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Triumph Over Darkness is a collection of prose and therapeutic insights that create a powerful commentary on incest, rape, abuse, and the recovery process. Women and men share their personal experiences of childhood abuse and walk with the reader along the path toward wellness. They reflect each stage of healing with a clarity that, while often painful, is also hopeful. Addressing various aspects of abuse, including ritualistic abuse, multiple personality disorder, and partnering as well as providing a therapist’s insights on the stages of healing, Triumph Over Darkness helps readers to understand recovery as predictable process and see that healing is possible.

 

    “The voices Wendy Ann Wood has gathered are sorrowful, yet uplifting: they extend the language of love with messages of recovery. The book’s straight-forward, instructive, passages should be helpful to many victims in their struggle to become survivors and advocates. Triumph Over Darkness is empowered by its insistence on the triumph of simple human dignity.”
 Jason Berry, author of Lead Us Not into Temptation: Catholic Priests and the Sexual Abuse of Children 

 





Wendy Ann Wood, M.A. is the founder and executive director of Echoes Network Counseling Center, Inc. in Portland, Oregon. During her ten year career as a therapist, Ms. Wood has conducted workshops, training sessions and seminars across the country. She also leads experiential workshops that incorporate art, music, movement, and play therapy. Her work has been nationally recognized and she is the recipient of the “Volunteer Spirit of America Award” presented by McDonalds and KPTV, the “Real Hero Award” presented by Maxwell House and a letter of commendation from the President of the United States and the Thousand Points of Light Foundation.

 

    “Some of the most important values on which our nation was founded are duty, commitment, acceptance of personal responsibility, and respect for every individual. . . .Efforts such as yours show that these values are still embedded in the American character.”

Presidential letter of commendation, Thousand Points of Light Foundation
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This book was written in loving memory of my mother, Marjory D. Wood. She taught me the meaning of living and life and was the wind beneath my wings — my silver thread. She is greatly missed

It is dedicated to you, the survivor, as you journey your own path of healing.
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FOREWORD


It has been a more than a year since I first spoke the words, but I was fifty-three years old before I was able to say, “My name is Marilyn Van Derbur Atler, and I am an incest survivor.”

Through my correspondence with over 5,000 survivors, I am beginning to understand that recovery is a manageable, predictable process. If you are still locked into the horrific shame, if you are still suffering from the emotional and physical traumas of your childhood, I say to you, THE PAIN ENDS! I promise you — if you do your work. There are no short cuts. No surgeon can open you up and remove your shame and pain. Only through speaking, telling your story, can healing begin.

Some of our friends and family members think we are having a total nervous breakdown. We are not. We are going through recovery. Just as a person who has suffered a heart attack would be placed in an intensive care unit, survivors of sexual abuse need intensive care because our hearts were broken. Anger, grief, rage, despair, hopelessness — all of these feelings are normal, just as being bedridden and hooked up to an I.V. is normal for a heart attack survivor.

Recovery was a long and agonizing process for me. There were days when I knew I would have to die — not because I wanted to, but because I couldn’t live with my pain one more day. For months, my body felt like a huge ghetto blaster with twelve rock stations on at the same time, with the volume as high as it would go. The ghetto blaster would bulge and bloat because it couldn’t hold all that sound. I knew that my father had made my “childbody” feel too many intense and conflicting feelings. My body would have to blow up. It couldn’t contain all of them.

One day, I began to realize that this is what my “nightchild” felt — the “nightchild” I hated with all my being. All of a sudden I thought, “If I can’t make it through one more day at age forty-seven, how did she survive this when she was only seven?” I began to have respect for this ugly, dirty, unlovable, and unacceptable “nightchild” whom I had sentenced to death.

If you are engulfed in body pain, anger, and hopelessness, remember: Recovery is a process. You can work through these feelings, but it takes guts. It means looking terror right in the eye.

Please do not minimize your violation by saying, “But I was only fondled,” or “It only happened a few times.” We are learning that one violation can traumatize a child forever. Whenever you hear yourself starting to say, “But it was only —,” STOP. A violation is a violation. Honor your process. If shame is overwhelming for you, as it was for me, stop acting ashamed. “I am an incest survivor.” SAY THE WORDS. Say the words with pride. We survived with no one to help us. Do not be ashamed of yourself; be ashamed of your violator. I was fifty-three before I stopped feeling ashamed. I stopped feeling ashamed largely because I stopped acting ashamed. Try it.

