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				Praise for
An Unimaginable Act

				“An Unimaginable Act is a wake-up call to society on a silent ­epidemic one brave confident woman refuses to stay silent about. Through the trauma and obstacles she has faced in her life, Erin takes readers on a remarkable journey of resilience, faith, courage, and forgiveness. She shares how she turned tragedy into triumph, which has led her on an unstoppable crusade to give children the voice she never had as a child through a very important law that will protect children for generations to come.” 

				—Actress Julianna Margulies 

				“Erin Merryn: a fearless woman after God’s own heart. She has trail blazed the dark territory of child abuse and has brought a healing light to the hurting. Her crusade across America, to mandate child abuse prevention education, is etched on our minds; her spirit and fearlessness awakes and stirs the hearts of all who are touched by her compassion.” 

				—Michael Reagan

				“Erin Merryn is a dynamic Christian young lady who shares her tragic testimony of how she was abused growing up, but once she was able to open up, God set her free. She is one of the best speakers we have ever heard and her story will help millions.”

				—Jim Bob and Michelle Duggar, 
parents of TLC’s 19 Kids and Counting

				“Erin’s Law gives our country the chance to ensure that the children of our nation have the information and tools necessary to recognize and report abuse. Children need to be informed about sexual abuse in a structured and safe environment, so that they know there are people who will help keep them safe. My support of Erin’s Law stems from my own ­family’s history of sexual abuse and their lack of information on prevention and disclosure. I am proof that prevention is possible, and so I am grateful to Erin Merryn for taking the pain she experienced and turning it in to a national crusade to educate our youth.” 

				—Mallory Hagan, Miss America 2013

				“Erin embodies the type of courageous leadership needed to address today’s social justice issues—not only speaking out on behalf of children suffering abuse, but working to change the law in order to protect future generations for years to come. As a mother, I consider her a role model for my three ­daughters.” 

				—Kerry Kennedy
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				Foreword

				Our connection with the world is nothing less than a symphony of brain circuits activated by our senses. Organization of these brain circuits begins before birth and continues well into adulthood. When this organizational process is disrupted, a repair plan is automatically implemented, attempting to slowly reroute critical thinking abilities. Oftentimes, special cognitive testing performed by a psychologist is necessary to reveal clues to a past history of such injury-triggered brain reorganization. Many individuals possess brain networks that are currently compensating for damaged brain circuits. They and their families are also unaware that deep brain rewiring plans had once blossomed early in their lives to correct misfiring brain compartments.

				Several years ago, I met an articulate, well-educated young woman who experienced a tonic-clonic seizure, once known as a grand-mal seizure, while driving. She described her story in an engaging and energetic manner, without omitting any details. She casually informed me, almost as if it were not a pertinent part of her story, that she had not had the ability to smell for as long as she could remember. Her neurological examination was completely normal, with the exception of an inability to appreciate odors. As a matter of routine, I ordered a simple electroencephalogram (EEG)—a test where wires are temporarily glued to the scalp and attached to an electronic device that amplifies a difference in electricity between multiple regions of the head. This electricity arises from billions of brain cell connections that constantly generate seemingly random and very small amounts of electricity. These same brain connections are responsible for thought and insight. The EEG is a mapping device. It reveals signals from large groups of brain cells abnormally firing in unison, like a gospel choir bellowing out a refrain. Her test results were consistent with an abnormally functioning landscape in the left temporal lobe of the brain. I recommended a sensitive brain scan to visualize the “lay of the land.” Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) mapped her brain geography. What surprised me most on her scan was the utter lack of a left temporal lobe. This area, which is supposed to be located directly behind each eyeball extending to the area of the ear, is about the size of a medium potato. The left temporal lobe is essential for short-term memory, which allows us to retain words, language, and the ability to write and speak. This region is also critical for smell and taste.

				What impressed me most about this clinical encounter was the ability of this talented individual to write and publish well-received books and to speak eloquently, even while addressing large rooms of legislators. She is a true example of resilience.

