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Praise for Marie Yates


Marie Yates is an author and coach who works with survivors of rape and sexual abuse. She brings a very special expertise in writing Reggie & Me. A thoughtful and thought-provoking work of fiction, Reggie and Me is one of those deftly written novels that lingers in the mind and memory long after it is finished and set back upon the shelf. Very highly recommended for both community and academic library collections.


Julie Summers, Midwest Book Review


Reggie & Me is a heart-warming tale of survival after the most difficult of circumstances. Marie Yates has written a totally realistic and heart-rending story about the power of healing assisted by the love of a four-legged friend, filled with identifiable and inspirational characters that practically leap off the page. Thomas E. Sniegoski, New York Times Bestselling author of THE FALLEN series, and the BONE: QUEST FOR THE SPARK trilogy.


Reggie & Me is an extremely inspiring ‘must read’ for any young person. The book offers a contemplation of the trials of teenage life, as the positive story carries its reader through the struggle of mastering them. We hope that Dani will inspire many other young people to take up our sport and improve their mental and physical wellbeing.’


British Taekwondo


Reggie & Me is a strong and courageous portrayal of a young girl’s survival of rape. It is written from an autobiographical stance and it makes the book very real as a testimony of her survival, the style of language and expression is one representation of the parlance of young people themselves and I think this will make the book more ‘appealing’ and readable to this audience too. The strong feature of the book, which is particularly powerful, is that Marie writes from the heart and with a young person’s voice and her remarkable strength in her recovery may well be an inspiration to others as victims and those who can support a young person in this recovery.


Ruth Jones OBE, Director of the National Centre for the Study and Prevention of Violence and Abuse at the University of Worcester


I have already recommended Reggie & Me to a brave young woman and her mother who were both in need of support and understanding. I can imagine recommending it many more times. The book is written in an engaging style for young readers who need to know that they’re not weird and they’re not alone. I look forward to reading more about Dani and Reggie in the remaining books. I would encourage both professionals and parents who are supporting young people living with the impact of sexual abuse to introduce them to the Dani Moore Trilogy. Dr Nina Burrowes, Psychologist, Speaker, Author
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One


I raced out of that cinema and didn’t look back. It was halfway through the film, after a most incredible moment with Frankie, and I just ran. I haven’t told her yet or replied to her message of ‘WTF just happened? x.’


WTF did just happen? My grandma died. That’s what happened.


In the cinema, I could feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. It wouldn’t stop, which was weird because Mum never called when I was out, and I was with everyone else who might have been calling me.


I thought it was one of the girls having a joke, so reached for my phone and saw twenty-four missed calls from Mother Dearest. There was a text, which said, ‘Please Come Home.’


My first thought was ‘Reggie’. Why else would she be calling? There was an emergency, that much was obvious, and Mum was well enough to be using the phone so that left the only other being on earth that I loved more than life itself, my dog and best friend, Reggie.


I replied just saying ‘on way’ and I ran. I didn’t want to talk on the phone, I didn’t want to have to wait for her to pick it up, I wanted to get home and see Reggie.


My phone vibrated again in my pocket and, looking quickly, I could see messages from my friends:


Callie – oi, dude, what’s up? x


Maya – Are you okay? Where’d you go? x


Katie – Call me, mate … what did Frankie do? x


That made me smile as I ran. What had Frankie done? She had done everything right and I’d run away. ‘Reggie has to be okay, he has to be okay,’ I repeated as I continued running all all the way home.


I’m ashamed to admit that as I burst through the front door to be greeted by an excited, yet somewhat confused Reggie, the initial relief soon turned to anger as I could see Mum being comforted by her boyfriend Sammy, but I could also see that Reggie was absolutely fine. So, what had been so important that I’d needed to receive twenty-four missed calls?


‘I was in the middle of the film.’ The words came spilling out of my insensitive mouth in a tone that made Sammy mouth ‘sit down’ in a silent command. I sat, so did Reggie. I was impressed.


‘Dani, thanks for coming home,’ Mum said in a broken voice.


Okay, so that made me feel even worse. ‘I had a call from your grandpa to tell us that your grandma died suddenly this morning.’


She burst into tears and I didn’t know what to do. Sammy was comforting her, which I was pleased about as I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. My head was spinning with questions but nothing came out of my mouth. I was shocked, but I didn’t cry. I looked to Reggie, who did his cute, quizzical head tilt, and smiled.


I smiled. I couldn’t believe I’d smiled.


‘Dani, are you okay?’ Mum asked.


I created a new mantra of don’t look at Reggie, don’t look at Reggie, in my head. ‘I don’t know. She wasn’t ill,’ I helpfully pointed out.


