FICTIONAL ADVOCATE STORY #5
By Phyllis Hain

When I respond to the call, I brace myself for whatever will make this sexual assault case
different from the others I usually take. No case is ever the same―the victim, the place, the act,
or the extenuating circumstances.
This report comes in on a Monday morning. The blonde victim of sexual assault is
waiting for me at the base clinic where she had shown up for sick call, then reported that she had
been raped Friday night in the barracks. I know that Navy Security Service (NSS) will wait for
me to arrive before they question her―the victim has a right to an advocate. I hurry, only to find
her sitting silently in her military fatigues, head down, cover (hat) in her hands, staring down at
her boots. I feel her sadness as soon as I enter the room.
“Hi, my name is Phyllis and I am a victim advocate. Do you know what a victim
advocate is?” This is my introduction and I can see, as soon as her eyes meet mine, that she has
no idea.
“Do you mind if I sit down?” I ask her. She gives me permission to sit in the chair across
from her. I could see she had been crying, so I’m taking it very slowly. Falling back on my
training, I know how important it is to allow a victim control over her surroundings and any
other decisions, as much as possible. After all, as a victim of sexual assault, a person has just lost
control over a most precious thing―her own body. We want to start the healing immediately by
helping them take back control.
“Do you mind telling me your name?” I ask. She answers in a very low, crackling voice,
“Shannon.”
“Would you like for me to tell you why I am here?” I hear myself asking. As she nods, I
begin, “You are entitled to have someone stay with you during your report and medical exam
process. That way you do not have to feel alone. I’m on your team,” I add. “You can elect not to
have an advocate, but I hope I can make this process easier for you. I am not an investigator,
advisor, or counselor. I am here just for you, to assist in any way that will help you feel more
comfortable. Would you like for me to stay?” I ask.
I’m pleased when she says “yes.”
I say, “Shannon, the first step is NSS will want to ask you some questions. They will
need basic information―name, rank, etc.―but it is your option if you want to make a full report
of the entire incident. Shannon, without a report and a medical examination, valuable evidence
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will be lost. Losing forensic evidence can greatly reduce the chances of holding a perpetrator
accountable.”
She asks me about the sexual assault exam, so I explain that the forensic exam is an
opportunity to gather evidence, such as semen present, DNA, etc. It’s also a way to document
injuries and bruising, and if appropriate, provide photos for prosecution purposes. It’s hard to
predict how long it will take, but I reassure her that I will stay with her during the whole process
if she wants me to.
The young woman has now started looking at me, eyes questioning. I can tell we are
building a rapport. Making that initial connection is important. I feel comfortable that Shannon
will allow me to provide the support that will help her through this day.
NSS has been waiting outside―it is time for their interview. Shannon’s next decision:
Does she want me in the room while she tells her story, or does she want me to wait outside until
the interview is over? After I explain her, she elects to have me stay with her. I ask her, “Where
do you want me to sit?” She indicates the chair next to her. As an advocate, I don’t need to hear
the story. In fact, at times it is better that I don’t. My only job is to believe the victim and
concentrate on how I can provide support, valuable information on what to expect, and discuss
options with her. I know I don’t have to worry because there are enough people who will
question her story―over and over again.
NSS’s questions begin: Name, branch of service, rank, age. When Shannon says she is
17, I am surprised. Shannon is tall, maybe 5’8”, 150 lbs., and very pretty.
NSS Agent Picker asks Shannon, “What happened?” I can see she is shy. Who wants to
tell the most intimate details of an assault to a stranger? Agent Picker looks like a kind father.
We are lucky because he is good. He tells Shannon, “I’ve been around a long time, and I can tell
you there is nothing you can say that I haven’t heard before. It’s okay. Just tell me in your own
words what happened.” I watch Shannon, trying to read her needs as her story begins.
Shannon says she had been out with friends on Friday night. They had all been drinking
and she was late getting back to the barracks. She stopped at the smoke pit to have one last puff
before going up. Upset, scared, drunk, and knowing her curfew was at 2300 (11:00 p.m.), she
knew she was in trouble. A classman came by and asked her what was up? After telling him she
was late for curfew, he told her not to worry, that he knew a back way in. He would lead her up
the back fire exit, into the hall, and she could slip into her room undetected. She went with him.
After exiting the stairwell, they heard noise. He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the
janitor’s closet. He pushed her onto the floor and told her to be quiet or they’d be heard. After
the person in the hall passed, she tried to get up. He pushed her back against the wall and she slid
to a sitting position. He forced her to perform oral sex, while continuing to tell her to be quiet or
they’d be discovered. He finally shoved her over to a lying position and raped her. She said she
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was crying, but was quiet because she heard someone else in the hall. Within a few minutes, it
was quiet again. Her classmate got up, slipped out the door, and left her. She said it was maybe
ten minutes before she was able to get up and find her way to her room undetected.
Shannon says she thought she would be able to hide the entire event so no one would find
out. However, over the weekend, she stayed in bed, experiencing repeated crying jags, and on
Monday morning found she could not face her classmate. So she went to sick call and came to
the clinic. She wants to make a report and press charges.
The usual questions follow this statement: Why didn’t you report Friday night? How
much did you have to drink? Were there any other witnesses? Had you slept with that classmate
before? Did you bathe afterwards? Where are the clothes you wore on Friday night?
After the interview, Agent Picker asks me what I think about Shannon’s story. I tell him I
believe her.
Following that Monday morning, I’m able to talk with Shannon on numerous occasions.
She joined the military because her stepfather had been raping her. Her mother wanted her to get
out of the home so she allowed Shannon to join the military at 17 years of age. She came into the
military seeking a safe haven. She, like many sexually abused children, has a difficult time
setting sexual boundaries and understanding her own vulnerability.
Insistent that she had been raped, the case, following investigation, goes to the next level
―a so-called “Article 32.”
Shannon requests that I attend the Article 32 (a military grand jury) with her. She is
nervous to the point of throwing up, but with me beside her, she says she can continue. I’m
permitted to sit in the room while she testifies to the acts against her. Only 17 years old, she is
forced to tell how she was made to perform oral sex and how the classmate raped her.
“Did you say no?” “Did you fight?” “Why didn’t you scream?” “Why didn’t you report
the incident Saturday morning?”
Her dilemma is seemingly lost on those listening to her story in her courtroom.
Her classmate testifies it was a consensual rendezvous before bedtime.
The jury finds the case to be lacking in evidence to support rape.
Shannon has had difficulty adjusting to military life. Her classmate was strong, cocky,
and respected by his peers. Both received discipline for drinking underage. Shannon was
processed out of the military for mental health issues.
Afterward, despite the rape, her classmate becomes a group leader and moves on to his
next duty station. Shannon tells me that is her worst nightmare.
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