				I explained to Erin that she has temporal lobe epilepsy and should begin a low dose of antiepileptic medication. Upon beginning her medication, Erin actually gained a sense of smell for the first time from as far back as she could remember. A follow-up visit with her family revealed that she had experienced a severe body rash at birth. This rash was likely due to a virus called viral encephalitis, which spread to Erin’s brain and went undiagnosed and untreated. She demonstrated clear indicators of this in her delayed developmental milestones throughout early childhood. Erin struggled in grade school and high school. It was not until college that she stood out academically, earning honors and graduating from a master’s program. Clearly, her brain reorganized to compensate for the complete loss of her left temporal lobe.

				It is impressive that our brains possess a natural tendency to adapt to injury; however, approximately 500,000 people of the nearly 3 million in the United States afflicted with epilepsy lack the ability to reorganize dysfunctional brain regions and respond to medical treatment. Consequently, the recurring seizures that these individuals endure not only interfere with achieving one’s long-term goals, but they often impede basic activities of daily living, thus fueling the stigma of epilepsy. Those with epilepsy can be met in every demographic, socioeconomic, and social class in our society. Education, advocacy, and research are the tools that offer knowledge, empowerment, and hope to those struggling to overcome this condition.

				Marvin A. Rossi, M.D.

				Senior Attending and Director of the Epilepsy SPECT Program

				Rush Epilepsy Center, Rush University Medical Group
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				Introduction

				In January 1992, just before my seventh birthday, I had gone over to my best friend Ashley’s house to play. Ashley and her little brother lived with their single mom. Ashley’s uncle lived with them, and he was often left in charge of the children while their mom was at work.

				When I arrived, we went to Ashley’s bedroom and began playing with her big dollhouse. Ashley eventually left to use the bathroom.

				Like a broken film projector reel, the images keep replaying over and over in my mind, hauntingly vivid, as if it just happened yesterday. While Ashley was using the bathroom, her uncle came out of his bedroom and walked into her room. I did not notice him until I heard the door close. Naively, I thought it was Ashley. As I looked up from behind the dollhouse about to say something to her, I saw him standing there.

				I was already understandably terrified of this man because of what he had done to me the night I had slept over at Ashley’s house the year before. It was something I was reluctant to tell anyone about out of fear that he would come and get me if I told. I was terrified that he would be hiding in my bedroom at night waiting for me.

				Ashley’s mom was not home, and I was alarmed and uncertain of what he might do. He secured the door, locking Ashley out and me in. I was so scared that I thought I might wet myself. I sat on the floor clutching two dolls in my hands. Her uncle ordered me to get up and onto the bed. I did as he said, afraid of what might happen if I did not obey him. With my eyes drawn to the floor, terrified to look up at him, I walked to the edge of the bed.

				I was angry. As my anger turned to terror, I began to cry. He instructed me not to. I was more fearful than before because it was in the middle of the day. The sunlight shone brightly into Ashley’s room, heightening my senses and allowing me to anticipate what was to come. I was used to being in darkness, unable to see this man and the terrible things he would do to me. I trembled inside, petrified to look into the eyes of this monster.

				As I sat on the edge of the bed with my legs hanging over, he cupped my chin in his hand and lifted my head, forcing me to look up at him. It was as if he wanted to see the fear in my eyes. I believe that by making me look up at him, it was his way of terrorizing me.

				He moved quickly, propping my legs up so that my entire body was completely on the bed. He leaned me back in an attempt to take off my jeans. As he did so, I began to fight. I started kicking and screaming, begging him to stop. All my squirming made it quite difficult for him. For a little girl, I put up a real good fight. I was not going down easy. I called out for Ashley. Responding to my cries, I could hear her at her bedroom door trying to get in. She struggled, turning the knob, shaking and rattling it. Then she stopped. I prayed that she was trying to find something to unlock the door. As her uncle pulled my pants down, I heard her messing with the doorknob once again.

