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‘That which does not destroy you,
makes you stronger’








(July)


It has always been just the two of us. Mum had me when she was nineteen and while she prefers to call me a ‘surprise’ rather than an ‘accident’ we can safely say that I wasn’t planned. I know that my dad’s name is Daniel and that he promised my mum he would stand by us both, love us both and give us everything our hearts desired. Mum was head over heels in love and called me Danielle after this wonderful man. The ink wasn’t even dry on my birth certificate when he told Mum he couldn’t cope and was leaving to ‘find himself’. That was just over fifteen years ago. Daniel is obviously still lost.


I think he’s the main reason why Mum has never wanted to move house before. We live in the same house as we did when I was born so he would always know where to find us. She has never been interested in going out with other guys and I love that it is just the two of us. We get on well most of the time. She has her moments and gets unusually upset when I leave crumbs on the kitchen worktop, but other than that, we don’t really fall out. Moving away is going to be a really big deal for both of us.





One


When it first happened, I wanted to run away.


But as time has passed, I am starting to feel settled again and my friends are no longer treading on eggshells. That was one of the worst things for me, seeing my friends struggle to talk to me. They didn’t know what to say so they didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say either; I just wanted things to go back to normal. In the space of 24 hours we’d gone from talking about how much we hate maths and what we were going to wear to the party at the weekend to a painful and awkward silence. I was still me. I had just been given a ‘victim’ label and now that was all people saw.


My mum told me that I did not have to take on the label of ‘victim’. She told me that I was strong, that I had survived, and that the most important thing was that we stick together. I didn’t really know what she meant at the time. I didn’t feel strong, and there were days immediately afterwards when I wished I hadn’t survived at all. Mum took the phrase ‘sticking together’ very literally in the early days. I couldn’t even go to the loo without her. I felt like a victim though. The police called me a victim at every stage when they carried out their procedures and the courts weren’t much better, either.


At least he pleaded guilty.


Now that the court case is over, he won’t be seeing the outside world for a minimum of eight years. It’s time for Mum and me to have a new start.


This journal was a present from Mum on the day of the verdict. She said that I need to see my future in these pages. The pages are blank, just like my future; I can create whatever I want on them. The only thing she had written was a small quote on the inside of the front cover, which said, ‘That which does not destroy you, makes you stronger.’ She told me that I could look back on it in years to come and see how far I’d come. I think it was her friend Jane’s idea to be honest. She’s a psychologist and is always coming up with bright ideas to help us both. I dread it when Mum gets off the phone after a couple of hours chatting with Jane. We always have a little task or something to talk about. I must admit that this was one of Jane’s better ideas and even though it has been sitting on my bedside table for the last three weeks, I’m actually quite enjoying writing in it now. If only I could have been this enthusiastic at school.


So this is my new start.


I’m writing very neatly as I have only just begun, I give myself about three days before I’m back to a rushed scrawl that Jane will probably think is a coded cry for help and I’ll be set another task.





Two


So, the new school is just like any other school. Big, pictures on the wall and full of kids. The new house looks great; it’s brand new and bigger than the one we have now. My room will look out onto the garden and it’s much bigger than the box room I’ve lived in all my life. More importantly though, we’re getting a dog! I’ve always wanted a dog but Mum said that it wouldn’t be fair because of us being out all day. Now that we’re moving and things are going to be different, Reggie is a new addition to our family.


He’s massive but really he’s just like a giant teddy. Within seconds of meeting him, he had rolled over and wanted his belly rubbed. Mum was trying to point me in the direction of a smaller dog that she had spotted, but Reggie wouldn’t let me leave. He looked at me with his big, sad eyes and I was smitten. I said to Mum that we’d always feel safe with Reggie around and that was it. She agreed that he was going to be ours!


Reggie is two and has had a horrible start to life. He was with another family that sounded similar to us. A mum and daughter who lived on their own. Unfortunately, that’s where the similarity ended as they had mistreated him and he had been taken away from them. The horrible child had even attached pegs from a washing line to his ears, which made him bleed and cry. I promised him there and then that he would never be hurt like that again. Mum started crying as she had said the exact same thing to me a few months ago. Bev, the lovely lady from the rescue centre, was almost in tears too, but she wasn’t sure why. She had grown attached to Reggie and said to us that he needed to go to a family who knew how to deal with a big dog. At seven stone he is a very big dog, yet as he lay there with his head on my lap he just looked so vulnerable. Mum said that she completely understood and I panicked, thinking that maybe she was going to say ‘no‘, that he’d be better off with someone else. Then she looked to me, then to Reggie and said to Bev that when she had me she had no idea how to look after a baby, but she learnt very quickly. She said that by the time we picked Reggie up in a couple of weeks, she would have read every book on his breed, booked us into dog training classes and bought everything he would ever need to settle in to our family.


