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WARNING

 


In order to fully illuminate the horror of child
sexual abuse from a child's perspective, this book contains graphic
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 DEDICATION

 


To all who have suffered child sexual abuse,

including those who have suffered it

behind the veils of affluence and respectability:

May your healing progress.

 


And to a world that triumphs over CSA's darkness

with wisdom and enlightenment.
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 Foreword

 


Why a Novel-Length Version of Preludes?

Since first publishing Preludes as a novella
in 2014, I have been brainstorming and drafting additional material
for the story – material which adds to the original story’s depth,
breadth, and details, including in its temporal perspective and
exploration of potential solutions to problems the story addresses.
I’ve incorporated a significant amount of this additional material
into the story in the form of added chapters, with this
novel-length version retaining the novella’s 18 original chapters
while adding 15 new ones. With some of the new chapters among the
longest and with substantial new material in some of the original
chapters as well, the story's length has almost tripled. As the
differences between the original novella and this novel-length
version are substantial by virtue of this added content alone, and
also include a number of sentence- and paragraph-level line edits
in the original chapters as well as a switch from the main
character's having an older sister and younger brother to his
having an older brother and younger sister (thereby mirroring the
sibling structure of my family of origin) and other significant
changes, I have decided to publish this novel-length version as a
separate book while continuing, as well, to offer the original
novella. If you have already read the novella, I hope that this
longer version will add significantly to your understanding of the
various matters the story addresses, including the central issue of
child sexual abuse.

 


The Autobiographical Genesis of Preludes:

Now more than three decades ago, in December of
1989, at the age of thirty-four, I began recalling episodes of my
father sexually assaulting me when I was nine years old and younger
– incidents that stretched all the way back to some of my earliest
memories. About a decade earlier, I had recovered my first memory
of my father's sexual abuse – a memory I had shared with a sibling
who had shared, in turn, their own, never-forgotten memory of our
father having behaved in the same manner with them, which had given
me confidence in my memory's accuracy. But I had managed to
pigeonhole this earlier memory as no more than a particularly vivid
illustration of my father's substantial degree of dysfunction – a
dysfunction which had already long been evident to me in his
alcoholism and untreated (or, at least, not effectively treated)
proneness to rage attacks and manic-depressive mood swings –
without realizing the impact that such abuse might have on my own
development. It was only when I was thirty-four, with the recovery
of more – and more violent – memories of my father's sexual abuse
and with the added impetus of an effort I had started a year or so
earlier to heal from what I had by then recognized as the ongoing
negative effects of a childhood family environment pervaded by my
father's dysfunction, that I recognized the massive toll that being
sexually abused during one's childhood can take throughout one's
life, until death, to the degree its effects are left unaddressed.
For me, addressing these effects has involved a decades-long
journey of healing that continues to this day. My writing of
Preludes – a story which, though a work of fiction, is, in
its novella- and novel-length versions both, based to a substantial
degree on my memories related to my father's abuse – has
constituted a key component of this journey.

 


My Reasons for Writing Preludes:

Why should child sexual abuse survivors write about
their abuse for publication? In addition to demonstrating the role
that writing can play in survivors' journeys of healing, a number
of related reasons present themselves, including the validation and
support survivors can receive for their efforts at healing from
their own experiences of abuse through acquainting themselves with
those of others; the understanding that people who have never
experienced such abuse can gain, through reading survivors' works,
of the severity of the damage such abuse can inflict, during
childhood and beyond, as well as possibilities for healing; and the
vital role essays, memoirs, stories, and other writings by
survivors can have in motivating people to work steadfastly towards
the realization of human societies in which the most enlightened
means are employed to minimize the occurrence of child sexual abuse
and assist its victims as much as possible.

But, for me personally, more important than each of
these reasons, stated individually, is something
that includes and underpins them all: the role that survivors’
stories can serve in supporting ongoing, increasingly successful
efforts to break down the toxic shame and taboo that until recent
decades so completely surrounded child sexual abuse as a
topic of public discussion – shame and taboo that survivors often
begin to internalize from childhood and that, in any case, can make
it all the more difficult for survivors, as adults, to face the
effects the abuse has had on their lives and to do all that they
need to do for their healing.

May this story serve these worthy ends.

 


John Brooks

April, 2021
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1

 The Bedside Table Clock

 


The boy would like awake in bed and watch its face –
the second hand sweeping across the numbers shining on the
luminescent dial – 12, 3, 6 and 9 – and the white dots that marked
the hours in between. Sometimes he would reach to pick the clock up
and hold it to his ear to listen to the sounds its gears would
make, their tug and hum, as they pulled the second hand around and
around, progressed the minute and hour hands slowly but nonetheless steadily, on and on without
ceasing.

Setting the clock back on the table, he would
continue to watch it until the second hand’s movement would start
to seem like a steadily chastising finger, an endless accusation,
and so, despairing, he would turn his head to stare at the
ceiling’s whiteness in the dim light that spread weakly from the
dial and filtered in from outside, around and through the shades of
his alcove’s dormer windows, but then, fearing he would lose track
of Time, he would return his gaze to the clock’s face, the
progression of its hands, and all the while the words would be
going and going in his mind: So what do I do what do I do what
do I do?


 


 


 


 


2

 The
Week Before

 


The boy, age nine, and his brother, two years older,
shared the upstairs loft space, though every evening, after their
mother would go back downstairs after putting them to bed, when
they would trade goodnights from the separate alcoves that
they called their "rooms," the silence following the two quick
words of his brother's disembodied voice could make him feel
utterly alone as they drifted into their separate sleeps and all
thought of his brother disappeared completely.

He woke in the middle of the night to the sound of
his father’s voice softly saying his name, the feel of his father’s
hand gently shaking him. He opened his eyes to see his father in
his bathrobe sitting on the edge of his bed.

“Oh, hi,” the boy slurred groggily.

“Hi. Were you asleep?” The words came from his
father’s mouth wrapped in a soft warmth.

“Yes,” the boy replied, his mind foggy, drowsily
wondering why his father had come to his room in the middle of the
night to wake him.

“Good, good,” his father said gently.

Then his father sighed slowly and his words
flattened, took on an edge as he said, “Well, John, you’ve
misbehaved and I’m going to have to punish you for it.”

“But I haven’t done anything wrong,” the boy,
suddenly alert, immediately replied, kept saying as his father, his
voice flattening, hardening further, insisted that he had, then
told him to pull down his pajamas and turn over for a spanking,
shushing him, telling him to keep his voice down so he wouldn’t
wake his brother as the boy continued to repeat in a taut, angry
whisper, “But I haven’t done anything wrong!”

Finally his father said, “OK, if you’re not gonna
pull ’em down, I’m gonna do it for you!” The boy could hear the
barely-contained fury in his father’s voice as his father grabbed
his pajama bottoms at the waist.

“OK, OK!” the boy said as he pulled his bottoms down
to just below his buttocks. He figured there was no use in
resisting any longer. “Your underwear too,” his father said, and
the boy did as he was told; then, as his father instructed, he
turned over on his stomach.

At this point there was a moment of peace, a brief
lull as the boy lay there, gathering himself for a spanking,
thinking, Gee, this is ridiculous. I haven’t done anything
wrong. Decades later he would sometimes seek solace by
envisioning his boy self suspended in that moment for eternity –
removed, unreachable; in some never-ending embrace of whatever
remaining childhood innocence he’d still, by that point in his
life, managed somehow to preserve.

Then, yanking the boy’s bottoms and underwear to his
ankles, his father said, “And instead of spanking you, I’m gonna do
this.”

The boy felt an intense pressure at the back of his
neck, just below his skull. He had started to make some sort of
sound – to gasp loudly or cry out – and that was when his father,
now on top of him, had wrapped his hands around his neck and
started squeezing, at the same time using his thumbs to press down,
pressing and pressing until the boy began to feel as though his
father’s thumbs were about to press through his skin. As he felt
his father’s thumbs pressing even harder, his father’s fingers
further constricting his throat, the boy tried to say he couldn’t
breathe. Loosening his hands just a little, his father asked what
he’d said. The boy gasped again that he couldn’t breathe. His
father told him to promise not to make any noise.

“OK, OK, I promise,” the boy barely managed.

So his father kept his hands just loose enough for
the boy to breathe, just barely, and the boy gripped his pillow
(had he ever gripped anything so tightly before?) and clenched his
teeth so as not to make a sound. Still, sometimes sound would come
out – rasping expulsions from down in his throat; gasping releases
of breath – and he would feel the squeeze of his father’s fingers,
the press of his thumbs increasing until he'd quieted again.

Then came The Blackness. Thick and viscous, It would
start to fill his mind and it was all the boy could do to try to
stop Its surge. The boy was filled with terror, for it felt as
though if he went into The Blackness completely, he would lose
himself forever, never to return. So he did everything he could to
stop It, gripped the pillow even more tightly, clenched his teeth
even harder. But The Blackness kept coming and the boy started
feeling himself slipping into and out of It, and as he did so, he
imagined he could taste It, and that It tasted sweet because It
could save him from the effort of staying silent and the struggle
of resisting Its surge; and so finally he let go, welcomed It,
entered It completely.


 


 


 


 


3

 What His Father Told Him

 


He came out of the blackness to the sound of his
father’s voice, edged with worry, saying his name:

“John? . . . John? . . . Are you OK?”

His father was sitting beside him again, one hand
still halfway around his neck, though loosely, the other shaking
his shoulder. His throat felt tight and raw, but he managed a
quiet, constricted “Yes.”

“Good.” His father sounded relieved.

Then his father leaned down and the boy could feel
his father’s breath in his ear as his father enunciated each word
clearly and concisely, matter-of-factly, his voice leaden with
complete and utter seriousness: “And John, if you tell anyone about
this, I will kill you” – the last four words deliberate and
evenly spaced; the k of the “kill” sharp and percussive,
producing a puff of air that struck the boy’s ear with undeniable
reality. “Understand?”

