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            Introduction

         

         When we hear the word warrior, our minds instinctively travel to the stories of mythical heroes and demigods, of epic battles and brandished swords glinting in the snow, of rallying war cries echoing through the fields as the first rays of dawn break across the horizon. We forget that there are warriors much closer to home, fighting invisible battles every day.

         The purpose of this book is to shed light on what sexual violence survivors go through, both on their path to recovery and in the challenges they face within the criminal justice system. The aim is to encourage a wider dialogue around sexual assault, but also to provide a first-hand account to guide survivors and their loved ones through the process ahead. This book is for everyone, not just survivors, not just women. Sexual assault affects all of us. It impacts women, men and people, as well as their friends, families, partners and colleagues. It is just as much a man’s issue as it is a woman’s plight, not only because men are survivors too but also because it is going to take everyone’s voice to tackle this beast. If a community is afraid to talk openly about sexual violence or rape culture, it cannot protect its people by calling out the behaviours that allow those things to thrive. The reason sexual assault cuts so deeply into us as a society is because we have never been taught how to address such things, despite them often happening under our very noses. There is an expectation that we do not speak about such unpalatable things in polite society, and so we do not know what to do or how to behave around survivors.

         That lack of speaking up is devastating. Passing through such life-altering trauma is already the most isolating thing in the world because so few can relate, but the collective silence on the issue pushes survivors even deeper into the shadows. People are afraid to meet our gaze, friends fall away, and feelings of shame and guilt set in that make us feel completely alone in the crowd. I chose to break my silence by sharing my story publicly. That is what it will take to force change. And yet, the heavy weight of societal judgement and the high cost of the privacy you must give up in order to speak out means that for many survivors it is a near-impossible sacrifice to make.

         The critical importance of breaking down the taboo around sexual assault becomes even clearer when you consider the sheer number of survivors. A 2020 study led by Trinity College Dublin and NUI Maynooth found that 15% of Irish adults have been raped at some point in their lifetime and one-third have experienced some form of sexual violence. In 2002, when the last SAVI (Sexual Abuse and Violence in Ireland) report was compiled, that figure stood at 25% of Irish men and 42% of Irish women having experienced sexual violence. We have made no progress in twenty years.

         Survivors are up against the likes of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), the social stigma around sexual assault, and a court system that is heavily loaded against them. They must face such Titans, often without any arms or ammunition. I was privileged in that department. I had a range of defences at my disposal that many do not. As a lawyer, I had nuggets of invaluable knowledge on legal procedure and criminal investigations. As a yoga teacher, I was trained in mental resilience and possessed the tools to tap into my self-awareness and kindle my healing. I was also lucky enough to have my incredible family there to support me every step of the way. By contrast, more than half of survivors in Ireland don’t tell anyone. There are warriors out there who every day are taking on the toughest fight of their lives, alone. I cannot imagine how any person could do it without that support, and to all of you who have walked this path before me, no matter your journey and outcome, you are my heroes.

         And yet, despite all these advantages that I had, steering through PTSD and our impossibly convoluted criminal justice system was the hardest thing I have ever had to do. Although I was the victim of unspeakable trauma, at many points I felt I was the one on trial. From day one after my assault, I realised just how little I knew about how to survive something like this, and it came very close to breaking me. So now, I want to arm you with every weapon and shield in my arsenal because, make no mistake, you are not walking into a fair fight. This book is your survival guide. I am writing to you as I would to a friend, to equip you with the tools you’ll need to help you navigate the tricky path ahead, whether it’s on your own journey or helping a survivor.

         But this book alone is not enough. The Irish justice system is broken, and one warrior alone cannot take on an entire institution. Warriors need armies, and this is where you, the people, come in. This is a call to arms. A peaceful one, mind you, but we need your voice to amplify those that are muted.

         To all of you who have not walked through the fire of sexual violence, this is your fight too. You wield great power, perhaps unbeknownst to you, to make change happen. Our laws and systems reflect the values and standards we aspire to as a society. They reflect who we are as a people. Anything short of treating all parties with humanity and respect, both the survivor and the accused, should be strongly rejected by all of us. We all have a responsibility to push for change and to hold our elected representatives accountable.

         People with influence, people in the political and judicial spheres, educators, policy-makers, managers, legal practitioners, it falls on you most of all to take up this responsibility and speak up about sexual violence, about mental health, safety, acceptance and inclusion.

         The reforms contemplated here are not difficult. This is not asking for the seas to be parted. We are not asking for the perfect system, or a colossal overhaul of our judicial and social networks. All we are asking for is a little empathy in how we treat survivors, and the scrapping of some antiquated legal provisions that have no place in our modern laws. Ireland has blazed a trail forward in recent years in fighting for fairer and more progressive laws. We were the first nation to legalise marriage equality by popular vote, we have torn down outdated laws on divorce and abortion. I have every faith that this will be yet another area in which we can lead the way and be proud of what our nation can achieve.

         I should note that aside from my wonderful family, all names and personal details cited have been changed to protect people’s identities. This is an honest account of what happened to me and the learnings I want to share. The views expressed in this book are mine alone. I am not a medical expert. I cannot speak to any other experience than my own. I speak to you only as a survivor. But throughout my journey I was given helpful insights from other survivors, from therapists, lawyers, experts and heads of organisations and government departments, which are threaded through my own observations and experiences.

