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We only trained adults for the tough street outreach, so when “Colly” applied to become a Lifeshare volunteer we had a dilema. She was only seventeen, but posessed the right qualities. When we took a decision to train her for afternoon outreach, someone said it was a decision we’d live to regret. O boy, were they wrong!

Colly proved competent and confident. In consultation with her family we took her on a night shift. The risk paid off in a most unexpected way. As Colly got to hear the stories of the street girls, personal memories stirred. She too had been sexually abused in childhood. We set up a tri-support system: two female volunteers I assisted in their support of Colly. One night, I got a call from her sister. Colly had tried to kill herself. She and Mum were at Colly’s flat trying to calm her down. Both support workers were unavailable, could I come? Male involvement was not our practice, but there was no-one else. Sending up a quick prayer, I drove to Collyhurst. 

Colly’s sister opened the door onto a room in chaos. Colly’s blood smeared the walls and a blood stained kitchen-knife had been kicked into a corner. Mum was holding her bleeding daughter but as she looked up to greet me, Colly wriggled free and bounded for the balcony. In an instant I was across the room. Grabbing her round the wais and pinning her to the floor I burst into tears. This shocked Colly.
“Why you crying?”

“Because I know that I’m reminding you of men who used their weight to pin you down and hurt you. I’ve got this bloody dilemma: do I use my power to make you do something you don’t want to do, which is live through this pain; or do I respect your wishes and watch you go off that balcony?” 

The energy in her changed instantly. We all sensed it as the four of us coverged in a heaped hug on the floor. I looked into Colly’s eyes and she smiled at me.

“Let’s clean up!”

Following medical treatment, Colly never harmed herself again and went on to become one of the most dynamic people I’ve ever known. Having worked out her own issues, Colly is still out there helping other women and girls through theirs. Last time I saw her before she went on a European lecture tour to tell her story (which I’ve only grazed the surface of here), Colly introduced me to her all female team as “the first man who saw me as a person”.  Actually, she taught me to see through much of the male conditioning I’d grown up with, something for which I am profoundly grateful.
If you’re a young person who needs support around the kind of issues Colly bravely overcame, contact: Childline: 0800 1111 or 42nd Street (14 – 25yr olds) Helpline: 832 0170. For adult women: Rape Crisis: 273 4500.
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