				Successful at getting my pants down to my knees, Ashley’s uncle continued to struggle with me. I was doing everything in my power to keep them on. He had a difficult time, but eventually he prevailed. With my pants around my ankles, he found himself stuck once again, unable to get them around my shoes.

				Incidentally, my shoelaces would often come untied, so my dad had taught me how to double-knot them. When Ashley’s uncle failed to untie them, he tried yanking off my shoes. But I made it difficult for him, kicking and squirming the entire time. Once he succeeded in getting my shoes off, he told me that if I did not lie still, he would tie my arms to Ashley’s bed. It was then that I got really scared and began to cry. He told me that crying was for babies. I feared being tied up and quickly assessed the situation, picturing just how he would accomplish this. His eyes pierced me with a hard, cold gaze. He explained that he would be gentle if I stayed quiet.

				I did not know what to call what he put me through that day, but it was definitely not gentle. It was the worst pain of my life. After pulling down his own pants, he laid his entire body on top of mine. With his weight crushing me, I panicked and screamed, “I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe.” He lifted himself up with one hand and placed the other between my legs. I kept trying to squeeze my legs together, but he just kept pushing them apart.

				Staring at the ceiling and gripping the bed sheets, I lay terrified while a piercing pain ripped through my entire body. The force of him going inside me felt like a knife ripping me in half. I cried out. Then I began to scream. He placed a hand the size of my entire face over my mouth to silence my screams, warning me to stay quiet. If I did not, he would make it even worse. I could see the sweat streaming down his head as the tears streamed down my cheeks. He groaned and made humming noises. I thought the noises were to block out my crying, but now I know that they were simply the noises of a man getting off as he moved his entire body up and down. When he pulled out, he grabbed my hand and put it on his penis. I didn’t pull my hand away. I just held it as he wrapped his hand around mine and moved it up and down.

				I stared up at him, but his face was blurry through all of my tears. The whites of his eyes are forever seared into my memory. I cannot get those eyes or his disgusting grin out of my head. I couldn’t comprehend why he was smiling at me as I lay there crying. It was so confusing, especially as a child. I was such a fragile, little girl with this extremely large man on top of me. I cried the entire time. It was the worst pain I had ever felt. It is something I will never forget.

				The abuse continued as he wrapped his arms around my legs. I tried keeping them together, afraid he was going to hurt me again. He pulled them apart and began having oral sex with me. What I remember distinctly about this was the fact that it didn’t hurt like what he had just done. I just remember it feeling very strange. My teeth chattered as if I were cold, but it was really from the fear. I lay there, completely still as he continued to have his way with me.

				After having oral sex with me, he spread his legs apart in front of my face and told me to open my mouth in an attempt to force me to perform oral sex on him. I fought back, tossing my head from side to side and clenching down on my teeth, refusing to open my mouth. It angered him immensely. Squeezing my cheeks, in an angry tone he said, “You should have listened.” Those words still echo in my mind today.

				Suddenly, the weight of his body came crushing down on me again and the piercing pain I had felt earlier ripped through me as he raped me for a second time. I thought I was going to die because I was in so much pain. I began crying hysterically. Gripping the bed sheets, I wondered why nobody heard my screams. Finally, relief came when he pulled himself out of me. I still feared what he would do next and just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, it did.

				I thought he was going to let me go when he told me to sit up, but, instead, he ordered me to lie on my tummy. I had no idea what was coming. I stared blankly at the beloved dollhouse that Ashley and I had played with earlier that day. Then I began screaming like I had never screamed before, kicking and swinging my arms as he sodomized me. I honestly thought he was killing me. I was screaming out over and over, “You’re hurting me. I don’t want to die. I want my mom!” When he finally stopped, he said, “You don’t want your mom and dad to know what we do. They won’t want you anymore if they find out.” Those words haunted me, and I believed him.

