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For all the survivors who came before me, and all those who will come after.
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‘My silences had not protected me. Your silences will not protect you’

Audre Lorde

‘Do not become the ones who hurt you. Stay tender with your power’

Chanel Miller

‘The only way to survive is by taking care of one another’

Grace Lee Boggs



A Note on the Title

This book denotes the way I have survived through my own experiences of sexual violence and explores various aspects of our rape culture. I want to remind us all that not everyone survives sexual violence – whether they are murdered in the attack or whether they die from the after-effects.

This book is for survivors, but it also remembers those survivors and victims who didn’t survive.



Author’s Note

During the publication process for this book, the manuscript was read by a lawyer to assess the text for any risks it might present, particularly in relation to defamation. This process was primarily to ensure that I hadn’t implied guilt or made accusations against any individual who hasn’t already been found guilty of such crimes in a court of law. To do so would illegally damage the accused’s public reputation and applies to the reader’s ability to identify them explicitly as well as to something called jigsaw identification, whereby readers could piece together the identity of the accused with small, seemingly insignificant details. As such, there are certain things I am not legally permitted to say or write about, both relating to my own abuses as well as the experiences of others. My voice has been moderated, moulded, and in some cases silenced by the need to adhere to the legal system we currently live in.

This is a reality for anyone talking publicly about abuses they’ve suffered. I wish I could tell you the truth in its entirety, but that isn’t possible.

Upon reading this book, and other accounts of serious violence, I invite you to read with an inquisitive mind – perhaps asking what’s missing, why things must be worded in certain, careful ways, and, perhaps most pertinently, about the stories we’ll never get to hear.



Trigger Warnings

Trigger warnings are vital because they are about accessibility. I want this book to be as accessible as possible for those who want it in their life. These trigger warnings are here to equip readers who need them to stay safe. To quote the disability activist and writer Eli Clare, ‘without trigger warnings many of us would lose access to conversations, communities and learning spaces’. I want to try my hardest to keep this access possible.

This book will talk, almost constantly, about rape and sexual assault, childhood sexual abuse – as well as a plethora of actions and experiences on what we call ‘the continuum of sexual violence’ – and the after-effects of such violence. It also discusses various prejudices and violences in the world, such as transphobia, homophobia, racism and ableism. My story itself may trigger you, or it might be something completely random that acts as a trigger. By ‘trigger’, I mean remind you, in any sense – physically, psychologically, emotionally – of something bad you experienced in the past.

You may be ready to relive the feelings of this trauma, or you may not be. I urge you to gently care for yourself whilst reading this. Take it as slowly as you want; read it for a whole day straight and then don’t look at it for six months; read a paragraph a week; read it and be angry or upset with the world, or even with me. Do whatever you need to do to feel safe and held. That might mean reading it with a loved one in the room with you, or it might mean reading it in private with the door closed.

I hope it finds you wherever you’re at, and know that you can always put it down. You can come back to it at a better time for you, or you can never come back to it at all.



Introduction

This book will often hurt; it will make you angry and will hopefully make you feel. My hope is that this hurt, this anger and these feelings will move you to change the way we think and talk about surviving sexual violence. Sexual violence is a pandemic happening across all intersections of society. The fact is that nearly a quarter of women and over 4 per cent of men have been sexually assaulted, or have had attempts made. Many of you will know this fact of sexual violence through your own bodies, or perhaps through the bodies of your loved ones. The knowledge in this book should not be a shock, nor is it new – Angela Y. Davis recounted the same problems back in 1981: ‘Appallingly few women can claim that they have not been victims, at one time in their lives, of either attempted or accomplished sexual attacks.’*

On a wider scale, people have finally started talking openly about this reality of sexual violence. Since the #MeToo and Time’s Up movements that began in 2017, a cultural conversation has been ignited about the prevalence, immediate impact and long-term effects that sexual violence has on people. Even more recently, after Sarah Everard was kidnapped and killed in March 2021, women and people of other marginalised genders in the UK took to parks, streets and social media to decry the violence we live with every day. Such movements brought to the cultural foreground conversations about sexism, misogyny, consent and trauma. From the entertainment industry to governments, from India to the USA, people began to listen to the pain we have been living with for ever. There have been a vast array of think pieces, academic articles, short films, psychology journals and mindfulness practices to come out of this gradual revelation of sexual violations in the world. Yet, in the aftermath of the most recent sexual assault I was subjected to, I struggled to find centralised spaces where survivors themselves talked openly and honestly about what this world is like; about what it really feels like to be in a body that was once taken away from you. Some of this book will be social critique, some of it memoir, and some of it my own guttural sounds of the pain and injustice I have felt. I largely wrote all of this for myself – for the young girl who used to feel so alone, hopeless and scared. I am only in my mid-twenties, so I still have much to learn, but I hope the wisdom I have been simultaneously unfortunate to learn as a result of my experiences, and privileged enough to gain through my ongoing education and societal position, will also help others.

