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Disclaimer

Some information, stories and experiences in this book may be distressing to readers. Please take good care of yourself as you read this book and if you require help or someone close to you is at risk of harm, please contact any of the following for support:

Respect: 1800 737 732

Lifeline Australia: 13 11 14

Sexual Assault Crisis Line 24-hour free call for crisis support line: 1800 806 292

Kids Helpline: 1800 551 800

Survivors and Mates Network (SAMSN): (02) 8355 3711
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Dedication
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To other survivors, everywhere and in all walks of life, of all ages,

Know that you are not alone.

Whatever happened is not your fault. 

It is always possible to move forward in your journey. 

Shift your perception, you deserve acknowledgement, the most important thing is you.

It’s okay to lose yourself before you find yourself. 

We stand with you and honour you. 

If you stay silent, the darkness won’t get any brighter.

We encourage you out of the shadows, help is easier to access than it was.

Reaching out started the process of healing for me.

Anything is possible. 

It’s your journey and it’s personal, move forward with hope and vision.

––––––––
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Introduction 

THE STORIES WITHIN this book are a gift given to us by these men. They share their stories with purpose. Their words reach out to other male survivors to bring an understanding only they can give; to tell these men they are not alone and tell the boy inside he is not to blame. They share the power of telling their story, the positive impacts of having support and how this enabled them to move forward in their journeys.  

Their stories speak to the challenges, stigma, and struggles of survivors, but also to the hope, freedom and healing. They acknowledge the personal and professional supporters, articulating the difference these people have made, and the valued support they continue to provide, to these healing journeys. 

It is their hope that they can make a difference as they share with the community the reality for many men and the trauma that continues to be inflicted on young boys. It is through the sharing of these stories that society can better understand the impact of sexual harm, break the taboo and open up such truths about our community. These men, through their stories, challenge us all to question the ways society operates at all levels and create a better-informed and safe community to raise a child. 

These authors are known to us all, they are sons and fathers, husbands and partners, friends and workmates and stand next to you and me. It is reported that 1 in 9 men (11%) were physically or sexually harmed before the age of 15and many more go unreported. The true figure may never be known. 

Recovery is a lifelong journey and is different for every individual, but there are many commonalities, many things they all share. The men in this book share candidly the impact on their wellbeing, emotional stability, and family relationships – and the isolation, shame, guilt and resentment that can ensue throughout these experiences. We are grateful that these men have trusted us to publish some of their most vulnerable insights. Moreover, the stories bring hope for all men touched by sexual harm that recovery is possible, and it begins with the sharing of a story.

The strength and determination of the authors cannot be undermined, their stories are often traumatic, but they are also powerful. Hope and resilience shines through them all.
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A Boy from Kalangadoo - Jim McNicol
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My life that surrounds me today started in 2012. I was fifty-eight years old; I am now sixty-five years old. There is a distinct difference between life pre- and post-2012. I have always been a loner; I would typically be the last one at a party to leave, provided there was something to drink. I was the one falling into a stupor drinking too much. I tried different drugs, but luckily, I never liked anything enough to continue. I have my good health, my marriage, my partner, my children, my grandchildren and my career. These are important to me.

Prior to my marriage I did not keep relationships for any length of time. I kept moving on. People ask me why I spent a long time, often in excess of ten years, in one job. I always felt safe in these jobs. When I felt this way, I stayed. When I did not feel safe, I moved on, whether from a relationship, a job, friends or acquaintances.

I am successful. I attained a Bachelors Degree of Commerce, am a Fellow of Certified Practising Accountants (CPA) and completed an Accounting Certificate (TAFE) with Honours. I worked up the ladder from storeman to chief financial officer (CFO). I have a beautiful family with a daughter and two sons, one from a prior marriage, and three grandchildren with a fourth on the way. I have been married for forty years. I value my children and my partner, and while I sometimes don’t show it, the love I have for them is there. I am proud of what I have in life. However, I am not proud of the past, where I have been distant and not a part of the joy that my family have experienced. I cannot change that.

I began by saying my life as I know it now started in 2012. One night I awoke around midnight, I stood up from the bed, and thought, “Oh hell,” remembering a particular time at school when I was told by my form master that they knew about “the abuse” and the abuser, he, was going to be sent away. I did not know what to do with this memory of an event that I had not remembered before this night. I couldn’t remember any details about the event or the abuse itself, only that I was told I had been abused.

