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ou might hate me already. Who lies about something as awful as rape? But I'm not asking

for sympathy. I realize it's hard to understand why, during one late-night phone conversa-

tion when I was 18, I told a terrible lie. I pretended I had been sexually assaulted by a
stranget, a fietion that shook my college campus and ultimately threw my life into chaos.

The first thing you need to know is that nobody went to jail. I never intended to hurt any-

one. The second thing you need to know is that everything I'm about to say now—I swear—is true.

The whole mess began at a party ofie autumn night during my first
year at DePaul University's Theatre School in Chicago. It was &
typical theater-major gathering: Penple were either having so much
fun they were screaming, or were so depressed they were sobbing.
As you might expect at a drama school, the students were over-

the-top, emoting all the time. I wasn't much different. Back in high -

school I'd always been “the futy one”” or “the talented one” I sud-
denly had to share the spotlight, and franikdy, T was none tao Ppleased
about it. I was also insecure abott my weight—I was one of about
three chuiby girls in the entire drama program—and desperate
to have someane find me attractive. That's why shortly atter school
started I'd hooked up with another student, George*, whom I iiked
only becanse he said T was cute; the first night we met, we had un-
memaqrable sex in the parking lot of 2 bank.

Unfartunately I was hung up on another guy, Jeff. And at this
party, Jeff was more interested in sobbing on the shoulder of our
friend Nina than in falling in love with me, At the end of the might,

J watched them leave together. He ran away crying, she chaged him
erying—and I exied watehing them gn. Allin all, a greot party.

At that point in time, the tiniest of rejections could set me off—
and I felt like I'd been wrenched in two. At 2 A.M. T found myself
diating my close friend (and ex-bayfriend) Rob, who still lived back
in my hometown, Indianapolis. God knows why I chose him to talk
to; & cynical guy, he wasnt knowm for being pick-me-up, but at
least he knew me. 1 was feeling so depressed and dark—ocertain
that Jeff's brush-off was just a sign of grester disappointments yet
to come: I wasn't going to be a suceessfil actress; T wasn't gaing to
find a soulmate, I was mired in that intense, enveloping melancholy
you can feel only at 18. But at first, on the phone, T tried to play it
down. Sitting in the doorway of —irorically enough—Nina’s roam,
T simply told Rob I was having a bad night.

He wasn't all that receptive. “Please, Lauren,” he said, “You just
got there.” ‘ ‘ ‘

“No, it's more than that,” I stammered. “I can’t seemto...
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GI told the police that the guy who attacked me wasn't white

connect with people...I don't
kmow. It’s hard.” Rab, I wanted
to say, everything’s falling apart
and nobody likes me.,

“Lauren, you always do this.”
He sighed.

“No, this time really is differ-
ent,"" 1 said. T needed to make him
understand this pit. I wag falling
into. I needed him to empathize.
“I'm too fat,” I blurted out.

Oh, please, you act like you're
300 pounds or something,” Rob
said, ohviously irritated. “Stap
ohsessing. Go voluriteer in a soup .
kitchen. Read a newspaper....” M

I've watcheq four-yesr-olds
lose their minds when a birthday
party ¢comes to an end—throw-
ing themgelves on the ground,
sereaming and erying until they
can't breathe. Whenever I see
that behavior, T think, man, I've
been there. It was that Yind of
moment on the phone with Rob. -
I {elt 1 simply had to get his at-
tention I took a deepbreath and
told him I'd been mupged on the
street. He was uninpressed.
“Why were you wandering alone
in the middle of the night?” he asked.

I didn’t answer. Then, almost without
thirddng, T blurted out, “Rob, I was raped.”

Silence. “Ob my God,” he said. Now he
wag listening. But I felt the firet little
twinges of paric. Why the heil did 1 say that,
1 thought nervouely. That's going a little too
far. I'm only going ta use that with him.

