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To my daughter, Aviva


To my mother, Helene E. Feuereisen, who always loved me unconditionally, in loving memory


And to all daughters everywhere













WELCOMING PANDORA



My Take on the Ancient Greek Myth


According to Greek myth, Pandora was the first woman, like Eve of Hebrew myth. She is said to have received many, many gifts from the gods—hence her name, which means “all gifted” or “all gifts.” Aphrodite gave her beauty; Apollo gave her musical talent and a gift for healing; Hermes gave her a box and told her not to open it. Then he gave her curiosity!


Here she was, holding this beautiful box she had been ordered not to open. A smart and energetic young woman, in defiance of the patriarchy, she opened the box. Out spilled all the great misfortunes of the world, including the pain of all girls and women who had ever been sexually abused.


Others might have feared letting such troubles out of the box, but Pandora knew that when you keep a box closed you also close off hope. She knew that hope lies in opening the box, in revealing the truth, in releasing the trauma. She was not afraid. She knew that girls are healed every time girl’s and women’s sexual trauma is let out of its box and released into the world. I invite all of you to join me in opening Pandora’s box.













INTRODUCTION TO THE THIRD EDITION



Healing After Your #MeToo Moment


In January 2018, more than 160 brave, resolute girls and young women made history by testifying against Larry Nassar, who had sexually abused them for years in his role as head doctor for USA Gymnastics. Gold medal–winning Olympic gymnast Ally Riesman concluded her powerful testimony by saying, “There is no map that shows you the pathway of healing realizing that you are a survivor of sexual abuse.”


My clients and I wrote this book to be that pathway. If you have experienced sexual abuse, we invite you to find your road map to healing here. The courageous voices who tell their stories in these pages will lead your way. Please join us and blossom, become visible and strong, righteous and vibrant. We know you can. You are important and vital, and you deserve to recover, thrive, flourish, and create a beautiful life filled with love, success, and happiness. Surviving sexual abuse never means you are damaged goods! Sexually abused teen girls and young women are the strongest, most sensitive, most vibrant and resilient people I know.


And I know many. For the past thirty years, I have worked as a psychotherapist with sexual-abuse survivors in individual and group sessions, where I have listened to teen girls and young women talk about their sexual-abuse experiences and helped them on their journeys to heal from their abuse. I am never surprised at the elegance, stamina, resilience, strength, and love that survivors manifest. Invisible Girls: Speaking the Truth About Sexual Abuse came from what I learned from my beautiful clients; within these pages, I offer you encouragement to speak your truth and a healing path to overcoming the trauma so that you can thrive.


As our book continues to reach teen girls and young women from all over the world, sharing their stories, telling their sexual-abuse experiences, we continue to be gratified and awestruck at the bravery of women everywhere. Sexual abuse takes place all over the world, and I knew the statistics were staggering: one in four girls is sexually abused before her sixteenth birthday in the United States alone.


In our 2009 edition we expanded the book and added even more information about getting past what was done to you. We also acknowledged the experience of our sisters in the world of prostitution. We explained that prostitution is sex abuse and included those girls’ voices with the other sexual-abuse survivors. Finally, we added more resources for everyone.


Now, with the stunning numbers of teen girls, young women, and women of all ages coming out with their #MeToo stories, almost ten years after that second edition of Invisible Girls was published, this third edition is here to help a whole new readership, a new group of survivors we haven’t reached yet and everyone who cares about them. In this third edition are updated and expanded resources including blogs, the latest statistics, more follow-up with the original girls in the book more voices speaking out in our chapters, as well as new e-mails from girls. Also intensely covered is a very important topic that’s not being talked about in today’s media coverage: incest. Incest is the most common form of sexual abuse—and the most unreported. We go deep into the topic to explore the wound of incest and how girls get through it and past it. We reach the full circle of healing with an amazing afterword: a letter from an incest survivor, called “How I Found Love.”


Following the Trump election, there has been a cultural shift, starting with the Women’s March, the pussy hats, and the #TimesUp movement, with women in the film industry funding the legal defense of sex-abuse survivors. The Take Back the Night movement is still going strong, confronting sexual violence on college campuses. With this change in politics, the culture is shifting more than ever. In an open and empowered fight against misogyny, girls and women are going up against politicians, coaches, doctors, and priests. Brave teen girls and women are fighting back by coming forward to reclaim their voices, sharing their sexual-abuse experiences, and, in some cases, confronting their abusers.


Tarana Burke, an activist focused on working with black and brown girls in marginalized communities for the past two decades realized that saying “me too” after a young girl shared her story of sexual abuse could have helped her not feel so alone. Tarana wanted to help survivors release some of the shame and isolation they felt and thus began the hashtag #MeToo more than a decade ago. Then when actress Alyssa Milano told her #MeToo story, the movement went viral, and teen girls and women of all ages are now coming forward by the thousands to speak about their sex-abuse experiences publicly. For many, this is the first time that they are telling anyone their stories. As one girl and one woman after another opens up about surviving sexual violation, sexual intimidation, and sexual abuse, more come forward with their stories, creating a culture in which there is greater safety in numbers. The dam has broken, and girls and women’s experiences of sexual abuse are flowing out.


This has been a long time coming. For three decades, teen girls and young women have been reaching out to me privately, one by one, quietly, sharing intimate details about how they had been sexually abused by their fathers, stepfathers, uncles, brothers, coaches, rabbis, teachers, cousins, and dates. I knew it would be many years before these survivors would speak out about sex abuse openly, freely, and publicly. It has taken all these years of teen girls and women telling their truths, of feminists working through the court system to change the laws, of feminist politicians and their allies working for women’s rights to make a cultural change that allows girls and women to come forward and reclaim their voices.


Yet, even before this public moment of disclosure, the feedback from readers and the experience of my young clients has been hopeful and righteous and filled with resilience. I receive countless e-mails and letters, the majority from teen girls and young women all over the world telling me how they are embracing their lives because they have a road map to healing: Invisible Girls: Speaking the Truth About Sexual Abuse. These girls and women had held their secrets, some for decades, and they are now releasing their pain and moving forward into strength. They tell me of their isolation, and how, through our book, they have a sense of belonging to a strong community of survivors and thrivers.


Take note: you will not hear the term victim in this book. The teen girls and young women in this book are not victims, they are survivors. They have surpassed what someone else did to them. They are no one’s victim! If you have survived sexual abuse, neither are you!


Now, with the shift that is allowing girls and women to let out the secrets of sexual abuse, we have inspiring examples: from the Olympic gymnasts testifying against their abuser Larry Nassar, resulting in a jail term of up to 175 years, to the outpouring of disclosure that followed actresses in Hollywood calling their abusers by name. Although we know some brave survivors have been telling their stories for years, these were public figures going up against public figures, and this brought the conversation to the forefront. We see that, with support and with more voices joining in to stand up to sexual violators, there may be justice and a change in the culture that enables, normalizes, and even encourages the sexual abuse of girls and women in record numbers. The serial abuser Harvey Weinstein’s career has ended; other directors, musicians, athletes, and actors have been outed as abusers. Meanwhile, girls and women in other industries have stepped up as well. Janitorial workers, hospitality staffs, students, models, photographers, and more have called for a change to workplace policies to build in protection against sexual aggression.


