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I dedicate this book to my daughter, my little angel. Even though you weren’t on this earth for long, you gave me the strength to start making changes. You saved my life.

To my boys and my brother, your unconditional love keeps me alive, and to the other silent victims, let my courage be your courage.

‘Katherine X’


Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.

To remain silent and indifferent is the greatest sin of all.

— Elie Wiesel


Foreword

Katherine’sI story is one that needs to be told. It is a story of courage and resilience in the face of real terror.

Because Katherine’s abuse continued over a long period of time, it is almost impossible for the person on the street to comprehend and understand her sadness and sense of being neglected and betrayed. This is why her story needs to be told.

Katherine was a prisoner. Although there were no bars, she was absolutely trapped by her father; there was no way out for her, she was totally powerless. Her father had a vice-like grip on her. Wherever she turned, he had eyes on her, she was totally under his control.

When I was interviewed by the media directly after her father’s sentencing, I said that Katherine was the bravest person that I’d met. That remains the case. Despite a very real ongoing fragility, and a simmering anger at the system and the people who let her down, Katherine is great to be friends with. She has a wicked sense of humour, a generous outlook on life and a wisdom honed by her unique experiences.

From a personal point of view I found Katherine to be inspirational. Here was a woman who’d been pushed under over and over again, and yet she kept coming to the surface. The welfare system continually put her down, blamed her, ignored her, abused her over and over again, but she kept bobbing up like a cork.

All that time people weren’t listening to her. Every time she came to the surface to tell her story, she’d get blamed. That’s what I mean about getting pushed back down. But Katherine has an extraordinary spirit that says ‘listen to me’ and eventually somebody heard her, although it took an unjustly long time.

Katherine is not a sympathy seeker. She would only hope that her story will open the eyes of those who wonder and strengthen those who suffer.

Bernie Geary, OAM

Principal Commissioner,

Commission for Children and Young People, Victoria



I. ‘Katherine’ is not the victim’s real name. For legal reasons neither Katherine nor her family members can be identified.


Introduction

It isn’t who they are, it is only what happened to them.

— Jaycee Dugard

On 20 March 2009, Austrian Josef Fritzl was sentenced to life imprisonment after committing the world’s worst known case of physical and sexual abuse. In what was dubbed the ‘House of Horrors’ case, Fritzl held his daughter Elisabeth captive for 24 years in a purpose-built dungeon in the basement of their family home in the small rural town of Amstetten. Fritzl shared the house with his wife Rosemarie, Elisabeth’s mother, and their other children. During that time, as Elisabeth’s family lived just metres above, Fritzl systematically tortured, abused and raped his daughter, resulting in the underground births of seven children.

Just one month before Fritzl’s trial began in Europe, Australia’s own ‘House of Horrors’ story was emerging in a quiet Victorian country town. Under a blanket of legal suppression orders, and with the attention of the nation focused on the Black Saturday bushfires that were ravaging Victoria at the time, a man in his sixties was quietly arrested and charged with the repeated and systematic rape and imprisonment of his only daughter. She gave birth to four of his children, one of whom died just weeks after birth.

This woman had endured 30 years of shocking psychological, physical and sexual abuse. She’d been raped so many times that detectives found it impossible to count. Her father had made her a prisoner in each of the homes he shared with her mother and brothers. There were no bars on the windows, no dungeon, no handcuffs, but this woman was a psychological, emotional and sexual slave, a plaything for an evil, calculating and cunning man whose grip was impossible to escape.

This woman’s father was charged with 83 separate offences. After a detailed police investigation, he went to trial with the charges condensed into thirteen counts of indecent assault, incest and assault. Each charge represented multiple offences – one charge alone represented 700 counts of rape. The judge described the man’s actions towards his daughter as ‘despicable, deplorable and depraved’, and said the case fell into the worst category of offending she’d ever seen. He was sentenced to 22 years and five months’ jail. With a non-parole period of eighteen years, he will be 84 years old before he is eligible for release.

•  •  •

The similarities between the Fritzl case and Australia’s own ‘House of Horrors’ are chilling. Born just eighteen months apart, although at opposite sides of the planet, fate dealt these two women the same tragic cards.