         This a book written for Ireland, but also for everywhere else in the world, because we still have a long way to go to shatter the stigma of sexual violence and to tear down the barriers preventing survivors from obtaining justice. This is my story, but it is also the story of every survivor who honoured me by sharing theirs with me. This is about sexual assault, but it is also about healing from deep-rooted trauma and finding your way back to compassion and acceptance.

         Ultimately, my message is one of hope. To the survivors and their families and friends, I hope you know that you are not alone in this, and that none of this was your fault. Whatever your story is, what I want you to take away from this book is that you are capable of wondrous things. Your recovery is within reach, and it is a life-changing opportunity for transformation, if you embrace it. As daunted as you may feel, know that you will come out of this stronger, kinder, more complex and with a deeper lust for life than you could imagine. You can come to love this healing journey of yours, because through the pain and the heartbreak and the loss, you will become whole.

         Your healing is a beautiful thing, and it will shine like a beacon of light for others in their time of darkness.
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            Fight, Flight, Freeze or Fawn: The Assault 

         

         
            17 July 2019

            ‘This can’t be happening.’

         

         My story starts in Connemara. It’s a surprisingly warm evening, even for July, and I’m watching the most mesmerising sunset against a backdrop of a long, white beach strewn with dramatic black rocks and archipelagos. The shimmering light is dancing across the water, streaks of fuchsia, golden amber and blazing tangerine. Movie stuff.

         We’ve rented this jewel of an Airbnb, tucked away in the zig-zagging coastline between Glassilaun beach and Killary bay. My parents and my sister, Alison, are here, preparing dinner and chatting away in the background. The house is perched at the top of a cliff and the garden slopes all the way down to the pearly white beach below. Since we arrived, I’ve sat here every morning with my steaming cup of coffee and every evening to watch the sun take itself to bed. The view does not get old. Now I’m sipping a glass of champagne, I’ve lost count of the number exactly, taking stock.

         I’ve been living in Ireland for over three years now. I moved here from my home in France in 2016 to train as a solicitor in a law firm based in Dublin’s financial hub. To be perfectly honest, the start was a little rough and Ireland took some acclimatising to. Having travelled all over the place – raised in Japan and France by a French mother and an Irish father, studied at university in London, following which I travelled for a year around Spain and Cambodia – Dublin was a wee bit of a culture shock at first. I struggled with the cold weather, the lack of diversity compared to London, even the culture at times (I mean, Irish wakes still beat the hell outta me). But I’ve come a long way since then. I’ve made amazing friends, built a life for myself here. I qualified as a yoga teacher two years ago and, finally, finally, as a lawyer seven months ago. I’m looking at this spectacular beach, surrounded by my family, on a cheeky long weekend away in the west of Ireland after my parchment ceremony at the Law Society (they actually do present you with a parchment roll – Hogwarts got nothing on us) and the two days of drinking ourselves stupid that followed. Life is good.

         I take another sip. Tastes like victory to me. Being a yoga teacher, I’m all about humility and letting things go, but screw it, sometimes you have to allow yourself a little moment to indulge. It’s all about balance, right? I’m due back in work tomorrow, but it’s a lazy afternoon and I’ve taken the executive decision to stay here an extra night and get the early train back to Dublin tomorrow, rather than travel back tonight. I’m feeling extra smug that evening, no Sunday fear in sight.

         This was a brilliant idea.

         * * *

         The alarm goes off at 4.50am, shrieking like a tone-deaf banshee.

         This was a terrible idea.

         I get up gingerly, stumble to the bathroom and slap some cold water on my face. Am I getting old or has my skin always felt this dry? My eyes are sore. Making my way to the kitchen, I find that Dad and Alison are up, too, and far too chirpy for this early in the morning. They’re like two little morning birds, light-footed and sprightly. I grumble to myself, must be nice not to have a work week looming ahead. We grab our coats and my bag and bundle ourselves into the car.

         The hour-long drive to Galway is smooth, in reverent silence for the dawn sky, which is glowing brighter by the minute. There’s the occasional heavy shower, rain droplets bigger than hailstones dramatically lashing themselves onto the windscreen, and then the heavens clear again. It’s just us and the rocky hills, no one is on the road. Good Lord, Ireland really is beautiful sometimes. I’m taking stock again.

         * * *

         I catch some interrupted sleep on the train before it pulls into Dublin, and then from Heuston Station it’s straight to the office, no time to swing home first. I drop the suitcase by my desk and hastily make my way up to the showers to get changed.

         Friends stop by my office to say hello.

         ‘How was Connemara?’

         I grin. ‘Amazing.’

         ‘I’m still recovering from the three-day piss-up that followed Thursday.’

         ‘Same, very glad I had a few days’ R&R in Connemara.’

         My grin quickly dissipates when I see the towering bundle of documents on my chair.

         ‘Is that all for me?’

         No rest for the wicked.

         It’s a full day of back-to-back meetings and catching up on work. It would honestly persuade you against ever taking any holidays when you get back to the work that’s piled up in your absence. We have two important meetings tomorrow and I’ve been asked to lead the corporate side. (Me!) The first is with this cool new tech client considering a potential investment into an exciting green technology project. I can already picture the glowing headlines in the newspapers. The second meeting is with royalty, apparently.