Mum began to explain. ‘Grandpa hasn’t told me everything yet as he was obviously upset on the phone. The doctor said that she understands Mum – Grandma – was feeling unwell this morning and went back to bed. When Dad – I mean Grandpa – went up an hour or so later with a cuppa, she wasn’t responding so he called the ambulance and kept trying to wake her up. In the rush, he forgot to take his mobile phone and couldn’t remember our number, but Grandma never woke up, and they said at the hospital that there was nothing they could do. They thought it was a massive stroke.’


‘Poor Grandpa, how is he?’ I asked, but Mum couldn’t answer. She held out her arms for me to go to her but instead I reached for my phone to call him. He was on his own. I had never seen him on his own and I didn’t think he’d know what to do without Grandma.


I saw the messages from my friends but didn’t know what to reply. Grandpa wasn’t picking up the phone, and Mum was crying and I had no idea what to do. A stroke? I’d learnt about strokes in a science lesson. I thought it had something to do with blood being cut off from the brain. Had it hurt? Had she been in pain? Had she known what was happening? I wished I had listened.


‘Dani, we’re going to need to pack a bag and go and stay with Grandpa to help sort everything out.’


I knew that was the right thing to do but every part of my body was screaming, ‘I don’t want to go.’ I was worried I’d screamed it out loud as Mum said, ‘I know you don’t want to go, I know it’ll be hard to go and stay there, but Grandpa needs our help. I’m their only child and I need your help.’


Once again, it felt as though she was reading my mind as she continued, ‘I don’t know how long we’ll need to be there for, but work have said I can take the time I need to get everything sorted out and to go to the funeral.’ She cried as she added quietly, ‘I’ve never arranged a funeral before. I don’t know what to do.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Sammy said, ‘the funeral director will talk you through everything and you can all make the decisions together.’ For the first time since Sammy had come into our lives, I wished he was coming with us. He seemed to know what to say and what to do.


‘Reggie’s coming with us,’ Mum said. ‘Grandpa asked if he could come.’


The relief must have been obvious; my face never hid what I was feeling, and I instantly felt stronger. ‘Okay, I’ll go and pack our bags, mine and Reggie’s,’ I said, feeling I needed to explain.


What was I going to say to Frankie?





Two


I’m supposed to be packing. Instead, I’ve spent the last half an hour staring at the message from Frankie. I have so many things I want to say and I have no idea where to start.


I quickly type, ‘Really sorry, my grandma died. Stuff going on here, will txt later. Sorry x.’


I guess that’s a start. At least she knows I didn’t run off because of what she said. Because of what we both said. That she likes me, and I like her.


We said that out loud. Well, she did, and I replied, but that still counts. I didn’t see it coming at all and yet as soon as she said those words, ‘You know I like you, right,’ my whole world made sense. It was the most obvious thing to reply, ‘You know I like you too, right.’


I felt my phone vibrating as we spoke. I didn’t wanted to check it, but knew I had to.


What would have happened if I had stayed? I wish I could have. I feel bad even thinking that now.


Is this the pattern of my life, something amazing happens, so something horrible has to happen next? I had an amazing, easy life, and then I was raped and everything went horribly wrong. Then we adopted Reggie, which was the best day ever, and then I had the worst year at my new school, being bullied and feeling as if I would never get out of the black hole. I made friends, moved to sixth form and then Mum met Sammy, which, in fairness has turned out okay, but there were some really bad days when he was first around. I know that wasn’t the worst thing ever, and maybe I could have been a bit nicer about the relationship, but it was tough. Now, I’ve had a moment where someone has actually said she likes me, and I have said I like her back, on the very day Grandma died. Maybe she’s not happy that I like a girl. Nah, she died before Frankie said it.


I look at the text I sent to Frankie. I can’t believe I wrote that. Why am I not crying?


As soon as I hear the beep, my heart leaps. ‘Are you okay, hun? So sorry to hear the news, I’ll see you really soon x.’ Then my stomach sinks. It’s Jane, not Frankie. Mum’s best friend will always be someone I can count on, but she isn’t the one I want to hear from.


Jane probably knows Grandma better than I do. I feel bad that I haven’t thought about her. She’s been Mum’s best friend forever and must have spent half her childhood with my grandparents. This is a rubbish day for her too.


‘Sad and shocked, but okay. Howz u? x,’ I reply.


Jane is her usual philosophical self, which is to be expected. She can’t switch off being a psychologist for a minute. ‘Death is the only certainty in life, Dani. We have to make the most of every day and remember your grandma with a smile x.’


