Abstract
The Survivor Manifesto is a call to action and an act of resistance to patriarchal oppression and
rape culture. It is the elephant in the room stomping its feet and demanding to be heard. The
aim of this project is to unite survivors and to uplift a panoply of voices. This project is a
montage of written and visual expression by survivors of sexual assault. Submissions are
curated in such a way that the project echoes a sense of what it is to be a healing survivor; its
arrangement reflects the nonlinear nature of trauma. This body of work bears witness to the
experience, the struggle, the survival, the trauma of sexual violence, and the ability to heal. This
project works to flip the narrative ascribed to survivors’ bodies and minds by our society’s plague
of rampant rape culture. This project illuminates the strength inherent in surviving trauma and
the empowerment within vulnerability and speaking out against such injustices. It is a call for
community accountability– to hold rapists accountable. It is a call for survivors to heal and to
speak out; rape culture will never dismantle itself. The overarching message of this project is to
assert our radical self-love and power as survivors and to make sexual assault predators /
abusers / rapists afraid.
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Dedication
This is dedicated to myself before I was raped. This is dedicated to
who I've become after being raped. This is dedicated to all survivors
of sexual assault. This is dedicated to the many survivors who have
disclosed to me; I hope you continue to find voice. This is dedicated
to my counselor at COA, Bronwyn Umphrey, and my later therapist in
Portland, ME, Shannyn Vicente. This is dedicated to my best friend and
COA peer, Kayla Gagnon, who inspired me to speak out in the first
place. This is dedicated to the first healthcare professional, Mat
Robedee, that I disclosed to at the Frannie Peabody Center. This is
dedicated to all of the folks who also attended support group at
College of the Atlantic. Applause– WE MADE THAT GROUP HAPPEN. This is
dedicated to my school, College of the Atlantic; I hope it serves as a
reminder to continue to strive for the best in supporting the
wellbeing of its students and its sexual assault survivors. This is
dedicated to COA President Darron Collins– may you never let another
rapist graduate; you're lucky to have your job. This is dedicated to
Sarah Luke and Millard Dority who walked me through the process of my
sexual assault case at COA; thank you for your compassion. This is
dedicated to my younger cousin, Morgan; I love you and wish I could
shield you from the insidious rape culture in our world. This is
dedicated to my grandmother, Kathleen Coyne, who I had the honor to
care for over the past schoolyear as she died from terminal cancer in
our home; she was one of the most vital mentors of my life who
supported all of my creative endeavors and I miss her greatly. This is
dedicated to my senior project advisor and the first professor I ever
shared my rape poetry with, Daniel Mahoney. This is dedicated to my
college advisor, Jamie McKown. This is dedicated to Candice Stover,
the professor who fed my love and desire to write poetry. This is
dedicated to Heather Lakey, the professor who shook my world and
empowered me with feminist philosophy. This is dedicated to Colin
Capers, the professor who took on reading and responding to a large
amount of my rape poetry in my independent study during Spring Term of
2014. This is dedicated to my supportive and loving family who has
been there for me every step of the way. This is dedicated to my
friends that have stood by me and helped me through. This is dedicated
to my partner, Tom Hamill, for supporting my work and essentially
being my sounding board throughout my creation of The Survivor
Manifesto. This is dedicated to the peers who stopped speaking to me
after I disclosed about sexual assault; I hope you've learned to
believe sexual assault survivors. Lastly, this is dedicated to my
rapists and to anyone they raped before me. May I be the last.

Thank you all.
With love,
Kennedy
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PREFACE

How is one to do academic work in a subject matter
that is their own lived, personal experience?

How is one to intellectualize sexual assault as a
survivor of it themselves?

I pose these questions in demonstrating the
perspective and the intentionality in which I will approach
the subject of sexual assault in this project, The Survivor
Manifesto.

I refuse to remove myself, the “I,” the

personal that is not supposed to exist in academic
discourse.

I will not write in such a way that echoes the

notion that sexual assault is only supposed to exist in
certain ways– behind the curtain– and, otherwise, be
ignored.

In introducing my work, The Survivor Manifesto, I

refuse to write about sexual assault as if from an
unrelated, third-person perspective.

I live and breathe

and occupy the existence of a sexual assault survivor every
day of my life, and it will not disappear for the sake of
an academic endeavor.
The world of academia operates on a basis of
antiquated “disciplinary correctness,” which does not leave
room for personal experience, and thus limits new

knowledge.

This system “signal[s] a form of training and

learning that confirms what is already known according to
approved methods of knowing” but which “[does] not allow
for visionary insights” (Halberstam 6).

I look to Jack

Halberstam’s stance on this in reference to rape culture.
For me to adhere to this expectation of the modern academic
world would be to simultaneously adhere to the perpetuation
of rape culture, which operates on a similar system of
oppression.

Much like the “I”, the personal that is not

supposed to exist within academic discourse, the status quo
asserts that sexual assault is not supposed to be discussed
openly.
Sexual assault is hidden behind the curtain, and
survivors are kept quiet.

In the words of philosopher,

professor, and survivor Susan J. Brison, “Rape has, all too
often and for all too long, been considered a private,
personal matter, and thus not worthy of public, political
concern” (97).

Considered as such, it does not get the

rightful, necessary attention it deserves.

Similarly, the

system that serves as the foundation of academia, so
insistent on policing intellectual language and expression,
will never dismantle our current problematic power
structures such as rape culture.

And so I must maintain

use of the first-person, as we must openly address sexual
assault.

You cannot address trauma without acknowledging

the survivor.
I cannot sit and write and intellectualize about an
experience that is so deeply and inextricably personal and
visceral, that has so deeply shaken me to my very core.

I

believe in the power of vulnerability; vulnerability is
strength.

I believe that the personal is political.

In

the translated words by Stefan Tobler of writer, Clarice
Lispector:
“I don’t want something already made but something still
being torturously made. My unbalanced words are the wealth
of my silence. I write in acrobatics and pirouettes in the
air–I write because I so deeply want to speak. Though
writing only gives me the full measure of silence. / And if
I say ‘I’ it’s because I dare not say ‘you,’ or ‘we’ or
‘one.’ I’m forced to the humility of personalizing myself
belittling myself but I am the are-you” (6).
I will maintain the use of the first-person because I do
not wish to speak for others.

It is unnecessary, and

moreover counterproductive, to speak for other survivors.
I must not speak for other survivors in order to speak with
them.
To write of sexual assault from a third person
perspective would be a lie.

I wish to embody nothing but

the raw, the survival, the truth.

Through The Survivor

Manifesto, I aim to simultaneously unveil and eradicate the
shame within which so many survivors live.

I aim to expose

the strength and the power that we survivors possess.

This

project, and my writing in the first-person, is a refusal
to live within the confines of the rape culture that
occupies our world.
We survivors must refuse to go unnoticed.
unapologetic and loud in being survivors.

We must be

Our stories will

continue to chip away at rape culture until no remnants
remain.

I hope for The Survivor Manifesto to emanate these

words of Brison:
“And so we must come forward and report that evil has been
done to us. Doing so does not turn us––or others–– into
victims. It may be that the most debilitating postmemories
are those instilled by silence. It is only by remembering
and narrating the past––telling our stories and listening
to others’––that we can participate in an ongoing, active
construction of a narrative of liberation, not one that
confines us to a limiting past, but one that forms a
background from which a freely imagined––and desired––
future can emerge” (98-99).
All survivors of trauma have a story to be told; our
stories are a tool for healing and social change.

Nothing

can ever change if voice is not given to our trauma.

To

tell our stories is integral to our survival and healing,
as it is also integral to the evolution of humanity and our
society at large.

It must be acknowledged that sexual violence and rape
culture are inherently linked to the experiences of all
those who have experienced aftermath brutality of trauma.
It is one of many long-silenced social injustices.
Survivors of sexual violence stand alongside survivors of
war, of genocide, and of slavery.

All survivors of these

traumas are connected to postmemory (a term which I will
address later on in this introduction).

To be more

specific in terms of survivors, I speak of the vast
majority of Latin America, which has survived a great deal
of civil war.

I speak of Holocaust survivors.

I speak of

Native Americans in the United States of America, who
survived horrific events such as the Trail of Tears.

I

speak of those who survived atomic bombings by the United
States of America in the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki.

I speak of the survivors of the Nanking

Massacre, an episode of mass murder and mass rape against
people of Nanjing, China by Japanese troops during the
Second Sino-Japanese War.

And so on, and so on.

These traumas from events throughout history do not
simply disappear.
consequence.

They do not go forth and exist without

Collective trauma.

Historical trauma.

Transgenerational trauma.

These are a few of the terms that

encapsulate the essence of a trauma that outlives the
immediate survivor themselves.
It lives on.

Trauma has to go somewhere.

And unless it is widely and properly

addressed, it will continue to do so with future
generations indefinitely.
That said, it is extremely difficult to do work in
subjects that are deemed taboo and to be ignored by
society.

It has proven to be a challenge, and a very

worthy endeavor despite its obstacles, to discover work
that dives deeply into the wounds of sexual violence and
trauma.

Sexual assault does not often make its way to the

forefront of most arenas of discussion.

By investing a lot

of time in researching the subject, conversing with other
survivors, and having resources recommended by caring
professionals and professors who supported me in the
aftermath of my sexual assaults, I was able to construct a
lifeline of resources from which to heal and to create work
focusing around sexual assault.

The Survivor Manifesto

itself is a lifeline–– tethered to many voices of
survivors, lifting us up collectively from the depths.
And so, this body of work that you now hold, The
Survivor Manifesto, came to exist.

In introducing it, I

must first pay homage to the various work that has inspired

my own.

All creation comes from inspiration.

First and

foremost, I owe the creation of my project to feminism,
which I consider its foundation.
body, feminism would be its bones.

If my project were a
This project is created

from a framework in which it is understood that equality
does not exist in our present-day world.

My project was

birthed from a feminist lense, upholding a feminist vision
with the intention and vital necessitation to fight for a
world in which there is equality for all based on race,
class, gender, and sexuality.

The Survivor Manifesto is to

serve as one cog of many in creative work cultivating an
ever-growing radical and intersectional feminist landscape.
Feminist philosopher, Ann J. Cahill, states in an
essay titled A Phenomenology of Fear : The Threat of Rape
and Feminine Bodily Comportment, “When women’s bodies are
constituted not as objects that incite other, more innocent
bodies to violence, but rather as powerful means of
counteracting that violence, the power structures that
support the all too pervasive phenomenon of rape will be
seriously undermined” (Bailey and Cuomo 810).

As a

survivor, a writer, and a feminist, I have found strength
in this philosophy.

Strength and power must be revisioned

and recognized in the bodies of women and of all survivors.
This is vital in dismantling rape culture.
As radical black feminist, writer, and civil rights
activist Audre Lorde, “a self-described ‘black, lesbian,
mother, warrior, poet’ ("Audre Lorde.") writes, “the
master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s
house” (Lorde).

Similarly to how Lorde philosophized the

manner in which black liberation and equality must be
obtained, the same goes for survivors of sexual assault
living in an unjustly sexist, misogynist, sexually violent
society.

Rape culture will not be dismantled within the

framework it was

created; it cannot be expected to be

eradicated by those in power who created the framework in
which it was brought to exist.

We survivors, of all

experiences and backgrounds, have to work within a
framework that we create ourselves.

We cannot expect or

hope for the rest of society or those occupying positions
of heteropatriarchal power to do the dismantling that needs
to be done when it comes to rape culture.

Just as black

women have been at the forefront of black liberation, we
survivors of sexual assault must be at the forefront of
rape culture’s battle for our bodies.

In exploring where the inspiration for The Survivor
Manifesto comes from, I am highlighting and paying homage
to the work of various sexual assault survivors who are
artists, writers, scholars, and activists.

Much of this

project has been influenced by Patricia Lockwood, Rupi
Kaur, Karen Finley, Andrea Gibson, Susan J. Brison, Emma
Sulkowicz, and Kayla Gagnon.
The very first writer to inspire me to write rape
poetry was Patricia Lockwood.

Lockwood is an American poet

who grew up throughout the Midwest.

Lockwood is the author

of a book titled Motherland Fatherland Homelandsexuals.

In

this work, she included a poem titled “Rape Joke,” which
quickly went viral and gained mass public attention.
Controversial in its name and in how she blatantly jokes
about pieces of her experience with her sexual assault and
details surrounding it, she takes control of the situation
and sheds light on the misunderstood, taboo social issue of
sexual assault.
Lockwood brings the reader in and invites them to
laugh at the rape joke. Dripping in irony, she points a
steady finger at rape culture in writing, “The rape joke is
that come on, you should have seen it coming. This rape
joke is practically writing itself.” (Lockwood 42).

Lockwood’s clever delivery challenges her audience to
decipher whether or not they should truly be laughing.

The

truths she uncovers are ominous and tormenting.
Lockwood writes, “The mattress felt a specific way,
and your mouth felt a specific way open against it, as if
you were speaking, but you know you were not.

As if your

mouth were open ten years into the future, reciting a poem
called Rape Joke” (42).

Lockwood hits the nail on the

head, hinting at the socialized fear and expectancy for
sexual assault to occur.

Her satirical humor underscores

the gravity of sexual assault.
Lockwood goes on to make a statement that “the rape
joke,” seemingly synonymous with “the story of survivors”
deserves to be told, and that it must indeed be told.
“The rape joke cries out for the right to be told. /
The rape joke is that this is just how it happened. / The
rape joke is that the next day he gave you Pet Sounds. No
really. Pet Sounds. He said he was sorry and then he gave
you Pet Sounds. Come on, that’s a little bit funny. / Admit
it.” (44).
Lockwood ends her poem with a reference to Pet Sounds, a
record by the Beach Boys, ironically one of the cheeriest
pop surf bands to ever exist.

Ending on a note that truly

is comical, Lockwood leaves the reader feeling confused,
twisted, and sick to their stomach… eerily relatable to the

sickening stomach-drop sensation that plagues survivors of
sexual assault.
“Rape Joke” is effective in that readers are shocked
by how openly and freely Lockwood addresses rape through
the utilization of her humor.

It successfully shines a

spotlight on the subject that is so bright that people are
unable to look away from it.

And it forces them to address

their own ideas and concepts of sexual assault and rape
jokes as we know them.

The ability to joke about the

experience mimics a response of alarm– a similar response
to which should be raised for awareness around sexual
assault and working to eradicate rape culture.
sounds an alarm and demands that people hear it.

“Rape Joke”
Standing

as a piece of work that occupies space in being both
evocative and provocative, it certainly turned a few heads,
including my own.
This poem allowed me to feel as though I could reclaim
my experiences with sexual assault.

“Rape Joke” sends the

message that sexual assault is an experience for the
survivor to interpret, to explore, to process, and to share
as they please.

Lockwood’s work made it clear to me that I

could speak and write about my story however I felt
compelled to do so.

I didn’t have to make it into a sob

story or an easily digestible piece of food at the dinner
table.

Her work has affirmed that sexual assault

survivors’ stories are indeed their own and can be shared
however the survivor wishes.
I also immediately turned to the work of Rupi Kaur, a
writer based out of Toronto, Canada and immigrant from
India, who wrote a book of poetry titled, Milk and Honey.
Kaur travels worldwide to perform her spoken word poetry
and teaches workshops around trauma and healing.

“She

shares her writing with the world as a means to create a
safe space for progressive healing and forward
movement” (Kaur 192).

As this is what I have envisioned

myself doing with my own poetry to help others, I
gravitated to Kaur as a source of inspiration.
In Kaur’s writing, I found healing.

To read Milk and

Honey is to be embraced in poetry that feels like the
safety of a mother’s womb.
engaging.

Her words are tender and

Her poetry begs the difficult questions in

processing sexual violence and trauma.
love, strength, and healing.

It promotes self-

Kaur writes of her own

experiences with abuse and love, of her parents’
relationship, of womanhood, of unity among women versus
division, especially around race.

Thematically, her work

focuses around femininity, love, loss, misogyny, sexual
assault, trauma, and healing.

She asserts the idea that

“your body is / your first home” (150), advocating that we
all deserve safety and bodily autonomy within our bodies,
our first homes.

Her work opened a door for me to engage

with a deeper healing through writing poetry and continuing
to spread the idea that writing and sharing stories can
help survivors in healing from sexual trauma.
Kaur’s writing demonstrates the strength and power
that resides within softness and vulnerability.

Her poems

are bold, but they retain a very powerful, quiet, feminine
nature.