The boy kept silent, hesitating, then felt his
father’s grip tighten against his throat, the pressure of his
thumbs at the base of his skull. “Yes,” he managed to get out.

“And that includes your mother. Understand?”

Hesitating again, the boy felt the thumbs press
harder. “Yes,” he gasped.

Then his father stood and, as he tied his bathrobe,
said, “And John, I love you.”

And then he was gone.


 


 


 


 


4

 The
Bath

 


After his father had left, the boy continued to lie
on his stomach, and, as he lay there on
his bed in the middle of the night, he did not move, he did not
think, he did not feel; he did not see or hear or make any sound
save that of his slow, shallow breathing.

Then slowly he began to notice the silence and the
stillness all around him, and he began checking and rechecking that
they were really there, persisting through Time, and began to
notice, also, the quietness of his body, for as he listened,
checking the stillness and the silence again and again, he
continued not to move or make any sound save for that of his
breathing. Then, finally, after checking all of these things again
and again and again, he began to let his muscles relax by the
slightest of increments, to allow the smallest degrees of deepening
in his breathing; tried to let himself settle back into his
body.

And, as he did so, at first he felt only soreness
and stiffness in every part, and, in the midst of the soreness and
stiffness, he began to feel the pain – the plumes of it that kept
detonating from somewhere deep within his rectum, as though his
rectum were being bruised through like a piece of tender fruit,
inside out, over and over. And with each detonation he would
release a soft, crying sigh, full of fear and confusion. (“Plumes,”
“detonating,” “detonation,” “rectum” – several of the many words he
would learn only later, and would employ as an adult to describe,
to himself and others, what had happened to him; that, by their
absence from his nine-year-old's vocabulary, left him inarticulate
and, therefore, all the more fearful, all the more confused.)

Slowly, carefully, he shifted himself until he was
lying on his side. Noticing his underwear and pajama bottoms were
down around his ankles where, though by now he didn't recall it,
his father had yanked them, he pulled them back up ever so
gingerly, their waistbands to his waist, then pulled his bedcovers
snug to his chin, drew his knees towards his stomach, and held
himself as, continuing to feel the plumes of pain bruising him over
and over, from inside out, he released a sigh with each
detonation.

He felt himself trembling for no reason. He
shouldn’t be cold – his sheet and blankets were as snug as he could
make them. He couldn’t understand why he kept shaking; why the
plumes kept detonating no matter how carefully he adjusted the bend
of his knees – drew his legs up or straightened them. And so he
reached his hand behind him, slid it under his bottoms and
underwear, and cupped it over his buttocks at their cleft as the
pain continued exploding, pluming, and he cradled the pain with his
hand as though it were his newborn child.
He did not understand his child – where it had come from or why it
had come to him – but he knew that it was his. And so he tried his
best to comfort it in the middle of the night with the stillness
and the silence all around him.

He could not understand what his body was saying.
Not understanding frightened him more than the pain itself. He kept
shaking; the pain kept coming. By now he was crying softly between
his moaning sighs. He thought that maybe if he went to the loft’s
bathroom he and his brother shared, if he went there and used the
toilet, the pain might go away. With his soreness and stiffness,
his pain and his fear, it required a great effort – not only
physical but also of will – simply to shift his position on the
bed; still, he managed to move himself to the edge away from the
wall. Standing and walking would require more effort still. Several
times he sat up and almost swung his legs over the edge, only to
hesitate and lie back down. He wasn’t sure whether going to the
bathroom would work, but when he would lie back down, the pain
would still be there, rising up from deep within his rectum,
bruising him through and through.

Finally, he managed to stand and –
still trembling, his steps small and halting – began to make his
way slowly towards the bathroom. The polished wood flooring felt
cold against his feet, and he had to stop several times to place
his hands on his knees, take some deep breaths, and regather his
resolve, but eventually he reached the bathroom door, opened it
slowly, then closed it softly behind him. Years later, as an adult,
wondering how it could have been possible for his brother to have
slept through all that had happened, he would conclude that, in
fact, it could have been, given the formidable degree of quietness
with which, thanks to his father’s hands around his neck, the rape
had, for the most part, been executed. (“Rape” – another word whose
meaning he had no clear idea of as a child; that he would employ
only later, when remembering as an adult.) But on this night he did
not even question whether his brother was still sleeping, and so he
did everything he could to make as little noise as possible, for,
given his father's vow to kill him if he told anyone – a vow his
mind resisted recalling explicitly, as it did everything that had
preceded it, but which was already lodged deep within him, exerting
its influence from the center of his subconscious – he wished to be
unnoticed; wished to not wake his brother.

He flipped the switch for the bathroom’s overhead
light, shuffled across the linoleum, with its pattern of blue
plaids that felt even colder to his feet than the wood, pulled
down, very slowly, his pajama bottoms and underwear, and, very
gingerly, sat on the toilet seat. The seat’s coldness increased his
trembling, so he hugged himself, rocking gently forward and back,
the pain still detonating, pluming as he waited for something to
come out, but nothing came. He tore some sections
from the roll of tissue in the dispenser attached to the wall,
folded them, and, hoping it might somehow help the pain, wiped himself, then, after hesitating, inserted the
tissue as far as his could up his rectum before the increasing pain
made him draw it back out; then, after hesitating again, looked at
the tissue and saw the spots of red soaking its whiteness.
Years later, as an adult, wondering if it could have been possible
for the blood not to have stained his bed sheet and, after he’d
pulled them up, his underwear and pajama bottoms as well, he would
conclude, on this point also, that it well could have been,
provided the bleeding’s locus had been deep enough; provided the
blood had coagulated sufficiently before it could reach his
anus.

The spots of red on the tissue increased his fear.
He couldn’t understand why he would have blood down there, where
the pain was. He hugged himself more tightly,
kept rocking forward and back, but it didn't stop his trembling, so
he got off the toilet seat, pulled up his underwear and pajama
bottoms, shuffled to the sink, and looked at his face in the
mirror. And in his eyes he saw incomprehension and terror – what,
remembering as an adult, he would identify as the borderlands of
insanity but which, as a boy, felt, simply, unnameable and utterly
forbidding.

He raised a hand and touched his face here and
there, ever so lightly, caressingly, then pressed both hands
against the sides of his head so hard it began to shake. He kept
looking more and more deeply into his eyes – into their wild
yearning not to believe even as he faced the inescapability of
believing, admitting, that yes, this was real; was really him,
standing before the bathroom mirror in the middle of the night,
full of terror and confusion, of trembling and pain.

But instead of finding answers in
the reflection of his face – answers that would tell him how he had
gotten to this place – his face only asked more questions. So he
went back to the toilet seat, but again nothing came out. He dared
not wipe himself a second time. And so he returned to the
mirror, though even before he raised his face to examine it again
it felt completely useless to do so.

That’s when the claw-feet of the bathtub caught his
eye, suggesting a possibility. The sheen
of the bathtub's porcelain radiated a glimmer of sustenance, a
flicker of hope that managed to penetrate his tiredness and
stiffness, his terror and despair. Slowly he pulled his pajama top
over his head, his bottoms and underwear down, let them drop to the
floor, stepped into the tub, sat, and began to run the water. He
adjusted the faucet’s ivory handles – their “H” and “C” etched in
black – until the water was running hot as he could take it without
it hurting, then fit the black rubber plug snug into the drain and,
hugging himself, started rocking back and forth, letting the
water’s warmth and the sound of its gushing embrace him. When the
water would fill the tub, he would pull the plug, and, still
rocking himself, let the water’s level go down; then re-plug the
drain so the water’s gushing would not stop and its warmth would
not diminish. He did this again and again as, his
mind blank, he held himself in the water’s embrace, and as he did
so he began to cry more freely – though
quietly still, so as not to wake his brother – and the water
embraced his crying.


 


 


 


 


5

 The Bathroom Window Shade

 


Again and again he pulled the plug
and let the water drain down, then plugged the drain to let
the tub refill, repeating the cycle over and over, and, as he did
so, his tiredness and stiffness, his fear and despair began to feel
as though they were moving slowly from inside himself, were
migrating to his skin, where they could dissolve into the warmth of
the water and the mist that rose from its surface.

He began to wonder what time it was, moved away from
the faucet to the tub’s opposite end, reached to draw back the
bathroom window shade. From the window’s position at the side of
the house, he angled his gaze towards silhouettes of trees in the
neighboring front yard, then studied the street beyond, lined
by trees, streetlights, and sidewalks on
either side, with cars parked here and there along the curbs –
everything still and quiet, untroubled, at peace with itself, save
for a sprinkling of autumn’s first-fallen leaves, which scuttled
low across the ground as though in restless search for
something.

Yes, the boy assured himself, it was just a calm,
silent night – a night that said he was safe; that everything was
normal. He let go of the shade and moved back to the faucet and its
gushing warmth, held himself and began rocking again, back and
forth, over and over, but now he smiled as he pretended, and as
soon as pretended believed: that it was
still before his usual bedtime; that he was simply taking his
regular bath – the one he always took before he would towel himself
dry and put on his pajamas, then call for his mother, who would
come upstairs to help him say his prayers (“Now I lay me down to
sleep / I pray the Lord my soul to keep / If I should die before I
wake / I pray the Lord my soul to take”), then tuck him into bed
for “a good night’s sleep.” That’s how she always said it – that
she wanted him to get “a good night’s sleep”; a sleep that would
last till morning.

And so he filled the tub over and over as he smiled
and trembled with excitement at this fantastic dream in which he
now so suddenly, so completely believed. He let the water embrace
the dream, felt the dream in the water’s warmth and heard it in the
water’s gushing, and he felt the warmth of the dream throughout his
body and began again to shiver, but not, this time, with cold and
against his will but of his own volition, with lightness, ecstasy,
and hope. And the more he believed in the dream, the stronger his
euphoria grew: yes, it was certain – everything was OK!

