She was not just loved and relied upon, but she

         was also a trusted friend to many people. Ask anyone who has worked with her and they will tell you that she has touched their

         life, either privately or professionally. Some will tell you that she has saved their life, but all will say that she is what

         inspires them to survive, to fight back, to work harder, to do better.

      


      She’s had to make many sacrifices for it. To fund Phoenix and keep it going, she’s used her victim-compensation money, the

         proceeds from her first book, Broken, and she’s even sold valuable possessions. She’s never minded doing it; she’d tell you herself that she chooses to do what

         she does.

      


      As you’re about to discover, however, the fight to keep Phoenix going has not been without its casualties. Because as much

         as this is the story of our work with the victims of child sex abuse and our fight against the abusers, it’s also the story

         of our fight to give victims a fairer deal and a louder voice.

      


      Separately, we both bring skills to the table in our work, but when we work together, something unique happens. We have had

         so many incredible ups and downs, and so much has happened since we came to work together. The stories we cover in the book

         are really just the tip of the iceberg.

      


      There are some very dark, sad things about our work, but we have each other and our friendship, which helps us deal with whatever

         comes our way, good or bad. Yes, our work is hard and often horrible, but we do get to do something about it: we get a chance

         to change some of those horrible things for the better, and these days we succeed more than we fail.

      


      Shy and I are not just colleagues; she is one of my dearest friends. I’ve seen Shy pick up a victim from the depths of absolute

         darkness and show them how to reach the light; it is quite something to witness. She has the biggest heart of anyone I know

         and one of the kindest of natures. She is massively protective of those she loves and cares for, and when she loves and cares

         about you, you know it. Shy is loyal, dependable and as fiercely stubborn as I am, and when she fights for others, she’s fearless.

         I have learned so much from her. She has taught me to be proud of my strengths and to respect my weaknesses.

      


      Shy has a very serious side, especially when it comes to work, but she can also have me in absolute fits, tears of laughter,

         flat on the floor. She is truly one in a million. You can fall into her friendship and know that no matter what she will catch

         you. I would trust her with my life. She showed me how to trust again and I will always love her for that.

      


      This is her story, but it’s also our story. We do our work as Phoenix with hope, humour and heart, and we’ve written the book

         with the same guiding principles. Thank you for reading and for giving us your time. In return I can only promise that together

         we’ll continue to go where most angels fear to tread.

      


      Sara Payne, MBE, 2009


   

      Introduction


      It took all kinds of horror to bring Sara and me together; ours is a friendship forged from the loss of innocence. In my case,

         my own: first I was emotionally and physically abused by my mother, then emotionally, physically and sexually abused by my

         stepfather, Stanley Claridge, and others. In Sara’s case it was the innocence of a nation, when her daughter Sarah was kidnapped

         and killed by a paedophile, Roy Whiting, in 2000.

      


      You no doubt remember. Sarah was a sweet, happy eight-year-old who had been playing with her older brothers and younger sister

         on a beach at Kingston Gorse, near Littlehampton. Lee, Luke and their sister, Charlotte, had insisted they were fine to play

         without adult supervision, and the two lads were very responsible, so after much soul-searching, Sara, her husband Mike, and

         Mike’s dad had agreed and the adults had continued their late-afternoon walk.

      


      The kids had played in rock pools for a while but got bored and decided to run around in a nearby field instead. While there,

         Sarah had fallen over and, because she was hurt, decided to go back to her nanny’s house (just a couple of hundred yards away).

         She darted off, her speed catching her brothers by surprise. At the same time, Charlotte was stung by nettles, arresting one

         of the boy’s attention for a moment while the other ran after Sarah. When her brother next looked towards where Sarah had

         been running, she was gone.

      


      The search began and it made the news. Next, Sara appeared on a TV press conference that was broadcast nationwide.


      That’s when I first saw her. At the time, I was staying in a hotel filming a Newsnight documentary called ‘A Family Affair’. Imagine you’re helping to make a documentary that will reveal your stepfather to be

         the head of a paedophile ring; it’s going to blow your birth family apart. Imagine you’re about to tell the world about things

         done to you from the age of three, that you were used as an orifice by paedophiles for a massive portion of your childhood.

