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The Abstract 

I based my thesis off of the question: ‘What are the after effects of sexual assault?’ This topic is 

very near and dear to my heart because I have been a victim of sexual assault in the past. The 

after effects of such a horrific event are rarely discussed in the media. When it was happening to 

me, I felt very isolated. I didn’t recognize that my symptoms stemmed back to the assault. I did 

not think it was enough to simply write about this, I want to showcase it. Therefore, I decided I 

was going to make a short film that highlighted how sexual assault effects someone AFTER the 

event itself.  

 

This film is incredibly important in the industry right now. Film, first and foremost, is a medium 

for storytelling. As I embark on a career, I want to tell the important stories. I want to tell the 

stories that matter, the stories that impact people. This film will not only spread awareness, it 

will start a conversation. I want to show girls who have experienced what I have experienced, 

that they are not alone. It’s very easy to ignore such problems if you are reading them. It’s very 

difficult to ignore these problems if you are seeing them.  

 

In order to learn more about film, I chose Zoey Martinson for my thesis advisor. She has created 

multiple short films, and had them featured in a myriad of festivals. Outside of Pace, I asked for 

help from a dear friend Christopher Vernale, who helped direct the film as I had chosen to act in 

it instead of directing it. I did a lot of research on the after effects, both in person and online, in 

order to create a well written script, and I used my knowledge from my college curriculum and 

my experience on set to help create the nuances of the film.  
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I found, while filming, that people were very surprised and uncomfortable to see the film 

unfolding. They were shocked by the events, and many women on set had their own #Metoo 

story to share.  

 

This film is important. It’s telling the untold story of millions of American women.  
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Introduction  

Film is an incredibly unique medium. Movies inspire people, they ignite people with passion. 

They can make you immensely joyful, or fill you with despair.  People get connected to 

strangers, they relate to people they have never, and will never, encounter. Movies are unique 

because they take you on a journey, they tell you a story. As a filmmaker, I think of myself as a 

professional storyteller. My job is to bring stories to life, to do them justice. As I made my way 

through college, I discovered many stories that were worth telling. However, nothing stood out 

to me more than the story behind ‘Kept.’ 

 

Kept is a short thesis film that discusses sexual assault and sex trafficking. It is a SAG film, one 

that I took the time to write, produce, finance and star in. It has been in the process of being 

created for the past year, and it is finally coming to life. To create this film, I did research with 

girls across the country, gathered money, created a team, developed a script, produced the film, 

and it is now in post-production.  

 

Kept is based on true events. The story is split into two intertwined stories. The first is a story of 

sexual assault in my own life, as well as rape events that have occurred in other people’s lives 

whom I have worked with. To clarify, I work with girls across the country who have dealt with 

sex trafficking and rape. Through my work at Girl Be Heard, a non for profit organization, I 

work with girls to use writing as a coping mechanism to deal with their past trauma. These girls 

are usually between the ages of nine and twenty five, and have a wide range of traumas. Some of 

them have had incestualize rapes, some were kidnapped, some were victims of sex crimes. Some 
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experience emotional trauma, such as anxiety or depression, and others are experiencing physical 

trauma such as bleeding, tearing, bruising, etc.  

 

I have worked with girls in New York, Portland, New Jersey, Connecticut, Texas and Ohio. 

Occasionally, the girls are very against the idea of warming up to me, but most of the time 

writing really excites the girls. The idea of performing, and being able to create art based off 

their experiences is something that helps them move forward as a whole. This is the same 

experience I have with writing. It’s the entire reason that I wrote this script.  

 

Methodology  

The story line follows the events of seven girls (who have given me permission to use part of 

their stories). They emphasized to me multiple things that were said to them during their assaults, 

a few lines even made it into the script. “You can’t leave until I cum,” “This will be our little 

secret” “Shhhh. It’s okay.” “I don’t like it when a girl’s not moving.” “Do you think there’s a 

lock on the door?” These girls also talked about a lot of the after effects of their assaults. One girl 

had severe anxiety, and began developing panic attacks. One girl suffered from depression for 

years, and dropped out of school due to it. The stories were horrifying, and incredibly eye 

opening. For my own story, I was assaulted multiple times, once at 13 and once at seventeen. I 

incorporated both incidents into the story line.  

` 

This story line is told through Meena. Meena is a middle eastern college student who is 

experiencing a myriad of anxiety after experiencing a rape from an ex-boyfriend at his birthday 

party the year before. She is having difficulty having sex with her new partner, and she has 
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resorted to drinking and smoking marijuana. She is unable to communicate how she is feeling to 

her current boyfriend, and unable to communicate with her friends as well.  She showcases 

someone who pulls away, is doing badly in school, and who has no idea how to explain what she 

is dealing with.  

