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Jeanne Tessier has one of those artsy 
lawns where the grass has been dug up 

and over-planted with perennials. Her art-
work hangs on the living room walls, 
painted bright yellow. Her border collie 
greets you at the door and immediately 
wants to play fetch.

She has just finished participating in an 
event she helped organize, “The Unspoken 
Truth Exhibit” which was held at Spalding 
University in July and sponsored by Seven 
Counties Services for the advocacy and 
healing of victims of abuse. 

Jeanne describes the T-shirt she wore 
and personalized. On the front, she circled 
the word “survivor” and added “artist, 
mother, friend.” On the back, she wrote: 
“This shame is not our shame.”

Jeanne, 62, a survivor of incest and 
rape, says, “It’s the shame of those who 
did them.”

While victims of sexual abuse are rarely 
named, Jeanne and other organizers claimed 
theirs. “Sometimes I think all the secrecy 
and anonymity keeps the victims silent and 
gives permission for it to go on,” she said. 

They’ve set up a website http://unspo-
kentruthexhibit.wordpress.com, and a 
Facebook page, Unspoken Truth, to encour-
age survivors in other cities to create an 
unspoken event, she said. “The abuse of 
women and children is universal.”

From the age of 4 until she was a teen-
ager, she suffered from sexual abuse by her 
father and stepbrother. As if that weren’t enough, she was gang 
raped as a college freshman at a fraternity party.

“This is not who we are called to be,” Jeanne said. She says 
“rage for 32 years and faith for 30” got her through.

Academics was her escape route. She won several college 
scholarships, became a communications professor at Indiana 
Purdue Fort Wayne, and followed that with a second career as a 
chaplain at Kosair Children’s Hospital.

Art is the third career for this mother of three grown children, 
who has taken a long hard road to inner healing and forgiveness 
for her mother and father. Forgiveness for her stepbrother is still 
a work in progress.

“What we can’t forgive does damage only to ourselves,” she 
said. “It never harms the person you can’t forgive. It eats us up. 
The primary need of forgiveness is to heal ourselves. It’s a kind of 
letting go.”

She has come to this after years of therapy and a restored 
relationship with God.

Jeanne grew up in northern Illinois in a working-class family, 
the third of seven children to an American World War II soldier 
and a war bride from Belfast whom her father met and married 
while stationed in England.

“My childhood wasn’t terribly fun,” she said. “But I loved 
school. School was my safety and salvation. I loved making art. I 
loved to roller skate. I loved my little sister that I took care of.  
I loved to read. I had many angels — teachers, neighbors who 
gave me the love and affection I didn’t get in my family. My mom 
loved us as best she could. Her mother had died when she  
was very young and she was feeling her way with how to be a 
mother.”

Starting around age 4, her stepbrother, who was born before 
her parents met, began “messing” with her. Therapists use the 
word “grooming” to indicate how a perpetrator prepares the 
victim. It was heavy and constant.

Her father raped her at age seven. She was wearing her favor-
ite dress that day, a polished blue cotton with a white smocked 
collar. They lived in an apartment above a general store that her 
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father managed. “He took me to a cornfield behind the store,” 
she said.

“I tried to tell my mom, and she lost it. Called me a liar, hit 
me. Ripped the bloody clothes off of me. Left me alone in my 
room the rest of the day.”

What does a 7-year-old think? “That it was my fault. My 
mother’s response made me feel like I was the one being pun-
ished. My dad told me he was giving me what I was asking for 
when he raped me. That’s common, that the perpetrator blames 
the victim. ‘It was the way she was dressed, she was asking for 
it.’ That kind of thing.”

Her eyes look a little pained and watery. It still bothers her. 
As if on cue, her dog “Spirit” sits up from his nap like Odie in 
the Garfield comic strip, and goes and gets every slobbery toy, 
trying to get someone to play. It is a brief cute-dog interlude.

But her father continued the abuse for years until she began 
to menstruate, she said. Her stepbrother continued to “mess” 
with her and her other siblings. “He was obsessed with sex. He 
was constantly looking for ways to engage anyone sexually. 
Maybe he was abused too. I don’t know.”

When she was 14, her stepbrother, then 22, violently raped 
her in his apartment and then gave her to his three friends, two 
of whom also raped her. The third guy “who had a sister my age, 
just came in the room and sat with me a while and told me to put 
my clothes on.”

