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Personal stories of surviving after the trauma of sexual assault.In the era of #MeToo, we’ve
become better at talking about sexual assault. But sexual assault isn’t limited to a single, terrible
moment of violence: it stays with survivors, following them wherever they go.Through the voices
of twelve diverse writers, Whatever Gets You Through offers a powerful look at the narrative of
sexual assault not covered by the headlines—the weeks, months, and years of survival and
adaptation that people live through in its aftermath. With a foreword by Jessica Valenti, an
extensive introduction by editors Stacey May Fowles and Jen Sookfong Lee, and contributions
from acclaimed literary voices such as Alicia Elliott, Elisabeth de Mariaffi, Heather O’Neill, and
Juliane Okot Bitek, the collection explores some of the many different forms that survival can
take.From ice hockey to kink, boxing to tapestry-making, these striking personal essays address
experiences as varied as the writers who have lived them. With candor and insight, each writer
shares their own unique account of enduring: the everyday emotional pain and trauma, but also
the incredible resilience and strength that can emerge in the aftermath of sexual
assault.Contributors:Gwen BenawayJuliane Okot BitekElly DanicaAmber DawnAlicia
ElliottKaryn FreedmanHeather O’NeillKatherine LaidlawElisabeth de MariaffiLauren
McKeonSoraya PalmerLeah Lakshmi Piepzna-SamarasinhaKai Cheng Thom



EDITED BYSTACEY MAY FOWLES& JEN SOOKFONG LEEForeword by JESSICA VALENTITo
those who survived in whatever way they could.To those who keep surviving every day.To those
who are still searching for a way to survive.CONTENTSForeword, Jessica ValentiIntroduction,
Stacey May Fowles and Jen Sookfong LeeMy Hand Became a Fist, Lauren McKeonThe Goose,
Heather O’NeillMy Forbidden Room, Alicia ElliottSkinny Days, Juliane Okot BitekThe Salvation
in My Sickness, Kai Cheng ThomWeaving a Path to Healing, Elly DanicaSilence, Gwen
BenawayThe Quiet Ice, Karyn L. FreedmanThis (Traumatized, Kinky, Queer) Body Holds a
Story, Amber DawnA Sister by Water, a Sister by Blood, Soraya PalmerNot Over It, Not Fixed,
and Living a Life Worth Living: A Disability Justice Vision of Survivorhood, Leah Lakshmi
Piepzna-SamarasinhaThe Mother You Need, Elisabeth de
MariaffiContributorsFOREWORD•Jessica Valenti•It’s hard to be in this moment, yet again: a
moment when the culture seems to have caught up to what feminists have been saying all along
—that things are bad, worse than you think. Because all of a sudden you have hope—hope that
things can get better, hope that maybe we’ve finally hit the tipping point on people believing
women and all survivors of sexual assault.But we know better. Those of us who write about
feminism, or think about these issues, or walk through the world female know that no matter how
many people come forward there is an unmovable fact: men believe other men, and they
disbelieve survivors. No matter how many contrite apologies are issued by men who have been
caught with their pants down, sometimes literally, they are continually given the benefit of the
doubt. What does that leave us with?In my worst moments, I think it leaves us with nothing—that
we’re back where we started. In a time when abusers are outed every week and survivors are
still blamed, it’s easy to feel as if we’ve made no progress at all. But that’s not the truth. What we
have—what we’ve always had, and what we have today more than ever—is our voices. Our
stories. The lives we live in spite of it all.Our ability to continue to tell our stories in the face of
disbelief and hatred is an incredible, powerful, hopeful thing. Because although sharing these
experiences—whether in books, in a hashtag, or just in conversation—is in part an act of
solidarity, it’s also done with a glimmer of belief that things can be better.After all, they can’t call
all of us liars.They can’t continue to say that it’s not that bad, or that the statistics around
harassment or rape are overblown. The more of us who speak and take up space, the less
believable they become.And that’s how we win. We overwhelm them with our stories; we
become an unstoppable wave of undeniable experiences.When I read the essays in this book,
that’s what I’m reminded of—the incredible, hopeful power of survivors speaking the truth even
when the world tells them they’re incapable of it. And the way in which speaking that truth
inspires others. Because, make no mistake, every time a survivor reads someone else’s story,
they get that much closer to having the strength to speak their own.In the end, that’s what this
book is—an offering of strength. A show of support. A reminder that no matter how bad things
get, there are so many others who have your back and understand what it is to feel fear, and
rage, and trauma, and joy—sometimes all at once.Reading each essay feels like receiving
