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This book is dedicated to every adult who suffered abuse as a child and to every child who is being abused today. If my story encourages just one person to seek justice, telling it will have been worthwhile.
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Chapter One

There was a light shining down on me from above. I could see it clearly, even though my eyes were closed. And that’s when I realised I must be dead.

I’d once heard two men talking about their near-death experiences – I think it was on one of the TV chat shows I watched sometimes, always with a sense of guilty depression because I didn’t have anything better to do in the middle of a weekday afternoon. At the time, I’d been struck by the fact that they both described the same thing: a brilliant, almost-white light they’d felt compelled to move towards. Of course, neither of the men on the TV programme had actually died in the end – something had happened in both cases to prevent them following the light. But it looked as though the outcome for me was going to be different and I wasn’t going to get the chance to tell my story on a chat show.

I was surprised by how calm I felt as I lay waiting for the angels to find my soul and guide me to the gates of heaven. At least, I hoped that was what was going to happen, because the horrible thought had just struck me that perhaps the nuns had been right and I was the Devil’s child. I had no idea what the standard procedure would be then – although I was pretty certain it wasn’t going to be something I wanted to try to imagine – and I just hoped it wasn’t too late for God to decide to forgive my mortal sins and snatch me back from the jaws of hell.

I’d been brought up as a Roman Catholic – as you may already have guessed – and although a lot of things had happened to me as a child to make me doubt the existence of God and to turn me against the Church as an institution, part of me still believed what I’d been taught. So I wouldn’t have been surprised if angels had appeared to guide me to the Kingdom of Heaven – I just hadn’t expected it to happen so early in my life.

I seemed to be lying on my back, and as I moved my head cautiously to one side, I felt a terrible pain, as though someone had grasped me by the throat with fingers of burning steel. I couldn’t breathe, and I began to panic. I gasped for air and, as I did so, I raised my hand and touched the raw, lacerated skin on my neck. Which is when the thought struck me: If I’m dead, I shouldn’t be able to feel pain, unless . . .

I released a single, choking sob and tried to block the incomplete thought from my mind. But it was too late: . . . unless the nuns had been right about me and I was truly condemned to hell, where I would suffer the agonies of eternal damnation.

The last thing I could remember was shouting at my girlfriend, Sarah, and feeling as though I wanted to cry. I remembered, too, the look in her eyes as her anger turned to something else – distress perhaps, or even fear. I had no memory of what happened after that, but as my fingers gently explored what felt like the burned skin on my neck, I groaned, and a woman’s voice said, ‘Hello, Jerry. So you’re with us at last. Don’t try to sit up.’ A hand touched my shoulder, pushing me firmly but gently back down on to the bed, and the same voice asked, ‘Do you know where you are?’

I could hear other voices too, although I wasn’t sure if they were real or inside my head. I tried to concentrate, but the thoughts were all jumbled up, as though they were solid objects that were moving around in my mind in a sort of perpetual motion. Until then, I’d kept my eyes tightly shut, but now I opened them, slowly and cautiously.

I couldn’t see much at first – just the light above me and the blurred outline of a woman’s face. But none of what I could see seemed to fit at all with my idea of heaven. Perhaps the nuns had simply been wrong when they described it to us – as I’d discovered they were about so many other things. However, the really good news was that it didn’t look much like hell either.

In fact, I wasn’t dead – as you’ve probably also guessed – although apparently it wasn’t for want of trying.

I turned my head a fraction of an inch towards the voice and tried to say ‘no’ in answer to the question about knowing where I was. But instead of speaking, I made a dry, rasping sound and then gasped as a white-hot bolt of pain shot up my neck and into my head.

‘It’s all right, Jerry,’ the voice said, and again a hand touched my shoulder. ‘You’re safe here. You’re in a hospital. The doctor will be in to see you soon. You’re lucky to be alive, you know.’

It was a reliable, trustworthy sort of voice, and I decided to believe it and to accept that I was alive, although I wasn’t so sure about being lucky. To me, good fortune doesn’t involve having a raw, searing pain in your neck and throat and feeling as though your brain is about to explode through the top of your skull. I was prepared to take her word for it though – for the time being, at least.

Very cautiously, I turned my head until I could see the dark-haired young woman who was standing beside the bed on which I was lying. Again I tried to speak, to ask what had happened to me, but this time I just made an ugly gurgling noise, and the woman patted my shoulder as she said, ‘Don’t try to talk, Jerry. The doctor will be here any minute.’

