Rape vic tim finds strength in
Soul's Calling

Gina Cotroneo conquered her rape to launch a
company founded on inspirational products
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'From nine to five, I'm here," Gina Cotroneo says, twisting her head to
examine her white-walled office lined in slick advertisements. "My boss
is awesome. My clients are good. And it helps finance Soul's Calling."
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Gina Cotroneo founded Soul's Calling, and her first product is the
‘Inspirella.’

And yes, says the creative director at Blake-Miller Communications.
The new company really is her soul's calling.

After a horrific rape in 1997, Gina managed to spit a DNA sample into
a plastic baggie for authorities to analyze. She watched her attacker
be prosecuted. Later, she quips, she became "the rape survivor
comment person.”

She recount ed her experience in a 1999 profile in The Dallas Morning
News. She's been on Oprah. She's part of the Texas Association
Against Sexual Assault's Speak Up, Speak Out program. And she's
been on cable TV news shows, too.



After her story got out, she says, she realized how much influence one
person could have.

"This is my way of evening the score.” Soul's Calling lets her do that
by channeling her efforts via a new medium: sales.

The company officially made its debut in May, with the launch of
www.soulscalling.com and the online sales for her first product, the
"Inspirella.”

A relative of the common umbrella, Inspirellas come in fuchsia,
turquoise and purple with sayings such as "Let your smile be
sunshine." A small plastic star sits atop the Inspirella, and the

und erside of its fabric is shiny silver.

"I wanted to make it feel like a magical wand," Gina says, flicking an
Inspirella’'s handle to lengthen its arm. "Ding," she says, playfully,
pointing the Inspirella. "Ding," she says again, pointing it at herself.
"I'm not superstitious,” says Gina. She opens up the Inspirella indoors.
"See," she says, pointing at the underside of the fabric. "It has a silver
lining."

The inspiration for the Inspirella came about two years ago. The
financing came from her day job.

Gina already knew photographers, and someone who retouches
photographs. She asked friends to model for pictures for the
company's Web site. In return, she gave them each a Target gift card
and a free Inspirella.

One friend recommended a factory in China that could make the
product. Gina wrote to the manager there, asking him to read a
message to the factory's workers that said the Inspirella is designed to
spread joy and thanking them for their positive thoughts.

She's also decided to donate 3 percent of the Inspirella's profits to the
Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network, better known as RAINN.

"It makes sense," she says. "Rain. Umbrella. And my story." With a
working title of When it Rains, Gina began writing her story in 1999.
She has an agent. She's had some interest, she says.

But after writing a third of it, Gina says, "all these ideas for products
just kept coming out of my head."

So she began with T-shirts. They said: "Life is Short, Live Your
Dreams." Butterflies, hearts and sunshine shapes separated the words.



They got picked up in a catalog, Gina says, and sold for three years.
Gina has 30 or 40 concept drawings now, but wanted to launch Soul's
Calling with just one product. Next in line are flip-flops which have
"lI've got power," on one foot and "I've got soul,” on the other, or a
Magic 8 ball that houses good sayings.

Eventually, Gina says, Soul's Calling will be her full-time career. But
until then her entrepreneurial spirit has helped Blake-Miller grow in the
two years she's worked for the company.

"Gina is a very determined person,"” says her boss, Jeff Miller. "I think
that is to our benefit. You want someone who has strong opinions and
who likes the give and take of exchanging ideas, and who sticks to her
guns."”

Taking her beliefs into the business world, Gina says, helps further the
reach of her own positive energy. She doesn't speak much to rape
survivor groups, she says.

"Me being all happy and positive,” she says. "They don't like it. They
think I'm crazy, or in denial. I'm used to it."

But maybe her company can help spread the message.

"If you really want to solve an issue, add love to it," Gina says. "You
can make a profit and help the world."
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