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Ablueberry field under
the hot summer sun
seems like an ideal

place for childhood memories
to grow and blossom. For
Sarah, a blueberry field out-
side Middleton was a place
where her childhood was
brutally robbed from her.

Sarah, whose real name
can't be used to protect the
identity of her daughter who
is a minor, was only five or
six years old when her father
started sexually assaulting
her. He would continue to
abuse his eldest daughter
until she was about 17.

“I would give anything to
forget,” Sarah, now 40, says.

Sitting at the kitchen
table in her Margaretsville
home, Sarah recalls the hor-
rors she faced while growing
up in the Middleton region.
A cigarette burns in an ash-
tray on the table, a box of tis-
sues next to it.

The sobbing and the tears
come and go as she slowly
tells her story, and explains
her experiences with the jus-
tice system.

Keeping the silence
Molested by her father for

over 10 years, Sarah never
told anyone what was hap-
pening. She kept silent and
tried to hide the abuse,
thinking she could protect
her younger sisters.

“I figured I'd take the
abuse for them,” Sarah says,
choking back the sobs. “I
don't think I succeeded. I be-
lieve he did it to them. He's
got an iron grip.”

In an attempt to save her
siblings from the torment
that haunted her, she pulled
away from them. Sarah
would spend time alone in
her room reading while her
brothers and sisters played
together. She says she tried
not to get close to them be-
cause she was afraid she
would say something and
they'd discover what was
happening.

In Sarah's mind, protect-
ing her siblings was crucial.

“I didn't give a damn
about myself,” she explains.
“I didn't matter.”

According to Sarah, when
her father started molesting
her he warned her never to
tell anyone, especially her
mother. Sarah was told her
mother wouldn't believe her,
and if she did, she would
hate Sarah for it. He also

convinced her if she spoke
out she would be sent to re-
form school, he would be
sent to jail, and her brothers
and sisters would be sent
away.

Sarah believed him.
“I couldn't bear to tell my

mother,” she says. “She had
a shitty enough life.”

With no one to talk to, and
fearing what would happen
if she did say anything,
Sarah kept her silence. As
time went on and the abuse
continued, she would start to
believe it was her fault.

“I could never figure out
what I'd done to make him
do this to me,” she says.

Despite all the pain, anger,
and confusion, Sarah had
made a promise to herself to
never say a word. She says
she would have kept that
promise if it weren't for what
happened to her daughter.

The cycle continues
Heading into her teens,

Sarah's daughter, Kate (also
not her real name) was ex-
hibiting a lot of anger. At the
time, Sarah had no idea why.

One evening Kate got so
angry with her brother she
pulled out a knife and
stabbed it into the kitchen
counter. She took off to the
bathroom and slammed the
door shut so hard it jammed.

Sarah says she forced the
door open and went in to
confront her daughter, telling
her the disagreement wasn't
worth getting so angry over.
That's when Kate said her
grandfather had been sexu-
ally assaulting her for three
years.

Not knowing the correct
terminology, then 13-year-old
Kate used graphic descrip-
tions to explain to her moth-
er what had been happening.

In that instant, everything
that had happened to Sarah
when she was a child came
flooding back to her. Upset,
she called her husband on
his cell phone and told him
what Kate had just said. He
rushed home immediately.

That night, Sarah broke
her silence and told her hus-
band what had happened to
her when she was growing
up.

“I hated myself,” Sarah
says, explaining that if she
had said something before,
her daughter could have
been spared. But she had
honestly believed she had
taken the abuse for everyone
else. Plus she had thought
her father was assaulting

her because of something
she had done.

Not alone
Women's Place Resource

Centre crisis support work-
er Marie Howe has been
working with victims of sex-
ual assault for over 15 years.
From what she's seen and
heard over the years, Sarah's
story is all too familiar.

Sexual abuse is prevalent
in rural communities but no
one talks about it, Howe
says.

“There are so many,” she
explains. “It's a secret fami-
lies keep among themselves.”

The statistics are stagger-
ing. According to the Ontario
Women's Directorate, one in
four women will be sexually
assaulted during her life-
time. Of these, half will be
women under the age of 16.
According to the Solicitor
General, a sexual assault is
reported in Canada every 25
minutes. The majority of sex-
ual assaults are perpetrated
by men the women know.
Sexual abuse of children is
not a one-time occurrence; in
most cases it is a progressive
process that can occur over
several years.

Howe says most people
from small communities
wait until they leave before
they finally speak up be-
cause they don't want their
neighbours to know what
was happening in their
home.

Not only is there an ele-
ment of shame attached to
sexual abuse, according to
Howe, the child is often
blamed for the assault.

“How can a three-year-old
be promiscuous?” she asks,
incredulous. “Or how can a
man get an erection with a
three-year-old on his lap?”

She adds children can't
possibly lie about sexual as-
sault because it's not some-
thing they have any
knowledge about.

Most victims of sexual as-
sault go through the same
turmoil Sarah endured as
she was growing up. Howe
says the victim often takes
the blame and feels the
shame. They also fear if they
tell no one will believe them.