         ‘Royalty?’ I’d asked. ‘Didn’t we have a big uprising here about not having that?’

         ‘Well, as close as you can get to royalty in Ireland,’ was the response.

         No idea what that means, but it sounds equally career-launching to me.

         It’s a late night in the office getting everything ready for the royals. I’m doing over questions in my head while preparing the briefs. (Do I curtsy? Does one shake royalty’s hand? Do I wear a trendy blazer or a Downton Abbey-esque suit?) I’m practically skipping on my way home despite the tiredness.

         It’s stifling hot in my room when I get home. Man, these apartments can really hold humidity. I live with two friends, for this book we’ll call them Niamh and Ashleigh, and our apartment is on the canal so there’s just no escaping the dampness. The room has been unventilated since I left for the long weekend, so I pop open the window on the safety latch. A quick dinner and decadently steaming shower later and the air in the room is still muggy from the summer heat. We had been told by the housing agency when we first moved in that the safety latches were perfectly secure as long as we were in the apartment. The issue, we were told, was if we left the place unsupervised for a few days, as no one would hear the loud noise if someone were to force entry. I check the safety latch again and give the window a good shake. It holds steady. Grand. I hop into bed and soon slip into exquisite unconsciousness from all the exhaustion, questions about curtsies and outfits still milling around in my head.

         
            TRIGGER WARNING! I’m going to pause here, dear reader, and sign-post this next part. This next passage contains a description of a violent sexual assault, so if you’re worried that it might trigger you, skip on head to the next signpost (page 26). I’ll meet you there.

         

         I wake up suddenly, in the middle of the night. I often get quite bad insomnia, so it isn’t uncommon for me to wake in the early hours of the morning, but something that night feels different. Normally, the amber glow from the streetlamp outside my window streams into my bedroom through the sides of the blackout curtains, but my eyes are open and it’s still pitch black.

         I groggily try to sit up, but something is preventing me from moving. There is a weight on my chest. I try to sit up again. Nothing.

         Maybe I’m having sleep paralysis? Friends have told me stories of waking up and being unable to move or open their eyes for minutes on end, which had always fascinated me.

         Hang on a second, my eyes are open. I notice the air I’m breathing is hot and humid, like a panting dog’s breath. And then the smell hits me. The stench of stale cigarettes mingled with sweat and body odour fills my nostrils. I feel something slimy lick my neck.

         Something is seriously wrong.

         I try to sit up a third time, more forcefully now. Slowly, the shadow that had been stooped over my eyes, blocking the light from the streetlamp outside, pulls back, and I see the silhouette of a man drawn against the amber light.

         It is insane the number of far-fetched scenarios your brain will go through in nanoseconds before it finally reaches the awful conclusion. My first thought when I initially woke up was that maybe I had been woken by my parents to go for our usual early morning walk. But then I remember that I’m not in Connemara anymore. I’m back in my room in Dublin. For the next split second, I thought the licking maybe came from a dog, but then quickly dismissed this thought. We don’t have a dog, I remembered wisely. Maybe it’s my boyfriend waking me up for some early morning delight? I racked my brain. Nope, definitely still single last time I checked. In fact, no man lives in the apartment.

         It’s dark in the bedroom, but with the help of the streetlight I can now make out the outline of the man’s face. I do not know him. He has dark stubble, and a baseball cap shadows parts of his face.

         Maybe I came home at lunchtime to let the electrician in because of some issue I can’t remember, and then maybe I fainted and now he’s just trying to wake me up?

         Those few seconds trying to make sense of the situation seem to drag on for minutes. After every other possible scenario has run through my mind, I eventually arrive at the stomach-dropping realisation: there is a complete stranger on top of me right now.

         ‘What’s happening?!’

         Even I am surprised at the amount of panic in my voice.

         The man shushes me. He actually shushes me, like someone trying to comfort a young child frightened by a nightmare – the audacity. Maybe he thought he was having a romantic moment with some woman he just happened to climb on top of while burgling her house in the middle of the night, who the hell knows.

         Where did he even get in from? 

         He leans forward, pushing me back down on the bed.

         ‘WHAT’S HAPPENING?!’

         Hands close around my throat. He begins strangling me.

         This can’t be happening.

         I weave my hands between his arms, desperately trying to push him aside. Surely I am having a nightmare? It has to be like something out of that scene in 50 First Dates where Lucy wakes up and has forgotten the stranger sleeping next to her is actually her lover. I’m going to wake up in a second and we’ll all be laughing about this over breakfast. I keep flailing, waiting for the moment when my eyes fly open and I wake up from this nightmare. It never comes.

         Fighting him off for what must have been seconds lapses into what feels like a lifetime. I grab his clenched hands to loosen his grip, wrenching them away from my throat. He slams my wrists down onto the bed. Frantically, I twist them out of his grasp to push him away, and the sickening cycle starts again, like a perverse merry-go-round. The stench of cigarettes and body odour is overpowering. I try to kick him off, but my legs are pinned down by the bedsheets which (thankfully) still separate him from me. Bucking and thrashing, alarm bells are sounding in my head, deafening.