Sometimes he would move away from the faucet to the
back of the tub again, reach to lift the window shade and confirm
that the still and quiet, the calm and peaceful night was still
there; to find that, yes, it was and everything was really OK. And
so, smiling and holding himself and rocking back and forth, he
carried the dream with him through the night, not once faltering,
never doubting or wondering if it could actually be real, until the
time, that is, he turned once more to the back of the tub and
immediately noticed the difference – an increase in the light
filtering through the shade and around its edges, beyond what the
streetlights and whatever the moon and stars had managed to
provide. An increase that felt odd, made no sense at all, for, even
as he reached to lift back the shade, he clung to the dream’s last,
desperate pulsings: it was still before his bedtime, and his mother
would be coming up after he finished his bath . . . wasn’t it, and
wouldn’t she?

But, as he pulled back the shade, a single glance at
the sky left no doubt: he was seeing the light of morning.

A great weariness filled the boy as he turned off
the faucet, pulled the plug, and slowly got out of the tub. Soon it
would be time to get ready for school. It would be time to face the
day.
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 Where
They Were

 


Nashville at that time, in the
mid-1960s, the boy would one day realize, looking back as an adult,
was, if taken as a whole, as it remains – a prosperous community.
As the state capital and the economic magnet of Middle Tennessee,
it featured three TV stations – one for each of the national
television networks (WSM, Channel 4; WLAC, Channel 5; and WSIX,
Channel 8 – the NBC, CBS, and ABC affiliates, respectively); an
extensive apparatus of state and local government; a burgeoning
country music industry; a major Mid-South presence in banking,
insurance, and medical services; and a contingent of respected
colleges and universities – circumstances which never left the
Chamber of Commerce short of attributes with which to tout the
city.

West Nashville, where the better
residential areas were located – the boy’s family’s included –
partook of the bulk of this prosperity and offered an especially
hospitable environment for a family headed by an up-and-coming
member of the Economics Department at the city’s foremost,
nationally-reputed institution of higher learning, Vanderbilt
University.

The family’s residence on Central
Avenue was situated in a pleasant, middle-class neighborhood of
decades-old houses that appeared quite content with themselves –
houses of brick and stone featuring designs drawn from Colonial,
Tudor, Greek Revival, Craftsman-Bungalow, and other respected
American architectural styles; that enjoyed comfortable placements
on modestly-sized yards groomed by the tidy snip-snip
of trimming shears, the insistent growl of
gas-powered mowers, and the intermittent
clickety-click of motor-less, rotary
blades; that faced streets shaded by tall, long-limbed hardwoods –
ash, walnut, hackberry, locust, maple, and oak, among others – far
older than the houses themselves.

In addition to their house, the
boy could see his family’s favorable circumstances manifested in a
number of other ways, including in their yardman and maid, who came
by bus from another part of town to do the bulk of the lawn and
house work; in the warm smiles and earnest handshakes that greeted
his parents every Sunday at Westminster Presbyterian Church, with
its high-steepled sanctuary and magnolia-dotted lawn facing West
End Avenue; in their ownership of two cars, with his mother having
full use of their Plymouth Valiant station wagon while their father
drove to and from Vanderbilt in their Plymouth sedan; and in the
lifestyle of his mother, who, thanks to the maid, the yardman, and
the Valiant, had the time and the ready means to attend her church
circles – for needlepoint and knitting, discussing books, touring
homes, and so on – and, as well, to take the boy and his brother,
with their younger sister, then a kindergartener, in tow, to the
assortment of after-school and weekend lessons she regularly
enrolled them in – from piano, French, and classical music
appreciation to swimming, tumbling, and children’s
theater.

The boy had appreciated his
mother’s circumstances more than ever when, to celebrate his
seventh birthday, she arranged to take him and his best buddies
from the first-grade at Ransom Elementary – with the assistance of
several of their mothers with cars and the needed free time – to
WLAC’s downtown studios on a weekday afternoon to watch “Popeye and
Friends,” a local program for kids featuring Popeye cartoons and
Captain Bob, the station’s handsome, young weatherman, who, dressed
as a sea captain, with a white-crowned, black-billed cap perched on
his head at a jaunty angle and a navy blue jacket with gold stripes
on the sleeves, would serve as host. With the mothers looking on,
Captain Bob had invited the boy and his buddies from their studio
audience seats to stand beside him in front of the camera; had
called him “The Birthday Boy” and ruffled his hair, congratulating
him with a handshake, a wink, and a smile. For the briefest moment,
as he'd looked into Captain Bob’s twinkling eyes, the boy had
fantasized, with a fervent hope, that Captain Bob was his actual
father.

But, fantasy aside, his real
father was what actually mattered, for in the midst of all the
indicators of his family’s status, the boy came more and more to
recognize his father as the key. By the time he was nine, he could
see this quite clearly.

He could see it in the stately
buildings and spacious campus of Vanderbilt University and the
respect his father received, from everyone it seemed, as a
Vanderbilt professor. He could see it in the tailored suits,
starched white shirts, and narrow silk ties his father wore to
church and work, and in the plaid button-downs and wool and linen
slacks that served for his father’s casual wear (the boy had never
seen his father in jeans, save, that is, for the only church
retreat the family had ever attended, held at a state park an
hour’s drive from the city, where his parents had looked halting
and unsure of themselves, moving about in the rustic cabin their
family had been assigned for accommodation, as they’d changed into
the brand-new denim wear his mother had bought for the two of them
the week before at Sears), just as he could see it in the thick
wool overcoat – its pattern, the boy would later learn, a
herringbone tweed – his father donned in winter. He could see it in
the parties his parents gave for his father’s Economics Department
colleagues and their wives – parties with serial servings of
alcohol (wines, cordials, brandies, liqueurs, cognacs, vodkas,
whiskies, and more – his father pronouncing the names of the
spirits, as he offered each in turn, in tones of fondest affection)
that fueled a giddy ambience billowed by wave upon wave of lively
conversation, in English spoken in accents that spanned the
continent and stretched around the globe (the singsong rhythms of
his mother's Atlanta drawl and the nasalized pulses of his father's
northeast Georgia twang, though modulated by years of study,
undergraduate and graduate, at the University of Chicago,
included); the topics moving from economics to politics to
philosophy to the arts to the latest gossip about university
politics, all of it laced through with a laughter-filled banter
whose punch lines the boy managed to understand scarcely if at
all.

More than anything, however, the
boy’s awareness of his father’s importance rested on the words that
people at church and elsewhere, when addressing his father
formally, would place before their family name: it was never
“Mister”; was always “Doctor" or "Professor."


 


 


 


 


7

 At
the Dinner Table

 


The evening after the rape – after a day, at home
and school, of routines and tasks performed robotically, in a state
of numbness, without the scarcest recollection of the events of the
previous night – the boy sat with his family for dinner.

His father, who slept late on days
he didn't teach early and had just a quick, last minute toast and
coffee before leaving on days when he did, had still been in bed
when the boy had left for school that morning. His mother
had noticed the boy’s affectless demeanor as he
ate his usual bowl of Rice Krispies with milk and sugar, but, given
the boy’s laconic state, she’d chosen to attribute this to a random
fluctuation, though greater than average, in the boy’s overall
mood – a fluctuation she judged to be still within the range
of normal – rather than attempt to pry out of him a possible cause
by anything in particular and so had sent him off to school with
her usual wave and a smile. When the boy had
returned home that afternoon, his mother had again noticed his funk
but only in passing as she was busy with calming the boy’s sister –
who, screaming as she writhed on a throw rug in her first floor
bedroom in the back of the house, was in the midst of a tantrum
over a broken toy – and with supervising the maid’s preparation of
dinner.

The boy had ascended the stairs to
find his brother – who, his brother's teacher had told their
mother, was well on his way to reading every book in the Ransom
Elementary library (a feat of which "the head of your family,"
being a college professor, was sure to be particularly proud, the
teacher had added to their mother in her most pleasant of tones) –
lying on his bed reading a Sherlock Holmes mystery. For several
long seconds the boy had observed his brother – engrossed in his
book, utterly oblivious to his presence – then placed his school
bag on the card table that served for his desk and returned
downstairs to, as he always did, sit on the living room sofa and
watch his usual mix of cartoons and other shows, including “Popeye
and Friends,” on the family’s single television – an 18-inch
black-and-white RCA that sat on one of the end tables.

Or rather, to try to watch, for on this day all the
words – of people and characters, cartoon and human, including
Captain Bob – had sounded like senseless noise as the boy switched
from channel to channel in his usual pattern as one show would end
and another begin, continuing to stare blankly at the screen as the
half hour of cartoons that ran from five to five-thirty on WSIX,
Channel 8, had come on; still staring blankly when a short while
later he had noticed the sounds of the family’s ’53 Plymouth sedan,
its motor winding down as it had pulled up to the front curb, its
front door opening and closing, his father’s footsteps proceeding
up the front walk, but when the screen door had opened and his
father had walked through the living room without saying a word or
even giving him so much as a glance, the boy had done his best to
ignore it (for, after all, such behavior was not at all uncommon
for his father, who often seemed completely lost in himself as he
went about the house); had kept staring at the
screen as the last episode of Woody Woodpecker had come to an end
and – following a commercial for Frosty Morn Country Sausage
featuring a trio of cartoon pigs dancing on their hind legs,
chorus-line style, to the refrain of “Sing It Over and Over and
Over Again, Frooooos-teeeee Morn!” – the station’s fifteen minutes
of local news and weather had started.

At this point his father would usually enter the
living room to sit beside him on the sofa and switch back and forth
between Channel 4 and Channel 5, watching NBC’s Huntley-Brinkley
Report and CBS’s Evening News with Walter Cronkite, but this
evening his father hadn’t appeared, and so the boy, not changing
the channel, had continued to stare at the screen as the local,
WSIX newscaster had droned the news and then the weatherman –
middle-aged and balding, like the boy’s father; not at all like
Captain Bob, whose weekday forecasts for WLAC normally fell,
unfortunately, during the family’s dinnertime and
after the boy’s bedtime – had applied a magnetized sun and some
jots of grease pencil to a shiny cardboard map, giving the
next day’s forecast – sunny and crisp to begin with but with a
chance of late afternoon showers – which the boy had scarcely
heard.

