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her grandpa. She stood at attention, straight as a stick, with hands to her sides.
I would love to have had a photo taken of that impromptu moment. I was so
proud of the way she chose to honor her great-grandfather.
It is easier now to remember my dad with love in my heart. What a
travesty that, while we were all young, he never received treatment for his
combat-received brain trauma and PTSD. What a positive difference he could
have made in so many people’s lives!

q

I made friends with Joe Delsignore, a co-worker who worked as the
Sexual Assault Victim Intervention (SAVI) Coordinator at NAS Pensacola.
The Navy had a SAVI program which required every person who said they
had been sexually assaulted to have the right to support by a trained victim
advocate. The advocates are basically trained hand-holders, and information
and referral specialists, and they make sure the victim knows that no matter
what the circumstances, the assault was not their fault. Victims do not have
to accept advocate services, but the support is available 24/7, no matter what.
Joe recruited me to work for him as a volunteer. I went to a week of training to learn the ropes of being an advocate. It was after that training that I
started standing the watch and working with victims of sexual assault, both
male and female. I found there was no way to work with others without seeing
my own reflection in their pain. It had to be God’s plan for me, because I never
once dreamed I would end up working as an advocate for victims of sexual
assault.
The SAVI program opened my eyes. I started attending all the training
I could find on working with victims. By 2002, when Joe took a new job and
the coordinator position was posted, I was qualified and I applied for the
open position. I was hired and promoted. The first year that I worked as the
SAVI Coordinator, we handled over fifty-four cases on our base. Those were
the ones reported. I am sure there were many more. Date rape (with alcohol
involved) became our biggest problem in our eighteen-to twenty-two-year old
population. I knew we had to work on educating these young military recruits
that “no” really means “no.”
Uncle Sam contributed mightily to my education when it came to working with victims. I worked for five and a half years with victims of sexual
assault, and completed hundreds of classroom hours in training, participated
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in symposiums and conferences, and worked on the Joint Task Force, in Washington, D.C., to provide input from the field. I was able to give program managers insight into the actual working mechanics of the program as changes
were being made. I was on the committee, and saw it change from a Navy
program to a Department of Defense, all-branches-of-the-services program.
Under the guidance of Brigadier General K.C. McClain, appointed after
the Colorado Springs scandal, the new and improved program was renamed
the Sexual Assault Prevention and Response (SAPR) Program. I received
a very meaningful award, as Civilian Employee of the Year in 2006, for my
educational work in the prevention of sexual assault. The program was made
available to thousands of young service members, and ended up reducing the
number of assaults at NAS Pensacola by more than 50 percent.
My training was heartfelt. I knew what it was like to be raped, to be
violated. What I didn’t realize was how common it was in both military and
civilian communities. I had dealt with assault by learning to “suck it up” and
keep it to myself. What I saw and heard from so many military personnel was
that attitudes hadn’t changed much over the years. It was still easier to blame
the victim.
After years of intense training for everyone in uniform, I heard a commanding officer say, and I quote, “If she hadn’t gotten herself drunk, it wouldn’t
have happened to her.” If you followed that reasoning, then any woman (or
man) who drinks too much should also expect to be raped. It was ludicrous
to justify such a crime by blaming it on the indiscretion of the victim. In all
states, it is legal to drink if you are 21. It is never legal to rape.