         The process was taking a lot out of me. I was exhausted, nervous, worried for the future – the whole works. I was so nervous

         and frightened I was pacing the room and so flicked on the TV to keep me company and distract me.

      


      It was then I saw Sara. The same Sara you saw: long, dark, unkempt hair, worry and fatigue sculpted into her face, eyes wide

         and beseeching. The sight of her brought my heart into my mouth and tears to my eyes. Whatever I was feeling, it paled in

         comparison to what she was going through, and this, remember, was before we knew the worst.

      


      There was something else I felt too. Describing it is difficult, but it was as though there was some kind of emotional connection

         between us. I felt close to her, like we had a painful knowledge in common. Sara and her family were clearly in agony, but

         despite all that was happening to them, you could practically feel the strength emanating from her as she pleaded to the world

         to help her find her baby.

      


      And guess what? Sometime later Sara would see me on telly too, and she’d have exactly the same feelings. Sitting in front

         of our respective TV screens, we both sort of said, ‘All right, sweetheart, how are you doing?’ We were each transmitting

         silent messages of support to each other as if to say, ‘I’m here for you, girl.’ You could say we met across a crowded television

         screen.

      


      That was it for a while. In the meantime, some terrible things went down: Sarah’s body was discovered, Roy Whiting was arrested,

         then came the trial. In my world, the police swooped on Claridge and friends, there were trials and convictions, and eventually

         I would start Phoenix Survivors, more of which later.

      


      It was in 2003 that a friend at the News of the World put us in touch with each other. The paper had just awarded me the first ever Britain’s Children’s Champion Award and was

         also helping to promote the Sarah’s Law campaign, headed up by Sara. Through that contact, we got in touch with each other

         and our friendship began.

      


      We spoke on the phone, not much at first, once a month perhaps. We didn’t see each other at all. I rarely go out anyway, thanks

         to my agrosociophobia, a legacy of the abuse. It means if I go outside, or try to do something outside my comfort zone, hyperhidrosis

         kicks in, which in my case is sweating from the back of my head. As a result, I tend to remain in environments in which I’m

         comfortable. If I go out, it’s always a major event.

      


      Gradually, we began gravitating towards each other more and more. Monthly calls became fortnightly, then weekly. We spoke

         about how we were doing that day: like today’s a good day; yesterday was a bad day; the day before that was a bad, black day.

         We talked about the news, current events, our day-to-day lives. Soon we were talking on an almost daily basis, sometimes for

         hours at a time. Slowly, almost without noticing, we became the best of friends.

      


      Ours is a very modern friendship. We use phone, email and instant messaging. We both have webcams we use with a piece of software

         called Skype, so even though we rarely get together, we meet up over Skype, sometimes several times a day. That way, we can

         see and hear each other. It’s almost always on, so we’re in near-constant contact. In fact, we call it our ‘virtual office’

         because even though we’re not physically in the same room, we are face to face and we share all of the same facilities and

         resources. It enables us to work very closely together on everything we do.

      


      And the work? Well, Sara and I have taken our friendship and built something with it. We are the Phoenix Chief Advocates.

         We advocate for the victims of paedophiles and for the families of children abducted and/or murdered by child molesters. We

         do it voluntarily. We do it because we have to.

      


      As much as we may hate it, Claridge and Whiting were in some way responsible for bringing us together. We’re not going to

         waste time mourning the fact that we couldn’t have met under happier circumstances, though. Instead, we’ve got on with taking

         care of business – ensuring that Claridge and Whiting and others like them never go unchallenged. Never.

      


      This book is the story of our work as Phoenixes. We will reveal what is happening in our country at this very moment, the

         terrible acts that human beings living in our community are committing right now. We’ll also reveal the many injustices that

         allow them to continue. But it is far more than a catalogue of crime; it is the story of the extraordinary things that two

         ordinary women can achieve. Some of what we have to say is disturbing and shocking. Please read on, for while this is a story

         of cruelty and despair, it is also, ultimately, a story of hope.