When I got off the phone, I turned around
and Nina's roommate was standing behind
e, weeping, “Lauren, you've been raped?”
she gagped, She'd overheard everyihing I'd
said. I realized what a huge mistake 1'd
made, and already it felt as if it were too late
to do anything abmut it. T stared down at the
ratty dortn carpet. T probably looked like T
was filled with shame, and I.was, but not for
the reasons Nina'’s roommate would’ve
thought. 1 wished I could rewind time: to
have spent the night writing in my journal,
to have had rebound sex with George, ar to
have gone out drinking and woken up with,
at worst, 2 hangover. But what, was I going
to say now? “Oh, um, no, I just made that
up”? She'd tell people how horrible I was; 1
would be a pariah on campus. So 1 kept my
mouth shut and nodded yes-~withmt iking
my head so she could see my face.
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The next morning when I woke up, I felt

‘better—for about five seconds. T had 2 plan;

I'd go to Nins and tell the truth. I'd spin
my “rape” confession as a crazy party
anecdote—hopefully before her raommate
told her anything at all. No such hick. Every-

. one from the party soon showed up at my

door. People were hysterical, erying and
comforting one another and hugging me.

“T ean't believe this. It's my worst mght-
mare,” Nina told me, distraught.

“Me too,” ] mumbled truthfully. I was in
such 4 complete state of shock 'm sure it
really did look as though I'd been beaten up.
But of course my agrecment eonfirmed that
the yumor was true. It began to dawn on me
that I'd croased 2 line and it would be very
hard to recant my story.

My friends wrapped me in blankets on a
couch in the tchen srea as they made me
breakfast. I watched them frying up eggs,
trying talighten the mood with jokes about
their lack of cooking skdlls. They all told me
how much they cared about me, how much
it urt them to know that I'd been hurt, T
barely said & word, The love and attention
T'd craved for so long was being directed
toward me——but it was all based on a lie.

Sitting there with friends cud-
dled up beside me, I'd never felt
more alone.

Playing the part
Over the next few days, I nev-
er brought up the subject of the
“rape"” myself, but I didn’t have
to, Students in my elasses and
my dorm kept asking me ques-
tions like “What street, were
youon?” and “How did your
g parents react?” I'd make up
complicated answers, I invent-
ed entire scenarios. I'd tell peo-
ple how my parents—who were
still unaware of the story—had
pleaded with me to leave schoo),
and how I had told them that [
wasn't going to give niy attack-
- er the power to change my life.
1 was & tough, empowered siir-
vivor refuging to be a victim.
Geotge too heard the rumors
that I'd been attacked, and one
evening he came to see me. He
w3s really shaken up. He told:
me liow gnilty, sad and confused -
he falt. He also admitted that he
didn't think he could handle see-
ing me anymore because of the rape. Sure,
T was lying, but I was still outraped that he
would break up with me over such 1 thing,
He was, however, willing to have breakup
sex, and we did~a development that
seemed to shock hir and me both.
Meanwhile, the story of my rape kept
spreading. About a week later my dorm's
residential assistant, called me into het room.
She’d heard about my attack through the
grapevine and wanted to let me know she
wag there for me. “A few girls have come to
me because they're worried about yon,” she
told me. She’d already set up an appaint-
ment. for me at the student mental health
center, I quickly said T would go. It never

- ocewrred to me to tell the R.A. the truth. I

didn’t want to see the concern in her gyes
turn to disdain, Besides, this crisis had
proved to he an excellent distraction from
the depression and misery I otherwise folt
s0 much of the time. Only in retrospect do I
reglize that I'd actually started to enjoy
some of the special attention T was getting.

When I got to the center, I expected to
walk into a room with just a couch and z
kind, nurturing therapist. Instead, the dnor
opened to also reveal two unifarmed police
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officars, 1 campus security guard and a t"f’-’-‘ o

representative from the eollege. At the
sight of the police, I felt dizzy. I started
taldng short, shallow breaths and began
to weep. I wag certain I was going to
jail, The therapist gestured for me to
sit down, and T did. Sobbing so hard I
couldn’t speak, I just nodded when they
asked me if T was OK. I was so fright-
ened that it never occtured to me to
ask who had called the police or to de-
mand to speak with a counselor alone.
The officers ssked me, was [ being
totally honest about what had happened?
And did T want to press charges?

