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Rebecca’s story in her words 
This story contains content about abuse in the Catholic Church which some may find distressing. 

I feel, in many ways, that my life has been played out in public. Everyone has a view or opinion, whether wanted or not. From the age of ten I was pushed into the limelight, dealing with attention and situations which I never wanted. Like something from a soap opera. All because of the Priest.

Recently, at the age of 37 I moved house to a different area where nobody knows me. This has been one of the best things I have ever done. I love that no one knows me here, because I have lived with everyone else’s reactions to what happened to me all my life.

I grew up in a fairly religious family; my grandma was a devout Roman Catholic. My mum followed in the Catholic tradition. My siblings and I were all baptised and followed the Catholic sacraments. We went to Mass each weekend, too. My earliest memory of church is a cold modern building, quite clinical. I think it’s been knocked down since. My younger brother, my mum and I used to go with my grandma. It wasn't a place for family or fun, it was just something you were told to do - something to get through. My much older sister and my brother got to do their own thing. I sometimes wonder whether things would have been different for me if they had been around more at that stage. We did all the ceremonies at particular times of the church year. I recall Christmas Eve Mass at this church was the worst. I remember wishing we could get back home because I was convinced I could hear Father Christmas' sleigh in the sky. I just remember feeling that I was missing out somehow.

My siblings and I went to Roman Catholic schools. So, hymns, Mass and sacraments were all ‘normal’ and part of growing up. I remember doing my first confession, having to sit in the confessional booth with a Priest. We weren't allowed to sit behind a screen. We were made to go in with the Priest sitting looking at us. It was terrifying. I didn’t know what I was supposed to confess. I couldn’t think of anything. I was a geeky, nerdy young girl in glasses who still played with her baby dolls and barbies. I had no idea about life. I think I ended up apologising for fighting with my brother or something. 

I was an easy target 

My early childhood, I was very much the ugly duckling in the house because my sister was nine years older and she was more confident, more outgoing, more beautiful. My Dad had told me that my glasses made me ugly. So that is what I grew up with, always in my sister’s shadow. I had no confidence and was shy. I didn't really have any proper friends at primary school and I was bullied. I know now that these were the sorts of characteristics that made me such an easy target. 


When I was about eight, things changed. Three new Priests arrived at the church. Their presence wasn’t just confined to the church, though. Suddenly, there they were in the classroom.  This was new. Priests had previously maybe come in to take an assembly or something, but they'd never been into the classrooms. 

They would stand sometimes, behind a child at their desk, hands on their shoulders, asking what they were working on.  I remember telling my mum about this. I remember Mum saying it was great that these new Priests were more approachable, more human. The warning signs were probably there from the start. 

The other thing that was so new was that these three Priests would come into the local social centre, next to the church. This was a place my whole family network was used to - my uncles, cousins, they’d all had their first drink in there. Wakes, my grandma's 80th, my sister’s 21st, they all happened in the social centre and parish hall. And then the Priests were there too. They drank, they chatted, they watched the racing. They started to befriend people like my uncle. 

One of them started to get more and more connected to my family. Days out watching the racing with Uncle Mike. Arranging Holy Communion at home for my grandma when she wasn’t well. Drinking together in the social centre. This Priest acted more like one of ‘the lads’ - even watching ‘wet T-shirt contests’ on the TV.

When I was 10, there was a leavers’ school trip to London.  I’d never stayed away from home before; I felt so grown up. The sights, the people, the history.  I bought a little red denim jacket; one I’d always wanted.  To me, that jacket symbolised being happy and having everything ahead of me. I know it sounds so silly, but I can still picture bouncing off the bus, wearing it so happily. Little did I know. 


The Priest was on this trip, too. One night, I was ill with my asthma. The next day they were going to a show that had smoke – my asthma doesn’t cope well with smoke so I, and another boy who had a fear of the dark, were kept away from the theatre.  We were told to go with a ‘helper’ - a Mum who helped at the school – whose daughter was in my year. I should have felt safe with her. 