For those of you who are in pain, I wish I could bring you into the glorious world I now live in. I have such peace, calm, quiet. There were many months when I thought I was losing my mind, when I thought I couldn’t hang on one more day, but I assure you, the pain ended. I have peace. Remember during your journey, recovery has an end — I promise — if you do your work. My thoughts are with you. I hold the precious child you were in my heart.

Marilyn Van Derbur

former Miss America and
incest survivor



INTRODUCTION


There is something wonderful about touch, especially for children. After a long day at school, a hug says “Welcome home, sweetheart, I love you!” The squeeze of a hand on the way to the doctor’s office can mean “It’s all right, I am right here with you.” When a rough and tumble game of family football is done, a pat on the back says “You did a good job!”

In today’s world, where children grow up so quickly, we need to use touches like these to remind children that they are special, that we love them, care for them, accept, and support them. After all, isn’t that what we all want from those around us?

But what about touches that leave a hurtful impression on a child for a long, long time? That is what sexual abuse does. It inflicts invisible scars, sometimes for life. Abuse sows images and ideas that create deeply rooted feelings of anger, distrust, and revulsion.

For a multitude of reasons, our society is unable and unwilling to confront the reality of childhood sexual abuse. Yet sexual abuse is real, and it impairs the lives of hundreds of thousands of children and adults every year. It damages not only the child victim, but the offender, the non-offending parent, and the entire family structure as well. It also affects the adult survivors well past their childhood, as they continue to deal with the day-to-day impact of their childhood trauma.

Another form of severe sexual abuse that professionals are just beginning to recognize is that of ritualized abuse, abuse that is perpetrated against a child in the name of some religion or ideology. Most ritual abuse survivors report that this type of abuse is connected with Satanic worship, but there are many other cults, convictions, and religions that offend our children today.

One of the ways severe sexual abuse impacts some survivors is to cause them to create different personalities within themselves in order to deal with the trauma of their abuse. This is called multiple personality disorder. I have included some powerful writings by multiples that discuss this survival technique.

Sexual abuse also impacts the partners of survivors. I believe that if your partner was sexually abused, you, as a partner, have also felt the effects of sexual abuse in your life. Partners of survivors often face the pain, terror, and fear with the survivor and therefore also begin to experience the post-traumatic symptoms of the abuse.

The purpose of this book is to help you understand and accept the reality of the physical, emotional, and spiritual pain that sexual abuse creates. I want to encourage you to use Triumph Over Darkness as a tool in therapy. First, know what your own abuse story is. If you do not have memories of your abuse, you need to explore all possible reasons for your inner pain. Then, identify with the contributors in this book to know that you are not alone in your recovery. You might find some ideas within these pages that will help you to express your own feelings and thoughts. Be assured that this book faces the impact of sexual abuse squarely. I believe that a survivor needs to experience his or her own feelings, deal with the reality of those emotions, and then go on to heal the scars, which many not be visible but are deeply felt.

Bringing the heretofore secret feelings of abuse survivors out of the shadows may also assist therapists, parents, spouses, and all others who really care about and want to stop the continuing effects of abuse. It is my wish that this book play a role in protecting the children of today from experiencing the trauma of abuse. But above all, it is meant to offer support and encouragement to those who have already experienced abuse and are ready to take bold steps out of the darkness and into the light.

Please know that, for most, this will not be an easy book to read. I encourage you to take good care of yourself while working through the chapters. Put on warm slippers as you walk through this work; realize that at times you may also need a soft blanket, a cup of tea, or a hand to hold. Some of the entries may be difficult to integrate. Trust your inner self to pace you on this journey. Sometimes, take off your warm slippers to rest and soak your feet.

The book covers all sides of the recovery process, from the darkness and fear that come from the trauma of the abuse, to the light and hope that is found in recovery. Above all, please know that recovery is possible, and that I believe in the concept of recovery as outlined here, or I would not be working in this field. You can do it! Believe in yourself—I do.