She knows how to make a crappy day even crappier. I know she’s trying to make me feel better, but it hasn’t worked. What if this is it? What if every good thing that that happens is followed by something horrible? Is it better to have an ‘okay’ life where nothing really great happens? Will that make the crappy days hurt less? I guess not.


I suppose Jane will come up with a reason for all this. ‘Focus on the good stuff and remember that life is unfair sometimes,’ she’d say in a professional way. What can possibly be good about Grandma dying? Nothing. Mum’s crying, Grandpa must be heartbroken, and I might lose the one person who actually likes me. That’s not Grandma’s fault, but there’s nothing good about this at all.


‘I can’t remember the last thing we talked about,’ I say to Mum when she comes up to see how I’m doing.


‘Me neither.’ Mum smiles as she joins Reggie on the floor of my bedroom. He rolls over to make it clear he wants fuss and Mum happily obliges as we sit quietly, drinking our tea. ‘Sammy’s making us something to eat and then we’ll get going if that’s okay with you?’


Reggie hears the words ‘get going’ and thinks that means something much more exciting than what is actually going to happen. ‘Good idea,’ I say to him and get up to take him out.


‘The fresh air will do us all good,’ Mum says, and she stands. ‘Let’s leave Sammy to the cooking and have a quick walk.’


That’s it. Mum has said the ‘w’ word and the atmosphere has changed immediately. No amount of crying or sadness can get in the way of smiling at an excited Reggie when he hears the word ‘walk’.


Walking together through a quiet park, we play with Reggie and talk about what we need to pack.


Getting our stuff together will be easy, but the amount of kit Reggie needs usually means there won’t be much space left for our bags. Having a big dog means he also has a big bed, needs big towels to prevent a big mess, and needs a big bag of food. There’s the big bowl for the big food and big toys to keep him occupied. The back of our car will be filled with everything he needs with our bags squished wherever there is room. We won’t have it any other way and I think we are both relieved he is coming with us as a distraction from what is happening.


‘It’s not going to be easy, but we’ll figure out how to deal with it,’ Mum says, and she puts her arm around me. ‘We always do.’





Three


‘Will you please put that phone away!’ Mum had become increasingly annoying the closer we had got to Grandpa’s house last night. It had been a long drive and I’d spent most of it staring at my phone, wishing Frankie would reply.


She still hadn’t by the time we arrived and after some hugs and tears were sitting in the living room looking at each other.


Frankie must have seen the message. Why wouldn’t she reply? Had I upset her so much that she wasn’t even going to talk to me about Grandma dying? I felt my head was going to explode. It wasn’t the best situation I’d ever been in. Mum was upset, Grandpa was sitting in his chair, staring at Grandma’s empty chair, and it was my job to keep Reggie off their sofa, well, his sofa now I supposed.


He was allowed on the sofa at home so it made total sense to him that all sofas were designed especially for him to stretch out on. Grandpa said he didn’t mind.


‘Mum never liked him going on the sofa,’ my mum replied, and then cried.


I decided it would be my mission to make him love lying on his bed instead. Armed with his favourite treats and his favourite toys, I made sure that his bed was better than the sofa.


It was all going well until Grandpa’s friend came over, sat down and tapped on the sofa as he called out, ‘Come here, mate. Come and have some fuss.’


Reggie ran over and happily obliged. Grandpa winked at me as Mum stormed off to the kitchen muttering, ‘What’s the point?’


At least something made Grandpa smile. I was relieved he was watching Reggie make a new friend and not staring at Grandma’s chair.


Grandpa’s friend had lost his wife a couple of years before too, and I felt awkward being there as they started talking. Mum was washing up and still muttering, so I escaped to my room for the rest of the evening.


People say that staring at your phone doesn’t make it beep. They’re wrong. They obviously didn’t stare at it for long enough, like I have all day.


‘So soz, babe, my battery died, r u ok? x.’


I breathe out for what feels like the first time in hours. Frankie has replied. She doesn’t hate me. She called me babe, what does that mean? Wait, she always calls me babe. She doesn’t hate me.


Before I have a chance to start replying, the phone beeps again. ‘Shit, soz, shouldn’t have said died, really soz x.’ Yep, she really doesn’t hate me.


Frankie must be with the others as my phone is beeping away with condolences. My friends have been worried about me and it feels like a lifetime ago that we were sitting in the cinema rather than twenty-four hours ago.


It feels like my life is a million miles away. Being back here, just down the road from our old house, is not where I want to be. I haven’t been outside yet.


Mum was up this morning and took Reggie out before I had the chance because she knew I didn’t want to see anyone from ‘before’. It wasn’t far from here that I was raped on my way home from school.