As the news and weather had ended,
the maid, wearing her hat, coat, and gloves, had passed through,
casting her usual you have a good
night now in the boy’s direction as
she’d closed the screen door gently behind her to walk to West End
Avenue where she would board a bus that would take her back to the
part of town, a significant distance from the boy’s neighborhood,
where she lived. Not changing the channel, the boy had then stared
at ABC’s fifteen minutes of national news, watching an anchorman
whose name he couldn’t remember until, just as the news had
finished, he’d heard his mother’s voice calling everyone to the
dinner.

As always for their meals
together, his father sat at one end of the rectangular dining room
table. The boy sat to his father’s right, with his brother opposite
him, to their father’s left. His sister sat next to his brother and
to the right of their mother, who sat at the table’s opposite end.
This unvarying arrangement added a note of order and
predictability, though purely formalistic, to the family’s nightly
mealtimes that his father's volatile moods utterly failed to
provide.

As always, they held hands, bowed their heads, and
closed their eyes, and his father proceeded to say grace: “Bless,
oh Lord, this food to our use and us to thy service, in Christ’s
name, Amen.” Before the prayer was finished, the boy opened his
eyes to examine his father’s face – gloom-darkened, as often, but,
it seemed to the boy, more so this evening than usual. The boy kept
looking at his father as they took, from under their forks to the
left of their plates, the thick, white paper napkins his mother
bought at the West End Avenue A&P, unfolded them, and laid them
on their laps. (Linen napkins, embroidered with the initials
of female ancestors, were reserved for Sunday
dinner and guests.) He kept looking as his brother and sister, and
then, at his mother’s prompting, he also, handed their
plates to their parents, who served them the dinner the maid had
prepared. He kept looking as their father, his tie fastened to his
starched white shirt by a thin brass clip, picked up a silver
carving knife and its two-tined matching fork to slice the meat
loaf that filled the china serving platter before him, placing the
juicy slices on each of their plates as they were passed to him;
and as their mother used silver serving spoons to add green beans,
glazed carrots, and mashed potatoes from china serving bowls,
spooning gravy over the potatoes with a silver ladle from a china
tureen, then offered them rolls, made from scratch by herself or
the maid, from a cloth-covered wicker basket. Through all of these
routine dinnertime activities, the boy glanced away from his father
as briefly as possible – to unfold his napkin or when his mother
took his plate to serve him his vegetables, then handed it back to
him, or offered him a roll – returning to his father’s face each
time, searching for the smallest sign of acknowledgement.

Somewhere, perhaps, in the depths of the boy’s
heart, far beneath the level of his consciousness, with its
complete forgetting of what had happened, a wild hope feebly
stirred – a hope that, were it put into words, could perhaps have
been articulated thusly: that his father would set down the serving
knife and fork to look him full in the face, and, after settling
himself with a long, deep sigh, say in the calmest and sincerest of
tones, “John, I made a terrible mistake last
night. You hadn't misbehaved, at least not in any way that could
ever deserve how I punished you. Nothing you've ever done could
ever deserve that. In fact, I was the one who misbehaved,
and terribly so, in the horrible thing that I did to you. John, my
dearly beloved son, can you ever forgive me?”

But his father finished serving
the meat loaf silently, with averted eyes, serving himself last,
then – responding to their mother’s tautly cheerful, “Bob, would
you care for some vegetables?” with a leaden “Yes,” the same way
he’d said the prayer – passing his plate to his wife via the boy’s
brother, receiving it back, hunching over his food, and becoming
completely absorbed with his eating. 

The china, a Blue Willow pattern
by Wedgewood, was for everyday use. The boy’s mother had given it a
prominent place on her bridal registry, along with the sterling
silver flatware – engraved at the handles in elaborate cursive with
her initials – which also was for everyday, and which the boy, his
brother, sister, and mother, following the father’s lead, now
picked up to begin eating. The pattern’s platter, serving
dishes, tureen, and plates all depicted a faraway world of gazebos,
pavilions, and willow trees bordering placid lakes and gently
flowing streams over which glided pairs of long-necked,
broad-winged birds – a world of harmony, order, and tranquility
into which the boy would, on many evenings as he ate, frequently
find himself escaping. But tonight the boy didn’t notice this world
at all as, leaving his knife and fork untouched beside his plate,
he continued looking at his father.

The boy looked from his father’s
laden fork, from his cheeks bulging with food, his tensing and
releasing jaw muscles, back to his own plate, but he didn’t feel
hungry at all – this though he felt an emptiness inside greater
than he’d ever known. When his mother offered the butter dish for
buttering his roll, he shook his head slowly and returned his
attention to his father, who, sullen-faced and hunched over his
plate, continued forking in mouthfuls, chewing dully, swallowing,
then forking in more.

The more he watched his father
eat, the less he cared for his own plate of food. Each time he
looked at it, the feeling of emptiness deepened. The boy looked
from his food back to his father again, waiting for his father to
offer him the smallest crumb of recognition – a word, a smile, the
briefest glance, anything at all. A movement as small as a raised
eyebrow might have struck the boy as a sign of acknowledgement, of
approval even, but his father gave him nothing, seemed unaware of
his existence as he stayed hunched over his food, consuming it with
a mechanical regularity; his eyes glazed, seeming to look only half
at what he was eating and half inside himself; his attention
absorbed completely with nothing left for the boy.

“John, why aren’t you eating your
food?”

His mother’s words broke his
focus. His brother and sister looked up for a moment, glanced at
their mother, then their father, hurriedly looked back down at
their plates, and resumed eating their food; but the boy,
who usually ate more quickly than they, still hadn’t taken a
single bite. He looked at his mother, her brow furrowed with
incomprehension, then down at his food, then at his father. His
mother looked from him to his father, then back to him. The
emptiness inside him felt like it wanted to, needed to, absolutely
had to maintain itself. Glancing again at his food, then back at
his father, he felt himself sinking into his emptiness.

“John, I want you to eat your food.”

His mother’s tone had sharpened,
but the boy continued to stare at his father – at his father’s
mouth taking in food, chewing and swallowing, then taking in some
more, repeating the cycle without break – eating his guilt, the boy
would one day muse, remembering as an adult. As he would recall, as
well, his father's eyes – the way they seemed to be half-looking
inside himself; to be looking without comprehension into the depths
of his own conscience, which the guilt perhaps had filled like an
ocean, vast and inarticulate. Or perhaps, he would muse further,
this inward look in his father's eyes had indicated nothing more
than a surfeit of self-absorption which had served the role of
shielding his father, in the quotidian circumstances of the
family's evening meal, from the utter horror of what he had done to
his younger son the night before.

“John, I will not let you leave this table until you
eat your food!”

His mother’s tone had sharpened more, turned
absolute.

The boy cycled through again – looking at his
mother, his father, then at his food – as he felt himself sinking
further and further into the emptiness inside him. Then, sensing
the hopelessness of it all, he picked up his fork, and, releasing a
long, quiet sigh, cut a small piece of meat loaf from the slice his
father had put on his plate, secured it with the tines of his fork,
lifted it, placed it in his mouth, and – his mother’s eyes fixed
upon him, his father still ignoring him – slowly began to chew.
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 The
Prayer

 


He woke that night to his father’s voice saying his
name, the feel of his hand shaking him impatiently.

“Oh, hi,” the boy said drowsily, as casually as he
could, then half-closed his eyes, pretending to drift back to
sleep. But his father released an exasperated sigh, his voice edged
with anger.

“Well? Aren’t you gonna pull ’em down?”

The boy hesitated for a moment, frozen by dread of
what would follow. Then, feeling he had no choice – that things
would be even worse if he didn’t do as he was told – released his
own sigh, quick and fearful, and yanked his pajama bottoms and
underwear to his ankles. This time his father didn’t ask him to
turn over, said instead, “Now cover your eyes.”

So the boy placed his left hand over his eyes and
then it began: his father stroking his penis, groping his
testicles, and, after shifting the boy’s pajama top up until it
bunched at his shoulders and neck, fondling his nipples – doing
one, then another, then the other, not always in the same order,
for an eternity it seemed; the boy for the most part keeping his
eyes closed and covered but opening them now and then, lifting his
left hand slightly and glancing down to see what his father was
doing, which would only make him want to close and cover them
again.

At some point the boy – as his
father continued to stroke and fondle – began to feel the pulses of
pain rising up slowly through his solar plexus from a place that
felt infinitely deep. He placed his right hand over the spot where
the pain was rising, then tried to keep his body as rigid, as
unmoving as he could make it. If only he could achieve a perfection
of stillness, it would be easier to believe he wasn’t there, in his
bed with his father; that none of this was happening. But the pain
continued pulsing slowly up through his solar plexus, and besides,
he couldn’t stop the movement of his breathing – not entirely.
Still, he kept his breaths as high and shallow in his chest
as he could, but sometimes the intakes would catch sudden and short
when, with some change in the focus or increase in the intensity of
his father’s depredations, his diaphragm contracted
spasmodically.

And no matter how much he managed to dull his
awareness of his father’s fingers as they stroked his penis and
groped his testicles, of his father’s slavering mouth and tongue as
they began to lick and suck and take them in – sometimes his penis,
sometimes his testicles, sometimes both at once – there was,
together with the pain that kept pulsing up through his solar
plexus, another sensation the boy was unable to numb: the delicate,
murmurous tickling he would feel when his father would fondle his
nipples. Like the wings of some delicate, fluttering butterfly it
was, the tickling – this tweaking, ever so maddeningly, of his
rigidity, his attempt at non-feeling; the previous night’s rape
finding its consummation (as, decades later, he would come to view
things) in this exquisitely quivering, ever so gentle penetration
of his numbness; a violation that, together with
his father’s continuing assault upon his genitals, was even worse,
in a way, than the rape itself, for its mocking of any last
remnants the boy still clung to of what had now become but a mere
illusion of any mastery over his body until soon a single prayer
began to sound over and over in his mind:

 


Godhelpme Godhelpme Godhelpme.