Unfortunately, sexual abuse of our children continues to occur every few minutes, and the recovery of adults still dealing with the trauma must go on. I look forward to the day when a book such as this will be obsolete. Until then, I remain committed to assisting individuals in their personal recovery. Now, I appeal to you to make your personal commitment to see child abuse end in your lifetime.

Finally, it is my desire that Triumph Over Darkness will be a resource to guide you through and out of the fear and darkness to discover the beauty that lies within.

A DISCUSSION OF TERMS


The following is a list of terms that will appear throughout this book. While these terms may have additional meanings, I have narrowed their definitions to focus specifically on the topic of the book: recovering from the trauma of childhood sexual abuse. Because recovery is intensely personal, I often have my clients create their own definitions for various terms. If any of the following definitions do not fit you and/or your personal experience, rewrite the term in the back of the book with your own definition.

 

COUNTERTRANSFERENCE: As a result of the therapist’s own unresolved issues, she/he develops positive or negative feelings or views about a client, which affects her/his ability to treat that client. I believe that therapists should always be working on their own “issues” in order to stay on top of any possible countertransference. Unresolved countertransference can permanently damage the client-therapist relationship.

 

DENIAL: Refusing to acknowledge something in your life in an effort to defend yourself against the stress and/or anxiety it might cause you if you confronted it. Denial is acting as though something did not happen, when, in fact, it did.

 

FLASHBACK: Reexperiencing the trauma and abuse you experienced as a child. Flashbacks usually occur when you have been confronted by some kind of personal trigger. A good test to tell if you are having a flashback is to ask yourself if the emotions you are feeling are too intense for the situation you are in. If the answer is yes, you are probably having a flashback. Flashbacks can take the form of:


VISUAL MEMORIES: in which you may actually see the abuse as it happened to you.

BODY MEMORIES: in which your body feels the abuse that was inflicted upon you as a child. You may have inexplicable bruises as a result of body memories.

AUDITORY MEMORIES: in which a flashback is triggered when you come across a personal trigger such as a familiar sight, sound, smell, taste, or touch. The trigger is then considered an auditory memory



 

GROUP THERAPY: A gathering of survivors, either with or without therapists, where people with similar issues come together to work on them. The part of group therapy that is most helpful is the support you receive from other participants.

 

HYPERDEPENDENCE: An excessive dependence on a therapist or other support person. This dependence allows the survivor to remain immobile and discourages personal growth. Normal dependency occurs in all therapeutic relationships; it is hyperdependence that is toxic. If a patient is unable to go a single day without talking to her/his therapist, is unable to make simple life decisions without the therapist’s permission, or is having three- to four-hour therapy sessions daily, she/he is hyperdependent and her/his therapist is failing to empower her/his client, which is essential to personal growth.

 

INTIMATE PARTNER: Someone who, in addition to being a supporting partner, is sexually intimate with the survivor, such as a lifetime companion or a spouse.

 

JOURNALING: Writing down your thoughts, feelings, and actions. Journaling is an integral part of the recovery process. It allows you to clarify your feelings and motivations in the moment and provides a record of your progress.

 

MULTIPLE PERSONALITIES: A defense mechanism to deal with the brutality of childhood abuse. An individual with multiple personalities has divided aspects of her/his personality into separate but complete functioning personality states, known as “alters.” Multiples usually experience periods of amnesia when the main or core personality does not know that alters are present and in control of the body and surrounding environment. Alters can range in age from birth to many years older than the actual chronological age of the core personality Early in treatment, personalities rarely appear simultaneously; they vie for consciousness. In most cases one personality, or alter, is totally unaware of the other(s).

 

NEGATIVE SPECIALNESS: Dr. John Briere created this term and has a lengthy definition for it. However, for the purposes of this book, I use the term to mean using the negative and painful events in your life to feel unique or special in some negative way. For example: “I am so bad, awful or rotten, that no one could possibly want to be my therapist, so I am not ever going to get well.”

 

POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS: An emotional reaction that occurs anywhere from a few months to many years after the sexual abuse. When a person experiences post-traumatic stress, old coping styles and stress management skills stop working the way they have in the past, and physical or emotional symptoms appear as a result of the trauma.