Mum then quite innocently asked, ‘What is his breed by the way?’


At that point, Bev had stopped filling in the adoption paperwork and I thought Mum had blown it for us. She hadn’t even read the description on the door of his kennel. I knew that Mum just wanted to buy the right book because buying books is her answer to everything. It’s a shame she doesn’t read them all, but I didn’t like to mention that. Bev smiled as she said he’s a cross breed: half German Shepherd, and half Rottweiler. Mum’s face was a picture! Bev quickly added that people quite often get the wrong impression when they hear what he is, and that’s why he’s still looking for a home. They both looked over to see Reggie gently nuzzling me to play and wagging his enormous tail in utter contentment.


I can see myself in him…He is misunderstood. Because of his breed and what had happened to him, people just make assumptions. I only needed to look into his eyes to see that there wasn’t an aggressive bone in his giant body, and that all he really wanted was love and someone to play with. People look at me in the same way. They don’t assume I’ll be aggressive (I hope!), but they see a child from a single parent family, hear what happened to me and assume things about me. They think they know me.


They don’t.


Like Reggie, I can still have fun, still smile (Reggie does smile, really!), and still laugh (okay, Reggie doesn’t laugh but he does wag his tail a lot).


I hope that when I start my new school they can see me for who I really am, not who they think I am. I’m nervous about the new school but as nobody will know what happened, I’m hoping that I’ll be able to make friends without people worrying what to say or do around me.


I have plenty of time to worry about that though.


First of all, we have to move house, get everything Reggie needs and then go and collect him. I wonder if he’s nervous about moving in with us?


I like to think he chose us as much as we chose him.


I think Mum is as excited as I am about Reggie moving in with us. She’s made me promise that I’ll do my fair share of walks and that I’ll feed him, brush him, entertain him and still make sure I do my homework. She made it very clear that we would also be sharing poo bag responsibilities, but I’m not thinking about that. We stopped off at a pet shop on the way home (not that it will be ‘home’ for much longer), and had to put the back seats down to fit his new bed in the car! At that point Mum asked herself, ‘What am I doing?’ But I pretended not to hear and was still laughing at the fact she had bought two books. One about German Shepherds, and one about Rottweilers. I did say that she wouldn’t be tested, but she was adamant that she wanted to know everything so she could give Reggie what he needed. I spent the rest of the journey home looking at the pictures and getting more and more excited about our new family member.





Three


‘It has been found that spending quality time with a dog can reduce stress and improve your overall health.’ That’s what the books say anyway. Actually, both books say it so we should get double the stress relief! Mum did not find this funny as she was tearing her hair out trying to de-clutter and pack up the house. I was trying to be helpful, but once I’d packed up my room, it turns out I wasn’t much help at all. It’s the same when we go shopping. We get to the checkout and no matter how I pack the bags, it’s never right. I don’t understand why we can’t just chuck everything in and then sort it out when we get home. Mum seems to think that there’s an order to packing the bags, getting everything in the ‘right’ order while getting it out of the trolley apparently makes it easier.


Packing up my room was a weird experience.


I found things that I’d completely forgotten about, and it’s as if my life is now split into two segments.


‘Before’ and ‘after‘.


I found some amazing things from my childhood like photos and drawings. I say that like my childhood is over, which in some ways I suppose it is. I guess that doesn’t have to be a bad thing though? It’s good that my childhood addiction to painting is over as I don’t think I was ever going to have a future in that. I can’t believe some of the awful paintings that Mum kept. Although, she did keep them in a box in my room, so maybe she wasn’t all that impressed after all. I think I can count on one hand the amount of paintings that made it onto the walls downstairs, and now I understand why. Life was simple back then. The biggest things I had to worry about were doing my homework, what was going on with my friends, and whether Mum would let me have a sleepover. The thing is, when I think about it logically, that’s all I have to worry about now too.


Just because it’s happened, doesn’t mean I have to spend endless days thinking about it. I will have new homework to worry about, new friends (I hope) to consider, and hopefully in time, they’ll want to come over for a sleepover. I wonder if Reggie would like a house full of my friends?


I heard a loud bang.


