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Introduction

Let me begin with an apology and a warning. If you are reading
this book to understand the nuances of DC superheroes, the place of
their origins, and the time of their demise, I'm sorry, but this is not
the book for you. Although I have read many comics and watched
countless animated series, movies, and motion pictures, [ am in no
way, shape, or form an expert on the specifics of the DC universe.
This book is for survivors of child sexual abuse, or partners of
survivors of child sexual abuse, seeking to understand the nature of
their trauma and how it has had negative and positive effects
throughout their life. The use of superheroes is meant to help male
survivors see and understand themselves, actions, emotions, and
way of life in the archetypes of the heroes they love and villains they
love to hate. This book is meant to start male survivors on the
journey to understanding and healing from their sexual abuse.

Unfortunately, I am not an expert in trauma. I am simply a
survivor who has researched, explored, and sought help for my
sexual abuse through therapy, meditation, and medication. This
means the information I provide in this book is incomplete. For
true, lasting healing you must seek help through therapy and
counseling. My reason for writing this book is because I wanted to
help other male survivors of sexual abuse, allowing them to hear
the story and perspective of childhood sexual trauma from another
male survivor.

Much of the information and strength I gathered were from
female survivors, notably in the book The Courage to Heal by Ellen
Bass and Laura Davis. The coping strategies [ gathered from my
therapist, Susan Todd, LCSW-C. Although the information provided
has been beyond beneficial, and [ wouldn’t be here today without
them, in many cases I felt alone as the only male survivor to
experience this abuse. I did not, and do not, want other male
survivors to feel the same isolation. I want them to see their trauma



as a source of strength in the characters they may identify with as
superheroes. Use this book as a guide toward beginning to
understand your childhood sexual abuse and beginning the process
of healing.

Was I Sexually Abused?

As you begin to read these pages, you may ask yourself, “Was I
sexually abused as a child?” There is no easy way to answer this
question, because admitting the answer would mean acknowledging
your weakness as a child, the abuse you survived, and the healing
journey you are beginning.

Before beginning to reflect on your past to answer this difficult
question, take a moment to acknowledge that you are not alone.
There are other survivors. Other males have experienced sexual
trauma in their childhood and grown stronger as adults after
coming to terms with, and mourning the loss of, the childhood they
were forced to endure. To know if you were sexually abused as a
child or teen, some questions you may ask yourself are:

o WasIraped or otherwise penetrated?

e Was I forced to penetrate someone else?

¢ Was I made to watch sexual acts?

e Was I forced to perform oral sex?

e Was I made to pose naked for an adult’s gratification?

e Was [ made to fondle another male or female against my
will?

e Was I forced to take part in ritualized abuse in which I was
physically, psychologically, or sexually tortured?

[ understand these are not easy questions to answer. However,
if you answered yes to any of the questions, you have come a long
way. | commend you for surviving and know the pain you endured
was real and should not be minimized in any way. As you begin to
reflect on your sexual abuse and your approach to healing, you may
feel lost, confused, and unable to interpret your role in the sexual



abuse. This is normal. Take time to process these thoughts.
Throughout this book, you will be asked to participate in writing
exercises, to journal, and to reflect on your past experiences.
Knowing you were abused, who abused you, and being able to tell
your story is one of the first steps toward understanding your
trauma. This is difficult, but necessary, and may not be able to be
done yet. Take your time. Stop reading if it is necessary. Rest, reflect,
and return and when you are ready.






Part One:
Heroes

A hero is no braver than an ordinary man, but he is brave five
minutes longer.

-Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Chapter One
Am | A Hero?

It is safe to say our society has become inundated with
superheroes. No longer is the world of red capes, magic rings, super
speed, and unimaginable strength simply for prepubescent boys,
geeks, nerds, and middle-aged adult men who failed to launch from
their parent’s basement. Instead, superheroes dominate the silver
screen with Marvel's Avengers and DC’s Dawn of Justice; television
shows such as Arrow, Flash, Gotham, Jessica Jones, Luke Cage, and
Daredevil; and throughout pop culture as reputable actors such as
Benedict Cumberbatch, Robert Downey Jr.,, Will Smith, and Ben
Affleck are placed as lead roles in blockbuster films such as Dr.
Strange, Iron Man, Suicide Squid, and Batman vs. Superman: Dawn
of Justice.