				I debated whether or not to share these graphic details with you. I have never made them public before because I didn’t want to have to go back to that painful place in my mind and watch it play out again and again, knowing just how brutal it was. I decided to put it in God’s hands. I prayed, asking him to tell me if I should share these horrific details. A few hours after praying, I went to start my car. When I did, the song “Brave” by Sara Bareilles was on the radio. The lyrics talked about showing how brave you are, saying what needs to be said, and letting the words come out. It was like Sara was speaking right to me when she sang that the silence you have lived in won’t do you any good. 

				After hearing these words, the hairs on my arms stood up. I had never heard this song before, and it could not have been a more perfect answer to my prayers. It was God’s way of telling me what to do. God gave me the courage to be brave and let it all out, but it certainly wasn’t easy in the least bit. With tears streaming down my face, I typed these painful details as I recalled the most traumatic day of my life. As Maya Angelou once said, “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”

				After he took what he wanted, he got up, adjusted himself, and pulled my underwear and pants back up. He then warned, “I will come get you if you tell anyone.” He opened the door and walked out of the room, acting like nothing had even happened.

				I went through unimaginable horror that day. More than twenty years later, I can remember the details as if it were yesterday. That one moment is frozen in my mind. I cannot escape it, nor can I erase that day’s events from my mind. I can never forget the sights or sounds of that traumatic day. I remember everything, down to the smallest details: the toys on the floor, the closet doors being ajar, and the words that he said. A few weeks shy of my seventh birthday, I was raped. At such a tender age, I did not know the word, much less what it meant.

				As I lay there, it took a few minutes before I was finally able to get up. I was so scared. All I wanted to do was run home. I wondered where Ashley had gone. When I walked out of her bedroom, I saw her sitting outside next to the door, holding the hanger she had been using in a failed attempt to unlock the door. She asked me if I was okay. I told her that I just wanted to go home.

				I remember grabbing my purple coat and opening the front door as fast as I could. As I walked down her driveway, I trembled inside. Every step was so painful. As I reached the end of her court and began turning toward my street, Ashley caught up to me. With desperation in her eyes, she caught her breath and said, “My uncle says we cannot tell anyone or else my mom will lose our house.”

				As I wiped away the tears from my eyes, I assured her that I would not tell. She looked at me with a worried gaze. As if she was not convinced, she said, “You have to pinkie promise you will not tell anyone what he did.” I then took her pinkie and locked it with mine, promising again that I would not tell.

				It was a long, lonely, and cold walk home. Because I was in so much pain, I struggled to keep my balance. It felt like he was still inside me. I remember every step that I took, the cold air piercing my skin and the tears streaming down my face that eventually landed on the sidewalk. When I got home, I was still trembling and scared.

				Once I arrived at my house, I headed straight for the bathroom. I was alarmed because it felt like I had peed my pants on the walk home but, instead, I saw blood. I immediately thought I was in trouble, as if I had done something wrong. This rush of guilt consumed me. I was a bad girl. I was so scared and confused. As I sat there, thoughts raced through my head. Am I going to die? How was I going to hide my underwear from anyone who might find them? I eventually put on a new pair and hid the other in a garbage bag in the garage already full of trash. 

				At six years old, I was ashamed of what had happened, and I tried to hide the truth. I went to bed that night waking to nightmares of myself running through Ashley’s court and through the other houses, frantically trying to get away from her uncle. It was the same dream that I would continue to have for years to come and one that would haunt me as an adult. The dream always ended the same. Once he reached out and grabbed me, I would wake in a cold sweat, terrified, eventually crying myself back to sleep.

				It is never easy for me to revisit the traumatic events from my life, whether I am writing them down or standing on a stage speaking to three thousand people. However, I do it because, unlike my innocence, the one thing I have been able to reclaim is my voice. I speak for every abused child out there. It is therapeutic and empowering.

				The physical pain from the rape was awful, but the emotional pain it would bring was far greater than I could have ever imagined. My innocence was stolen, my trust taken, and my voice silenced. As humans, we all have the ability to adapt to injury, whether physical or emotional. The little girl that I had been was forced to adapt to this horrific injury to such a young, little, innocent body and mind. My life from that day forward forever changed. Nobody knew what happened, nor could anyone have ever predicted that one day, the little girl I was would someday be described in headlines as “The Guardian Angel.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter
1

				Warning Signs

				There is no greater agony 
than bearing an untold 
story inside you.