Back in 2010, I was a teenager first realising that I’d survived sexual abuse as a young child. I spent most of my evenings surfing Reddit and Tumblr, searching for any reliable or accessible resource that I could identify my experiences with. I would only find stale web pages that looked like they’d last been updated in 2006, or books written by psychotherapists in the 1990s. Then, when I was later sexually assaulted at the age of twenty, I came to the brutal realisation that there was so little I knew both before and during my process of reporting this assault to the police. There were so many questions I had, so many things I didn’t understand about it all, and I’d been too scared to ask. I needed to speak on this strange culture we live in, the anger and pain it ignites in survivors and the radical (yet achievable) changes that need to take place for any real progress to be made.

This book will take a deep dive into the nuanced experiences I’ve had as a survivor living in our rape culture. Most of the themes in this book are both strikingly simple and impossibly complex at the same time. The vein throughout is one of holding multiple truths and multiple feelings at once; of allowing complicated and messy feelings towards huge topics. We do not live in a binary world. The topics I talk of will be hard, complicated, nuanced and confusing. That is OK; sit with the complexities that may arise. I oscillate between spectrums of our power and vulnerability; anger and forgiveness (or indeed non-forgiveness, as will later become apparent); sexuality and asexuality; beauty and disgust. It’s an attempt to look at the root system of rape culture and a survivor’s place within it. I am proud of my identity aspects as a survivor, as being disabled and queer. But I also have many contradicting thoughts about these aspects of my identity. Writing this book has helped me learn endlessly, so you’ll read the growing pains of my coming to terms with such contradictions. I’ve learned through discussions with loved ones, through reading books and blogs, through impossible thoughts and feelings, through rage and anger, through knowing it’s OK to change my mind. I’ve learned all through all these things to ultimately realise that it’s OK if we don’t have a definitive answer for everything.

I struggled with the idea of splitting the pieces into chapters or sections – the nature of survival means everything is so intertwined. For ease and to allow people to dip in and out where they see fit, I have split the book into five sections and fourteen chapters. But know that, equally, all the parts could fit in any pattern; survival and healing are non-linear. I wrote this book in a way that means its parts and chapters can be dipped in and out of. The chapters can be read in isolation, skipped altogether or read chronologically. This was done for the purpose of accessibility. I don’t want anyone who feels averse to certain topics to miss out on the book as a whole, and it’s important to note that it’s OK to read it however you see fit. There’s also an index at the back of the book, so if you want to directly pick and choose what you read, please feel free to use this.

I need to make a few things clear at this point. I talk mostly on the reality of sexual violence perpetrated by cis men against women, but the things I talk about are by no means an exhaustive list of the lived realities of people across the world. Women are more likely to have experienced sexual violence, and cis men are more likely to perpetrate such violence, with 98 per cent of rape survivors in the last three years saying their attackers were male. I myself have only been victimised and survived violence by cis men. However, no single gender can claim victimhood, and none can be ascribed perpetrator status. Sexual violence is about the abuse of power, but currently our patriarchal societies mean that men are in power, and accordingly are in more of a position to abuse it over marginalised genders. Women and feminised bodies (i.e. people on the trans and non-binary spectrum, as well as cis men who are feminised in various ways, including their sexuality and gender expression) have to negotiate sexual violence in its various forms on a daily basis.