In the pages of the history books, 1977 stands out as one of those years that changed a generation. The film Star Wars smashed box office records around the world, The Bee Gees released their album Saturday Night Fever, and the first Commodore personal computer was invented. In the same year, two young girls became the sexual and emotional marionettes of two master manipulators. Against the odds, the stories of these two women, plaything puppets of the world’s worst paedophiles, and their unlikely survival would emerge at the same time, but not until four decades later.

In February 1977, in Melbourne Australia, thirteen-year-old ‘Katherine’ (not her real name) was abused by her father for the first time. In Austria, eleven-year-old Elisabeth Fritzl suffered a similar fate. Elisabeth would eventually be tricked into entering a dungeon, once the family cellar, where the door was bolted behind her. She would remain locked up for the next 24 years. For 24 years of her life, Katherine was a prisoner too. She was subjected to her father’s constant presence, unable to leave the house or even dress herself without him overseeing and controlling her every move. He told her she ‘belonged’ to him, and he raped her almost every day.

In Austria, Elisabeth’s abuse resulted in the births of seven children and one miscarriage. In Australia, Katherine fell pregnant to her father six times. She gave birth to four of his children and endured two miscarriages as well as the heartbreaking death of one baby, just three months after she was born.

In April 2008, with one of her children critically ill from kidney failure, Elisabeth Fritzl tricked her father into allowing her to take the child to hospital. It was then that she was able to reveal to police that, shockingly, she’d been held captive in a concealed part of the family basement for over two decades.

Two months later, in June 2008, Katherine bravely walked into a police station in country Victoria and filed a formal complaint alleging her father had abused her for three decades. If her father knew where she was, he would have killed her, she was sure.

The fathers of both these women were arrested and convicted just weeks apart. Both men will most likely spend the rest of their lives in jail. Both are regarded as being among the worst sex offenders the world has ever seen. Their daughters, both now in hiding, have been left to deal with the physical and emotional scars of a lifetime of abuse, and each is waging daily battles with severe post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and anxiety, while raising her father’s children.

•  •  •

Page by page, the lives of these two women, on opposite sides of the world, have unfolded in the same evil chapters. Elisabeth’s story has never been told. Katherine is now telling hers for the first time.

Katherine’s story stuck a chord with me because I was born in Morwell, the small coal mining town in Gippsland, where many of these offences occurred. I was shocked to think that such horrific abuse had been going on no more than a few kilometres from the home where I was raised in a loving, happy environment.

Katherine and I are of a similar age, and I have no doubt our paths would have crossed at some stage. It’s highly likely that we’ve passed one another, quite literally, at the local shopping centre, although we would have been oblivious to each other. In all honesty, I probably would have dismissed her as a Valley houso. But as I’ve learnt, you should never judge a book by its cover.

Every now and then sickening stories of abuse hit the headlines. Mostly these events happen in faraway, unfamiliar places. Elisabeth Fritzl’s case shocked us, as did others: Natascha Kampusch who was abducted in Austria when she was just ten years old and kept in a secret cellar for 3096 days; Elisabeth Smart who was snatched from her bed in Salt Lake City; eleven-year-old Jaycee Dugard, kidnapped by sex offender Phillip Garrido while walking to school in California and imprisoned for eighteen years in a backyard shack where she gave birth to two daughters; and more recently Michelle Knight, Amanda Berry and Gina DeJesus who were locked up and raped for more than a decade in Cleveland, Ohio.

All these stories are equally shocking, but Katherine’s abuse happened in Australia – in my home town, in my backyard, in country Victoria. I was drawn to finding her.

Although it is now a troubled town, Morwell holds many happy childhood memories for me. I found it deeply distressing to think that such unimaginable cruelty had been happening on my family’s doorstep. Despite the challenges Morwell has faced in recent times – high unemployment, the scourge of drugs like ice, and increased domestic violence – a deep sense of community spirit prevails. It is the sort of town where everyone knows everyone, where a casserole is delivered when a neighbour is in need, where those with the least offer the most help. People in the Valley stick together when times are tough – and times really have been tough.