         Get him OFF!

         He seems surprised that I’m resisting so much as I am able to dislodge him quickly enough. I throw him off the bed, sending the blankets sailing along after him. He goes tumbling to the right, and I leap out to the left of the bed and break into a sprint towards the door. Before I can reach it, a pair of hands grabs me from behind and I’m tackled to the ground. I land face down – hard – and whip around as I know what’s coming.

         He comes bearing down on top of me and starts strangling me again, harder this time. He has me straddled under his weight, my back to the floor, so there is no way out. I scream again, thinking by now surely the neighbours upstairs will have heard the commotion, surely my flatmates will be rushing to help me? No one comes. He leans forward and starts pressing his entire body weight down on my throat.

         This cannot be happening. This only happens in movies. This actually cannot be happening.

         I can’t breathe. I can’t scream.

         I am going to die.

         Gasping for air, with my neck pinned to the ground, I can see my bedroom behind my attacker from the corner of my eye. In that moment it hits me that this is the last thing I’m ever going to see. This is where my parents will come in, traumatised out of their lives, trying to imagine their daughter’s last moments and what could have been going through her mind. My parents are going to have to come into this room and clear out my things because I am going to be dead. The last lucid thought that goes through my mind is the image of them holding each other, unable to leave this room as their shoulders rock from the never-ending waves of grief. And then the adrenaline kicks in.

         Over. My. Dead. Body.

         Adrenaline is a wondrous thing. That’s one thing the movies do get right – time really does magically slow down. Every second you have feels like three. I know now that no one is coming to save me. If I don’t get myself out, he is going to kill me. It’s me or him, so I need to kill him.

         Before I could even form the thought properly, my hands have already shot up between his arms and grabbed hold of his neck. I grip my attacker as hard as I can and begin choking him back. (Aha! The strangler becomes the stranglee!) Despite being in the dark, I sense the clear shock register on his face. He completely lets go of my throat, instinctively reaching back to protect his own. Before he can, I slide my hands up to grip the sides of his face and try shoving my thumbs into his eyes. He screeches and sits further back, to get beyond my reach. And there is my opening – his core is exposed.

         Punch him in the stomach.

         Before I can register that my back is to the floor and I don’t have room to take the punch, my hand has already moved down to his next weak spot and closed around his crotch. The fabric he’s wearing down there is disturbingly thin. No matter.

         Do not blow this shot, this is your last chance to escape.

         With as much strength as I can muster I tighten my grip, crushing down on his delicates before I twist violently and yank downwards. He makes a sound I did not know a human could make and falls to the side. I kick out at him for good measure and hear a satisfying yelp.

         Before I can get up off the floor, he comes bearing down a third time and wrestles me back down. The whites of his eyes, wide with rage, cut through the darkness of the room, his face pulled back into an animalistic snarl.

         You blew it. You had one chance and it’s gone. And now you’re going to die.

         I try to scream out again, in complete panic and despair.

         Surely I have woken up half of Dublin by now? Why the hell is no one coming?! 

         He slams his hand down over my mouth to stop the screaming, his palm spread so wide it is blocking my nose as well. I can’t breathe at all now.

         Well, you’ve got nothing left to lose now.

         Jerking my head to the side, I’m able to free my upper lip for a second – and a second is all I need. My teeth close around the piece of skin between his thumb and index finger.

         Got you, you little shit.

         I bite down, hard, and do not stop until I feel my teeth come into contact with each other and rip out a piece of flesh. He screams and collapses to the right. The foreign object is in my mouth, tasting of cold tobacco and dry as the skin of a drum. I spit it out in its ex-owner’s direction (in hindsight, an extremely satisfying memory), and scramble to my feet. The door is mere feet away. I lunge forward.

         The next thing I register as I take that first lunge is a sharp pain erupting inside me, radiating through my core.

         I’ve been stabbed.

         I do not stop. I do not break my run. It is only when I reach the door that I register what has happened.

         That was his fingers.

         He rammed them up inside me with such a force that his fingernail left an internal cut tracing the entire length of the blow. The ultimate ‘fuck you’ act, literally.

         Fine, I thought, if this is the price I have to pay to make it out alive, so be it. 

         I slam down on the door handle and wrench it back with the full weight of my body. It does not budge.

         NO! 

         I wrestle with it desperately. It’s locked. My stomach drops.

         That’s it, I’m dead now. No way I’m getting a third chance to escape.

         I whip around to face my attacker and am met with the most joyous of sights. He is running away!

         Not stopping to ask questions, I spin back around and quickly fumble with the bolt before prising the door open. Slamming it shut behind me, I hesitate for a split second while deciding where to run. I know my two flatmates also sleep with their doors locked. Just in case an intruder comes in at night, I think bitterly. There are knives in the kitchen, but I might not make the run if he comes after me. Clutching the door handle in place, I ram my shoulder up against it to prevent him from opening it. I have no idea if he is running away to get a weapon, or even an accomplice. Screaming my flatmates’ names for dear life, the pain is still throbbing inside me when Niamh’s light flicks on, shining through the door frame. A muffled ‘I’m coming’ comes out of one of the rooms.