She writes, “you must have known / you were

wrong / when your fingers / were dipped inside me /
searching for honey that / would not come for you” (91).
Kaur simultaneously holds the abuser accountable, asserting
“you must have known / you were wrong,” while remaining
vulnerably intimate and strong in saying “searching for
honey / that would not come for you.”

The time and space

she allows between words and lines emulates the movement of
breath.

It is almost as if her words simultaneously remind

you to breathe.
Kaur also writes of the healing process.

She writes,

“the thing about writing is / i can’t tell if it’s

healing / or destroying me” (134).

The work necessary to

heal and to actively fight rape culture is not easy.
Beginning is always the hardest part.

The healing is

painful, because it requires that the source of pain be
acknowledged and processed in the first place.

Sometimes,

survivors lean away from their trauma and further
themselves from their healing; sometimes, understandably
so, the trauma feels too painful to confront, and so
silence is seemingly easier.

This poem pushes me to

continue the work and to continue the healing.

I will

discuss more around this idea of addressing and sharing
trauma as a part of healing later on.
Kaur assures that “to be / soft / is / to be /
powerful” (152).

I draw great strength from her words:

“the world / gives you / so much pain / and here you are /
making gold out of it / - there is nothing purer than that”
(171).

Kaur’s work serves as a reminder that we can

survive our pain.

And we can express it in a variety of

ways, improving the world around us as we honor ourselves
and our truths.

She pushes for us to lean into our pain

and into our trauma to heal; we must listen to it and give
it a voice.

And from this, the rest will surely come.

Another artist who largely influences my work is Karen
Finley, a conceptual visual and performance artist born in
Chicago in 1956.

Finley has a master of Fine Arts from the

San Francisco Art Institute ("Karen Finley.").
unapologetic, fearless, and visceral.

Her work is

Her work serves in

foregrounding taboo subjects on sexuality, violence, and
the position of women in society.
If there is any artist who is an absolute master of
propelling emotion and evoking a response from their
audience, it is Karen Finley.

Her work is so in-your-face

that I fell in love with the shamelessness with which she
approaches the most vulnerable, taboo of subjects.

In her

book, Shock Treatment, she lays herself bare, writing of
sexual assault, sexism and rape culture, her history of
incest, and the treatment of women as second-rate human
beings, while aggressively attacking the behavior of men,
of capitalists on wall street, and of rapists.
Finley goes where no one else dares to go.

Of all the

work I’ve mentioned, Finley’s is the most triggering and
potentially upsetting.
difficult to read.

Her work is often downright

In an excerpt from Shock Treatment,

Finley writes from the point of view of a man who is
sexually assaulting a woman on the subway,

“I’m feeling her up. I reach up to her pussy, feeling that
fat little mound, that little bird’s nest. I keep my hand
in there and then, just when I’m ready to mount her, I take
my hand out. I see my arm, my hand, and I see that THE
WOMAN HAS HER PERIOD. / How could you do this to me, woman?
How could you do this to me? How could you be on the rag on
me! I’D BE THE BEST FUCK OF YOUR LIFE! THE BEST PIECE OF
COCK IN YOUR LIFE, GIRL! THE BEST RAPE IN YOUR
LIFE!” (Finley 51).
The best rape in your life...
left speechless.

As a reader, you are

Finley’s work is horrifying.

vulgar; it is real.

Her work seems hyperbolic… She is so

theatrical, expressive, and dramatic.
horror of her work.

It is

And therein lies the

As hyperbolic as her writing may seem,

it is ultimately an entirely accurate depiction of our
reality.

Finley captures the essence of rape culture and

engulfs her audience in it.
Another strength that draws me to Finley is her
success in weaving in so many other subjects thematically.
Her work serves as an example of highlighting the
intersectionality of oppressions and traumas.

It addresses

the bigger picture, getting at the larger history of
violence and generational trauma.

She addresses race,

slavery, toxic masculinity, rape, colonialism, and genocide
in writing,
“We were proud to be white men. Carrying on the traditions
of our fathers and forefathers––lynchings, beatings, rapes.
Our fathers killed the Indians, stole their land, too.

Believed in slavery, persecuted and oppressed the Black man
and woman. Believed women were only good for raping” (54).
In Finley’s work, all of society’s elephants are suddenly
and unapologetically cast out into the open, and they all
occupy the very same room.

They demand to be heard.

This

is exactly the approach that we survivors need to take if
we wish for sexual assault and rape culture to be
addressed.
As I began my work in writing rape poetry, I often
found myself being advised as a survivor making my art– to
not be so in-your-face as Karen Finley.

I surmise that

this advice is grounded in logic of “playing it safe” to
access a wider audience, because if it is too shocking, it
may not work to engage people.

Yet, Finley’s work has

allowed me to believe differently and to beg to differ with
such critics.

Like Finley, I demand to be loud, to be

uncensored, and to be heard.

Artists like Finley have

allowed me to reach a point of full embodiment of my
history as a survivor of sexual assault.

We survivors do

not need to hide in anonymity or fear of how our personal
lives, experiences, and work will be received.

We are here

to take up space and to fill our lungs with air just like
everyone else.

Another writer who has pushed me to take on a more
assertive stance when it comes to combating rape culture is
Andrea Gibson, a renowned spoken word queer/genderqueer
poet and activist.
Maine.

Gibson was born in 1975 in Calais,

They were the first winner of the Women’s World

Poetry Slam (“Andrea Gibson”).
the heart.

They speak directly from

Their words are raw and incredibly rhythmic;

they perform their spoken word poetry with music.
Thematically, their work speaks to issues pertaining to
feminism, love, LGBTQA+ rights, physical and mental
illness, sexism, gender, sexuality, white privilege, and
racial justice.

Gibson inspires me as a writer to use

poetry as a medium for activism.

Not only is poetry

personally healing and working to counteract trauma, but it
is also an incredible medium for activist work.
Gibson’s books, The Madness Vase and Pansy, are
transformative pieces of literature.

Their poem that

particularly struck me while creating The Survivor
Manifesto is named “Upon Discovering My Therapist Willingly
Shares an Office Space with a Male Therapist Who is an
Accused Sex Offender Supposedly Recovered from his Urge to
Rape 13-Year-Old Girls” in Pansy.

This is a poem that depicts the complex emotions tied
up in healing, and who really can or needs to heal from
sexual assault–– the survivor or the perpetrator.

Gibson’s

poem provides an answer to her therapist’s question: “I
absolutely hear you, she said, But how could I do this work
/ if I didn’t believe in everybody’s ability to heal? In
everybody’s ability to heal…” (Gibson, 57).

Gibson follows

this line with “It was a reasonable question / but I could
have slit that question mark’s throat” (57).

As a survivor

of sexual assault, I have to acknowledge and echo that the
violent anger and upset tone with which Gibson writes this
is exactly the frustration felt when we survivors go
unheard, while rapists and their healing are often of
greater concern.
Gibson’s poem addresses the fact that healing for
perpetrators of sexual assault is not the primary concern.
They get at the heart of the matter in depicting how
justice for survivors is necessary for the healing process
and eradicating rape culture.

Gibson writes,

“Do you understand how certain I am / that I could have
torn my nails into his wrist / pulled out his pulse /
deactivating a bomb? / I could have called that peace. / I
could have called that not checking my window / a hundred
fucking times every single night / before I fall
asleep” (58).

This part of the poem in particular draws a clear focus
around not protecting rapists and centering the experiences
of survivors.

Conversation and understanding around sexual

assault is often derailed by people talking about rapists
as if they simply need to heal.
That being said– of course, there must be more
education around consent and sexual assault; and ideally,
this would address problematic and violent behavior of
potential perpetrators before occurring.

But, education

and resources for perpetrators are far from being the
answer; those things could never stand alone in combating
sexual assault and rape culture.

There must also be

community accountability and consequences for sexual
violence that occurs, and is occurring everyday.

If we

wish to support survivors as a society, the conversation
and education around sexual assault must be centered around
survivors and not around protecting those who perpetrate
and perpetuate it.
From this poem, I found the inspiration and the
courage to go further than simply sharing my story and
others’ stories as sexual assault survivors.

Gibson writes

of justice for sexual assault survivors and crafts a call
for accountability in writing, “What if I don’t want

healing / as much as I want justice?” (59).

This is where

I find the survivor and the activist within myself, meet.
Gibson’s work has pushed me to take an even more assertive
stance, which will become apparent later on in the “Vision
of The Survivor Manifesto” itself.

I am inspired and

compelled to have an underlying rally cry for community
accountability within The Survivor Manifesto.
Following Gibson, I have great gratitude for Susan J.
Brison, author of Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a
Self.

Educating at Dartmouth University since 1985, Brison

is a Professor of Philosophy and the Eunice and Julian
Cohen Professor for the Study of Ethics and Human Value.
She holds a Ph.D. and M.A. in philosophy from the
University of Toronto and a B.A. in philosophy from the
University of California at Santa Cruz (“Susan J.
Brison…”).

Brison’s book, Aftermath: Violence and the

Remaking of a Self, came to fruition as a result of being
raped.

In the summer of 1990 in France, Brison was raped

and nearly died, consequently.

She wrote her book as both

“a personal narrative of recovery and a philosophical
exploration of trauma” ("Brison, S.J.: Aftermath…).
I will expand on Brison’s work in the next few pages,
as her work strikes me as revolutionary, and in this way,

stands apart.

Unlike the artists and writers I have

already mentioned, Brison essentially takes a scalpel and
performs surgery on herself through narrative and
philosophy in an attempt to analyze what it means to be a
survivor of sexual assault.

I have yet to discover

anything else as a body of work that even remotely touches
the complex experience that is sexual assault and one’s
survival of it.

I stumbled across this book months after

being raped, and it gave me understanding in processing my
experience and perspective on how to go forth with it into
the future and my work.

Much like survivor, poet, and

activist Andrea Gibson, Brison believes,
“Political activism (including lobbying for new
legislation, speaking out, educating others, helping
survivors) can also help to undo the double bind of selfblame versus helplessness. Some feminist critics of ‘the
recovery moment’ assume that concern for (or the quest for)
the psychological well-being of individual survivors is
somehow incompatible with (and drives out) political
activism. For some survivors and activists, however, the
two must go together” (77).
This has held true for me in going forward after my sexual
assaults.

My healing is inextricably linked to activism in

fighting rape culture.
Artists like Andrea Gibson and philosophers like Susan
J. Brison who are also survivors, have reinforced that
there is merit behind my vision of The Survivor Manifesto.

Brison has additionally validated the methodology of The
Survivor Manifesto in terms of letting each survivor speak
for themselves and share their own story.

Reflecting an

intersectional feminist lense, Brison affirms, “Some
topics, however, such as the impact of racial and sexual
violence on victims, cannot even be broached unless those
affected by such crimes can tell of their experiences in
their own words” (6).
Brison compares trauma from sexual assault to that of
survivors of other trauma, such as war or torture.

She

specifically looks to and draws upon the experience of
Holocaust survivors.

Brison quotes Dori Laub, who wrote an

essay titled An Event Without a Witness: Truth, Testimony
and Survival, in saying,
“After listening to many Holocaust testimonies and working
as an analyst with survivors and their children, such
victims of trauma ‘did not only need to survive in order to
tell their story; they also needed to tell their story in
order to survive.’ Telling their story, narrating their
experiences of traumatic events, has long been considered
to play a significant role in survivors’ recovery from
trauma.” (qtd in Brison 68).
Like survivors of the Holocaust, survivors of war, or
survivors of slavery, survivors of sexual assault similarly
need to tell their stories and be heard in order to survive
and heal from the experience itself.

And it is in this

way, through survivors sharing their stories, that more and
more people will be able to see how rape culture has been
so insidiously woven into the fabric, into the narrative of
our society.
To better understand this, we must look to Brison use
of “postmemory,” a term first coined by Marianne Hirsch.
It describes the relationship that those who have not
experienced a trauma bear to the “personal, collective, and
cultural trauma” of those who have firsthand experienced
it.

These kinds of memories are remembered “only by means

of the stories, images, and behaviors,” and they are
“transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as to seem
to constitute memories in their own right.”

People who

experience these “narratives that preceded one’s birth or
one´s consciousness” then have their lives shaped, to an
extent, “by traumatic fragments of events that still defy
narrative reconstruction and exceed
comprehension” (“Postmemory.net”).

This is experienced by

populations such as Holocaust survivors and the future
generations of their children, as well as survivors of
slavery, colonialism, and genocide and their children.
There is a similar plague of postmemory pertaining to
sexual violence with which people live.

Not only does Brison delve into the experience of
being a sexual assault survivor, but she also examines the
very environment in which sexual assault is able to exist.
Brison gets at the heart of society’s rape culture plague
in analyzing,
“Girls in our society are raised with so many cautionary
tales about rape that, even if we are not assaulted in
childhood, we enter womanhood freighted with postmemories
of sexual violence. The postmemory of rape not only haunts
the present, however, as do the postmemories of children of
Holocaust survivors, but also reaches into the future in
the form of fear, a kind of prememory of what, at times,
seems almost inevitable: one’s own future experience of
being raped. Postmemories (of other women’s rapes) are
transmuted into prememories (of one’s own future rape)
through early and ongoing socialization of girls and women,
and both inflect the actual experiences and memories of
rape survivors” (87).
Brison makes it clear that there is a fear of rape with
which all girls and women are socially ingrained.

This

fear is an inherent part of our existence of which
mainstream society seems to remain almost completely
ignorant.

Even those of us, especially women, who have not

been sexually assaulted, carry the fear and the expectancy
for it to occur.

This fear must be challenged and rejected

through the telling of our stories, owning our experiences,
and reclaiming our bodies and our voices.
Brison writes of cultural repression– the elephants in
the room that we refuse to acknowledge.

Rape culture and

the lived experience of sexual assault survivors lives on
insidiously and goes widely unrecognized and ignored.
Brison states, “As a society, we live with the unbearable
by pressuring those who have been traumatized to forget and
by rejecting the testimonies of those who are forced by
fate to remember” (57).

So often are survivors ignored or

silenced that the perpetuation of rape culture soars.
Instead, we, as a society, should be listening to survivors
and addressing our environment fraught with rape culture
head on.

The Survivor Manifesto is intended to push for

this cultural shift.
We survivors continue to be bound to a silence that
only we survivors can break.

We must continue to fight the

silencing of our voices until we are heard.

Brison writes,

“Cultural repression of traumatic memories (in the United
States about slavery, in Germany and Poland and elsewhere
about the Holocaust) comes not only from an absence of
empathy with victims, but also out of an active fear of
empathizing with those whose terrifying fate forces us to
acknowledge that we are not in control of our own” (57).
We cannot live in silence in order to maintain the status
quo for others.

We can no longer bear the burden of sexual

assault silently for the rest of society.

Other’s false

sense of comfort and safety, the belief that sexual assault
could never happen to them, must be cracked open and

challenged.

Our survival is worth more than other’s false

sense of comfort.
In a poem titled, “Etiquette Leash,” Andrea Gibson’s
words can be applied to cultural repression of traumatic
memories.

Their words are relevant to survivors who feel

they must hold back from sharing their truths with the
world.

Gibson writes,

“I stopped calling myself a pacifist / when I heard Gandhi
told women / they should not physically fight off their
rapists. / I believe there is such a thing as a non-violent
fist. / I believe the earth is a woman muzzled, beaten, /
tied to the coal slinging tracks. / I believe the muzzled
have every right / to rip off the bible belt / and take it
to the patriarchy’s ass. / I know these words are gonna get
me in trouble. / It is never polite to throw back the tear
gas” (Gibson 67).
Whether well-received or not, we must throw back the tear
gas.
We must speak out in order to normalize our
experiences.

I do not say normalize in such a way as to

normalize the occurrence of sexual assault as something to
be accepted or put up with, but as a bridge, a transition,
a necessary action in order to eradicate sexual assault as
a social issue.

We cannot fix a problem that no one is

willing to speak of or name.

Society will continue to

ignore sexual assault and its perpetuation through rape
culture if it is not constantly cast into the spotlight.
It is a false and privileged position to live as though

this problem does not exist.
survivors cannot afford.

It is a position that we

Perhaps we, too, have occupied

this mentality of cultural repression.

But, that was

before we were sexually assaulted into reality.
survivors, we have come to know otherwise.

As

The reality of

rape culture must be realized and normalized so that it may
be actively dismantled, making room for a rape culture-free
future.
Brison discusses the silence in which many survivors
live.