 

PRIMARY THERAPIST: The person who provides your individual therapy. She/he should be networking or communicating with the rest of your health care providers (with your signed authorization) to provide you the best possible care.

 

RECOVERY: Recognizing and reclaiming your abusive past, understanding that it is a part of your life’s history and your identity. Recovery includes feeling the loss and grief of the past and finally letting go of the trauma and its effects, which were once an integral part of your survival.

 

REPRESSION: A defense mechanism that forces painful life events, thoughts, feelings, and ideas into your unconscious. The repressed material may remain active in the unconscious and affect your conscious life.

 

RITUAL ABUSE: An especially brutal form of abuse that includes sexual, psychological, spiritual, and/or physical abuse. This type of abuse typically coincides with rituals and is usually inflicted on victims by members of a cult in the name of an ideology. Many survivors of abuse identify their abuse as being Satanic in nature; however, there are other ideologies that perpetrate this abuse. Victims range in age from children to adults. In most instances, the abuse occurs over a period of time and is often accompanied by mind control and/or brainwashing.

 

SELF-CARE: Nurturing yourself during your recovery. For survivors of incest, it is giving yourself the love that you needed from parents and family members but did not receive. Realize that no one can really care for you as well as you can care for yourself.

 

SEXUAL ABUSE: A sexualized trauma acted out upon a vulnerable or powerless person. The offender is motivated by the sexual and/or emotional satisfaction he/she derives from abusing. Sexual abuse includes one or more of the following:


COVERT ABUSE: Exploitative behaviors or attitudes such as unsettling looks and/or touching, sexual language, overtones, and/or innuendoes.

OVERT ABUSE: Fondling, anal, vaginal or oral penetration, rape, exposure to or inclusion in pornography, and/or group exploitation.

INCEST: When a family member, close family friend, family service provider or caretaker uses their power, resources, and/ or knowledge to force a child into sexual activities.



 

SILVER THREAD: A person you knew when you were a child who was not your abuser and who did not deny your abuse, pain, and trauma. A person who caused you to hold on and not give up on yourself. A silver thread is usually a very special adult who, even if you did not see her/him very often, brought a little light to your darkness. Think back on your life to a pleasant memory and see who is associated with it; she/he is likely to be your silver thread.

 

SUPPORTING PARTNER: Someone who cares about the survivor and has chosen to be there for support through the thick and thin of personal recovery. Supporting partners might include other survivors, non-offending family members, clergy, a therapist, teachers, or anyone else of your choosing who is nonabusive. The important thing to remember is safety; a safe supporting partner will not foster a hyperdependence in you.

 

SURVIVOR: Someone who was a victim of abuse but realizes that the victimization is over. She/he has survived the trauma with whatever coping skills she/he could find, and she/he is now working toward rebuilding her/his life and seeking emotional health.

 

THERAPEUTIC RELATIONSHIP: The relationship between the client and the therapist. Some examples of things that do not occur in a healthy therapeutic relationship are socializing with your therapist or anyone in your therapist’s social system, having sexual relations with your therapist, providing services in “trade” for therapy (there are other ways to get therapy when funds are limited that do not compromise the therapeutic relationship), working for your therapist, working on a book with your therapist, and having a therapist who is also your teacher.

 

THRIVER: Someone who has triumphed over the darkness. Someone who has worked through much of her/his sexual abuse history, processed it with applicable feelings and resolution, replaced destructive coping styles with healthy ones, and is able to focus on life in the moment. I believe recovery is possible. It is hard work, but it is possible.

 

TRANSFERENCE: An important and necessary part of a therapeutic relationship, in which the client unconsciously begins to revive and relive attitudes and behaviors that were present in the parent-child relationship or other significant childhood relationships. In this way, the client can work through unresolved relationships and conflicts by projecting feelings and attitudes onto the therapist, who, in turn, identifies them as they are related to a childhood relationship, thus helping the client to work through the issues in a safe way.

 

TRIGGERS: Normal life events, like a smell, a sight or a sound, can cause you to suddenly feel as if the abuse is happening right now. Flashbacks will occur, but if you can train yourself to know what your triggers are and how to respond to them, they will be less traumatic for you.