         ‘Please hurry, he’s still here!’

         ‘Fuck. I’m coming, I’m coming!’

         The intruder hasn’t tried the bedroom door yet, but I am expecting it to start forcing down on my shoulder at any second. Ashleigh’s door flies open. I take a deep breath and release my door, bolting in through hers. We hurl the door shut but as it closes, we feel it kick back. He’s coming after us. Ramming ourselves against the door to fend him off, we look down to see what is blocking the door and realise it isn’t the intruder, it’s Ashleigh’s blanket! It got caught in the door as she jumped out of bed. I whip it back and she slams the door shut.

         ‘Lock the door!’

         There is a moment’s complete stillness as we stare at each other, eyes wide with shock.

         ‘There was a man in my room. He attacked me.’ My breathing is laboured.

         A million questions are running across Ashleigh’s face. I can read them from where I’m standing – How did this happen? Where did he come from? Who is he? Is he still here? Are there others?

         In answer to all of these, the words tumble out of my mouth. ‘He rammed his fingers inside me.’

         Her eyes widen even more in horror. She gasps softly. ‘What…?’ I see the emotion rise in her eyes, and then stop in its tracks as action mode kicks in. She grabs her phone. ‘We need to call for help.’

         
            TRIGGER WARNING ENDS – Welcome back! Take a deep breath, we’re OK from here onwards.

         

         As Ashleigh places the call to the guards,1 I pace up and down the room frantically.

         ‘I don’t know where he went. I don’t know if he’s coming back, or if he has back-up … or a weapon? What do we do?’

         Ashleigh hangs up the call. ‘They’re on their way.’

         ‘What if he comes back?’ I say, panicking. ‘We’re not safe waiting here if he comes back.’

         ‘We need to get out of here.’

         ‘What about Niamh?’

         ‘I’ll call her.’ Ashleigh puts the phone back to her ear. ‘It’s not picking up.’

         We listen in dead silence for a sound.

         ‘I saw her light come on when I was in the hallway.’

         We listen again. Nothing.

         ‘We need to go, Sarah.’

         ‘What time is it?’

         She checks her phone.

         ‘Three-thirty am.’

         ‘We need to hide somewhere safe. It’s Tuesday night, there’s nowhere for five blocks that’ll be open right now.’ I pause. ‘What about a taxi? We can wait in there while the guards arrive.’

         ‘I’ll Hailo one.’ She taps at her app.

         ‘Yes, good idea.’ I look down at my bare legs and feet. ‘I need a coat or something. Proper clothes.’

         ‘Wardrobe.’

         I bound over to the wardrobe. Yanking it open, I look up at a wall of elaborate work dresses, sequined gowns and fancy blouses that button down the back.

         ‘Jesus ... do you not own a tracksuit or something?’

         ‘Here!’ She throws me her long sheepskin jacket as she dons a heavy fur coat. She grabs her phone and runs to the window.

         ‘How do you open this safety latch?’

         I pull the fitting off the latch and we push the glass pane open. Ashleigh jumps out lightly. I scramble up after her. Without my contact lenses in, I can just about make out the large hedge I have to jump over. Like a cat calculating its lithe spring, I lock my gaze on the asphalt on the far side of the bush, then jump out, gracelessly miss my step and tumble unceremoniously onto my hands and knees.

         ‘Ow.’

         ‘Over here.’

         Struggling to my feet, hands and knees trickling with blood, I run to Ashleigh. We find ourselves in the internal courtyard of our building, a small children’s playground enclosed by four walls of other flats and windows. We silently run a lap around the square, peering into windows for any sign of life, anyone who could help.

         ‘Everyone is asleep, there is nowhere to go.’

         ‘Car park?’ Ashleigh asks softly.

         ‘We’ll have no phone coverage for the taxi. Plus, what if he’s down there?’

         Running back to Ashleigh’s window, I push the open window back to an almost closed position. If the intruder comes by, he will not see that it is open, but we could still get back in if he came for us through the car park. Climbing back in would be another story, but at least we have some form of an exit.

         ‘The taxi’s on its way,’ Ashleigh whispers.

         ‘Thank God.’

         ‘I’ll try Niamh again.’ The line rings out a second time.

         I start trembling. ‘What if he got into her room?’ My voice is breaking. ‘We need to go back and get her out. We need to warn her.’

         ‘Hang on, I’ll text her first. She might be afraid to make any noise if he’s still in the flat. She’s going to be OK. There’s no way she didn’t hear you made it safely to my room. She’ll have locked her door.’

         I stare out into the courtyard as Ashleigh texts Niamh. The blue glint from her screen seems to be beaming like a lighthouse in a storm. Surely the intruder will see it and come for us? Surely he will want to dispose of any witnesses and we are sitting ducks here, waiting for the coup de grâce? Where the hell is he now anyways? We crouch down motionless behind a shrub, pricking our ears for the slightest sound that could be him. My breath is trapped in my throat as we wait, too afraid to even inhale. The silence is claustrophobic.

         Then I hear it. Running footsteps. I feel the hair on my forearms stand up. Slowly, we turn towards the sound, readying ourselves for the final fight.

         It’s Niamh. She runs up to us and drops down beside us. She is decked out in sports gear and runners. I look down at my sheepskin coat. At least one of us is dressed for the occasion.