I followed the trial of Katherine’s father and hoped I could someday get in touch with her, but she was never named and her identity was a closely guarded secret. I kept a pile of clippings on my desk about the case, and when time allowed I’d put on my amateur detective hat and hit the phones trying to locate her. But that’s no easy task! Katherine’s identity has been hidden with military precision – and with good reason, because she trusts no one and her children are the subject of court protection orders. Identifying Katherine could lead to their identification too. To ensure their protection, Katherine’s real name and the names of all family members have been changed in this book.

Throughout her life, those who should have protected her have abused her. She has a deep distrust of people in authority and particularly of journalists who come knocking on her door. She is fiercely protective of her sons and has gone to great lengths to keep her identity secret so her boys, who are now happily at school in a small country town, remain protected too. Katherine is determined to allow them to live their lives without the glare of others’ shame.

•  •  •

One quiet afternoon, the newspaper clippings beckoned. I would give it one last shot. The black and white cuttings and pages of notes came out one last time and I hit the phones again. I was desperately hoping no one would hang up in my ear. I was struck by this woman’s bravery and I wanted her to know that people were behind her, she was no longer alone. Maybe it was a macabre interest, or a sense of guilt that I had lived so close to her and I was unable to help that piqued my interest, I’m not sure, but I felt a sense of longing to speak with her. I got lucky with a call to the Morwell police station. I’d called the station many times, with no joy, but on this particular day lady luck gave me her first card. The phone was answered by the detective who’d worked on Katherine’s case and brought her father to justice. He was a salt-of-the-earth country cop, who’d worked the case of a lifetime.

I can’t help but think fate played a role. This cop would never normally answer the reception phone; it was a stroke of sheer luck that he was on duty that day and walked past at the right time.

At first, I ‘spoke’ with Katherine through this detective. She wanted him to suss me out and see if I was trustworthy before she would speak with me in person. After quite a few conversations and a meeting over coffee, he told her I was all right and worth a chat. I didn’t know Katherine’s real name or her phone number; I had to wait and hope she’d call me.

Some months later while I was serving up dinner for my kids, she rang. A blocked number during dinner spells one thing – annoying telemarketing call. So I almost ignored the phone, but something struck me and I grabbed it at the last second. I’m so thankful I did, because I doubt she would ever have called back. And she certainly wouldn’t have left a message.

I’ll never forget that first conversation I had with Katherine. She had the throaty voice of someone who’s smoked more than her share of Holidays.

‘It’s that woman you’re wanting to speak with,’ she said gruffly.

Admittedly it took a minute for it all to register, but then it twigged.

She wouldn’t tell me her name or give me a contact number. And we spoke like that for about twelve months – random calls when it suited her. Even after a year she still wouldn’t give me her name, so I made one up for her – ‘Katherine’ – and she agreed that’s what I could call her.

These calls went on for some time before Katherine felt she was ready to meet me for a coffee face to face, with her trusted police officer and a social worker accompanying her for support. She was entirely different to the woman I had imagined on the other end of the phone.

Small but stocky, Katherine has long brown hair that is greying around the edges of her face. She appears older than her years. Her skin is weathered by years of torment and there are layers of tiny lines that crease up around her eyes when she laughs – and she does laugh sometimes, but mostly in irony. Her blue eyes are icy and you know they’ve seen more than their share of horror. At times, often when she’s mid-sentence, her eyes take leave and you know her mind is somewhere else, probably flashing back to a darker time. For that moment, you’ve lost her.

Even so, Katherine appears confident. She even comes across as a bit of a smart-arse, rebellious and cocky, but that’s the armour she’s worn for decades, and it doesn’t take much prodding for the facade to crumble away pretty quickly.

Over several coffees and quite a few hours of talk at that first meeting, her story began to unfold. Afterwards she told me it was a cathartic experience for her to be able to finally speak about what had happened. For so many years, so much of her life had been buried inside her, weighing her down every day. Now she felt ready to start getting some of the baggage off her chest properly, to tell her story publicly. And so began many long hours of talking, sharing, crying and sometimes laughing.