Although I have been processing abuse with survivors and helping them to rise above and beyond their abuse with vitality for decades, today these public conversations are changing with the power of disclosure, and we find ourselves at a new beginning, where talking about sexual abuse is more possible. Credit must be given to the survivors who are speaking out. But there are still survivors of sexual abuse who are struggling to tell someone what happened to them. What about the girls who are still living under the roof of their molesting fathers? What about the girl on a college campus whose boyfriend rapes her, and she is an incest survivor whose experience of incest taught her not to feel worthy of more? And what about the survivors who are still in danger every day and are being triggered over and over again by social media and news coverage? What about all the survivors who have not yet told their stories? Where are they now in their healing? Have they found a path to healing? We are here for you too.


If you are a survivor, remember this: It is never the survivor’s fault. You never asked to be abused, and you never asked for abuse to continue. Invisible Girls can help you to stop blaming yourself and to let go of shame, responsibility, and guilt. Our book has given thousands of teen girls, young women, and women of all ages comfort, guidance, strength, resolve, and healing. Your job as a survivor is to heal yourself and get past the abuse that happened to you, and to live a life filled with love. Your job is to know how precious you are, to know you deserve love and respect. And we can help.


This book is not only filled with heartfelt stories of girls’ abuse and healing. You’ll also find essential information, options, tools, and a totally updated Resource Center. But, most important, these pages are filled with support, hope, resilience, and love.


One reader, an eighteen-year-old rape survivor, wrote to me:





Dear Dr. Patti,





My name is Ariel and I want to tell you that Invisible Girls honored me for what I went through and taught me that I was not alone. Now I want other girls to know they are not alone. Invisible Girls is my healing, my friend, my road map. My destinations from here are endless.


We know your destinations are endless too. Invisible Girls brings girls out of the shadows into the light of healing and thriving. Invisible girls are becoming visible every day. We know you can too.




With love,


Dr. Patti



















PREFACE



It’s Never the Survivor’s Fault




Invisible Girls taught me that my mother was wrong, that I did not ask for my stepfather to rape me. It is not my fault. Thank you, Dr. Patti, thank you, Invisible Girls. I am ready to heal now.


—a seventeen-year-old from Texas




I receive e-mails like this every day from teen girls all over the world, girls who found my book and are awakening to the fact that the sexual abuse they have experienced is not their fault—and that they can heal.


Before we published the first edition of Invisible Girls in 2005, girls who had survived sexual abuse found me and my psychotherapy work through an underground network, with one girl telling another and then another. What this book has done is expand that network, enabling me to provide a lifeline to girls in every corner of every state and continent. The book has made its way around the world, touching and empowering girls and women from Australia to Indiana, from Kansas City and Seattle and Louisville, to China, Mexico, Italy, and France—even Saudi Arabia. I know because I hear from them every day.


Every day, girls who have found our book reach out to me. They are building networks and making extraordinary connections. Girls and women—and their mothers, sisters, boyfriends, girlfriends—find Invisible Girls at their college or neighborhood bookstore or online; they are given copies to read at residential treatment centers and by therapists, teachers, friends, lovers, parents. They’ve found the book at the school library, from my website, a cousin, pediatrician, rape crisis center, aunt. Our intent was to reach girls in our urban centers, where books are easier to come by, and way beyond, where they are not, and we did it. Every day invisible girls, girls who were scared and alone and thought they were to blame or going crazy are becoming visible. They are finding the help and hope they so deserve, and they are healing—and thriving.


Sometimes their first contact is simply reaching out. A girl wants to know whether what she experienced is really abuse, or she wants to tell someone how guilty she feels for what happened to her. She thinks it must somehow have been her fault. Most of my e-mails are from girls and women who have never told anyone about their abuse. Some of these girls are as young as twelve years old. And some of the women are in their sixties. The e-mail to me is the first telling. She somehow got her hands on the book, and now she wants to tell me what happened. She feels she can trust me. And because I make myself available to my readers, I become a kind of springboard for these girls and their healing. They make that first contact, and their whole world begins to shift and change. Some of the girls who have written to me have kept in contact for years now.


One eighteen-year-old from Minnesota e-mailed me: “ ‘It is never a survivor’s fault.’ I have carried these words with me for the past six months until they finally sank in. This saying along with one that I tell myself every morning when I wake up and when someone ridicules me, ‘Being the abused one isn’t the crime, but not telling is’—I believe this to be very true. I have soaked up every word that is in this book, and I have become a strong survivor!”


Girls and women from all over the world write to say thank you, to say they’d never had the courage to speak about their abuse out loud until they read the book. They write to say I’m “healing.” I can’t imagine work more rewarding than this. These readers are creating a strong community of healing and strength, and resolution.


Every day invisible girls are finding their way to the book and to their own healing and wholeness. In this edition, we want you to hear their voices. In Chapter 17, “Five Years of E-mails and Letters from Around the World: Girls Become More and More Visible Every Day,” you will hear directly from girls and women who contacted me after reading the book. They want you to hear their responses and their stories of healing and how they were changed by reading Invisible Girls.


It also became clear to me through my recent work that we needed to add the voices of girls “in the life.” Sex trafficking, prostitution, and pornography are forms of sexual abuse, and the voices of these girls and young women are so strong and clear. Chapter 12, “Stop Calling Us Whores: Prostitution Is Sexual Abuse,” addresses the issues involved in these forms of abuse, especially in light of the ways violence against girls and women has become so much more tolerated and normalized through popular culture. I have the honor of working with girls from GEMS (Girls Educational and Mentoring Services), an organization committed to helping young women ages twelve through twenty-one get out of the commercial sex industry, and in the chapter, you will hear their amazing voices. Girls who have been prostituted feel the same as the invisible girls who have been molested by their fathers, uncles, or brothers. They shared their experiences on a retreat I sponsored through Girlthrive, my nonprofit where girls from upper-middle-class suburbs bonded with girls from marginal urban areas who were prostituted.


Through our index, you can more easily return to particular issues and stories, as well as a few organizations for boys and men to step up and join the fight to end violence against girls and women. When I ask myself what has changed in the world, in the law, in public policy and awareness since the first and second editions were published, the answer is, not enough. But we are fighting the fight and healing is happening with girls and women. The teen girls and young women who reach out to me through Invisible Girls and my organization Girlthrive, and all our readers, are living proof that this strength and healing is happening in spite of the misogynistic culture against girls and women.


When we first published Invisible Girls, my hope was not only to get girls on their paths to healing but also to participate in some meaningful way in the global movement to stop the abuse of young girls and women. I intended to do my part in changing the culture around sexual abuse and violence against women, by sharing the voices of my brilliant clients and giving guidance throughout. And we have certainly succeeded by giving girls back their hearts and souls. With every girl who finds her voice and stops her abuse or the risk of ever being abused again, we helped her to open up and to love and to trust, and most of all to know she is worthy. My mission was, and is, to reach sexually abused girls directly with the simple message that the abuse they suffered was not their fault and that the very best thing they can do for their healing is to begin to open up about it. And to keep opening up and talking.