We have come to idolize these fictional characters, and as a
survivor of child sexual abuse, many of the personality traits you
adopted to survive can be seen in the actions and beliefs of these
heroes. Although these personality traits may have served you well
over the years, eventually these traits, actions, and emotions will
turn against you. The only way to ensure permanent growth and
healing toward remaining a survivor and not a victim is to
understand these traits and how they are a result of the sexual
abuse you experienced as a child. This part of the book examines
the characteristics of different superheroes and how their secrets,
superhuman abilities, adventures, and fears can help you understand
the nature of your trauma.
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C}lapter Two
Flash: The Hero Code

Life is locomotion. If you're not moving, you're not living. But
there comes a time when you've got to stop running away from
things and you've got to start running towards something. You've
got to forge ahead. Keep moving. Even if your path isn’t lit, trust that
you'll find your way.

—The Flash (New 52) Vol. 1, No. 1
The Boy Code

In the winter issue of DC’s All Star Comics #3, the Justice Society
of America (JSA) was born. Like Marvel’s Avengers, and DC'’s Justice
League, this was the first uniting of heroes who, at the time, lived in
their own separate universes, oblivious of the others’ existence.
Each had their own separate adventures until they were united into
one action-packed comic that readers could enjoy.
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The first JSA heroes were the Flash, the Atom, Doctor Fate,
Green Lantern, Hawkman, Sandman, and the Spectre. While the
birth of the JSA is amazing as a lover of heroes and understanding
where they originated, this is not what's of interest when
understanding the hero code. Instead, what is of interest is a letter
sent to boys and girls of the JSA fan club.

In 1942, as the first American forces arrived in Europe during
World War II, and Anne Frank made the first entries in her diary as
a thirteen-year-old girl, children across America were joining the
Junior Justice Society of America (JJSA). When joining the JJSA, they
received a letter bordered in American flags and speckled with the
images of their favorite heroes of the JSA. In this letter, the JSA state
the recipient is now an official member of the JJSA and “pledge to do
everything possible to uphold the cause of justice; to obey The
Golden Rule: ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’
Never be guilty of prejudice or discrimination against a fellow
human being because of race, creed, or color!” The letter was signed
by then ]JSA secretary, Wonder Woman, Deana Prince.

What's striking is that this letter hits at the heart of the
superhero code. As a male survivor of child sexual abuse, the hero
code is what defined my existence as a child. In the world of heroes
and comics, whether on television or on the art filled pages, heroes
were predictable. They followed a code. No matter if one hero
vowed never to use a gun, could fly, or move at lightning speed, they
all had a code never to kill and to protect and defend the weak. This
predictability is what made them safe, and safety is what child
sexual abuse survivors need more than anything else. This is because
survivors of child sexual abuse, whether female or male, never feel
safe. That safety was taken away when their bodies were forced to
no longer belong to them. As a child, I needed this code to define my
life, and it has. I have taken the vow and live under a code of my
own | dare not break. The consequences would be too severe to
bear and originate from my own psyche.

Teaching children to embody this code of justice and order over
might did not begin with the JJSA. It came years before comics were
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a mainstream hit, and can be seen in the Boy Scouts of America
handbook of 1911. On its pages, the Boy Scouts provided its young
men with the history of chivalry and how it was the responsibility of
its members to uphold the beliefs of truth and democracy in today’s
society. It states:

So today there is a demand for a modern type of chivalry.
It is for this reason that Boy Scouts of America have come into
being. Chivalry began in the distant past out of the desire to
help others, and the knights of the older days did this as best
they could. Now the privilege and responsibility comes to the
boys of today, and the voices of the knights of the olden times
and the hardy pioneers of our own country are urging boys of
today to do the right thing, in a gentlemanly way, for the sake
of those about them. All of those men, whether knights or
pioneers, had an unwritten code, somewhat like our scout
law, and their motto was very much like the motto of the Boy
Scouts, “Be prepared.”