 

The second story is a true story of a friend of mine who was a sex trafficking victim. She was 

kidnapped at age twelve from Queens, New York, and was forced to have sex with men for 

years. This story line is told through Sam, a college dropout who keeps being pulled back into 

the sex trafficking ring. Sam is currently having sex with men for money because it is easier than 

trying to find a job after being in and out of the sex worker’s world. She is dating an abusive man 

because that is the best she thinks she can do. He hits her when she comes home late, and 

considers her sex work cheating. She struggles with intimacy rather than sex: she’d be much 

more likely to have sex with you then say “I Love You.” She is stronger and calmer then Meena. 

Her flashback shows her on her first day of being kidnapped, about to experience her first trick 

after her pimp kidnapped her and handcuffed her to a bed.  

 

The two stories come together at the end of the film. Meena hits rock bottom during a panic 

attack after a PTSD flashback. Sam tries to leave her boyfriend after realizing his consistent 

abuse is too traumatic. In the middle of the night, they run into each other and just talk. Having 

this friendship somehow makes them both open up just a little bit more in their lives. It gives 

them a feeling of comradery, a feeling that they are not alone. This gives Meena the ability to 

talk to her boyfriend about her past rapes so that they can move forward as a couple, and so she 

can begin to heal.  
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Literary Review and After Effects of Sex Trafficking and Sexual Assault 

I want this film to start a conversation. I think it is incredibly important that people talk about 

sexual assault and sex trafficking. Much of the time, people understand that the event itself is 

very horrific. They can understand that forced sex is a very difficult and confusing thing for an 

individual to have to go through. However, they don’t understand the after effect. There is a lot 

of problems that happen to someone after they experience this forced trauma. Anxiety and 

depression are two huge factors. Panic attacks are very common occurrences, and often self-

doubt creeps in. Many times women don’t even realize they are experiencing any anxiety as they 

have never had symptoms before, and therefore they are very confused about what is happening 

to them. Sometimes women have a different relationship to sex. Certain women can’t have any 

sex, and have strong PTSD flashbacks during sex that make it very difficult for them to have any 

sexual contact. Other women are completely able to have sex,  but struggle with intimacy. 

Beyond that, there can be major trust issues in romantic relationships. Even if someone is 

completely reliable, they can’t always believe that because they were so violated in the past. 

Outside of romantic relationships, friendships can be tested as well. Sometimes when people are 

experiences these emotions, they are unable to vocalize exactly what they are feeling. People 

think they are pulling back, but in reality they are dealing with separate issues. Furthermore, 

many people have difficulty escaping. There is a certain element of freezing, and the women are 

unable to say no, or to scream or to stop it from happening.  Lastly, it can affect jobs and 

schooling. It’s possible that stress and depression can cause one to miss classes and cause grades 

to drop, or people to lose their job. This is especially hard in the sex trafficking world, because 

then you feel like you have no choice but to have sex for money again, and it can become a 

vicious cycle, (Sexual Assault Prevention and Awareness Center).  



 9 

According to RAINN, the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network, “Sexual violence can have 

psychological, emotional, and physical effects on a survivor.” The site discusses Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder, Flashbacks, and Depression. “After a traumatic event, it is typical to have 

feelings of anxiety, stress, or fear, making it difficult to adjust or cope for some time afterwards.” 

They also discuss how some flashbacks can feel like they’re happening in the moment, and some 

victims can’t differentiate what’s happening now versus what happened to them in the past. This, 

of course, can be incredibly scary for someone to experience.   

 

There are also many physical effects of sexual assault and rape that are rarely talked about. The 

joyful heart foundation discusses a couple, including: bruising, vaginal bleeding, anal bleeding, 

difficulty walking, soreness, broken or dislocated bones, sexually transmitted infections, sexually 

transmitted diseases, and pregnancy. Some of the vaginal and anal bleeding can continue 

onwards, and dislocation of bones can lead to worse conditions if not treated. Some sexually 

transmitted diseases aren’t treatable, and can cause a lifetime of physical suffering. Some victims 

become pregnant, and have to give birth or get an abortion, which are both extremely difficult for 

a body to go through. The foundation also discusses the emotional effects of sexual assault and 

rape. Some include changes in trust, anger and blame, shock, numbness, loss of control, 

disorientation, helplessness, sense of vulnerability, fear, guilt, and a feeling of weakness. 