Girls are getting the message. They are speaking out, finding their way out of abusive homes, and reclaiming their bodies and moving into healthy, adult relationships. This special book has done what I dreamed it could, and it has been an unbelievably rewarding journey so far.


With this new edition and this new time where conversations about sexual assault and abuse seem possible, we hope to spread our wings even further. As one teen girl from London told me in a recent e-mail:





I read your book and it made me see that I’m not alone, but surrounded by love and compassion. If it wasn’t for your book I probably would not be here today doing what I am now. I just wanted to say thank you for writing such a beautiful book. I will never forget the wonderful things it showed me, how to heal and recover from a traumatic event. God bless all the wonderful girls—God bless us all—we are now filled with love and hope. We will never be invisible again!







With love and thanks from the


other side of the pond,


Evelyn



















WELCOME, READERS



Thank you for picking up this book. One out of four girls in the United States will be abused by the time she is sixteen. This book is for all of you. Please know that whoever you are, you are not alone!


If you are a survivor, I want to offer you a special welcome. Whether you are already hard at work healing from the trauma of abuse or are just admitting for the first time—perhaps even to yourself—that you were abused, I hope you will find this book an important step in your healing process.


This book is filled with survivors’ stories, and they may trigger some intense feelings and painful memories for you. Please know that the message woven throughout is that there is deep healing after sexual abuse. Please feel free to skip around and take the book in the doses you can handle. But I will let you know that I was very careful to go slowly and break it down into sections, similar to the ways that girls disclose their sexual abuse. I want you to always feel safe and supported as you are reading. You might want to keep a journal to record your thoughts, feelings, and memories. If you’re not currently in counseling, I hope you will find someone you can trust to share the feelings that come up for you as you read.


If you don’t have someone you can talk with, or cannot find your own community, please know that you can always call RAINN (Rape, Abuse, and Incest Network), the national hotline for rape and incest survivors, at (800) 656-HOPE (800-656-4673), or you can write to me personally at our website, www


.invisiblegirlsthrive.com, which can serve as a companion to the book and an Internet community of girls and young women.


Invisible Girls opens up sexual abuse to the community and to the culture at large. It offers a porthole into the worlds of teenage girls and young women who are abuse survivors. You have never heard the voices of young survivors in quite this way before, where secret worlds and inner coping mechanisms are revealed. To clinicians and medical professionals, parents, high school and university guidance departments, students of psychology, personnel at rape crisis centers and at adolescent and young adult psychiatric units, high school and college psychology classes, partners of survivors, and relatives of abusers: Invisible Girls will lead you to new answers and a deeper understanding of sexual abuse, and it will help you to transform the culture of shame and secrecy that surrounds abuse.


In my thirty years of working with sexual-abuse survivors, I have never stopped being amazed by the ingenuity and brilliance of girls, by their ability to thrive even through horrible experiences. I learn so much from them. I learn how they’ve coped, how they’ve found comfort in the world, how they’ve moved on in their lives and found good, healthy love. These girls are my teachers, and now some of them have come forward to share their journeys with all of you.


The stories, quotes, questions, and poetry included in this book were contributed by some of the hundreds of girls I have worked with over the years. These are girls I know personally. I have worked with some of them for years and followed their success in life. I want you to know them, too, and to grow and learn from their strength, resilience, and experiences. They are all grateful for the opportunity to reach out to you. To ensure their privacy and safety, however, I asked them to choose pseudonyms. With perfect synchronicity, some girls asked whether they could be called by gem names, others flowers, and I realized how perfect that was—that they would be seen in all their brilliance and beauty and radiance: Zinnia, Lily, Coral, Garnet, Topaz, Sage, Ivy, Amber, Jasmine, Iris, Dahlia, Pearl, and Ruby Rose.


In my eyes, each and every one of these girls—and every other sexually abused girl who finds her voice, finds someone to whom she can tell her story—is a heroine. Whether or not you are a survivor, we invite you to join these extraordinary girls in their movement to end the silence, to release the shame and guilt and fear, and to begin the healing of the collective spirit of girls everywhere.













PART ONE



WHAT IS IN PANDORA’S BOX? SEXUAL ABUSE AND HOW IT AFFECTS US













CHAPTER 1



WHO WE ARE AND HOW WE GOT HERE


The Birth of Our Book




When I was twelve years old my father explained that I was a beautiful young girl and that he had to have me because he was a hungry man. He said that one could not put a plate of spaghetti in front of a hungry man and expect him not to eat it.


—a twenty-two-year-old incest survivor




Incest and all sexual abuse knows no color, class, or nationality. Survivors are of European American, African American, Latin American descent. They are Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim, and Christian. They identify as gay, bisexual, straight, queer, and transsexual. There is only diversity within the experience of sexual abuse, no division of wealth, color, religion, entitlement, or poverty. These teen girls are our neighbors, our classmates, our friends. They are from single-family homes, they are only children, they have six siblings, they struggle in school, they excel in school, they are artists, scholars, athletes, boxers, musicians. They come from upper-, middle-, and working-class backgrounds. These girls are any girl. When you meet these girls, you have no idea they are sexual-abuse survivors. Like you, they are typical girls—girls on the soccer team, the debate team, in the drama club; highly functioning and high-achieving; or academically challenged but striving to do well. These girls are at top prep schools, top public high schools, or struggling urban public high schools; these girls live in rural areas, in urban communities, in marginal communities. These girls are destined for top colleges, the military, or supporting their families, and they are young women already in college and those starting careers. Girls you’d “never think” had been, or were being, abused. I call them invisible girls because they defy any imagined stereotypes. And the fact is, no one can tell from the outside whether you have experienced sexual abuse. There is no stereotype.


Throughout this book, you will hear directly from teen girls and young women who have endured sexual abuse. They will tell their stories of father-daughter, brother-sister, cousin incest; date rape, acquaintance rape, and mentor abuse; and prostitution. All too often, as you’ll see, they wonder, “Why me?” or “Why didn’t I stop him?” Even today, with all the disclosure of sexual abuse, there is still so much cultural denial, so much personal guilt and shame surrounding the subject of abuse that girls still often feel it is their fault.




When you live in the same house as a predator your sixth sense is alive and kicking at all times. You know he is going to do something that night, even before he considers what is at stake. The fight is only on the surface, a delicate exchange of looks, of using the other bodies around to try and plan your escape. It’s futile and you know it. In the Disney story, Bambi had a chance. The chance of running as fast as he could in the open field. That doesn’t mean he will make it, but he can run. I didn’t know I could, because no one had shown me how to. It would take me a while to learn—after all the harm was done.


—a twenty-two-year-old incest survivor





BOYS WILL BE BOYS


Why didn’t you stop him? This is a question that the culture has promoted, “Hey, you should have just stopped him—isn’t it your fault?” And it is a question survivors of sexual abuse ask themselves all the time. But there are very good reasons why you didn’t stop him. You didn’t stop him because you lived under “his” roof, because you depended on him financially, because your abuser wove a web of fear and entrapment around you, because you were confused, because you were young and didn’t have good options or a strong support system in place. Or you just moved away from home for the first time, you were insecure, and vulnerable. You were not brought up in a home with good boundaries. You did not believe it was possible, and many times, especially in the case of incest, it is not, until you are out of your home. This book will help you work through these feelings of entrapment and fear to see that sexual abuse is never your fault and that you did nothing to cause your own abuse.