 


Soon the words were flowing constantly, overlaying
every sucking of his penis by his father’s mouth, every brushing of
his nipples by his father’s touch; pulsing with the boy’s every
intake and release of breath:

 


GodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpme

GodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpme

GodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpme

GodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpmeGodhelpme

 


To the boy they weren’t just words. He really did
believe in God; really did believe God could help him – that God
had the power to do so. That’s what he was taught in church every
Sunday. That’s what he felt when he prayed at bedtime.

Over and over the boy prayed the
prayer, repeating its mantra. Further and further into his mind he
went until the pain rising up through his solar plexus began to
fade and the words of the prayer began to fuse with the butterfly
touch of the tickling, and then the prayer’s words faded also,
dissolving into the feeling in his nipples – a feeling he found he
could take with him, ever further into his mind, until at last he
could be with it only, just the feeling, far distant from his bed
and his father; far, far distant and free, even from his body,
until everything – his nipples, father, and all else dissolved, was
forgotten, and all he was was the feeling, floating on and on,
through deepest space, far away from Earth; far, far away from the
house on Central . . .

“I love you.”

His father’s words, quick and taut; his father’s
lips, hard and dry, on his own – these things brought him back, and
the boy, his left hand still covering his eyes, his right still
over his solar plexus, said, “Love you too,” even more quickly,
tautly, hoping this would be enough to get his father to leave; not
moving as he listened to the sound of his father’s slippers
shuffling across the floor, of his father's footsteps descending
the stairs; staying still until he heard the silence all around
him, checking and re-checking that it was still there, persisting
through Time.

That was when he had first turned
to look at the bedside table clock; when the words of the question
had started going and going in his mind:

 


So what do I do what do I do what do I do?
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 The Nights that Followed

 


In the nights that followed, after
his mother would say his prayers with him, kiss him goodnight, then
do the same with his brother and return downstairs, the boy, who
had forgotten his father’s assaults completely during the day,
would, as he lay awake after trading the usual perfunctory
goodnights
with his brother, remember them and, fearing his
father’s return, hear the words start in his mind:

 


So what do I do what do I do what do I do?

 


He would go on this way, his mind in a fretful
whimper, kneading this single prayer bead of a question over and
over, trying to keep the full-out panic down, until he would hear
his father’s slippered footsteps on the stairs – a stair creaking
here and there with his father’s ascension, detonating a panic that
blasted him inside-out with a jagged shrapnel of woe, causing him
to lose his hold on the prayer bead, which would fall silently away
and be replaced by:

 


Oh no! Oh no! Oh no! Oh no! Oh no!

Oh no! Oh no! Oh no! Oh no! Oh no!

Oh no! Oh no! Oh no! Oh no! Oh no!

 


The two words surging, wave upon wave, one upon the
other, as his father would reach the top of the stairs, begin to
move nearer; as the realization that his father was once again
coming to his bed filled more and more of his mind with every
slippered shuffle.

Hastily the boy would prepare the offering of his
body – pull his pajama bottoms and underwear down, his top above
his nipples; cup his left hand over his eyes, close his eyes tight;
place his right hand over his solar plexus where it would feel the
rapid rise and fall of his breathing, and the tremor, close by, of
the beating of his heart, the two rhythms twining, growing swifter
as the mattress would give with his father's
weight and his father would be there, sitting beside
him.

Without a word, his father would begin, and
immediately the boy would feel the pain starting to rise up again
through his solar plexus from a place that felt infinitely deep;
would start once more to pray the prayer – Godhelpme Godhelpme
Godhelpme Godhelpme Godhelpme – the prayer going and going,
dulling his sensation of everything but the fluttering at his
nipples, his father’s touch like butterfly wings, triumphing so
maddeningly, once again, over any shreds the boy had managed to
reconstitute of a sense of self-possession, self-control; the boy
repeating the prayer’s mantra over and over, going further and
further into his mind; the prayer’s words starting to fuse with the
tickling before fading, dissolving, and the feeling of being
carried away from his bed, his body, further and
further, free from his father and
everything else until everything was forgotten and all he was, once
again, was the feeling of floating on and on through deepest space;
then the sound of his father’s voice – I love you – and the
feel of his father’s lips, hard and dry, on his; and his love
you too – quick, constricted – said just to get his father to
leave; then listening to his father’s slippered footsteps shuffling
away, across the floor, and back down the stairs until the silence
was all around him and he could look at the bedside table clock, at
the ceiling, at the clock and the ceiling again, again and again as
so what do I do would start up – what do I do what do I
do what do I do? – kneading this prayer bead once again, again
and again until it gained so much heat it would flare, ignite, and
spread its raging firestorm – its words the fuel and the flames –
to the furthest reaches of his mind.

The firestorm would approach
exhaustion points as the words of the prayer would start to burn
themselves out, and he would try to take advantage of these
interludes of relative calm to consider his situation rationally;
would cup his chin in the palm of his hand or hold it between his
thumb and bent index finger, as he’d seen his father do when
engaged in sober contemplation. Or, attempting to imitate the
gestures he’d observed his father employ in conversation, during
parties, with his Economics Department colleagues, the boy would
start gesturing assertively under the covers with his hand and
forearm – though in a crimped fashion, the movements taut, jerky,
pulled close to his chest by the constraint of the covers and his
only marginally diminished panic and terror – gesturing as though
he were in debate with himself, emphasizing the salient features of
the matter under consideration, or rather, the matter that he could
only wish could be under his
consideration, under his control. The matter that on a nightly
basis was on top of him, all over him, threatening to devour him
whole.

“Rationally,” “sober contemplation,” “salient
features,” “matter under consideration” – vocabulary of the sort
the boy would hear his parents and the other Economics Department
professors and their wives use at his parents’ parties; words
beyond the boy’s own powers of expression but which, along with
similar words and phrases, the boy would one day employ, when
considering the matter as an adult, to best articulate and
understand what, on these nights when he was nine, after his father
would leave him, during these intervals of comparative quietude, he
was attempting, which was to discover an escape from the maze of
ever so narrow and shortened thought corridors in which he found
his powers of reasoning, such as they were at that age, confined.
An escape that would allow him to arrive at a sensible solution to
the quandary that confronted him; a wise and prudent decision as to
what to do. An escape he hoped to achieve by
taking on and employing, as best he could, the persona of
reasonableness, of rationality that his father presented to the
world, this in hopes that so doing might help him vanquish the
chaos and horror his father was nightly bringing to his
bed.

Sometimes a notion would occur to
him – a turn in the maze; another prayer bead: I know what I’ll do –
I’ll tell Mom. Yeah, I’ll tell Mom!
– and he would jab his hand with an added energy,
an incipient exultation, as he thought this. But then, remembering
what his father had told him, he would sit up in bed, place his
hands on either side of his head, and squeeze, thinking:
But I can’t do that can’t do that can’t do
that! If I do that he’ll kill me!

So the boy would lie back down, turning his eyes
once again to the bedside table clock and the time crunch of its
steadily proceeding hands, the maze complete – no exit; his mind
kneading the first prayer bead once more, sounding its words again
and again:

 


So what do I do what do I do what do I do?

 


The firestorm raging, subsiding,
then raging and subsiding again, again and again until finally –
and sometimes after he would notice the forlorn whistle of a
freight train moving down the tracks of the Tennessee Central
Railroad that bordered his neighborhood – the boy, despairing
utterly, would go to the bathroom, get in the tub, and, adjusting
the water until it was running as hot as he could take it, give
himself over to its refuge. At first, holding himself, rocking back
and forth, he would say the words he had begun to say the second
night – "Get away! Get away! Get away!" Whispering them forcefully
over and over beneath the sound of the water, crying quietly as he
did so. But there would always come a point at which he would let
the words slip away, for they seemed to have no end, offer no
solution. A point at which he would begin to believe in his
fantastic dream – believing more and more that he was taking his
usual bath before his bedtime; before he would towel himself dry
and put on his pajamas, then call for his mom to come upstairs and
help him say his prayers, then tuck him into bed for “a good
night’s sleep" – on and on through the night, until he would
turn once more to the bathroom window shade and, noticing the
change in the light, move to the back of the tub, lift the shade,
and see that it was morning.
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 In
the Classroom

 


The boy sat at his desk at school
staring at his teacher, trying to understand what she was saying.
Mrs. McCready’s mouth was moving, making sounds the boy knew had to
be words as she spoke to him and the other students, but it was as
though she was speaking in a foreign tongue. He couldn't understand
a thing.

Other students nodded, as usual,
as she made her various points, and raised their hands when she
asked the class questions, but, with his fits of incomprehension,
which came upon him often and suddenly, the boy, who at the
beginning of the school year had raised his hand regularly, simply
watched, inert, as he had for several days now, feeling as though
he was inside a movie – a movie the other students and Mrs.
McCready, the classroom and the rest of the school, everything but
himself was a part of; a movie he was watching from the inside
out.

And as she had done, more and
more, each of those same several days, Mrs. McCready kept glancing
at him with a question on her face – an unspoken question that the
boy guessed was the same or close to what she'd asked him the day
before when she'd stopped him as he was leaving the classroom after
the final bell: "Are you Ok?"

To which he'd shrugged and, after
waiting a moment, slowly nodded a yes. As he'd repeated when, the
concern on her face holding steady, she'd followed with, "Are you
sure there's nothing the matter?" For he'd somehow felt it
necessary to respond this way – to try to pretend, at least, that
he was fine – and, besides, though he'd been feeling quite dull
recently, he truly couldn't think of any concrete thing that could
make him feel this way, or that had the power to turn Mrs.
McCready's words to gibberish. In any case his answers hadn't
seemed to satisfy Mrs. McCready, for today the question on her face
had grown even bigger.