 

VICTIM: Someone who is currently being sexually, emotionally, and/or physically abused or has recently experienced such abuse.


STATISTICS ON SEXUAL ABUSE


According to a Congressional Committee Report, 50 to 80 percent of all sexual abuse crimes committed in the United States go unreported.

 

• One in three females has been sexually assaulted by age nineteen (FBI, Uniform Crime Reports).

• One in seven males has been sexually assaulted by age nineteen (FBI, Uniform Crime Reports).

• Most rape victims are between ten and nineteen years of age. One quarter of rape victims are under the age of twelve (FBI, Uniform Crime Reports).

• 63 percent of incestuous fathers engage in some type of penetration (Williams and Finkelhor, 1992).

• Women who were sexually abused by their mothers usually report violent abuse and object penetration, while men who were abused by their mothers usually report being treated like a lover (Everet, 1987).

• 65 percent of survivors of child abuse suffer from depression (Sedney and Brooks, 1984).

• 34 percent of women sexually abused before age fifteen have a history of eating disorders (Oppenheimer, Palmer and Brandon, 1984).

• 27 percent of survivors have a history of drug or alcohol addiction (Briere, 1984).

• 82 percent of offenders committed their first offense before age thirty (Groth, 1979).

• 90 percent of offenders are male (Finkelhor, 1984).

• 60 percent of all sexual abuse occurs in the home of the victim or the offender (Grossman, 1983).

• 40 percent of all sexual abuse takes place over a period of time ranging from weeks to years (Brownmiller, 1976).


ADULT SURVIVORS OF SEXUAL ABUSE:
What We Would Like You To Know About Us


1. We grew up feeling very isolated and vulnerable, a feeling that continues into our adult lives.

2. Our early development has been interrupted by abuse, which either holds us back or pushes us ahead developmentally.

3. Sexual abuse has influenced all parts of our lives. Not dealing with it is like ignoring an open wound. Our communication style, our self-confidence, and our trust levels are affected.

4. Putting thoughts and feelings related to our abuse “on the back burner” does not make them go away. The only way out is to go through these emotions and process them.

5. Our interest in sexual activity will usually decline while we are dealing with this early trauma. This is because:

• We are working on separating the past from the present.

• Pleasure and pain can sometimes be experienced simultaneously.

• It is important for us to be in control, since control is what we lacked as children.

Sometimes we need a lot of space. Pressuring us to have sex will only increase our tension.

6. We often experience physical discomforts, pains, and disorders that are related to our emotions.

7. We often appear to be extremely strong while we are falling apart inside.

8. There is nothing wrong with us as survivors—something wrong was done to us.

9. Sometimes others get impatient with us for not “getting past it” sooner. Remember, we are feeling overwhelmed, and what we need is your patience and support.

• Right now it is very important to concentrate on the past. We are trying to reorganize our whole outlook on the world; this won’t happen overnight.

10. Your support is extremely important to us. Remember, we have been trained to hold things in.

• We have been trained not to tell about the abuses. We did not tell sooner for a variety of reasons: We were fearful about how you would react, what might happen, etc.

• We have been threatened verbally and/or nonverbally to keep us quiet, and we live with that fear.

11. Feeling sorry for us does not really help because we add your pain to our own.

12. There are many different kinds of people who are offenders. It does not matter that they are charming or attractive or wealthy. Anybody — from any social class or ethnic background, with any level of education — may be an offender. Sexual abuse is repetitive, so be aware of offenders with whom you have contact. Do not let them continue the cycle of abuse with the next generation of children.

13. We might not want or be able to talk with you about our therapy.

14. We are afraid we might push you away with all our emotional reactions.

You can help by:

• Listening

• Reassuring us that you are not leaving

• Not pressuring us

• Touching (with permission) in a nonsexual way

15. Our therapy does not break up relationships—it sometimes causes them to change as we change. Therapy often brings issues to the surface that were already present.