      


   

      Part One


      Rising from the Ashes


   

      1


      The first seed of an idea for Phoenix Survivors began on a flight of steps in Liverpool. It began with my mascara streaked

         by tears, and a profound sense that, though some justice had at last been done, the world had turned its back on us. It began

         with reporters shouting, ‘Shy!’ and, ‘How do you feel, Shy?’

      


      A sharp, bright March evening in 2002 and I was stood outside Liverpool Crown Court, having come from the gallery and on to

         the steps of the courthouse. The Newsnight documentary I’d made had sparked Operation Phoenix, which in turn had led to the court case. Stanley, my stepfather, and

         two others had been jailed for their crimes. At last, after years of anguish, of abuse, of screaming for justice and my cries

         going ignored, I’d had my day in court.

      


      After all those years of abuse, finally someone had listened to me. It had been a long wait. The abuse had begun when I was

         a baby. It had started with my mother, Jennifer, a bingo addict who neglected me by leaving me half-naked in my urine-soaked

         cot twenty-four hours a day. That was when she was with Fred, my real father. Compared to what was to come, however, those

         were the good times. After my mother split up with Fred, she married Stanley Claridge, who became my stepfather. He was a

         liar and a violent former alcoholic. He was also a paedophile. I first met him when I was aged about three or four, when we

         went to visit him just prior to moving into his house in Birkenhead. That was the first time he abused me – he pulled me on

         to his lap and I felt a sharp pain in my bottom; when I tried to wriggle free, my mother told me I had to be nice to my new

         daddy and sit still. So I did.

      


      After we’d moved in, the abuse began in earnest. My mother was happy to let Stanley take care of me and my sisters while she

         was out – and she was out a lot – so Stanley had free rein. One of my earliest memories involves being naked in a darkened

         room, a flash going off and the sound of clicking. I know it now to be a camera, of course, but then all I knew was that the

         flashing lights and clicking sound meant that the pain down below would shortly begin – that soon Stanley would be moving

         up and down on top of me.

      


      This went on for years. Stanley passed me around his friends, who abused me, photographed me, filmed me, beat me badly and

         even, on one particularly horrific occasion, left me for dead. They were, I would later discover, a network of paedophiles.

         Every time I tried to speak out about it, I was either branded a liar or accused of leading the men on. I was taken away from

         Stanley’s home and placed into care on and off throughout my childhood, but the abuse continued – this time by those employed

         to care for me. So many times I tried to tell and was ignored, or I told and was ignored. I became an adult and my voice continued

         to be ignored. I sent the police a tape of Stanley admitting what he’d done and still no action was taken. Then it became clear that a new generation of victims was now at risk from Stanley and his friends.

         I knew I had to do something more extreme.

      


      It was a last throw of the dice. I went to the media. With the help of Colm O’Gorman from the victim-support charity One in

         Four, I contacted Newsnight, who made a sixty-minute special called ‘A Family Affair’. At last the authorities took action. Finally, I was believed.

         Arrests were made and I had my day in court.

      


      And now, standing outside the court, I blinked away tears that refracted the world as if seen through diamonds. I tried to

         focus on the reporters, their faces splitting and distorting through my tears. Microphones were thrust towards my face, and

         questions were fired at me.

      


      ‘Shy!’


      ‘How do you feel, Shy?’


      I was getting flashbacks, triggered by the blasts of camera flash. The flashing lights. The pain. Imagine a photograph that changes its image every second, playing out a sequence of horrifying childhood memories: you being raped, your mother beating you, a kettle of hot water scalding you, your baby sister crying out in pain, a sparse jail cell. Feelings of horror, revulsion, shame, fear and loneliness. Now imagine you are forced to look at those photographs several times a day, when you’re chatting with friends, having a meal or watching telly. You try to look through those pictures, under them, around them, over them, anywhere except at them, but you can’t. Then an evil projectionist in your head awakes and starts rolling the mini films that play in your mind. Actually right in front of your eyes. Complete with smells, sounds and feelings. You flick your head from side to side, trying to blink the images away.