         ‘What happened?’

         We find some words to explain the inexplicable.

         ‘Where is that fucking taxi?’ I whisper hysterically.

         ‘He seems to be stuck,’ Ashleigh says, looking at her phone. ‘It’s all one-way streets around here.’

         We wait in silence again. Three separate times, I hear an echo that I could swear is him. At this stage he could find us just from the sound of my heart thumping through my chest. This is what it must be like to wait for your death.

         We peer over the bush again.

         ‘I can’t see anything, I don’t have my contacts,’ I whisper.

         ‘Me neither.’

         ‘Yeah, me neither.’

         Great. Make that three short-sighted sitting ducks. Shooting in a fish tank would be harder work than disposing of us.

         Ashleigh holds up her phone screen to me. Her phone is on silent but displayed on the screen is a number calling.

         ‘It’s the taxi driver.’

         ‘We can’t answer it,’ I hiss. ‘If the intruder is still out here, he’ll hear us.’

         ‘The map says he’s stuck on the road parallel to this one.’

         My stomach drops. That’s the road my bedroom gives on to.

         ‘It’s ringing again. We need to tell him to come here.’

         ‘Give it to me.’ She hands me the phone. As quietly as I can, I pick up and try to whisper directions to the driver to come around to the back road.

         ‘I can’t hear you,’ replies the voice.

         I murmur a decibel louder. No joy.

         ‘Can we text him the directions?’

         Ashleigh tries tapping them in. ‘It’s not working. He’s ringing me again.’

         ‘We’re going to have to make a run for it. Do you have the number to open the car-park gate?’

         ‘Yeah, I can activate it from my phone. Are you guys ready to run when it opens?’

         We nod and swallow. That gate does not move fast, and it makes one hell of a racket when it does. Anyone in a two-street radius will hear it loud and clear. Probably even further in the dead of night.

         ‘Here goes nothing.’

         She hits the button. The old cast-iron gate begins its impossibly slow procession, its hinges screeching in protest as it inches open, one painful centimetre at a time.

         ‘It’s making too much noise.’ My voice is a panicked whisper. ‘He’s going to hear and come for us.’

         We look on helplessly, waiting for the gap to be wide enough to let us through.

         ‘I think we can go now!’ urges Ashleigh.

         We spring to our feet and hurtle forward blindly, past the gate and around the corner. In the blur as we run, I notice a white van pulled up with its warning lights flashing. Could that be him?

         ‘Keep going!’ shouts Ashleigh.

         Niamh grabs me by the arm and we dart around the second corner, arriving onto the main street.

         ‘Is that the Hailo over there?!’

         As we race up to the taxi, in our big fur coats and bare feet, the driver eyes us up and down through the car window with visible distress before hastily lockong the doors.

         We hammer down on the car bonnet. ‘Let us in! LET US IN!’

         ‘Ashleigh?’ he asks, peering with narrowed eyes through the thinnest gap he can crack open in the window.

         ‘YES!’ we holler.

         He unlocks the doors and we bundle in.

         ‘So where are we goi-’

         ‘JUST DRIVE!!’

         ‘You alright, ladies?’ a male voice calls from outside the taxi.

         We look up and two men dressed in uniforms are approaching, examining us suspiciously.

         ‘Are you a garda?’ Ashleigh asks loudly.

         ‘I’m … Wha-? Yes, I’m a garda. What are yo-?’

         ‘Show me your badge,’ replies Ashleigh without missing a beat.

         ‘My badg-? What?’ The startled garda seems disarmed by this request but proceeds to comply.

         Ashleigh turns to me. ‘I’m trusting no one after what happened tonight,’ she mutters before taking his badge and inspecting it. ‘OK, he’s a garda.’

         ‘That’s what I sai-’

         ‘We called the gardaí about twenty minutes ago. Someone broke into my flatmate’s room and assaulted her.’

         He looks at us in slight bewilderment for a second and sighs loudly, unaware of what happened. ‘Alright then, lead the way to your flat.’

         We climb out of the taxi.

         ‘So we’re not going anywhere?’ asks the taxi driver, crestfallen.

         This had to be so much excitement for his Tuesday night. The gardaí take his details and explain that he might be called on to give a statement.

         I inhale deeply. The wail of the alarm bells running havoc in my mind are finally powering down.

         We are safe.

         
            1 For my non-Irish readers, you’ll hear the term ‘garda’ a lot in this book. An Garda Síochána is the national police force in Ireland. An individual officer is referred to as a garda, and the plural is gardaí. They are also colloquially referred to as ‘guards’.

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            SURVIVAL GUIDE: THE ASSAULT

            It’s difficult to do a checklist for what to do in the event of a rape or sexual assault. Every situation is completely unique, and it enrages me that it should be left up to women and victims to keep ourselves safe. There is only ever one party at fault in a sexual assault, and it is never the person assaulted. We should be teaching people to respect women, not telling our daughters to keep themselves out of trouble.

            But until that change comes about, I’m a big believer in empowering people now. While things happen very fast and you often won’t have time to think clearly, there are a few things that are good to know and that, for me, kicked in like muscle memory during the assault. These small nuggets of knowledge honestly helped save my life, and they might just help save another someday.

