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pangs when his hands opened up my
private parts, and why was she not asking
him about the games he had quietly
bullied me into playing.

Although my mum never confronted
my cousin, the abuse stopped right after;
her constant watch on me must have
alarmed him, and he found his way to
other preys. A lack of outlet forced me
to bury the trauma deep within myself,
and I was foolish enough to think this
would silence the horror and nausea
that was growing inside me. In the years
that followed, I became a polite and
affectionate little sister to him; always
friendly at our weekly family lunches and
obedient when he would tutor me for my
O'Level exams, but internally crumbling
from the proximity of our interactions
and the facade I had to keep up.

[ was in my junior year at Mount
Holyoke College, a liberal, all-women’s
community in Massachusetts, US when
[ finally began to unbox the childhood
trauma that had seeped only deeper
into my bones in the last fourteen years.
Mount Holyoke promised a physical
and emotional separation from my life
in Dhaka, which gave me the strength to
share my story with friends, professors
and most importantly, my therapist. I
quickly understood how important it was
for me to be removed from my family and

a society that was built on rigid, stigma
fueled norms, to be able to process the
events of my childhood, a privilege that's
not afforded to many:.

[t took months of counseling for me
to be able to have a conversation with my
mum about the experiences I had bottled
within myself. These thoughts had been
suppressed so strongly that I didn’t realise
how seamlessly they had blended into
my being; my discomfort at intimacy with
my partner, a silent depression that led to
a prolonged sense of worthlessness, the
quiet cynicism that was born off of my

inability to truly trust anyone, and the
panic I felt whenever I saw kids without
parental supervision,

[t took countless conversations,
many of which I continue to have with
my mum, to create a space that would
treat both our emotions with respect
and empathy. I realised that the anger
she felt was very raw within herself, it
hadn’t been processed because she didn't
know how to address it. She didn’t have
resources to help her care for a child
who had been sexually abused or the
assistance she required as a parent to deal
with the years of self-blame and regret
she had internalised. She came from a
society where the concept of providing
help in the form of open discussions
and counseling to overcome the distress
associated with discovering that one’s
child has been sexually abused was
nonexistent.

What always bothered me was why
[ didn’t know what was happening to
me was wrong, and what constituted as
wrong. My parents had always told me
to stay away from strangers, but didn't
tell me why I should be staying away
from them in the first place. My parents’
unwillingness to divulge into this topic
only confirms that this is an issue that has
been taboo for generations and a problem
that crosses all socioeconomic levels,
religions, ethnic and cultural groups.
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Generations have grown up without the
idea of consent, or what is considered
abuse, and their experiences continue to
live with them in the form of phobias and
emotional trauma.

A part of me imagines a scenario where
my mum sheds her apprehension to
confront my aunt about her son’s actions,
and what the likely outcome would've
been—maybe some reprimanding, some
apologies but ultimately a conversation
they'd all be desperate to hide and forget.
Although these conversations need to be
initiated on an individual level, they’d
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My parents had
always told me to
stay away from
strangers, but didn't
tell me why I should
be staying away from
them in the first
place.

be futile without the support of a society
where dialogue surrounding abuse is a
part of our internalised conscience, where
parents are openly educated about how
widespread a problem sexual abuse is.

Blame also falls on schools that play
into this culture of silence and stigma and
fail to prioritise early conversations with
children about body safety. I attended
one of Dhaka’s most prestigious schools
for fifteen years, one that prided itself
in providing the best opportunities for
its students, leaving no stone unturned
to ensure we had all the tools needed
to succeed in life. But like most well
reputed institutions in Dhaka, my school
misjudged how information around
sexual abuse would be pivotal in helping
kids identify and even prevent the first
instances of abuse. According to the Child
Protection Research Department, out of
all professionals, children are most likely
to disclose their sexual abuse to teachers;
but because sex education is completely
excluded from our curriculum, children
in Dhaka have no platform that they can
use to initiate a conversation around body
safety, let alone seek help for sexual abuse.

['ve lived the last twenty years plagued
with nightmares from my sexual abuse
experience, and this has made me struggle
with the concept of living without regrets.
[ can’t help but think of the past events of
my life in what ifs; what if [ had known
and what if [ had been able to stop it are
thoughts that live in the darkest corners
of my mind. These thoughts are always
ready to trigger an attack that can lead to
months of depression, or if it catches me
on one of my better days, panic, nausea,
and a crippling anxiety that makes me
unsuitable for social interactions.

What continues to guide me through
this ocean of helplessness and trauma
are the companionship I've found in
conversations and the resources I've
received from professional help. I know
like most victims of abuse, I'll be on a
lifelong journey of healing, and like me,
all victims should at least have resources
to help them fight the devastating effects
of abuse, and not let the ramifications
be indefinite. But why wait for it to get to
that point, why not start a conversation
around the epidemic of child sexual
abuse now, one that can help kids set
boundaries and say “no”, and hopefully
save them from a life of cruelty and pain
that no one deserves.
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