I was about to tell Mum that she really should let me help when I found her in tears, quickly trying to hide all the things that were scattered across the living room floor. I’d never seen the box or the newspaper cuttings, cards and letters that Mum was desperately trying to grab before.


I did not expect to see his face.


Mum was apologising and saying that she’d clear it up and make us both a cuppa (her answer to everything), but I said I’d help. I avoided picking up the cutting with his face on it, but instead picked up a card with a very cute picture of a cat on it. The cat was reaching for a sunflower on a gorgeous sunny day. I opened the card and it was from someone called Sarah. This is what it said:


Dear Danielle, my name is Sarah; I am sixteen now but two years ago when I was fourteen I was raped too. Like you, I knew the person that did this to me. Unlike you, I didn’t have the courage to tell anyone. I want you to know how brave you are and that you have inspired me to tell someone. I said it out loud for the first time yesterday and already things are getting better. I have support and don’t feel so alone any more. Thank you…If it wasn’t for your bravery I would never have done this. Now I know that I will survive and life will be great again.


Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Sarah x


Mum handed me a pile of cards that all had similar messages. Neither of us moved as I sat and read every single card and letter. They were from people of all ages, men and women. Every single one of these people had been raped, and every single one was writing to share their story and tell me that they were thinking of me. Some people had kept it a secret for years, some had been inspired by my story (like Sarah) to tell someone what had happened to them, and some had reported it immediately, like me.
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I had been sent loads of cards and letters. It was incredibly kind of people to take the time to write to me, I felt like there were just so many of them.


So many people who had been raped.


We’re in a small town and because I wasn’t in school for a little while afterwards, and I had a lot of support, we didn’t worry too much about keeping everything a secret. I could have done if I’d wanted to though.


I asked Mum why she hadn’t shown me the cards before. I wasn’t angry; I was just a bit confused as they were such kind messages of support. Mum said that she didn’t want to put any additional pressure on me, and that Jane thought that maybe it would be too much what with the court case and everything – good old Jane.


I spent all night thinking about what I should do now I’d seen the cards. I felt bad that I hadn’t said ‘thank you.’ A lot of people didn’t leave their full names or an address, so I guess that they didn’t want a response, which, in a way, was really kind, but I really want to say thank you.


I went through all of the cards again and it wasn’t any easier reading them a second time. I collected all of the ones who had names and addresses included, and while Mum was packing up the rest of the house, I wrote a reply to each and every person.


This must be how my friends felt when they found out what had happened to me. I didn’t know what to say, but I wanted to say something. I was so grateful that people had taken the time to write to me that in most cases I just said that. I just said ‘thank you’ and told them how grateful I was. It’s always great to get a thank you card, isn’t it?


Mum has been pretty quiet since I found the cards.


She said that she has underestimated how strong I am. I’m not sure that’s true. It wasn’t easy reading all of those cards, but at the same time, it probably wasn’t easy for all of those people to write the cards. Nothing about this is easy. Seeing his face on the newspaper cuttings has triggered something in my head. He’s been popping up in my thoughts, and last night I had a nightmare about him. That hasn’t happened for a while. I used to have nightmares all the time, but since he’s been caught and locked away they’ve started to ease.


I think that moving house and living with Reggie will help.


‘Happy’ triggers help too.


Little things to make me smile.


This has been a bit challenging now that we’re packing up, so right now, I have two. One is a picture of Reggie; I’ve put it as the screensaver on my phone. This has helped me a lot as Reggie is a sign that things are going to change for the better. I’m scared of all the changes: the new home and the new school. But the excitement about Reggie joining our family is outweighing the fear.


I’m going to look at the picture before I go to sleep tonight. I’d much rather be dreaming of the life I have waiting for me than the life I’m leaving behind. The second happy trigger is a bracelet that Jane gave me before the court case. It’s a really nice black leather bracelet with charms on it. At the moment I only have two charms, but two is enough. One is the letter ‘B’, which she told me stood for the fact that she believes in me 100 per cent. The other is a red glass charm with hearts on it. She bought me this because red is the colour of courage and the hearts are to constantly remind me that I am loved. I thought it was a bit naff at first, but I haven’t taken it off since the day she gave it to me. Throughout the court case and the difficult days, it was really comforting. Just having it with me all the time and being able to look at something that reminded me that I wasn’t on my own. As much as people told me that they were supporting me, it was sometimes difficult to remember. Especially when you’re on your own and feeling scared.


It’s only two days until we move house now.


