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This book is written for every survivor. May these pages help you heal. May they help you find hope. May they help to show you that you will make it through.




‘Saving Five is an extraordinarily moving account of Amanda Nguyen’s pursuit of justice and healing for herself and for millions of survivors around the world. Amanda’s story-innovatively told by versions of herself at different ages-underscores the lasting power of speaking your truth, building a movement, and never losing sight of your dreams’ – Melinda French Gates

‘Amanda Nguyen’s journey from survivor to global advocate inspires and empowers us all to stand up and fight for what is right. Saving Five is truly a beacon of hope for anyone who has faced adversity and Amanda’s voice is one that the world needs to hear’ – Paris Hilton

‘Brilliant. Amanda Nguyen is a compassionate, clear-eyed guiding force. Not only does she fight for survivor’s basic rights, in Saving Five she shows us how to reclaim the full spectrum of our lives, replete with pain, fury, creativity, and recovered dreams’ – Chanel Miller, author of Know My Name

‘It takes a special kind of bravery to suffer what Amanda Ngyuyen has endured and not only survive, but to become stronger through every slight, indignity and betrayal by every power that you can imagine, be it governmental, administrative, institutional, or familial.  I am in awe of her persistence, determination and fortitude to fight for and win rights we as American citizens have mistakenly assumed were ours by birthright. Saving Five describes why she is my hero’ – Terry Crews

‘I am in awe of Amanda Nguyen’s courage in sharing her story and her fight to support survivors. As a survivor, I know how painful it is to revisit and recount the horror of the rape and sexual abuse, along with the shame, stigma, and doubt that came with it. Today, Amanda and Saving Five are more than just that story—she’s an astronaut, an author, an activist, and a champion for all’ – Nadia Murad, recipient of the 2018 Nobel Peace Prize

‘If Saving Five doesn’t inspire you, check your pulse. It is an extraordinary testimony of resilience, persistence, and ambition. While Amanda’s history-making journey alone could have carried this memoir, it’s also a feat of formal invention, lyrical prose, and a gifted storyteller’s sense of suspense. I was mesmerized from page one to its triumphant ending’ – Mitchell S. Jackson, author of Survival Math, winner of the Pulitzer Prize




1.

Finding Her

Harvard, 2023—My Ten-Year Reunion

I go back to the place I was raped. It’s been ten years—a decade of life, and a world away from the person I was then. And yet, I feel her. Her pain. Her loneliness. Her despair. Her powerful rage.

Scientific studies on memory explain the peculiar impact that trauma can have on the brain. Out there in the world, your body is attacked—and inside your head, a hormone called norepinephrine is released, spawning an emotionally charged reaction: the violent birth of a memory. For years, perhaps, or even for the rest of your life, your brain can keep that memory loaded in the chamber, slick with adrenaline, ready to fire away with the tug of a trigger.

The building where the attack occurred is a regular building. Bricks. A dorm room. I walk up to it, my shoes clacking against the stone path. There she is, still sitting on the steps. Me at 22.

“Why have you come back? Don’t you remember what they did to me? To us?” she hisses at me, a synapse burning electric in the back of my head.

Her pain roots me to the ground. My body tingles, feeling her despair. I let her speak.

“Well, did you get justice for us?” she shrieks, tears pouring out of her eyes. Her voice changes to a whisper, as if afraid to know the answer. “Did we win?”

“We did.” I smile gently at her.

Deep breath.

“But it cost everything,” I admit. “Our youth, our relationships, our dreams.”

“Was it worth it?” she asks.

A pause. A bracing wind blows. Gentle rain has started to fall.

“Yes. Every second of it. A life worth living is one that is free.”

I feel my chest tighten. A truth pours out.

“You exist in a place of extraordinary pain,” I tell her. “We were outraged when it started—we wanted to burn the world, and we were ready to burn with it. The first law we passed carried the voice of a bloodcurdling scream. But with each law—and each moment—that passes, that voice has changed. It carries a song today: a chorus of justice.

“In moments of stress, wherever you are, close your eyes. If you listen really hard, the wind carries a song for you.

