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About the Book

This is the powerful story of a little girl’s sexual abuse at the hands of the father she loved and trusted, and of her triumph as a young woman in seeing him convicted for his crime.

To the outside world Julia’s family was a picture of respectability; middle-class, decent, loving. But between the ages of eight and thirteen Julia’s father sexually abused her. While Julia’s mother’s obsessive domestic tendencies occupied her elsewhere, Julia’s father concentrated his attentions on his daughter. When, eventually, Julia twice found the courage to reveal what was happening to her, her mother encouraged her to retract her allegations. Years later, after Julia had married and had two daughters, her father confessed – and Julia was able to record their conversation and press charges. Her father is currently serving eight years in prison. Julia no longer has a relationship with her mother and brother, but she has successfully rebuilt a new life for herself. This the dramatic story of how, by confronting her painful past, Julia has begun to build herself a successful future.
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Julia Latchem-Smith was born in Basildon, Essex, in 1981. She now lives in Bridgend, South Wales, with her husband Jonathan and their three children Molly, Katelyn and Zack.
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This is a true story but some names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the subjects’ identities.
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Introduction

Children are taught from a very young age the difference between right and wrong, good and bad. Every word and every action a parent teaches a child influences the person that child will become. When those parental messages are faulty, imagine how a growing child can be affected.

My childhood made me a very fragmented person. The sexual and emotional abuse to which I was subjected for years conditioned me to such an extent that I had no comprehension of right or wrong, good or bad. I understood only the reality in which I lived, where morals and values were distorted, leaving me unsure of my place in the world.

Often, when I was a child, people such as teachers and friends’ parents commented that I was ‘odd’, that my behaviour was ‘strange’. The double existence I was forced to live left me struggling to adjust to life outside the home. Battling against my distorted view of reality, I became destructive not only to myself, but also to those around me. Years of denial left me accepting my past as normal, so that I was unable to face the truth about my parents’ actions. But the blunt reality finally became something from which I could no longer hide so that I embarked on a journey where I was forced to determine my own morals, every day having to stand up for what is ‘right’, even though it was easier to live with what was ‘wrong’. In a struggle to find justice in a world still coming to terms with the reality of child abuse, I fought against those who would prefer to turn a blind eye. So many people still choose to live in oblivion rather than accept the facts of abuse. I became determined to expose the truth, and the costs of living as a victim. Only now, years later, can I rationalise the true effect that growing up in a dysfunctional family had on me, and begin to learn how to progress with my life. I am still slowly undoing the knots of deceit that my childhood tied.

I have had to recondition my thoughts, beliefs and values in order to become a whole human being and to be able to function in a world where my parents’ values are, as I have finally discovered, far from normal.

People ask me how I have healed myself. I can only respond that I now know how to function for myself. My eyes have been opened to a world which, until recently, I hardly knew existed. As an adult I have had to decide which path to take, and take the necessary steps to remove negativity from my life, however close I may have been to the people presenting it. On a journey of self-discovery and awareness, I have realised that the truth really does set you free.

This is my story …


1

The Calm before the Storm

Suzanne sat quietly in her chair as I poured her tea. A wave of pride washed over me as I chatted away to my audience. Every word I spoke was unquestioned; every gaze uninterrupted.

I smoothed down a crease in Suzanne’s dress with such love it physically hurt inside my chest. I couldn’t imagine a more perfect moment. I pondered this, and decided that, actually, some cake or chocolate biscuits would be a rather nice way to round off this tea party. I decided I would definitely aim to have some next time.

A splashing noise broke through my thoughts and alerted me to the fact that I had overfilled the teacup. Water was covering the table.

‘Julia! Let me clear that up now! Time to put that tea set and dolls away.’ My mother’s voice penetrated through from the kitchen. The moment was lost.

I was seven years old and grateful to have been allowed to play with real water in my tea set. It wasn’t usual to have such freedom in the house, and I was determined to do as I was told for fear that the privilege wouldn’t be repeated. I helped to pack away without complaint. Mum liked her house to be kept neat and tidy at all times. Many things in my own room I had never touched in my life. At night I would lie staring at the teddies, in their original little bags, sitting on my bedroom shelves. I often wondered if I dare climb up to touch them, but the fear of what might happen to me if I was caught kept me in my bed. Mum hated anything to be touched in case I made a mess. If I was found to be ‘fiddling’ with things, the row that would follow was not worth the risk. It was almost as though some toys were kept for decoration. Others were ‘allowed’, for some reason, with minimal toys allocated for ‘playing purposes’. These I loved with a passion. This was how it was with Suzanne.