q

I talked to my mom about my new job. She could not grasp the idea of
putting blame on the offender rather than the victim. She had never seen it
work that way. I asked my mom if she remembered the young woman who
often visited my Grandma Brown. It was many years ago, during my visits with
my grandma, in Gaskin, Florida. I was very young, but I remembered the girl
who lived in the house just up the dirt road. I remembered the girl to be about
seventeen or so. She was a little plump and not very attractive, but sometimes
she would visit Grandma’s house with her baby girl in tow. The little girl had
blonde hair just like me, and for some reason, I felt sorry for her.
My grandma and my aunt would talk about them when they left. I listened
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to their gossip. They whispered that the little girl was a child of sin—born out
of wedlock. Everyone thought the child’s daddy was also her grandfather. I
didn’t understand completely, but I knew it had to be bad.
My mom remembered the young woman. She even remembered the girl’s
family name. But it was how mom remembered the visit that haunts me to this
day. Mom said, “That girl was having an affair with her daddy. Everyone knew
it was going on.” The girl’s daddy would get up in the morning, but before
going to work, he would rake the ground all around the house (the yards were
dirt, no grass anywhere), so he could tell if anyone had walked to the door or if
she had gone outside. He was known to beat her if she went anywhere without
his permission. Mom said, “They finally sent her away, to a woman’s prison, for
messin’ round with her daddy like that.”
I just stared at my mom in disbelief. Did she just say, “Messin’ round with
her daddy like that?” Mom’s attitude was a reflection of her own times: A man
holds his minor daughter hostage, rapes her, impregnates her, and puts her
in prison. I have no idea what ultimately happened to that little girl. Mom
thought that she had no choice but to go along. I didn’t even try to explain to
her why she was wrong. It was too late.
The stories of rape that I have heard should shame us as a community,
as a society. It was not just the stories I heard from young military members
reporting they had been raped, usually by their shipmates or fellow Marines,
but it was the disclosures I heard from women after they found out I was a
sexual assault victim advocate. I wasn’t a counselor, but I became a very good
listener. Many women told me of their shattered childhoods, disclosing this
for the first time to a “knowing,” empathetic, and non-threatening woman.
One woman just blurted out to me that her daddy had raped her. We were
talking of her doll collection when she said, “That is why I love dolls and toys
so much now. I finally get to be a child.” I think it even surprised her that
she told me. I asked her if she was doing okay. My question opened up the
floodgates of emotion, and she told me more of what happened. She grew up
in the country, her mom worked, and her dad was a farmer of sorts. She and
her younger sister were left in the care of their father while their mom worked.
She said she always knew when he was going to rape her, or if it was to
be her little sister’s turn. She said, “We knew that whoever had to stay inside
to do house-work, she was the one he would fuck that day.” He never paid for
his crimes.
She now plays with dolls as her way to deal with her loss.
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Over and over, I met with promiscuous young females who had been
raped, most of them in the military. Many left home to get away because they
were being, or had been, sexually abused by family members. It was usually
the stepdad or an uncle.
Victims should not be ashamed that they have been hurt. We have to stop
looking at them as less, because they were not lucky enough to get through
their childhoods without being victimized. In my opinion, there’s one thing
you can depend on: If you want to double, maybe even triple, your child’s
chances of being raped or molested, all you have to do is bring a boyfriend or
stepfather into the home. Sibling abuse cannot be ignored, especially pubescent children caring for smaller, very vulnerable children. My advice, based
on dealing with hundreds and hundreds of child abuse cases, is to carefully
screen anyone, male or female, you allow to care for your children, no matter
who they are. The excuse that they are so nice and just love kids may be the
ruse used to gain access to the children. Victimizing children becomes much
easier if the perpetrator earns the trust of the parents first.
Of course, not everyone is a child molester. But believe me when I tell you,
it is much more common than good people want to accept. Is it worth the risk?
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Chapter 45
Advocacy Changed My Life

Finally seeing the world from a new perspective.

