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      This is a book about sexual trauma and its aftereffects.

      Some people, like me, who have suffered sexual trauma and continue to suffer its aftereffects need content warnings to allow us to fully engage with and appreciate our world.

      The book contains stories and other details of rape, voyeurism, sexual assault, sexual harassment, child sexual assault.

      It also discusses the traumatic and other mental health aftereffects of assault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Five years ago, when Even If You’re Broken was first published, it came out quietly. I didn’t expect it to make much of a splash—a book on sexual assault published by a small press during an endless hurricane of a news cycle. But many did read it, and they told me it meant a lot to them, and as an author, that’s all I can ask for. 

      The next year, in 2020, it won the IPPY (Independent Publishers Book Award) gold medal for women’s issues, and I thought that maybe the book was better than the quiet little collection I thought it was. In the intervening years, I wrote more books, and I thought I would let this book be.

      What I didn’t expect was for my life’s work to sharpen into focus. Between the time I started writing this book in 2016 and now (October of 2023), I’ve found my “throughline,” as my friend Camille Pagán puts it. Here it is: I am a bipolar-autistic author and speaker, an expert in mental health and neurodiversity, and an advocate for the inclusion of neurodivergent people.

      The thing about a throughline, though, is that a person always has it—even when it is buried underneath everything else one was doing while trying to figure out what it is one is meant to do.

      Like stumbling onto a path in a forest, then looking behind you and seeing that the path meandered behind you all along.

      Once I found my throughline, I looked back at the books I’d written, and I realized that every single title—fiction and nonfiction—centers mental health and neurodiversity.

      Which brings us to this book.

      Yes, this is a book that talks about sexual assault. But I could not write a book about sexual assault without writing a book about mental health and neurodiversity. Of course not. My throughline is everywhere here.

      In Chapter 2, “Why I Didn’t Report Being Raped,” I write about how having bipolar disorder ruins the credibility of rape survivors. Chapter 4, “Over Nothing,” addresses post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after sexual assault. Even Chapter 7, “Who’s Kay,” which tells the story of when I was victimized as a teen, handles how neurodivergent girls are targeted by abusers. Later in the book, multiple chapters in Part III tackle how universities steal victims’ medical records during legal proceedings. Even the title of the book comes from Chapter 5, “Even If You’re Broken,” which is about post-assault trauma and panic attacks.

      As I reread the book, I realized that it puts mental health and neurodiversity shoulder to shoulder with sexual assault, right where they should be. And now, with this revised and expanded edition of my once humble book, I have changed the subtitle to reflect this new approach, and I have added six new chapters to expand it, two at the end of each of the three parts. I have also made very minor updates to the rest of the text, but left it largely as-is, because it is a proud award-winner and deserves nothing less.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      I started Even If You’re Broken in 2016. At the time, the book had a different title—a wittier, cuter title. By early 2016, I’d written and published enough on sexual assault, rape, and sexual harassment that I knew I could write a good book about these hard topics. The book would take personal stories, put them alongside research and reporting, and, with luck, change the world a little.

      In the spring, I drafted a book proposal. I was feeling hopeful that the book would make a difference, that it would carry forward the work that so many of us had been doing, work on Title IX, for example, holding universities accountable and changing laws, creating an environment in which survivors felt safer coming forward and sharing their stories.

      But then, in November 2016, our nation elected Donald Trump to the office of President of the United States. I wasn’t surprised, not really.

      But the book with the witty title now seemed pointless. So I put it away.

      Predator-in-Chief

      Many first daughters have passed through the White House since I’ve been old enough to notice. All of them have been sexualized, sexually harassed, and attacked because of their gender.

      In 1993, Chelsea Clinton moved in. Her teen awkwardness made her body a target of the political Right: Rush Limbaugh called her a “dog” when she was only thirteen years old.

      Then, in 2001, came the Bush twins, Barbara and Jenna. Gorgeous and poised, they were nineteen years old when their father was elected. Even they, the Republican darlings, weren’t immune to the sexualization of First Daughter bodies: when they were twenty-three years old, the magazine Maxim photoshopped their faces onto the bodies of nearly-naked models having a sexy pillow fight.