I feel I should also state, for full transparency, that there are still various restrictions over what I can and can’t say, which is in itself typical of rape culture and the nature of abuse. I talk about the various abuses I’ve suffered throughout the book, but I am still gagged in various ways, both psychologically and legally, and thus certain deep truths have had to be avoided. I can’t say absolutely everything I want to say. I can, assuredly, say more than I could when I made a podcast for a major broadcasting corporation, but until rape culture finally comes to its knees, there will always be limits. A large part of this gagging is for the purpose of protecting others; I fall into what Rebecca Solnit refers to as ‘woman’s learned helpfulness’. Maybe one day I will be able to say everything I want to say, claim everything I truly want to, but right now it’s not reachable for me. Everything in this book, to my knowledge, is true. However, I have changed some names and places to protect myself and other people, or to avoid unnecessary legal hassle from perpetrators. The general story is the same, except for small details.

Another note that must be made is that, whilst I do use statistics throughout the chapters, statistics cannot provide the whole picture. While they’re helpful to refer to and to give grounding to our arguments, most statistics only paint part of the picture, not the whole thing.

My words will often step out of line from the expected narrative of the perfect victim or good survivor. I am indeed normatively identified with many qualities of the perfect victim: I am white, middle class, perceived as cisgender and conventionally attractive. Yet, I hope my words rebel. I rebel with my words because I can, because I am seen as respectable by the wider world and have been given the privilege to use my voice. I want to use this voice to speak of the truths of our current realities and the defunctness of our current justice and support systems. Will this voice only be heard in an echo chamber? Perhaps, but it’s worth shouting it all anyway.

Throughout the process of writing this book, my mental headspace was, for the most part, pretty good. I was stable, grounded, supported. I’m not always this levelled. We must keep in mind that not all survivors can keep such a straight face in the wake of violence. We are often deemed ‘crazy’, ‘insane’, ‘nasty’, ‘bitches’. We are not always eloquent, and we shouldn’t have to be for those in positions of power to sit down and try to understand what we’re saying.

Too much time over the past few years has been spent focused on the perpetrators of sexual violence. We, as survivors, are left in the shadows, often protecting ourselves for the sake of anonymity or as a result of not wanting to be reduced to some of the most traumatic moments of our lives. I want to speak out, adding my voice to the cacophony of survivor’s stories. But I also want to talk about things not often addressed in mainstream survivor circles. I want to talk about the chronic physical pain and illness many of us live with daily; the frequent suicidal ideations that appear throughout our lives; the way our vulvas can hurt for years after the violence takes place; how plainly devastating it is to have gone through such trauma; how abysmal the criminal justice system is at finding justice and the fact that abusers (despite what we often want to believe) are human too. It’s not fluffy and it’s not fun, but it’s real. All of it is the way that I – and the way that we together – survive. I also hope to share some of the survivor skills I’ve had to develop over the years: openness, understanding, holding complexity, rage and empathy. Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha draws light to this fact that survivors gain direct skills from their survival. I am not this effective in conveying my feelings despite my survival, but indeed because of it. Survivors adapt and these adaptations can be genius.

This book should make you angry. I know that I am endlessly, relentlessly angry. From the intrusive police process to the cruel or thoughtless reactions society breeds in the people around us, to the lack of support we receive from various institutions that we thought would protect us – the information in this book will often hurt. But my hope is that it will also help you work with that anger to create change, both in yourself and in the world around you. Anger is important and it is necessary; it should not simply be scrubbed away or buried further inside you. Use the anger – channel it into activism, care work, community and art. Channel it into trying to change this hellscape for those who come after us. For there will be more after us, trying to survive in this painful place.

If you’re a survivor, I hope that you may recognise parts of my story and outlook, and hopefully you may find some company. Survivorhood is a lonely and scary place at times, so if you’re struggling to find the words or space to access your feelings, or if you just need to read someone who ‘gets it’, then I hope my words can be a small path to follow. I hope the company can make you just a little more comfortable in the discomfort of it all, if even for a moment. If you don’t consider yourself a survivor, I hope that you’ll be able to learn something from my embodied experience. Empathy, understanding and care is the only way I can see through all of this, so please do try to keep an open mind throughout. I question society and its norms through the lens of my own experience, that of surviving childhood sexual abuse and sexual assault in adulthood. The personal is always political, and this is my personal. Accordingly, I can only talk about these topics from my own embodied experience, but I will also try to shed light on the ways that other people can be and are affected by sexual violence and trauma. My experience is just one story, but the kernels of my story echo those of millions of survivors across the world.



* Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race and Class Penguin Classics, 3rd October 2019
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