“The wind blows.

“Do you hear it? It is the steady beat of thousands of footsteps for centuries to come. A path, a new reality already made possible because you existed. The choir is already singing.”

We hold on to each other. Hand in hand we take the first step, walking to the tunnel where the dorm exit gates are. Our steps echo in unison. The iron hinges creak as I pull on the gate. She stops me before we leave.

“There were happy memories here, too. Friends who loved us. Who still love you,” 22 says.

The memory of our laughter echoes in the tunnel.

“The worst thing that happened to us doesn’t have to define this place. You can take it back. You get to decide what this place, and these people, will mean,” 22 continues.

“Thank you,” I tell her.

I raise my hand to wipe the tears from my face. As I do, I realize she’s not holding on anymore. She is gone, at peace, satisfied with my answer.

Deep breath. I close my eyes. It is over.

I walk past the gate and down the stone steps. The breeze rustles the leaves. I smell the rain-kissed land. I hear birds chirping. There are no predators here anymore.

I look up at the sky. Raindrops join the tears of release across my face. The choir sings in the wind.




2.

RABBIT

Harvard, 2013

Fuck, everything hurts. Something is wrong. Really, really wrong.

People commonly learn about two responses to danger: fight or flight. We’re not taught that there’s a third: freeze. Evolutionary scientists say it’s common in prey, as a last desperate measure, to play dead.

My insides feel like liquid magma while simultaneously feeling like cold meat. Like a fucking carcass. How did he get inside me so quickly? Everything happened so fast. With precision. Like it was planned. Like this wasn’t his first time. Like he’d done it before. I feel like vomiting. Heavy nausea descends. My body is shutting down. Immobile. I have to get help.

The instinct of fight, flight, or freeze has been ingrained in humankind from our earliest days—it is lodged so deeply in our brains that we couldn’t shut it off if we tried. Our nervous system courses chemicals through our bodies: in this case, a red alert. Some of us run, like a gazelle from a lion. Some of us fight, like red and black ants. Some of us stay still—a simulation of death—like a rabbit when it knows a wolf is near. I suppose I’m like a rabbit.

I like rabbits. They’re one of my favorite animals. But I would never say it’s the rabbit’s fault when it’s eaten. Rabbits weren’t born to be eaten. They’re cute and lovely—if a wolf eats one, I would say fuck that wolf.

How could my body betray me like this?

There is a voice inside me that screams, Get help.

Charlize. Charlize would know what to do. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

A stifling blanket of guilt falls over me.

I should have gone to her stupid protest instead of the party. I should have listened to Charlize.

Get help. Text Charlize. There’s that voice again.

She’s going to judge me. I’m a hypocrite for not going to the protest—a call to support the very type of person I’ve just become. A survivor.

Who the fuck cares. Get help now. Go to the hospital now. If Charlize is who she says she is, she’ll help you.

I’m crawling on the floor of my dorm room, fighting my neurological response, fighting against millennia of conditioned evolutionary instinct to drag my body to my lifeline: my phone. The bruised lower half of my body is completely numb. I use my forearms to carry my weight.

My fingers fumble to grasp and unlock my phone. I open iMessage and click on her name: Charlize.

The cursor blinks.

There is more than one way to die. Kill spirits. Kill hope. Kill time.

I’ve just died. The type of death where you’re left behind to endure being alive on the outside—no matter how dead you now feel inside. That’s what rape can do.

My death took place at Harvard. Harvard was supposed to be my dream—but today it has become my nightmare. Today will forever be the day that I was raped. The death of my inner life. The worst thing that will ever happen to me.

Until something else happens—a second betrayal.

All good stories have great villains. The best villains are reasonable, in their own way. You understand their point of view. Sometimes they are even cool; sometimes they have rhythm.

I know what my villain sounds like. She takes on many appearances. Smooth sand slipping through an hourglass. The click of a stopwatch. The resounding second hand of a clock.

Tick.

Time is the great equalizer. Brutal fairness, sliced into equal pieces.

Tick.

Time spares no one. All gods bow down before it, even death. But there is one thing that wins over time.