      Then, in 2009, came Malia and Sasha Obama, the first Black First Daughters, who received the most virulent attacks of all because of their race. For centuries, Black women have been hypersexualized by white people—and white laws—to excuse racist and sexist abuse, from rape by slave owners to rape and abuse that persists today. Thus, the attacks on the Obama daughters were disgusting, but not unexpected.

      One notable attack on the Obama daughters came from former Republican congressional aide Elizabeth Lauten, who mocked them on social media: “Dress like you deserve respect, not a spot at a bar.” The girls were only thirteen and sixteen years old.

      Since 2017, we have had the seemingly cryptic Ivanka Trump. Age thirty-five when her father Donald Trump was elected, she has served as his stand-in First Lady as well as his political surrogate, especially for white female voters who have a hard time relating to him but see her as evidence that he can’t be that bad.

      He can’t possibly be the sexual predator he seems with a daughter like her.

      The Trump family and the Obama family couldn’t be more different from one another. Donald Trump is on his third marriage; the Obamas have been married to each other for nearly three decades, since 1992. The Obamas made an especially strong family model in light of the U.S. history of slavery and the institution’s deliberate attacks on Black families—and the attacks on Black families that persist to this day.

      Yet the public attacks on the sexuality of Michelle Obama and the Obama daughters were relentless—and deeply racist—especially when compared to the lack of such attacks on the Trumps. Donald Trump’s third and current wife Melania Trump—who worked as a model and has posed nude in magazines—has caught little flack from the political Right for her work. Nor should she—her career is her own. But condemning women for existing as sexual beings is what the political Right does. They would condemn her roundly if she weren’t the wife of a Republican president.

      And Donald Trump himself, with his multifarious marriages, his proven record of infidelity and even worse transgressions against women, still manages to maintain the façade of a family man in the eyes of political allies.

      In 2016, when Trump was elected president, a certain message was sent to women in the United States—was sent to me, the would-be author of a book on sexual violence. The message was this: A sexual predator whom we knew preyed on women and girls had been deemed fit for the presidency by the nation we call home. After all, before Trump was elected, we had it all on tape: Trump talking about grabbing pussy, about dating pre-teen girls, about sexualizing his own daughter. Multiple women had credibly accused him of sexual assault—too many to be ignored.

      But none of these facts mattered.

      Putting Trump into the office of the President of the United States told the men and women of this country, You can abuse, assault, and demean those who are less powerful than you, and you will not only get away with it, but be rewarded for it.

      Why Now?

      I decided to finish this book when the story about Jeffrey Epstein trafficking girls and young women came to light in 2018. But in order to tell you about how the Epstein story affected this book, I need to step back and tell you another story, first.

      I’ve always been afraid of the number 13. There’s a name for my fear, triskaidekaphobia, “extreme superstition regarding the number thirteen.” Extreme. Don’t I know it.

      Due to my extreme superstition, I love old-fashioned hotels that skip over thirteen when numbering their floors. I refuse to sit in row thirteen on an airplane. I can’t stand writing the date when the date contains the number thirteen.

      But: I can never forget that the number thirteen has done me one massive favor in my life. With this book, with its essays on #MeToo and sexual assault, I finally decided to tell the story of that favor. I’ve been keeping the story a secret for a long, long time.

      These days, #MeToo isn’t in the news so much—Harvey Weinstein lost his company in 2017. He was arrested in 2018, the same year a jury convicted Bill Cosby. Perhaps all of the giants whom #MeToo could bring down have been brought down. Perhaps.

      And once the big names stopped hitting the headlines, the news cycle, unfortunately, moved on.

      But there’s different news, now. Now, there is Jeffrey Epstein, and the young women he trafficked and sold and raped. In the face of Epstein’s arrest and death, in the face of the public testimony by his victims, something changed for me. Because even with all of the essays on sexual assault that I’ve written and published over the years, there’s still one story that I haven’t told. But with Epstein’s ugly face everywhere, I need to tell it, now.

      The Epstein story is so entangled in everything around us: in money, and politics, and men, and power. But in the end, all of that money and power comes down to the exploitation of vulnerable girls and women.