Furthermore, some other experiences that could occur and have been known to occur are 

negative outlook on oneself, struggle with menstrual cycle, inability to conceive, drug or alcohol 

abuse, chronic fatigue, shortness of breath, muscle tension, involuntary shaking, changes in 

eating and sleeping patterns, feelings of isolation, anesthesia, sleep deprivation, and sexual 
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dysfunction. I have seen girls experience every single one of these. I’ve seen many girls spiral, 

and continue to have some of these symptoms for years after their assault.  

 

Results and Discussion 

Many people don’t understand a lot of what’s been highlighted in this thesis. I’m hoping this 

movie can begin to change that.  We’re hoping to get it into festivals, but if that doesn’t work we 

plan on spreading it out to schools so that the conversation of consent can be an early one. We 

think that sometimes, men don’t understand what they’re doing. Past assaulters of mine have 

tried to pursue romantic and friendly relationships. I truly believe that men sometimes feel they 

are entitled to sex. They think that dating someone is consent. Part of this is the conversation of 

toxic masculinity. Toxic Masculinity is when a man believes he has to have certain manly 

attributes. Some of this means that they don’t cry, they pay for dates. They are taught to play 

sports and be aggressive. They are also expected to have sex. Men are rewarded by friends and 

family for having sex with women, seen almost as a step into manhood. This is the same kind of 

toxicity that expects men to be good at sports, to bring home all of the money, to take care of a 

woman and not be emotional. Toxic masculinity is created by unrealistic societal expectations of 

gender roles that have transcended generations. According to Wizdom Powell, an associate 

professor in the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Department of Health, and the 

American Psychology Association, “…when med adhere rigidly to the kinds of norms that 

encourage them to not share their emotions, to be relentlessly self-reliant without seeking the 

help or support of others…they can have poorer mental health outcomes, particularly more 

depressive symptomatology because doing so cuts them off. What we can see in terms of 

emotions that are associated with more harmful behaviors is that when men experience 
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heightened anger or other negative emotions, they can transfer those emotions into behavior.” To 

unpack this quote, the normal way that men are expected to behave in society forces them to 

repress their emotions which can lead to anger, hatred, or heightened sadness. Sometimes those 

emotions lead to heightened behavior, potentially aggressive. This can lead to men not 

understanding that they are assaulting women, hurting women, or manipulating women. It can 

lead to misplaced anger.  

 

This is no longer the 1950s, and men no longer have to fit a specific role, nor are women 

secondary citizens without the same rights as men. This pressure to be a man forces boys to think 

they are entitled to sex, and they don’t always realize that what they are doing is so wrong. 

However, that does not excuse it. It doesn’t make it okay. It doesn’t make it acceptable or fair in 

any way. If we’re going to solve sexual assault and rape, we do have to attack it at its source.  

 

There is a lot of misconceptions when it comes to the world of sex trafficking. Many think sex 

trafficking happens overseas. Others think that most women in prostitution are willing and happy 

to be in the business. These are all misconceptions that have been created by the media. Most of 

the time, women having sex for money are being forced into it. What many don’t know is that 

sex trafficking is a problem taking place in our own neighborhoods. There are twelve year old 

sex trafficking victims in Queens, fifteen year old sex trafficking victims in the Bronx. It is not 

an overseas problem, it’s right here. Part of the reason people assume it is because “they don’t 

see it.” People open their eyes to women in fishnets and heels. They don’t see the teenage girl in 

jeans and a T shirt who gets into a man’s car on the corner. Furthermore, there are many tricks 

when it comes to sex trafficking. There are places where women are expected to have sex with 
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men that are disguised as businesses. Sometimes they are spas, sometimes they are massage 

parlors. You may have been near a sex trafficking vicinity and not even realized it. It’s one of the 

best kept secrets of our society.  

 

According to the National Human Trafficking Hotline, there were 180 known cases in the past 

year, and an additional 474 calls asking for help in New York alone. Since 2007, there have been 

over 1,700 cases. These are only the cases that have been reported. Some signs of sex trafficking 

is inconsistencies with their story, loss of sense of time, lack of whereabouts, not allowed or 

willing to speak for themselves, few or personal possessions, lacks health care, appears 

malnourished, avoids eye contact, and more. Being a victim of human sex trafficking is 

horrifying. There is a fear of your death at any given time. People often ask, “Why don’t they 

just leave?” My friend, who the film stars, has often talked about this to me. She talks about how 

she saw her friends shot in the face right in front of her at thirteen in order to teach other women 

a “lesson”. She talks about how she wasn’t allowed to look another pimp in the eye because it 

would make her his ‘bitch’ (all women in the life are called bitches, and the “favorites” are called 

maidens or bottom bitches). She wasn’t given much food, or even necessities such as tampons 

and soap. She lived her life for multiple months on one mattress. When she had to use the 

bathroom, she was given a plastic cup. The only time she was able to take a shower was when 

she did a ‘special client’ visit at a hotel with very rich or famous clients.  She talks about how 

she was beaten every day, and forced to have sex with all types of men. Every day she feared for 

her life. She wasn’t sure she would live onto the next day, or if her pimp would make her the 

next example.  When something like that happens, you can’t just walk away. You are scared for 

your life at any given time.  
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Production 