This unwritten code is why male survivors, like me, especially
love heroes. In the world of comics there are no gray areas. There is
only black or white, right or wrong, good or evil, hero or villain. It is
difficult to admit, but in reality, there are no heroes and villains.
There are only humans and healing. Neither heroes nor villains are
individuals to aspire to become, but they can be guides for survivors
to help understand their own strengths and areas of improvement.

Although the hero code has no definite truth, there are truths
we must come to understand if the rape and incest culture in our
society is ever going to change. Various statistics state one in three
girls and one in six boys are sexually abused by the time they reach
the age of eighteen. The Rape Abuse and Incest National Network
(RAINN) states that 1 in 33 men will be sexually abused in their
lifetime. However, male sexual abuse is a topic most people do not
want to discuss. These people believe sexual abuse, mental abuse,
and incest should and must remain locked away, but these topics
must be talked about. Senseless acts of violence that cause physical
and emotional scars that last a lifetime continue to happen behind
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closed and locked doors, eventually forcing the locks to be jimmied
and the demons inside to come pouring out like the sins and evils of
Pandora’s box. Many of these thoughts and beliefs began as boys.

From a young age, boys are socialized into following the “boy
code,” described by William S. Pollack, associate clinical professor of
psychology at Harvard Medical School, and author of Real Boys:
Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood, as:

1. The sturdy oak: Men should be stoic, independent and
refrain from showing weakness.

2. Give 'em hell: Boys and men should be macho, take risks,
and use violence.

3. The big wheel: Men should demonstrate their power and
dominance and how they’'ve got everything under control,
even when they don'’t.

4. No sissy stuff: Real men don’t cry or display emotions that
might be viewed as feminine; doing so leaves men open to
being labeled as “sissies” or “fags.”

The indoctrination of these stereotypes at such a young age
leads men toward the path of suffering in silence and self-medication
in the form of drugs and alcohol abuse. Society tells these young
men to hold in their emotions, deal with them personally, and that
given enough time they will go away. These beliefs lead to alcohol
and other substance-related disorders, sleep disorders, pyromania,
intermittent explosive disorder, pathological gambling, and sexual
disorders such as exhibitionism, pedophilia, and voyeurism,
according to the Prevention Institute in 2014.

To prevent the cycle of this behavior, men and boys need to
know it is okay to share their feelings, seek help for overcoming
their sexual abuse and mental disorders, and move toward healing.
This, however, is difficult. The norms established by the boy code
drive men toward feelings of stress, anxiety, inadequacy, and
depression when they believe they are not living up to unfair
expectations. This makes seeking help difficult, and generally makes
mental health support groups unsuited for men.
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For men and young boys to be open to discussing their abuse,
they must first feel safe and able to relate to their counselor,
therapist, or individuals in their support group. Because many
counselors, therapists, and survivors in support groups are not men,
they steer clear of seeking help. This means that healing must be
done in creative ways that allow the safety needed to express
themselves, their emotions, and their abuse. Healing circles within
communities grounded in indigenous/cultural values are a key
method to engage men and boys of color specifically when dealing
with healing (Prevention Institute, 2014). This means getting men
to open up must be done creatively and safely to allow exploration
into their own abuse as survivors.

This is what Heroes, Villains, and Healing Men of Child Sexual
Abuse does. It allows men and boys to view themselves and their
actions through the eyes of the heroes and villains of the comics
they love. To understand why this book is of importance, we must
move away from the boy code and allow the opportunity for you to
examine the hero code you may have developed for yourself as a
survivor. Over the years, it has been this hero code of “right over
might” that appeals to people the world over, and you as a male
survivor of child sexual abuse.