Why didn’t you stop him? You didn’t stop him because we live in a culture where “boys will be boys”—a culture that, through its fairy tales, movies, and advertising, persistently pushes the sexist belief that young girls are ready for sex when their bodies first develop; a culture that insinuates that these girls “really want” the older men who abuse them; a culture that still questions the survivor’s role in the crime, whether it be a young girl raped by her uncle (“Was she being flirtatious?”) or a guy who rapes his date (“Was she leading him on? What was she wearing?”).


We live in a culture where a male-dominated government decides the laws about rape and incest, pornography, child and spousal abuse, and abortion—laws that directly impact women’s health and happiness. Simply put, we live in a culture that does not honor women and children; where sexuality, especially female sexuality, is a commodity, something that is used to sell products or satisfy male desires; where women, and especially women of color, are depicted on music videos as little more than prostitutes.


In this culture, men still sexually abuse girls at staggering rates. And now with #MeToo the culture is forced to hear this reality with all the girls and women coming forward sharing their stories of sexual abuse publicly, reclaiming their voices.


THE HISTORICAL COVER-UP


The shameful fact is that forced sexual contact without consent—from inappropriate touching to sodomy to rape—has been with us throughout history, and it wasn’t even widely acknowledged as a crime in the United States until women in the 1970s began to speak out. As far back as the late nineteenth century, the father of modern psychiatry, Sigmund Freud, made efforts to publicize the trauma of incest. He had become increasingly disturbed as patient after patient—affluent women from conventional families—described sexual abuse at the hands of their fathers, uncles, family friends, or male relatives. At first he took these women at their word and rushed to present his startling findings to his colleagues (some of whom, it is now known, were molesting their own patients and nieces). He was roundly ridiculed and harshly rebuked in the professional community. To redeem himself, he “rethought” the whole issue and decided that these women had only fantasized about the abuse—that their accounts were nothing more than an elaborate wish to be forcibly taken by their fathers, uncles, even their therapists! This is what has come to be known as Freud’s “seduction theory,” and it set a precedent for disbelieving survivors of sexual abuse for the next hundred years.


THE FEMINIST UNCOVERING


Yet, in the 1970s, women started speaking out about their incest and abuse experiences, and feminist clinicians followed. Freud’s theories were challenged and criticized within the medical field. And with the work of pioneering scholars like Judith Lewis Herman and Diana Russell, as well as the publication of Sandra Butler’s Conspiracy of Silence and Louise Armstrong’s personal memoir of incest, Kiss Daddy Goodnight, the silence and disbelief around incest and abuse slowly broke open. But it wasn’t until the publication of Ellen Bass and Laura Davis’s The Courage to Heal in 1988 that the issue really took the spotlight. In this book, dozens of women spoke about the ongoing trauma of the sexual abuse they had experienced as children. The book gave women permission to believe in themselves in a most profound way. But, invaluable as all these books were and are, all of them told the story of abuse from an adult’s perspective. Now there are more books written about sexual abuse but still most speak from an adult’s perspective, while teen girls and young women in their twenties remain the most vulnerable to sexual abuse.


Beginning in the 1990s, adolescent girls started writing their own books. They wrote about love, life, family, sex, drugs, depression, and eating disorders, beginning with Sara Shandler’s Ophelia Speaks. Then girls who had been sexually abused started publishing zines and writing songs about it. In the early 2000s websites started popping up, including Pandora’s Project, with stories of sexual abuse. My website, Girlthrive, has more than fifty personal stories of girls writing to me to share their experiences and get advice. Now, with the popularity of social media—Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat—teen girls and young women began to reveal their stories publicly. The blog project Unbreakable created by college freshman Grace Brown in 2011 showed survivors holding signs with quotes of what their abusers told them. They were proving they were unbreakable. The #MeToo movement began in 2006, yet it was only in 2017, in response to the ways in which our misogynistic culture has been exposed across politics and many high-profile industries, that the movement brought thousands of faces and voices to the Internet sharing their sexual-abuse experiences. In 2017 US gymnasts broke open the largest sex-abuse case in history to reach the courts against their serial abuser.


All this uncovering and reclaiming voices is wonderful, exciting, and necessary. Healing after the disclosure is vital. Through the voices in our book, we hear their stories not only of sexual abuse but also of resilience, in their own words with the kind of internal detail that touches every core of their souls. We also are taken into the worlds of each girl’s road to recovery and the inner life of the struggle and the strength. We hear the resolution. Invisible Girls takes you to the next step, the step of understanding, relating, and not only reclaiming your voice but literally having the tools to begin to heal in a deep way.


And because the girls in this book are girls I have worked with, some for years, I am here as your guide, your support with intricate knowledge of these wonderful girls. The fact is that teen girls and young women are brilliant and resilient and can heal from sexual abuse. When survivors are given the opportunity to talk about their abuse in a safe environment, to let go of confusing feelings of shame and guilt and self-blame, they have every chance of healing and of realizing wonderful, satisfying lives and relationships as adults.


Talk about it now. If you hold your abuse inside you into your late twenties, thirties, forties, fifties, and beyond, it can deprive you of healthy, loving relationships and self-esteem because you never get the chance to process the shame and the secret. As survivors discover time and again, not telling can mean living in a perpetual state of fear and mistrust and result in an inability to have trusting sexual relationships. Not talking about it and not processing your abuse can mean not feeling safe in the world. And keeping it secret can prevent you from embracing the love and joy that are your birthright.


DON’T WAIT TO TELL…


Liz, a thirty-four-year-old incest survivor, left home at nineteen, marrying the first man who asked her to. That marriage lasted about fifteen years, until he beat her so badly she was hospitalized. During the hospitalization, Liz began having vivid flashbacks of her early childhood sexual abuse and was eventually referred to me. It took her several months to reveal to me that she was a survivor of sexual abuse. She had never told anyone. She was so afraid that revealing her abuse would make her life even worse, yet when she disclosed and worked in therapy she felt enormous relief.


Another client, Shari, a thirty-eight-old social worker who had survived incest throughout her adolescence, had held her secretly tightly, too, and was on her second divorce from an abusive man when she attempted suicide. In our therapy when she was able to face her childhood demons, she began to understand she could be safe.


Amara was referred to me after a hospitalization for clinical depression. She was an attorney. She’d been having nightmares since her stepfather raped her at fourteen, and she finally had a breakdown at age forty-three. Through our work together she was able to “break up” with a family that did not respect her.


Keisha, fifty-two and a high school teacher, was also an incest survivor. She came to see me in the middle of her divorce because her fifteen-year-old daughter had been molested by her husband. Because Keisha never processed her own incest and blocked it out for more than forty years, she ended up marrying an abuser. Her fifteen-year-old daughter made a suicide attempt and the truth came out. Daughter and mother began their healing in our therapy. As her teen daughter began to thrive because her mother believed and supported her, Keisha was still racked with guilt because she was not able to stop the cycle of abuse.


