John Cavanagh 
When I moved into Caldar House Children’s Unit on Bardykes Road in Blantyre, I hoped it might be a place where things would finally settle, somewhere I could feel safe. Instead, it became another place where I learned to brace myself every day. The staff there didn’t treat me like a young person who needed support. They treated me like someone they could control through fear. They would punch me in the stomach, sometimes without warning, as if hurting me was part of their routine. They forced me to do press-ups balanced across four chairs, turning something meant to build strength into a punishment.
The violence wasn’t occasional. It was daily. I woke up expecting it, went to sleep knowing it would happen again. One night, I was talking quietly in a room, nothing out of the ordinary, and they dragged me out and made me stand with my nose pressed against the wall. They kept me there for four hours, until two in the morning. It wasn’t a one-off incident—they used that kind of punishment regularly, as if keeping me exhausted and humiliated was part of their job.
What made it worse was knowing that many of them spent their evenings drinking at the West End Bar at the bottom of the street. They would drink with my father, and he would tell them stories about me. Whatever he said, it always made things worse. Every time they came back from the pub, they took it out on me. I could feel the shift in their mood the moment they walked through the door—louder, angrier, more determined to make me pay for things I didn’t understand.
I was the only resident from Blantyre, and they never let me forget it. They treated me differently, singled me out, acted as if that alone was a reason to neglect me or hurt me. The isolation was almost as hard as the physical abuse. I felt like I had no one to turn to, no one who would believe me, no one who cared enough to step in.
Living through that shaped me in ways I’m still trying to understand. But telling the truth about it—putting the words down—reminds me that what happened wasn’t my fault. It was something I survived.