This woman and the Priest took me and the boy to a pub. That’s where we sat outside and waited for the show, where all the other children were, to finish. The Father had a drink or two. No one questioned this. 

It must have been then that he decided I was his next 

And I think it must have been then that he decided I was his next. I had been so excited that I'd been bought a camera for my birthday, not long before. It was a ‘proper’ one – with a long lens, and it fitted itself beautifully in a little leather case. I loved my camera and had taken it with me on my big trip. I was photographing everything in sight! 


But even that, as it turned out, was something that became tainted. It was only years later looking at the photos I came across one that on reflection takes my breath away. I had probably been aiming for a photo of a nice view. I don’t remember that view because there in the picture is the Priest. He is looking over his shoulder, straight at me, with a look in his eye. I only knew later what that look meant & how I would come to dread it.


That look there.


I was going to be next. He'd decided then, on that day on the school trip, and I had the moment captured in time forever.


Things carried on as if normal after that. Except everything had changed for me. I’d go to church every week, with the Priest doing the Mass, standing outside the church, shaking people's hands after the service. 

I dreaded that moment leaving the church. “There’s the most beautiful girl in the world” he would say. “Oh, here she is, my favourite!”. Then he would hug me right there, in the porch of the church, in front of everybody. An enveloping huge hug. I was ten. I was tiny. I couldn’t see out from his robes. It felt like that horrible moment was never going to end. The other parishioners, including my own family, would laugh along. Whilst I was wishing it would stop, I hated the attention and being put in the limelight. 


It was nearly a year later that I started to get my own birthday cards with money inside from the Priest. The first time I opened it at the church and the money fell out in front of everybody. I felt my cheeks burning, I was so ashamed and embarrassed. 

 “The Father has taken a shine to Rebecca, he's got a soft spot for her, how lovely!” I remember my grandma saying. Especially for my grandma's generation, the fact that a Priest could care about you, for her it was an honour. For me it was a nightmare. 

On one occasion one of the teachers was leaving the primary school and we happened to be in the social centre that night. It was after Mass and they asked me and my brother to present a gift, with no planning or any other children there. The Priest was also presenting as a governor.

“Here she is - the most beautiful girl in the world” he introduced me into a microphone in a room full of teachers, governors, officials. As I walked across that room, my legs wobbling, I remember thinking “how can he say those things and not one person, all these adults working in education, say anything?” 


I continued to be bullied quite a lot at primary school. I guess in some senses I was easy prey for the Priest, for anyone. I didn't have girlfriends to talk to, or a social life beyond church; I was very much alone. 

When I look back now, it was all manipulation. 

My Dad didn’t take much interest in our lives, so there was no man around really. This the Priest used to his advantage, too. My Mum was being encouraged to join the church social circle, parish trips to the theatre, flower festivals, race nights. I could see she was having fun for the first time in a long time. She had always given everything to her children. This was perfect, she could socialise in the safety of the church with her youngest children with her. So how could I tell her I didn’t want be part of it, this life in a church social club with Priests and family? When I look back now, it was all manipulation. It upsets me to think that so many people I love were manipulated, even my uncle, a most gentle lovely man, was probably manipulated too. We were all manipulated. 

Around this time, I started getting presents from the Priest, too. It started with sweets from a London trip, in a shaped tin of Henry VIII from the Tower. My Mum still uses it as a pin box today. It makes me want to vomit even to look at it. 


He travelled a lot, sometimes with the Normandy vets. So that’s how I started getting perfumes, too, from duty free I expect. Poison was one. For a twelve-year-old girl. He gave this to me in front of everyone at the social club. Again, not one person questioned it. Everyone would comment “how lovely”. I can’t see any bottle of perfume now in the same way. 