Instead of locking the knowledge of your abuse behind closed
doors, they must be opened. Healing must be allowed to take place.
To do so means confronting and conquering each demon before
moving to the next. This also means making abusers accountable for
their actions. This is not easy. It takes time, but it is worth it if it
means becoming the person you were meant to be and beginning
the process of healing from your sexual abuse. To begin this process,
we will examine the positives and negatives of the hero code you
may have developed through the exploration of the superhero the
Flash and the three heroes who have worn the costume of the
Crimson Crusader over the years: Jay Garrick, Barry Allen, and
Wally West.
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The Hero Code

Superheroes have a code in which they live by. This code defines
who they are as a hero. For some, like Batman, it means never using
a gun. For others, like Superman, it means being a beacon of hope
that never waivers. It's this code of right over might that appeals to
people the world over and you as a male survivor of child sexual
abuse. The absolutes of right and wrong of the comics may be the
same way you see the world. You, like a superhero, have trained
yourself to believe an idea of the way things must be no matter the
circumstance. In some cases, it is a benefit. It informs your decisions
about not being an offender, not to hurt yourself or others, and to not
give up. However, it can also be a hindrance. It leads you to believe
in absolute thinking about yourself and the world around you.

For example, this absolute thinking may lead you to believe that
real men don’t get help, real men don'’t cry, real men don’t show
their feelings, and real men can’t be raped. This hero code can lead
to some good, but it can also stifle growth, because reality is not
simply black or white, right or wrong. Gray areas exist in our world
from moment to moment in every day of our lives. Although each
hero has threads of the same code throughout their being that
separate their behavior from those of villains, Barry Allen’s Flash is
the most genuine and honest of all the heroes in the DC Universe.
It's through Barry’s life, death, and eventual resurrection that you
can understand that without a little give and understanding of
humanity the hero code/guide to becoming a survivor can become
avillain’s motto.

Sacrifice and Overcoming Limitations

In 1985’s Crisis on Infinite Earths #8, “A Flash of Lightning,”
Barry dies as the Flash while saving the universe from complete
annihilation when an anti-matter cannon threatens to destroy all of
existence (dramatic, [ know, but it’s a comic). To prevent this from
happening, Barry runs at super speed around the cannon to contain
its blast and cause it to implode on itself. As Barry begins, and with
each step afterward, the cannon consumes more and more of his
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ability to run. However, with each passing moment he pushes
himself to run faster than he has ever run in the past, causing him to
be sucked from reality into the stream of time. Each frame of Barry’s
movement around the cannon depicts the gruesome image of Barry
wasting away into nothing, until all that is left of the hero is his ring
and uniform. The story ends with a quote from poet William Knox:
“Oh, why should the spirit of mortal be proud? Like a fast-flittering
meter, a fast-flying cloud, a flash of the lightning, a break of the
wave, he passes from life to his rest in the grave.”

Barry’s sacrifice of his own life to save the entire universe may
define a large part of the hero code you have created for yourself as
a survivor of child sexual abuse and the belief that sacrifice for the
well-being of others is far greater than the well-being of yourself,
even if it means sacrificing yourself in the process. The evidence of
Barry’s self-sacrifice can be seen in his final words of the comic
before his death. He states, “There’s hope, there’s always hope. Time
to save the world!” What he says is not very long, but it portrays the
optimism of his character and his desire to help others.

Although enforcing his idea of what it means to be a hero led
to Barry’s eventual death, he saved countless lives. Barry’s
interpretation of the hero code guided his actions toward sacrifice,
caring, and compassion in the same way you, as a male survivor of
child sexual abuse, continue to strive toward living, breathing, and
providing for the people around you in every way you can, even if it
means your own self-sacrifice. (The topic of self-sacrifice will be
explored more in the next chapter.) It also reinforces the belief that
you can always do more, push yourself harder, and overcome any
obstacle placed before you if you work and try hard enough. This is
evident in Barry’s push to run faster than he had ever run before,
even with greater restrictions on his speed because of the power of
the anti-matter cannon.