      This is how it is for me. Most of the time I manage to carry on as if the images aren’t really there, but sometimes their intensity catches me by surprise, stops me dead in my tracks. I can be talking at a zillion words a second, which is about my normal rate, then suddenly… stop. The blinking starts, then the stammering, followed closely by the sweating. And I’ll be taken back to a room in Birkenhead…


      That day, though, I was determined to blank out the images. I wasn’t going to let any of that get in my way, not right there, on the steps outside Liverpool Crown Court. I’d come too far.


      I had prepared a statement for this very moment. As the light faded, as microphones were wielded and cameras flashed, catching me in pictures you can still see online today, I began to speak.

      


      ‘This nightmare has lasted for over thirty years. It should never have been so difficult to bring the truth out. I am so relieved that justice has at last been done. The judge in this case has told me that today is the first day of the rest of my life, and although I don’t know how to live my life without the seemingly endless fight against my childhood abusers, I am most certainly looking forward to a future without it… and them.’


      And that was it. The press packed away their cameras, flipped closed their notebooks, turned and walked away, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I remember thinking, Memo to self: next time you do a Newsnight documentary secretly filming and exposing your paedophile stepfather and his friends, try to make it so that the resulting court-case verdict takes place in the middle of the day, because it ain’t half lonely out here on these cold concrete steps.


      We call it ‘disclosing’. It’s what you do when you tell. When you go to someone official – a policeman, a teacher, a child-protection professional – and find the strength to tell them what has happened to you.


      For most victims of child sexual abuse, especially those abused by a family member or a family friend, finally breaking that wall of secrecy is the most difficult thing they will ever do. For me, at certain times during my childhood, enduring the abuse seemed easier than telling.


      Given how hard it is to tell, you’d think that there would be services in place to help care for those that do it, wouldn’t

         you?

      


      You’d be wrong. For a start, if you disclose to the police, you limit your opportunities for counselling, because what you’ve

         said to them becomes police evidence. So if and when your case comes to court, everything you say to a counsellor is available

         to the defence and they’ll tear it apart (sorry – ‘carefully analyse it’) in order to destroy your credibility as a witness

         (apologies – ‘see that justice is done’). For example, let’s say you tell the police in your statement, ‘I was in a blue room

         and the offender tore off my skirt’, but then don’t mention the blue room to your counsellor, the next thing you know you’re

         being accused of giving different versions of the same story.

      


      Rather than see the case fall apart under these circumstances, the CPS advise against victim counselling. So by disclosing,

         you’re actually cutting off your access to help. Think about it. After all those years of having to hide what’s happened to

         you – the threats, the pressure, the guilt – you finally squeeze that poison out of you… and discover you can’t tell another

         living soul.

      


      It was in the wake of the Newsnight documentary, when the police finally began taking my allegations seriously, that I realised there is no aftercare for those

         who find the strength to tell. If you buy a computer, you get some kind of deal to ring the helpline free for six months,

         just to help you get started. If you disclose details of serious sexual abuse, however, there’s no helpline. It’s just, ‘Thanks

         for telling us. Now could you keep quiet about it while we put on wigs and argue in court?’

      


      And Victim Support? Don’t get me started. OK, too late, I’m started. The thing about Victim Support is that they’re fine –

         great, even – if you’ve just had your car nicked or your house burgled and you feel fearful or displaced, but they’re just

         not geared up for the kind of crimes we’re talking about here. Take my own experience. Victim Support didn’t even advise me

         I could make a financial claim to the CICA (the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority); instead, an ex-copper sat opposite

         me for an hour telling me how in tune he was with victims because he used to be a policeman. That was it, end of support.

         True, my experience was a bad one, and at the very least Victim Support will show victims how to fill in the CICA form, but

         even that process can’t usually begin until after the investigation is concluded or a trial reaches a verdict. There’s precious

         little in the aftercare department. Not a lot to look forward to for those disclosing details of sexual abuse.

      


      It gets worse. In order for the police to make their case as watertight as possible, they form two teams: one whose job it

         is to prove your case and one whose job it is to disprove your case. If you were to speak to a policeman, I guess they wouldn’t

         describe it in that way, but that’s how it feels to a victim. What they do is try the case from the defence’s point of view

         in order to identify any holes.