He'd hug me, always hugged me. Outside church, in the social centre, always very open, so it was never publicly questioned. In the social centre they'd be laughing and joking - and he'd pull me over to hug me, literally grab hold of my arm and pull me in.

I was still under the impression that he was kind of like an uncle, you know the uncle that hugs you at Christmas that you would rather not. Still, I couldn't understand it. I didn't understand the perfume, but everybody around me was saying, “oh, aren't you lucky?” It was deeply uncomfortable, but I didn’t know it was about to get worse. 


It started with brushing over my clothes, putting his hand over my bottom or brushing my breast. Kissing my cheek went to kissing my lips. None of this was done behind closed doors. To start with, I would brush it off as though it was a slip of the hand or not intended. I was petrified that it was more, and I didn’t know what to do. 

Then I was getting phone calls in the evening. He was calling maybe once a week to talk to me, wanting to know about the family. He would call the family house phone, so nothing looked odd. I would sit on our ‘phone seat’ just wanting it to stop. This eventuality increased to every night. Sometimes sober but mostly drunk.

I remember expressing to my mum that I wasn’t sure I should be answering questions from him. “Oh, no, it's fine” she said “you can tell him anything. He's a Priest”.

When I was 13 things suddenly got a lot worse. He started to go under my clothes

“I felt guilty, I felt embarrassed, I felt ashamed”.

It was at my great uncle’s wake that things escalated. It was in the social centre, of course. I remember distinctly I was wearing a white ribbed t-shirt under a black velvet pinafore dress.


My mum was sat to the right of me and to her right was my uncle. Facing was my uncle's friend, my other uncle. So, I’m surrounded by people, I’m at the back wall seat facing into the room - games room, pool tables and darts boards. The Priest came and sat next to me and with his left hand he went into my clothes. “It's okay, I love you” he said.   I can still picture the old man playing pool as he was about to take a shot. I froze thinking “what do I do?”

For years it got worse from there. A velvet Christmas dress which my mum made me wear This would get stroked in public. Everybody laughed and joked and nobody said anything.

He convinced my mom that it wouldn't hurt to have a glass of white wine and lemonade every week. Then alcho-pops. 

There were trips for a local children’s charity. I loved the children, but he would always find a way to drive me back alone, often after a drink. Everyone had him on a pedestal, a wonderful person helping the children.  

Then he started buying clothes for me, taking more of an interest in what I wore. He would give me money. By this point, anything I wanted, I could have. I was getting cheques for my birthday. He was suggesting what clothes to wear. I'd go shopping with my mum and he’d want a ‘fashion show’ at my home. 

[bookmark: _Hlk218680559]I was still having a hard time at school – I had no real friends and I was being bullied. Meanwhile out of school, there were tortuous nights in the social club where the Priest would touch me. He was skilled at it, always doing it in plain sight. And yet no one did see. When he was drinking, which would be particularly on church trips, he would be worse, more brazen. I was terrified that someone would see, like I was the one in trouble. I felt guilty, I felt embarrassed, I felt ashamed. I was so scared and trapped.

When a deacon started in the parish, the house visits became even more frequent. All this time Mum would be cooking and making the house pristine so that she could welcome these Priests into her home. 

I did as I was told because I was frightened. 

He was visiting twice a week at one point. He'd always sit on the sofa next to me and pull me in, hugging me. In front of my mother. In front of the Deacon. When no one could hear he would send me upstairs to change out of my underwear. Or remove it himself and hide it under the sofa. I did as I was told, because I was frightened. I was still the child who hated being in trouble or told off. 

Often the Deacon would come with him and be playing computer games upstairs with my brother while all this was going on downstairs. Was that Deacon oblivious? I don’t think I will ever know, but it seems unlikely. Just someone else under his spell.

Another church trip, another assault. It would just go on. I remember one trip for the Deacon’s ordination. I was wearing a cream, silky skirt with little blue flowers with green leaves on. It was the daintiest thing from Topshop. I loved it, and I felt grown up. But then I was given alcohol on the minibus there and it all happened again. He was drunk, more aggressive and assaulting me through my clothes on a bus full of children and adults. 

