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Lauren’s sores healed. She put on weight. Her baby teeth, once broken and 
blackened with decay, were gradually pushed out by nubbins of pearly white.

She was Shirley Temple cute— ringlets of reddish hair, deep dimples in 
chubby cheeks, a little pug-bug nose— and she could be effervescent, giggling 
and crawling from lap to lap.

In some ways, Lauren looked like every other well-fed and fussed-over kid.
But inside, she was an open wound.
In the weeks after they brought Lauren home from the hospital, Bill and Sa-

brina Kavanaugh got a crash course on caring for a severely abused child.
They would awake in the morning and find the 8-year-old sleeping in her 

closet.
So they took down every closet door in the house.
Lauren would get up in the middle of the night and eat until she threw up.
So her parents left cookies and pink lemonade on the kitchen table but resisted 

doctors’ suggestion that they lock their cabinets and refrigerator.
“She’d had enough of that,” Sabrina Kavanaugh said. “She didn’t need to have 

food locked away. She needed to learn that it would always be there for her.”
The Kavanaughs also had to keep her out of the trash can, make sure she 

didn’t eat toothpaste or chalk or crayons or peeling paint— compulsive behavior 
called pica, common in undernourished children.

Lauren wasn’t potty-trained, didn’t know how to use silverware and wouldn’t 
wear shoes because they hurt her feet.

Healing in baby steps
Effects of abuse stark in daily routines, play therapy

SCOTT FARWELL
Staff writer
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“She never asked for a toy or candy at the store, never,” said Sabrina Kava-
naugh. “She’d play with something if you handed it to her, but otherwise she’d 
mostly just sit there.”

Bath time was epic.
Lauren would scream hysterically because her biological mother, Barbara 

“Barbie” Atkinson, used to hold her head under the faucet and laugh while she 
gulped for air.

‘Please don’t drown me’

“Trying to wash her hair, oh my God, I’ll never forget that,” Sabrina Kavana-
ugh said. “She’d scream, ‘Please don’t drown me. Please don’t drown me.’ How do 
you explain to an 8-year-old you’re not going to drown her?”

She comforted Lauren by using a tiny cup.
Trickle by trickle, she’d wet Lauren’s hair, wash it and, trickle by trickle, rinse 

it clean.
Kavanaugh said some stuff was predictable: Lauren’s issues with food, fear of 

sleeping in an open bedroom, her reaction to discipline.
Other things inspired heartache— like when Lauren would get upset and say 

through tears, “Now you’re not going to feed me anymore.”
And some were a mystery— like when Lauren lost it one afternoon at a Mc-

Donald’s playground. She looked across the parking lot and shrieked: “Daddy, 
daddy, they’re putting a baby in the trunk.”

Bill Kavanaugh scooped Lauren in his arms, walked to the car and showed her 
the family was just loading suitcases and blankets in their trunk.

What he didn’t know then is that Lauren was often locked in the trunk of a car, 
starving as her family navigated the drive-through at McDonald’s and Pancho’s 
Mexican Buffet.

And for years, Sabrina Kavanaugh was confused about Lauren’s fear of Hal-
loween and clowns.

“That first year, we were getting ready to take her to downtown Canton to the 
Halloween carnival when she started screaming, ‘Are you taking me to the Candy-
man’s house? Are you taking me back to them?’” her mother said.
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“We tried to explain what Halloween was, but she just wouldn’t calm down.”
There’s a good reason.
Lauren said Barbara and Kenneth Atkinson had sold her to pedophiles.
A regular customer was a man who wore a clown mask from the horror movie 

Candyland while he raped her.
One of the worst times, Lauren said, was on Halloween.
“She has recounted these stories over and over very consistently,” therapist 

Lindsay Jones said when asked about the reliability of Lauren’s memories.
“She hasn’t embellished anything over the years to make it a better story. She’s 

never said anything that makes me think they’re not accurate.”
6 years, 2 pounds gained
Lauren weighed 23 pounds at her 18-month checkup, the last time the Kava-

naughs had taken their adopted daughter to the doctor before losing custody to 
Barbara Atkinson.

When she was rescued from a closet in Atkinson’s mobile home six years later, 
she weighed 25.6 pounds.