      


      Think about it objectively and it makes sound legal practice, but from the perspective of the victim, it’s devastating to

         get a call from a policeman who behaves like he doesn’t believe you. He’s trying to prove the case against you, and he’s doing

         it by cross-examining you, forcing you to question the truth, trying to catch you out, making you feel like a liar. The police

         check your family, friends, neighbours, old workplaces and addresses, to see if there is anything that can be held against

         you in a court of law. When it happened to me, I felt so invaded – what in God’s name did things I’d done as an adult have

         to do with being abused as a child?

      


      Apart from the fact that all this stuff is available to the defence – which is a bit like handing bullets to enemy soldiers

         if you ask me – it makes you, the victim, feel like crap. It happened to me, and though I knew it was necessary and vital

         and even good practice to build a solid legal case, I still felt attacked and disbelieved. The experience made me distraught,

         yet I wasn’t really able to seek help.

      


      The whole process left me in bits. The judicial system had dragged vile, fossilised memories from me, forced me to confront

         events locked away deep in my psyche, and afterwards the authorities simply said goodbye and left me to get on with it.

      


      I truly do understand why it has to work like that. It’s not the police’s fault or even the fault of the Crown Prosecution

         Service; it’s just the way the system works. The trouble is, by the time you are allowed to talk to someone, it’s often too

         late and there are new problems, like self-medication, self-harm and battered self-esteem.

      


      In my case, the self-harm was comfort eating. I almost remember deciding to eat myself ugly, so that I wouldn’t attract unwelcome

         attention. It’s one of the stupidest things I have ever done to myself, something that was so easy to do, but now feels almost

         impossible to undo. I’ve put my life at risk. Then there’s my crushed hip, spastic uterus, flashbacks, obsessive-compulsive

         disorder, hyper-vigilance/smell/audio and taste, the hyperhidrosis and the agrosociophobia, so you can imagine life can be

         a little tricky at times. So please don’t think that I walked away from everything unscathed. I didn’t and I would now love

         to find a way to undo the harm I have done to myself because of them.

      


      This brings me back to the steps of Liverpool Crown Court, because nowhere were the frailties of the system more apparent

         than in the case of my stepfather and his associates. Standing there that night, I was painfully aware of the shortcomings

         of our justice system. I didn’t realise it then, but standing alone there, once the journalists had left, the kernel of an

         idea for Phoenix was already beginning to form in my mind. I was thinking, there ought to be more help for us, for people

         like me, people who manage to tell. Surely this can’t be it?

      


      When I’d embarked on this mission, it was to stop Claridge and the others from abusing even more children, once and for all.

         Me, I’d been abused. I was already broken. But there were other children, a new generation in need of rescue. That’s the thing

         about paedophiles – they don’t stop with you. When you’re too old for them, they move on to somebody younger. Sometimes they

         even wait for you to breed them a younger victim; if not stopped, the abuse can carry on down the generations like this.

      


      For that reason, I had known that doing the Newsnight documentary would create enormous seismic aftershocks. For example, anybody whose child had ever had contact with Claridge

         or the others would now be asking themselves, did they do it to my child? They would see him on the telly or gazing out at

         them from a newspaper, like some kind of Jabba the Hutt in a cable-knit sweater, and wonder, oh my God, did that monster hurt

         my child? Consequently, when the programme was aired, the BBC set up helplines. What happened? Meltdown. The system crashed

         due to the volume of calls.

      


      The ramifications, I realised, were going to be enormous. The saddest thing of all, though, was that any help for Stanley’s

         victims had to stop the moment the documentary was broadcast and the police stepped in. So at the very point when victims

         found the courage to disclose, all possibility of help disappeared. Their real problems were just beginning, and it wasn’t

         one victim – lots and lots of victims were coming forward and disclosing, and there was nothing and nobody out there to help

         them. I was sad for them, but there seemed no other option.