I could have, with one sentence, ended
this whole charade, But then I'd always be
known s the paychotic liar who invented
her rape, and to me that seemed like the
worst possible twist my life could take.

I gave the police my statement; “I was
walking back to my dorm, and this puy
came up to me and asked me for directions.
I told him. e kept walking but, then came
back up behind me and put a knife to my
throat. He dragged me under the E! train
tracks and threw me down on the ground,
He picked me up and threw me down over
and over again. Then he raped me, While
it was happening he kept asking me, ‘Do
you wanna die? Do yon? When it was over
he left me on the ground. T Jay there star-
ing up at the tracks, In the rain.” It wasn't
entirely otiginal; I'd borrowed some ele-
ments from the movie The Accused. I'd
made up other specific “memories”—how
the El train Jooked from where I was lying
on the ground; how [ worried during the
attack about my parents getting a call from

the police, saying that I'd been murdered—

to make my saga seem more real. I'd
learned to do that in acting class,

After the police left, I did not have to fake
how freaked out I was, This was such a huge
hoax that T was sure I'd sealed my fate—to
be alone for the rest of my life. T would nev-
er be able to reveal this secret to a best
friend or a new lover. I'd forever be hiding
this ie—or having to play the role of a rape
victim. My greatest fear had always been of
being excluded, and in one self-indulgent
stroke, I had done more to alienate myself
frora the world than anyone else could.

Within a few hours I was driven to an
emergency room for my rape exam, during
which the doctor found signs of bruising on
my thigh and forced entry. I was shocked
until I realized the briises were from my
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karste cluns. And the so-called forced entry?
That was apparently from my ill-advised
gexual enenurtter with George, But now that
I had physical evidence, no one questioned

. my story from that point on.

Later, a detective from the Chicago Po-
lice Department. took me t0 the preeinct so
they could create a sketeh composite of my
asagilsnt, Pameked, I told the artist that the
guy who attacked me wasn't exactly white
or black—and that he had frecldes sll over
his face. I tried to make him jook like no one
who'd ever existed. I wanted to keep some-
one else from getting hurt.

The detective dropped me off at my
dorm room after the sketch was done, and
Thoped 1 eould start putting thds nightmare
behind me. No chance: The next morning
my rape was on the front page of the school
newspaper. My name wasn't mentioned,
but lots of students knew it was me, My
story wag scaring people.

An innocent man suspected
On the strong suggestion of schoo! offi-
cials, I started to go to thevapy. Tudy, my
therapist, was always trying to get me to
talk about the incident. She wanted me to
tell my mother I'd been raped. I didn't
want to. For nne thing, I was scared she
would know I wasn't telling the truth. In
high scheol a constant issue between my
mother and me had been my questionsble
trustworthiness. I had golten caught and
punished for pretty mueh everything you
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|
or black. | wanted him to look like no one who'd ever existed. 9 j

¢can imagine: drinking, smoking,
stealing money from my sister and,
yes, lying. I was in trouble so fre-
quently that my friends referred to
me as “always grounded.”

After a few gessiong with Judy, I fi-
nally decided to tell my mother I'd been
raped. I didn’ want to, but T was wor-
ried she'd hesar the story from someone
else. Fromthe phone it my dorm room,
Ttold her something bad had happened.

“What?” she asked, sounding exasper-
ated. “A man attacked me,” I raid, leav-
ing out the graphic details. Her tone sud.
denly turned more sombes and sad. “You
need to come home this weekend,” she
told me. I said no. A weekend at home
with my parents—who were generally
"not eomfortable expressing heavy emo-
tiohs—was the last thing I could handle.

Instead, [ stayed at schoel. I became fast
friends with another student, Rachel, whom
Judy had suggested T meet. Two months ear-
lier, while Rachel lay sleeping in her apart-
ment, three men broke into her bedrootn and
attacked her She was a survivor of sexual
assault, but mostly I wanted to meet her be-
cause she was popular and known for hay-
ing lots of famous aetor fiends.