Tick.

Justice. Justice is so powerful she bends the moral arc of the universe.

Tick.

When justice arrives, time runs out.

Tick.

If you do not find justice in this life, make it. If the rules are shit, rewrite them.

Tick.

This is the story of how I penned my own civil rights into existence. This is the story of how I beat time.

Tick.

9 HOURS UNTIL THE RAPE

Before I became known for the worst day of my life, I was a student, like any other student, trying to find her way through life.

Tick. I watch the second hand of a clock that sits above the chalkboard. Eleven fifty-nine a.m.

It’s a big lecture hall. About two hundred students. I’m seated near the door, my laptop already packed in a brown leather slingback.

“Class dismissed,” my government professor proclaims.

A rush of students slams shut their laptops and notebooks. I’m the first one out, dashing down the wooden stairs, past a corkboard full of bright red flyers, and out to my bike. A cute red-and-white beach cruiser with a wire basket and a silver bell leans next to an oak tree drooping with red and orange autumn leaves. I unhook the bike lock and throw it into the basket. When the basket isn’t filled with books, I like to fill it with flowers. Sunflowers used to be my favorite since they look so cheery, but ever since I moved to snowy Cambridge, I’ve started liking tulips. The gardeners on campus plant them every fall, and they fully bloom in the spring. It reminds me that life exists after winter.

Most times I tie my hair up in a crimson velvet ribbon before I ride, but today I don’t have the time. The breeze lifts my long, black hair as the bike glides to a constant velocity. I don’t want to be late to office hours with my favorite professor, Dimitar Sasselov, a leading scholar of exoplanets, which are planets outside our solar system. If you discover a planet in class, you get an automatic A. I did not discover one when I took his first class—and although I did get an A, I still plan to discover one once I get out of school and embark on my career. How cool would that be?! Plus, rumor has it that you can name your planet if you discover it. I’d name mine Lucky, after my beloved first dog, a golden retriever that wandered into my childhood home when I was five.

Dimitar’s office is in the Harvard–Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics. When you step inside, you’re greeted by gorgeous globes of our solar system’s planets. Details of Mars’s canyons, Jupiter’s big red eye, Saturn’s rings. Star charts as far as the eye can see. People walk through here like they are on the verge of a discovery that will change the course of history and our understanding of the universe. And it’s true. You feel like anything and everything is possible in this building. Because it is. It’s my happy place on campus.

It takes ten minutes to bike from gov to the astrophysics department, but if I go quickly I can do it in under seven, which is the grace period for being late. I pedal down Mount Auburn Street, passing by Alpha Phi, where my sorority sisters are planning tonight’s hangout with the men’s final club. It’s October, my birthday month. In fact, it’s my birthday week. Three days ago I turned twenty-two years old. My Alpha Phi sisters had planned a birthday dinner for me at a local Thai restaurant. This is my last semester in college. In three months I’ll graduate and head to Washington, DC. I’ll miss my girlfriends so much, but I’m also so excited to pursue my dreams in the nation’s capital—“Where all roads lead if you want to change the world!” my gov professor tells us. And I do want to change the world—or simply discover worlds unknown. I just don’t know which path to take yet.

What I do know is that the only place that makes me feel even happier than Harvard’s astrophysics department is NASA Headquarters. NASA HQ is in DC, and when I first worked there, it was by mistake. I was only eighteen when I saw the application for their internship. In a place that took college graduates and postdocs as interns, I knew that my age would be a disadvantage. So when I applied, I omitted my graduation year. Everything else was accurate, I just—ahem—forgot to put the date I would graduate by. What was the worst that could happen? I’d get rejected? Then I’d be back where I started, and I wouldn’t have lost anything. I would, however, have something very serious and real to lose if I didn’t try. I applied to dozens of summer opportunities that year—scholarships, jobs, internships. They were about more than career advancement for me. They were an escape from what had come before, what was still waiting for me. They were a way to stay safe, so that I never had to go back to the place I ran away from.