•  •  •

There are many pieces of the jigsaw puzzle of Katherine’s life that she can’t recall, details that are locked in a box that is buried so deep in her soul it will never be opened. She’s blocked out some things because they are just too traumatic to relive, but slowly with the help of a trusted team of social workers, police and psychologists, who have all contributed to this book, we have been able to piece the timeline of her life back together for her.

Katherine is a very genuine woman with quite a dark, wicked sense of humour. She is often self-deprecating and sarcastic, but very lovable and fun to be around. She tells her story with very little emotion because she’s spent a lifetime training herself to block her emotions out. And we’ve deliberately chosen to play it that way, to tell it like it is, ‘straight up’ in her words, because sometimes truth really is stranger than fiction, and this is a story that needs no dramatic embellishment.

There is still a sense of rage that burns inside Katherine, and she releases it bit by bit. In many ways she is like a rose bush, the spent blooms being removed one by one so the new growth can come through, free to flourish. After going through so much, she is now rebuilding her life piece by piece, raising her children with an abundance of unconditional love, even though they are her father’s children, born of rape. We have a lot to learn from Katherine.

While Elisabeth Fritzl’s case captured worldwide headlines, the story of Australia’s ‘House of Horrors’ has been buried beneath a complex legal web of suppression and protection orders under the Victorian Children and Young Persons Act, some of which remain in place to ensure Katherine and her children can quietly move on with their lives and shake off, as best they can, the shadow that history has cast over them.

Katherine has survived a lifetime of constant fear and crippling abuse. She has been robbed of the basic right to a safe and happy childhood, and much of her life has been stolen from her. But now she is clawing her way back. After years of counselling and with the knowledge her father will probably die in jail, she is finding her voice. Again, legally Katherine can’t be identified. She is now living in a safe house at an undisclosed location. To her new neighbours and her children’s school friends, she is a single mum doing her best to raise three cheeky sons. Her neighbours do not know her background and she is at pains to protect her boys, who are now in their teens. She wants to give them the best shot at a life free of this dark cloud. But she is ready for the world to hear her story, and she is speaking out in the hope her story can spare another child the same fate.

‘My life could’ve been so different if someone had spoken up for me,’ Katherine says. ‘People knew what was going on but they turned a blind eye. It only takes one person to make a difference. If you see something, say something. I’ll never be free – not until my father is dead – and that’s something I fight with in my mind every day. Even though he’s in jail I’m still frightened of him. People will find it strange for me to say that but he has controlled every minute of my life since I was a child. The day my father dies, I’ll be free.’

Sue Smethurst

March 2015


Chapter 1

There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.

— Maya Angelou

Of all the things that have happened to me, it was 17 September 2009, a Thursday morning, when my world came crashing down. My kids had gone to school and I was getting ready to go to art class.

It had been a typical morning; it was always a rush trying to get my sleepy boys out of their beds and off to school. No one at my house ever hurries in the mornings. The boys scoffed down their breakfast, and I nagged them to get dressed so they didn’t miss their buses. My boys have no sense of time and things in our house are usually chaotic, but it’s a chaos that I love. This morning, there were Weet-Bix crumbs and milk splatters on the bench, the bread left out, a buttery knife sticking out of the Vegemite jar. In the end, I wasn’t really certain who’d had what. But I was running late so I turned a blind eye, knowing the mess would still be there when I got back.

The newspaper had been delivered long before we were up and going. My brother Michael had grabbed it from the bushes near the front door and left it on the kitchen bench, but in the madness of getting breakfasts, making school lunches and packing bags, I hadn’t had time to look.

It wasn’t the ‘Evil Dad’ headline on the front page that caught Mick’s eye. It was the photo inside of a red brick house. The headline read: ‘The Little Girl We Failed’. Mick put the paper down in front of me.

‘That looks just like our old place,’ he said.

And it did.

‘It can’t be,’ I said while I silently tried to reassure myself that no one knew.

I read the story. The details were heartbreaking. A little girl had been kept prisoner by her father for decades. She’d been abused since she was thirteen years old and raped almost daily. She had given birth to four children to her own father. Inside the headline read: ‘Sex Case Shock’. A whole lot of experts were giving their opinions about what had happened in this case.