Doctors and nurses at Children’s Medical Center Dallas wept in the hallways 
after examining Lauren’s skeletal and scarred body.

Even in a hospital full of sick and injured children, the damage was shocking.
“We had seen abuse cases before, of course, but nothing of the extent we were 

learning as her story unfolded,” said Lesley Lingnell, a play therapist who worked 
with Lauren during her five weeks in the hospital.

“You could definitely see in her eyes and in her spirit that she was an amazing 
little girl, and it was just really hard to know that human beings could have treated 
her that way.”

Lauren begged for food when she arrived at Children’s, but doctors were afraid 
to give her much.

She had been starved so long that her stomach lacked the enzymes needed to 
digest food.

A big meal eaten by someone who’s severely malnourished can lead to cascad-
ing medical problems, ending in a heart attack— a condition called the “refeed-
ing syndrome,” which was discovered when prisoners of war were released after 
World War II.

Lauren was fed intravenously at first, and then solid food was introduced in 
tiny meals several times a day.

Even considering her physical injuries, doctors knew some emotional wounds 
would take years to heal, and others would be irreparable.

Dr. Barbara Rila, a Dallas psychologist, interviewed Lauren at Children’s. Dur-
ing one session, she pushed for details of the abuse.

“She just quit talking; she stared off into space,” Rila testified during Barbara 
Atkinson’s trial. “She seemed to be in a completely different zone. And I knew that 
my questions at that point were activating memories she did not want to discuss.”
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Rila said Lauren’s psyche was injured in many ways, but perhaps the worst was 
growing up without love.

“Neglect is probably the most pervasive and devastating form of abuse that any 
child can endure,” she said. “It will last longest and affect more areas of function-
ing in a child’s life than had she simply been abused or molested.”

From ages 2 to 8, Lauren never put a puzzle together, played a board game or 
flipped through a picture book. No one taught her to tie her shoes, and she didn’t 
know her left hand from her right.

But more important, psychologists say, she missed out on key lessons children 
learn that help them function in society: about following rules, about integrity and 
honesty, sympathy and empathy, right and wrong.

Trust, doctors said, would be hard.
No one knew whether Lauren would ever be able to believe people were moti-

vated by anything other than evil.
“There will be a lifelong set of conditions Lauren will deal with and be chal-

lenged by for the long haul,” Rila testified. “As long as she’s living, she’ll carry 
the shadows and some specific limitations in how well she can think and learn and 
reason.”

‘Don’t Laugh at Me’

Lauren’s pain is difficult to quantify.
What’s worse: starvation, sexual abuse or sadistic torture?
Lauren’s biological mother and stepfather damaged and dehumanized her in 

unthinkable ways.
But the details of the abuse weren’t fully understood until Lauren was released 

from Children’s and moved home to Canton in July 2001.
She’d been subjected to “repetitive penetrative trauma,” as her doctors de-

scribed it, but no one knew exactly how it had happened, or who was responsible.
Sondra Mahoney, who worked as a counselor in the Irving Independent School 

District, was in the process of moving her practice and home to Canton when she 
saw the first news reports about “the girl in the closet.”

As a Christian who specialized in play therapy with sexually abused children, 
Mahoney sensed divine intervention. She called Child Protective Services and vol-
unteered to work with Lauren.

“When I first went over to the house, she looked like a little 3-year-old,” said 
Mahoney. “She really had a very large vocabulary, which I was surprised about.”

Lauren learned to speak by listening to country music.
Barbara and Kenneth Atkinson left a radio playing 24 hours a day outside the 

closet door to drown out her cries for help.
Her favorite song was “Don’t Laugh at Me” by Mark Wills, a ballad about 

loneliness.
After she was rescued— while lying in her hospital bed or struggling to walk 

around a playroom with an IV pole— Lauren inspired tears when she would sud-
denly start singing the lyrics:

Don’t laugh at me,
Don’t call me names,
Don’t get your pleasure from my pain,
In God’s eyes we’re all the same,
Someday we’ll all have perfect wings.
Don’t laugh at me.

But even though Lauren spoke in sentences and occasionally made jokes in the 
weeks after the rescue, she often lacked context for the words.