Joanna, an artist, couldn’t sleep because of recurring nightmares. She had survived a rape during her freshman year in college and never told anyone. At thirty-six she was still afraid of getting involved in an intimate relationship with a partner. In our uncovering of her fear of intimacy, she faced the rape and realized how many years that experience had informed her relationship choices with unavailable men.


In my private practice I work with women who’ve suffered through years of migraines, nausea, memory lapses, failed relationships, thoughts of suicide, drug or alcohol abuse—all problems stemming from a history of sexual trauma. Through friendships, college, jobs, and relationships, these women kept their secrets tucked away in a safe place and tried to forget about them. But, as they eventually discovered, forgetting doesn’t work. Working with women in their thirties, forties, fifties, and sixties convinced me that I had to do whatever I could to help young survivors heal from their abuse so they wouldn’t have to endure years of torment and harmful decisions based on their unresolved sexual-abuse history.


As younger clients, girls in their teens and early twenties, started to come into my practice and talk about their abuse, there was a different quality to their disclosure. There was always hope underneath their pain; their abuse had not had enough years to dig itself into their souls. So back in 1993, when a few of my teenage clients told me they wanted to start a survivors’ group, I jumped at the chance. I organized a group that met in my office, and, to reach out to an even larger community of girls, I began running pro bono workshops about sexual abuse at one of the top, most diverse public high schools in Brooklyn, New York. The girls put up posters for the group in the bathrooms, and soon I had a vibrant group of girls that was racially, socially, economically, and ethnically diverse. There were girls that were born in Haiti, Israel, Russia, Jamaica, Iran, China, and the Philippines, and girls also born here in Brooklyn, a melting pot of its own.


One of my most effective techniques for helping girls in these groups and larger workshops to open up is to have them write out their questions and experiences anonymously on index cards and then to read each other’s cards aloud. The experience is never short of phenomenal. Hearing other girls’ questions and comments unlocks the floodgates of long-held secrets. These were #MeToo moments long before that movement:




“I survived rape last year, but I’ve never told.”


“My cousin molested me when I was six. I never told.”


“How can I protect my little sister? I think my father is messing with her the way he did with me.”


“My boyfriend forced me to have sex; I said no. Was I raped?”


“My parents are divorced now, but my father abused me.


I never told my mom or anyone.”


“I am having nightmares about when my cousin molested me. I never told anyone. I am afraid of what will happen.”




One girl told another, and then another, and then a kind of underground network of girls from other area high schools and colleges brought more and more girls to my workshops, support groups, and counseling sessions. Pretty soon I was seeing hundreds of survivors. The more they talked, the stronger and more confident they became.


What I witnessed over and over again was that, as these girls found a safe place to talk, they began to speak of their experiences, and, as they spoke of their experiences, they began to heal. One young woman said, “I sealed myself off. I figured if everything looked okay from the outside maybe the inside would eventually change, but it never did, until I admitted what had happened to me and stopped hiding.” Another said, “I used to tell myself it never really happened, but when I started talking and I faced it, it became smaller and smaller, and so did my father.” And another: “When I began to tell, it was like I had jumped off a freight train and had finally reached my destination.”


In situation after situation, what I witnessed convinced me that it is far easier to come to terms with sexual trauma during adolescence and early adulthood than later on in life. It makes sense. We are at our most resilient during this time; we’re still growing and changing. If you can talk about trauma while you’re still young, still figuring out who you are, it simply can’t plant its roots as deep. You see, it’s the secrets that really do us the most harm. In all these girls I felt an urgency to get better and a resilience that simply was not present in the women in their thirties, forties, fifties, and sixties who had let their abuse eat away at them for ten, twenty, thirty years or more.


THE BIRTH OF OUR BOOK


Invisible Girls was conceived out of this urgency, out of a deep passion to tell the truth, to uncover the trauma so that girls and women could begin to heal from their sexual abuse. My experiences with these girls made me realize that the sooner these young women acknowledged the abuse and let go of their closely held secrets, the sooner—and more completely—they would heal. It was the girls I worked with who urged me to publish their stories and experiences. They wanted to reach out and create a great circle of girls and young women speaking out, supporting each other, healing. Their passion for revealing the depth and truth was unstoppable.


According to the National Sexual Violence Resource Center, statistics remain difficult to come by. But this is what we know: Most sexual abuse, especially incest, is never reported. As of 2017, ninety-one percent of survivors of rape are female, and half of those survivors are under the age of eighteen. Nine percent of sexual-abuse survivors are male. Ninety-six percent of the perpetrators of abuse are male. Four percent of abusers are female. One in four girls will experience sexual abuse by the time she is sixteen. It is a fact that young women aged sixteen to twenty-four are most vulnerable to sexual violations by intimate partners. These statistics come in spite of persistent underreporting of incest and all other sex crimes. The statistics for sexual abuse of adolescent girls and young women are simply staggering. Girls who have been through the experience deserve to be heard and to hear from one another. I wrote this book to bring you into the deep inner world of the amazing girls who reflect, and take us deep inside, the soul of sexual abuse so that we can understand it. Invisible Girls gives voice to the voiceless as it uncovers all the secrets.


I also wrote this book to help girls and young women who have not been abused to become aware of the realities of sexual abuse, to become smarter and safer as they come into their sexuality, and stronger and more resilient in the face of a culture that still defines girls and women by how well we satisfy the needs of men. The wonderful girls and young women who speak in this book share their experiences of ongoing sexual abuse within their families, as well as of one-time abuse by an uncle or cousin or family “friend.” You will learn about acquaintance rape, date rape, and stranger rape, and the specific emotions and issues that tend to arise from each situation. For example, in the chapter on incest, one survivor writes a lengthy account of her six years of being raped by her father and how he coerced her and controlled the family. Through her insights, we begin to see and feel what the incest survivor is up against and to learn strategies for surviving this hellish experience. In the chapter on rape, a survivor writes about how she had been unable to trust boys or men, totally unable to connect in a romantic relationship, until she began to speak out. What we learn from all these girls is that help is out there, that healing is possible, and that sexual abuse is never a girl’s fault.


An organization called Generation 5 was founded in 1997 with a mission to end the sexual abuse of children within five generations, and it continues its work to reach that goal. This book is a part of that work of stopping sex abuse generation after generation. The more that girls are able to speak out and reach out, the more other girls will be encouraged to do the same. The less taboo the subject becomes, the more possible it will be to make changes—to public awareness, to the law and public policy, to the options available for girls living with abusers or would-be abusers. You may not have been able to stop the abuse that happened to you, but you can start getting your life back together now and reach out to other girls. Together, eventually, we will make it impossible for men to get away with taking out their own rage or anger or fear or despair on women and girls through sexual violence. If you are no longer being abused, this book will offer you perspective and healing. If you are currently living at home and being molested by a relative, it will provide you with critical emotional support and resources—even if you are not able to get away immediately, this book will help you to open up and find your support. And if you are just beginning to remember abuse that happened when you were younger, this book will help you find the strength and the right people to talk to so that you can start to heal.