Many survivors of sexual assault are commonly known

to experience PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder).
Brison quotes The American Psychiatric Association’s
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual which defines posttraumatic stress disorder “in part, as the result of ‘an
event that is outside the range of usual human
experience.’”

From this, Brison concludes, “Because the

trauma is, to most people, inconceivable, it’s also
unspeakable” (15).
While this definition may, in part, make sense of why
survivors struggle to speak about their sexual assaults, it
fails to recognize how sexual assault is largely
unacknowledged and continuously goes ignored and swept
under the rug, which feeds into a cycle of silence.

How is

it that survivors are to speak about their experiences with
sexual assault if the language and the culture around
sexual assault already exists in such a way that is set up
against them?

Sexual assault is so taboo that the language

around it hardly exists.

Yet Rupi Kaur assures, “you

deserve to be / completely found / in your surroundings /
not lost within them” (Kaur 153).

As a society, we must

create an environment in which the tools and the dialogue
around sexual assault can exist.

Our experiences are

valid; it is society that has made us feel lost by social
repression and diagnosing our traumas as unspeakable.

The

notion that this trauma is unspeakable and is inconceivable
is a false idea bred from and upheld by rape culture
itself.
In actuality, sexual assault is perfectly conceivable.
For us survivors, it is our reality– every morning,
afternoon, and night.

This must be challenged for rape

culture to be properly addressed.

The notion that the

experience of sexual assault is outside the range of “usual
human experience” is a lie.

We survivors of The Survivor

Manifesto are here to testify against this.
Sexual assault, is in fact, arguably, a common, “usual
human experience.” According to RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest

National Network), “Every 98 seconds, an American is
sexually assaulted” ("About RAINN...").
normalized.

It must be

RAINN’s statistics show that “1 out of every 6

American women has been the victim of an attempted or
completed rape in her lifetime (14.8% completed, 2.8%
attempted)” ("Scope of the…”).

Meanwhile, “about 3% of

American men—or 1 in 33—have experienced an attempted or
completed rape in their lifetime” ("Victims of Sexual…).
Sexual assault occurs every day; it is indeed a common
human experience.
That being said–– sexual assault is also a survivable
experience.

It is not easy, and there are obstacles that

rape culture sets up all along the way of the continuous
healing process.

But, ultimately, rape culture will only

have as much power as we survivors are willing to give to
it.
In terms of healing from trauma and navigating life
post-sexual assault, there is a growing truth around the
healing possible by survivors sharing their stories.
Brison states,
“Narrating a trauma involves externalizing it, but
this can be done in a variety of ways. Simply writing in a
journal can facilitate this, by temporarily splitting the
self into an active––narrating––subject and a more
passive––described–– object. Even this can help to
resubjectify a self objectified by trauma. It can also

enable the survivor to gain greater empathy with herself
[themself]. It was only when I managed to write a narrative
of my assault, several months after the attack, and then
read it, that I realized, ‘My God, what a horrible thing to
happen to someone!’” p. 73.
Likewise, writing and speaking about experiences with
sexual assault has allowed me to see it for what it is.
Simply put, a problem cannot be addressed if it is not
first recognized and named.

It is entirely logical and

necessary to acknowledge that healing inherently involves
the recognition that there is something to heal from in the
first place.
Fortunately, there seem to be more and more survivors
stepping up and speaking out.

I became truly inspired in

speaking out publically on my college campus by hearing
about other student activist survivors.

One of them was

Emma Sulkowicz, a survivor at Columbia University, who
began a project called “Carry The Weight.” Sulkowicz began
her project as a senior art piece and as a protest.

She

decided to carry her mattress around with her for as long
as her rapist still remained and was allowed to attend the
same university.

This was an act of bold resistance and an

assertion of her right to exist and to obtain a formal
education in an environment free of violence.

I think

Sulkowicz’s project struck survivors everywhere.

Her piece gained mass national attention; it gained so
much attention that it inspired actions at college
universities across the country.

Colleges participated in

a national day of action called Carry That Weight.

The

Carry That Weight campaign was put on by a coalition of
student activists.

It was “launched in October 2014 by Zoe

Ridolfi-Starr and Allie Rickard who are both student
activists at Columbia University” ("Carrying the Weight…”).
They have since joined forces with a leading national
presence known as Know Your IX, “a national grassroots,
survivor-run, student-driven campaign to end campus genderbased violence” ("Know Your IX…”).

Founded in 2013, Know

Your IX was a vital resource and support to me as I
navigated my college’s investigation procedures after being
raped in 2014.
Through social media, the Carry That Weight campaign
was able to achieve the participation of campuses across
the country, including my own.

I assisted my peer, dear

friend, fellow survivor, and COA alum, Kayla Gagnon, in
organizing a Carry That Weight action on our campus at
College of the Atlantic in Bar Harbor, Maine.

Kayla is

another person to whom I owe much of my survival, my
activism, and the creation of The Survivor Manifesto.

While still a student, Kayla created the first sexual
assault survivor support group on the COA campus, which I
grew to co-facilitate.

I am eternally grateful to Kayla

and to all other survivors who were speaking out long
before me.

If not for them, and all survivors who speak

out, I would not be the outspoken, strong survivor that I
am today.

I hope to be for so many survivors– what my

friend, Kayla, Emma Sulkowicz, Susan J. Brison, and so many
other survivors have been for me.
voices.

We are a panoply of

I see so clearly now that we are the door to each

other’s liberation and healing.
We survivors who are speaking out against rape culture
and creating the road maps for social change are a
testimony to the power that all survivors hold.

We

survivors are the keepers of each other’s stories.

We bear

witness to each other’s traumas and survivals.

We thrust

our lived concept of postmemory into the open.

We must

confront our pasts to make for a different future.

I draw

on the words of Brison once more, in cementing my stance on
addressing sexual assault.

“Now I am no longer afraid of what might happen if I speak
out about sexual violence. I’m much more afraid of what
will continue to happen if I don’t” (19).

Thank you for going forth in reading The Survivor
Manifesto.

INTRODUCTION

We, The Survivors
The Survivor Manifesto exists [in simplest terms] because
survivors do. We are everywhere. Whether seen or heard– We are
here.
These stories come from different voices, different positions of
privilege. Women, men, gender non-conforming, and transgender
people. People of different races. People of different
economic backgrounds. People of different ages. People with or
without illness and / or disabilities. People of different
sexualities and genders. No one is exempt from experiencing
sexual assault.
Sexual assault happens to everyone. That being said, it is
important to acknowledge that there is a disposition for it
happening to some folks more than others.
More women than men are sexually assaulted. According to
statistics from RAINN, The Rape, Abuse & Incest National
Network, “90% of adult rape victims are female” ("Victims of
Sexual Assault”). An alarming “1 in 5 women has been the victim
of attempted or completed rape in their lifetime,” and “nearly 1
in 2 women have experienced sexual violence other than rape in
their lifetime” (“Statistics.”). Meanwhile, “1 out of every 10
rape victims are male” (Victims of Sexual Assault”), and “1 in 5
men have experienced a form of sexual violence other than rape
in their lifetime” (“Statistics.”).
Marginalized communities experience a higher rate of sexual
assault as well. LGBTQA+ people are at a higher risk of sexual
assault. It is reported by The National Coalition of AntiViolence Programs that “lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer people
were three times more likely to report sexual violence and/or
harassment compared to heterosexual people who reported to NCAVP
in 2010 ("Statistics."). And according to MECASA, The Maine
Coalition Against Sexual Assault, “Most studies reveal that
approximately 50% of transgender people experience sexual
violence at some point in their lifetime” ("Statistics.").
Similarly, People of Color are at a higher risk of sexual
assault than white people. The numbers are startling.
According to statistics from MECASA, “Approximately 1 in 5 Black
women in the U.S. experience rape at some point in their
lives” (“Statistics.”). It is also known that “1 in 7 Hispanic
women have experienced rape at some point in their lifetime;

over half of Hispanic women have experienced sexual violence
other than rape in their lifetime” (“Statistics.”). And the
number is even higher for multiracial non-Hispanic women; “1 in
3 multiracial non-Hispanic women will be the victim of rape in
her lifetime” (“Statistics.”). And Native Americans experience
sexual violence more than any other group of PoC. Statistics
show that “among American Indian and Alaska Native women, 56.1
percent have experienced sexual violence in their lifetime and
14.4 percent have experienced it in the past
year” (“Statistics.”).
People with disabilities are also at a greater risk of being
sexually assaulted. National studies estimate that “almost 80%
of people with disabilities are sexually assaulted on more than
one occasion and 50% of those experienced more than 10
victimization.” And statistics tell us that “women with
disabilities are raped and abused at a rate at least twice that
of the general population of women” (“Statistics.”).
Homeless people, another marginalized population often
forgotten, are also targets of sexual violence. According to
Portland Maine’s Preble Street Resource Center, “44% of women
interviewed for their report, Women and Homelessness, reported
being a victim of sexual assault since becoming
homeless” (“Statistics.”).
These statistics are crucial to keep in mind. It is imperative
to understand that some folks are at a greater risk of being
sexual assaulted than others. In addressing sexual assault as a
social issue, it would be misleading and unethical to not carry
forth a sense of intersectionality and consciousness around
various privileges and dispositions that we have as individuals
based off of the makeup of our identities.
That being said–– I cannot and I do not speak for everyone. I
do not speak for all survivors. That is why The Survivor
Manifesto includes the voices of many survivors. All survivors
speak for themselves. All experiences and trauma are varied and
valid. All survivors own their own stories, their own trauma,
their own voices.
Together, blended, we form a collective voice. May it be heard.
Collectively and individually, every single one. May it be an
echo that swallows rape culture whole.

This is a message to survivors: Please don’t
carry this alone.
Please find ways to heal.
Please speak out.
We are stronger together.
Acknowledge the strength it takes to survive
sexual assault/violence… You are resilient.

This is a message to rapists: We are not afraid
of you. You should fear us. We will speak out
and hold you accountable.

VISION OF THE SURVIVOR MANIFESTO
We, the survivors, will fight the evil forces of
the patriarchy. We will never submit. We are
here to make rapists afraid. We are here to
expose the harsh realities and truths that our
society does not want to face. Rape happens.
Sexual assault happens. Sexual harassment
happens. Everyday. All the time. To most of us.
To some of us, more than once. To some of us,
again and again. We must not be silent. We will
fight for our right to live. We will get louder
and louder. No more business as usual. We will
fight rape culture in hope of a better world for
ourselves and for future generations. We will
not live in fear. We recognize the full
potential of our power. We will use it however
we can to fight the patriarchy. We will rise. We
will believe and support all fellow survivors.
Why live with our experiences alone in silence
when we can all scream as one? We will speak out
against all injustice. This is a fight for the
oppressed, for the marginalized, for the
victimized, for the hurt. This is a call to
speak out. Our words are our weapons. We will
hold rapists accountable. We will eradicate our
guilt and our shame. We are not victims. We are
the survivors.

The rape will not kill you but the silence will.

1. Acknowledging Your Survival
You will survive.
You know how I know?
Because I’ve seen a solitary sunflower growing inside of a dump,
bursting with life.
Because ancient ruins are still magnificent no matter how many
times they’ve been pillaged.
Because mosaics exist; art made from a million little broken
pieces.
I promise you.
You will survive.

SUBMISSIONS

“Magic Trick”
I only know
One magic trick
No props necessary
But it does involve
Using your voice
So please prepare
It can take
A long time
To find it
Warning:
This is both
One of the saddest
And the most beautiful
Magic tricks
ever witnessed
And not
Sad and beautiful
In a sublime sense
For
This magic
Is far too real
The magic trick.
This is it:
When I open
My mouth
And I let
My secret
That is no secret
Come tumbling out
My secret is
Told back to me
In an echo
A hundred times over
By a thousand
Different mouths

This secret
Takes prisoners
Holds hostages
Makes us trapped
In our bodies
And demands
Our silence
That is how
This secret
Continues to exist
As if it were
A god
An entity
Almighty
Eternal
The magic
Happens
When one person
Speaks
And
A resounding chorus
Of voices
Rises
When I say
I was raped
Suddenly
Almost
Everyone I know
Has been raped, too
And that is the magic
Sad
Beautiful
And tragic
But there is something
Truly awe-some
When one voice
Can spark
An entire
Chain reaction

And in this way
Our secret finally dies
And we can survive
Sad and beautiful.
But magic
Nonetheless.
My dream
Is to hear
This secret
Told
Louder and louder
Until
It is completely
Laid to rest
To hear it
Like a call & response
A chant in the streets
To sing our pain
Out of our hearts
Carrying our trauma
In our open palms
Wish I could tell you
How many times
I’ve heard our secret
Told to me
For the first time
From someone’s lips
But I don’t count
Anymore
My heart
Was breaking
From the weight
Of it
I can’t give you a number
I know you want a statistic
I know we don’t believe anything
Until there’s a report
And even then

I can’t give you a number
But I can promise
Statistics
1 in 8 men, 1 in 5 women
Aren’t even close
To our reality
Tell me–
How do you
Calculate a statistic
On a crime
A trauma
From which
Most of the survivors
Are silent?
Must be some kind
Of magic trick.

-Kennedy Johnson

Ray in Pieces
2011
I am eight years old, a scrawny child with a wild poof of hair I
fancy I’ve trained to look rather like that of Star Trek’s
Beverly Crusher. I’ve come upstairs to see if I can watch TV. It
is after my bedtime and I am cautious, but Ray is in a good
mood. He knows I have trouble sleeping when my mother is at work
and he is sympathetic. Lying on his back across the couch he
invites me to join him. If he sent me to bed he would only have
to rouse me in a few short hours, anyhow. Half dragging me and
my sleep-ridden siblings out of the house he would pile us into
the back of the old Lincoln, where we would doze on cold leather
seats until we were home again, my mother safely retrieved from
her evening shift at the manor.
Ray has me climb up on top of him. He hugs me close and I
breathe in the smell of tobacco and creosote that clings to his
flannel shirt. I look up and give him a quick kiss on one cheek.
He moves to return the gesture, but I do not want him to. His
nose is too big. His small, blue eyes looking into mine are too
intense. I turn my head, burying my face in the couch.
He gasps. I turn my face back and giggle. He looks at me,
his eyes narrowed in mock suspicion, and I kiss his cheek again
to let him know there are no hard feelings. Again, he tries to
reciprocate, and again I dodge. We go on like this for some
time.
I am twelve years old. I sit on the floor after school with my
brother and sister watching M*A*S*H. Hawkeye reminds me of Ray.
They have the same wiry arms, stiff legs and thick dark hair.
Beyond the physical similarities, they share a boyish arrogance
and immaturity that leaves them laughing at their own jokes. I
like Hawkeye better in the later episodes. He is softer, kinder,
with more on his mind than pulling pranks on snooty surgeons or
running off to the supply room to neck with as many nurses as he
can.
Behind me Ray sits on the couch rolling cigarettes, his
legs splayed out in front of him, knees far apart. He brags to
my uncle about his training as a navy seal. “I can kill any man
in under a minute,” he says, “with my bare hands.” His high,
Passamaquoddy cheeks are covered in thick blisters, much larger
on one side than the other, souvenirs of the time he served in
Vietnam. I wonder how many men he killed over there.

My eyes track the movement of the spoon as it shovels thick
slivers of vanilla ice-cream from the box into a large glass
Ray holds in his other hand. He pours milk over it and stirs.
The lumps dissolve as he works the mixture, and soon it is
smooth. He hands it to me, grinning proudly.
I grab a straw and sit beside him on the couch, enjoying the
tension of the thick liquid moving up the straw, the sweetness
as it reaches my tongue. It is hot today, and the coolness
feels good in my throat.
My sister slinks around the corner, heading for the stairs. She
stops.
“What is that?” she asks.
“A milkshake,” I say. I am excited. Before today I thought
milkshakes could only be bought, not made at home.
“Can I have one?” she asks.
“You don’t need to have something just because your sister
does,” Ray says. His voice is stern and she mumbles an excuse
then hurries up the stairs.
I feel bad, guilty for getting this treat when she does not, but
Ray says. “She’s always copying you.” I wonder if that's true
and what it means.
It is my first year at A.D. Gray, the junior high-school. I get
out an hour earlier than my brother and sister, and walk home by
myself. I enjoy the solitude. Along the way I daydream and kick
pebbles. When I get home Ray is waiting. He pats the seat next
to him on the couch and I slide in beside him. He puts his arm
around me and I lean my head on his chest. He calls me a “clingon,” except that I hear “Klingon” instead. I know that he means
I like hugs, but I cannot figure out what this has to do with
the fierce warrior race of Star Trek. I smile to show I get the
joke and we watch soap operas until the kids get home.
It is my second year at A.D. Gray, and Jessica’s first. There is
a dance going on, but we sit on the bleachers. *NSYNC blares
from the speakers and boys and girls spin in small circles,
their arms wrapped around each other. Some of the girls sway
their hips in a way I’m sure I’ll never be able to.
“People are going to think we’re upset because no one is
dancing with us,” Jessica says.
“I know.” I answer. Truthfully, that is part of the
problem. The song that is playing is my favorite, and I would
have liked to dance with a boy during it, but largely as a
distraction from the other problem that is weighing on my mind.