				—Maya Angelou

				The psychological impact on a child who has been raped or molested is so damaging. While there was no hiding the sudden change in my behavior after being raped, nobody knew the important questions to ask to get the silent little girl that I was to speak out about the horror I had endured. Instead, I acted out.

				In February 1992, just a few weeks after the rape, Grandpa was babysitting my older sister and me. My sister had upset me after taking off my shoes. As she dangled them in front of my face, taunting me, I screamed for her to give them back. Images flooded my mind all at once, hitting me like a ton of bricks. Suddenly, I saw Ashley’s uncle on top of me struggling to get my shoes off as I fought so desperately to keep them on. I screamed at my sister even louder as the tears streamed down my face. It felt like I was being assaulted all over again.

				I eventually made my way over to the door that led to my grandparent’s backyard and began banging on it with both fists, crying uncontrollably. Suddenly, in just under a minute, my left hand went through the glass door. I stood there, shocked. I remember fear and panic coming over me, knowing I was going to be in trouble for breaking the glass.

				Little had I realized, there was blood pouring down my arm from a large cut in my wrist. I escaped back into the kitchen in search of my grandpa, who had run down the hallway to retrieve my shoes from my sister. When he discovered what happened, I was rushed to the hospital where I had emergency surgery. Afterward, I woke up to find a pink cast on my arm.

				Due to this and numerous other documented angry outbursts, my school decided to do a case study on me in April 1992, which resulted in my receiving an Individual Education Plan (IEP). In light of my social and emotional problems, I was labeled as having a behavior disorder. This was just three months after the rape.

				Goals were set into place to help me develop appropriate ways of managing and resolving my anger and to develop a positive self-concept and self-image. In April 1992, my teacher noted on my report card: “Erin has had an extremely hard time with the injury to her arm and has acted in an extremely angry fashion when she has had to refrain from participating in recess or P.E. I am concerned about the way she handles frustrating situations and about the way she relates to her peers. We need to work together to learn to help Erin learn some constructive ways to deal with her anger and frustration.”

				All the warning signs were there twenty years ago, and the school made great efforts, pouring hundreds of hours into me with specialists working hard to help me to resolve my anger issues. However, the elements they missed in me then, and the elements they continue to miss in children today, are key to the changes I am trying to make in this world. The screaming tantrums I had in the hallways at school, with tears pouring down my face, and the crying on the floor of the school psychologist’s office while pounding my fists into the ground are just a few.

				A behavior specialist made me look at my arm when my cast came off and asked me to remember that whenever I felt like hurting myself to look at the scar on my wrist as a reminder not to. Little did she know, I was carrying an invisible scar.

				By the time I reached second grade, my parents sat down with my sisters and me and told us we were moving. Not far, we would still be living in the same town, but it would require attending a new school in the same district. For a girl labeled with a behavior disorder with a lot of anger, a move could have possibly sent me over the edge. But instead, the transition went smoothly, which surprised many. On the very first day at my new school, I was able to make many new friends, friends who continue to be in my life to this day. Many stood alongside me at my wedding on August 10, 2013.

				We moved in November 1993, and by April 1994, it was time for my annual IEP conference. For two years, I lived with the labels of “behavior disorder” and “emotionally disturbed child,” but after five months at my new school, the education committee reported that I was no longer eligible for special education services and would be discontinued from the program. The progress report stated:

				Erin transferred from Campanelli in mid-November of 1993. She was receiving fifty minutes per week of Special Service Resource Program. She has made the transition to Blackwell very well, and her performance has been consistent. Minutes were decreased to thirty and Erin has continually been successful both behaviorally and academically. Erin has reached her goals in developing a positive self-concept/self-image. She thinks before she acts, which shows Erin independently problem-solving when she is in an angry situation.