Communion, understanding the bigger picture and taking pieces of each other in the best, most



relevant way.It’s books like this that help us to move forward with a clear vision of what we need:
stories, truth, and most of all—each other. So read with hope, read with sadness—we’re all
going to feel differently when confronted with other survivors’ truths. But know that by doing so,
just by witnessing each other’s lives, we are taking small, sure steps
forward.INTRODUCTION•Stacey May FowlesJen Sookfong Lee•When we sat down to write this
introduction, we thought of all the detached things an editor might say about an anthology like
this. That it is necessary and timely. That the #MeToo movement has pushed us all to consider
sexual assault and its lingering effects in new ways. That statistics show most women have been
or will be harassed or exploited or assaulted in their lifetime. That it is imperative that survivors’
stories are heard by those who want to enact real change. That the responsibility lies with all of
us.These thoughts, facts, and ideas will be familiar to many. They are, of course, true and
important, and we could certainly write pages and pages on them.We could, but we
didn’t.Instead, we wrote notes about a black hole, one that lives inside the body and the mind.
We wrote about how it can wax and wane with time, cling to and surprise you, how it can
occasionally be forgotten, until it isn’t. We wrote about how that darkness can be a part of every
decision, and every action, whether we like it or not. We wrote about how it can shrink and swell,
can be unpredictable, debilitating, and all-consuming. How it can let you have a good day, only
to take that day away.This black hole—for the contributors in this book and for so many others—
is the trauma of sexual assault.In the years following sexual violence, many survivors learn to
live differently. They learn to adapt to a trauma that attaches itself to them, building a new
existence around that black hole that makes its presence known in every choice, every intimate
act, every hope and dream. Its gravitational force is undeniable. Trauma makes it easy to fall in
love with a person who hurts you because that’s what you thought love was supposed to feel
like. It whispers that you’re not valuable, that your presence on this earth is expendable. It
distorts your vision when you look in the mirror, just enough so that you hate what you see.So
when we sat down to write this introduction, the vital question became: How do we, survivors of
sexual violence, actually endure living this way? And, more importantly, how can we—all of us—
make things easier for survivors who are forced to endure living this way?In the past few years,
we have made remarkable progress in the conversation around sexual assault. Survivors have
been given—or, rather, rightfully claimed as their own—high-profile venues to speak about the
things that have happened to them. Many have worked hard to upend any notion that they
should feel shame about what they have experienced. There have been incredible conversations
about consent, education, justice, and restoration. There has been growth, and hope, and even
victory in the face of so much pain.But for us, one piece seemed to consistently be missing—
how do survivors actually cope in the long aftermath of assault? The daily reality of surviving
violence is not the stuff of headlines nor our collective sympathies, yet it is where some of the
bravest and hardest work is done. It felt important to talk about that work and to interrogate how
we might, as a culture and a community, best support it.For many, recovery is long and it is
arduous. It is even boring in its seemingly endless monotony, its progress in increments so tiny it



doesn’t feel much like progress at all. Trauma affects the way you navigate the world in myriad
ways, mars the way you move through moments, the ease of which others take for granted. It
defines even the minor parts of your days, long after the headlines have run and the hashtags
have stopped trending. It changes your relationships, your faith in yourself, and your ability to
trust and connect with the world around you. Trauma can alter you irrevocably, with recovery
moving so slowly it feels like it may never end—like you’ll never get “better.” (Whatever that
means.)So many of our popular narratives of sexual assault seem to end with either justice or
the marked absence of justice. In fiction, there is a grievous act, a perpetrator caught, and a
consequence delivered. Rarely do these stories, whether real or imagined, touch on how we
walk the long road that follows, and all that journey entails. The sleepless nights. The ceaseless
fear. The jobs and friends and opportunities lost. The emotional, physical, and literal costs. What
justice really looks like. And what it has the potential to look like.Despite all of our recent