      


      I had, in my own way, been doing this kind of work for years and I knew what happened when you told. Before the trial, I’d

         done what you might describe as secret advocacy – what Sara and I do now, only without the website. I wasn’t in the Yellow

         Pages or anything, but I did it. I’ll give you an example: a friend told me about another friend who knew this family. In

         this family was a twelve-year-old girl – let’s call her Jessica. After her cousin had a miscarriage, Jessica wouldn’t stop

         crying, sobbing and beating her chest. Naturally, the family became concerned about the severity of her reaction, and there

         must have been other concerns, too – the kind of concerns that make you think of someone like me, because I was asked to meet

         and talk to this girl. From the moment we met, I knew that something major was wrong.

      


      ‘Look,’ I said to her, ‘you can go through some really bad things in life. Adults can be really confusing, but I found that

         when I felt confused by the grown-ups, the best thing to do was to talk about it with someone I trusted.’

      


      It’s our mantra. You’ll see it on our website. If you close this book knowing just one thing, please let it be this: the only

         way to stop it is to find a way to tell.

      


      Within an hour of speaking to Jessica, she’d disclosed that her father, her grandfather and all three of her brothers were

         sexually abusing her and had been for years. She looked forlorn, truly lost. She loved them. That was why she didn’t want

         to tell on them. She didn’t want to get them into trouble.

      


      You want to reach out at a time like that, to take that little girl into your arms. You want to protect her, show her what

         love really is – tell her that it’s not this horrible corruption of the word forced on her by men whose job it was to protect her but

         who had abused their power, abused the unconditional love she gave them, taken all that was precious in her life and destroyed

         it.

      


      ‘Listen,’ I said to her, ‘if you love your father, your brothers and your granddad the way you say you do, you need to help

         them. They can’t stop on their own; they need your help to stop, which takes a lot of love. The question is, do you love them

         enough to do that? Because the only way to do it is to tell the police what you’ve told me. The police will help you stop

         them from doing that to you anymore, and there are people out there who will help them learn how to love you properly.’

      


      I reached her. That night, she and her mother went to the police, and that night, the abuse stopped. I stayed in contact with

         the mother through it all, knowing that the only help I could give was to get the daughter away from her abusers. Back then,

         though, it was just me, operating via word of mouth and through friends of friends. There was nothing set up, no official

         service.

      


      Coming back to Stanley, in many ways the court case gave me some closure. Getting the truth out was a big deal for me. With

         the guilty verdict went the sheer outrage I had felt that the authorities, that society had found it easier to believe the

         abusers’ lies about me than recognise their crimes against me. After everything that had happened, I should have been feeling

         like it was all over, done and dusted. So how come I didn’t? Why did it feel as though justice wasn’t enough?

      


      Because it just wasn’t enough. There were so many victims who never got justice, never got the help or the support they needed.

         I felt partly responsible for bringing the media and the police to their door. Afterwards, they couldn’t get the help needed,

         and I promise you all it was not for the want of trying – it simply wasn’t available.

      


      Deep down, I think I knew back then that the court case wasn’t the end of this fight – it was the beginning of a different

         fight, a fight for the right to survive and thrive past the abusers, past the justice system and past the lack of help.

      


      These were just some of the thoughts running through my mind as I stood on the steps of Liverpool Crown Court that night.

         There were so many things I wanted to change, but I had no idea how. So I made my way home to take refuge in the love and

         care of my own family.

      


   

      2


      After the court case, it took me forty-eight hours to recover enough to face all the correspondence I had received. I’d let

         it pile up while I’d collected myself, and in my office were postbags full of letters. When I opened my email box, it was

         full. My answering machine was in meltdown. I had literally thousands of messages, many passed to me by the BBC and the One

         in Four team.

      


      I started working my way through them. Not that I knew it then, but I was doing my first day of work as a Phoenix advocate.

         I was receiving questions about the trial and about Stanley. What’s happened to him? When’s he being sentenced? What about

         the others? What will they get? They did this to me – what do I do? Who do I tell?

      


      At first I thought, how come the authorities aren’t telling them all of this? I realised that they were only telling me because

         I came to the table with the Newsnight team behind me. Plus, I had changed: I wasn’t letting the authorities palm me off any longer.