She didn’t recognize the sun and had never seen a television.
When in a car driving down the road, she pointed endlessly and asked: What’s 

that, what’s that, what’s that? A light pole, clouds, a fence post.
Once when she was told horses were big and brown, Lauren pointed at hay 

bales in an open field and squealed, “Look, horses!”
Mahoney spent hours on the floor with Lauren, playing with dolls, drinking 

make-believe tea and pretending to prepare meals.
“She would sometimes make food for me and give it to me and then she’d say, 

‘You can’t eat that,’ with lots of anger,” said Mahoney. “And so you knew these 
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were things she had experienced.”
One of Lauren’s favorite games was to go outside and paint herself with red 

paint, signifying blood. Then she’d run to the garden hose screaming and quickly 
try to clean it all off.

Other times she lay on the floor groaning.
“Go get the good mom, go get the good mom,” Mahoney recalled her saying. 

“Take me to the hospital.”
And then she’d lie down next to a piece of paper, take a red marker and scribble 

a huge stain. “It was blood. It was blood,” Lauren told Mahoney, moaning. “They 
hurt me, they hurt me.”

Mahoney said children call the shots in play therapy.
They pick the toys and themes. Inevitably, she said, the painful thoughts come 

to the surface.
It didn’t take long with Lauren.
She was furious with the male puppet, which she called “the bad dad.”
Lauren threw it against the wall, stomped it and screamed at it.
But it took awhile before the anger toward her biological mother surfaced. 

When it did, Mahoney said, Lauren ordered her to sit in the corner of a room.
Her eyes darkened and she emitted a guttural growl, pacing in circles, pointing 

at Mahoney.
“You’re the mean mom,” Lauren told the therapist. “Get in the corner. Go to 

jail.”
And then she’d come over and hit Mahoney and kick at her.
At one point, Lauren ran into the hallway and told Sabrina Kavanaugh, “Mom, 

I put the mean mom in jail and she’s never, ever, ever, ever … getting out.”
Mahoney said she repeated “ever” almost 50 times.
“That session went on for over an hour,” Mahoney said. “I just sat there and let 

her push on me and hit on me. The anger coming out of that little girl was unbeliev-
able.”

Afterward, Lauren sprawled in the middle of the floor, exhausted.

Key figures
BARBARA “BARBIE” ATKINSON, 
Lauren’s mother, was convicted of 
felony injury to a child. She received 
a life sentence and will be eligible for 
parole on June 12, 2031.
KENNETH ATKINSON, Lauren’s 
stepfather, was convicted of felony 
injury to a child. He received a life sen-
tence and will be eligible for parole on 
Nov. 29, 2031.
SABRINA KAVANAUGH, along with 
her husband, Bill, adopted Lauren after 
she was rescued. She and Lauren now 
live in Canton.
BILL KAVANAUGH, Lauren’s adop-
tive father, died in December 2003.
DR. BARBARA RILA, a Dallas 
psychologist, interviewed Lauren at the 
hospital and testified in the criminal tri-
als of Barbara and Kenneth Atkinson.
LESLEY LINGNELL, a play thera-
pist, worked with Lauren during her five 
weeks in the hospital.
SONDRA MAHONEY, a counselor 
who specialized in play therapy with 
sexually abused children, volunteered to 
work with Lauren.

About the series
Senior reporter Scott Farwell spent the 
last year trying to understand Lauren 
Kavanaugh’s life, conducting hundreds 
of interviews with family members, 
doctors, detectives, judges, therapists 
and many others. He also reviewed 
thousands of pages of legal documents 
and medical records. The result: “The 
Girl in the Closet: A Survivor’s Story.”
Sunday: Lauren grows up, considers an 
uncertain future
Monday: Custody fight opens door for 
abuse
Tuesday: Finally free, Lauren begins 
long journey toward recovery
Wednesday: Adoptive parents recon-
nect with a damaged Lauren
Thursday: Rage, pain, terror revealed 
during play therapy
Friday: Mom and stepfather on trial, 
public and media riveted by case
Saturday: Lauren sexually abused 
again, attempts suicide, nearly gives up
Sunday: Lauren reveals her source of 
inner strength