Someone had moved the light above the bed so that it was no longer shining directly down on me, but I closed my eyes as I tried to remember what had happened.

Had I been involved in a car accident? Maybe my seatbelt had become tangled around my neck, bruising my throat and causing the painful lacerations I could feel with the tips of my fingers. Or maybe I’d been mugged, or got into a fight. In fact, that was a more likely explanation, because although I’m normally a pleasant-enough, mild-mannered man, something happens to me when I’ve had a few drinks and I become more like whichever the bad one was of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Alcohol makes me argumentative to the point of belligerence, so it wasn’t too much of a stretch of the imagination to believe I’d been drinking in a bar somewhere and got into a fight. I just hoped the other bloke was feeling worse than I was.

For some reason, the next thought that struck me was that perhaps I’d been stabbed. I began to touch the bits of my body I could reach, feeling, very tentatively, for a stab wound. But although I clearly had several bruises, the only broken skin – on the upper part of my body, at least – appeared to be on my neck. Even to my befuddled and confused mind, it didn’t seem likely that my injuries had been the result of someone trying to strangle me with their bare hands in a bar-room brawl. So perhaps I’d been jumped on my way home and the cuts and painfully burned skin around my neck had been caused by some sort of ligature.

Suddenly, my heart started to thump and my whole body was instantly drenched in sweat. It was the thought of something tied around my neck that did it. I began to panic, and felt as though I was falling backwards off an infinitely high mountain, while darkness rushed up to envelop me.

I knew I had to get up and get out of the hospital. I dug my elbows into the mattress, using all my strength to try to raise my head and shoulders off the bed and look around me. The woman with the kind face had gone and although the room was full of people, no one seemed to be looking in my direction. So I lowered my legs over the side of the bed and sat there for a moment, trying to reassure myself with the thought that if I was really badly hurt, the doctor would have come by now.

There were people lying on beds and trolleys, their faces pale and pinched with pain, and others sitting in chairs, dishevelled and bemused, while tired-looking nurses cleaned and stitched their wounds and tried not to inhale the rancid stench of alcohol.

The smell of hospitals has always made me feel faint and nauseous, and as I bent down to look under the bed for my trainers, I thought I was going to pass out. I sat up again quickly and waited for the feeling to fade before calling out to a nurse who was bustling by, ‘I can’t find my shoes. They’re not under the bed. Where will they have put my shoes?’

The nurse stopped and looked at me with a quizzical expression, as though she was trying to distinguish my face from the many others she’d seen and barely had time to register that night. Then she shrugged as she said, ‘You didn’t have any shoes when you were brought in,’ and hurried away.

That’s odd, I thought. What sort of accident or fight would have involved the removal of my shoes? Sarah will be cross with me when I arrive home in just my socks.

For some reason, the thought of Sarah made me feel sad. In my mind, I could hear the sound of raised voices and doors slamming, and then I felt the surge of anxiety I always feel when I know I’ve done something wrong.

Had Sarah and I had a fight? It seemed likely, if only because we had quite a lot of rows in those days. But I couldn’t imagine Sarah ever doing anything to hurt me, however angry she might be with me. In fact, most of our arguments were my fault. I was the one who usually went off the deep end – often for reasons I couldn’t explain, even to myself. So had I done it again? Had I manufactured a quarrel with Sarah because I needed an outlet for the fear and self-disgust that regularly built up inside me until it felt like a huge wave that was going to drown me? I hated my anger, but sometimes I didn’t seem to be able to stop it erupting out of me – although the booze didn’t help, of course.

I walked quickly along the pavement, away from the hospital, still thinking about Sarah and how I was killing our relationship because I couldn’t put into words – to her or to anyone else – what was really wrong with me. And then, just as I rounded the corner at the end of the road, a police car pulled up beside me and two policemen jumped out of it.

‘Left in such a hurry we forgot to put on our shoes, did we, sir?’ one of the policemen asked me, in a tone of mock politeness.

‘What’s it to you?’ I snapped back at him. ‘Walking in your socks isn’t a crime as far as I’m aware.’