      


      Just looking at the sheer volume of correspondence, I gulped. I felt lost. I couldn’t answer every letter or every email.

         I couldn’t phone everybody up – I couldn’t afford to. I wasn’t an authority on this: all I did was help make the BBC documentary

         happen to stop Stanley and the others. I wasn’t a policeman, a crown prosecutor, a solicitor, a social worker, a housing or

         benefits officer, nor was I a doctor or a counsellor. Some people were asking questions about things I had no answers to;

         even those I thought I could answer were mainly based on my own personal experiences. These were such important issues – what

         if I told someone the wrong thing? What if my advice just made things worse? I was so afraid of getting it wrong.

      


      I didn’t have the time, the money or the knowledge to deal with all this stuff one-on-one or face-to-face. It was then that

         the idea came to me. Put it this way, if I was a cartoon Shy, a light bulb would have just gone on over my head. Despite not

         knowing how, I decided to set up a website. I would find the answers to as many of the questions as I could and publish them

         online for all to see, and that’s what I did. I got my head round buying a domain and building a two-page website, and I set

         it up.

      


      At first, it mainly involved helping those from Operation Phoenix, so I called it 

         PhoenixSurvivors.com – it was all about sharing information after the case: the sentencing, what victims could do next and so on. The next step

         was learning to help the victims in other areas of their lives. Trouble paying bills? I’d be on the phone to the electricity

         company: ‘With the victim’s consent, let me give you some background to the problems this person is having, to see if you

         can help them.’ Housing issues? I’d be on the case: ‘This particular family were witnesses in a large court case. As a result

         of that, they’ve become isolated from their neighbours. Despite the fact that they’re the victims, not the offenders, there’s

         been some bad feeling. I think it’s important that you move them because we’re in the middle of a follow-up to the BBC’s groundbreaking

         Newsnight documentary and obviously we want to say that you did absolutely everything you could to help them.’

      


      Whereas before I’d been advocating secretly, now I’d introduce myself as the Phoenix Chief Advocate Shy Keenan. Before long

         other people started coming on board to assist me and I had volunteers helping me turn the website into something more user-friendly.

         Now my two-page website became a ten-page website. It was starting to look dead professional, and all the time I was receiving

         more and more emails asking for help. Now, though, I knew a little about how to help them, because I was learning as I went

         along. I’d receive emails like ‘My foster parents sexually abused me when I was ten. I ran away and never went back, and I’ve

         never lived anywhere near them since. They lived in Scotland. Is it still possible to tell the police what happened?’

      


      ‘Yes, it is,’ I could tell them. ‘All you need to do is put together as much information as you can remember, including any

         names and addresses. Then you need to go and speak to the police in the area where it happened.’

      


      Another email would ask, ‘Is it illegal to have sex with my brother if we are both consenting adults?’


      ‘Yes, it bloody well is.’


      Or, ‘I was abused by our old neighbour. We’ve moved twice since, and they’ve moved as well. If I don’t know where they are

         now, can I still tell the police?’

      


      ‘Yes, you can still tell the police. Don’t worry – they will trace them.’


      Or, ‘I was sexually abused when I was abroad living with an adopted family. I recently told the police, but they don’t believe

         me and won’t listen. What do I do?’

      


      ‘Leave it with me.’


      I would make calls and talk to the police. Through that I gained contacts in the force. As a result, I started receiving calls

         from them. ‘We’ve got an eleven-year-old victim here. We’ve asked her about sex with her stepfather and she’s just clammed

         up – won’t talk to us. Have you got any guidance for us?’

      


      I told them the problem was the way the question was being asked: ‘Have you been having sex with your stepfather?’ The question should be ‘Has your stepfather been having any kind of sexual relations

         with you?’ It’s all about a change of emphasis, so the victim doesn’t immediately feel that he or she might be to blame in

         some way. They took it on board, the child opened up, the police came back, said thank you and all of a sudden my contacts

         in the police had become friends in the police, and they had someone they could turn to when they needed help.