Also, it was dark when we drove here last night, and I noticed that Mum had taken a two-mile detour to get to Grandpa’s. She said she might ‘pop to the shop’ but we both knew it was closed and she reached out and touched my arm as we turned right, instead of left, which would have taken us past that place.


I should be thinking about Grandma now, about how I can help Grandpa, and how I can help Mum with all of the organising. Instead, I’m hiding away in my room. Being back here has made me question what happened with Frankie. Do I really like her? I don’t know if it’s real or if I’m too scared to like a guy because of what happened. I’ve never fancied a guy, but I was only fourteen when I was raped. Then, I was never that interested when my old friends were talking about boys they liked. I haven’t met any boys I like since then either, not in ‘that’ way. Nobody liked me when I moved schools and, since I’ve been in Sixth Form, I’ve found the guys are quite annoying and I’ve been hanging out with the girls. How do I know if I can trust my feelings? There are guys I train with at taekwondo, but they’re just mates and I have a laugh with them. They’re nice, but I never felt the same way when they touched me as I did when Frankie touched my hand in the cinema. Admittedly, the guys at taekwondo were usually about to kick me in the head, but I don’t think that would have made a difference.


I’ve never really thought that I might be gay, but I’ve never really thought I might be straight either! I haven’t thought anything. The two people in my life I look up to are Mum (not that I’d tell her) and Jane (not that I’d tell her either). One’s straight and one’s gay so it has always been part of life and no big deal. I know that neither of them would care, in the nicest possible way, but I care. I don’t want to mess Frankie around and I want to be able to trust my feelings, whatever they might be. I don’t want to hurt Frankie if it turns out that I’m actually just scared of being with a guy because of what happened to me.


‘Father Carl’s here,’ calls the voice of my agitated mother. This is an instruction to go downstairs and not just information. I suppose the arrival of a Catholic priest is a sign that I should stop thinking about how much I might like Frankie. Might? Who am I kidding? I do like her, a lot. I just need to make sure it’s for the right reasons.


For now, I need to try to remember Grandma’s favourite hymn. I only remember her singing, ‘I’ll Never Fall in Love Again,’ by some old guy called Burt. I guess that’s true for her now.





Four


Once I started crying, I couldn’t stop.


I’d never been to a funeral before so I had no idea what to expect. Everyone was gathering outside and quietly talking to each other as if normal volume was against the rules – rules that nobody had shared with me. I hadn’t thought about the other people who’d be there; people I’d never met who had been friends with Grandma for years, people who were now chatting to Grandpa and saying how sorry they were. Why did people say ‘sorry’? It wasn’t like it was their fault she’d died.


‘It’s nice to see you, Dani, although I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.’ I spun around to find one of my old teachers standing in front of me. My first thought was, ‘Wow, she’s shorter than I remember,’ until I quickly came to my senses and realised I was older and taller than when I’d last seen her. At that time she had walked past me in the corridor of my old school and hadn’t made eye contact. Even though she had taught me for two years, clearly she’d had no idea what to do or say when I’d returned to school after what had happened. Talking to me today, she still seemed uncomfortable.


‘How are you getting on in your new school? Are you still in school?’ she asked.


‘Of course,’ I said, a little too defensively. ‘It’s amazing, I’m in Sixth Form now and I love it.’ I stopped myself, realising I was too loud for the current gathering of people.


‘That’s great to hear and I’m pleased to see you looking so well, you know, after everything.’


She didn’t know the half of it. She walked away, leaving the word ‘everything’ hanging in the air.


What a great reminder, I thanked her for that.


What does she expect me to look like? I wasn’t a quivering wreck last time she saw me as far as I remember, not that she actually looked at me. Considering my grandma has just died, would it be weird if I did look like a quivering wreck? No, I don’t think so.


I was having this silent rant in my head while my face was obviously giving away how I was feeling. I felt Mum’s arm guiding me over to the door of the church and we were ushered into the front bench by an old woman clutching hymn books. ‘Number 427,’ she said, as she handed us a book each.


‘What’s number 427,’ I asked.


Grandpa turned to me, his tired face looking defeated, yet thoughtful. ‘That’s the number of people who’ve had funerals here this year. Grandma is number 427.’


‘What?’


‘It’s the hymn number, Dani, just open your book,’ Mum said. ‘Dad, there’s a time and place.’ She was not impressed. Grandpa winked at me and I had a sudden urge to laugh. I hadn’t thought much about the afterlife or what I believed might happen when you died. I definitely hadn’t imagined it to be like the cheese counter at a supermarket where someone called out your number and you got … well, I wouldn’t know what you’d get, but I reckoned it had to be better than cheese.