I got the NASA internship at eighteen. It wasn’t until two months into the job that my boss realized I was only a sophomore. By then it was too late—we were past the point of liftoff. I loved the NASA team, and they loved me.

8 HOURS UNTIL THE RAPE

I throw my bike into the grass and beep into the astrophysics department with my ID card.

No time to lock it—hopefully no one steals the bike. The elevator is too slow. Stairs it is.

This building has newer, concrete stairs. Dimitar’s office is on the third floor. Which is not that many flights, but when you’re lugging textbooks that feel like rocks, they can make you question your fitness. I run past the corner of globes. No time to admire them today.

“HELLO, PROFESSOR!” I am full-on panting.

“Amanda! You are always on the go. Don’t worry, have some water.” Dimitar smiles as he hands me a glass, almost as if he knew I’d be out of breath upon arrival.

His large office faces south. Warm light cascades into the room. The sun’s neutrinos spin many radiometers inside. To the right, covering half of his wall, hangs an extra-large eight-by-ten-foot poster of the Kepler exoplanet mission. It features the sections of the night sky that Kepler, a space telescope launched by NASA to discover Earth-size planets, looked at. Kepler is Dimitar’s mission. The telescope detected thousands of confirmed planets. That’s a lot of A’s.

Dimitar is also the director of Harvard’s Origins of Life Initiative. That’s right—aliens. The fact that his job is to push the boundaries of knowledge and how we understand our place in the universe gives him a constant orbital perspective. It makes him open to new possibilities, which in turn makes him more empathetic. Ironically, the guy who spends his time with his head in the stars is the most grounded human I know. This is our weekly check-in for my senior paper, but we talk as much about my future as we do about our research. That’s what I really like about him—he genuinely cares about his students.

Dimitar asks, “So, do you want to work at NASA after graduation? What did Ellen say?”

Ellen Baker. When I say NASA was my family, I mean NASA was my family. Christmas is always the hardest time of year for me. When I had nowhere else to go, Ellen and her daughter Meredith, who is my year at Harvard, offered for me to stay with them for Christmas break.

Ellen became an astronaut in 1985. To put that in perspective, Sally Ride had become the first American woman to fly in space just two years before. Prior to Ellen’s selection as an astronaut, she graduated from the Air Force Aerospace Medicine course. She flew three times, logging over 686 hours in space. The first picture of Ellen on Google is her in a backward cap, floating in the International Space Station. Ellen is a straight shooter. Blunt. She’s cool in the sense that your incompetence is an affront to her coolness. When her nephew was three hours late for Christmas dinner, she stood outside her home, arms crossed, feet tapping in sync with the passing seconds in military precision. “I would have circled the earth twice by now,” she told him when he finally arrived.

I did want to work at NASA. Becoming an astronaut was my dream. But unbeknownst to Dimitar or Ellen, I had started the application process last summer for another government program: the Clandestine Service at the Central Intelligence Agency.

When a CIA recruiter invited me to come meet with him in Virginia last year, he asked me what I thought I was being recruited for.

“Directorate of Intelligence?” I guessed, since I studied national security and astrophysics.

“No.” The recruiter chuckled. “Directorate of Operations. Much better fit for you. You know how to survive.”

Even though I knew being a spy wasn’t my dream, I still went along with the program, content with stretching out and punting the decision for as long as I could instead of having to face the impossible feeling of making a clear-cut choice on my future.

7 HOURS UNTIL THE RAPE

I’m biking back to my dorm now, relieved that no one has stolen my bike. A traffic light halts my glide. Charlize is there on the corner holding a bunch of flyers in her hands, the same red ones tacked in the halls of the gov department. Charlize has short black hair that swoops over to one side. She doesn’t have tattoos or piercings, but the very sight of Charlize instills fear in trolls. She is “smash the patriarchy” personified. Her major is, unsurprisingly, in gender and sexuality studies.

Charlize is the founder of Our Harvard Can Do Better and a board member of Know Your IX, two clubs that protest college campus sexual assault. Last semester she carried around a mattress at Harvard as an art performance piece, standing in solidarity with Emma Sulkowicz’s protest at Columbia University. I wonder what her latest demonstration will be. I don’t have to wait for long. She’s about to tell me.