      And when I think of that exploitation, I can’t help but think of the very ordinary exploitation of one particular, vulnerable girl. And I think that I should tell that story, now. I think that it’s time to stop avoiding the story, to stop being afraid to tell it. To realize that I have been afraid.

      There are so many who can’t tell their stories like mine, but I’m a person who can tell her story. I know that it will hurt me to tell my story, like it always does to tell stories like the ones in this book. It hurts the day I write a story because it hurts to remember. It hurts the day I publish it, when others read it and share their feelings with me. Even when they share their good feelings about what I wrote and their support. Even when they share their mutual sadness. Even when they’re not doubting me or accusing me of being an attention whore. It always hurts.

      Therefore, before I write a thing that I know will hurt, I don’t ask, Will this hurt? That’s the wrong question, obviously. Of course it will hurt. The right question is: Is the pain worth the good? I look at the scales, the good I’m aiming for on one side, and the pain I’ll suffer on the other: Do they sit in balance?

      The chapter “Who’s Kay,” the reason this book even happened at all, is one I started writing precisely twenty-one years ago. I remember vividly when I started, and when I stopped. I wrote the first draft in graduate school; I was twenty-two years old. When the man across from me in my seminar looked me in the eye and said, “It just doesn’t seem that bad,” I put the words away and never pulled them out again.

      I’m pulling them out now. “Who’s Kay” can help answer the questions that so many people ask about young, vulnerable women who are abused by men like Epstein. I know the questions they ask. That man in my graduate seminar said them to me. I say them to myself:

      
        
        Why did she stay?

        Why didn’t she leave?

        She seemed to like it there with him.

        She seemed to like him, period.

        She could have run. Why didn’t she run?

        Why didn’t she pick up the phone?

        It wasn’t like the door was locked.

        Why didn’t she run out into the street and scream?

        Why didn’t she scream?

      

      

      I know all of the answers. They’ve been locked inside of me for precisely thirty years.

      “Who’s Kay” took twenty-one years to write because I didn’t want to answer those questions. I still don’t. The answers will make people feel uncomfortable, even people who believe survivors of rape and abuse. People tend to like clean lines, places to stand firm. The lines in “Who’s Kay” are not neat and clean. They’re ugly.

      I’ve never written that before, actually. Ugly. It feels good to say it. I’ve kept my story hidden for decades because it is ugly. But I’m old, and I don’t care anymore about the ugly. I only wish I’d stopped caring sooner.

      I know that if certain people read my ugly story that I will be judged the way all rape survivors are judged. But I will be judged, also, the way survivors who don’t scream or fight are judged. The way the ones who stay are judged. This judgment has a particularly sharp edge.

      The only thing I have going for me, the only thing I have on my side to protect me from this judgment, the only testimony I can offer, is a number.

      Thirteen. I was thirteen.

      Overview

      Now, near the end of 2019, this book is finally finished, and published, sans witty title.

      The book is composed of three parts.

      Part One, “The Personal,” contains stories about my experiences with sexual harassment and assault and how those experiences have altered other aspects of my life.

      Part Two, “The Public,” contains stories about how sexual harassment and assault affect our society—legally, institutionally, and so on.

      Part Three, “On Campus,” focuses on sexual assault on university campuses, on the harassment of students by professors, on the debates around Title IX and other campus laws.

      Although some of these chapters were previously published as essays in magazines, they have been heavily revised and expanded for this book. Online writing is a wonderful gift, but its major limitation is the necessity for brevity. Here, I have taken my earlier ideas much further, to the places I never could before.

      Most importantly, the chapters in this book provide only a narrow picture of what it means to be a survivor. I’m a white woman in a heterosexual marriage. Although I am disabled—I have bipolar disorder and I am autistic—I have excellent medical care, and I also have the means and access to get my voice heard in national publications and books. I’m not a sex worker or undocumented immigrant or member of any other group who, by the nature of my very identity, is blamed or otherwise further harmed by those who are supposed to help me when I am raped, sexually harassed, or assaulted. Thus: the full picture of rape and sexual assault extends far beyond the pages of this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART I. THE PERSONAL
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            WHY BIRDS HAVE WINGS

          

        

      

    

    
       She is out with her brother, her brother who knows her. And her brother’s Friend who knows her, too. They are all friends. She drinks and she likes to drink. She is good at drinking and not seeming to be drunk especially around her brother, who doesn’t like it when she drinks. Her brother’s Friend is nice, has always been nice to her, and he’s handsome, and a doctor. Her mother would like it if she married a doctor, she thinks, while they sit together in the tall chairs at the bar, drinking. They listen to the music and watch the people dancing. She likes to dance but knows she is too drunk to dance now, she wouldn’t dance well, so she sits instead, and listens to the Friend talk about the work he does, about saving people. He is a saver, she thinks: a saver, safe.