      


      Tracing people from the past was a theme of many of the emails I received, so I decided to take a course as a private investigator

         to enable me to do it better. The tutors were just brilliant. They helped me every step of the way and I felt so proud when

         I passed – my first academic achievement.

      


      Another time, someone from the Home Office called me. ‘We have a problem with the media’s perception of such-and-such. Is

         there any advice you can give us?’ Then they asked, ‘Can you come in and give a talk to offer our people some insight on how

         we need to work with victims?’

      


      Gradually, my profile was growing, but it was to be a lonely time – one of the loneliest of my life. It’s not work anyone

         should do alone – unsupported, it can literally smash your soul to pieces – but there was nobody else for these people to

         turn to. What’s more, it cost money. My phone bills were huge. Plus, I had to pay for equipment, the Internet, the domain

         name. And of course, when you’re a victim of child sex abuse, you tend to have a strange relationship with money – certainly

         if, like me, you’d been pimped out by your abusers. Asking for money feels wrong, so I didn’t seek funding. Besides, society

         doesn’t really like it when the words ‘victim’ and ‘money’ feature in the same sentence. There’s an element of shame. I didn’t

         know it at the time, but finding the funds to carry on the work would be an ongoing daily struggle.

      


      All the time, I was learning my craft with Phoenix. I was learning about the system, its weaknesses and strengths. I was learning

         about bureaucracy and law. Little did I know it then, but at the same time – and not too far away as the crow flies – Sara

         was learning hers.
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      One day, Sara was in the supermarket with her little girl, Ellie, who was born after Sarah died. They were wandering along

         the fruit and veg aisle, Sara pushing the trolley, Ellie trotting beside her, burbling, muttering about nothing in particular

         and doing it the way kids do that makes you wish you could record it to listen to for all time.

      


      For such a tiny one – she’s four – Ellie’s as sharp as a tack, full of questions. It wasn’t long before she started to recognise

         the little girl she saw in newspapers or flash up on TV as being Sarah, the same little girl she saw in photographs at home.

      


      She began asking her mum questions about Sarah. Because of the public profile of the case, Sara never had to make a choice

         about whether or not to shield the children from the truth. Sara promised them that if they asked a question, she would answer

         truthfully and Ellie was no exception. She already knew that she had two big sisters, one who was alive and one who was in

         Heaven. She knew that a bad man had taken Sarah away. What she didn’t understand was why.

      


      ‘Mummy,’ she asked in the supermarket that day, ‘why did the bad man take Sarah away?’


      It came out of the blue and it took Sara’s breath away. She didn’t have an answer at first, other than to give her little

         girl a hug. Then, after a few moments, she mustered a reassuring face and told Ellie that there were some bad people in this

         world who did bad things. She told her that this particular bad person was now in jail for ever and couldn’t hurt anyone anymore

         and that Ellie was safe.

      


      Inside, Sara was sobbing. It’s the question that beats her up: why? Why did Whiting drive down that road, at that time, on that day? Why didn’t she do this, rather than that? Why did their

         paths have to cross? Why?

      


      Across the country on that very day, there were a million parents who had said yes to their children. Yes, you can pop down

         the road to the shop to buy some sweets. Yes, you can go play with your friends in the park across the way. Yes, you can walk

         to Nanny’s with your sister or brother. And everything was as it should have been. Everything was fine.

      


      But not for Sara and her family. Not at that moment, in that place, at that time. Whiting had turned this normal, everyday

         decision into every parent’s nightmare come horrifyingly true.

      


      It took the help and support of an outstanding team of trauma counsellors and support workers to help the family cope with

         what Whiting had done to them. That team were with the Paynes all the way from when Sarah went missing until after her heartbreaking

         funeral.

      


      And yet here’s the strange, amazing thing about Sara. Sarah was kidnapped and killed by a paedophile. Next, Sara lost her

         brother to lung cancer and then her mother (Sara believes that the shock of what happened to Sarah literally killed her mother).

         Then Sara lost her father to a genetic aneurysm. It has been a terrible decade for Sara, yet when asked about what happened

         after Sarah died, do you know what she says?
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