Over time, memories came back. I remembered being in the school on a long weekend, alone. I was not able to go home to my family as other boys had. I presume it was because my parents were separating around then. I found myself intensely trying to work out what happened, the event’s timeline, and determine who abused me. The abuser was always a shape in the shadows.

In April 2012 there was the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into the Handling of Child Abuse by Religious and Other Organisations. When I looked for the start date of this inquiry for the purposes of including it in this written account of my story, I started shaking and I felt tense and uneasy. I realised that my memories surfaced at the time of this inquiry. It was also the time of my fortieth high school graduation anniversary. I did not graduate at Year 12 as I was expelled partway through Year 11. At the time, my subconscious mind was relieved that I was getting out of the school, out of the fire and somewhere safer.

Initially, when I recalled my experience it felt like I was outside my body, looking down on this child being sexually abused. Later, I experienced memories of laying down, being abused. I came to know when and where the abuse occurred, the memory of going through the doors into the laundry and into that small dark room with high windows. It recognised the mattress on the floor and the bookshelf. I still do not remember who abused me, despite seeing the outline of the person nearly every day. I remember the smell of the laundry. The rough unshaven face touching me, his hands pulling me to him, the memory of what he made me do and what he did. My mind is still keeping me safe from going further.

I question whether I need to know what actually happened. My inquisitive mind says “I do” but my adult self says, “So what? I don’t have to know. It was bad and that’s enough. I am safe now.” I know I tried to fight back and I froze. I tell myself it was not my fault. It was his fault – and the institution’s for removing the problem by expelling the troubled teenager who could not be controlled, rather than dealing with the actual situation.

I learned about and rang Victoria Police’s SANO Task Force but I hung up. I did not have the courage to speak up and I had not told anyone about my memories. I was dealing with it on my own.

In 2013, the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse began. I made a promise to myself. I was standing in a car park, ready to go into the gym. The Royal Commission announced that registrations for private sessions closed at 5pm that day. It was 3pm on the 30th of September, 2016. I told myself if I do not register for a private session in that very moment, then I would be forever silent and not tell anybody. I know that phone call saved my life.

I was nervous, sweating, and my heart was running at a million miles an hour. A woman answered the phone. I answered the questions. Was I sexually abused? Was it within an institution? What was the institution? When did it happen? Do you know who abused you? I felt relief that I did not have to say what exactly happened. There was no denial about the abuse from the woman on the call. She believed me. She said I was brave. I said that I did not feel brave. I felt scared. I told her rather than the word brave, I thought the word that she mentioned – “resilient” – best suited me. I had survived and I had a future. I now had a plan to progress.

I was advised of the process in telling my story to the Royal Commission. There would be redress. An apology from the institution. I would have contact with the police. The woman asked me if I wanted to be provided counselling. I said, “No, I’ll be okay, no worries.”

I told the woman she was the first person I had spoken to about my experience. She was not surprised and said many others had also not told anybody before. I had waited fifty years. Many others had waited much longer to tell their story. I now know why counsellors ask, “What are you going to do now?” and, “What is coming up in the next few days, weeks?” They want to know that you are safe. The woman asked me these questions once she decided that I fitted into the box of experiencing institutional child sexual abuse.

I continued to go on as I had. I tried to deal with the issues I was having by myself. I received emails from the Royal Commission, advising counselling was available should I want it. I was still working out exactly what had happened to me. I could work this out on my own. I felt that I could not talk to my family about my experience. I felt that since I was a man, these things don’t happen to men, or if they do, we take them on board and tell no one. I questioned how I would let someone do this to me and how I wouldn’t fight back enough to stop it. I blamed myself without knowing it.

In December 2016, I decided to tell my family, because I could not hide the fact I would be involved with the Royal Commission. While walking through a shopping mall just before Christmas with my wife and daughter, I felt safe that I could share my experience without feeling trapped. I told them I had been sexually abused as a child at boarding school and I wanted to be involved with the Royal Commission. My wife and daughter responded supportively. I then called my son, who, while shocked, was very supportive. While I felt huge relief, my family did not know how to console me. I still felt embarrassed for my experience and for not standing up to my perpetrator.

I downplayed the seriousness of the abuse with my family and there was silence about it, as nobody seemed to know how to talk about it. I could still deal with my experience myself. I was strong. I just had to wait; I could tell my story and then get it out of my mind. I just had to go through the steps of the Royal Commission and get it over and done with.