We met for luneh at a diner by the
school. Rachel was flat-out. the hippest girl
I'd ever known. She was hanest and direct,
intense and funny. But knowing Rachel
only inereased rmy guilt over what I'd doye.
She’d have breskdowns about her horrific
attack. She'd put her head in my lap and
ery while I tried to comfort her. I nevar
talked about what supposedly happened to
me. Ever. Rachel let me know that was
perfectly OK.

Then one day the detective ¢alled ma
about eoming to the station for a lineup. He
told me they'd found my rapist, 8 young guy
who worked in a nearby store and, on the
night of the rape, had left work around the
same time T'd said the incident aconrred,

I was stunned. [ never thought they’q
find anyone who fit my deseription. I want-
ed to say, “No way. You couldn’t have found
him.” But 1 didn't. I went in to the station,
1 was trembling as T walked into the room
and stood behind the plass. They lined up
a row of men, but I was sure of who they
suspected; he was the only one who was
told where to stand. He locked nothing like
the police aketch, though, and this didn't
scem like an environment, he'd ever heen
in.Ifeltsick.  (contitmed on page 223)
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Thanks to me, this innocent man knew how
it, felt to be treated like a violent eriminal.

As they pushed the guy around to show
me what he looked like in profile, I could
barely breathe. I wanted it to be over as
quickly as posaible—for everyone. 1 said,
“No. That’s not him, None of them.”

The detective standing at my side kept
telling me, “Just wait. Let us hring him up
S0 you can get a look at him.”

‘When they finally pushed him up to the
glass, he was erying. He looked terrified.

“No,” I said sharply. “That's not him. I'm
100 percent sure. And I need to use the
restroom.”

The detective nodded. “OK,” he said, “But
don't worry, Lauren, we'll find him.”

I went into the bathroom and sobbed.

T think about that ineup all the time. I'm
sure their suspect was worrying, what if she
decides it's me? Onee he stopped crying,

maybe he got angry. Maybe part of his heart -

shut down that day. 1 blame tnyself for that.

Later, in my doxm room, I tried to fipure
out how I'd managed to de so much damage.
I glowered at my reflection in the mirror
and forced mysel{ to say the words over and
over: “You Hed, you lied, you lied.”

The moment | came clean

I left =choot at the end of the year because
my parents thought I was being irrespon-
gible with money. 1 was devastated, but I
didn't fight the decision. I figured that on
some sort of karmic level, it was happening
becauge of what I'd done.

My big lie dogged me, though, even
after leaving college. I was so angry at
myself that it became hard to keep 4 rela-
tionship. And I was so used to being per-
ceived ag a victim by that point—in spite of
myzelf, I'd found the attention at eallege
ultimately seductive and addictive—that I
wagn't ready to leave the story behind. I
kept lying, even to new guys I met. Initially
I’d corne across as a confident girl who
degpite having gone through a terrible
{rauma reslly had her stuff together. T was
gond at projecting that image: Tn just sev-
en years, I became engagen three times,
But each time it fell apart once my self-
loathing, always just below the gurface,
started creeping up. After what I'd done,
couldn’t believe that it was OK for me to be
happy. So 1 sabotaged myself. He doesn't
really want fo be engaged to me, I'd think.
If he knew who [ wag, he wouldn't love me.
T'd fly into rages, collapse in tears over the
slightest thing and uge my “rape” as an
excuse for the intensity of my emotions.

One of my ill-fated velationships took me
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all the way to Amsterdam, a city where my
fiancé wanted to live. He and [ broke up
within a year of moving there, but [ loved it
and decided to stay there to act with local
English-speaking theater companies. X even
helped other expatriates ease into their new
lives, explaining the difference between &
phone bill and gas bill and helping them buy
bread it Dutch, 1 relished Amaterdam be-
cange, uniike the U.8,, none of my friends
there had heard about my so-called rape. I
felt frea for the first time, and that sense of
liberation far outweighed my need to be
treated like a victim. After five years of liv-
ing there, 1 decided that the only way I could
return to the States was to tell the truth.