Afterwards, he came into the house and sat on the sofa next to me and did it again but went even further this time. In front of a room full of my family. No one noticed. 

When I look back, I think ‘why didn't you scream or kick?’. All I can say is he was a Priest, everybody loved him. And I was terrified. 

Sometimes at the presbytery I would run to the toilet, and he'd be on the outside banging, ‘let me in, let me in’. It was a gold handle with a twisty lock and all I could think was, I hope this holds.

He went on an annual trip to Paris, for the racing, with my uncle and friends. My mum and I were invited one year. Once there, there were plenty more opportunities for him. It was relentless. One evening he told my mum I needed to walk him back to his hotel room. That’s when he pinned me in the lift. After refusing to go to his room, it was me grovelling and apologising the next day because I'd let him down. Hurt him. That was how my shame worked. His response? I needed to make it up to him.

He was so skilled that when he came to the house, he even knew which magazine was big enough to mask what he was doing behind it while my Mum was in the kitchen. The weekend supplement of YOU magazine. While he was doing what he did to me, I could tell you about every sound in that house, every floorboard, every squeak – and I could describe the covers of those magazines. Because I was terrified. 

I was more alienated and more available. 

“You can only trust me” he would tell me when he rang the house every night. 

I was 15 at this point. I was more and more alienated. The bullying had become so bad at school that I was incredibly unhappy. My mum decided it would be best for me to leave school and revise for my exams at home. I was more alienated and more available.

When my exams came round, he offered to take me there in the car. He took the opportunity to assault me again before I went in to take my exam. When I managed to come out of it with A’s and B’s he told me how disappointed he was that I hadn’t got straight A’s. 

The regularity of the assaults was by this time having a physical impact as well. 
I needed visits to the hospital because I was bleeding. But nobody questioned whether anything untoward was going on. Nothing was ever asked. 
Around this time, he was pushing for me to go on ‘the pill’.

The abuse went on. He would be in my home, my brother would be upstairs, my mother in the kitchen, my dad in the other room, but he didn't care. He could get away with anything.

On my sixteenth birthday, he got me alone before we went into the social centre. When he pinned me against the wall, I tried, as I had become used to doing, to think about other things. I remember I was wearing a pretty blouse I’d be given for my birthday. Now it was ruined for me. He became more brutal that day. 

We didn't have a computer at home, so he arranged with my mum that I could go to the presbytery to do my college work. That’s where the violence of his assaults escalated. I didn’t even know how to begin to concentrate, knowing that I was basically captive, and that he could come back, possibly drunk, to take his opportunity with me at any time. 

He had founded a charity with two other Priests that took disabled or underprivileged children to Lourdes for a holiday. Three little groups of helpers, each allocated a Priest. I went as a helper. I was so excited, I loved looking after children and was thinking this could even have been a career for me. There was a little boy with Down syndrome. He couldn't talk, but he communicated by touching his chin. He was the most beautiful little boy. And I loved helping to care for him. 

In downtime, the Priest would plie me with alcohol. Then he would tell me that I had to go back to the hotel as I was in ‘no fit state’.  So, I went back to the hotel, and he locked me in the room with him.

I remember shouting “no - I don't want this.”

None of those supposed sacred spaces were safe for me. 

I was saved by a knock at the door. I’m in a state of undress. The Priest opens the door and it's the doctor who was on the trip with us. He questioned why the door was locked. 
“Rebecca wasn't well, so I thought I'd come and check on her” he said. 

The doctor requested to check my chest, my breathing, because of my asthma problem. “You’re fine. You probably just need rest” the doctor said. And then they both left the room.  I deadbolted that door and put a chair up against it. 