conversations, how enlightened we collectively claim to be, a great deal of the very heavy
burden of moving forward from sexual assault still lies with those who have been harmed. Yes,
we are outraged, and we express our disdain, but seldom do we ask how we are collectively and
continually supporting those who deal with the real day-to-day realities of trauma. We so often
fail at giving space for survivors to voice those unique realities. We don’t advocate for their safety
and security when they speak out, nor do we make room for them to articulate what they
need.Beyond that, the systems in place to aid in healing are hard to navigate, and victims are left
alone to figure them out. The pathways are riddled with cracks the vulnerable can fall through,
making it hard to stay connected to community and care. What’s more, there isn’t a singular
story or a one-size-fits-all guide to healing (if one exists at all), nor does the world make
considerations or accommodations for the traumatized. Survivors face judgment, disbelief, pity,
and subsequent pain, all while being expected to “get over it” and “move on.”So we felt it was
important to highlight the narrative of sexual assault we’re not talking about—the weeks, months,
and years that follow the event. The difficulty eating, sleeping, working, or connecting with
friends and family. The everyday pain and fear, and ultimately the incredible resiliency and
strength. The unique and diverse forms that “coping” can take, whether considered acceptable,
or branded as harmful.We also know that very few survivors experience that journey of self-
discovery we so commonly see celebrated in films or on bestseller lists—most of the time you
learn how to cope while going to the grocery store, while picking up your kids, while simply being
human. The big revelation or breakthrough may never happen. It often doesn’t.Every survivor
has their own definition of what “recovery” means. We don’t fit into neat and tidy models when it
comes to traveling the way back from the experience of sexualized violence. “Recovery” is not a
word that even applies to everyone. Sometimes “getting past” something actually just means
living side by side with it, integrating its presence into your life, into every movement and
moment. In fact, in creating this anthology, we often questioned whether this idea of “getting
through” sexual assault was even possible, and if the popular perspective that one must
“overcome” the past to move forward was actually helpful.With all of these many ideas in mind,



we reached out to writers with a simple yet extremely complicated question: What got you
through? We asked this question with a sense of openness, understanding that we wouldn’t find
the same answer twice, and knowing that what we would receive would have the capacity to
change our perspectives on what it means to heal.Was it traditional therapy? Was it a person or
a place? Was it reclamation of self, or body, or mind? Was it a connection made or an interest
fostered? Was there even any getting through this at all?And we also understood the inherent
vulnerability in posing this question—responding to our call necessitated writers to invite us into
the very private spaces of their own healing, to share with readers those darker moments in the
hope that it would make them feel less alone, that it would start a dialogue about what it means
to live in the long shadow of another person’s decision to violate you.And what we received in
response was an act of the highest generosity, of incredible candor and insight, and a chance to
really push the conversation on sexual assault out to its most important corners.Narratives like
these are never easy to write, or to read. Yet there is a compelling social need to know that, in
the world, there are others—those who have crawled away from their abusers, who feel like they
have found themselves again. While we are drawn to each other to share our trauma, we are
also drawn to each other to share our coping.The concept of healing or getting better, as Leah
Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha points out in the essay “Not Over It, Not Fixed, and Living a Life
Worth Living,” is faulty. Trauma, like any chronic condition, never leaves us, and the challenge
lies not in healing it but in managing its effects on our lives. In fact, the title of this anthology is
very deliberate—we wanted to publish a book that centers not on abusers but on the voices of
those who are simply getting through, even though that task is far from simple.Here you’ll find
essays from survivors who have rebuilt their lives around, and in spite of, that black hole of
trauma. Alicia Elliott, with silence, consciously gives it no space. Karyn Freedman throws her
body into the speed and chill and physical strain of ice hockey. Gwen Benaway searches for love.