            
               Know their weak spots: eyes, nose, throat, stomach, groin.

               Know your hard spots: forehead, knees, elbows, knuckles, teeth, nails, sides of your hands. You hit their weak spots with your hard spots.

               Fight back, if you can: this isn’t always possible, particularly if your attacker is armed, so this will be a judgement call depending on the situation. But you can make it difficult for your attacker by constantly moving in different directions and thrashing about with your arms, hips and legs. Sometimes resistance can give you the element of surprise, which you can use to your advantage to get away.

               Keep your vital organs protected: this is even more important if your attacker is armed. Shield your throat and face with your arms and elbows. Keep your hands in front of you and keep them moving. Keep your chin tucked down to protect your airway.

               Run: as soon as you have an opening, make a run for it. Fighting will only get you so far, but the sole purpose of fighting is to free yourself from your attacker and buy yourself a couple of precious seconds to escape.

               Get help: run until you find a crowded place or someone who can help you. If you can, avoid getting into a stranger’s car or going into their house if they are alone, even if they offer to help.

               Understand the responses to trauma: trauma triggers four different modes, depending on the situation: fight, flight, freeze or fawn. Whichever response your body adopts, understand that all four responses are equally designed to save your life:

               
	
Fight: fighting or becoming aggressive towards the source of threat.

                  	
Flight: running or fleeing from the situation.

                  	
Freeze: becoming incapable of moving or making a decision, which usually avoids worsening the situation or minimises injuries.

                  	
Fawn: trying to appease or please your abuser in order to defuse the conflict or pre-empt any violence.

               

Everything I’ve listed above is just useful knowledge to have, but remember that once the adrenaline kicks in, things happen extremely fast and your rational mind will have very little control over the situation. Do not ever let yourself or someone else tell you that just because you froze or even complied with your abuser, that it was somehow your fault. Staying immobile is a protection, fawning is highly adaptive in survival. Your body was guided by your reptilian brain in a matter of milliseconds. It reacted in exactly the right way, given all circumstances you were facing, to save your life and minimise the damage done to you.

               Start building your narrative: shame and self-blame can set in very early after an assault. Building on the above, the words you choose to describe what happened to you are so important in your future recovery, both in your internal monologue and when speaking to others. You are a survivor, not a victim.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

            Crime Scene: The Criminal Investigation

         

         
            Diary entry, 18 July 2019:

            ‘We could have tripped this investigation up at so many points.’

         

         We walk back towards the apartment in silent resolve. As we approach the entrance door to the building, I notice that something is sticking out of my bedroom window. I squint to make out what it is. Stepping closer, I realise it’s the window-pane. It has been taken fully off the safety latch and is standing wide open at a 90-degree angle. Here comes the first wave of nausea.

         ‘That’s my window.’

         ‘That’s your apartment?’

         ‘Yes, that’s how he must have gotten in.’ He? That won’t do. It. Beast.

         On the other side of the window is a pitch-black void.

         The second garda peers inside. ‘It’s empty.’

         The first garda turns to us and explains they had been called for another burglary down the road. The team responding to our call will be here soon. While he places a call to the station to confirm this, my two flatmates huddle next to each other as if they are cold. Niamh’s eyes are enormous.

         ‘Are you OK, Sarah? Did he do anything to you?’

         I struggle to remember the order of events. I begin to describe it to them, delivering the story flatly, like I’m recounting some distant recollection of a movie. That’s insane, that didn’t actually happen to me, right? When I get to the sexual assault, they both weep silently. Niamh whispers my name repeatedly under her breath, tears streaming down her face. Why are they crying? I feel nothing. As if a trip switch has been flicked, shutting down my emotions. Why am I not crying? Should I be? 

         I later read about this reaction in Dr Bessel van de Kolk’s book The Body Keeps the Score2 – a brilliant book that I cannot recommend highly enough to understand the science behind trauma. He describes how traumatised people often find it difficult to speak about how they are internally experiencing the effects of trauma. Instead, they will focus on telling the external story: what was done to them, not how they feel about it. It is simply too much for the human mind to process, particularly in the immediate aftermath of what they have just survived.

         The garda finishes his call and looks at us with concern. ‘Let’s get you girls out of the cold.’

         Is it cold? I can’t feel anything. 

         We point out that we don’t have keys, so the second garda goes back with Ashleigh to the square where we hid earlier to get in through her window. As we wait, the first garda asks questions about what happened. I describe the events again. His head jolts up.

         ‘You were sexually assaulted?’

         I nod.

         The effects of shock are now in full swing. I sense I should be in pain, but instead a warm blanket of numbness has draped itself around my body. An overwhelming sense of calm has taken over. I’m in a dream-like state, which I would later understand to be dissociation. It’s quite pleasant, in fact. I’m afraid to disturb it. The smallest motion, even speaking, feels like an Olympian task. Everything is warm and extremely comfortable. I would have happily sat down on the pavement and never gotten up again. I have no idea what psychological effects are coming after this, but somehow I don’t think they’re going to be pleasant, so long may this last.

