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A student shows up at our center first thing in the morning. It’s only 7:30 but I get the
feeling the red, puffy-eyed person standing at the desk has had no sleep recently. The
receptionist identifies the present need and hands the student some paperwork to fill out. Just the
thought of having to complete it brings such an overwhelming sigh of despair that I can feel it
across the room. No one has to tell me that this person needs help, and he needs it now.
I get a cup of coffee and head back to my office, where I start my work day, answering
email, returning a couple of calls, then gathering what I need for my next class. The coffee
finished, the cold cup sitting on my desk, I look up and into the face of one of our counselors
peering around the corner of my slightly open door. She almost whispers, “I’m going to need
your help on this one. Do you have some time?”
I stand and head her way. After all, that’s what I’m here for―I’m a victim advocate. My
job is to be a trained reinforcement of strength―a kind ear, a concerned and caring person who
can stand with a victim as she or he goes through the uncomfortable reporting process after
having been sexually assaulted. Mine is sometimes a precarious position because a victim may
have just suffered a lifetime’s worst violation of person, and thus has difficulty trusting anyone.
My instinct is right. The counselor leads me to the young man. We enter the room
together, and she introduces me to Travis. Travis is thin (almost frail), about 5’7”, and looks like
a sad, crumpled mess. I say hello and ask Travis if he would mind if I came in to help him. I
stand there as he looks at me, then says yes, indicating he does want me to stay. I ask if I may sit
down. He nods his head. The counselor and I sit down and turn our chairs toward him. “Do you
know what an advocate is, Travis?” I ask. He simply shakes his head “no.”
I begin: “Unlike your counselor, I can stay with you while you go through your reporting
process, if you want me to. I am not a counselor, nor will I give you advice, but since I know
your rights and options, I will make sure you have the information you need to make the best
decision for you. You will be in control. It’s not necessary for me to know all the details of your
story. In fact, in some sexual assault cases that go to court, I as an advocate can be subpoenaed,
so for that reason, I cannot promise you I’ll never tell anyone what you say to me this morning.
Do you understand? Do you have any questions for me?”
His counselor enters the conversation. She asks Travis if she can give me some of the
details of the incident. With his permission, she paraphrases his story.
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Travis is an aviation electronics student at the military training center. He says he was
doing well in his class and looked forward to his new phase of training, where students are given
the weekends off. He and some buddies pooled their money, rented a hotel room on the beach,
and filled an ice chest with beer and a liquor assortment, all with the intent of getting drunk,
maybe even a little crazy, in celebration. Travis is not accustomed to drinking. He thinks he
passed out well before midnight. He does remember being awakened by four guys pulling at his
clothes. It was very dark, and he didn’t recognize them, but he knew they were drunk. They
pulled off his pants, held him down, and took turns raping him. His crying and telling them to
stop accomplished nothing. They threatened him to keep his mouth shut, or else, and they left the
room. Travis got up, put on his clothes, and called a cab. He returned to the base and the safety
of his barracks room. He tells no one. The counselor adds that he is now having trouble sleeping
and cannot rest in his room unless the door is locked. They aren’t supposed to lock their doors in
the barracks, so it’s a problem.
I ask him if he has been to Medical. When he says no, I tell him that, after an assault, it’s
always a good idea to be tested for venereal disease. He says he’ll go later.
My next question is to determine if he wants to press charges. If so, I say, we will need to
meet with law enforcement in the jurisdiction where the crime occurred. After he says he wants
to file a report, I arrange a meeting for Travis and someone from the sheriff’s office, who will
take the report. Travis asks me if he then has to repeat the whole story of the incident. I tell him
that it’s necessary.
I try to prepare him for what I know will be an uncomfortable situation. Law enforcement
has a job―gathering the facts. Unfortunately, I tell Travis, many officers are not as kind and
considerate as they should be, so he shouldn’t be offended. Just tell them what happened.
I can see his frustration, so I say to him, “They can’t help you or hold anyone accountable
if you don’t tell them what happened. It’s hard to do, but you did nothing wrong. They did.”
Since the rape occurred in another county, I drive Travis to one of that county’s
restaurants, where we meet an officer from the sheriff’s department. The two of them sit in a
booth in the far back of an almost empty room. The tall, masculine officer looks as if he’s been a
body-building Marine the way he carries himself. I sit across the room, out of earshot as Travis
tells him his story. I can see the officer writing, asking questions occasionally, and nodding his
head, apparently in understanding.
From my perspective, it looks as if the interview is going really well, that Travis has
opened up and given him the ugly details of the incident.
This is a bad case indeed, so I know Travis is going to need a lot of help afterward. It has
been my experience that young men don’t report sexual assaults on them unless they’re hurt so
badly they can’t keep it in. Travis has to tell.
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Finally, the interview is over. The officer gets up, holding his clipboard firmly in hand as
he walks toward me. I meet him and walk out the door with him so I can ask if there’s anything I
could or should do at this point to help Travis. The officer looks at me, and in a very serious
voice, he asks, “Do you think this kid is on the level?”
I cannot believe my ears. This officer has listened to this terrible, degrading, and
horrifying story, and now he has the nerve to think a victim would lie about such a thing. I feel
angry and disappointed that Travis had had to tell his story to someone who would only question
his honesty. I assure him that Travis is indeed on the level. His report finished, the officer says
the sexual assault detectives will be in touch with Travis to go over his story again. I do not tell
Travis what the officer said, because I know he will be devastated.
Travis continues to have terrible issues in his barracks. He can’t sleep or eat, is afraid to
be alone, is very suspicious of everyone, and when he returns to his counselor, threatens to take
his own life. He cannot handle the additional questioning, he says. He stops cooperating and
refuses to continue the complaint.
Eventually, Travis is processed out of the military. Once out, there is no additional
follow-up for him.
He promises me he will get counseling when he gets back home.
I still wonder if he did.
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