We know that many teen girls who are abused end up taking detours in their lives—getting into drugs, sex, self-harm, or eating disorders. They often feel that the abuse is their destiny, the map of their lives. But I work with these girls, and I can tell you that every girl can heal from sexual abuse. My hope is that by shedding some light on the problem I can help you turn away from some of the darker choices other abused girls have made.


THERE IS HELP


If you are looking for urgent or ongoing support, please turn to the Resource Center at the back of this book for help. There you will find hotline numbers, websites, blogs, podcasts, and counseling centers across the country. Included in the recourse center is my website, www.invisiblegirlsthrive.com, where additional resources, a Q&A, and letters from young women can be found.


Together, we will be like artists building a beautiful mosaic: All the tiles we need to rebuild your soul, with its many nuances and imperfections and exquisite, colorful complexities, are here. We just need to put them in their right places.


INTO THE LIGHT


Girls and women are brilliant at surviving and at doing very deep psychological work to heal their own trauma. Whether through counseling, poetry, songwriting, art, or writing stories, or whether through telling a friend, a therapist, a parent, a school counselor, or a volunteer at an abuse hotline, the most important thing you can do is simply tell someone, because telling is the beginning of healing.


The girls whose stories fill this book all did heroic work overcoming shame and guilt and the tremendous burden of secrecy. It all began with telling someone. All they needed was a safe place and the permission to let out their secret. As I see it, my role and the role of this book is to provide that safe environment for other abuse survivors, as well as to enlighten those who have not been through the experience but who care about these girls—parents, loved ones, counselors, or educators. If you are not a survivor, you will witness just how resilient the human spirit really is. If you are a survivor, you will be able to take comfort in the fact that you are not alone. And if you have just begun to process your experience, this book is here to help you make your way through the dark maze of feelings you have been holding inside. Together we will find the light. As one eighteen-year-old wrote:




Out of all the piles of dirt, garbage, and shit we have been handed, we can grow a patch daisies.


















CHAPTER 2



ASK DR. PATTI


Answers to Girls’ Questions About Sexual Abuse


Over the years, girls have asked me hundreds of questions about the many confusing feelings, statistics, and terms that surround sexual abuse. I’m sure you have some questions, too, so I thought it would be helpful to share some of the questions, comments, and concerns I encounter most frequently—and my responses—to help clear up some of the most common misunderstandings surrounding sexual abuse and point you toward the chapters that might be most helpful to you.






Dear Dr. Patti,





I keep hearing that sexual abuse is really widespread. I have never been sexually abused and I don’t have any friends who have been. Is it possible that the statistics are wrong?




Signed,


Wondering












Dear Wondering,





Sadly, it’s possible that you do know someone who has been or is being abused, but you just don’t know it. Because of the stigma and the shame surrounding sexual abuse, many girls have trouble telling anyone about it, and that means that, if anything, the statistics you’ve heard are probably too low, not too high. The latest information I have (from a 2017 National Sexual Violence Resource Center report) is that one out of four American girls will experience some sort of sexual abuse by age sixteen—everything from a single incident where someone touched a girl’s breasts without her permission to a ten-year experience of being raped nearly every day by a relative. These statistics apply across all economic and ethnic lines; again, 96 percent of abusers are men.









Dear Dr. Patti,





When I was ten years old, my uncle put his hand under my shirt and touched my chest. I got him to stop. He also rubbed up against me and tried to hold me to him. He lived far away and I never saw him again. I never told anyone. Was I sexually abused? What exactly is sexual abuse?




Signed,


Concerned












Dear Concerned,





First, let me say that I’m very glad you do not have to deal with this uncle anymore. I’m sad to say that what you experienced was abuse. Even one inappropriate, unwanted touch is abuse. Generally, any unwanted sexual encounter constitutes abuse. The reason it’s important to acknowledge that it was abuse is that otherwise it can eat away at you or make you feel ongoing conflicts about yourself and your sexuality. It’s important to know that it was abuse so you are clear that it was not your fault.


There is non-touching sexual abuse and touching sexual abuse. Here’s a list of some of the more common forms of both:






Touching Sexual Abuse:




• Having any of your private parts touched


• Being fondled


• Being penetrated genitally through sodomy or intercourse


• Being asked to sit on the lap of an adult and having the adult rub their genitals against you


• Having an adult rub against you or touch you in any way that makes you uncomfortable and refusing to stop


• Having to watch an adult masturbate


• Forced to perform or receive oral sex




Non-Touching Sexual Abuse:




• Being asked to view pornographic materials


• Having pictures taken of you in sexual poses


• Being spoken to with sexual intonation (i.e., “you look like a slut,” “you must be screwing around,” “look at your breasts; they look really firm”)


• Being repeatedly walked in on in the bathroom or your bedroom


• Having an adult repeatedly leave the bathroom door open when they are inside


• Being asked by an adult if they can check out your breasts and genitals


• Being forced into conversations about sex








Dear Dr. Patti,





My uncle molested me and several of my cousins for years until one day my cousin (his daughter) couldn’t take it anymore and told her mom. There was this big court case and he actually went to jail for a short time because I told and then five other cousins came forward, too. All of us had been molested by him before we were even teenagers. When he was arrested he said “he just couldn’t help himself.” What is a pedophile and what makes someone a pedophile or a child molester?




Signed,


Confused and Hurt












Dear Confused and Hurt,





First of all, there is no consensus on what makes a child molester. There are a variety of opinions as to why. What we do know is that these are men who seek out children. Some are homosexuals and seek out only boys. In our book we are looking specifically at men who sexually abuse girls. Many men who abuse children were abused in some way when they were younger. People who work with pedophiles tell us that these men may have felt they could not express themselves, that they felt they had no power except their power over someone much smaller. Sexual abuse is about sexual gratification, but it is also very much about power and manipulation. What we do know is that statistics tell us that 96 percent of sexual abuse is perpetrated by men.


Pedophilia is described as a condition of having deep sexual urges for children, but many, many pedophiles have sexual relations with adults, too. A father or uncle who abuses a daughter may still be having sex with his wife, for example.


In her book Sleeping with a Stranger, Patricia Wiklund describes sexual molesters as men who feel repressed and inadequate. They are morally and sexually indiscriminate. They have no conscience. I often find that molesters want us to feel sorry for them. That certainly seems to have been the case with your uncle when he whined that he couldn’t help himself. What you need to remember is that it is never the survivor’s fault. All the blame is with the abuser.









Dear Dr. Patti,





I moved here from Trinidad when I was five years old. Many of my relatives still live in Trinidad and often come to visit in the summertime. The summer when I was nine years old, one of my visiting cousins started molesting me. He was sixteen when it started and each summer he would do more stuff to me. He was always very nice to me and I kind of liked the attention, but then he would make me touch his genitals and masturbate him. I was very confused. In a way it excited me, but it also scared me and made me feel weird.


He never penetrated me, but he performed oral sex on me and he made me perform oral sex on him. The oral sex made me gag and sometimes I even vomited after. He was a very loved family member and I never told anyone. It stopped the summer I turned fourteen; my cousin was in college by then and had stopped coming to the States. I am now nineteen and having a hard time sexually. I find myself turned off by sex and scared. Is this normal? Was I sexually abused? Was it incest? Is something wrong with me because it felt good to me sometimes?