“I wish he really had left,” she says and I nod. It’s true.
I love Ray when he is calm, but none of it is worth the anger
that so often flares up. What set him off this time was our
request to go to the dance. His face got all red. He yelled and
spit about how we never find the car fast enough, about how he
had to wait outside for an hour every time we went to one of
these fucking dances.
We try to leave early this time. During the final song we
head over to the door, digging our shoes out of the pile that
has accumulated, but still we are not fast enough for him. He
peels out of the parking-lot and goes screeching down the road
as we sit glum and silent in our seats.
The next day at school Jacob Daigle approaches me.
Sometimes I have a crush on him, but today he is mean. He tells
me that my father pulled out of here way too fast, that if he
does it again he will call the cops. I am ashamed and angry. I
wish that he would die, or that I or Ray would. Less than a year
later I am sitting in my Freshman science class and I hear two
girls talking. There was a car crash over the summer and Jacob
did not survive.
I am thirteen and I am lonely. I cannot get along with Jessica
and my little brother is a out of control. Earlier in the year
he came after me with a broom and broke his leg yanking it away
from me. I have a couple of friends at school, but the tall pot
plants growing in the living room don’t really allow for
visitors.
I am obsessed with *NSYNC, channeling my loneliness into an
interest approved by the girls at school. I want someone to come
up and listen to them with me. Finally Ray says he will.
We go to my room, and I pop in the cd. The music fills the
room, and Ray lowers himself onto my bed, half lying, half
sitting, with his feet on my floor.
“Come lay down next to me,” he says, and I do.
He props himself up and leans over me.
“You look fucking gorgeous.” he says. I smile shyly, hoping
it is the right response. I wonder what I look like lying there
on my back, with my hair spread out around me.
“No, you know what you look. You look horny,” he says the
word quietly, but with a matter-of-factness that is unsettling.
“Do you know what that means?” I nod, and turn my head, my
eyes staring blankly at the wall.
“What does it mean?”
“It means when you want to have sex,” I mumble.
“It means when something makes you feel that way too,” he
says.

I make no response, and he says “look at me.”
I do, and the intensity in his sharp, birdlike-eyes
frightens me. He leans over to kiss my cheek, and I turn my head
away.
“I have to change the song,” I say. I sit up and smile,
laughing a little to let him know there are no hard feelings.

-Azia Gilbert

For shadowy hours I existed in your stench. Heroin sweat and
laboriously exhaled whiskey fumes, eked out of raw gasping
lungs. You moved over me and in me mechanically. You spoke like
I was not there. You laughed darkly to yourself, and sucked in
contented breaths when I whimpered. For two years whenever I
slept with somebody I winced when they moved their hands. My
face stinging with the memory of how many blows you landed
without asking. My throat tightening in memory of when you
clamped down, dug in your fingers and would not let go until I
passed out. You acted as if I was not even worth your abuse. You
were so casual in taking me apart. You treated me like I was a
pet. You told me you were falling for me and all I could feel
was terror.

-Anonymous

-Hannah Johnson

15
The first time it happened I was 15. He was my boyfriend,
so I knew it was supposed to happen… And I guess you could
say the first time we fucked was mutual… I was curious and
so scared, but somewhat willing… but that was the way
everyone experienced it, right? So, yeah.
(Sometimes I have a hard time knowing what was and
wasn’t my “fault”. Whether I asked for it- I didn’tbut I didn’t say no… My brain has a way of blurring
over the stuff I don’t want to remember).
Anyways, the other times weren’t mutual.
I don’t know why I’d go over to his house- but I was
supposed to wasn’t I?
I was his girlfriend after all. We were supposed to fuck.
And we did… right when I got there. And then again, and
again, and again... And I had no idea what foreplay was. I
had no idea that sex wasn’t supposed to hurt, or that it
didn’t have to, or that it didn’t have to happen five times
in a row.
Six. I had no idea I wasn’t supposed to bleed
after… after every time.
I had no idea what eating someone out was… but I learned
right away that I was supposed to suck his dick.
And he’d hold my head down.
When my parents, yes my parents (it feels scary writing
this, realizing this, and realizing I was so young), would
come to pick me up, they’d be ten minutes away, maybe less,
and so he’d want to get one more fuck in, really fast. I
wouldn’t even take my clothes off. There wasn’t time. He’d
pull my pants down, bend me over on the bed, and leave my
underwear on, but slide it to the side so he could enter.
I’d leave his house and get in my parents’ car, sore,
hoping I didn’t smell like sex, hoping I wouldn’t bleed
through my pants and onto my parents’ car’s seat.
I remember, when he’d fuck me, focusing on the bed
sheet, and how hard I could squeeze it in my hands…
on the pressure I could control in my hands.

My parents didn’t like him, but for some reason I felt the
need to defend him. Maybe part of it was to spite them, or
maybe I was just embarrassed.
I have lived my life embarrassed of this.
Thinking back, I remember some things in great detail. Like
how sometimes I would stop and (try to) make him stop… and
tell him I loved him. I’d look him in the eyes and tell him
I loved him. And sometimes I did, and sometimes we made
love instead of fucking, instead of him raping me… but I
realize now, to some extent, I wanted to believe that it
was love. That I wasn’t being raped. That it was sex. That
he loved me. That it was mutual. That I gave consent. That
I was wet and it felt good. That he used a condom. That I
enjoyed it. That we were inlove. That he wasn’t cheating.
But none of that was true.

And I guess I knew it.

One day he asked me to pose for him, in lacey underwear,
with my breasts out, in his room. He had his phone out. I
said no. Really, this time I said no and nothing else. I
wasn’t silent, I said no. No, no, no, no. I wouldn’t do it,
I didn’t want to, but he made me. I don’t remember exactly
what he said, or what he physically did, but I posed, with
my ass out, bending over, for him to use later, when he was
lonely. I owed it to him, since we were going to be in a
long distance relationship soon. I owed it to him if I
wanted him to be faithful. He wasn’t satisfied with the
first round, they didn’t look good enough, so we took more.
Later I asked him to delete the photos. In response, he
downloaded an app where he could store the photos on his
phone, an app that required a pass code to enter.
He wouldn’t give me the password to my own pictures.
Still now, I wonder if he kept those photos of me at 15.
We broke up almost two years later. It went on like this
for two years. And I won’t go into detail about the drugs
and the alcohol he pushed on me, or the time I was way too
high to move and he fucked me while I lied still looking at
the ceiling in his dark bedroom. The time he wanted to try
anal. The time he showed my photos to his friends and they
taunted me, texting me from anonymous apps and numbers.

We broke up nearly two years later. It was mutual at the
time, but he still calls me now… and I’m 20. This summer he
wished me happy birthday.

18
I was drunk. He was my best friend. I had smoked too many
cigarettes, and one too many beers, but I felt safe. I
crawled into the hammock with my best friend, feeling safe,
feeling comfortable and warm. I was ready for bed. It was
late.
Almost asleep, I felt
face me, his head just
chest and neck, and he
breasts and down onto
footsy with mine.

his hands move. He turned over to
above mine, my face buried in his
started moving his hands towards my
my hips. His feet started playing

I was frozen still.
For the first few minutes (hours?) I couldn’t tell if it
was real, or if I was dreaming, or if I was just way too
drunk and hallucinating. But I quickly found out that it
was real. Very real.
Before he entered me he said, “Are we really doing this?”
It was my chance to say no, and I didn’t. I couldn’t say
anything. I should have turned him down then, but I didn’t
know what was going on. It was dark, and I couldn’t even
see his face. I guess I didn’t think he’d actually do it…
or do anything.
He was my best friend.
All I can remember is… not much. Just that I wasn’t
comfortable, it was painful, I wasn’t wet, and I couldn’t
find my balance on the hammock. I couldn’t spread my legs,
or even change positions. I was nauseous from the alcohol,
the cigarettes, the cigars, and I remember trying to be
quiet, so our friends in the tent next to us wouldn’t hear
what was going on.

I wonder what would have happened if they heard us.
Would they have done anything? Said anything?
The next morning we woke up in the same hammock, some how
most of my clothes were still on… I think I had rushed to
put them on as soon as it was over… Quietly after he was
done and rolled over, asleep.
He was still naked.
I remember I kept looking at the rest of my friends,
wondering if they had heard anything. Wondering what they’d
think of me. Would they call me a whore? Would they think I
was incapable of handling myself, my alcohol? For this
reason, I’ve still never told them what happened.
We didn’t stay long that morning. He drove us all home
after we packed up the tent.
We didn’t talk for a few days, but soon I was receiving
texts from him asking if I wanted to hang out, with a winky
face. I remember gagging after I read the message.
Eventually I invited him over to talk, and see if we could
still be friends, or at least see what he thought of that
night. If he was drunk too… (I found out he wasn’t)
We went downstairs on the couch to talk, my parents left
the house with friends (it was obvious to them that I was
safe- since he was my best friend). I remember he pushed me
down on the floor and pulled my shorts down. He got his
penis out, and forced it in, asking me if I liked it, if
that’s what I wanted.
He did this in my home.
I took it quietly… and afterwards he spoke of how excited
he was that our friendship was moving in this direction,
but that we should keep it a secret. I was astonished at
how oblivious he was… but didn’t have the courage to speak.
I avoided him for most of that summer… but a few times he
invited me over with some other friends, tricking me into
meeting him alone, before our friends arrived, and fucking
me again. Eventually I stopped coming at all. I don’t talk
to those friends anymore, they wouldn’t understand.

I don’t remember how many times it happened in total. Maybe
6? 10? Somewhere in between? It happened in my house, in
his house, in my car, in the hammock, in a tent, and on my
parents’ property (a pond we own, where we used to fish).
When I went back to Maine for school that year, he texted
me telling me that he missed me and wished he could come
with.
This year he texted me again, asking if I remembered our
encounters, and if I wanted more, if I missed it, if I
loved him.
I still don’t know what to say.
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I was strangled, once, twice, three times… for upsetting
him.
He put his hands around my neck. He strangled me, once
against the wall in his bedroom, once in our shared kitchen
with a knife, and once in my house in Michigan, on my bed.
Each time he told me he could kill me, and that part of him
wanted to, that maybe I deserved it for provoking him. He
finally let go after I could squeeze out an apology, or
two, or however many it took.
He didn’t rape me, I guess, but sex never felt the same
afterwards. Sex never felt like a choice afterwards. Rough
sex wasn’t fun anymore, it was real.
Before he turned this way, before he became abusive, he was
my everything, and everything was great. Perfect. I thought
we’d get married, or could, at least, eventually. When we
started dating I told my parents that he was just so
“nice”, I’d never met anybody so nice before.

I was so comfortable with him that I was able to tell him
about the times that I had been raped. He was the first
person I ever -and still the only person I have everadmitted this to, and his response was not what I thought
it would be. He told me quickly that it was my fault, that
I deserved it, and that I had ruined his night by telling
him something so negative and terrible.
He missed the party he was supposed to go to because he was
“too upset”. He kicked me out of his room, and locked the
door. We continued dating, but never talked about it again.
I haven’t told anyone since.
And he smoked so much in the house, all the time, the house
smelled of marijuana. He never cared to conceal it, even
though I told him repeatedly that it reminded me of my exboyfriend, and rape, and what happened when I was fifteen
and 18. He put a fan in his room and opened the windows for
the next few days, but then it was the same as always,
smoke rolling down the stairs into the living room, panic
attacks. And we never talked about it again. And I never
mentioned it again.
And I haven’t told anyone since.
Once I tried to tell my cousin, one of the very few people
I feel close to. I told her I was having a hard time, that
my relationship was turning bad, and that I needed a break
from all the stress. She told me, “What could be so hard
about your life? You’re not even 20, your life can’t be
hard yet. You aren’t even old enough to be having a
quarter-life crisis yet”, and “why would you break up with
him? He’s so nice. You can’t just leave him because he’s
depressed, it’s selfish. Don’t be selfish.”
And so I haven’t told anyone since.
…And my friends, and his friends, still
really like him.

-Anonymous

the first photo after being sexually assaulted.
christchurch, new zealand
1 may 2016

-Anonymous

*close eyes tight and reluctantly fall to knees*
*open legs*
*open eyes and sit on floor*
*fall asleep then wake up suddenly, standing now*

I felt empty, so he made sure to fill me. I thought that’s how
it worked. I was young. I was wrong. I said “I love you” and
meant it, he said it back. When I couldn’t find him, I opened my
legs and he reappeared. I just needed a connection, but in the
end he couldn’t satisfy any of my needs, and don’t misunderstand
me, he didn’t try. He was sick of my talking, so he muzzled me
with something at hand, until I couldn’t hear myself anymore.
*close eyes tight and reluctantly fall to knees*
He taught me that if I wanted to be loved I had to open my legs,
*open legs*
So when he left I searched for love in-between the legs of men,
more than I care to admit. I found no love, only eagerness
without longevity.
*open eyes and sit on floor*
I self-destructed. I felt empty but there was no one left to
fill me. So I turned inside out instead, sitting on the bathroom
floor, hyperventilating, shaking, screaming in a demented
orgasm. I was reborn in a pool of me, wet and warm and red.
*fall asleep then wake up suddenly*
It feels like it was only a nightmare. Foggy fuzzy in my skull,
like a dream I can’t quite remember but that I can’t quite
forget. I can’t quite remember I can’t quite- The fog and the
fuzz stay –I can’t quite.

-Evening Primrose

A Written Account of my Flashbacks:
The first time I ever really considered myself to be
sexually assaulted, I was in the middle of an intense downward
spiral.
I was in a lot of pain, physically and emotionally, and in
a place where I really just wanted to connect and be loved. The
local coffee shop where I spent most of my time had changed a
lot. I was no longer surrounded by friends. People would tell me
they were my friends- I tried to believe them. I was completely
alone. I’d just returned from Santa Cruz and the guy I was
infatuated with had taken off to Maine. I remember, in my deep
depression, one of the only things I enjoyed was massages.
The winter was hard on my muscles and joints, the sharpness of
it piercing deep through my depression. The warmth of others was
the only escape from the deep void I was slipping into. I was
going through the first medication withdrawal that I really
felt. Coming out of the worst of it, still feeling the numbness
and disconnection I was aching to get out of. The man who
assaulted me seemed to be okay with my friends. I don’t quite
remember how it happened, but we were talking about massages.
Someone said he was good at them. I remember it peaked my
interest; I’d gone to a party at a friend’s house with a massage
train and thought it was absolutely lovely. At one point I had a
brief fling with a boy who would devote much of our time to
exchanging massages; in my mind it meant relief, and even
safety. My sister had just moved out, so a friend and I decided
to invite him up to my place to watch Heathers and smoke some
weed. Smoking pot was a way to feel relief, only since the
slightest withdrawal from my medication would make me feel
disoriented, my heart racing and muscles twitching out of
control. I remember feeling okay, but a bit fuzzy- my friend was
the first to get a massage. She laid down on her stomach with
her halter top down around her shoulders. I felt the tension
increase, nervous. I remember I had two massages that evening.
Next we were all sitting watching Heathers. Towards the end of
the movie, my friend had to leave. We agree, awkwardly, to
finish the movie without her. The credits roll. Something
immediately feels... off. He seems to be triggered and upset by
the violent plot. I try to comfort him, as I can feel it. He
notices that I feel uncomfortable. Offers to comfort me. I’m
confused, and disoriented by the situation. I think I feel fear
in the back of my mind. He offers me another massage. At this
point I am already feeling pretty frozen and compliant. I just
wanted it to end. For him to go away. For the discomfort to