My stomach churned. I felt like I was going to vomit. I was cold to my bones, my blood felt frozen. I glanced at the paper, trying to catch a glimpse of the words without Mick seeing me. After the first paragraph I went numb and couldn’t read on. That little girl was me.

I had no warning this was coming and yet every detail of my life had been exposed. The paper had published photos of our family house and interviewed my former neighbours.

My life, my shame, my secret. The life I’d silently endured was splashed all over the front pages of newspapers around Australia. It was difficult to read.

It’s funny how the mind works, though. Although I knew deep in my heart the article was about me, I went straight into denial and carried on as if nothing was wrong. I pushed the paper aside and got on with all the jobs that had to be done. I rushed around and got ready to go to art class, quickly put a load of washing on and bolted out the door.

But my mind was racing the whole time. How did they get my story? Over and over I went through every detail. I kept telling myself that there was no way. No way could it be me. No way.

I put on a brave face in class, pretending nothing was wrong. I grabbed my brushes and the canvas I’d been working on and sat down, although I have no idea what I actually painted that day.

The women in my art class have all suffered abuse, too, we’ve all had dark days. We don’t sit around and talk about it though, and we don’t know the details of what others have endured. We don’t need to, it’s an unspoken understanding. But we are there for one another when we need it. The art classes have been my salvation during some very difficult times and those women have been a rock to me just by being there.

But this day, even surrounded by these women whose silent friendships I treasured, I felt more alone and more scared than I had ever felt. Deep down, I knew that I would have to deal with the story, and I knew the ramifications that would follow. I was so frightened, and I was so ashamed.

By the time I got home my mind was in a frenzy and my body quite numb. The emotional layers were falling away faster than I could pick them up. I was in turmoil. I rang my psychologist. She knew I was falling apart. I felt so betrayed.

Up until now, only a few people had known my story. Someone had leaked my file. Someone had betrayed my deepest trust – and that trust has never returned. Supposedly, an ‘unidentified letter’ from a concerned neighbour had been sent to the newspaper, but that’s rubbish. No neighbour could have known so many of the details, and if they did, why didn’t they speak up sooner?

I felt stripped bare. It was like being abused all over again. Without any warning, the details of my abuse had been published, and I had no control over this. It was all true, of course, and much worse than the newspaper had detailed. I was raped almost every day for decades. I was often brutally bashed and psychologically tortured, and I was kept prisoner in my own home by my own father. I gave birth to four of his children, and my mother couldn’t but have been aware.

The shame of what happened to me has swallowed me up every single day, but I wasn’t ready to be ‘outed’ in this way. The day the paper came out the Department of Human Services went into overdrive. They arranged an emergency meeting about me, without me knowing, and turned up without warning to see my kids. I was devastated. I was a good mum and I loved my kids dearly; I would do anything to protect them and it would be over my dead body they would be taken away. No one can look after them better than me.

Until that day, my brother Michael had no idea of the extent of the abuse I’d suffered, and that same day my eldest son learned that his grandfather was actually his father, just by reading the paper. I had to sit them both down and explain what had actually happened. I can’t tell you how difficult it was. My son will always resent how he found out who his father was, and Mick was shattered. He was consumed by guilt because he hadn’t protected me, but how could he? He didn’t know what was really going on behind closed doors.

•  •  •

I didn’t sleep at all that night, I didn’t even cry. I was still numb.

The next morning while I was in the shower a reporter turned up at our front door. The rest of the papers had picked up on my story and before long it was in every newspaper around the country. For some time, we’d been living in a secret safe house organised by the Department of Human Services. We weren’t listed anywhere, so how could a reporter have found out where we were? Someone with knowledge of my case must have tipped them off and this final betrayal tipped me over the edge. My home was no longer a sanctuary, but another prison. The reporter turned up again later that day. When it became clear he wasn’t going to go away, we called the local police and Mick told him flatly to ‘fuck off outta here’.

I’d worked so hard to build a safe haven for us, a home where my boys could grow and we could rebuild our lives. We’d moved towns, made new friends and were slowly picking up the pieces of our lives. We were accepted for who we were. No one knew our secret, no one judged us. We’d made a fresh start. Until a reporter came knocking on my door.