And now Mrs. McCready was looking
at him steadily as she continued to speak, and though during
lessons she'd never yet directly asked him a question, so ready had
he previously been to raise his hand, it seemed she was doing it
now. But he still couldn't understand her, except when – after the
room had gone completely quiet with everyone's stares as they
waited for him to answer; as, feeling the shallowness of his
breathing, he looked back at his teacher with blank incomprehension
– she finally smiled and said, "Not sure? Don't know? It's Ok –
some other time," in a tone of tenderest pity before calling on
someone else.

But her smile had faded back to
concern when she looked at him again, and for the rest of the class
she glanced at him more than ever, the question on her face growing
bigger with every glance.
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 At the
Doctor's

 


Doctor Sealy placed the cool metal circle of her
stethoscope and there on his chest as he sat in his underwear on
the examination table, then started placing it on his back,
listening for anything that might tell her something was wrong.
Pulling the earpieces from her ears, she let the ear tubes rest
around her neck and took another instrument. Turning on its light,
she gently inserted its tip into one of his ears, then the other,
peering through the hole at the tip's center as she did so. She
then took another instrument, turned on its light, and shone the
narrow beam into each of his eyes, asking him to try not to blink
as she moved the tip of her index finger, right and left, up and
down, for his eyes to follow. As she continued with various checks,
the boy remembered what his mother had told him: that Mrs. McCready
had phoned her, asked her to come to school for a conference to
talk about his behavior. Had said, at their conference, that
whereas at the beginning of the school year he had always been
lively and outgoing – very friendly, liked school, liked people,
loved sports, very seldom got mad, always busy – lately he had
changed drastically, become withdrawn, didn’t interact with his
classmates, and seemed very, very sad. That was all, his mother had
told him, that Mrs. McCready said she knew, saying she had tried to
talk to him but that he had had nothing to say at all. As Dr. Sealy
took a rubber-headed hammer from a wheeled table stand displaying a
row of instruments, started thumping it against his knees, checking
their reaction, he remembered, too, how his mother had told him
that she also had noticed a drastic change in him at home, and that
she and Mrs. McCready were both very worried about him and did he
have any idea about what might be wrong?

But, as with Mrs. McCready's questioning, he hadn't
been able to think of a thing for a reason and so had simply
answered no, though it had struck him as well how lately he had
been feeling sad so often – that or completely flat, feeling
nothing at all.

Anyway, his mother had said, she had scheduled an
appointment with Dr. Sealy, the family pediatrician – a woman whose
graying hair, netted in a small, tight bun, made her clearly
older-looking than his mother and therefore, along with her being a
doctor, wiser-looking as well – to see if Dr. Sealy could find
anything wrong.

And so, as she did for his yearly checkups, Dr.
Sealy had started by asking him to stand on the scale that, with
its notched and numbered flat metal rod in the back, shaped like a
long, upside-down L, could also measure his height, and then
checked his blood pressure – normal, she'd said – before proceeding
with the other usual parts of her examination.

Now, placing the last of the instruments back on the
table stand, Dr. Sealy pressed her fingers gently under his jaw,
below his ear, around his neck, then under his underarms, asking
him if anywhere felt tender or painful; it didn't so he shook his
head no.

Then she pulled back the elastic band of his
underwear with one hand, took his wee wee with the other and raised
it, checking it all around, then cupped the rest of his privates
and asked him to cough, gave his privates a quick final look, then
gently released his underwear and asked him if his stools had been
normal and it struck him again how Dr. Sealy was the only person he
knew who used that word – "stools," his parents always saying
"jobs" and kids at school "turds" or, simply, "shit." "No problems
– no pain or discomfort – when they come out?" Dr. Sealy
questioned. He shook his head no. "Have you been having any
headaches recently? Any pain anywhere?" He shook his head no again,
and he truly couldn't recall any. "Your mother says you've been
feeling sad a lot lately – do you have any idea why?" Again he
shook his head from side to side, and he actually couldn't think of
a thing for a reason.

Dr. Sealy looked at him in silence for several
seconds. "OK then. You seem fine physically. That's what I'll tell
your mother."
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 At the Psychiatrist's

 


Hands resting on his narrow tie and his white button
shirt covering his ample paunch, the psychiatrist, his mouth shaped
in the barest hint of a smile, stared at him across his massive
desk of polished wood from his leather upholstered swivel chair,
turning ever so slightly back and forth, his eyes blinking slowly,
as the room once again filled with their silence.

"Psychiatrist": a word that was new to the boy; that
he'd first, just recently heard from his mother when she'd told him
Dr. Sealy had suggested he see one – a psychiatrist "who works with
children," whatever that was supposed to mean. A word for a special
kind of doctor whose job, he had sensed from his mother's brief
explanation ("He can talk with you – maybe help you understand
what's been going on with you recently"), was to see more deeply
inside himself, when it came to his feelings and why he was feeling
them, than even he could see – something he felt, without knowing
why, he didn't want the psychiatrist to do; that, by being as
pleasant as possible, as plain as the soft, white slices of Sunbeam
bread his mother used for his sandwiches, he'd so far managed, it
seemed, to prevent the psychiatrist from doing.

In their first session – that's what his mother
called them, "sessions" – the psychiatrist had started by asking
him about school:

"Are you liking it?"

"And what's your favorite subject?"

"Are there any subjects that you don't like?"

"How's your teacher?"

And so on.

To all of which he had replied simply and
pleasantly, as he imagined he should:

"Yes."

"English."

"Not really."

"She's nice."

And so forth.

And sometimes, with the psychiatrist's prompting,
adding various details:

"I like studying and I like seeing my friends."

"I like the graded readers – the different colors
for each level. And moving up to a new color. . . . And writing – I
like that too."

"I used to think I didn't like math, but now I
do."

"I like it when she reads us stories after
lunch."

And so on.

As he should reply, that is, if he didn't want the
psychiatrist to think there was anything wrong with him.

With school taken care of, the psychiatrist had
asked him more questions:

"So how are things at home?"

"No big problems with your mother?"

"Or your father?"

"How about with your brother or your sister?"

And so forth.

To which he had replied in the same manner:

"They're fine."

"No."

"No."

"Not really."

"Not really?" the psychiatrist, raising his
eyebrows, had questioned this response.

"Well," he'd said and paused, his mind gravitating
to an example impeccable in its normalcy, "sometimes I argue with
my brother about what to watch on TV – maybe he wants to watch a
movie but I want to watch cartoons. But then we flip a coin."

"Heads or tails?"

"Yes."

"And that solves it?"

"Yes, that solves it."

And so on.

For the second part of that first session the
psychiatrist had given him some tasks, both paper-based and using
blocks and other three-dimensional objects – putting puzzles
together, saying which lines were longer or shorter, which shapes
the same or different, and so forth and so on; to measure, the boy
sensed, whether he was at a normal, below normal, or above average
level for children his age – all of which he had performed, it
seemed, to the psychiatrist's satisfaction.

Their second session, a week ago, had consisted of
the psychiatrist's repeating his questions from the first session,
just to check, he'd explained, that things were the same, which the
boy had said they were. "So nothing new? Nothing that you didn't
think to say last week that you'd like to say today?" "No," the boy
had replied, shrugging and shaking his head. "Things are fine."
Then the psychiatrist had taken him down the hallway to a
toy-filled room where, suggesting he sit on the carpeted floor
amongst the toys, the psychiatrist had sat at a distance, in a
swivel chair identical to the one in his office, and, hands again
perched on his stomach, observed him intently as he had played
lackadaisically with this or that toy – a miniature car, a set of
blocks and such; lackadaisically because he had felt it was all a
bit childish – being asked to play with toys younger children would
be more likely to play with – but he had played nonetheless, for he
hadn't wanted to appear completely uninterested, which he feared
the psychiatrist might view as a sign that something might be wrong
with him, and so he had continued that way, rearranging the blocks,
moving the car a bit more, and so on and so forth, until the clock
of Kirkland Tower on the nearby Vanderbilt campus had begun to
strike the hour, signaling the session's end.

In today's session the psychiatrist had once again
repeated his previous questions, though with somewhat different
words, as though testing, the boy sensed, to see if he would answer
the same as he had before, which he had, and then, after a long
pause, had added a new one: "So if you think about your life the
way it is now and you were going to pick a number between one and
ten to say how you feel about it, with one meaning it's the worst
possible life you could ever have and ten meaning it's the best it
could ever be, what number would you pick for the way your life
actually is now?" Here the boy had thought carefully before
answering, for he didn't want to pick a number too high – that
might seem strange to the psychiatrist, the boy realized,
considering that during the sessions he hadn't been smiling so
much, or in such a big way, and had never laughed; that he had, for
the most part, simply been trying to seem calm and pleasant enough.
And then too, he didn't want to pick a number too low, for then the
number wouldn't fit the answers he had been giving to the other
questions. After a long pause of his own, to do all this thinking,
he'd given his answer:

"Seven."

The psychiatrist's smile had widened a bit as he'd
nodded with what seemed to the boy approval. "Seven – so not the
best but not so bad either; pretty good in fact. Would that be a
fair way to describe it – as pretty good?" The boy had paused,
considering his response carefully, then briskly nodded yes.

And, in truth, the boy still couldn't think of any
reason, at school or at home, for why he shouldn't be feeling OK,
basically, about his life; any particular reason for why he should
be feeling so full of sadness – a sadness that, during the sessions
especially, he felt he needed to hide; that seemed a mystery even
to himself.

And so now the psychiatrist once again stared at him
from across his massive desk, his mouth still turned up in the
barest hint of a smile, as silence filled the room; as the boy
hoped, and sensed, that he'd answered the psychiatrist's questions
well enough so he wouldn't have to come for another session.