         Ashleigh buzzes open the door and the garda gently ushers us inside. Walking through the front hall, the atmosphere in our apartment is completely different from before the attack. It doesn’t feel like the same place. I reluctantly push open the door of my bedroom, half expecting to see my dead body behind it. I flick on the light. A black baseball cap is lying on the floor where the struggle took place, defiantly staring up at me. So I didn’t dream it.

         ‘That’s not mine.’

         ‘The baseball cap?’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘Alright, don’t touch it. Is anything else here not yours?’

         I scan the room and my eyes land on the remains of the potted plant that used to sit on my windowsill, now trampled on the floor along with scattered earth and the broken shards of its clay pot. I start piecing together what must have happened before I woke up. Beast must have opened the safety latch, climbed in and knocked down my plant as he grappled with the black-out curtains. Asshole. I loved that plant.

         ‘Pretty sure those footprints on the windowsill are his.’

         Walking around the bed, I notice the newly empty spots around my room.

         ‘My handbag is gone. My phone … my work iPhone, too. My iPad.’ I turn around. ‘And I had a little gold jewellery box here, it’s also gone.’ Talk about adding insult to injury. ‘He took everything.’

         A pang of sadness pierces through my warm blanket of calm. That Kate Spade handbag was a gift from my mother for qualifying as a solicitor. I’m not big into material things (sure we only got it on sale in the Kildare Village outlet), but the sentimental value of it was priceless. Despite it only being a week old, I already treasured it as a symbol of that achievement and of my mom marking the occasion. Not to mention that it contained my entire life, from my ID to my wallet, make-up bag, perfume, work pass and all the cards that would be such a pain to get replaced.

         Sigh – one thing at a time, Sarah.

         Back in the living room, the gardaí are growing in numbers. One of them smells of cigarettes. My brain is not happy about this, shrieking internally at the smell. My heart rate takes off like a rocket.

         So that’s a PTSD3 trigger, interesting. 

         I breathe through my mouth and try to put as much distance as humanly possible between him and me. I can actually tell by smell alone the different areas where he has stood in our living room. The internal shrieking intensifies.

         Ashleigh and Niamh are speaking on their phones to their families. My family. No point in calling them. There’s nothing they can do right now, let them have their sleep. The last thing I need is for them all to pile into a car at 4.00am and get into an accident as they hurtle down the motorway. They won’t have to come and clear out my room after all, at least that thought gives me some comfort. My stream of consciousness is interrupted by a beautiful Irish moment, as Niamh comes up to me holding the kettle and softly asks, ‘You’ll have a cuppa tea, Sarah, will ya?’

         ‘Thanks, Niamh, I don’t think I could keep it down.’

         Instinctively, I feel like I shouldn’t be drinking anything. I don’t want anything touching anywhere that Beast touched – which is pretty much everywhere. Drinking, even comforting tea, would disturb this delectable blanket of shock that I am so gratefully cloaked in. One of the gardaí comes over to us and explains that we’ll have to go to the station to give a proper statement, but for now they’ll take our details and let us get some rest. Distant recollections of my criminal law studies begin floating to the surface, including random pieces on criminal evidence and procedure.

         I’m extremely conscious that Beast is still out there and that every hour, every detail, counts. During sleep, the brain processes memories and filters out certain information. Sleep deprivation and interrupted sleep patterns impact this even more – memory consolidation is impaired as the brain essentially does not have time to create new pathways for the information learnt. When you add trauma to the mix (which, for information, is what is happening in the dissociative state), the emotional brain can sometimes fragment or even rewrite parts of the narrative if it gets overwhelmed by the traumatic experience. It is so important to know this, not just in a rape or sexual violence scenario but in any case that involves trauma. That’s why it’s essential to get your story recorded in detail as soon as possible, to capture all the minutiae before the brain starts blurring the memory further.

         ‘I think we should give our full statements now,’ I say obstinately.

         ‘OK, if you’re sure, but maybe you should get some sleep first?’

         Ah, sleep. I don’t think I’ll ever know what that is again. The idea of letting go of consciousness right now is unfathomable.

         ‘No, it has to be tonight.’

         ‘OK, I’ll just take your details now. What’s your full name?’

         ‘Sarah Grace.’

         ‘Age?’

         ‘Twenty-eight.’

         ‘Occupation?’

         ‘Solicitor. The three of us are.’

         After a few more practical questions, he goes to check on his colleagues. I hear him admonish one, telling him to be careful around the evidence. I follow them into my room to get some proper clothes before we go to the station.

         ‘I’m sorry, Miss, you can’t go in there. This is the crime scene.’

         ‘But I just went in a few minutes ago.’

         ‘I know, but we need to preserve all the evidence of the crime scene. We can’t touch anything before Forensics get here.’

         ‘Look, I just want to get some clothes if we’re going to the station. You’re wearing sterile gloves now, so I can point at the drawer and you open it. I’ll pull out the top item and touch nothing else.’

         He indulges me. I pull out a simple long black dress, one of my favourite pieces for a casual summer evening. It’s soft and loose, long enough to cover my battered knees and with a wrap-over top I can drape gently around my sore skin.

         Once dressed, I can’t find the garda who took my details, so I turn to one of his junior colleagues and ask if I should go to hospital. He slowly blinks as I explain the assault to him, and then shouts across to the other side of the room.
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