      It’s getting late. The lights are brighter now inside, and it is very dark, outside. This means it will be time to go soon. The Friend stands up, steps close to her seat, leans near her, tells her things, tells her that she is beautiful. Beautiful, she thinks, to a man who can have many beautiful things. He puts his hands on her shoulders and squeezes. Her muscles shift shape to fit the shape of his hands, the hands that save people.

      They are outside the bar now. Like magic. She doesn’t remember how they got there—she and her brother and the Friend. On the sidewalk that tilts toward the street like toward a rushing river. She holds the arm of the Friend, and he supports her. She can’t stand on her own, she’s so drunk, but she pretends she wants to hold on to him, for the pleasure. She smiles at her brother. She reassures her brother. Her brother loves her, she knows. So she smiles and reassures him and tells him she’s fine and he believes her. Of course he believes her. She could convince anyone, for a moment on a sidewalk. She convinces her brother that she wants to spend the night at the Friend’s house. She trusts the Friend. Her brother trusts him. Why shouldn’t she. He is a Friend. A saver. With good hands, magic hands.

      It is a sliver of a moment until they arrive at his apartment. Until he is shaking her shoulder telling her to wake because they have arrived. When she wakes, she speaks but she can’t speak. Her voice has been stolen and replaced by garbled words that aren’t hers. She thinks these words are funny and laughs as the Friend lifts her from the car. He tells her to be quiet. She tries to say she is sorry, so sorry, but the words fly away like birds.

      He carries her inside, dragging her feet across the cement sidewalk, over the metal rim of the sliding glass door. When she feels the carpet under her feet, she considers falling down there and sleeping, knowing the softness will feel like goodness, and she can sleep there. She tries to ask the Friend if she can sleep on the carpet, but he tells her to be quiet, quiet, because his brother is sleeping. The Friend’s voice is sharper now, like the rattling of a cage. She stops laughing.

      He helps her up the stairs to his room. She sees his bed. She is delighted and falls onto it, lying on her side, pulling her knees to her belly, shutting her eyes, dreaming of sleeping. The Friend disappears into the bathroom. She wonders if he will come back but doesn’t care. She is so sleepy and only cares about sleep.

      Then he is back, and he is on her and he kisses her. She kisses him. She understands kissing. Kissing is nice. He lies on top of her. She can’t move her arms because her arms are like her words, no longer hers, garbled, uncontrolled. He pulls her up, holds her with one hand, one fist gripped around her arm, and with the other pulls off her shirt in one motion, then pulls her bra without unclipping it. The tightness of the bra catches on her arms and shoulders, but the Friend keeps pulling until it is off of her, until it is gone. He drops her back onto the bed, and she falls, falls, until the bed catches her. Now, she cannot shut her eyes, sleep has slipped from her like everything. He stands and removes his shirt, his pants, his everything. He pulls at her pants until the button slips loose, then yanks them from her feet. Her legs are garbled. He reaches for her panties. Her brain turns red. Red red red. She knows, despite this draining, what to do, to say. Magic. Magic words. She moves her muddled arms her mangled fingers to her hips, grabs hold to the edges of her panties, hangs on when the Friend would pull. No, she says. No. No. The only word she knows. The magic word. She holds on and speaks one word.

      The Friend grabs her shoulder, squeezes, and turns her over, presses her stomach and face into the blanket, the hard mattress. She doesn’t let go of her panties. The Friend slips a finger under the lace edge of her panties between her legs and pulls aside the slender piece of fabric, pulls it aside the distance of two fingers or perhaps the distance of an ocean, and shoves himself inside.