Signed,


Confused and Scared












Dear Confused and Scared,





Yes, you were most definitely abused, and, yes, it was incest. Any sexual contact between family members (or any adult figure you consider a family member) is incest. Your cousin knew better than to molest a nine-year-old girl. Girls who are being abused often get really confused when their bodies respond positively, but our bodies are stimulated by touch and the fact that you liked this cousin would probably only add to that.


There is absolutely nothing wrong with you! As you will learn throughout the book, our bodies sometimes respond to touch and genital stimulation. It does not mean that you wanted sex when you were nine.


I don’t know all the details of your family, but I’m assuming you didn’t feel safe telling a parent. I understand. Often girls are afraid that if they tell a parent they will be blamed. Many girls also tell me that they are afraid of sex after any form of sexual abuse. They don’t know whom or what to trust. Remember, it’s okay to just explore romance at your age. Most girls go on to have good, healthy sexual relationships after abuse, but it can take some time.


You do not have to have sex with someone you are dating. You are in charge and you can set the pace. If you do start dating, you can tell the guy you want to go very slowly.


If you have a trusted friend or adult you can speak to about what happened with your cousin, I encourage you to do so. You may also want to call the RAINN hotline or try some counseling. The more you talk about it, the better you’ll feel (see Chapter 8 for more about sexual abuse by brothers, uncles, cousins, and stepfathers).









Dear Dr. Patti,





I am seventeen years old and go to high school in suburban Chicago. I have been dating my boyfriend for the past five months. I am a virgin and want to stay that way for now, but we just began to have oral sex. I did not like going down on him very much, but I agreed to do it a couple of times. Last week we were at his house and we both were drinking. I think he was a bit drunk and while I was giving him head I started gagging. I stopped and he was very upset and begged me to “finish what I started.” I said no and he pushed my head down forcefully. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. He forced me to make him ejaculate. I was shocked. I never knew he was like that. I felt so vulnerable at the time; it was horrible. I felt like I was a toy and he could do anything he wanted with me.


I thought he loved me. I guess I was wrong. I hate loving somebody who doesn’t really love me back. I could not seem to get him out of my mind and I chalked it up to his being drunk. Even though he did this to me and he did not apologize, I went out with him again. The next time we were alone he did the same thing, but this time I tried to fight and pull my mouth off his penis. He pushed my head so hard I could not move or breathe. He would not let go of my head and shoulders to the point where I started gagging and actually vomited. I felt a mixture of disgust and embarrassment. He threw me off of him in disgust. We broke up after this last incident and I feel really gross about what happened. Did I get sexually abused? Is this date rape even though he did not force intercourse on me?




Signed,


Nauseous and Disappointed












Dear Nauseous and Disappointed,





First of all, let me say how sorry I am about what happened with this boyfriend. Many girls talk about feeling nauseous performing oral sex on guys. There is a lot of pressure out there these days for girls to perform oral sex. No girl needs to agree to this if she does not want to. I should add that if you do not use a condom during oral sex, you are susceptible to sexually transmitted diseases. You should probably see a doctor to be sure you’re okay.


Even though he did not penetrate you, I and many other psychologists would define forced oral sex as rape, in your case date rape. Not all guys you date, of course, will do this.


Date rape, by the way, refers to any time you are forced to have sex with someone you are with on a date or ended up with at a given time by choice. Acquaintance rape is when you are raped by someone you know only slightly but were with voluntarily. According to an extensive study by the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape in 2002, ninety percent of both date and acquaintance rape involves alcohol (see Chapter 10).









Dear Dr. Patti,





I am in college and one of my professors has made some comments to me and some of my friends that have made us kind of uncomfortable. He said we are pretty. He seems to stare at us. He told me not to worry about my grade because I am so attractive. Are we being sexually abused or sexually harassed? What’s the difference?




Signed,


College Blues












Dear College Blues,





Although sexual harassment is the generally accepted legal term it can still feel like abuse and violation. For example, if you are walking down the hallway in school or on the street and some man or boy calls out something like, “Hey babe, you look sexy! Nice ass! Let’s screw!” or “Can I have some!” it may not result in a physical assault, but it can certainly feel scary, especially if you are alone, and it can even bring up some of the same bad feelings that you’d have in an ongoing abusive relationship. I would suggest that you and your friends keep a record of these comments and then go to the dean and file a complaint. His comments could turn into abuse, and in any case he has no right to make you feel uncomfortable.


There is a very fine line between sexual harassment and sexual abuse. You may read many different definitions of these two terms. Usually abuse involves some sort of physical violation, but it is more complicated than that. If I have a client who tells me that during her entire adolescence her father never touched her but he looked at her in a sexual way all the time, walked around naked in the house, left out pornographic materials, and called her a slut when she went out with her boyfriend, I would have to say she was sexually abused. Thus, abuse really does encompass those situations where sexual statements are so constant that they create a climate of abuse.


Sexual abuse refers to being violated sexually. If the perpetrator never touches you but you feel totally violated by his words and looks and lack of boundaries, you may have the same feelings as a girl who has been violated through touch, so there’s not always that much difference in the end. Quite often, too, verbal sexual violation accompanies physical violation (see Chapter 11).









Dear Dr. Patti,





Is sexual abuse happening more now than in earlier times, or are we just hearing about it more, and is there any ethnic group that is more abused than another?




Signed,


Millennial












Dear Millennial,





It is only in the past few decades that people have been able to compile any reliable statistics on sexual abuse, because before that the whole subject was so taboo that very few people ever reported or talked about it. However, over the past ten years or so researchers have consistently found that one out of four girls in the United States will experience some form of sexual abuse—from invasive sexual touching to rape—by the time she is sixteen. Psychiatrist Alice Miller wrote extensively about the abuse of all children, particularly girls, going back to the nineteenth century, and recent work has suggested that Freud’s “seduction theory” was a cover-up for the rampant sexual abuse of young girls (see the Introduction). Unfortunately, we have no reason to think that sexual abuse hasn’t been happening for centuries.


That is the whole point: sexual abuse is so often invisible, and you never know who is being abused. A girl or young women from any ethnic or racial group is at risk.









Dear Dr. Patti,





I feel trapped in a catch-22. Obviously, if it were not for my father I would not be here. But to be genetically connected to a monster like him—he raped me for most of my childhood—scares me so much. I am afraid that I will end up hurting children, too. I am very protective around kids, but the truth is I am afraid to babysit because I think I will do something weird. Is pedophilia genetic? I can’t even imagine ever hurting anyone, especially a child, but am I destined somehow to be like him?




Signed,


Trapped by My Genetics












Dear Trapped by My Genetics,





No, no, and no! You do not have any genetic predisposition for child molestation. I can assure you that there are almost no reported cases of female sexual-abuse survivors ever molesting anyone. You do not have any genes that will turn you into a pedophile. I would suggest that you take on some babysitting to prove to yourself that you will be fine with kids. I trust you. Please trust yourself. If you are very nervous about this, you can think about the way you are with children. If anything, I have found incest survivors to be particularly protective of small children.