Being a survivor may mean, to you, having the same
understanding and empathy as Barry in “A Flash of Lightning.”
Although this form of absolute thinking in the hero code has the
ability for good, it can also have the effect of limiting thinking and
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stifling growth. It can steer you as a male survivor of child sexual
abuse toward seeking absolute perfection, rather than
acknowledging your effort. It has the potential to limit your vision
and place blinders on the way you view your actions so that you
only see your failures. These limitations of the hero code make it
impossible to live up to the code of heroism and sacrifice you have
possibly created and placed on yourself as a male survivor. This
means finding it difficult to acknowledge your possible flaws,
shortcomings, and humanity, which is key to healing from the
trauma of child sexual abuse. In short, it prevents happiness. These
hindrances of the hero code, and the possible negative effects of
your absolute thinking as a male survivor, can best be understood
through the third incarnation of the Flash, Wally West, the nephew
of Iris West, Barry Allen’s wife.

Finding Your Identity and Living for You

When Barry dies in the “Flash of Lightning,” he is replaced as
the Flash by Wally West. Wally had already been a “Speedster” (this
is the name given to people who have the ability to run at superfast
speeds and can tap into the “Speed Force”) and superhero for a
number of years as Kid Flash when he acquired his abilities in the
same way as Barry, but at a much younger age. However, when Barry
died, he put away Kid Flash and became the Flash permanently.
However, when this occurred, Wally lost a large portion of the
speed he once possessed as Kid Flash.

For many years, he never understood why he was a fraction of
the hero he used to be, so he decided to seek answers by visiting a
therapist in the 1998’s “The Unforgiving Minute” in Secret Origins
Annual #2. It's in this issue readers learn of Barry’s unwavering
hero code when he was alive, and how adopting the hero code of
another person, rather than creating and developing your own,
even if it's someone you look up to and respect, can be devastating
to your mental health.

The story begins with Wally sitting in the office of a therapist
decorated with a small lounge couch, desk, coffee maker, books, and
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a skyline of a major metropolitan city. Wally proceeds to tell the
therapist he is there to try and get his speed back to where it was
when he was a kid. He also tells the therapist about Barry and how
his speed used to be the same as the now dead Speedster. He says:

Barry was so fast he could race the beam of a flashlight
or enter other dimensions. He could do anything. For a little
while, I knew what it was like to have that speed, and I want
it back. I can’t seem to hold onto anything. Barry’s dead. My
dad’s gone. I had six million dollars and I blew it away. You
know Barry never had any money. Just a cop’s salary. But he
sure was happier with it than [ was with all my money.

He explains how he got his powers after being hit with a lightning
bolt and doused with chemicals the same way as Barry, his crime
fighting career as Kid Flash, and his work as a member of the Teen
Titans. Afterward, he tells the doctor, “See, I know what you think of
me, Doc. You think I'm spoiled, selfish, and weak . . . that all I'm
interested in are chicks and fame . .. that if people knew about me
they’d think I was a real jerk . .. that [ deserved to lose my money
for acting stupid.”

The therapist asks Wally what he thinks Barry would think if he
were still alive. Wally says that Barry would be hurt and disappointed
that he turned out that way, but the therapist doesn’t buy it. Instead,
he explains how Wally is making Barry harder on him in death than
he would ever be if he were alive. Next, he tells Wally to write the
number of people he’s saved in the past ten years. Wally writes the
number 172, and the therapist is shocked at such a high number. He
explains to Wally how he saved each of those people’s lives, and that
every one of those people was important, so he should not beat
himself up, because he made a difference in their lives. Finally, he
tells Wally he has imposter’s syndrome. This is a mental disorder
that boys feel when they lose impressive father figures. The therapist
tells Wally that, because he held Barry on such a high pedestal as a
hero, he feels that nothing he earns is truly his and that he’s afraid
of being revealed as a fraud. He says that Barry is holding Wally
back and that the only way to reach his full potential was to ease up
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and allow himself to be happy and alive, even if Barry was dead.
When the hour of therapy comes to an end, Wally is left alone to think
of the past, his powers, the lives he saved, and the mentor he lost.