The black dog came. The doubts. The anger. The thoughts of not having to deal with life. The ideas about being in a peaceful place. To commit suicide. I had my steps in attaining redress and an apology all planned out, and then the thoughts would come on like a freight train running through my mind. I thought that I was strong enough and resilient enough to deal with this. I was so, so wrong. In early 2017, after spending Christmas with my family, I realised I was not strong enough. I was resilient but I also needed help to survive. I would not be able to tell my story unless I called for help. The devils in my mind were procrastination and pride. I just needed to make that call.

I made a decision which saved my life. When I rang, I was told somebody would contact me. I thought they would realise I was in trouble and needed help, and I would get a call quickly. Three weeks later I rang again. They responded with, “Sorry, we were going to give you a call when we had an appropriate counsellor to contact you, and they only just started in their job this week.” It was a close call. I was about to give up.

I came to realise through counselling how much the enormous emotional swings I experienced were connected to my abuse, and I learned that no child should experience abuse, nor are they responsible for it.

In sharing my story, almost all either have presented as consoling towards me, or have shared their own experiences with me. I gauge other people’s reactions closely before sharing my story to see how they will cope with what I am going to share. My siblings, nephews and nieces, work acquaintances, counsellors, psychologists, psychiatrists and doctors all know my story and I have become aware of others’ experiences of abuse as well. In 2017 I told my doctor about the abuse and he gave me a referral to see a psychiatrist. The wording on the referral said “Victim of Historical Sexual Child Abuse”. It really hit me then I had to get more help so that I could continue to be a survivor, not a victim.

I wanted to find out where I fitted in and if other people were on a similar journey to me. I found a men’s survivors group and got the courage to attend their programs. I enjoyed being part of a group that consisted of all male survivors of different ages and backgrounds. I learned to talk to others, rather than keeping things to myself where it can take over my life and reinstate the perpetrators’ message about “tell no one” or “don’t tell”. Find someone to speak to whom you have faith in and trust. If the first time you tell someone, it doesn’t work out well, don’t despair – try again. You will succeed in finding the person who believes you and can help.

Know that not all people are bad. There are people out there who will want to help us. We are not alone. It may be a long journey, but you will survive. When the wave of helplessness overcomes you, understand why it happens, get out from under it and rise above it. We cannot take back what has happened, and it is in the past. Everything that you do to move forward takes the power away from your perpetrator and brings it back to you.

Being believed has been a huge part of my journey to recovery, and I have always been believed. Being brave and speaking out has been the hardest part for me. I now share my story so that people can recognise when things are not alright – and they too can speak up and protect both themselves and children.

Every story we tell spreads out like nutrients that are absorbed into the roots of a tree. This is the tree of knowledge that absorbs the information so that more and more people are aware. This awareness grows in momentum, so that we as a society can create change. We must help those in recovery to move forward. I am proud being one of nearly 10,000 people who told their story to the Royal Commission. That afternoon in the car park, I hoped that there would be change and it has been greater than I could have imagined. It began with telling my story.

I am still understanding why and how this happened to me. I don’t think the healing process will ever end, as I still deal with the thoughts coming up. My life is now one of not letting these thoughts control me in the present. I have learned the past can haunt you, but cannot hurt you.

I want children to know they have power, and to understand they can speak up and tell someone about what is happening rather than letting it lie as long as I did. Even though I’m an adult who can access help, my inner child sometimes comes back as a frightened little boy. These days we have great support networks ready for us. Sometimes it may feel like being at peace is a better option, but this would then transfer the despair on to those who love and respect us. My family and mental health are now the most important things to me. Even still, there are times where it is still very hard and I fall into a hole.

I was handed a poem by Portia Nelson with a line: “I walk down another street”.[1] The author speaks about walking down a path and falling into many holes along the way, and having the option to choose another street. I have fallen down the holes that Nelson talks about, and still chose to walk down the same street. This has been my insight: to notice what doesn’t work and to remember we have the choice of where we walk. There may be other options available to you if you put in the work to find them. The most important thing on the street is you, remember that. It is you.

Now

Love came. I still have my bad days

I can choose to no longer allow my trauma experiences to define me

I’m in control of how I react and respond

I am able to remind myself to think of the bigger picture 

You can overcome the experience and live a worthwhile life 

I enjoy giving support, to help other survivors in any way possible 

The impact that I am making through helping other men is no longer small

My brain wiring has changed in a healing way, maintaining my sense of being

I have arrived at where I wanted to be, I am and can more fully be

a loving father, a husband, a son, a brother, an uncle.... 