When it came to the production of the film, a lot of thought went into it. First and foremost, I 

wanted the events to be as true to our lives as possible, which meant that from a writing stand 

point it took six or seven drafts to create a good product. I wanted a certain color scheme. For 

Meena, the character who was assaulted, I wanted to have red in the background of almost every 

shot. If it wasn’t in the background, it was incorporated into her clothing. Meena was a character 

filled with much anxiety and stress. During her rape flashback, the back color is a bright red, 

which will make people really notice her color scheme. Red, as a color, is a call to action. “Red 

triggers opposing emotions. It is often associated with passion and love, as well as anger and 

danger. It can increase a person’s heart rate and make them excited,” (Gremillion).  In contrast,  

blue makes people feel a sense of calmness. “Blue evokes feelings of calmness and spirituality as 

well as security and trust. Seeing the color blue causes the body to create chemicals that are 

calming,” (Gremillion).  There is some blue in the background of every scene that Sam is in. She 

is a character that hides her emotions, and is therefore a much calmer presence. Whenever the 

characters are in the same place, there is a little bit of purple around them, showing the merging 

of the two worlds. This makes people passionate and calm, which confuses them. Having that 

confused, uneasy feeling intrigues the audience, and makes them pay closer attention just 

because of the backing color schemes. It also shows a merging of characters, which is a really 

important aspect of the film.  

 

When it came to angles in the film, I wanted to make sure that everything I decided was actually 

helping the story, and not just there to look nice or pretty. It was important to only use necessary 

shots. We focused almost every shot on the main actresses and how they were responding. A lot 
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of the scene has little to no dialogue, and focuses more on feeling then doing. The subtlety of the 

character’s reactions is what is truly going to reach an audience. Because of this, we barely show 

the faces of the men who are kidnapping and assaulting the girls. We didn’t want the focus to be 

on them at all, we wanted it to be on the girls because they’re the ones who really matter in the 

story. A lot of the film has wider angles so you can see the disconnect between the girls and their 

surroundings. When it is close up, it’s always on one of the two main characters.  

 

Conclusion 

The film is about 15 minutes long. It has statistics about sex trafficking and rape at the end to 

really send a message to the audience. Since it is a very triggering movie, we will offer talk-

backs at our viewings, and have placed on our website where people can donate, and we will 

encourage professional help to those who may be going through something similar.  

 

I have two major target audiences for this film. Of course, like I had previously mentioned, my 

first audience is women and men who have gone through a similar experience and don’t know 

how to talk about it. I want to reach out to people who are scared, and let them know they are not 

alone. My second audience member is people who have raped or assaulted. As I mentioned 

previously, we live in a generation of toxic masculinity. Many men who have raped or assaulted 

women have two problems. One, they don’t realize that they even did it, or two, they don’t truly 

understand what they have done and the effects it will have on the person they have hurt. When 

having sex, or starting any relationship, it is really important to have a conversation about 

consent. Sometimes men think because they are in a relationship, they are entitled to sex. They 

don’t understand that what they did was a violation of another person. My final audience is a 



 15 

more generalized audience. Many people are so unaware of these problems, and I really want to 

reach them and let them know what is happening around them. I want this film to reach people 

purely to educate them.  

 

This movie is especially important during the #metoo movement. The movement is currently 

trailblazing the film and television industry. It is taking down very powerful men for raping and 

assaulting women, including Harvey Weinstein, who was the head of a company before this. It is 

showing that men can’t get away with using women and treating them as objects. This is truly 

amazing, because, unknown to many, these sexual assault allegations are not new. People had 

spoken up about Harvey Weinstein in the past. Anthony Rapp had come out previously, and 

multiple women had talked about all of this before the Me Too movement. However, the world 

wasn’t ready to listen, and now they are. We have to take advantage of this moment.  

 

At this time, we have the opportunity to create some real change. We have the opportunity to 

weigh in, and tell the world our stories. Now is the time to come together as women and make a 

difference. I have been an active part of the Me Too movement, but this film is my way of really 

making a difference. I hope the world will let this film be a part of it.  
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