subside. I think I tell him where it hurts. He has me lay down
on the couch this time. Things seem rougher, less healing, more
uncomfortable. I can’t remember if I even enjoyed it the first
time; I am tense this time. He notices. I’m at the beginning of
my 20’s, he’s probably in his 30’s. He knits for a living. I
didn’t think he would be attracted to me. I trusted him. He
presented himself as a healer, as helping me. I was not
attracted to him. He made me feel strange; I thought it was in
my head. He continues to massage me, I can’t remember at what
point he started to kiss my back. I can’t remember if he was on
top of me or hunching over me from the floor. I remember the
couch. I had taken the legs off. It was on the floor. I remember
he asks if he can kiss me. Scared frozen I say yes: the only
word I know how to say in the moment. Afraid to do anything
else,I lay there, frozen. Chills and damp heat. His kiss is wetcold I think. Like that joke about kissing a dead fish, only
everything around me is hot. His lips burn mine.. I don’t
remember how he asked it, but he did, and I said yes, trapped,
feeling as if I was under some sort of mind control spell. I
remember thinking he must have known how I felt by then. How
could he not know something was wrong? When he is done
slithering his tongue around my nether regions, I jump from the
couch, to the next room, straight onto my bed, still petrified
and I think naked at this point. He follows me, and I am unsure
if his pants are off. He is standing over me, I yell “I don’t
want to do this!” Still concerned for his feelings, for some
reason, I tell him he could sleep here if he wants. He declines
and scrambles away from the apartment. I don’t remember what day
it was, but afterwards I go back to my favorite coffee shop.
Sitting in the lazy boy feeling like everything around me is
blurry, jolts up and down my body, static around my head, sick
and dizzy, head aching, feeling as if the chair I am sitting in
and the rest of the world around me are separated by some
translucent box. I have no words to describe the body tension I
felt. The sea sickness. The need to escape, the shame; only in
that moment did it occur to me what had happened. Feeling as
though I was being watched and taunted. My heart pounding. Even
though when he left I was shaking and maybe crying, I think I
had been numb to it until now. I wrote it off as an awkward
encounter or a mistake, my fault. When I started to talk about
it to a friend, she told me that it was my fault for smoking
weed, for accepting the massage. My fault for saying yes. Told
me I need to be careful about throwing those words around“sexual assault” and “rape.” I told a younger friend. She
understood better. I felt a bit validated, more sure of myself
and what had happened. We started to talk about her

relationships. Months later, the friend who was mad at me said
they would still “beat somebody up for me” when I ran into them
at the park, told me they were sorry that it happened. They came
back into my life for a short while. Things were good for a bit,
then suddenly they weren’t again and my friend slipped back out.
I was alone again with myself and my feelings.
It’s Easter, 4/20. Someone at the park offers me some weed, and
I smoke it. I get home and my heart is pounding out of control.
From then on everytime I smoke weed it would feel like the world
was closing in on me. Some said I was asking for it. I believed
them. I wanted affection and attention, yes, but I didn’t want
to be sexually violated by a stranger. There I was, back in the
same dark place. I go to an event, and afterwards a handsome
stranger starts to flirt with me. He massages my back. We head
towards the coffee shop, it’s safe there, people know me. I’m
scared. We stop in an alleyway. Next thing, his hand is down my
pants. I don’t like it. I tell him not here. I lure him to the
coffee shop instead because I’m afraid to just tell him to
leave. He wouldn’t listen. My old friend is there. I go to the
bathroom. The man is gone. My friend took care of him. I think
I’m going backwards. Forward. I don’t know. I’m in Maine. My
now-ex tells me about an old man trying to lure him in. I tell
him about what happened. He knows this man. He has a grin on his
face, more of a smirk and says “I know his girlfriend, he’s
quite the sexual deviant.”
I’m in my therapist’s office. My therapist is informed of the
event. She suggests I contact him and tell him how I felt about
the encounter. I do it. His response: “ We didn’t have sex.” The
brain twinges again, the familiar lack of willpower, magnetic
tension around my head. I block him. I block the old friend who
told me it was my fault. I feel better, than I did before I
blocked them. I’m still angry.
The other day, I walk into the hallway and the smell of a weed
hits me. My body tenses. I replay the images and feelings in my
mind, I recognize weed as a trigger. Sometimes when I am naked I
feel like there is empty space between my thighs, where my
genitals would be. These feelings are unresolved. A constant
battle of blaming myself, minimizing the situation, and feeling
angry that it ever happened. My friend tells me they are sorry
for ever abandoning me, they work harder to regain my trust and

express their loyalty and love. They are forgiven. Sometimes I
still want to message that man asking “If we didn’t have sex,
what happened between us?”
My mind is a minefield.

-Anonymous

One of the first things I noticed about the women in my family
was the way they’d treat the men in their lives
sitting with their pacifiers (their meals, their beers).
The way they’d speak around something and
The words they’d choose low and
careful not the imply a threat to the manhood of the man.
The way they anticipated the anger
before it came.
The ones that were really good at it I never heard a voice
raised to.
I’ve grown up to be two people:
one holding its breath so as not to scream
and another
screaming until it’s out of breath.
I don’t want to scream to be heard and I know no one listens
when being screamed at
so I’ve asked these two people to try to sit together
it my one body
at the same time
and breathe.

-Alana Beth Saleeby

-Kennedy Johnson

my body shriveled
up
I turned into a prune
Because I took 4 showers to wash the blame away
The day after you raped me

My body coiled
At the sight of alcohol
And the ocean next to each other
Because I couldn’t erase a memory I had trouble remembering
The day after you raped me

My body laid
Restless,
Rustling the sheets
In a bed soaked with your scent
Because I didn’t have enough money to wash my laundry
The day after you raped me

It’s been 3 years
Since you bruised my breasts
And pulled off my underwear
And I still can’t get rid of your stench
I still don’t have enough money to buy new sheets
I still can’t remember everything
I still have troubles with alcohol
I still take more showers than I should
I am still just as ugly as a shriveled up prune

All
Because
Of
You.

-Kristen Cates

I am 11 and have my first boyfriend. He is in my science class
and has pretty blue eyes. We go on dates to the movie theater
and make out. He asks if he can put his hand down my pants, and
I say yes. I put my hand down his too. He asks me if I know what
to do next. I do not. We sit like that until the lights come
back on, wondering why we are doing this.
The next year, my best friend confides in me that her dad comes
into her bed at night and gives her massages, even though she
tells him that she does not like it. During a sleepover at her
house, we are watching a movie, and her dad comes in and kisses
me on the cheek. He then immediately apologizes and claims that
he thought I was his daughter. My friend and I look
nothing alike. I wonder how he could forget what his daughter
looks like.
A few months later, she messages me on AIM that two male
classmates lured her to a shed where they forced her to give
them blowjobs. She tells me she cried the whole time and vomited
afterward. I call her a whore.
The first time someone tells me I am “asking for it,” I am 14
years old. I am laying in bed with a male friend, snuggling.
Suddenly, he begins trying to unbutton my jeans. When he first
attempts it, I try to politely wriggle away, not wanting to be
rude. Yet, despite my obvious discomfort, he persists. He feigns
ignorance, using to his advantage the fact that I am not
verbally refusing him. After a few more attempts, it finally
explodes out of me: “No! I said no!”
“Don’t act like you weren’t asking for it,” he sneers. He is 13
years old.
I run out of his room in panic. I don’t know a lot about sex
(the only advice that my mother has given me is an ambiguous
warning: “You can get pregnant through your underwear”), but I
know that it is not supposed to be like that. I know that if I
say no, that means no.
My family goes on a road trip. At a rest area, my older sister
and I pose for a photo. My sister playfully sticks out her
tongue just before my mom snaps the picture.
“Stop that! You look like a whore!” my mom yells. My dad says
nothing.
We pile back into the car, and my sister silently cries while
gazing out the window. No one offers to comfort her.

When I am 16, I am giddy to get the attention of a senior. I am
a virgin dork, and he is a cool kid with a car. After school, we
go to his house. He pressures me into sex within a week, but his
penis is too big. So he starts fingering me to “stretch me out.”
At the end of each one of our “dates,” I am in pain and
bleeding. He assures me that this is “normal.”
The coldness of the toilet seat soothes the bottom of my thighs
as I sit in his bathroom, my vagina throbbing with pain,
wondering if this is normal.
Two weeks in, he convinces me to let him put it in. He shoves
his penis inside me and holds me down on top of him. I almost
shriek from the pain; it feels like my body is splitting in two.
Afterward I sit on his bed in shock, tears welling in my eyes.
He asks if I am ok. I dejectedly say yes. He sighs in relief,
because for a second he thought that I was “going to cry or
something.” He promptly dumps me after that. Years later, one of
his ex-girlfriends informs me that he has a fetish for fucking
virgins.
My mom’s most common advice to me is to never end a friendship,
because “you need all the friends you can get.” While I am in
high school, she befriends a woman who comes over our house,
gets belligerently drunk and describes in excruciating detail to
my sister and me how, if we are not careful, we are going to be
gang raped like she was. In our kitchen, she holds my
sister on her lap despite her sobs and desperate attempts to get
away, and she tells my sister how men are going to shove their
cocks down her throat and record it so that she will be too
ashamed to ever tell anyone. My parents do nothing. I sit in
silence in the living room, glad that it is not me being forced
to sit on her lap. Finally my dad speaks, stating that if anyone
ever did
that to his daughters, he would kill them. When I tell my mom
that I will never allow her friend to enter our house again, she
screams at me until I cry. I feel like this is not normal.
I am convinced that my high school boyfriend and I are going to
get married. He is the older brother of the first boy who told
me I was asking for it. He appreciates how special I am. One
evening I am napping at his house and wake up to him shoving his
fingers inside me. I bolt up and burst into tears. He vehemently
apologizes. In between sobs I ask why he did it. He
explains that he just wanted to see what I would do. I hug him
as he repeatedly apologizes and promises that he loves me. I do
not run out of his room.

I immediately go from my high school relationship to dating
another guy. I move in with him. He tells me how beautiful I am
and that I am a goddess. We have in common that we love getting
blackout drunk. One summer night we are sitting on the stoop
with one of his friends, chatting and enjoying beers. I look so
sweet in my favorite floral dress that flows in the breeze. Midconversation, my boyfriend opens a can of PBR and turns it
upside-down over my head, holding it there until it completely
empties, drenching me from head to toe. My eyes fill with tears.
His friend asks why he did that. He lets out a deep laugh and
challenges me, “What are you gonna do about it, little girl?” I
say nothing and go inside to change. Then I drink more and more
and more. I come to several hours later, standing in the middle
of the street alone, with
absolutely no memory of how I got there. I break into the
apartment and go to bed by his side.
My sister calls me in tears while I am at college, because my
mom just told her that I must have been molested by my friend’s
dad in middle school. My mom claims this is the only “rational”
explanation for why I am the way I am. I never confront my mom
about it.
I meet my rapist at a party in my own apartment. I am completely
sober. He seems like a “nice guy”: dorky, timid, insecure. We
have consensual sex and fall asleep naked. I wake up in the
morning to him on top of me, shoving his penis inside me. I do
not scream out loud; only on the inside. A few weeks later, I
anxiously reveal to my male friend what happened. He replies
that it would not have happened if I wasn’t such a whore. I tell
other friends that he said this to me. They continue being
friends with him anyway. I do not report the rape.
My next boyfriend seems charismatic, until he loses his temper
and threatens to hit me. I ask his roommate for help, to escort
me out of the apartment. His roommate complains that I am
annoying him and dismisses my boyfriend’s abuse as “just a
threat.” (Years later, he apologizes for not helping me. His
reason? Back then, I cried a lot, so he figured I was just being
overemotional.) I decide he is right and date the guy for
several more months. The abuse intensifies. He does not allow me
to throw tampons away in the trash, because he says they are too
disgusting to even be inside his house. He demands that I shave
all my pubic hair so that I look “younger.” He breaks me down
until I am an emotional wreck, and then forces me to take valium

to shut me up. When I fall asleep from the drugs, he screams at
me to stay awake. He says I am not allowed to sleep until he
permits me to.
I have sex with an acquaintance. It starts out consensual. Then
he has me lay on my stomach, and he fucks me from behind. I keep
telling him that it is hurting me. Instead of stopping, he
responds that I like it. He shoves my face into a pillow and
keeps it there. He bruises my cervix. I can barely walk
afterward and pass out from the excruciating pain in front of my
parents. I tell them I am just dehydrated. I know what they
think about women who have
casual sex. I remember they way that they talked about my aunt
who was gang raped at 16.
“She dated older guys.”
I have sex with a mutual friend. We are both drunk. He seems so
nice, until we are back in his apartment. He grabs me by the
hair and tries to hurt me. I tell him to stop. He apologizes,
then gets on top of me and shoves his penis inside me without a
condom. I push him off me and yell at him. He rolls his eyes and
tells me I am too uptight. I go home and try to wash his
sickness down the shower drain, but it never seems to come off.
When I tell one of his friends, he assures me that he really is
a “good guy.”
At 24, the man who I think is the love of my life tells me that
if I have trauma from sexual assault, it must be because I want
to fuck those guys again.
I divorce him.
I see my rapist in a bar.
I interrupt a male comedian’s rape joke at an open mic. He looks
me dead in the eye, smirks, and calls me a cunt.
I am speechless when a guy friend buys me shitty pizza at the
gas station, and then jokes to me, “You would probably rather
get raped again than eat this pizza.”
I am up until 6:30 AM googling my rapist’s name and chatting on
the suicide hotline.
I am sobbing on the floor of a friend’s bathroom, screaming over
and over again, “Why?”

I am a survivor.
-Anonymous

-Hannah Johnson

When I first met him, I didn’t ever expect something like this
would happen. He was gentle, and loving, and patient. I remember
sending him a Facebook message outlining my concerns about my
sexuality and intimacy. He was understanding.
He was always understanding.
Until he wasn’t.
The visit prior, he made several comments about us taking off
our clothes. I told him time and time again that I wasn’t ready
to do that.
The day that it happened, I still wasn’t ready. I was recovering
from a car accident. My foot was in a cast, and I was on high
doses of prescription painkillers.
First we were on my couch. We were kissing and I didn’t have any
top on. He started rubbing his hands over the crotch of my
shorts. He asked me if it felt good, and I said “Not really.” I
remember saying something to the effect of, “I’m not really
feeling this. Can we not be sexual?” We decided to move to my
bedroom—only for practical reasons. I didn’t have any other
seating and my couch was way too small for two people.
We were in my bed, kissing, and I remember having a panic
attack. I couldn’t talk about what I was feeling. I was reliving my experience with my first pseudo boyfriend in college
who spent large amounts of time kissing me, even when I didn’t
kiss back, enjoy it, or want to kiss him. I couldn’t tell my
current partner any of this, so I said nothing.
The next thing I remember is him taking off my shorts, and then
my underwear. Still, I said nothing. I had told him numerous
times that I wasn’t comfortable earlier, but it seemed like he
didn’t care about my concerns.
He took off his boxers, and we sat naked for a little while. I
remember he tried moving my hands to his penis, but I resisted
and moved them back to his shoulders. I didn’t feel comfortable
touching him. This went on for several minutes – him guiding my
hands and me repositioning myself, all while staying silent
nothing. I touched him once and recoiled, I hated it. I was
scared and confused about why he was trying to push me into
doing something I clearly wasn’t comfortable with.

The next memory that I have is of him telling me to hold on a
second. He retrieved a condom from his backpack. All I managed
to say was, “I’m not on birth control.” He didn’t say anything,
and I didn’t know what else to say—maybe I figured it would buy
me time or that we would talk, and I could stop panicking enough
to get up and stop what was happening. But he opened the condom
package, and turned his back from me to put on the condom. I
said nothing. I didn’t move. I remember him asking me to spread
my legs, and I did, still saying nothing. I remember feeling
numb and empty. I was dissociating, maybe from fear, maybe from
the medication.
When he penetrated me, I was not aroused in the slightest. I was
still panicked and tense and scared and uncomfortable. I felt
like I was being torn open. I told him he was hurting me, but he
didn’t stop. I picked a spot to focus on in the room – all I
could see was the white wall. He didn’t kiss me, or ask me if it
was okay. He continued to penetrate me until he was finished. I
still said nothing.
When it was over, he took out my trash, condom included, and
left my apartment. I sat on the edge of my bed feeling like my
insides had been ripped apart. To my surprise, I didn’t bleed.
In a state of confusion and uncertainty, I recounted my
experience back to my sister. “I had sex with him,” I wrote in a
text message. “Was it good?” She asked. I told her I didn’t
know, that I felt uncomfortable, and that I wasn’t aroused, and
that it was painful—the most physically painful thing I’ve ever
experienced. I told her that I didn’t want to have sex. At the
time, I only called it sex because I didn’t know what else to
call it. “Maybe this is normal,” I thought to myself. “Maybe I’m
supposed to feel like this,” I thought. “Maybe my boundaries
weren’t clear. Maybe if I had the courage to tell him to stop
instead of laying there in silence, things would have stopped.
Maybe if I made my reservations more pronounced, maybe if I
tried harder, maybe if I got up and walked out of the room,
maybe if I didn’t invite him into my apartment in the first
place, maybe if I didn’t trust him it wouldn’t have happened.
But it did happen.
I wish my experience fit the common narrative.
I wish I could say that I fought back, say that I immediately
knew it was rape right after it happened. I wish I could say
that I said the word “no” instead of laying there in paralyzing
fear.

