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I love Friday nights with my husband. It’s our time to kick back after a long week and
enjoy a nice meal. But there are no cocktails planned for these Friday evenings. I’m the sexual
assault victim advocate on call. Amazingly, I’ve found that few calls come in on the typical
Friday night. The need for my services is always greatest on Monday mornings. It’s then that I
feel the rush of despair over all the things that happened during the weekend.
However, tonight will be different―the call comes in at about 11:30 p.m. from one of the
hospital emergency room staff. A young woman is in the E.R. and would like to talk with an
advocate. I let them know that I will be there in less than 30 minutes.
When I arrive at the Navy Hospital, I am processed in by showing my military I.D. and
my victim advocate card. A nurse doesn’t tell me anything about the case, just leads me to a
curtained room. Walking quietly around the curtain, I see the woman sitting on the side of the
bed dressed in a hospital gown. I say, “Hello, I’m Phyllis. They called me and said you wanted to
see an advocate. I came as quickly as I could.” She sits up straighter and turns to face me.
I’m not prepared for what I see, but I know I can’t allow her to see my look of
astonishment and concern. I walk closer to her and ask her a simple my question: “How can I
help you?” She starts to cry and I just stand there, quietly telling her I’m sorry she’s going
through this, and that she isn’t to blame. “No matter what, none of this is your fault,” I say.
Her name is Cindy and she is not in the military. She is an 18 year old dependent. In her
face, I can see the aftermath of the rape. All is made worse by her concern that her dad and her
boyfriend not find out about it.
Never before have I seen a victim strangled to the point where blood fills both the
victim’s eyes. Her face looks puffy, and the surface of her skin is covered with small red dots
called petechia (a tiny purplish red spot on the skin caused by the release into the skin of a very
small quantity of blood from a capillary). Her slender neck is clearly bruised by fingers that
squeezed hard into her flesh. The bruising looks like blood hickeys in the exact shape of fingers.
I wonder how she survived. Strangulation to that point is extremely dangerous. Most likely she
was only seconds away from unconsciousness and then death.
I ask Cindy if she’s going to press charges, because if she is, we’ll need to go to a
different hospital―one where they perform sexual assault examinations. “We’ll also meet one of
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the sheriffs there so you can give a report,” I tell her. “Because you sustained injuries, the
hospital, by law, will have to report the incident to law enforcement.”
She elects to go to the hospital for a forensic exam, and I drive her in my own car. On the
way, Cindy starts telling me her story. I tell her she doesn’t have to tell me anything, but I’ll
most certainly listen if she needs to talk. “My job is to stay with you and answer your questions
if I can.”
Cindy says she attended a Friday night party thrown by friends. She did not have a date
because her boyfriend was out of town. She admits she had too much to drink when she accepts a
ride home with a guy she doesn’t really know. He’s there at the party with all her other friends,
so she assumes he’s okay. Though she gives him directions to her home, he drives his truck
down a different street and pulls in behind a large commercial building. There, he starts trying to
kiss her. When she resists, he holds her down. She finally realizes that if she does not remain
absolutely still, he will strangle her to death. After the episode is over, he drives her back to the
party. A girlfriend there sees her and immediately drives her to the hospital.
Cindy is very critical of her decision to accept the man’s offer of a ride home. I tell her
that it may not have been the best decision, but that doesn’t mean she wanted to be raped and
strangled. She is a victim of a crime.
I tell her that if she thought she might be pregnant as a result of the rape, she can be
prescribed the morning-after pill. She asks me what that would do. I tell her that it would make
her start her monthly cycle early, at which point she might experience a heavier than normal
period with additional cramping. It is up to her to make that decision, I say, but if it’s a “yes,”
she will have to ask the doctor to prescribe the medication.
Cindy gives a full report to law enforcement. She submits to a forensic exam. The
evidence is handed over to the sheriff’s department. A photographer comes and documents the
injuries. In the two hours since I first saw her at the Navy hospital, her petechia has
tremendously improved. Her face is not nearly as puffy, purple, or dotted as it was then. I wish
the photos had been taken much earlier. Because the sheriff kept her clothing as evidence, she
puts on the extra clothing that I carry in my bag just for this purpose (new, clean underwear, tshirt, and shorts), and it’s in these clothes that she’s photographed.
We talk of her boyfriend and her dad. She doesn’t want either to know about what
happened. I can tell it’s a heavy burden for her. She keeps blaming herself for going to the party
alone. We speak at length about her need to get into counseling immediately. I tell her that
victims who get counseling right away have a much greater chance of healing and of learning
coping skills that she will surely need in the days, weeks, and months to follow. She agrees to
allow me to set her up with counseling, and to call her in the weeks that follow so I can see how
she’s doing. I give her a victim’s rights pamphlet and my card, and I get her number. I drive her
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home―it’s almost morning now―and I watch her walk in to her door. I drive home slowly,
thinking about the problems she may face.
Cindy follows up with counseling. However, she drops the charges. And she’s still
making every attempt to keep her father and boyfriend from learning of the incident. Because
there is no one to testify against the offender, he is never arrested. After she drops the charges, I
call Cindy three different times to see how she’s doing. She never answers or returns my calls.
That’s her decision entirely, so I don’t question it or her reasoning.
Unfortunately, the offender is free to repeat his act with another victim.
The next victim may not be as lucky.
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