No one called to verify that the details were true – and no one had the courtesy to let us know this was coming. DHS just bowled into our house and began questioning the kids and Mick. I was consumed by fear that the boys were going to be taken away from me, and the anxiety crippled me. I rocked backwards and forwards, my body shaking and trembling, my mind slipping into the darkness.

I was already suffering severe post-traumatic stress. Sometimes, I’d take a nail brush and scrub my skin until I bled because I felt so dirty. I’d shower two or three times a day to wash away the smell of my father, which never ever left me. I knew when I was vulnerable and most fragile, and I knew that now I was plunging into an abyss.

The next day I was admitted to a nearby mental health hospital, suffering a breakdown. It wasn’t the first time I’d been there and it wasn’t going to be the last. I spent two weeks there, my doctors worried I was going to kill myself. I wanted to be released from it all, but I couldn’t leave my boys; they are my world.

At this time my father was in remand, awaiting trial. He’d been charged with 83 offences. One count alone represented 700 incidents of rape and I had agreed to cooperate with police to have him convicted. It had taken two years to build up enough trust with the team of police officers looking after the case for me to agree to testify, but after the story hit the papers I decided to pull out of the case. I couldn’t trust any bastard.

Two police officers, Detective Senior Constable Danny Shaddock and a Sergeant Rebecca, kept me going. They were country cops, posted on opposite sides of Victoria, and had worked their butts off getting my father arrested. I always knew both of them were on my side. Danny convinced me to testify and he protected me, Rebecca was always there for me; she’d often pop in and see how I was going or take me for a coffee to reassure me I wasn’t alone. I enjoyed my conversations with her; she wasn’t like a cop at all, she was gentle and reassuring and she made sure I knew what was happening every step of the way. I will always be grateful for Danny and Rebecca’s support.

After being presented with watertight evidence, my father begrudgingly pleaded guilty and was convicted on all counts. He was sentenced to 22 years imprisonment and will most likely spend the rest of his life in jail. Even though I didn’t have to appear in court, testifying against him was a huge step for me. It had taken many years to build the courage to share my story with the police and a court, let alone the public, and it’s still a very raw and difficult issue for me to deal with today. For so many years I lived in constant fear of my father, and even though he is now in jail, and a very old, pathetic man, I am still afraid of him.

Even after my father was imprisoned, I was still very anxious about people knowing who I was and what happened to me. I hadn’t planned on ever telling my story, but it has been a deep thorn in my side that because someone else told it I didn’t get the opportunity to reveal the details on my own terms.

For the past few years I have spent a lot of time putting the pieces of my life together. Much of what happened to me was so shocking I had blocked it out, buried it in the deepest parts of my mind, because that was the only way I could survive each day. I doubt I will ever unlock some parts of me. I hope as a reader you will appreciate and understand that some things are just too painful to relive and, no matter how hard I try, there are things I just can’t recall, places I just can’t go. Equally there are some memories so vivid and raw I can’t bury them away, they never leave me.

I have relied on the help of those around me who supported me and helped me see justice done. Their records, their recollections, their detailed reports have helped me piece together the jigsaw puzzle of my life. One day, when the time is right, I will pass this book on to my sons in the hope it gives them a better understanding of what has happened. They are the light of my life and the only reason I have kept going. My boys fill my world with joy every day. Although they can be little shits too, without them I would not have survived. Those boys gave me not only a reason to live during the very darkest days of my life but also the only unconditional love I have ever received.

My sons didn’t choose the way they came into this world and they should never be judged for something they had no control over. My job is to make sure they live happy, healthy lives and become whatever they dream of.

I hope that by sharing what has happened to me, I can help others. I want to encourage people to speak up. If you see something, say something. If you are suffering abuse, it is never too late to seek help. There is help out there, even though I didn’t believe anyone would ever help me.

Good people do good things. Throughout my life, so many people had the opportunity to put their hand up for me, but they didn’t. My case is not isolated and I’m sure that behind closed doors in city suburbs and country towns many more victims are silently suffering. No matter how impossible it seems, you can break free; there is another life. Abuse doesn’t have to be the end of the story. For me it was only the beginning.
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