But that’s not my story.
And here it is almost 2 years since the assault took place, and
I am still learning to love myself, to trust myself, and trust
other people—cisgender men in particular. 2 years have passed
and I am easily startled. I experience constant flashbacks. I
feel unsafe in the presence of other men if there isn’t a second
person there. I feel too uncomfortable to be sexual with my
partner. I still blame myself. Sometimes physical touch triggers
me. When I see a person who has similar facial features as my
assailant, I panic. I still experience deep depression and selfloathing because this situation happened.
But I’m still alive. I’m learning. I’m healing.
I’m learning to trust the process of healing and believe that
what happened wasn’t my fault.

-Anonymous

-Kennedy Johnson

Untitled
sometimes when time is passing
and i am simply sitting
thinking
i wonder what it’d be like
to have a child
and i wonder what it’d be like
to tell them
about all the rapists in the world
since the beginning of time
that rape is not only about power
and violence
but is indeed about sex
that it doesn't matter if you’re a boy or a girl
that people can use anything they choose
from broken bottles to broom sticks
that infants are treated for STI’s
and even family members
cannot be trusted
how do i tell them
sex is beautiful, joyous, intimate
while telling them sex is complicated, confusing
sometimes scary
how would i teach them
to survive
--to protect themselves
to be aware but open
to the pleasure of love
the love of pleasure
how do i know
they know
not to rape
--to ask and be asked
to know what a clitoris is
to know what consent is
to not have to know
what fear is
i wonder if i’d ever share with them
my story
the story of their grandfather
my father could have been
your father too

will i share the fear i face for them
instilling my own lack of
safety and security
or will i let them learn
for themselves

-Kayla Gagnon

When your best friend freshman year of college invites you back
to her home on Long Island for spring break, you're excited.
You've always loved New York and you're excited about making new
friends. You get on the bus with her and you're not wearing a
bra, because let's face it, bras suck. Halfway from DC to NYC,
your best friend tells you that you're not going directly to her
parents house on Long Island, but you're gonna stay with some
guys she knows in Queens.
Being young and wanting to push your freedom to its limits,
you're excited. Y'all get off the bus and take a train, and have
to take a cab to get to Kenny's house. It's a small house in
Queens he shares with his mom, maybe. He's 25, y'all are barely
18. He's in medical school. He has a lot of liquor, a lot of
pills, and some shitty weed. Your best friend looks at you, and
you remember her warning that "it might get wild." You don't
believe her until you're playing strip poker and since you don't
know how to play poker, you lost clothes quickly. You wish you
had worn a bra. Oh my god, why did you take the bra off back in
DC?
You are drunk. You are really high, for the first time in your
life. The game goes on. You're kissing men you don't want to
kiss. Six years later you can still remember the wiry hair on
one man's shoulders. You kiss more men who you can't remember.
Your friend calls in some more female friends to even things
out. We are all wasted. None of us have all our clothes on.
You're bonded with these women in a way no one asked for. It
feels dangerous and cool, but there's a voice in the back of
your head whispering "no no no no".
You stumble into a bathroom. You're from Florida and you don't
know that radiators are hot to the touch so when a man comes
into the bathroom and puts himself into your mouth, you're not
expecting to be burnt when you stumble into the radiator. You
want to leave. He finishes. You're not sure if you're throwing
up because of the pills and the liquor or the taste of him hot
and bitter down your throat. Another man comes in. And then
another. You realize you won't be able to leave the bathroom
until they're satisfied.
We go out and smoke a blunt. I think it's the first blunt I had
ever smoked. Queens is cold in March. You're not sure if it's
your breath making foggy clouds or the smoke. You and Katie go
back inside. Kennys mom is awake now, up for the day. She wakes
early to commute to work. She offers you leftovers, her Jamaican

accent pricking tears in your eyes. You've never heard that
lilting Caribbean voice in a situation as foreign as this.
You and Katie go back upstairs. Maybe everyone's passed out. You
are wrong.
You can't remember who did this to you, but six years later you
remember feeling sandpaper rubbing your insides as he's moving
inside you, and you'll never forget him asking if he can spit on
your face and chest.
You make a noncommittal noise. He covers you in spit.
No one sleeps that night
The next day you shower at the house while he and Katie fuck in
the next room. You've brought your expensive conditioner because
you're expecting to stay at your best friends parents house.
Instead, you smell like overpriced hair products as you're
desperately trading glances with Katie to leave.
We leave. We take the LIRR from Jamaica, Queens, to Sayville,
Long Island.
You and Katie don't discuss what happened. You agree that y'all
should be roommates for sophomore year.
You don't use that conditioner anymore, but at least the scar
from the radiator has healed.

-SFR

“War”
There are things I try not to write about
for fear of sounding whiny
I know I’ve never been to war
never done the type of battle
fought with loaded guns
But for me, sex has always been a weapon
I never learned how to disarm

-Alana Beth Saleeby

-Hannah Johnson

Rebel radio (For Kennedy)
She can't say it.
It makes it real.
The words want to spill from her mouth
As a cut artery
But each time she picks at the scab
The blood coagulates.
The only way to articulate it
Is through those blue tinted windows in her face
Opening and closing as she searches for a space
To stop blinking and start breathing.
They ask, "Why you angry?"
And the words come out as static
Switching stations everyday
To find one that can be understood by those
Who do not understand
When they ask you why, when they tell you
To calm down, chill out
Know I'm angry too
Know I too am sobbing into my pillow.
Only her sisters know this language
Only they hear this stifled rhetoric
For we have been crying it into the night
From the day we pushed free
from our mother's bloody womb
Taking their trauma
To carry within ourselves
An undefinable pain passed on
From one flesh to the next.
She took hold of my hand
I took hold of hers
Together we jumped into that open wound
With our needles and thread
Ready to repair the damage done
Sew it up, let it heal, give it care
Broadcast our network to be heard.
We jumped right the fuck in
And haven't looked back

-Kayla Gagnon

-Leila Hunter

dyed my hair
I dyed my hair
this color almost exactly 2 years ago. right before you
raped me.
I cut my hair
soon after you raped me, all by myself.
I gave myself choppy bangs so maybe i could hide under
them.
I was wrong.
I left college and went home
i wanted the color to drain out of my hair as fast as it
drained from my face every time i saw you make a facebook
status update.
I cut my hair.
into a pixie cut. hoping
i could look like what you didn’t want. i wanted to look
tough. if i look like a boy, it means i’m tough and strong
right?
I was wrong.
I dyed my hair.
I bleached my hair for 9 months straight to become blonde.
Thinking
“i look completely different. he could never recognize me!
he’ll never remember me”
I was wrong.
I dyed my hair tonight.
my hair is the same cut and the same color as when you
raped me.
I am strong.
And you are wrong.

-Kristen Cates

Memories

the memories are brief, unfortunately what follows in their wake
is not. it starts with a nightmare, incongruous night terror that
can’t possibly happen, they feel real like struggling to stay
above the surface of a lake made of air while my roommates are
watching tv in the same room oblivious. the fear fills me
paralyzing me engulfing me with paranoia and anger and
suffocating doubt. then my roommates dog bark at a turtle or a
random person walking down the street howl at a siren and instead
of just opening the door and saying that’s enough, what comes out
is a snarling scream of Shut The Hell Up. i remember things no
one knew except for me, my abuser, and his nephew. no else knew
what was happening until something happened at age fourteen that
is still blocked from my memory like most of my childhood, an act
of mental self-preservation. i remember feelings of being wrong,
feelings that plagued me for another fourteen years without an
anchor to hold them into place within my thoughts. mistaken
diagnoses and the struggle to remember anything that went with
the knowledge of what had been done, what i had nearly done,
something gnawed at me as i struggled for the truth, then it hit
me. the peculiar shade of yellow painted on the elementary school
walls, his nephew being sent to sweep a room at the other end of
the building, taken into the faculty washroom to further hide the
truth, it was saturday, no one would see, rough hands, the
difference in size between a ten year old and an adult, screaming
and begging and crying wanting him to stop. a park ranger found
me in the rec hall of an isolated marina on a lake in the desert
of southern utah, july 4, independence day and my day off, i was
staring at nothing, my eyes red face numb throat sore from crying
screaming begging for a nugget of wisdom to understand how any
god could let this happen, i was bundled up under a heavy blanket
in 100+ heat, later i reached a point where i couldn’t leave my
apartment most days without help, i rarely remember the horror
movie of my childhood, i’m not always okay but i’m alive and try
to avoid too many stupid decisions. the hate is gone, the support
from my family and friends enriches my life and keeps me upright
on my bad days, i hid so much, suicide attempts, partial
overdoses, but i’m still standing, i keep going forward even when
i feel like that scared little boy of ten eight twelve fourteen,
because i refuse to let the bastards get me
down

-Sam Breashears

Open Letter to Darron Collins
You almost cost me my life. Not once. Not twice. So
many times, I can’t count. Yes, I’m talking about suicide.
What you did to me cost me every ounce of self worth that I
had left after suffering from catatonic depression during
the Winter Term of 2012. When I returned to COA after
taking the Winter off, I had just recovered from being
suicidally depressed and without sleep for three months
straight.
I was at school for two weeks, and acing my classes. I
had 100s on my first two biology quizzes. I HAD A
PRESIDENTIAL SCHOLARSHIP.
Your decision to allow the man who raped me, when I
was 18 years old, to graduate from College of the Atlantic,
caused me to lose everything that I had worked for my
entire life. I like to call what you did “The Second Rape.”
You took my personhood and tossed it to the wayside for
some sick and twisted notion of forgiveness.
Griffin Wimminger repeatedly faced disciplinary action
and failed classes. Need I make the contrast more clear?
This man should have been expelled before I ever got to
COA. He was 23, and a 5th year senior when he raped me. You
and him, two peas in a pod, you together, ruined my life,
for a time. But like an endospore, I don’t die so easily.
Though I have suffered from intense bouts of depression
every few months for the last five years. I cope with
constant anxiety.
YOU NEED TO KNOW HOW YOUR DECISIONS IMPACT ME.
Most recently, in August, I was about a day away from
dying. I had three hemorrhagic ovarian cysts, collectively
they were 6cm x 7cm, and they ruptured and bled into my
abdomen. I lost half of my blood volume. They sliced me
open from my belly button to my pubic bone to remove them
and stop the bleeding. I spent all of August and September
recovering. I’m lucky to be alive.
In October, I had another hemorrhagic ovarian cyst. I
was in constant pain for a month. Today, as I type the

updated version of this letter, I have another cyst. This
one is hemorrhagic, too. It is 4 cm in size and has
ruptured, spilling blood into my abdominal cavity.
Congratulations! You were part of the cause of those
cysts. One of the contributing factors to the development
of ovarian cysts is low self worth. That’s what happens
when you are raped, you stop believing you have value. Then
I was devalued even further by you. With your decision you
said to me, “Men matter more than you and they always will.
It doesn’t matter how hard you work, how smart you are, how
good your grades are, how thoughtful or kind or special you
are, men matter more than you. Even the most despicable men
matter more than you.”
I don’t have polycystic ovarian syndrome. So the only
explanation for my cysts is the psychological upset for
which you are responsible.
Oh, and when I had to live through your lack of
conscience, and the rape itself, it reminded me of
something. Those times when my uncle molested me when I was
five. And once again, the Maine judicial system failed me,
just like it did with my rape, in addition to your failure.
There was no justice, you could have made it so there was
at least some. Thank you for making me relive the
molestations, too.
I still think about the rape nearly every day. Nearly
every day I long for the moment before my education, and
the feeling of safety in body were stolen from me. You did
this to allow forgiveness for a reprehensible human being.
One who it came to light attempted to rape another woman
before me, threatened to rape yet another woman, and raped
another woman in Oregon. He’s now in the Peace Corps. He’s
probably raping vulnerable populations internationally now,
because you allowed him to graduate. You refused to give
him consequences for destroying me.
Fuck You.
I Matter.

I hope you can never sleep again. You should resign
your post because you are entirely unfit. Your most
important job is to ensure the safety of the students under
your care. You failed on the most fundamental level.

Hope it’s a little harder to live with yourself now.
Imagine how that feels.
All the worst,
Anonymous

calle san antón
carelessly leaning on the bar, unaware of her femme allure
tequila greased joints twist to the rhythm of the bass
tambourine hips command the basement of el son
subtle but incorrigible shimmy
perdida en el momento
girlish laughs splash onto the marble countertop
tender looks across the bar with the bar tender
his unfailing italian charm sweet as piononos
in retrospect it all tastes even more honeyed
in the street
walking home, stopped by unfamiliar hands
pushed up against the fence under
the apathetic hum of dying streetlights
chain-link diamonds burn into her shoulder blades
a dishonorable brand seering rose petal skin
strange stale guapas penetrate her ear
twenty rough palms sand her down
sand her down to night terrors
each one groping for a year of innoccence
each one tearing up her insides
salt blood gasoline pooling beneath her
fuck you. don’t touch me.
her sneaker soles slam the pavement
desperately seeking refuge from her body
ten shadows retreat into the distance
but their touch remains
she is not sure what language she is screaming in anymore
but it is primal wails of rage of loss
mourning the round edges of tambourine hips
the festive shimmy of metal disks
the strong rhythm of passionate glances
the harmonious solitude of her moonlit wanders
she is mourning in silence long after morning.

-Anika Wasserman

get through
trust feels like
1,000 tiny shards of glass
on the soles of my feet
my hand gliding on the tops of
splintered wood
anticipating a prick
something to be wedged
deep under
our skin
like bark
we grow around it
the hurt becomes part of us
we build up callouses
and no longer feel
the sharpness
but even these
thickly calloused feet
feel the ache and
flinch
when that razor
slices it open
exposing the underneath
skin is transparent
and anything caught under the surface
of flesh
will push itself forward until
it rises to the surface
and is revealed

-Kayla Gagnon

a map of all the places you touched

-Kristen Cates

I feel her sometimes.
Her soul shaking.
Her eyes widened, searching for the love that's supposed to be
there.
Her heart beating with such a force, her and I both know it's
breaking.
Her head screaming in confusion that soon turns to fear.
A child, she's whispered silent....
and every inch of her becomes silent. Frozen.
She remains this way, not knowing any other option...carrying
this fear throughout her life.
Some of you who know me, have seen her.
She's childlike, and quiet.
-stuck in a time and place that was never meant for her.
Today, and everyday after this moment, I asked her to stand
before you.
Although she stands quiet...perfectly still...she's here within
me.
I feel her urging to scream out. ..so you can hear her. Free
her.
Then suddenly....
we are both pleasantly distracted by the music.
It's truly the only time i feel her as myself.
STRETCH
She starts moving through me ...in my fingers, up my arms,
bouncing around my shoulders and down my spine.
She's swaying in my hips and kicking out my toes...
she's smiling.
My whole body is shaking off the stone that encases her.
Closing my eyes and letting her let it all go.
Saying goodbye to the memories that attack her....that attack
me.
Deep breaths.
Today and everyday after....I'll let her dance...and set her
free.
Today I will truly accept her as me.
Today I RISE!