Also, when there's a fam-
ily with girls, the eldest will
take the abuse to protect the
younger siblings. Usually,
years later, the sisters will
talk and soon discover that
they were all being abused.

Howe says she believes so-
ciety has created a situation
that allows pedophiles and
family members to continue
sexually abusing youngsters.
She explains that when a
girl goes to her mother she's
often called a liar and is
asked why she would lie
about her father or brother.

There's the added compli-
cation when there are three
to four children in the house-
hold. If the father is pulled
out of the home and put in
jail the victim feels guilty be-
cause the family is strapped
for cash and dad is in prison.
Howe says sometimes the
mother fears telling the au-
thorities because she does-

n't' know how she'll live with
four kids and the loss of the
father's income. So she re-
mains in denial and the cycle
continues, Howe explains.

“When the girl grows up
she'll feel terrible because
her mother lives with a man
that abused her,” Howe adds.

Part of the problem can
also be the cycle of abuse.
Howe explains that often the
mother is abused and she
doesn't react to the abuse of
her children because in her
mind it's a normal progres-
sion. She said the cycle has
to be broken through thera-
py. It takes a victim to pick
up the phone and ask to talk
to a counsellor, which is the
most difficult thing for any
victim of sexual assault to
do, she says.

Seeking justice
Having worked with

abused women for years,
Howe has spent a lot of time
in the courtroom. She says
the woman is definitely vic-
timized a second time by the
courts.

As is the case with any
legal battle, the defendant is
innocent until proven guilty.
But when it comes to sexual
assault, the victim has to
prove herself and her inno-
cence, Howe says.

“The defence attorney will
accuse her of consensual
sex,” Howe says.

Howe recalls one case in
the Niagara region, where
she worked with victims for
years before moving back to
Nova Scotia. A man forced
his way into a woman's
home and brutally raped her.
She was taken to the hospi-
tal and evidence was collect-
ed.

The man was charged.
Angry that he had been
charged, one day the as-
sailant grabbed the victim
off the street and set her on
fire. She was hospitalized
and had to receive skin
grafts. When the court date
finally rolled around the po-
lice gave her the written

statement to remind her of
dates and times. When she
took the stand she couldn't
remember the specifics and
the charges were dismissed
because the times didn't jive.

Howe says she was illiter-
ate and couldn't read her
own statement. No one
knew.

“[The assailant] walked
out smiling,” Howe recalls.
“These kinds of things hap-
pen in court.”

Sarah and Kate's case was
dragged through the system
for 25 months, Sarah says.
There was delay after delay
in the proceedings.

“It was god awful,” she
says. “No wonder victims
don't come forward. You're
victimized again by the legal
system.”

Both Sarah and Kate had
to re-live the horrors and
share every little detail with
the court. The defence tried
to have Sarah's case dis-
missed because there wasn't
enough supporting evidence.
She had never told anyone
so there were no doctor
records to back up her claim,
and no one ever witnessed
the abuse.

“Child molesters don't sell
tickets!” Sarah exclaims,
angry.

In the end, her father re-
ceived 18 months house ar-
rest and is now a registered
sex offender.

Starting to heal
Sarah used to hate silence.

She couldn't stand a quiet
moment.

“Can you imagine being
scared to death to close your
eyes and go to sleep?” she
asks, explaining she was
afraid she would talk in her
sleep.

Now that she has come
forward and has started the
healing process she enjoys a
bit of silence now and then.

“My husband, the best
husband on earth, got me a
guitar last Christmas,”
Sarah says. She's been
teaching herself to play and

sing.
Despite all the pain of

going through the legal sys-
tem and reliving a childhood
she desperately wanted to
forget, Sarah says the best
thing she ever did, and the
hardest thing too, was
speaking out. Coming for-
ward has helped with the
healing process. She says
there's no way to heal if
there's no voice put to the
pain.

“For god sakes, don't keep
it to yourself,” she says to
anyone who will listen.

According to Howe, more
victims come forward now
than did years ago, but there
are still a number of cases
that don't get reported. It is
estimated that 90 per cent of
victims don't seek profession-
al help after being assault-
ed.

And the silence is almost
deafening in rural Canada.
Howe says there's no com-
parison to the city, where it
seems more people speak
out.

“What a difference for me
when I first came here,” she
remarks, adding she finds
people in rural areas more
reluctant to talk about as-
sault.

People need to understand
that sexual assault is not
about sex, Howe says. It's
about power, control, and vi-
olence.

“It's so seldom a stranger,”
Howe adds. “It's usually
someone you know and
trust.”

Sarah says she has come
a long way since going to the
police, and her daughter is
starting the healing process
too. Although Sarah lost her
mother, father, and siblings
in the process of the trial,
she believes she gained a lot.
She says she has a long way
to go, but she's going to get
there because she finally be-
lieves she didn't deserve
what happened to her.

“The day I came forward
is the day I started really liv-
ing.”

Breaking the silence
An incest victim speaks out
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Women's Place Resource Centre crisis support worker Marie Howe says sexual assault is
prevalent in rural communities but no one talks about it. She says it's a secret families keep.
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While going through the court system, most victims of sexu-
al assault feel like they are being victimized a second time.