      She dies then.

      She wakes three hours later to the chirping of birds.

      She thinks of her brother first, as she slips out of the Friend’s apartment into bright light.

      She tells no one. Because she no longer believes in the magic of words.
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            WHY I DIDN’T REPORT BEING RAPED

          

        

      

    

    
      Here’s how it started.

      I was raped in grad school and didn’t tell anyone. (That’s a common story.)

      Later, I told someone about my rape, but I didn’t report my rape because reporting rape on campus was, and still is, kind of a nightmare. (That’s also a common story.)

      Later still, I wrote a short story about being raped and published that, but the story was fiction and not real. (It was not real.)

      And then, years later, I began doing anti-rape activist work, and the Title IX complaints started happening. I decided to report my rape to the school, hoping that reporting would be less of a nightmare now. (Maybe it was less of a nightmare. But it was still a nightmare.)

      But.

      I never reported my rape to the police — even though, even now, I could. North Carolina, the state where I live, where he raped me, has no statute of limitations for felonies.

      No statute of limitations. What he did will always be a crime. In my eyes, and in the eyes of the law. Right?

      Sort of.

      That’s the problem.

      Why didn’t you report being raped?

      Other people ask me that question, sure. But mostly I ask myself.

      Why didn’t I report being raped? — I ask myself that question a lot. And then I torture myself with the answers.

      Why didn’t you report being raped?

      Because my rapist is a doctor, and no one will believe that a doctor would do something like that.

      Because I was basically cheating on my boyfriend when I went home with my rapist. And even though I didn’t want to have sex with my rapist, that won’t matter in the eyes of a prosecutor or jury.

      Because I have a psychiatric disability that will torpedo my credibility in the eyes of anyone, and I mean anyone, who knows anything about prosecuting rape or defending against rape charges. I am a lawyer, and I know that anyone with a psychiatric disability like mine would have her credibility as a witness destroyed by even the most poorly trained, overworked, and nervous defense attorney.

      Because I know that my psychiatric disability will come out in court, no matter what the rules of evidence say. It will. And I will have to listen to them, the members of the self-same profession that I’m a part of, doing defense work that I know is important, I will have to listen to them destroy my credibility as a witness to my own rape on the basis of a psychiatric disability that has absolutely nothing to do with my credibility as a witness in the world of empirical fact, but everything to do with my credibility as a witness in the world of stigma and bigotry.

      Because I don’t know if I will survive that experience.

      Why didn’t you report being raped?

      Because I was so drunk on the drinks my rapist gave me at the bar that I passed out in my rapist’s car while he drove me to his apartment and so I didn’t even know where we were. My drunken state didn’t matter much to me until after he raped me. After he raped me, I didn’t know how to get home. So I asked him to drive me. And then later I realized that asking him to drive me home would give a defense attorney even more ammo against me because why would I ask him to drive me home if I was afraid of him? Why would I choose to spend more time with him if he was a rapist? Why didn’t I just run out of his apartment and start screaming? Isn’t that how a rape victim is supposed to act?

      Because I didn’t act how a rape victim is supposed to act.

      Because I couldn’t remember which of the little towns his apartment was located in. When I think about reporting to the police, I realize that I don’t even know which police station to report my rape to because I don’t know which police force has jurisdiction over my rape.

      Because I don’t want to even think about the word jurisdiction.

      Because after I was raped, I hated myself and wanted to die. And I still kind of do, even years and years later.

      Why didn’t you report being raped?

      Because my rapist was a friend of my family, and I didn’t know if they would take his side.

      Because I knew that if my family took my rapist’s side, I wouldn’t have a family anymore. So I thought it would be better not to put the issue to the test.

      Because the first time I was raped, when I was a child, adults blamed me for it. My animal brain is still really confused about that. My animal brain knows that being blamed hurts and believes that keeping secrets is less painful than risking being blamed again.

      Because I can’t believe that I am a person who was raped twice. What does it say about me that I am a person who was raped twice? Am I a perpetual victim? Am I doomed to be victimized, attacked, forever?

      Because maybe my brain really is broken. Because maybe it really is my fault, if it happened to me twice.

      Right?
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