I hope I get to meet you on your journey
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Tears of a Clown – Francisco Pangorva
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Leaving the bathroom, battered and bruised, four women stared at me with a glaring look of cold disapproval and obvious judgement. “They must know,” I said to myself, as they gave me the same disapproving look after he quietly “led” me into this strange bathroom. “They must be disgusted with me.” The shame. I’ve not only let myself down, but yet again, I’ve obviously let my family down and clearly deserved what happened to me.

Walking home was slow-paced, but I wouldn’t have known; my head was assessing what just happened, as I played all of the roles of judge, jury and jailer. Instead of fighting or running, I complied like a lamb being led into a slaughterhouse. I clearly deserved what happened to me.

As the youngest of seven children to a mother with only six teats, as a child I had never felt “seen” by those who mattered most to me. So I became the stereotypical “problem child”, craving attention. Adding to this, I had been diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia; I was labelled by my teachers as both “dumb” and as a “bad egg”. One Year 5 teacher even suggested that I be sent to a special needs school.

Living up to this unenviable label was always difficult for me, as I never felt like a “bad egg”. But my parents were of a generation that “one doesn’t question authority” and I know it bothered my academically minded father thinking his youngest was “thick“. Uncertain as what to do, my father decided to send me to live with my maternal grandmother. As the matriarch of my large Latino family, and as a headstrong woman herself, if anyone could “straighten me out”, it was her. So while walking home in this haze of shame, I replayed all of the times that I caused angst with my parents, teachers, and older siblings. This was why this evil happened to me, because shit like this doesn’t happen to “good eggs”.

Opening the door to my grandmother’s home, I was late for dinner, she approached the front door and looked at me. I sheepishly looked to the floor so that she couldn’t look into my eyes. And yet, part of me was relieved as she’d surely hold me lovingly, telling me how things would be okay. Instead, however, she gave me her usual stern stare and said, “You got into another fist fight? When will you STOP being such a disappointment to the family?” I can’t recollect what else she said after this as I yet again fell into a state of disassociation, as if I was floating like an astronaut within the darkness of Alice’s rabbit hole.

She sent me upstairs to shower without dinner. As I showered, with the hot water stinging my sores and raw anus, I turned this physical and emotional pain into a moment of personal reflection. If indeed I deserved what happened to me, then it was up to me to change. Instead of seeking attention by being the bad egg, I would focus on being a better student, son, and person. I would overcome my ADHD and dyslexia, and hopefully capturing favourable attention by being the “good egg”.

As the years passed, with my improving grades and sportsmanship I pushed on towards university, post-graduate studies, and a white collared career path. My focus was to “succeed”, albeit by a definition given by society, rather than my family (let alone myself). My focus on growing into a “man” was orchestrated from a textbook – I worked long hours, putting any spare energy into learning and even more work. I was gaining my family’s attention, but the one I sought it most from, my father, was mired with the onset of his dementia. The more that I climbed, the more his dementia and old age made it difficult for him to recognise my achievements. It was like scoring a goal to a fan base clapping with only one hand.

By the time I was in my thirties, if you’d given me a lie detector test while questioning me about my childhood trauma, I would have passed when I said that it was nothing more than someone trying to seduce me as a boy. This lapse in my traumatic memory did, however, ultimately served a purpose: it allowed me to keep myself focused on my career and being a more deserving person. But my challenge, however, was that the higher I climbed, the emptier I felt. Not only was my father unable to see me with praise following his onset of dementia, but I felt no fulfilment from climbing this corporate ladder.

I had a life that many would envy: a good home with a wife and children. I was a devoted father. Like all fathers, I was protective. But this protection took another level, inasmuch that I was a guard dog who was being walked by the two children. Rather than looking after my own kids, I was looking out to those coming towards my kids. I no doubt annoyed my family as I presented as overbearing and controlling. I wanted to let go and let them live, but this was as foreign to me as learning an unknown language.

Control to me meant safety. I later learned that this control wasn’t me controlling what they did, but placing limits on what exposure my family had. Yes, I know, it’s still controlling. My concern was looking outwards rather than looking towards them. Not that this mattered, as all “control” is still suffocating nonetheless. I read books and took classes on “active listening” and better parenting. The more I tried to learn to let go, the more frustrated I got due to my inability to do so. I didn’t appreciate this at the time, but this was reminiscent to my own sense of failure as a son, only now it was presenting in my
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