Her eyes are pained again. She looks away briefly, then turns 
back. “It’s important for survivors to talk about it. 

“The whole family was built on denial and secrecy. Until 
recently, my sisters were all in denial. No two people in a family 
have the same perceptions. We still don’t talk about it very much.”

From a very young age “most of what I thought about was: 
How do I get out of here? School and academic success seemed a 
way out to me. I didn’t date much.”

When she talked about college, her parents said, “‘You’re not 
going to college. You’re going to get a job.’ I just kept saying, ‘No, 
I’m going to college.’ Nobody in my family had never gone before.”

Her speech teacher helped her fill out applications and pushed 
her to go to Northwestern University and major in speech. “As 
far as I was concerned when I got there, I had made it out.”

In October of her freshman year, she got badgered into going 
to a fraternity party on a blind date by a girlfriend who lived in 
her dorm. “I said, ‘No, no, no!’ But my roommate chimed in and 
so finally, I agreed. It was a big mistake.”

As soon as she got there, she was given a drink with some-
thing in it that knocked her out. “When I woke up I was in a 
room on one of the upper floors of the fraternity house where 
they had put all these mattresses on the floor and had hung sheets 
between them. I wasn’t the only girl there. I was still out of it. 
When I kept waking up, there would be a different guy. When I 
finally woke up, the party was over. It was quiet. I found my 
clothes, stumbled out of the fraternity house, walked to my 
dorm, and a took long hot shower.

She told her roommate and her girlfriend she was raped, but 
they both just said, ‘Oh.’ She never reported it, and doesn’t 
remember the fraternity.

A month later, right before Thanksgiving, something strange 
happened. A boy who was a fellow student and former high 
school classmate came to her dorm to talk to her. They knew each 
other only in passing. He told her that at his fraternity initiation, 
“he had been made to participate in a gang rape. It never 
occurred to me that maybe he was coming to me because it was 
me. It could have been. I don’t know.

“It was still pretty raw in me. I said, ‘Why did you do that?’ 
He said, ‘I don’t know. They just put so much pressure on me and 
I wanted to belong.’ I said, ‘Why are you telling me?’ He said, ‘I 
was hoping someone would forgive me.’ I said, ‘Well, you are not 
going to get any forgiveness from me.’ I was really angry. He got 
up and left.”

But a few weeks later, right before Christmas, this young man 
killed himself. “Clearly it was a burden that he couldn’t carry.”

In her mid 20’s, she entered therapy. She’d lost faith in reli-
gion and was angry with God. She had turned to alcohol, ciga-
rettes, and marijuana as an escape until she became stronger 
through four years of therapy. She worked through a lot of her 
rage and came to see that God had been in her life even when it 
didn’t feel like it.

In her early 30s, she married a childhood sweetheart, a 
mechanical engineer, and got re-connected to her faith. 
Unfortunately, her marriage ended in divorce after thirteen years. 
“Difficulty establishing and maintaining relationships with men 
was an early symptom,” she said.

“The first noble truth of Buddhism is: Life is suffering,” 
Jeanne said. “Certainly I learned that. But I also learned that we 
are saved by love.” She also paraphrases a passage in a Pearl 
Buck novel: “Of what use is suffering unless those of us who have 
experienced it use it to summon the courage to try to drive it 
from the world?”

With her husband for support, she confronted her parents, 
but they both sat in silence. Her mother finally acknowledged the 
abuse while dying of cancer. “When I went to visit her not long 
before she died, she said, ‘You know why I never did anything 
about what happened to you as a child?’ I said, ‘No, but I’d like 
to know.’ She said, ‘It’s what my dad and brothers did to me, and 
I thought it was the way of the world.’ It is the way of the world. 
It is more common than we begin to understand.”

That acknowledgment “allowed me to complete my own 
forgiveness of her.”

Her father never acknowledged what he did. He had been an 
alcoholic for most of his life. After attending AA late in life, he 
sent her a note with one sentence: ‘I am sorry for all the things I 
did that hurt my wife.’

But her father eventually developed dementia and near the 
end of his life, she saw him as a broken, limited, damaged old 
man. And forgave him.