-Anonymous

Rose (ANY VARIETY)
TO TREAT SYMPTOMS RESULTING FROM SEXUAL TRAUMA & SPIRITUAL GRIEF
TEA: 4 CUPS/ DAY, 2 TABLESPOONS/CUP AS A SIMPLE TEA, OR ADD
OTHER AROMATIC HERBS/HERBS LISTED IN THE FOLLOWING PAGES
STEEP COVERED FOR 10 MINUTES
AROMATHERAPY: 1 CUP OF ROSE PETALS IN A HOT BATH: SOAK AND SPEAK
LOVE TO YOUR BODY AND SOUL
ROSE IS SOOTHING TO THE MUCOUS MEMBRANES
UPLIFTING & EUPHORIC FOR THE NERVOUS SYSTEM
VAGINAL STEAM OR SITZ BATH: BOIL A POT OF WATER, TURN OFF HEAT,
ADD 1 CUP OF ROSE PETALS, LET COOL TO A COMFORTABLE TEMPERATURE
SIT IN IT FOR A SITZ BATH OR COVER RIM IN A TOWEL AND SIT OVER
IT FOR A VAGINAL STEAM
KAVA (P. METHYSTICUM)
PART USED: ROOT
USES: SOCIAL ANXIETY, SEDATION, SLEEP TROUBLES
ORIGINAL USE: POLYNESIAN PEACE CEREMONIES
CAUTION: CAN BE HARSH ON THE LIVER, LONG TERM USE NOT
RECOMMENDED, LIMIT DAILY USE TO 6 WEEK INTERVALS
PREPARATION: TINCTURE(ALCOHOL EXTRACT) OR DECOCTION(BOILING 20+
MINS) IN MILK (MORE READILY ABSORBABLE WITH A FAT SOURCE), ADD
CINNAMON, CARDAMOM OR OTHER SPICES TO TASTE
YARROW (ACHILLEA MILLEFOLIUM)
VARIETAL WITH PINK INFLORESCENCE IS INDICATED FOR
TRAUMA

FOR SEXUAL

HERBAL ACTIONS: VULNERARY, STYPTIC, BITTER, MUCOUS MEMBRANE
TONIC, STIMULATING, DIGESTIVE
PART USED: LEAF & FLOWER
PREPARATION: TEA-4 CUPS/DAY, 2 TEASPOONS PER CUP, STEEP COVERED
FOR 10 MINS, TINCTURE, OR INCLUDE IN VAGINAL STEAM/SITZ BATH

-Samantha Carroll

dedicated to my rapist, James Gilley
-Kennedy Johnson

As a little child, I was very innocent, joy to me came from
playing on the streets with my neighbors, swimming, biking, and
playing games with my sister. However, at some point somebody
robbed that innocence. It’s strange how the people you trust can
sometimes hurt you the most. He strategized his way in. It’s
easy with children, you just need to find out what they love, I
loved sugar cubes. I was around 8 years old. My choice of what I
wanted to do and my trust was betrayed. At a young age, you
don’t quite understand the repercussions. As the years, passed
by the effects slowly crept up. Being able to love, to trust,
and most of all feel safe were robbed. Being confident in who I
was became an everyday obstacle. Learning to love myself became
a struggle and self-loathing became the daily meal. Sometimes I
wonder if it did not happen at such a young age, would it have
changed who I am today.
You think for it to happen once should be enough pain and
unfairness in a lifetime, but well– life is unfair. In my second
year of college, the trust or even the little self-respect I had
for myself was finally taken. It’s surprising how people don’t
understand the word NO. It takes a monster to be able to do that
to another human being, just to satisfy their own desires. I
think the sad part is that I wanted to forgive him and prove to
myself that people make mistakes, and that maybe they can learn
from them. I tried, I talked, and gave all I had. But all I got
in return was hatred, self-indulgence, and manipulation. You
would think for them once was enough, but when you realize they
have done it to somebody else, you realize monsters will be
monsters. It’s unfair that we must go through the feelings of
lack of self-confidence, lack of trust, and most of all lack of
self-love. You pushed me down and suffocated me, “Roshni, people
will judge me, so don’t tell.” You got it for two years, nobody
knew and people believed your lies because you took away my
voice. But, honestly, FUCK YOU, ERIC ACCARDI. It’s time for
people to know who you are.
My past events continue to seep through my daily life,
affecting my work, my social life, and my life choices. Thinking
about the men I have dated or been intimate with, most of them
have been assholes. To be honest, getting into it, I knew they
were assholes. After being sexually assaulted, I don’t think I
understood the feeling of being treated right, and so I always
chose guys that met my pathetic expectations. I envy people who
have not felt such suffering and are ignorant to the feeling.
Throughout this process, I learnt something very important. All
I wanted was for somebody to listen and believe my story.

Validation can go a very long way and all it takes is for
somebody to say, “I believe you.” For me that was my best
friend, Kennedy. If only I could explain, how much she has done
for me and how much she has changed my life. Thank you Kage for
providing the unconditional love I needed.

-Roshni Mangar

There are women in this town, who when I see them, we look into
each other’s eyes with an animal fear then quickly down to the
ground or away but always downward in a mutual hope that through
our eyelids the other will not detect the shame burning there.
we have one clear thing in common, or should I say, one man.
It was eleven years ago that I met him, that we spoke back and
forth to each other beyond “oh, hi” I recognize you, sort of
speaking. I had never been in love before, not really, not like
that.
I thought it was supposed to be desperate and painful. I thought
that was how I could tell that it was real.
It was nighttime at his mother’s beach house, just the two of us
alone. He had friends over earlier and they had been drinking
but I couldn’t tell how much. I had been thinking about it
often, this idea of having a virginity that I could offer like a
gift to him. I couldn’t help but wonder if I had one left to
lose. Would he be able to tell what happened to me before when I
was little? Would he even want me anymore? I had been so
nervous going back and forth that on that night while Jeff
Buckley’s Grace album blasted we slept together and I had
consensual sex for the first time in my life. It felt like a
relief to have it over with. I could say he had taken it and no
one would question me.
The next morning he had forgotten it had happened. He said all
the right things and played a song he had wrote for me. I let
him believe I was being wooed and we made love for the first
time in his mind and I let him believe it, it was better that
way. I thought giving consent would make me feel in control
instead I felt like I had linked a tether between us, that I was
responsible for this tether. He hadn’t taken anything from me
but I had willingly given it to him. It made it my choice and
perhaps my mistake.
Very few people matched my intensity those days. Perhaps this is
why When he threatened me through tight lips I closed mine.
Perhaps that is why I’d run before I’d speak, why I got so good
at hiding, at having friends he didn’t know about, why I always
had a plan b or a clear view of the nearest exist. I’d stare at
my hands in my lap afraid if I’d raise my head I might meet
someone’s eyes that I shouldn’t and be “in trouble”. It didn’t
start out this way, I’m not that much of a fool.
He had a knack for finding me. We had arrived early to a show in
Connecticut that his band was playing. I was so tired of being
around people only to be afraid to engage. No one knew why I
snubbed them, he was so electrically social how could they know?
They parked the van and got out lingering around. I didn’t want
to be there. I walked blindly into the woods. It got dark. The

dull thunder of music diminished. I was afraid and displaced.
Did my friends even think of me anymore? Did my mother forgive
me for disregarding her warnings? Would my brother ever speak to
me again? With nowhere to go I realized I needed him and was
afraid of him simultaneously. He came upon me then and lead me
back to the van. My head hanging, my eyes focusing on and
blurring the dirt exposed where he soles lifted.
It is unbelievably difficult to sit here a decade later and try
to piece the time together. To try to recall the details I have
spent these ten years trying to forget. No I can’t give you the
order of things. They come back in waves of heady sickness. I
can recall glimpses like still frames of a nightmare I’ve just
woke from. Nothing is chronological. Nothing is clean and real
and in place. I’ve been asked “When was the first time he hit
you?” “When was the worst time?” “Why didn’t you fight back?” I
can not answer for sure.
I think I was already broken by then, that time I followed him
back to the van like a stray dog. I try to think back to when I
lost my fight, when I fell silent and quit trying to leave. It
wasn’t the physical violence that shut me down, that could never
really touch me. It was something else.
I had been staying with a friend. She introduced me to new kind
people. One of which knew whom I was hiding from. I could tell,
by the looks he gave me and the gentle way he would open doors
for me or how he’d check in when I grew sullen, he knew why. He
made me feel safe and in my frailty I craved his protection. We
were at a party together. I was one of the last few still awake,
I rarely slept sound. He had already found a place to sleep for
the night, upstairs in the attic room. He had put blankets on
the floor and made a nest for himself. I climbed the stairs as
quietly as I could manage, creaking open the door. I asked if he
was awake. He said that I could lay with him. I’ve thought a lot
about why I slept with him that night. I wanted him to press me
down to give me gravity. I felt like a helium balloon deflating,
lost and in need of a soft place to land. I thought I needed a
tether, a string for my balloon. I felt like I was floating.
.
I’m back here, after a few days, though I feel like my mind
hasn’t left. I’ve been trying to form the words correctly
wondering how to be honest, how not to feel afraid. I have to
decide I don’t care who listens, that if he reads this it’ll be
okay when he denies it, when he calls me a liar. I was sitting
outside the coffee spot down the street from my house, waiting.
I sat on a medal bar for locking bikes to. I was trying to think
where to go from here. Maybe the story is just too big. Maybe
it’s impossible for me to boil it down so there can be any sense

made out of it. I think I just have to put it simply. Love makes
you do pretty crazy things. It has been so much easier to blame
myself for his actions than realize maybe he didn’t love me,
maybe he just needed something that he could say was “all his”.
When he calls me now out of the blue, is that his way of tugging
my tether? Is the damage he left the pull on the string of my
balloon? I realized, at this thought, that my free hand clutched
the metal bar I was sitting on so tightly that my knuckles were
white and my fingers tingled slightly, as though if I let go I
would float off that bar and into outer space.
.
Three years ago we sat at the round table of my kitchen. I was
painting and he was killing time. It was funny how, for the last
eight years, we would always ended up living within a few blocks
of each other.
The first time was strangely terrifying. I had just moved in
with my partner at the corner of two busy streets. As I
approached to cross he was approaching from the opposite
direction. We literally lived two buildings apart with the
street marking the middle. Alone this does not sound so
outstanding but to me on that day after going two years without
once having to cross him it felt pretty outstanding. I had come
to grips with the fact that in this small town city it would be
impossible to avoid. My voice went flat. We said hello.
It has been years of his occasional visits on his way up to the
store, more often than not to buy a forty. I do my best to
ignore him, relieved when my roommates are home and can talk
about some film with him and I can retreat. Mostly it doesn’t
seem to matter I can speak to him about books and music and it
is like he’s not there. I treat him like a husk that some how
resembles a worn version of someone I remember being afraid of a
long time ago, like a scary story someone read me to sleep with
as a kid. It’s a long long way away from me and I know my body
sits at that table moving paint around but I am somewhere in the
ceiling, hovering just over like a halo or a sleepy ghost.
That day sitting askew from me he asked, just as I was dabbing
my brush in blue
he said “Did I really do that to you? Do you remember?” He was
looking down at his hand tracing with his fingers dully an old
scar. I knew then what he meant.
I felt that familiar animal pause. That quick intake of breath
of the critter you caught in the beam of your flash light just
before he darts into the dark.
I didn’t look at him. My voice sounded dark and different and
low like an automated message. “Yes”
“I remember.”

.
I remember but I can’t say it. Would the sleepy ghost come back
inside me where we could be one person whole and comforted
together If I go back and say what I meant to him when he
started to cry and say he was sorry, would I feel better?
No it is not alright you raped me because you’re sorry now. I
don’t feel bad for you because you’re miserably drinking
yourself to death. I don’t want you in my space in my life or in
my recoils. You’ve taught me how to be afraid to the point where
sometimes I don’t even mind
Because sometimes I want to say fuck it and give up too.
If I were to relive it, say to you now how he found out?
How my trusted friend told on me out of jealousy, that yes I had
slept with someone else
that she knew where to find me
and when he came
into my parents’ house, everyone at work
and attacked me I felt like it was my fault
that when he told me he’d break the bedroom door down if I
didn’t open it, that he just wanted to talk, I opened the door
even though I knew it wasn’t words he wanted
would that fix it?
I feel pathetic and small and whiny and insignificant
jesus Alana what makes your pain so special you think you’re the
only one who’s ever gotten raped fucking shut up and get over it
I’ve been shutting up but this fucking mound goes on forever
get over it
over like that fucker that rolls the boulder up the hill forever
doesn’t it roll back over him or something?
I could see something like that happening.
.
He cut his hand open on the window pretty badly but that didn’t
stop him from raping me
I told him I loved him, that I was sorry
but that didn’t stop him from raping me
I cried but that didn’t stop him
he cried
that didn’t stop him either
I tried to tell myself
“it isn’t so bad”
but immediately I realized it was so bad
it was too bad way too bad
and I left my body there, to fend for itself.
My soul was gone hovering with her face to the wall
her hands over her face.
she’s still there now, tugging at my sleeve

every once in a while, when I try to love
or I try to say “come on in”
like I’m unafraid.
.
After it was over
kneeling by the bed as if saying my nightly prayers
I bandaged his bleeding hand
with clean white gauze.

-Alana Beth Saleeby

The cat always calls
I feel as if I am drowning
water flushing my nose
through my eye sockets
creating a pressure that makes me open my mouth
to try and breathe but only to vomit
and I have bitten my nails to the bone
tender, sore fingertips
leaving marks of blood
when I just want to hold this pen to paper
and write
maybe stenciling these words
in the woodwork of my soul
will erase the memories
will eliminate the fear
that runs so deep
my ancestors re-live it
Here I am
Woman
simply attempting to walk down the street
without wanting to rip out their eyeballs
without wanting to burn up in this blistering sun
without wanting to hide under the cement of this city
without wanting to scream using all the breath in lungs
I want to love my body
not take a knife to it
I want to love this city
not burn it to the ground

-Kayla Gagnon

How to be me
Speak only in innuendos
never talk about abuse except with objects
steel toed boots
broken plates
locked fists
closed doors
dumpster teddy bears
Dedicate songs you love
to people you hate
listen to those songs
and take them back
never relish in the unspeakable violence you’ve survived
never accept that you’re a victim or a survivor of anything
except apologies that aren’t real
accept that not everything sucks
get triggered when someone tells you how you feel
immediately freak out
apologize for your own weaknesses
apologize for the shards of hate
still lodged in your vertebrae
but never explain this
make coffee and remember
exactly how he takes it
make coffee and remember
killing his coffee maker
remember you have a poem about that
you love that poem
remember he’s a predator
you’re not the first
remember this nightmare so it never happens again
remember you’re not broken
remember you also don’t have to be strong
remember you do have to be strong
remember other people count on you
let yourself become who you’ve always been
without restrictions
never let another person imprison you
without your consent again
get scared it will happen again
and again
and again
get scared you’ll run into the ghost that held you so tight
scared of his eyes, hands
remember to trust your instincts

don’t back down
self-care can be found
in pink lemonade, laughter, dancing, and some wonderful friends
remember they want to talk about it if you want to
remember your propensity for considering yourself
a burden among birds.
flightless
and flighty
remember they keep asking
hold his hand
cuddle with her
never cry
never break
never broken
never.

-Nik Mirage

-Anonymous

Calm down, girl
Why you so worked up, girl
You gotta just say it, girl
So it's my obligation
My responsibility
To teach you what is sexual objectification
To tell you that listening means more than just being quiet
To educate you on how humans lose bodily agency
To enlighten you on what is feels like to have trauma as your
bone marrow
To show you what parts of my body have been cut open and half
healed
To allow the flesh that drapes me to be dissected and
intellectualized
Let me take out my list
Let me make you a fucking spreadsheet
Organized and compiled
palatable for you to comprehend
because tears and blood and gut wrenching screams are not enough
So, Let's go back to being 5 in the shower learning to suck dick
Let's go back to being 7 in the back seat of a car getting
fingered
Let's go back to being 12 walking home from school as the
neighborhood boys swarm in
Let's go back to 13, 14, 15, 16 trapped in corners, caught in
rooms
playing submissive roles chosen for me
Let's go back to 20 getting cumed in, 21 spit on, 22 losing more
control
Let's go back a few months ago trying to shove him off me in the
dead of night
Let's go back to a few weeks ago being grabbed in the city
streets
Let's go forward to tomorrow and the next day, waiting in fear
Anticipating those spider webs to be caught in
like an insect who's nothing but dinner
Or butterfly asked to give explanations
For the color of her wings
My pain is now scripted
etched behind my eyelids
every night when I close them I relive it
Flickering flickering horror movies to entertain you

desensitize you to this reality
all the times I've opened my mouth
To choke on Mosquitoes sucking on my throat,
To gag on the acid that comes up from my stomach
To hold back the water works that will label me as
Emotional, hysteric, crazy
I've embodied your definitions of instability
these theories can be captured in the crevices of our bodies
but our goods are not fucking damaged
they come looking for them in the early mornings
surprised we're relearning how to relish in pleasure
not allowing every orgasm to be stigmatized, commodified,
retraumatized
My hands claiming my cunt,
these liquid honey curves taste so good
and I dig my feet deep into the earth and show them
exactly who the fuck I am
arms stretched out to embrace the wind and rain
blowing hot steam on cool surfaces to create condensation
This is how I fuel myself
My anger a beautiful gift
that will never be calmed
and I don't owe you anything

-Kayla Gagnon

I am a man now, 22 years young. And even though I was a child at
one point, I never got to revel in the innocence. That was taken
from me. For almost two years, between the ages of 6 and 8, I
was sexually abused. It was done to me by a high school girl. It
was never revealed to anybody.
She exposed herself to me, made me touch her, touched me,
sodomized me, and humiliated me. She was the daughter of my
Dad's friend. I knew her and trusted her, so when she told me
not to tell I didn't, until now.
This caused quite a deal of grief in my teenage years when I
became naturally in tune with sexuality. But because of what
happened, nothing was natural about it. Between the events of my
childhood, and the relentless rumor and bullying that I was gay,
I was perpetually frustrated with sexuality. The consequences
have truly been life long.
This caused me to hurt myself in hopes of relief, like self
mutilation would help after being physically and mentally
mutilated? Luckily I never hurt anyone else…
But I have grown more than I can explain through this. I love
children and everything they represent. I am the catcher in the
rye.
I care deeply for my friends and family. I am a fierce protector
of all those who are loyal. Like I said, so much "good" that I
can't even summon the words for it.
And on the contrary, a cold, non-empathetic state of being has
consumed me, and probably always will. For life has been harsh
and unforgiving. To survive I had to become as harsh as it.
Myself, and people like me, are a powerful minority that need
not fear very much. Whatever we have to deal with, can not be
harder than what we have done.
Use it.