Which, after conferring briefly with the
psychiatrist at the session's end, while the boy waited in the
waiting room, his mother told him he wouldn't.
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 Finger Painting

 


The boy sat on the toilet of his and his brother's
bathroom looking at what he’d just done. The smudge of his shit on
the wall beside him – that he’d put there with his right middle
finger – stank with a satisfying undeniability.

He brought his finger to his nose and hesitantly
sniffed the residue, then took a slow, deep breath of its pungency
before reaching his hand back again to stroke his finger against
his anus, gathering more of the unwiped shit that remained,
bringing his hand up to daub the brown putty on the wall in
multiple streaks, reaching his hand back for more whenever the
streaks started to thin.

Finally the boy stopped, satisfied as he ran his
fingers lightly over the thick impasto of his work – something he
could touch and smell, that echoed, however indirectly, something
deep inside; something he couldn't even name or, as he went through
his daily routines, much less explain or identify, but that needed
absolutely to somehow come out, articulate itself, even as just an
echo.
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 Remembering, Not

 


In the daytime the boy would not remember what
happened at night. Even at night he would not remember until he had
gone to bed, and would soon forget again after his father would
finish, then kiss him on the lips and say, "I love you," and he
would reply, "Love you too," just to get him to leave; after the
firestorm in his mind would rage and subside again and again and he
would try and fail over and over to think of a sensible solution to
his quandary, a wise and prudent decision as to what to do; as
finally, giving up, he would make his way, despairing, from his bed
to the bathtub, forgetting what he’d seen when he'd opened his eyes
and lifted his hand to look down his body at what his father was
doing to him; forgetting more and more as he would take in the
water’s warmth, filling and draining and filling the tub again and
again as his feelings, as well, about what his father had once
again done to him would also begin to fade and be replaced by his
trembling excitement at his impossible dream – that his normal
bedtime was still to come – so that by the time dawn’s first light
would begin to seep around and through the bathroom window shade,
he not only would have forgotten what his father had once again
done to him, or even that his father had come to his bed at all; he
would have forgotten, as well, his terror, panic, and unremitting
woe while his father was doing it, his helplessness, anger, and
grief – these feelings replaced by a leaden tiredness, a dull
depression as he would lift himself from the tub to get ready for
school; would prepare to face the day.

He would not remember as he put on his usual school
wear of jeans and a T-shirt, white socks and his high-top, white
canvas Keds. He would not remember as he tied his shoelaces – which
even in his depression he would do as fast as he could, from
long-formed habit, as though he were going for some sort of speed
record – or as he took his school bag from the card table and went
downstairs for breakfast. He would not remember as he sat at the
dining room table before the plain, white cereal bowl, the napkin,
spoon, and box of Rice Krispies, and the wax-coated cardboard
carton of milk and the sugar bowl, with its own small spoon, that
his mother always set out for him. He would not remember as he
poured the Rice Krispies into the cereal bowl, sprinkled them with
several spoonfuls of sugar, then poured the milk, causing the Rice
Krispies to snap, crackle, and pop just like the TV commercial –
with its three smiling, elf-like characters playing piano, guitar,
and bass fiddle as they took turns singing a jaunty jingle – said
they did. He would not remember as he picked up his spoon and began
to eat with the jingle going in his mind – the piano-playing elf
singing the first verse:

 


Snap – what a happy sound

Snap is the happiest sound I’ve found

You may clap, rap, tap, slap, but

Snap makes the world go ’round.

Snap, Crackle, Pop – Rice Krispies!

 


Followed by the guitar-playing elf singing the
second:

 


I say it’s Crackle, the crispy sound

You gotta have Crackle or the clock’s not wound

Geese cackle, feathers tickle, belts buckle, beets
pickle,

but Crackle makes the world go ’round.

Snap, Crackle, Pop – Rice Krispies!

 


And the bass fiddle elf the third:

 


I insist that Pop’s the sound

The best is missed unless Pop’s around

You can’t stop hoppin’ when the cereal’s poppin’

Pop makes the world go ’round.

Snap, Crackle, Pop – Rice Krispies!

 


He would not remember as he continued spooning the
cereal into his mouth, chewing and swallowing it, the lyrics
sounding in his mind without conferring the modicum of lift that,
before, they had usually managed to give him; as he thought dully
of how he hadn’t been able to completely decipher the swiftly-sung
“Geese cackle, feathers tickle, belts buckle, beets pickle” until
one day, standing in the lunch line of the Ransom Elementary
cafeteria, he'd overheard Trudy Miller talking about the commercial
to Linda Nichols – Trudy Miller, who more than once had bragged
that her family had a subscription to the The
New York Times, which her father would read every
evening when he came home from work; who the previous year, when
they were third graders, had opened an early lead over him in the
color-coded graded reading program – reaching Blue when he was
still at Red, then Aqua when he’d reached Blue – and then
maintained it for the entire year, finishing two full levels ahead
of him; Trudy calmly saying each word of the troublesome line to
Linda Nichols’ nodding approval.

He would not remember as the jingle’s lyrics
continued sounding in his mind and he offered minimal responses to
whatever breakfast small talk his mother might attempt to engage
him in (“Do all your homework?” “Yes.” . . . “Looking forward to
Field Day?” “Yes.” . . . “It’s Friday next week, isn’t it?” “Think
so.” . . . “You look tired – how did you sleep?” “OK.” “Well
good.”); as, finishing his breakfast, as usual, before his brother
came downstairs and as his sister still slept or, if already awake,
played in her room, he spooned the last of the sugared milk into
his mouth, got up from the table, slipped his arms through his
school bag’s straps, and, tugging the straps to adjust the bag’s
position on his back, started for the front door, neither quickly
nor slowly but at a regular pace, blank-faced, feeling his
weariness and depression as his mother’s words trailed behind him .
. .

“You didn’t brush your teeth.”

“I’ll do it tonight.”

“Have a nice day.”

 


He would not remember as he proceeded down the front
walk, turned left onto the sidewalk, and walked down Central Avenue
to Central’s intersection with Bowling; as he crossed Bowling and
started up Central’s gradual slope towards Park Circle; as
sometimes, noticing a movement ahead on the opposite sidewalk, he
would spot David Levy, his brother's sixth grade classmate who
would often be ahead of him, loping along at an easygoing pace, a
hand-sized SONY transistor radio pressed to his ear; as he would
slow his steps to avoid catching up, avoid catching David Levy’s
attention, so he wouldn't have to wave or say hi.

He would not remember as he turned right where
Central ended at Park Circle; as he walked up Park Circle, crossed
Richland Avenue, and continued to West End, where he turned left,
soon coming to a set of small, one-story stores with plain,
straightforward names: “Coronet Studio Photography,” “Gladney’s
Hair Styles,” “Mac’s Laundromat,” “Gus Drug,” “Schwartz’s Deli,”
“Freed’s Bakery,” “Austin Electric.”

He would not remember as he stopped in front of Gus
Drug to wait at the crosswalk, ignoring David Levy and the other
waiting children, hardly noticing the glints of morning sunlight
that, reflecting off the windows and chrome of passing cars,
flashed in his eyes, causing him to involuntarily squint as Mrs.
Jones, the morning crossing mother, uniformed in a navy blue jacket
with brass buttons, a white cap perched jauntily on her bouffant
hair, after she'd judged enough children had gathered, would place
her whistle in her mouth and, spreading wide her white-gloved
hands, stride out into the middle of West End’s four lanes and all
cars would come to a stop as she blew her whistle shrill and sharp
in the air of a crisp fall morning; as the four sixth grade boys,
the crossing guards – Mrs. Jones’s deputies, sporting white,
chrome-buckled sashes and wooden poles with square, yellow banners
hanging at their ends – would, two from each side, step out into
the street as well; as, crossing with the other children, the boy
would glance at Pete Peterson, the 6th grade’s star athlete and the
crossing guard he had begun to look up to with a passion whose
fierceness approached adoration, worshipful love, ever since the
morning in the first week of school in early September when a car
with its muffler removed had sped through the school zone with a
deep-pitched growl, at a speed far in excess of the limit clearly
marked by the yellow cones and “15mph” signs placed on the center
stripe at the zone’s end points – the car speeding through at the
precise moment when Mrs. Jones had spread her hands and taken her
first stride out into the road, at which point Mrs. Jones had blown
her whistle more shrilly than the boy had ever heard, then yanked
it from her mouth and yelled, “Get his license!” and Pete Peterson,
as though he had trained for this very moment, had dropped his
pole, whipped out a notepad and pen from his back pocket, and,
eyeing the back of the by now fast escaping car, begun jotting
rapidly.

“You get it Pete?”

“Sure did, Mrs. Jones!”

And Mrs. Jones had reported it to the police that
morning, then a week later, as the boy and some other students who
had witnessed the incident waited to cross, smilingly announced
that the driver had been identified, had his license suspended for
an entire year, and been made to pay a heavy fine.

The boy would not remember as he gave Pete Peterson
the briefest glance, then looked away quickly, not hoping, as he
used to, for the briefest glance back, or, if he was lucky, a smile
and a nod.

He would not remember as, walking up the sidewalk of
Park Circle South, with the Tennessee Central Railroad tracks
running parallel in a ravine on the left and small-lotted,
unassuming houses passing by on his right, he kept his head down,
not noticing the other children around him; as he crossed Gillespie
where it ended at Park Circle South, and walked on towards Byron,
with Ransom Elementary now coming into sight, its schoolyard
appearing for a moment as something nearly abstract – a pointillist
animation of students in varicolored dress approaching the
building's entrances from various directions. As he crossed Byron
and started up the walkway that began at the schoolyard’s corner,
traversing the yard at an angle and leading to the main entrance;
as, taking the entrance steps, he passed a long row of bicycles,
their front wheels resting in the metal slots of bicycle stands
arranged end-to-end along the front of the building, not trying, as
he usually did, to spot his brother's bike among them, to see if,
wheel-quickened, his brother had made it to school ahead of him by
his separate route, which his brother always claimed was shorter;
nor would he remind himself that he wanted to learn to ride a bike
himself, a skill whose acquisition, though he was quite athletic,
he'd been avoiding – something to do, perhaps, with a fear of not
being able to maintain his balance without his feet actually
touching the ground, though balance was something that in every
aspect of his life – from his perceptions to his thoughts to his
feelings and behavior – he'd lately sensed he'd been close to
losing completely.