Elisabeth de Mariaffi finds older women to nurture and care for her. Soraya Palmer and her sister
create new worlds that are equal parts dystopia and utopia. Amber Dawn asks her chosen
partners to reenact traumatic events. These are all ways of getting through, of piling up moments
of joy or accomplishment or healing around the edges of this black hole, saving them for the
inevitable times when the great pit yawns wide again. It’s insurance, weighing the good when we
can recognize it so that we know its value when we’re blind to its beauty. It’s how we learn to
accept that getting through is our most Sisyphean task. It’s how we love the person we have
become.This book says there is a way forward, even if it’s not the prescribed or sanctioned one
we’re used to. Even if it’s not acceptable, or pretty, or inspiring. Most importantly, it says that it’s a
way created by individual survivors alone.Even if, yes, there is no way of truly getting over sexual
assault, no way to “overcome” it, or to “recover” what has been taken, there are ways to connect
that will help us through. With bravery, honesty, and generosity, these writers are creating
connections from the raw material of their own experiences and making the days, months, and
years a little easier for those who read their stories.These words are a gift in a world increasingly
unsafe for and cruel toward their necessity. The contributors express both bravery and



vulnerability, articulating a process of reclamation in both whispers and screams. And by sharing
these truths the writers have fostered hope and offered a promise that we can use what we’ve
learned to finally make a space for healing.Words like “inspiration” and “courage” can be insipid,
sentimental, and inadequate. They are among the detached things an editor might say about an
anthology like this, things that can never really do justice to the monumental acts housed within
these pages. Instead, we want to say that this book makes space for a diversity of voices and
experiences, offering a place for survivors to speak and be heard, and a way to continue an
important conversation well into the future. This heroic act of sharing has always been what we
do, whether it’s in hushed tones warning others, or in public words asking for accountability. We
share what we know and how we feel because it pulls us and others out of isolation, and
because it creates strength in community.And, above all else, it gets us through.MY
HANDBECAME A FIST•Lauren McKeon•I started kickboxing at age fourteen, long before I was
raped. It was the culmination of years of desperate wanting, of needing to make my body into
something good. When I was a child, I had strange idols. Bruce Lee. Chuck Norris. Jean-Claude
Van Damme. Which is to say, I had strange idols for a little girl. Or at least, that’s what I often
heard. I didn’t have crushes on these men, though that might have been easier for people to
understand. I wanted to be them. These men-made-weapons owed their bodies to no one but
themselves. They knew precisely how to make them do and be what they wanted. And what they
could be and do was amazing.For most of my childhood, I was shy and round. All of the panes of
my body sloped outward, the lines filled in with pudge. I was never a knobby-kneed kid. My
knees had dimples. My knees were suggestions of angles and bones—things that might happen
to my body when I grew up.I wanted to be skinny, of course, because that is what girls are
supposed to want. But more than that, I wanted to become a woman with a wicked right hook. A
woman who could land a zillion roundhouse kicks, like Lee did against Norris in the epic fight
scene in The Way of the Dragon. As a soft kid, prone to goody-two-shoes politeness not anger, it
wasn’t violence I wanted. It was a way to make my body powerful and in control and mine. I was
chubby and female and, therefore, keenly aware that there were good bodies and bad bodies,
but that both tended to get away from the women who owned them—to belong to anyone who
thought they could do a better job with them.Nor did I want to be pretty, not precisely. I wanted to
do the splits like Jean-Claude Van Damme in Bloodsport. The iconic scene where he’s
suspended, each foot on a chair, the force and strength of his body defiant, impossibly keeping
him upright. I wanted to do that.On November 15, 2015, in a packed stadium in Australia,
Ultimate Fighting Championship star Ronda Rousey got what was coming to her. Or that’s what
everybody from Lady Gaga to Donald Trump would have you believe. When Holly Holm knocked
out Rousey with a roundhouse kick to the head, people called it karma. They hated Rousey
because she didn’t tap gloves, a fight faux pas that’s equivalent to not shaking hands or using a
salad fork for dessert—and that’s also apparent confirmation of her famed egotism. They hated
her because she was no longer a winner, thus rendering her trash talk and her confidence
instantly insufferable. Because she said things like: “Some people like to call me cocky or



arrogant, but I just think, ‘How dare you assume I should think less of myself?’” They hated her
because Rousey was, as Trump and plenty of others put it, not “nice.” And that’s a terrible thing