16. Grieving is part of our healing process as we say goodbye to parts of ourselves.


EFFECTS OF SEXUAL ABUSE


The following is a list of some of the effects survivors experience as a result of sexual abuse. When using this list, check the items that apply to you and add your own. The effects of abuse are not the same for everyone. They depend upon a variety of factors including length and frequency of the abuse, severity and type of abuse, age at which the abuse began, the relationship between the offender and the survivor, and the response of others if the survivor reported the abuse. Use this list to help you realize that you are not alone in your struggle.

 

• Isolation due to the inability to form healthy, satisfying relationships

• Loneliness

• Self-hatred

• Shame

• Obsessive or compulsive guilt

• Inability to trust

• Fear of having a family

• Difficulty identifying feelings

• Avoidance of people who are the same sex as the offender

• Loss of self-confidence

• Poor self-esteem

• Difficulty with normal sexual responses

• Addiction to drugs, alcohol, food, etc.

• Self-mutilation

• Self-destructive behaviors

• Repetition of cycles of sexual abuse, physical abuse, addiction and other forms of self-harm

• Fear of relationships

• Constant searching for the love and acceptance from others that should have been provided by your family.

• Childlike feelings

• Dissociation and detachment

• Attacks of panic

• Low expectations or fatalistic life view

• Debilitating fear

• Anger towards authority and those in positions of power (as the offender was)

• Poor body image

• Difficulty with personal boundaries

• Identity crisis

• Feeling incomplete due to the separation between your emotional and physical selves

• Nightmares

• Physical illness for which there is no apparent cause

• Unconscious self-sabotage

• Rageaholic tendencies


A COMMITMENT TO RECOVERY CEREMONY


When you are ready to make your commitment, plan a ceremony Use candles, music, and/or gifts; invite special people in your life to be present with you. These are the people who will be there through the good times and the hard times. If you don’t have anyone like that in your life right now, have the ceremony by yourself. Incorporate the following vows into your ceremony:

 

For survivors:

I,__________________ (survivor’s name), do hereby make a commitment to myself and to__________________ (add the name of your partner and/or support people) to begin (or continue) my childhood sexual abuse recovery, this the ___________ day of __________________, 199___. I promise myself to continue working through the effects of my abuse until I reach recovery. I have made the choice to recover because I want to improve the quality of my life, and I realize that the only alternative is to continue in pain and suffering. I create this document as a symbol of my dedication to recovery.

 

For partners:

I,__________________ (add the name of the partner or support people), do hereby make a commitment to myself and to __________________(survivor’s name) to assist her/him in her/his childhood sexual abuse recovery, this the____________ day of __________________, 199____. I promise you,__________________ (survivor’s name), that I will stand by you as you continue to work through the effects of abuse in your life. I have made the choice to assist in your recovery because I care about you and want you to improve the quality of your life. I promise to explore my own issues, take care of myself during this process, and work on improving myself. I create this document as a symbol of my dedication to your recovery.
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GAMES


She was little. So very little. And small. Inside, too. Her very youngness was a threat. It reminded him that he was getting old. It mocked the dried-outness of his useless life, that freshness of hers. He wanted some of her life, her joy for himself. He wanted to possess it. He wanted to possess her.

It started out innocently enough — on her part. In her trust and adoration she saw nothing strange in them shedding their clothes. She reveled in the freedom from restraint and with hilarity and abandon leaped and giggled just in her own skin.

Over days and weeks and months, the game increased in scope. Touching games escalated into serious business. More and more was required and she found she had to work — to perform — whether it was fun or not. And somewhere in the seventh month it stopped being fun.

The familiar horsie game, the sensuality of flying high, of being the queen of all the land, making her big daddy her slave, developed a subtle twist. The illusion of the control she thought she had was slipping. More and more her Prince Valiant overrode her queenly decisions. More and more the game went on — past her decree to stop.

And then, in that awful seventh month, her decrees became awful, wrenching pleas. The prince became a great, fire-breathing dragon. He breathed into her very being a horridness and vileness that choked her and made her retch but not cry out.

Not yet.

And he laughed. And he reached inside her and pulled out her joy and her trust and her sense of her very self and he ate them up and vomited them all over her cringing, fearful little body. He was enraged that her joy had not become his own, that it refused to stay inside him and he turned on her in a fury which unleashed the devil in him.
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