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Letter 4 from Zara

Dear police offi  cers,

My name is Zara, I’m 18 years old and I live by myself. I want to tell you about my 
experience. I want to help you and your colleagues understand what it’s like for a 
16 year old dealing with the police after sexual abuse. I want to make sure things 
are better for other young people in the future.

My story starts two years ago – when I held onto a secret about what had 
happened to me. I kept it from everyone but it was eating me up. One day a 
teacher at school sussed something was wrong. They wouldn’t stop pressuring 
me ‘til I told them about the abuse. From then my parents found out, and then –
with no-one asking me about what I wanted – the police got involved.

When the police got mentioned I felt scared. Defi nitely scared. I’d heard other 
people’s stories about how the police treat people when this sort of thing happens.

From the beginning I was worried that the police wouldn’t believe me – that they 
wouldn’t take me seriously. And then I worried about if they did take me seriously 
– what would happen and what about the consequences coming back on me from 
the young men who abuse me?

When the police fi rst arrived they came to the house. Totally intimidating in their 
uniform. Nothing on their face or in their body language showed they cared. There 
was no real eye contact – just standing up, arms folded, looking about the room –
impatient and snappy. And then they bombarded me with loads of questions.

I would tell them again and again what happened. So many questions. The female 
police offi  cer had that tone in her voice and she kept saying to me, ‘Zara if you’re 
lying you’ve got to tell me’. I felt like she was basically saying that I was lying about 
the whole thing – threatening me – you know... telling me ‘bad things will happen if 
this isn’t the truth’.

What does that feel like? Humiliation. Like you’re not believed and you’ve not been 
listened to and heard.

I could tell from your colleague’s body language: their huffi  ng and puffi  ng; their ‘not 
paying attention’ faces’ – I could tell they wanted to leave. And I could tell that 
they didn’t really want to speak to me about it – and so they passed me on – to 
some other worker that doesn’t know what they’re talking about and makes me 
feel embarrassed.  

Then there was the video interview. I couldn’t do it the first time. Sat in that chair 
with that camera was horrifying – and it took me two tries. To this day it’s still the 
worse thing I ever had to do. But they said – they said ‘if it went to court the video 
would be used as evidence’ and that gave me hope.

Use these letters to help you think about how you and others 
can best support young people when these things happen.
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Doing the video, it’s sort of like speaking to a robot. And I was having to tell that 
person the tiniest disgusting details, details that become so fresh when you say 
them out loud – and the questions kept coming:
• what went where?
• what was the colour of the bed?
• what was in the background?

Having to put myself back in that situation – having to think about what happened 
– having to force myself back into the worst moment – back where I never want 
to go. I can remember how sometimes my  brain just physically stopped me from 
remembering certain details.

And then after the interview that was it. No off er of support. They’d ripped out 
everything and then just, ‘Okay, you can go home now’.  And then after that –
dead silence – I got nothing from them – It was like I told all this intimate personal 
stuff  – and they’d asked all these questions just to prove I was lying.

Next time I saw or heard from the police, after my video – was months after –
just for them to tell they were dropping my case – ‘inconsistencies’ they said and 
that ‘not enough evidence’. I don’t think I need to explain how that made me feel.

Looking back, right from the start, not one person ever stopped to ask what I 
wanted. Nothing happened because I wanted it to. It was all about what other 
people wanted and decided. From me telling the teacher – to them making me tell 
my parents – to them deciding to tell the police – to me doing the video interview 
and nothing coming of it. None of it was what I wanted. It was like it wasn’t even 
my trauma – it was someone else’s and I was just watching.

So if you’re reading this is what I need you know
• You need to start ‘getting it’ – you need to understand what this is like
• Listen to what young people want – give them choices
• You need to take young people seriously who tell you about these kind of 
 experiences 
• You need to be gentle to be calm and to really listen 
• Know that what you’re asking them to do in a video recorded interview is really 
 diffi  cult and possibly re-traumatising 
• And know that what you say and how you act towards young people will be 
 remembered for ever 
• Be thoughtful and treat them with care.

Yours in hope

  Zara 