‘You’re right,’ the second policeman said. He was standing directly in front of me, his legs slightly apart and his hands on his hips. ‘But threatening your girlfriend is. The girlfriend’s had enough, mate. She’s applying for a restraining order against you. So the good news is that you’ll be able to manage without your shoes tonight, because we’re going to give you a lift. Of course, where there’s good news, there’s always bad: I’m arresting you, and the lift we’ll be giving you will be to the police station.’

Later, the duty sergeant asked me what I could remember about the events of that day, before I’d woken up in hospital. ‘Nothing,’ I told him. ‘Although if I got into a fight, I think I must have lost, because every inch of my body aches and I feel as though I’ve had a bloody good kicking.’

‘No, it wasn’t a fight,’ the sergeant told me. ‘You tried to hang yourself. Apparently, you’d stopped breathing by the time a couple of your neighbours cut you down. You’re very lucky to be alive.’

Lucky. It was what the nurse had said at the hospital. But if I was so bloody lucky, why did I feel empty and miserable?

I stepped into the bleak, narrow cell and heard the door slam shut behind me. There was a window at the end of the room, made up of lots of small panes of thick, opaque glass that let in some light but stopped you being able to see out. And underneath the window was a concrete bed, on top of which was a thin, blue, neatly folded plastic mattress. I spread the mattress out and sat down, resting my elbows on my thighs and putting my head in my hands as I tried to remember what had happened earlier that day.

If I was honest, I knew my relationship with Sarah was at rock bottom – it had been for some time – and that its slow and painful demise was probably mostly my fault. I’d done what I always did with anything good in my life – systematically tested it and put it under so much pressure and strain that it eventually shattered into a million pieces. So if Sarah had filed for a restraining order – as the policeman said – it meant that, once again, I’d succeeded in destroying something that really mattered to me.

I went to court the next morning, and was ordered to stay away from Sarah. Apparently, not long after we’d had a particularly distressing argument, I’d fixed a piece of wood across the hatch into the loft of the house we shared, stood on a chair while I tied one end of a set of jump leads around the wood and the other end around my neck, and then kicked the chair away. Sarah thought I was dead, and I was certainly unconscious by the time she’d run to a neighbour’s house and they’d managed to cut me down.

The only thing I could remember about that day, though, was waking up in the morning with such a deep sense of despair and hopelessness that I simply didn’t know how I was ever going to get past it and move on with my life.

I’d attempted to kill myself before – several times, in fact, the first being when I was just a little boy. But I don’t think I’d really wanted to die. I’d just wanted the nightmares and the flashbacks and the relentless unhappiness of every minute of every day to stop. That day, though, when I realised how close I’d come to succeeding, I knew I had to find some way of accepting what had happened to me when I was a child and take control of my life – although, of course, as with so many things, that was easier said than done.

I didn’t blame Sarah for finally saying ‘enough’. For a long time, I’d been using alcohol to try to blot out the pain of my memories and loosen the tentacles of depression that had wrapped themselves around my mind and were squeezing all the hope out of me. I often didn’t sleep at night, and in the mornings I barely had enough energy to drag myself out of bed. So I’d stopped functioning normally, and then I’d stopped going to work.

Sarah had tried her best to help me. In fact, she’d been sympathetic and put up with my moods for longer than anyone could reasonably have been expected to. Gradually though, my nightmares had become her nightmares, and when I’d started turning my anger on her, she finally decided – quite rightly – that she couldn’t take it anymore.

One morning, a few days after I’d tried to hang myself and Sarah had kicked me out of the house, I woke up with a single thought echoing loudly in my head: I knew it was time to face my fear and take some sort of action to try to sort out my life.

An hour later, I was on the bus heading for Nottingham city centre, where I walked through the front door of the offices of Freeth Cartwright Solicitors and stood nervously in the reception area.

There were three girls at the reception desk, and for a moment I just stood there, looking at them. I knew it would only take one brusque or unkind word to make me turn tail and run back out through the door. So, while the girls watched me – at first with polite anticipation and then with slightly uncomfortable expressions on their faces – I tried to decide which of the three of them was likely to be the most sympathetic. Eventually, I took a deep breath, looked directly at the fair-haired girl, who smiled at me with patient encouragement, and said, ‘I . . . I wanted . . . I thought . . . W . . . W . . . Would it be . . .? Can I speak to someone?’

My stammer was so bad I was surprised when she seemed to understand what I’d said and told me, ‘I’m afraid there’s no one available today. But I can make an appointment for you to see someone later in the week.’