The Priest said he would ‘deal’ with the doctor. Years later he said he had no recollection of the incident. That’s what he told the Police. You'd remember that, wouldn’t you?  A doctor comes into a hotel bedroom where a young girl is half-dressed, had alcohol, and a Priest is sitting on the end of the bed.

By this point my body wasn't my own and I felt dead inside. 

I questioned myself “why me? I didn't have a life. My life was being there as whatever he wanted. He even made me drop out of one subject at college by speaking to the vice principal who was a very good friend. Before I knew it my lessons had been dropped. “It's in your best interests” he said.

Nowhere was out of bounds, there was a flower festival in the church, he would get me alone and touch me, in the sacristy, even in the confession booth, none of these supposed sacred spaces were safe for me. 

Nowhere was out of bounds, including my own sister's wedding. What should have been a happy occasion was filled with dread. He was the one taking the service, even mentioning me in it. I hated the wedding because I knew what was coming. 
I'd got the most grown-up dress, and I don't know how he didn't break it because he was pulling at me and I was trying so hard to get him off me. I still feel the fear and the sickness because I had no way out.

On my 18th birthday, we went for a meal, my mum, him and his friend. He got me so drunk I could hardly walk. I tried to get a taxi home, but he wouldn’t let me. He insisted I went to the church social club with him. Everybody laughed at me because I was so intoxicated I couldn't walk. I have absolutely no memory of walking in.

Then he led me into the presbytery and put me on the sofa. Hours later I woke up. 

Years later the other Priest who lived there at the time spoke about how he walked in to find me. He told me he wondered “what's he done now?”. He just wondered. He didn’t say anything though. Why? Nobody would help me.

When, around midnight, my Mum came looking for me, the father convinced her to let me stay there on his sofa, pretty much comatose. He took me to the door to wave bye to her. I wanted to scream to my mum “take me home please” I wanted her to mother me. Look after me. But in that moment, he convinced her to let me stay, she trusted him.

I can’t go there in my head, what happened that night. Even all these years later I cannot stand to think of it. I cannot speak of it. 

I just know how I woke up.  And that he made me walk out the presbytery the next morning whilst parishioners were walking into church. 

That man damaged me and I never recovered.

I have a damaged view of myself, of sexuality. For a long time afterwards, I wore over sexualised clothes. I had to been brainwashed that my body was all I had. It impacted by confidence. It impacts my physical health still today. 


But I was ridiculed, picked on, by the church community. People had passed me in the street and called me a tart. There was an old lady from the church who would close doors on me. She would try to trip me up; she would come up with some nasty names, be vicious to me. All the time she was mothering the Priest who abused me over a period of years. 

I had drinks thrown at me by a woman's daughter who wished it was her daughter who had received all the Priest’s attention. If only she knew. 

I couldn't go to the shops without somebody sniggering or saying something. People had invented a version of events that suited them, to keep him on a pedestal.

Even today people would prefer to believe that I was some sort of temptress and that the Priest could do nothing wrong. 

I was a child still, and I needed help, not more persecution.

I’ve spent the rest of my life trying to figure out who I am.

I later learnt from doctors that where abuse has happened during the transition between your childhood and your adulthood – puberty - the impact both physically and emotionally is particularly acute in terms of development.  I know I’ve spent the rest of my life trying to figure out who I am. 

I think I always will.

My motivations in seeing the diocese were all positive 

I reported what the father did to me to the police in 2011. During the period when my case was being investigated, the diocese did not reach out to me at all. Nobody spoke to me. 
 
When finally, they did, they told me they didn't believe me. Then they gave me their number “in case you want to speak to us further.”  That was all the contact I had. 

And it was only years later, in 2023, when I spoke to our local Priest about my son’s baptism that I got in touch and spoke to the safeguarding coordinator. 
 
At that point they acknowledged what happened to me. It was now twelve years since I reported it to the police. 
 