I’m having a final day with my friends tomorrow and I have mixed feelings about it. I want to see them, but it will only make it harder to say goodbye. I thought that leaving them would be the hardest part of moving, but I’m actually looking forward to a clean break.


I know that my friends did their best, and I know that if I were staying here I’d be making much more of an effort to see them, which would make things much better much quicker.


When Mum told me about getting a dog my first thought wasn’t to tell my friends, it was whether my new friends would like him and come over to our new house.


I haven’t even met these friends yet.


Writing about Reggie is as exciting as talking to someone about him. I’m not sure if that makes me a bit of a loser or just a realist about the changes that are coming. Maybe I’ve just grown up in a different way because of what’s happened.


I see things differently now and understand that there’s more to life than worrying about who is talking about you, or who fancies who. Two days to go and I’ll be unpacking in my new room. I’ll be making a fresh start and preparing for a whole new adventure.





Five


Today has been full of mixed emotions. I’ve gone from not wanting to leave at all to being ready to pack the car and never come back. Maybe I was naïve to think it would just be like old times. The day started off okay as we went into town. This is something we have done a million times, but sometimes it just felt fake, like we were all having a day out together because we felt we should, not really because we wanted to. We made the most of the morning though. We’d tried on outfits we couldn’t afford and put on ridiculous make up before the shop assistant came over to ask if we needed any help. Her tone of voice didn’t exactly make us think she wanted to really help us at all, and we made a very quick exit. In one shop I actually laughed so hard I cried as we were all trying on clothes that our grandmothers would be too embarrassed to wear, and wondered how I would ever cope with moving away and starting again.I wanted a fresh start when it happened; I wanted to escape. But while I was standing in that shop, laughing with my friends, I couldn’t imagine my life any other way.


That feeling didn’t last long. We decided that we’d go for a pizza and, without the distraction of shops and grumpy assistants, we struggled to find things to talk about. We went through the usual stuff like laughing about things that had happened in school. The only thing was that I didn’t remember most of them happening as I wasn’t told at the time. Apparently the snotty head boy had been caught around the back of the PE store with a girl from Year Nine, and one of two of the girls in our year, who had been voted most likely to be pregnant before the exams (it was an unofficial vote!), had phoned up to be on Jeremy Kyle. It seems that there were lots of funny things happening while I was desperately wishing my friends would just make an effort to talk normally around me. Although, maybe if I wasn’t so busy wishing they’d act normal and just tried to act normally myself, I would have known what was going on and had a great distraction. I don’t know if knowing someone who has appeared on Jeremy Kyle should count as a claim to fame, but it would definitely have been a distraction. It took so much effort for me to get to school and get through the day that I almost then expected everyone else to make the rest of the effort on my behalf. ‘Normal‘, what is that anyway?


I thought I’d give it a go while we were waiting for our pizza to arrive and just laughed along with them and asked a couple of questions about what happened. It was just too easy. They told me the stories, we laughed and it felt ‘normal‘. It felt good. Then as our food arrived and we got stuck in, someone asked if I was looking forward to moving. All eyes turned to me and as I looked up, it hit me that this would probably be the last time that we would all be sitting around eating pizza together without a care in the world. It also hit me that I didn’t feel too sad about that. It is time for a change.


I told them about Reggie and how excited I was to finally be getting a dog. They looked at me like I was from another planet. Apparently having to go out for walks and picking up poo is not something that they found all that exciting. Their loss, but I was a bit gutted that they just laughed about it when getting a dog is something I’m really excited about. They didn’t even want to see the picture, so I quietly put my phone away and tried to hide behind my pizza as my eyes nearly leaked, it must have been the chili. Their complete lack of interest just showed me that I had changed, and probably grown up a bit, while they were still much more interested in what colour their nails were and how they were going to get the attention of the hot geography teacher. I have bitten my nails since before I can remember – much to the annoyance of Mum who has kept ‘stop and grow’ in business for the last few years – so I couldn’t care less about the colour of nails. I also don’t see the attraction with Mr Geography, who makes no attempt to hide the photographs of his very pretty wife, so I don’t think he’s worried about the attention of the soon to be Year Elevens.


We ate our pizza and split the bill without any more talk of me moving away. They said that they were going to treat me to a trip to the cinema after we had eaten as a goodbye present, but I’d had enough. I didn’t tell them that, it was a nice thought, but I said I had promised to help Mum pack.


It wasn’t the emotional goodbye I thought it might be.


We all said we’d miss each other and promised to keep in touch, but I knew we wouldn’t. I didn’t believe their words. Never mind their words; I didn’t believe my own. I watched them all walk away and they didn’t look back.