I

worked hard for the Navy, but it was my volunteer service that put me
onto a path I never expected to take. I have often said I didn’t know how I
got here from there. My life has been a series of adversities and challenges,
triggering my survival instincts until I could find a path that could give me
a chance to better my plight. It seems I have always been actively en route. I
just had no clear idea where I was going. My “strategy” was to keep moving
because I trusted I would know what was right when I found it.
I have always been envious of those lucky young women born into healthy
and loving homes. I have often wondered who would I be today if:
• I had been born to parents who had not been dealing with the aftermath of World War II, and a dad struggling with untreated PTSD.
• I had been the first child that was doted on, loved, and adored.
• I hadn’t been sick, with some unidentified illness that inconvenienced
everyone, especially me.
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• I hadn’t been molested as a child, robbed of innocence that made me
feel guilty, dirty, and less.
• I hadn’t been physically attractive. (The luck of the genealogical draw
presented me opportunities to shine, be included, and sometimes
envied.)
• I hadn’t had parents that loved me, even though they struggled every
day in the good-faith upbringing of their children, dedicated to provide
the basis for my faith, instill moral parameters, mete out discipline, and
hold me accountable, for as Dad said, “Do as I say, not as I do.”
• I hadn’t “screwed up” and gotten pregnant at the ripe old age of sixteen.
• I had waited, married a man who was confident, educated, and moral,
and who respected me as a woman, wife, and mother.
• I had been older and better prepared to be a mother, not tearing my
children’s home apart to find that better/ safer place.
• I had not made so many wrong decisions. As hard as I tried to implement the plan my parents embedded in me, it hadn’t worked for them,
and it didn’t work for me.
However, I played the hand I was dealt, and I kept trying to make it
right. I know I could have been a better, more accomplished person if I had
experienced the advantage of a stable home, mature, loving guidance, and
mentorship. However, even though the cards were stacked against me, I must
have done something right. As I look around me, I am amazed at where I am
and how far I have come.
Those three benchmarks I had set as a child as indicators of true wealth
had been attained: a two-story house with a grand staircase, a swimming pool
in the back yard to cool the oppressive days of Southern heat, and above all, to
own a horse—the biggest trophy of all. We have them all, and so much more. I
learned quickly that those things were even sweeter when we shared our good
fortune with family and friends.
I have also learned that the harder I work, the luckier I get. After two years
of working as a volunteer sexual assault victim advocate, I was hooked. From
2002 through 2008, I worked full time as the coordinator for the Navy’s Sexual
Assault Prevention and Response Program, responding to sexual assault victims 24/7, training other victim advocates and thousands of military personnel on prevention and awareness of sexual assault. In 2008, I applied for, and
was appointed to, the position of Education Services Facilitator. That job made
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me responsible for training first responders in one of the Navy’s high-visibility
programs, the Family Advocacy Program (FAP), which dealt with all allegations of domestic violence and child abuse. When the war on terror began, the
stressors on military families increased and the need for more assistance and
support to families went up exponentially. I got the job and started on my new
path without looking back.
I quickly learned more about the effects of abuse on individuals, families,
and children. As an educator for the Family Advocacy Program (FAP), my
audiences were many and varied. FAP is mandated by Congress. It is the
Navy’s response to domestic violence, child abuse, neglect, and child sexual
abuse within a military family. It does not set forth a legal process. It is all
about assessing the situation for safety, treatment, and offender accountability.
To young military service members ages eighteen to twenty-four, I taught
prevention and awareness of domestic violence, along with how to recognize
and build healthy relationships. I taught instructors—the more senior people—how to identify and refer presenting problems for assistance. Commanding officers received instruction on Navy policy and regulations, along with
their reporting responsibilities and avenues for treatment to restore safety.
My classes for first responders, such as law enforcement, were geared toward
sensitive treatment of victims, better interviewing skills, working with victim
advocates, and more thorough forensic documentation. The Navy’s child-care
providers were trained to recognize symptoms of child abuse and neglect, and
how to report all suspected cases of abuse.
I have worked with parents involved in Family Advocacy cases to help
them recognize how their behavior affects their children. Most enter the
required classes, refusing to see the connection between their behavior and
the adverse effects that abuse or violence have on their children.
Last, but not least, are the classes for the children. With parental permission, we have taught hundreds of children that their bodies are private, they
belong to them, and they have a right to say “no” to anything that makes them
feel uncomfortable. They learned to say “STOP,” to yell, to run away, and to tell
an adult. If that adult didn’t help, then tell another, until someone helps.
In order to teach or facilitate the aforementioned classes, the Navy sent
me to hundreds of hours of training, classes, workshops, symposiums, and
conferences. I say with all sincerity, “Thank you, Uncle Sam, for paying me to
learn how to help others.” As an unexpected byproduct, I was given information that changed my life.
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One workshop I attended, at the University of West Florida, was called
“Animal Abuse: Its Connection to Domestic Violence.” The class held me in its
grip. That class was the first of its kind that I had attended, and it connected
how power and control over a spouse is often secured by threatening to hurt
or kill family pets. Victims of domestic abuse that sought shelter often learned
their animals would not be allowed refuge or safety. The thought horrified
me, and brought back memories of how my animals had been threatened
and abused. My horses had always been subjects of threats, made in order to
subdue me.
I have trained and worked alongside Licensed Clinical Social Workers,
Marriage and Family Therapists, Counselors, professional victim advocates,
Naval Criminal Investigative Services personnel, and local law enforcement.
As a part of assisting families, I have learned that domestic violence, child
abuse, and animal abuse are often connected and far too common.
The abuse that I was subjected to by the use of guns would now, even with
just a misdemeanor conviction, prevent an abuser from ever legally possessing a firearm, assuming it didn’t actually land them in prison. Under today’s
laws, a conviction of child sexual abuse, or even exposing oneself to a child,
would land an abuser on a registered sexual offender list, with all manner of
restrictions and reporting requirements. I have often thought of the present
and the much lower threshold required for an arrest for domestic violence or
abuse, in comparison to law enforcement during the 1970’s and 80’s. I have felt
vindicated when I have seen abusers held accountable. I hadn’t been wrong
then in asking for, or expecting, help.
That one volunteer job as a victim advocate changed my life and the life of
every suffering soul we were able to educate, support, and help to find peace.
If, as a society, we don’t help, we will continue to live side by side with families
where offenders continue to perpetrate their crimes. Turning a blind eye to
abuse can be devastating because the effects can permeate the fiber of entire
families for generations.

q

My mom was one of those victims. She lived for over 60 years as a victim
of abuse—so long, in fact, it was her norm. Mom hated the oppression and
the oppressor—she prayed for relief. As Dad was dying, I tried to get her to
forgive him. We cried, we held hands, and I said, “Mom, please forgive him.”
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