Dear Dr. Patti,





I saw this movie once where a woman suddenly remembered her father molesting her when she was a girl, but, when she had her court case, they said she made it up. They called it “false memory syndrome.” Do girls make up sexual abuse? What exactly is false memory syndrome, and when did this all come about?




Signed,


Confused












Dear Confused,





False memory syndrome, as you suggest, refers to stories that are supposedly “made up” by suggestible patients under hypnosis. The “syndrome” was named in 1992 by clinicians at the University of Pennsylvania and Johns Hopkins University in response to charges and lawsuits having to do with allegations of childhood sexual abuse ten, twenty, fifty years after it had happened. They claimed that memories can too easily get distorted over time, and that there simply wasn’t good evidence to support the stories of thousands of women who were coming forward with memories of past sexual abuse. In all cases of sexual abuse, evidence is difficult to gather, unless a woman or girl actually has a semen sample from inside her own vagina. Let me say this: Children don’t usually lie, and I have never met a girl or a woman who has made up a sexual-abuse experience. On the contrary, girls are hesitant to disclose sexual abuse. Statistics show that incest is the least-reported sex-abuse crime. Sometimes, if abuse happened before a baby knew how to talk, the memory will be stored in the form of feelings called precognition, and it can be trickier to reconstruct what happened, but that isn’t the same as a lie. (It is interesting to note that the False Memory Syndrome Foundation was created by two parents, Pamela and Peter Freyd, who were charged with sexual abuse by their own daughter Jennifer Freyd, who with the support of her grandparents confronted her father for sexually abusing her during her adolescence. Shortly after those accusations, the Freyds came out with the false memory syndrome theory.)


Of course, there are exceptions to every rule, and there have undoubtedly been some cases where a child or young woman was misled by an incompetent therapist into believing she was abused. But the evidence suggests that this is very, very rare. The vast majority of girls know the difference between reality and fantasy well.









Dear Dr. Patti,





When I went to see a therapist about my abuse, she wanted me to go under hypnosis. I was really frightened. She had me close my eyes and asked me to do what she told me. I couldn’t relax because my father always had me close my eyes before he would molest me. Then she wanted me to do EMDR [eye movement desensitization and reprogramming, another therapeutic technique], and that scared me, too. I have never been back to a therapist since. Is hypnosis really necessary for therapy?




Signed,


Eyes Wide Open












Dear Eyes Wide Open,





Some people claim that long-repressed memories are best recovered under hypnosis, and professionals do undergo very specific training to become hypnotherapists. However, it is not proven as a “cure” for repressed memories, and in the wrong hands it can certainly be misleading and harmful. For hypnosis to work, the person being hypnotized must trust the hypnotherapist enough to give up control to her, which makes it a complicated and controversial technique for sexual-abuse survivors.


Proponents of hypnosis claim that it can open up and clarify memories that were otherwise vague. Opponents claim that thoughts and memories can be “planted” by suggestion. Many sex-abuse survivors have told me how frightening it is to undergo hypnosis and give over trust to someone else. In any case, hypnosis is generally not recommended for adolescents because their memories are usually pretty sharp.


EMDR is another therapeutic technique that is based on the idea that hidden memories can be uncovered. It was developed in the late 1980s on the theory that because disturbing memories are stored in the brain, they can be “replaced” by new memories that are uncovered by thinking about the disturbing event while also focusing on something pleasing. In other words, the memories can be reconfigured. Some claim great results with EMDR, and it has the added benefit of working with your eyes open.


Both hypnosis and EMDR are best used in conjunction with psychotherapy. In my experience, longer-term psychotherapy is the most curative, because you have time to establish trust with the therapist, which is so important when trying to heal from something as traumatic as sexual abuse.









Dear Dr. Patti,





A few days ago, I reported my father to the police for sexually abusing me. My whole family has now broken up. I haven’t eaten in two days and I cannot get out of bed. I am lonely, miserable, and on top of it I feel guilty. My mother says I am seriously depressed and is threatening to make me go to a psych hospital.




Signed,


Despondent












Dear Despondent,





What you did takes great courage, and the feelings you are having are not only normal but very, very healthy. You are finally allowing yourself to feel the feelings you had to repress to protect yourself at the time of the abuse so you could get through it. You are allowing your body to break down under the weight of what happened. Please tell your mother not to be afraid of these feelings, and encourage her to get counseling so she can understand what to expect during this time. In fact, in most States, in cases of incest the courts will mandate therapy for both the child and mother. The father may receive treatment as well as punishment often resulting in jail time.


Depression lasts at least a few weeks and involves too much or too little sleep, loss of appetite or overeating, disinterest in your usual activities, and feelings of hopelessness. If you continue to sleep all the time and feel miserable, you may be headed toward a depression, and by all means I urge you to get some professional help (with a counselor or therapist or guidance counselor) to clarify and get a handle on your feelings. But, for now, you and your mother should understand that it’s healthy and normal to feel scared and depressed after reporting sexual abuse. You might try to find a support group for you and your mom. Also, show your mom this book. Try to reassure her that you are all right and you need her right now, not a psych hospital.


As far as guilt goes, if your father abused you, you have nothing to feel guilty about. He is the one who is guilty. (For more about incest see Chapters 7 and 8.)









Dear Dr. Patti,





I have reported my father for incest. I am sixteen now and he molested me from the age of twelve. He was given eight months in prison and then ordered to go to therapy for two years. My mother wants our family back together again, and my father says with treatment he won’t touch me again. I am scared and want to go and live with my very supportive aunt. My mother says I can. Should I? Do you think my father is “cured”? Are child molesters ever “cured”?




Signed,


Wanting Out












Dear Wanting Out,





First of all, I agree with you. I think you should move in with your aunt.


This is really a two-part question, and first I will address the moving-out part. There are different schools of thought about this. Some therapists believe that it is often best to keep families together and that after treatment most abusers can work things out with their families. I belong to the opposite school. I believe that if a father or stepfather molests his daughter, the mother must make it her first priority to protect and support her daughter and should never take him back. This is an unforgivable abuse. The daughter is not the guilty party and should not be made to live with a man who abused her. I think that therapy may be necessary for mother and daughter, but I believe that both should be encouraged to keep away from the molester. Your mother pushing you to support your father’s reentry into the family will make you feel violated all over again. This result is often why girls don’t tell. Yes live with your supportive aunt. I think you should do it and not put yourself further in emotional or physical harm’s way.


My colleague Dr. Kay Jackson has worked with all types of sex offenders, including pedophiles, for thirty years. Although she has seen few families actually come back together with some success, she warns that cases like this are extremely rare, and she cautions you to understand that pedophilia is not “curable” per se. She says that it lasts forever but that some men can learn to control it. It has been her experience that only through severe punishment (i.e., jail time) and intensive therapy can some men rehabilitate. But you shouldn’t have to be a guinea pig. Your only responsibility is to care for yourself (see Chapters 3 and 6).









Dear Dr. Patti,





I have seen movies where women have multiple personalities. In the movies they are usually incest survivors. Is this just in the movies? I am an incest survivor, and sometimes I feel like I change my personality a lot. I can be pretty moody. My friend tells me I may have multiple personality disorder. Do all incest and sex-abuse survivors have it?
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