I didn’t feel sad, I felt strong. I was no longer relying on other people to make me feel like I fitted in. I didn’t need to fit in. I always thought that ‘fitting in’ would be the best way to be happy and have a lot a lot of friends. Today proved to me that I could be really happy by following my own ideas and not just laughing along for the sake of it. So what if I want to get up and stupid o’clock and walk a dog in the rain. They would never understand that it’s not just about early mornings and poo bags, it’s about wanting to feel safe again. As I walked away, I felt a real sense of freedom. I now have the opportunity to be whoever I want to be. I guess that if I was staying around here I would still have that opportunity and would probably just have made more effort to redevelop the friendships, but this completely clean break feels really good. I won’t have any history or anything that I need to explain. I can create my own history where I’m not just the girl who’s had a rough time. I’m just a girl who is having a fresh start. Now all I need to do is decide exactly who this all new and improved version of me will be.


I think that today has been the first step in finding her as I didn’t feel like I had to pretend any more. I didn’t stay with them and go to the cinema simply because I felt I ‘should’ or to make them feel better. I wasn’t rude as I certainly don’t want that to be their final memory of me, but I also wasn’t the timid girl who’d been around for the last few months. I was assertive and it felt good. This has gradually been happening more and more over the last few weeks. I couldn’t even decide whether I wanted a cuppa or not when it first happened, but gradually I’ve been able to make decisions again. I didn’t need to make decisions at first. Once I told Mum and we went to the police, everything just kind of happened. At home I was looked after, fed and watered. I didn’t need to decide what to eat as Mum did everything for me, I didn’t need to decide where to go as I wasn’t leaving the house, and I didn’t even need to decide what to watch on TV as Mum was checking every programme to make sure there wouldn’t be anything that would upset me. Before, I wouldn’t have given a trip to the cinema a second thought. If that’s where everyone wanted to go then I’d happily have gone along too. Today felt different. I just didn’t want to go. Actually saying it, not being rude about it and thanking them for the thought, reminded me that I could take back a bit of control over what I wanted to do and that it was okay to do that.


In the book I’m reading about training dogs it says that you should always remain calm and assertive so that the dog knows who is in charge. Turns out that works on humans too!





Six


I am sitting in my new bedroom, surrounded by boxes, and rather than unpacking I thought the most productive thing I could do was write in my journal. It could be that I really need to write or it could be that I’m just brilliant at avoiding the jobs I don’t want to do. Either way, I’m not going to be doing any unpacking in the near future!


Today was the big move. It started off well with the removal van and a team of guys turning up. Mum was getting slightly neurotic about whether they’d be here on time so she was very reassured when they were a whole four minutes early. They must be used to slightly neurotic people though as they were very patient with Mum as she went through a detailed explanation of how important every single box was.


Mum cried as we locked up our house for the final time. I suppose that if it wasn’t for everything that has happened she wouldn’t even have thought about moving. I know that a little part of her would be thinking of Daniel too. I couldn’t help thinking that maybe this was a good thing for both of us. Mum couldn’t spend the rest of her life in this house just on the off chance he might turn up one day. I couldn’t care less if he never turned up. I kept that thought to myself though.


As usual, we had packed up a picnic for our journey. The search for the cheese had created a small panic this morning as Mum thought she’d put all the cold stuff in one place and we can’t go anywhere without a cheese and pickle sandwich. Luckily the crisps, jaffa cakes and Haribo had been spotted, and I can’t say I worried too much when we couldn’t find the apples. We had all of our really special things in the car with us. It was a four-hour journey and as usual, we travelled for about 10 minutes, got on the motorway and then started on the sandwiches. I don’t think we have ever actually left our picnic alone for more than 20 minutes, regardless of what time of day it is or how far we’re going.


We had about an hour to ourselves in the new house before the removal team arrived. Mum had thought of everything though and magically produced two mugs, teabags and milk from a little cool bag. She’d even remembered to pack a teaspoon. We sat on the floor in our brand-new, empty, beige living room, cuppa in hand and continued tucking in to our picnic.


I had remembered everything about our new house and I immediately felt safe. As it is brand new, on a new housing development it really is just ours. Nobody has ever lived here before and that feels really special. It also means that everything is beige and magnolia. That’s okay though as Mum said we can put our pictures up and make it our own. There’s a rule about not painting the walls for a few months apparently, but there aren’t any rules about posters and pictures!
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