“Amanda! We’re meeting up tonight to talk about our next protest. You should come. We’ll need everyone. We’re thinking of taping red tape to our graduation caps that spells out IX.”

Her hand shoots out and plops the flyer into my bike’s basket.

“Oh! Um . . . good to see you, Charlize . . . I’ve got . . . I’ve unfortunately got a thing then,” I mumble.

The light turns green.

Thank god, I think. Between picking out my outfit for the party tonight or planning a protest—which could potentially count against me in my career—I’m going to the party. I think about what Ellen says about the minuscule chances of getting into NASA, especially as a woman. I can’t risk getting involved in anything that could jeopardize it.

3 HOURS UNTIL THE RAPE

I’m sitting in my dorm, leaning over the sink with a counter of makeup. Lana Del Rey is crooning “Born to Die” on my phone. The heat from the curling iron steams off my hair. My roommate is also in Alpha Phi. We’re singing, laughing, and dancing.

“Do you know what you’re going to wear to the party?” she asks. This is a question that I’ll hear over and over again in my head in the weeks and years to come.

1 HOUR UNTIL THE RAPE

We arrive at the frat. It’s a mansion in the middle of campus. This is the last hour before my life is redefined. In this next hour, I’ll meet him. He’ll describe me as his sister to his final club brothers. We’ll laugh about it. It’s like he knows something that I don’t.

It’s like he already planned to rape me that night.




3.

Into the Dark

There are only two people you need to make proud in your life. Five-year-old you and eighty-year-old you.”

“When you change the world, write it all down.” That was what people told me. So here I am, running away to find my mind or perhaps to lose it. A sanctuary to quell my thoughts, quiet enough to listen to the drumbeat of my heart. To let my pain breathe. A safe haven to lose my sanity. A mental manifestation of my memory. A place I go within myself. My interior world.

The pen in my hand ignites into a torch for this journey into the abyss of my memory, flickering at the edges of darkness. With every step I take, the past echoes. My stomach churns knowing what I must do: find, confront, and translate the whispers of my ghosts.

Suddenly there she is. Through the haze she arrives, the facsimile of my yesteryear. At 5 years old, at 15 years old, at 22 years old. We sit together.

“Welcome back, 30.”

I look up at the kind voice—it’s me at 15, with a crimson velvet ribbon holding half her hair up. The other half is down her back, but not quite at her hips yet, like mine is now. 15 is wearing a preppy sweater and a matching white tennis skirt. She’s on the high school tennis team, and even if it’s not a prep school, she’s dressed like it is. Straight posture, prim and proper, 15 is on her best behavior at all times, nervous to be anything but perfect. The image of a flawless trophy daughter. She’s a straight-A student with Harvard in her sights.

“You look . . . different than what I expected.”

The voice is coming from someone else now. “I thought you’d be bitchier.”

Black leather jacket and black skinny jeans. Her hair is held taut in a high ponytail. She swears a lot—she’s disenchanted, pessimistic, and angry. This is the activist version of me at twenty-two, after the rape but before I change the world. She’s a protector, jaded and hurt. I don’t reply to her comment.

She pauses and circles around me. “Wow, 30, you look like you have money. Lash extensions, nails done, designer clothes. Are you healed yet? Less of my edge, huh . . . Still on edge, though.”

“You’re judgy,” I tell her.

“I’m you,” 22 shoots back.

“Okay, okay,” 5 says with both palms up, the peacekeeper. 5’s hair is braided into two pigtails that extend to the length of her shoulders. She’s in jean overalls with brass buttons and little embroidered yellow sunflowers on the top pocket. I study her chubby cheeks, her hopeful, innocent smile.

“5! Your hands!” 15 exclaims.

Sickly, dark purple veins creep from 5’s fingertips, climbing up her wrists. She looks inquisitively and calmly turns her palms around. It appears like poison.

“Does it hurt?” I ask.

“Kind of. But I’m sure with rest I’ll be fine. I want to hear all our
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