Suzanne was my favourite doll. It didn’t matter that her arm had been sewn on time and again. She was mine and I loved her unconditionally; as I thought any mother should love her child.

Every penny I had, Christmas and birthdays, was spent on her. I remember queuing in Mothercare after carefully deciding on an item of clothing to suit her, oblivious to the curious looks of the shop assistants. The dolls’ clothes in the toy section were inadequate for Suzanne; only the newborn range of ‘proper’ clothes would do.

For as long as I could remember having Suzanne, I dreamed of the day that I myself would become a mother and imagined the delight I would feel at having a child of my own – someone to spoil, to love, to cherish.

Dreamily I would answer the question I was always asked by my aunties and uncles.

‘What would you like to be when you grow up, Julia?’

‘I just want to be a mum …’

They would laugh at my naïvety, relishing my youthful ignorance. I had no idea what motherhood really meant.

I would often take Suzanne to my nanna’s for the day. I spent a lot of time with my mother’s mother. Nanna would catch a glimpse of Suzanne from the corner of her eye and, for a split second, gasp in horror in the mistaken belief that a real baby was lying on the floor. This both excited and annoyed me. I revelled in the idea that my nanna thought her so lifelike, but at the same time I was angry that anyone could possibly question the authenticity of my poor baby.

At that time, we lived in Church End Lane in Runwell, a small village in Essex and Nanna lived just a couple of miles away. I spent a lot of time with her. I always felt very close to her and she always welcomed me with open arms. I loved the smell of mint sauce from her kitchen as she cooked a Sunday dinner. I was more at home in her home than in my own.

My parents had married in 1970 when my mum was just eighteen. They had my older brother, Paul, in 1979, and sixteen months later, I followed.

Mum was thirty-six years old when I was seven and my story begins. She was a nervous woman who was very easily stressed. She had barely ever worked since meeting my dad at college. Straight after marriage she had become a housewife.

Mum was always rather cold with Paul and me. She wasn’t the type of parent who would get down on the floor and play games, or run around chasing us and laughing, as my dad did. But, as a small child, I just accepted what she was like, and revelled instead in the endless enthusiasm that my dad showed for me.

Dad was forty when I was seven. For as long as I can remember he worked in the financial services industry, offering advice on such schemes as investments and savings.

He was slightly chubby, unlike Mum and, also unlike her, he was always very natural with us kids, playing fun games with us up in Paul’s bedroom at weekends, out of Mum’s way. He was also very tactile, again in complete contrast to my mother, who didn’t show much affection. Dad would think nothing of giving us kisses and cuddles. He was my hero. No other daddy could ever match my daddy. I had the best in the world.

I also admired and adored my big brother. Paul wanted to be an astronaut when he grew up and I remember Dad making up a song about it that would have us all squealing with laughter.

‘I have a little boy and Paul-Michael is his name. He wants to fly up into space upon a rocket plane. With Daniel by his side, through the galaxy they’ll ride and they won’t come back no more!’

This was typical Dad. He had a talent for words, and could make up rhymes effortlessly, cracking us up time and time again.

As for me, I was a happy little girl. I enjoyed school and had lots of friends.

It was a few years before then that my grandpa, my mum’s dad, died. I don’t really remember much about him, but I do know that Mum took his death very badly.

This was my first encounter with death and I was very confused by it. I knew from the TV that people who had died were buried in coffins, so I re-enacted a burial with a Barbie doll, putting her into a plastic box. My mother saw me doing it and asked me what I was doing. I replied quite simply and innocently that I was putting her in her coffin because she was dead. My mother snapped, smacking me and insisting that I must never ever say such things again. This seemed to be an extreme reaction, even for my mother, as I battled to understand what I had actually done wrong.