As a male survivor of child sexual abuse, you may view yourself
and your actions in the same way as Wally. You attempt to predict
what people are thinking of you and your actions, in an attempt to
live up to impossibly perfect expectations you may put on yourself.
This is called “mind reading.” This means you judge your actions
through the eyes of others rather than your own accomplishments.
Your impostor’s syndrome may stem from fictional superheroes,
fathers, father figures, or stereotypical beliefs of how a male should
act or think.

In the same way Wally is held back by the beliefs of who he
should be, rather than who he is and what he should do, you may be
held back from true healing of the sexual trauma you suffered as a
child. This kind of absolute thinking of the hero code leads to
absolutes that can only be bent and eventually broken. While the
hero code is an excellent guide for survivors to live through the
trauma of their sexual abuse as children, it can become detrimental
as an adult. Without accepting your humanity, weakness, and
trauma you suffered as a child, you risk unknowingly breaking the
hero code you developed, possibly becoming an offender; rather
than being the hero, you become the villain. While it may seem
impossible, the roles of hero and villain can become reversed in the
same way Barry Allen became his own worst enemy in Geoff Johns’
graphic novel, Flashpoint.

Hero to Villain

In the five-part epic graphic novel Flashpoint, Barry Allen lives
as the Flash after being resurrected from the Speed Force during his
death in Crisis on Infinite Earths (long story short, it's a comic book;
go with it). When Barry returns to reality, he decides to save the life
of the one person he couldn’t when he was a boy and did not have
his powers: his mother. To save her, Barry uses his super speed to
travel into the past to stop his mother from being murdered. He
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succeeds at saving his mother, but when he returns to the present,
reality has been altered. He soon realizes he is no longer the Flash,
people who were once heroes have become villains, villains have
become heroes, and Bruce Wayne never becomes Batman; instead,
it is Bruce’s father, Thomas Wayne. Seeing the changes, Barry
immediately blames his archnemesis, Eobard Thawne, for altering
the time stream and changing reality. Throughout the graphic novel,
it never occurs to Barry that his actions are what caused such
massive changes to the reality he knew. He thought saving one
person’s life and changing the past in such a small way could not
have such a drastic effect.

The novel comes to an end when Thawne reveals to Barry that
he was individual responsible for creating this alternate reality
when he made the selfish decision to alter the past and save his
mother. Knowing this, Barry makes the difficult decision to let his
mother’s murder occur the way it did in the past, saving the world
(again), and restoring the reality he knew to exist.

Reading Flashpoint and understanding the reasons that
motivated Barry’s actions are key to understanding how the hero
code you have created for yourself has the potential to lead to your
downfall. Before the moment Barry makes the decision to alter his
actions, he transforms from the hero to the villain. This is because
he was blaming someone else for the problems he created.
Throughout Flashpoint, Geoff Johns transforms Barry from a
survivor to a victim. Johns transforms the hero code, meant to be
flexible guidelines to help differentiate positive actions from those
that are negative, into absolute thinking and uncompromising
beliefs. When this occurred, Barry was no longer a hero, in the same
way survivors can become victims. Both survivors and victims have
suffered trauma against their will at the hands of someone else, in
the same way heroes and villains acquire their powers. However,
how the two view themselves and the world makes all the difference.
Survivors know they were victimized and have suffered trauma, but
they take responsibility for their actions after they were victimized.
Survivors do not blame their trauma for all the mishaps in their life.
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Victims blame the trauma they suffered as the source of all their
problems socially, emotionally, and physically. This is how and why
Barry became a victim/villain in Flashpoint and what you may be in
danger of becoming if you do not seek help and healing.

It is important to understand that viewing yourself and your
actions as those of a hero or villain is not the goal of this book. It is
true that some social, mental, and physical problems in your life can
be traced as a direct cause of the sexual abuse you suffered as a
child. It’s also true that ignoring the trauma you suffered as a child
can only lead to further disasters, as it did in Barry’s life. However,
what you must understand is that heroes and villains are both
wrong but should lead to healing. Knowing, understanding, and
accepting the trauma you suffered as a child, working toward
overcoming their effects, and living a life you control and take
responsibility for is the only way to move beyond codes toward
living and truly becoming the person you were meant to be.
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