Around Christmas in 1994, I flew to
Chicago to see Rachel. T was afraid to Jevel
with her, but, I felt compelled to do so any-
way. She had always been nothing but hon-
est and real with me and had chanpged my
life with her strength and spivit. She tyuat-
ed me, and I had lied about something that
had caused her immense pain. Tknew I
couldn’t wait any longer, but for the
entirety of the first day I was there, I felt
queasy, looking for the right moment.

As she cooked us dinner, T dropped the
news. “I have to tell you something, Rachel,”
1 said. “Something I've never told anyone in
my Jife but I have to tell you.” I tried to calm
my shaking voice. Rachel didn’t say anything;
ghe just nodded for me to continue.

I began with my breakdown at the
party, how left out T'd felt early on at school
and my deep-seated feelings of unworthi-
ness, [ told her sbout calling Rob, saying [
was raped. . .and finally I said the words “T
lied.” Then I told her the entire story. I'd
never heard nyzelf say the whole saga out
Toud before, and I felt: flooded with sadness—
gadness that it had taken me g0 long to tell
her the tyuth, and sadness for the next mo-
ment, mwhich I was sure she would ask me
to leave her house and never speak to me
again. That didn’t happen. Instead, she
looked at me kindly and said, “Lauren, you
were raped. You raped yourself.”

1 was overwhelmed. Somehow she lmew
how much I'd tormented myself, and she
wasn't going Lo pile on more puilt. She didn't
gven seem angyy, just concerned for me. In
the years that followed that talk, Rachet and
1 drifted apart a3 our lives took different di-
rections, but I'll never forget how she gave
me permisgion to start forgiving myself,

Over time T owned up to my be with oth-
ex people in my life, too. Not everyone re-
acted so well—a woman in my writers’
group told me I was a terrible, disturbed
person, Rob, with whom this mess all start-
ed, just reaponded, “Wow, you're kidding
Porhaps the least dramatie confession was
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the one I made to my parents-—who appar-
ently had snspected as much gll along.

“We knew you lied, Of course we did," my
mother told me. “No matber what our rela-
tionship waa back then, if something like
that had actually happened, the first person
you would have called is your mother.”

I wanted to disagree, but [ couldn’t,
Because she wag right. If I'd actnally been
raped, hers was the first number [ would
have dialed.

Creating an honest life

The lie still follows me to this day. The story
I told abott something that. didn't happen
has shaped my identity more than nearly
anything that really did happen. As s actor,
I became committed to telling uncomiort-
able, stark humsn truths; I launched a
suceessful career doing autobiographies]
one-woman shows based solely on my rep-
utation for telling it like it {2, And in my
personal life, the story of my lie became
something of a litrus test, a way T could tell
if a relationship wouild work out. T knew I
would ultimately marty my husband, be-
cause I told him everything on our first date,
In the end owr marriage didn't work out, but.
he was the first guy to convince me that I
could be honest about having done some-
thing awfil without losing his respect or love,

I keep thinking T've come out for the last
time—TI've told the people who were hard-
et to tell, even people who didn'Y; really need
to know. But here I am telling the truth—
again. Why do [ keep confessing? So no one
can think of me s a vietim anymore.

[ leaned on victimhood the way an alco-
holi¢ nzes drinking. T invoked it with friends
or family members when I wag nervous or
couldn’t handle veality. It was in my back
pocket in dating situations; instead of say-
ing, “T don't like to be touched there because
I hate my hody,” I'd sy, “I can’t be touched
right now-—hecause of what happened.” But
lying repeatedly also kept me isolated, and
I don’t want. to go back te that lonely place.

In the last few years I've performed in
theater productions and on TV. And yet I
am still 1 little unnerved by the mir] who told
that lie. I don't like looking at pietures of my-
self fromn that time—chunky and sad, with
blue eyeshadow up to my brows. They seem
to me like my “before” pictures from s
makeover in 4 magazine...hefore I told the
truth, There are moments when I'm afraid
that gitl is still me. The reat of the time, I'm
simply trying to ereate an “after.” ®

Louren Weedmon has appeared on The
Daily Show With Jon Stewart and VH1s
Rest Week Ever. She s currently towring
in her one-womamn show, Wreckage.
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