The most horrendous noise shattered my thoughts of the great cheese counter in the sky. Hymn number 427 was being destroyed by an old woman playing the organ. I looked around and everyone was mumbling the words into their hymn books. The doors of the church opened and in walked Father Carl, closely followed by stern looking men carrying Grandma’s coffin on their shoulders.


That’s when it hit me. Grandma was in the coffin, she wasn’t coming back. I would never see her again. Mum wouldn’t see her mum again and poor Grandpa would never see the woman he loved again.


I cried.


I cried as Father Carl talked about how wonderful Grandma was. I cried as Mum stood up and talked about how lucky she was to have been raised by such a fantastic woman. I cried as the old woman destroyed another two hymns at full volume. I cried because it hit me that I’d never see Grandma again. But I realised I was mostly crying because Grandma had never heard Mum say those words. It wasn’t like they were the best of friends. Grandma had said some unforgivable things to Mum in the aftermath of the attack. If Mum really felt the things she had just said out loud to this group of people, then why hadn’t she made more effort to spend time with Grandma when she was alive? It was not like she’d stand up at a funeral and say, ‘Actually, she’s been a bit of a bitch over the last couple of years,’ but if she meant it when she’d said that she loved her mum and was grateful for everything she’d taught her, why didn’t she tell her? Maybe she thought she’d have more time.


‘Did Grandma know you felt that way?’ I asked as we walked back out of the church.


‘I hope so, just as I know you love me even when you’re angry or hurting because we hurt the people we’re closest to.’


‘That’s silly,’ I said, still crying. Mum handed me over to Jane so that she could go and talk to people. I was relieved that I didn’t have to make small talk with strangers. Jane put her arm around me and walked me to her car, handing me a packet of tissues. We sat in silence, watching as random strangers came to shake Mum’s hand and tell her that they were sorry. Everyone was sorry.


‘Christ, that music probably finished off at least two more old people,’ Jane said, and we both dissolved into laughter, hopefully far enough away that nobody could hear us.





Five


It has been a really rubbish week but finally being back at home has made everything seem better. I don’t want to experience another funeral for a very long time. The only good thing, if you can call it that, was when I spoke to some of Grandma’s friends at the wake.


I was surrounded by people sharing stories of Grandma in her youth, and before she had Mum. The stories made her sound like someone I would have wanted to have been friends with. She had broken the rules, had always been in trouble, but only because she had been standing up for what she had believed in.


‘Your grandma was sent home from school in disgrace on the first day of term one year,’ shrieked one of her friends. ‘She decided that it wasn’t fair the boys could wear trousers and yet the girls had to wear skirts; it was cold and we weren’t able to afford tights. Well, she marched into class, proudly wearing her brother’s trousers and was promptly marched to the headmaster’s office and then marched off the premises. She was all mouth until the school called her father and she was back, wearing a skirt, before the morning milk break.’


They laughed as they shared stories and I learnt more about my grandma in that one hour than I had done throughout my whole life. That made me sad as I had seen her as an old woman, not a woman with a whole lifetime of stories.


The wake meant that I enjoyed some time with Grandpa, and I figured he must have some cool stories too.


We walked Reggie, we talked and I found out that he’d proposed to my grandma over fish and chips. ‘That’s as romantic as it got in our day.’ He smiled. ‘And it worked. She said, “yes”.’ He admitted that he’d never spoken ill of my biological father but had ‘always hated that muppet’.


‘You don’t need him in your life, Dani,’ he said. ‘He’d promise you the earth and break your heart, like he did to your mother.’


‘I don’t want to meet him, so don’t worry, I won’t be looking.’ I decided a while ago that my biological father was of no importance to me whatsoever. He didn’t want to be in my life so I wasn’t going to waste my time worrying about it.


‘Your mum’s finally got a good’un now, hasn’t she?’ That was the first time I’d heard Grandpa mention Sammy. ‘It’s good to know she’s being looked after.’


I hadn’t thought about it like that. Mum hadn’t had someone to look after her for a long time. She had Jane, but that wasn’t the same thing.


Sammy was there when we got home. He’d made dinner and cleaned up. Grandpa was right – she did have a ‘good’un’.


I was worried about Grandpa being on his own once we were home. His parting words had been, ‘It’s okay, Dani, I’ll be all right even though there’s nobody to nag me. I can watch the football in peace,’ which should have dispelled my fears.


‘We’ll see him soon,’ Mum assured me, and when I called him to tell him we were home, I was certain I could hear the sound of a football match in the background.
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