‘No!’ I almost shouted the word and then felt myself blush with embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, more quietly. ‘It’s just . . . It’s really, really important. I have to see someone today. Please.’

I was still stammering painfully and, after a moment, the girl nodded her head and smiled again as she said, ‘All right.’ Then she pointed towards some expensive-looking chairs that were arranged around a low glass table and added, ‘Take a seat and I’ll see what I can do.’

As I sat in the waiting area, biting the skin at the side of my thumb, I focused my attention on the mahogany-cased clock on the wall opposite me and tried to suppress my desire to run. It was a warm day, but it wasn’t the temperature that was making me sweat so profusely. I was twenty-eight and I’d never told my story to anyone. So why had I thought it would be a good idea to tell it to a total stranger?

I suddenly felt sick. I couldn’t do it. It had been a stupid idea. I stood up, and at that moment a tall, dark-haired man in a well-cut suit walked towards me and held out his hand.

‘Mr Coyne?’ His tone was businesslike, but he seemed friendly enough as he shook my damp, sweating hand. ‘I’m Julian Middleton. Why don’t we go somewhere we can talk?’

I nodded and followed him silently down a long corridor and into a large, high-ceilinged room, where he pulled out a chair from under the largest table I had ever seen in my life and said, ‘Please, sit down.’ Then he sat down beside me and asked, ‘Now, how can we help you?’

My mouth was dry and I had to swallow several times before taking a deep breath and blurting out, ‘I was sexually abused as a child. I have flashbacks and nightmares and I’ve just tried to hang myself. But I don’t really want to die. I just want to be able to live a normal life. And I need help.’

Tears were streaming down my face and my stammer was worse than it had ever been as I talked for the first time about what had happened to me. It felt as though I’d put my fingers inside my chest and ripped it open, exposing the deepest, most private parts of my being to this stranger I couldn’t even look in the eyes. I’d taken a huge step – a step I hadn’t believed I would ever take – and I knew there was no going back, because it was probably my one chance of having a future. It was a heavy burden to place on someone else’s shoulders, but all I could do was hope and pray that Julian Middleton would accept at least temporary responsibility for the story of my life and try to find some way of helping me.

It was a difficult story for anyone to hear, and although I only told a very small part of it to Julian Middleton that day, he often looked away, out of the window, while I was talking. Then, as I stuttered and stammered to a halt, there was silence for a moment and I could feel myself flushing red with humiliation and with the distress of knowing he probably thought I was crazy.

I imagined he was trying to think of the best way to get me out of the building with the minimum amount of fuss. So I was amazed when he cleared his throat and said, in a quiet, respectful voice, ‘Well, Mr Coyne, I do think we might be able to help you. I’m going to make an appointment for you to see my colleague, Mark Keeley. He’s the best man for this job, I think.’ And then he looked me directly in the eyes as he added, ‘Of course, if that’s all right with you?’

I didn’t sleep that night, and the next day, when I returned to the offices of Freeth Cartwright Solicitors, I met Mark Keeley. At first sight, I wasn’t sure whether he really was the right man for this particular job. In his pinstriped suit, shoes so shiny you could almost see your face in them, and oval, wire-rimmed glasses, he looked far too young and wet behind the ears to be a real, fully fledged solicitor. How wrong I was! Fifteen years later, he’s still my solicitor, as well as being the man I admire more than any other I’ve ever met. He guided me through some terrible times, when I didn’t think I was going to be able to carry on. More importantly though, he listened to everything I told him with patience and compassion, and he believed me. He’s the rock that underpins my sanity, although I’m sure that, even now, he has no real understanding of what he did for me that day and all the days that followed it.

I still have nightmares and flashbacks about what happened to me when I was a child, and there are times when I can’t shake off the crushing weight of self-loathing. But I’ve accepted that the pain is never going to go away completely, and I’m determined to be strong and not allow it to overwhelm me.

Although I’m not a bitter man, there are people I will never forgive for what they did to me, people who – despite my desire to be a ‘good’ person – I ardently hope will rot in hell and never see the white light of salvation or hear the beating of angels’ wings when the time comes for their stained and blackened souls to leave their mortal bodies.

I know that seems a terrible thing to say, but perhaps you’ll understand why I feel that way when you’ve read the story of my childhood.
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