At school, I would spend my time with my three best friends, Diane, Laura and Heather. Often after school I would go to play at Heather’s house, riding up and down her street on her scooter. Her father had a gambling fruit machine in the front room, which I always thought was so ‘cool’. It was something I knew you usually only found in pubs and clubs, and was for grown-ups. It emphasised how very different Heather’s upbringing was from my own. There was fun in her house, and practically an open-door policy with friends coming and going. And that was a privilege I was most definitely not allowed.

On the one occasion, after I had nagged and nagged my mother to let me have a friend over to play, Laura came round. Laura was desperate to play my Care Bears tape in my bedroom but I wasn’t so keen. One of the characters, Professor Coldheart, sang a song that scared me rigid about the Care Bears being locked up alone. That particular song made me feel so afraid and alone that the compassion I felt for those bears with no one to love them would overwhelm me. But my mother forced me to play the tape to Laura, and, distraught, I ran out of the room in tears. Needless to say, Laura never came over again. Mum never invited her, and Laura didn’t ask to return.

I also played with Kay and Nicola, who lived just round the corner from my house. I have a vivid memory of watching the wedding of Prince Andrew and Sarah Ferguson at Kay’s house. As I stared at Sarah on the screen, thinking how amazingly beautiful she was in her wedding dress, Kay’s mother caught my eye and beckoned me to join her on the sofa while Kay and Nicola played. I snuggled up as close as I could, enjoying the cosy proximity in which we sat, breathing in her mummy scent. This felt like nothing I had ever experienced with my own mother. I didn’t want the wedding to end. I didn’t want to have to acknowledge that this was not my own mother cuddling me close. For those few hours, I felt what it was like to have a real mum.

But the reality was that, in general, my family was not very sociable. My parents had only one or two very good friends. Dad’s best friend was ‘Uncle Keith’. They had been at college together, and Keith was my godfather. Uncle Keith was single and very religious. He worked for the Church in Kent and always seemed calm and composed, with a voice so soft and gentle yet compelling that people would stop to listen to what he had to say.

Mum’s friend was ‘Auntie Shirley’, who was married to ‘Uncle Peter’, also my godparents. They lived just close by near my school.

Auntie Shirley became very ill with leukaemia, something she kept to herself in the vain hope of sparing her friends and family grief. Her death came as a massive shock to both her husband and my mum. I don’t think either of them ever really came to terms with the loss.

Having lost her dad and her best friend, my mother sank to her lowest point. From this time onwards she was on anti-depressants and relied solely on my father for his support, both emotionally and financially. We were terribly isolated. We lived in a large four-bedroomed semi-detached house but, despite the houses that surrounded us, we may as well have been living in the street alone. Nearby was a house belonging to another young family. They had a daughter called Emma, who had striking long blonde hair. Next door was a family with a young girl called Sara, but I was never encouraged to play with either of these girls. So, I had my school friends while I was at school but I felt strangely alone at home.

In 1988, my parents made a decision that would change my life for ever. They decided to move to West Wales. I remember clearly the moment I was told. The idea of leaving all my friends and my life as I knew it felt unbearable. I couldn’t comprehend it. There seemed to be no explanation for the move, no real reason behind it. To make matters worse, my parents must have delayed telling Paul and me of their decision, because no sooner did we know we were moving than we were off.

I did know and like West Wales, though, because we had spent many holidays in the seaside town of Cardigan. My parents had bought a plot of land in an idyllic village called Llechryd. A local builder was developing the site and they had become very involved in the design and layout of what was meant to be their dream home.

There was, they told me and my brother, a nice local school just a short walk across the village, where we would start after the summer holidays. It was almost too good to be true.

Since Grandpa had died and Nanna was all alone, she was to move with us to be nearer my mother, her only daughter. Nanna bought one of the plots on the same estate and the idea was that she would become a closer part of our family. I think my parents truly believed that once we moved into this perfect home we would become a happy family.

As we finally left Church End Lane and our car pulled out of the drive, we were all chanting, ‘Goodbye, House!’ and I remember wondering what might lie ahead. What friends would I make? What would the future hold for me? So many questions filled my mind as I sat in that car making the long journey to Wales. My life was about to change completely, and I had no idea where this new life would lead. That realisation both scared and excited me; it was the same sort of feeling I had when we were setting off on holiday. What would it be like? Would I have fun? Would I be happy? But this time the circumstances were different; this time I wasn’t coming back.
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