				Positive reinforcement, weekly progress reports, sticker charts, and discussions regarding choices and responsibilities have all been utilized to help Erin maintain her success. It is recommended that Erin be terminated from the SSRP for the 1994–1995 school year. She will be in transition for two quarters to facilitate her transition to third grade.

				The anger in me was gone, and it was like a complete transformation. I was a happy, outgoing kid who made new friends easily. My outbursts were brushed off as if I were just going through a phase and outgrew it once we moved—a mistake too many people make when a child’s behavior changes.

				This change in me was documented at the IEP conference that discontinued services for me. Conferences are held annually to review the progress of children in special education. My mother also noticed a change for the positive in me: “Erin’s behavior is appropriate at home and has much improved.” The speech pathologist reported that my speech and communication was an area of strength for me with age-appropriate skills, and that I had also shown significant improvement in memory.

				The social worker I saw for thirty minutes a week as part of the behavior disorder resource reported that I had little outward conflict with others, that I voiced a desire to be cooperative toward teachers and peers, and that I limited myself to only expressing feelings in appropriate ways. He noted that I made a good adjustment to the new school, and he also reported that I was able to identify causes of behavior choices and was consistent about making better choices. He stated that I had found acceptable means of self-expression and that I was a very pleasant, charming student.

				So just what had changed in me after moving to my new school over the five-month course from the angry eight-year-old that I was to the suddenly pleasant, charming student who was able to express herself appropriately? In 2011, I met with the behavior resource teacher who used to pull me out of class during my behavior disorder years. Over coffee, she confided in me that she and many other teachers were surprised to hear that I was doing so well at my new school and was being terminated from services. They even questioned whether or not they were talking about the same Erin whom they had known. One would think that relocating might upset a child with behavior issues; however, for me it was different. I carried with me the answers nobody else knew. Moving was my escape from repeated abuse. By alerting the world to this silent epidemic, I am hoping my efforts will prevent other children from ever having to endure such abuse.

				I learned to adapt by keeping myself busy with my new friends in order to bury the pain I carried. I created new memories from lemonade stands, day camps and overnight camps, playing with dolls, building tree forts and snow forts, fishing, swimming, ice-skating, sledding, and so much more. While I appeared to heal on the outside, the past does not go away, and the psychological impact continued to affect my life.

				When friends wanted me to have sleepovers, I was terrified. I feared their fathers or older brothers coming into the room at night and hurting me. I had every reason to think this way. I avoided sleepovers for the most part. I always wanted my friends to have the sleepover at my house. I used to have one of my friends lock her bedroom door when we went to bed at night. She never asked why, but I did it to protect myself from the men in her house.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter
2

				Slumber Party Danger

				Nothing makes us 
so lonely as our secrets.

				—Paul Tournier

				The sexual abuse began with Ashley’s uncle Richard when I was six years old. It began with fondling, then progressed to oral sex, and eventually rape. The abuse continued for the next two and a half years until a month before my family and I moved. I was eight and a half years old when his physical terror over me ended.

				I didn’t have the language to express to anyone what was happening. Nobody had ever talked to me about sexual abuse. The only messages I was given were by the man raping me, and those were threats to keep me quiet. When he would tell me, “I know where you live. I will come get you if you tell anyone,” this terrified me to my core. I remember lying in bed at night afraid that he was going to climb through my window, hide in my closet or under my bed, and wait for me. I began checking my closest methodically to make sure no one was there; otherwise, I could not fall asleep as a child. I remember at times jumping onto my bed—in the slightest chance he was under it—to prevent him from grabbing my legs and pulling me under. I had so much anxiety falling asleep.

				Those thoughts kept me up at night or caused nightmares of him chasing me through different people’s houses. I found myself screaming for someone to help me, but nobody came to my rescue. I recall the same reoccurring theme. Every house I ran through would be brightly lit with people inside but, no matter how loud I would scream, nobody seemed to notice.