But the Bishop seemed very open to wanting to change, and he listened. I travelled to see the safeguarding coordinator on numerous occasions. It was quite a distance for me; I put effort in to going but agreed to the venue because it was convenient for him. They never offered to pay my expenses. 

At those meetings they said they wanted my advice, and to try and help the diocese move forward. I remember my teeth were chattering, not through nerves, but because I was sat in a cold room my coat on, shivering.
 
For me, my motivations in seeing the Diocese were all positive. I wanted to help make change. I wasn't going in with a vendetta or a grievance. I did want to know what happened to the Priest who had abused me.
 
I was disappointed to find out how he was being looked after by the church. The coordinator described the man who had abused me over years as living “not quite the cushy life he was used to.” As if that was ok then. I realised then they were still looking after him while I was sat in a cold room at my own expense responding to their need for advice. 
 
In 2024 the safeguarding coordinator asked if I'd help with safeguarding training for the new Priests. I said yes. I said I’d prefer to do it in person. You can get more emotion and empathy. It's better than just reading from a piece of paper. I was willing to put myself in that position to help them. 
 
The church was not listening to what I was saying. 

My offer of going was declined. The church was very good at telling me what I wasn't capable of. They decided for me that it would be too traumatic, too ‘triggering.’ They were not listening to what I was saying. 
 
They told me they wanted a victim statement to read to the new intake of Priests. I did it, and I included the effects on my children. This is important to me because a lot of people don’t realise it's not just the person that has been abused, it's the family. 
 
My daughter is at college. Another ex-Priest who knows what happened to me, works there. He could have stopped it, and he didn’t. He knew about it and lied about it. This is evidenced. He has admitted it to the police. And now my daughter sees him daily. This fact has come close to killing me. It’s like history repeating in the cruelest way. 
 
 That it happened to me is bad enough, but the fact it affects my children's lives is unbearable. The church needs to know the scale of that impact of abuse. It’s life-long for me. And it impacts those I love.
 
The church team wanted to edit my personal statement. They felt it might ‘stir things up.’  Until the church stops protecting the ones that have done wrong, stops putting the needs of the victims below the perpetrators, I don’t think I’ll ever believe that their efforts are anything more than a cover up. 
 
If I needed any more proof of this? The diocese offered me counselling. Great. This would have really helped me. Until I realised the offer was dependent on my giving up any chance of a conviction. That this threat could be held over me by the church I was attempting to help, despite everything, staggers me to this day. 
 
I still don't understand what happened with my case. But I'm never going to give up hope. 
 
And I've had enough of people telling me, years of telling me what I can and can't do. I believe the diocese only engaged with me to make them look good. 
 
I remember telling them how Christmas was quite a triggering time for me. And yet I had an email from them on about the 20th of December before going on annual leave. Just that one email brought it all flooding back. And then I was left with it over Christmas, to deal with on my own. 
 
The Church’s handling makes me so sad because all I wanted to do was make a difference.
 
I refuse to be negative. Being positive is my choice and my decision to make.

 But I refuse to hold a grudge. I work alongside the CSSA today. I want to do whatever I can to prevent this ever happening again. Change will not happen overnight. It will take time. But if we all do what we can it will happen. 
 
I refuse to be negative. I still believe there is good in the world, and I will not let what happened to me change that.
 
[bookmark: _Hlk218683573]So many choices were taken from me and decisions made for me. Being positive is my choice and my decision to make. This is the only way change will happen, and this is the only way of preventing what happened to me happening to anyone else. 
ENDS.

If you would like to like to speak to somebody confidentially:

Safe Spaces is a free national support service which offers confidential, personal, and safe space for anyone who has been abused through their contact with either the Church of England, the Church in Wales or the Catholic Church in England and Wales.

HELPLINE : 	0300 303 1056
WEBSITE: 	www.safespacesenglandandwales.org.uk

	OPENING HOURS:
	Monday to Friday 9am – 9pm
Saturday 9am – 1pm
Sunday 1pm – 5pm
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