for a woman to be, particularly when that woman does things men usually do, or would like to
believe they can.So when Rousey’s face swelled up like a sun-rotted piece of fruit and then hit
the mat, people cheered. Because that would bring the “bitch” down a peg.Back then, when
Rousey fell, I was still self-harming, long after my first assault. First. That first rape broke me. But
a breaking can happen more than once. When we say “break,” sometimes we also say “clean”—
conjuring the image of being split in half. But when trauma breaks you, there are so many pieces,
you don’t know where they went, or even how to look for them. You may not even know what’s
gone. After the first breaking, I put back what I could. I made myself into a china doll with fault
lines, a teacup full of chips. I shattered more easily after that. Lost some pieces to splinters and
dust. After the second, and then the third, I forgot that I’d ever been whole. Forgot what it felt like
to believe that I could be. Every self-inflicted cut was a reminder of what I deserved. A way to
knock myself down and down and down, to the lowest peg, and then lower still. Because, surely,
that’s where I belonged.The cologne in my first gym was tangy sweat and bleach. The decor
Muhammad Ali. The floor was concrete; we had no mats. The bathroom could only be described
as gross, and I cannot ever remember venturing into the changeroom, though there was one. We
had speed bags, heavy bags, a barely functioning exercise bike, and a bin full of miscellaneous
gloves and pads—the flotsam and jetsam of a boxing club. The ring that became my home was
at the back. I was neither fit nor coordinated when I joined. Although I’d played sports like hockey
and its girl-geared cousin ringette, I didn’t have the stamina for a full kickboxing class. Or the
muscles for a single push-up. Or the flexibility for a kick high enough to reach anything but a
garden gnome. I was terrible. And I was in love.What I loved about it was everything. That first
class, I brought my father and my friend, who dropped out after a few months, telling me it was
“fun, but . . .” She never fell for it in all the ways that I did. I was obsessed. I loved the swish sound
of my silk pants when I kicked, the quick repetition of dun-dun-duh-dun-duh-duh as my fists hit
the speed bag, the hiss of my exhales. I loved that we bowed before we entered or exited the
floor. I loved that our instructor, who had once been in B-rated action movies, called me “killer”—
as a joke at first, and then with respect. I loved the way my sash thwacked my leg as I whipped
around for a spinning side kick. And, yes, I loved it when men came in cocky and left less so
when they realized a teenage girl could do things they could not. I loved it when they humbly
asked me how.For years, I went to class six days a week and trained for many hours more.
Inevitably, I got better. My body did what I wanted it to, moved in the precise ways that I’d always
imagined. Through repetition and practice, I created knowledge within my body, I fathomed skill
where there was none. There was freedom in the doing, in allowing myself to be what I wanted.
In the end, I wasn’t a gifted fighter—couldn’t do what Lee or Norris or Van Damme did—but
being there made me feel alive. Adrenaline rushes during exercise, sure, but the thrill was in the
purpose, in the secret. In the knowing that my body could do what few expected, what few had
ever planned for bodies like mine—ones meant to look good, and feel good, and be good, all



outside ourselves. I used to have fantasies of saving strangers from the nonexistent criminals in
my sleepy suburb. I used to have fantasies of saving myself.Yet I rarely told anyone I kickboxed,
even when I decided to train to compete; even when my arms were speckled with bruises from
blocking; even when, one time, a kick got under my headgear and I had a shoe imprint beneath
my eye for a week. This was before women like Rousey and Holm dominated the UFC. I didn’t
know a single girl in my high school who kickboxed, or boxed, and although I’m sure I wasn’t the
only one, I know we were rare. But it was more than that. Learning how to do this thing with my
body was the first choice I ever made about who I wanted to become—the first drop in the
bucket of things I would do for myself. Telling is another form of sharing, and it wasn’t self-doubt
or shyness that kept me from sharing this part of myself. A visceral part of me worried that if I told
someone, they might try to take that away from me. I worried that they could. And about what it
meant if I let them.Fighting is barbaric. It’s violent and maybe evil and probably not something I
should venerate. It begets itself; it’s prone to escalation. But have you ever punched someone, or
something? I will not lie to you. It’s a quick and satisfying act. If you’re sparring or fighting in a
match, it’s methodical, controlled, driven not by primal rage but something possibly more primal:
the urge to win. To be better than. The punching is not the best part. I’d much rather punch a bag
than a person. No, the best part is the knowing. It’s knowing that you can curl your fingers in,
form a fist, angle it just so, and then, with a twist and a jab, ever so briefly connect your first two