-Anonymous

“Imaginary Interrogation of My Rapist”
Do you walk around
swarmed in memories
of raping me?
(I do)
Do you look down
at your hands
and think back to
what they’ve done?
Are you haunted by
what they are
capable of?
(I am)
Do you know
bodies can be weapons?
Yours is one.
You’ve used it.
Will you ever learn
to disarm it?
Do you stare
into the mirror
and see a good person?
(I do)
Can you even
stand your own reflection?
Can you look people
in the eye?
What about the people you love?
Do you feel yourself
become see-through?
Are you afraid
they take one look
and know
you’re a rapist?
(You should be)

You said “I’m sorry”
before anything else.
Before any other words
made their way out.
Did you hear yourself
assume guilt
through apology?
(I heard)
Did you realize
the reason you were
apologizing?
(You must have)
You were smart enough
to know you did
something wrong;
smart enough to say sorry.
But too cowardly
to take responsibility,
to call it
what it was: what it is––
Rape,
rape is what it’s called.
Rape is what you did.
So fucking live with it.
Or die.

(I do)

-Kennedy Johnson

my life is
a double entendre
a hyperbole
the moral absolutism no one talks about
i live walking the line of risk
pushing up against anything
because everything can be made to
break
open
my speech is
iambic pentameter
following a beat
to my own fucking drum

-Kayla Gagnon

The last day he stole my body
for his own pleasure
slithered his skin against my levies
was February 17th, 2013
First time I featured
in almost a year
and he broke me before I ever hit the stage.
When no is not enough
what can you do but muffle the screams?
Our windows faced congress street
where I shrieked help me
to no one
to nothing
to everyone
to anyone
save me
stop him
concierge?
can you do something here?
nobody wants this business
of rape
brought into their place
and what could I say
with his hand in my voice box
silently setting the alarm
to a ticking bomb
i knew i heard a soft click
click
click
and assumed it was my heart
kicking on again
once he was done
tearing apart my shelter
like a bomb squad
The last time he raped me
i went on stage and read a poem
i was forced to write
every line wrought with discontent
surprised no one said
Nik you're bleeding
(again)
I fell down the...
I don't know. I just fell.
and the gash between my legs
caught me
no one says

"clearly
this happens to you a lot."
Just Oh, do you need a band aid?
Christ what I wouldn't give
for a band aid
but honey
there's not enough adhesive and gauze
in your God
to fix this bleeding out
the only solution is leaving
and loving elsewhere
fully
like I used to before I became
a caged panther
his criminal act
the last sorry...
When you put a bomb in my throat
expect glitter and guts to come out.
I am my own Savior
Because no one else will do it.

-Nik Mirage

Top Hat Trick for the Uninitiated (Or, Schrödinger’s
Survivor)
I want to charge money for every time I have to emotionally
support a person through realizing their friend is a
rapist. Like, for every time I hear but he is such a nice
guy, are you sure? it’s like yes, fuck you, now pay me. I
consider this my plan for how I’m affording graduate
school.
My therapist finds it interesting that I am fiercely
dedicated (“obsessed” if you’re being mean, “fixated” if
clinical) with outing other people’s attackers when I’ve
never confronted my own. I can’t accurately explain that
being someone else’s armor is a lot easier than being your
own flame. I tell her that I only do this with people’s
permission so she gets this pursuit of accountability is
for everyone’s benefit. I’m not sure she cares about how I
boxed off this explanation. I’ve fashioned a lot of
justifications for a plain truth. I joke about being a
zombie death goddess with my dark eyes and sardonic humor
but I’m really just scared and can’t sleep, spending too
many days imagining the ways I could light men on fire.
In college, I always loved the idea of Schrödinger’s cat.
The extrapolation of a concept to humor, the cat is dead or
alive but since we don’t know it is both and not at the
same time.
Being in the space between a truth is a place I have
occupied for years.
Both surviving and not. Existing as perfect post rape
recovery and shattered truth, as victim and triumphant. I
am box creature of unknown ability to thrive. I am both
dead and alive. I am neither.
People are careful with their word use around what
happened. They insist on survivor as though it will erase
the fact I was victim of a crime. This word demands my
acclimation to being healed. I cannot acknowledge the parts
of me that are dead. I want to scream until it is
understood that the only event I survived was of unheeded
boundaries. That I do not have the mangled body of a car
crash, just the mottled mind of a cat who has spent its
life in a box.

On darker days I research arson. Carefully plot how I could
destroy this entire city with a lived metaphor of this
engorged rage. I imagine myself watching the burning
buildings from a high vantage point. I imagine the heat
finally no longer being inside of me.
Even as it burns my skin, I am relieved to have finally
opened the box. To have discovered my place in the world
without ambiguity.
The disappointing thing about Schrödinger’s Cat is that it
never really happened. No one actually put a cat in a box
and waited for it to die. Or not. Or both.
It was just an idea. A joke really. A thing that was
supposed to fuck with you for awhile.

-Arwyn Sherman

-Kennedy Johnson

I
you were your own continent-- boundaries extending beyond
vision, past imagination.
sturdy stone and lush marsh.
the drama of your moods mirrored in weather, in seasons,
harsh winter winds and blinding rain
then a relentless sun stuck low in the sky like a festering
sore.
I fled your jagged shore by moonlight though,
having plotted around your valleys, the rising crags of
mountain.
I slipped into the sea and found strength in my legs, length in
my arms,
cutting through your freezing currents.
and still I wasn't free when day broke,
the sun as heavy as your palm against my cheek,
my tongue parched and swollen, fading fast in salt water.
even then I knew-- even then
before colliding with unfamiliar ground,
before reaching the next island,
unsteady-- knees shaking on the damp sand-even then, still lost in the bright insanity of thirst,
I knew I'd rather sink into the sea-would rather drown alone-before letting my bones be buried in you.

II
no one knew she had a knife.
when she reached up to slice a neat hole
through the paper-thin wall of the world they'd built for her,
pulled herself through it; let herself fall.
she landed lightly and ran racing
through tangled grasses, over thick roots draped in her way,
under the beckoning branches-their voices rang after her, "come back," their pleas
disappearing into the wind,
and she thought back NO so clearly they must have heard it-was there ever more beauty or power in two letters and one
syllable?
her only company was the crash of waves between her ears,
the blood pounding through her veins.
is there anything braver than declaring peace on your body and
brain
when you live in a war zone?
and is there anything more precious or less certain than
the unknown miles unfolding ahead of you?

-Marie Elizabeth

“Dear friend”
I look my rapist in the eye for the first time and say fuck off
and when he comes at me again and again I push harder.
I can not start to say no without saying no all the time. I have
reached this point of beyond capacity.
I will not be quiet and contain anymore hurt for the benefit of
others.
And as someone who claims to love me how could you of all people
expect that of me? I do not need to be a martyr to gain
acceptance.
From the time I was small I was expected to tip toe, but I’ve
always been heavy footed, you’ll hear me stomping around.
I am not here to make you feel better, to hold your hand through
the realization of your oppressive nature,
just as I am not here to make your dinner, shine your shoes or
satisfy your lust.
I am here to take up whatever space I need, to drink water when
I’m thirsty, to stand my ground when muscled into a corner
and when I say “excuse me you’re stepping on my toes” what I
really mean is
”Do not fucking touch me.”

-Alana Beth Saleeby

-Hannah Johnson

“What Broke Me”
It wasn’t that night that broke me.
The night that he came too close
without asking.
The night I was silent.
The night I chose to obey the desires of a monster
over my own comfort.
Over my own wishes.
I am a woman
and I am far too strong to be leveled by one,
small and selfish,
disgusting man.
What broke me was not my physical assault.
I was broken by the silence.
By the blank look on my lover’s face
when I shared the truth
of what his friend had done to me.
I was broken by the reality
of needing to request
an appropriate reaction from him
two days later.
By the way my friends,
the people who I thought loved me,
turned away from me
and straight back toward the monster.
By the way everyone I knew
continued loving him,
even after hearing my truth.
By the excuses
made in his defense.
By the way I allowed them
to treat me this way.

I was broken
when it became clear to me
that everyone chose their relationship
with the drug dealer
over my safety,
my comfort,
my trust.
I was broken by the phone call
I made to the local police station
after weeks of waiting to hear the decision.
Would they take my case?
I had sat in an empty room
with a man twice my size
in uniform
and accompanied by a hand gun,
to tell the story of my assault.
I shared details
of one of the worst experiences of my life,
heart pounding and hands sweating.
Shaking.
I answered questions:
Did
Was
Was
Did
Was

I have the underwear?
there any blood in the morning?
I intoxicated?
I know him before?
oral sex performed?

Even with a second case against him,
brought to them by a friend of mine,
they did not pursue.
We were not worth the trouble.
He had a good lawyer,
they said.
We would never win,
they said.

I was broken by the collective,
unspoken agreement
among the members of my community
to ignore what had been done to me.
What had been taken from me.
My wellbeing,
my consent,
my trust and my autonomy
was selectively
and immediately
sacrificed
to keep the social peace.
To keep the drugs flowing.
To keep the monster in business
and everyone around me in an
ignorant bliss.
Maybe their drugs
made it easier for them to face
what they had done to me.
To a person that loved
so blindly
and unconditionally,
that she kept loving them
long after they had betrayed her.
But isn’t this familiar?
Isn’t this what I always do?
I lay down and take it.
I shut my mouth
and smile.
Like I was taught to do.
I clenched my jaw
and spread my legs.
I pretended to be somewhere
good and beautiful.
It would be over soon
and he would fall asleep.

I laid still
and kept quiet
like every good woman does,
while the stench of an unwanted man
drowned me.
I counted the seconds
until daylight,
when I could sneak out of my room
and be far away from him.
I imploded at the daily sight of him
for two years
to help keep the peace.
I smiled at the parties
and watched every person
who [obviously never] loved me
hug the body of a man
who stole my insides.
I hugged that body myself.
I gave great advice to my closest friend
when she decided to become romantic with this man
and claimed she loved him.
I still call her my friend.
I give every bit of myself away
in hopes that it will someday
be enough.
In hopes that someday,
all of this giving and loving
will earn me some love,
some fucking respect
in return.
My assault didn’t break me
because while I silently endured it,
I was comforted by the belief
that I would be held tomorrow.
That I would tell my friends
and they would stand against him.

That he would be thrown aside
without question.
I thought I was watching him
create his own demise.
Instead,
I was watching myself
give him permission to take,
without consequence,
whatever he wanted from my body.
I believed in the power of the many
over the desires of the few,
and isn’t that what we all hope for
and almost never witness succeed?
Oh, I blame him.
I fucking blame him.
And I blame my peers,
cursing their [lack of] behavior
every day.
I still wonder why.
But mostly,
I blame myself.
And wasn’t this what the monster
was betting on?
He was playing with loaded dice
and he stacked the deck himself.
Everyone else just watched.
It seemed an easy thing to do.
He knew didn’t he?
He knew that the world around him
gave special permission,
entitlement,
to humans born with a penis.

He knew that most people
would follow this status quo.
That our friends would take his side,
either loudly,
or silently.
He knew that I would have no choice
but to give up.
He knew he would never have to pay
for what he did to me.
I marched into battle
without looking over my shoulder,
trusting that all the love I had given
would gain me a little army
big enough to defeat my monster.
I turned around
and found myself alone,
being watched by an audience
rooting for my acquiescence
to this culture
of rape.
I found my monster in the crowd.
He winked at me
and opened his arms
waiting for his hug hello.
I ran away
from all of them.
Finally,
I ran.

-Brittany Cooper

CLOSING

Closing Message

This body of work serves as a testimony to our survival, to
our strength, to our resilience. We, survivors, hold the
power in sharing our stories, in choosing to be vulnerable,
in owning our histories and our trauma. No one can strip us
of this. We hold the power in taking back control over our
voices, our bodies, our lives.
There is strength in our vulnerability, in our ability to
share. To show our scars, to reopen the wounds, all in
order to heal them. This body of work pushes to heal the
rape culture ingrained within us, within you.
Silence is an instrument of oppression within which we
survivors must begin to refuse to exist.
My healing is tied up in others’ healing. My liberation is
tied up in others’ liberation. My safety is tied up in
others’ safety.
We are socialized in such a way that being raped is
normalized as sex and practicing consent is what takes
learning. Our learning is unlearning. Unlearning the
ideas of rape culture planted like seeds within us during
our socialization.
We survivors have to learn to speak out. We have to learn
to face the fear. Our rapists will never see themselves or
know accountability if we don’t hold up the mirror. We have
to fight for a world in which we have the right to exist
free of sexual violence. It is perpetuated by rape culture,
by media, by our silence.
It is time to flip the narrative of rape culture.

More on My Survival
After being raped by a close friend at my school, College
of the Atlantic, in 2014, my life changed drastically. The
world was upside down. I went to therapy. I attended and
helped facilitate a sexual assault survivor support group
with other student survivors. I tapped into my fight
energy. I helped coordinate campus events such as “Carry
the Weight” and “Take Back the Night.” I shared poetry
about rape in the dining hall and at open mic performances.
In order to heal, one must acknowledge the pain that exists
in the first place. Externalizing the trauma is how I have
survived it.
If not for poetry, I would be dead.
I create this body of work not just as a sexual assault
survivor, and not just as a student, but as an advocate for
sexual assault survivors as well. I became a trained
advocate through the Sexual Assault Response Services of
Southern Maine. In the fall of 2015, I interned as an
advocate for students at the University of Southern Maine
in The Campus Safety Project. I wanted to be on the
ground. I wanted to be combating rape culture in the
realest, most accessible ways possible. I learned how to
empower survivors to the best of my ability.
Throughout this time period of my life, everyone kept
commenting on my bravery. Other survivors told me they
wished they could be as brave as me to talk so openly about
sexual assault. I tried explaining that I didn’t feel
brave enough either; but, what other options were there?
It felt like the only way to heal and the only way to
protect others. It was the way to fight for my survival.
Was it not an obligation to fight for my existence?
The silence would have killed me. Speaking out about
sexual assault is the only way to directly challenge it; to
push for social change and an end to rape culture. If we

survivors aren’t speaking out about it… Who will?
culture will never dismantle itself.

Rape

I never felt strong or recognized the power I have as a
survivor until I started to speak out about my trauma. It
took me seven months to use the word rape instead of
generalizing it as sexual assault– words that felt loftier,
safer, and more removed. It took time to understand and
even call it what it was. To look my trauma in the eye. I
had so much fear… But, fear got old. I had to normalize
one of the elephants in the room. (Our society has a lot of
elephants). For some survivors, they may not speak out
about their sexual assaults until years later. For some
survivors, they never do. They remain to live in the
silence that our society’s rape culture puts them in.
It is my goal to encourage more survivors to speak out
about their sexual assaults and trauma. There is strength
in our numbers. Together we scream our way out of the
silence.
Thank you for bearing witness to The Survivor Manifesto.
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