				The dream mirrored my reality. I acted out to get someone—­anyone—to hear my pleas for help without actually saying what happened. Unfortunately, all the red flags I displayed were missed. Had someone talked to me at a young age about not keeping these types of secrets, I may have been saved from years of sexual abuse. Instead, I listened to the only message I was getting from my abuser—to stay silent.

				Just before I moved in the fall of 1993, Ashley and I found ourselves classmates again. We were now in the second grade and had rekindled our friendship. She had invited me to her ninth birthday party. I didn’t want to go at first but, since I was moving the following month, I thought this might be the last time I saw my best friend. I also knew that there were going to be several other girls spending the night, too.

				After a fun night of presents and cake, it was time to settle down and watch a movie. Just before the movie started, I got up to use the bathroom. As I closed the door to the bathroom, I noticed Ashley’s uncle—who I had not seen all night—had his bedroom door cracked open. I felt a wave of fear spread over me. I thought, Would he try to hurt me later that night? After opening the door to leave the bathroom, I was abruptly pushed back in. I did not scream; I just stood in complete and utter fear, looking up at the man who had sexually assaulted me repeatedly before. It was like nearly every other time he ever abused me; I just froze in fear. He had his finger in front of his lip, tapping it to signal me to stay quiet. For one last time, he proceeded to assault me, going up my nightgown and having oral sex with me. I didn’t scream for Ashley’s mom. I was too scared. Instead, I stayed silent and took the abuse. Unlike being raped, where I did scream out, the oral sex never hurt. So it was easy for me to be quiet when it happened.

				I was a little girl who had every right to be angry. Unfortunately, the school only went as far as to label me with an emotional and behavioral disorder. The school failed to educate and empower me to use my voice if I were ever sexually threatened or abused. They drilled tornado drills, fire drills, and bus drills into my head every year, yet I never had to take cover because of a tornado, run out of a burning building, or evacuate a school bus due to an emergency. In spite of all that, I knew exactly what to do in each of those incidents because we were educated. But what I really needed to know was how to escape a rapist; however, instead of being taught how to tell, I was being told that this was “our little secret” and that I would be hurt if I told anyone.

				I continued to see the school social worker once a week at my new school even after other services were discontinued. When he pulled me out of class, we would talk and play games; however, I had an uneasy feeling around him. I hated giving him eye contact. Something about him didn’t feel right, and my gut feeling at ten years old told me that something was off about this man. One day, he came to get me from class and we proceeded with our regular routine. I picked out a game as we talked about my academic challenges and family. I began talking about my older sister Caitlin, stating how she was now in junior high. The social worker asked me, “Does Caitlin wear a bra or a training bra?” The question sent a shock of emotions through me. I was confused and embarrassed as to why the social worker would ask me this. Quickly, I replied, “I don’t know.” I felt really uncomfortable and just wanted to go back to class.

				I went home that day and told my mom immediately what the social worker at school asked me. My mother was stunned. She called the school and told the principal how out of line the social worker was for asking me that, and she told him that she wanted the social worker to have absolutely no contact with me ever again. I knew how strange it had been for the social worker to ask me that. The principal took my mother seriously and said he would speak with the social worker and make sure he no longer had any contact with me.

				It was the topic around the dinner table that night, and we all agreed how creepy his question was. I found myself wishing that I had the same ability to tell my mother about the abuse I had endured as a young child the way I told her about the inappropriate question the school social worker had asked that day. As an adult, I would later find out that this social worker said very inappropriate comments to female faculty at the school as well.

				I entered fifth grade in the fall of 1996. I had just finished fourth grade, which was my favorite year of school. I had an excellent teacher, amazing friends in class, and I loved what we had learned that year. I made so many fun memories, including a field trip to the state capital, where we sat as a class in the Senate chambers and listened in as legislators debated on laws. We also saw many historical sites, including President Abraham Lincoln’s memorial. I was hoping fifth grade was going to be as fun as fourth. Little did I know how wrong I was.
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