knuckles with another surface. It’s a hopeful knowing that they will hurt and you will not. It’s
walking anywhere as a woman and feeling safe, because even if they are stronger than you, you
know how to do this one thing. To make your body yours.Knowing how to hurt someone did not
stop my assault. There is a movement that resurfaces every few years that advocates for women
to learn self-defense to avoid being raped. It’s a divisive issue. Some women argue that every
tool is worth having if it can stop a rape or sexual assault. Others say we should focus our
energies on teaching men not to rape, rather than teaching women how to not get raped. When
we have these conversations, we account for differences in size and strength, point out
techniques that can help a woman get away. We decide it’s a simple equation with predictable
outcomes.What we don’t account for is the way your mind can freeze your body. The way you
forget that you ever knew how to do anything. The way such a violation can disconnect your core
self from your body, then smash them back together again, out of sync. We don’t account for
what happens when it’s not a stranger but someone you like, or think you could love. How your
body can be trained to fight back, but this is not the fight you trained for—you can know how to
punch somebody in a boxing ring, or even on the street, yet it might not matter, because this
instant is incomprehensible. You can never prepare for these layers of violation.When I was
raped at age sixteen, I did not fight back. I knew how, yet all of me forgot. For a long time, the
guilt rose like bile every time I heard someone respond to stories of rape, both high profile and
not, with something like, “If it were me, I would have fought back.” As if it were so easy to move.
As if I did not wish that I could have said the same. In those moments, I would think of how I
knew how to fight him off that night under the pool table, but despite all my training, my body



went sluggish. We speak of fight or flight, but it was neither. There, with the rug burning against
my bare and tender skin, I performed a deep descent. If I was underwater, then I was at the
bottom, so far below I couldn’t see anything but pinpricks of light against the inky, suffocating
dark, my limbs caught in sand, not knowing if I would ever surface. Scared that when I did my life
would never be the same.I came back to fighting after. This is important: continuing to learn how
to fight helped me find my way back to myself. I was not kind to my body after I was raped. I
hated it for betraying me. For not fighting then, for being something that could be acted upon. I
started to punish it, even though I’d just learned that nothing would stop a person who wanted to
rape. I started to have the darkest hopes: that I would spontaneously combust; that I would
become disfigured; that if I saw him again he would kill me, so that I wouldn’t have to figure out
how to live like this. But I never stopped going to kickboxing. There, I never doubted my body.
There, it didn’t matter how it looked, or what could be done to it, but only what I could do with it.I
practiced roundhouse kicks and side kicks and hooks and jabs and punches again and again
and again. I started to go hours early, just so that I could have more time there. Our instructor
lived above the club and would let me in, then leave me. Often, I’d have the place to myself. I’d
pop in the club’s mixed tape and do circuit training to the Commodores’ “Brick House” and the
Sequence’s “Funk You Up.” As long as I kept moving, I didn’t have to think. As long as I kept
moving, I could remember what I could do. For those hours, kickboxing took a thing that no
longer felt like mine—my body, a thing—and helped me give it back to myself. It made it
something I wanted again, even if only for a little bit. It made it something good. Something I
could control, but also love. I never told anybody there what had happened to me, and there’s no
way they could have known, but I think most of us needed the same thing: a way to be present in
our bodies. We say that fighting is violence, but here it was a kindness.
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Ducky, “A lucky find.... This is exactly the book that I didn't know I needed. I highly recommend
this book to survivors wondering what surviving actually looks like long term and who want to
feel less alone.”

Angela Misri, “There is no one way to get through, there are many ways. I opened this book with
hesitation, as I'm sure many women did, knowing that the stories inside would reopen wounds,
remind us of times and memories we'd rather not linger in, and make us newly sad for the
humans suffering through their words. Instead, I found story after story of recovery, a path each
woman has taken to "get through" to the other side. No one is cured, no miracle is achieved, but
by sharing the diverse routes we must carve out in our own lives, through our own unique pain, it
makes this community whole together. There is no one way to get through. There is your way.
#MeToo ladies, and thank you.”

The book by Richard Becker has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 19 people have provided feedback.
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