He would not remember as he entered the building and
walked down the hallway of the school’s newer wing, echoing with
students’ chatter; would proceed to Mrs. McCready’s classroom at
the hallway's end; as then, head down, he entered the classroom,
not giving even the briefest wave, nod, or glance to anyone, even
his best friends – Glenn Woodson, the fattest boy in the class but
smart and good in sports; Scottie Shelton, with his creased slacks,
button shirts, and neatly combed hair; and Gary Peterson, Pete
Peterson’s younger brother and the fourth grade’s best athlete –
much less talking with them; instead going straight to his desk
where he would sit and, propping his elbows on its wooden surface,
cupping his chin in his hands, fix his gaze on the long, thin line
of the pencil slot's shallow recession that ran along the top of
the desktop as he would begin to feel the press of Mrs. McCready’s
examining eyes.

He would not remember as, for yet another day, he
endured Mrs. McCready’s question-marked stare, listening to what
had become the steady drone of his teacher’s voice, which before
the rape had, with its varying topographies of pitch, stress,
volume, and tone, never sounded remotely as it did now, like a
dull, steady discharge of meaningless noise – noise which at times
seemed far more incomprehensible, even, than the stations his Uncle
Maurice, his mother’s younger brother and an electrical engineering
major at Georgia Tech, could pick up on his shortwave radio when
the boy and his family would visit his mother's relatives in
Atlanta (Maurice, eyebrows raised, assessing each signal as he
adjusted the dial to reduce the static: “Now that, I think, is
Chinese . . . and that’s Japanese . . . and that . . . that I’m not
sure about. This stuff is coming from halfway around the world, you
know. Can you grasp that?”), for the boy would sometimes find
himself feeling that what was coming from his teacher’s mouth
wasn't language at all but merely a thick, sonic shellac that
served to fill in and cover over the cracks he could feel growing
inside himself as he moved through another day.

Nor would he remember as then, by degrees, Mrs.
McCready’s voice proceeded – at first as though, it seemed to the
boy, miraculously, but soon as if it were the most natural thing in
the world – to reassume its topographies; and as, day by day, he
found he could understand more and more of what she was saying and
– with his sessions with the psychiatrist teaching him their lesson
of performing a normalcy he didn't actually feel, and realizing
that doing so could throw others as well, even those who'd most
witnessed his depression, off his depression's scent – he managed
to respond to her questions with more than a blank-faced stare;
initially in the briefest of fashions, with the slightest of nods
and halting one or two word answers, and then, by stages, more and
more completely, until he'd started to succeed, even, in beginning
to consistently inject into his voice various colorations of affect
– of tones and timbres suggesting pleasantness and equanimity, and
to succeed in masking his deepest weariness and despair; to begin
the process of masking them even to himself. 

He would not remember as he passed through,
observed, and took part in the various enactments of normalcy
within the routine of his day-to-day existence; as he began, more
and more, to participate in the normalcy at his previous, pre-rape
levels, forming, more and more, day by day, as he did so, the
wordless realization (a realization he would gain the capacity to
articulate only after reaching a point in his adulthood at which he
would find the serenity needed, first, to recall and then to
reflect upon this period of his life with clarity and dispassion)
that, in fact, he was not merely watching a movie but was expected
to be part of the movie himself; was expected to assist, as a cast
member, in its day-to-day production, from one scene to the next,
along with everyone else. He would not remember as he sensed that
this normalcy could far more easily deal with deviations of
magnitude on the order of a car speeding through a school zone –
provided, of course, the car didn’t strike any children, or,
perhaps, he sensed, even if it did – than it could have much longer
tolerated the transgression of his unadorned display of – or,
rather, lack of effort to hide – his unexplained depression. He
would not remember as he realized that the normalcy was carrying
him along in what felt like its unstoppable flow; carrying him
steadily forward, in unwavering pace with itself, its demand
insistent, unrelenting, that he continue to assist its enactment by
making whatever sacrifices of emotional honesty, by staging
whatever shows of ersatz feeling were thereby required, whether or
not he felt the least inclination to do so.

And he would not remember as he began, more and
more, to acknowledge that, in fact, he did feel the least inclination, or even more than
the least inclination, to do so – that is, to fake it; and fake it
until, at least some of the time, he could genuinely believe that
what he was faking was real. As he realized more and more that
perhaps more important to him than anything else – the preservation
of his genuine feelings included – was his desire that the steadily
flowing stream of normalcy never release him; never leave him
behind, stranded on its banks. As he sensed that his best friends
even, noticing how he wasn't talking to them in the hallways, the
classroom, on the playground, or in the cafeteria, had started to
think he was strange. Had started to see him as someone who no
longer knew how to act right; who might never know how to act right
again. To see him as someone who, if he didn’t watch himself,
might, permanently and forever, turn into a flat-out nut case.

He would not remember as, every afternoon at three
PM, the clackers of the round, flat, electric school bells mounted
at intervals high on the walls of the Ransom Elementary hallways,
including the bell just outside Mrs. McCready’s classroom, would
begin to vibrate, ringing the end of classes for the day; as he
gathered whatever books, booklets, and mimeographed handouts he
needed for homework, put them in his school bag, then stood and,
slipping his arms through the straps, exited the classroom. As he
walked down the hallway, out Ransom Elementary’s main entrance,
down the walkway, then down Park Circle South. As the afternoon
crossing mother, with her white cap perched on her own bouffant
(though at a slightly different angle, the boy had occasionally
again begun to notice, than Mrs. Jones'), blew her whistle and,
spreading wide her white-gloved hands, stepped out into West End
Avenue, her 6th grade deputies, grasping their yellow-bannered
poles, stepping out as well. As he stopped at Gus Drug for bubble
gum and a Three Musketeers bar or a 5-cent bag of M&Ms, paying
Gus, who manned the register, from the 50 cents allowance his
mother gave him every week. As, eating his candy (and with a sense
of deepest guilt – which he didn't understand and wouldn’t in the
least have been able to articulate – assailing him for even faintly
enjoying its taste, prodding him to finish it quickly), he entered
Austin Electric to briefly look at the miniature trains and racing
cars that, with their metal parts and electric motors, had price
tags placing them out of reach save as Christmas and birthday
presents, and then only if he asked very nicely, this before more
seriously examining the plastic sets of World War II armies he
could afford by saving his allowance. As, taking from the shelf the
next set that, in his ignorance and incomprehension of Hitler and
Naziism, he’d set his sights on – Rommel’s Afrika Korps – and
looking through the box’s cellophane window at the soldiers in
their khaki uniforms and German-style helmets and the sleek-lined
Panzer tanks, he again calculated how long it would take, if he cut
down on his gum and candy purchases, before he had enough money to
buy the set, though his once enthusiastic determination to possess
it, dulled greatly by his persisting depression, now echoed only
faintly and far away. As, unwrapping his bubble gum and placing it
in his mouth (his guilt assailing him for enjoying, however
vaguely, the taste of the gum as well), he walked up West End,
leaving Gus Drug and Austin Electric, which had failed once again
to deliver their usual lift, behind.

He would not remember as he turned right off West
End onto Park Circle; as he crossed Richland, then turned left off
Park Circle onto Central, descended the slope, crossed Bowling,
and, his pace slowing, walked the final stretch of sidewalk to his
house; nor would he remember as, his pace slowing further, he came
up the front walkway, opened the screen door and entered, then
slowly slipped his arms out of his school bag's straps, placed the
bag on the living room sofa, which, with the front window behind
it, was positioned along the wall to the right of the door, and sat
at the sofa’s far end. He would not remember as he reached over the
sofa’s arm to the control panel of the RCA TV, twisting its small
ON/OFF knob clockwise, increasing the torque until with a muted
click the tension released and, crackling with electricity, the
screen gradually came to life, or as he moved his hand to the
larger knob for selecting channels, clicking from Channel 8, where
the maid watched “General Hospital” for her afternoon break, to
Channel 4 for “Leave It To Beaver” or Channel 5 for “Popeye and
Friends,” leaning over the arm every few minutes to switch back and
forth between these two three-thirty to four PM shows; and he would
not remember as he continued his weekday afternoon viewing with,
from four to four-thirty, “The Three Stooges” (Channel 4) and
“Superman” (Channel 8) followed by “The Mickey Mouse Club” (Channel
8) from four-thirty to five since there were no viable alternatives
for that time slot, what with the Bobby Lord Show, a country music
program, on Channel 4, and The Big Show, which had movies for
grownups he never found interesting, on Channel 5.

(Country music – a kind of music that his parents,
with their preferences for jazz and classical, seemed clearly to
disdain, what with his father, drink in one hand, cigar in the
other, chortling at all the twang, in the music and accents both,
on "The Grand Ole Opry," featuring Flatt and Scruggs, and "The
Porter Wagoner Show," that he would watch sometimes for laughs on
Saturday evenings (seemingly oblivious, the boy-grown-to-man would
one day reflect, to his own persisting twang, courtesy of his
northeast Georgia upbringing, that stretched from his childhood
across all the years he'd spent out of the South – including a year
as an Army Corporal and Assistant Manager at the requisitioned
Imperial Hotel in Occupied Japan (a structure designed by Frank
Lloyd Wright, his father would invariably note, as though to add
polish to this facet of his bio), and, before and after, his years
earning his B.A., M.A., and Ph.D. from the University of Chicago –
to his life as a Vanderbilt professor). And a music that the boy
and his friends, with their love of the Beatles and other pops and
rock groups, saw as being exclusively for country people – rubes,
bumpkins, hicks, rednecks; this though, as an adult, with his West
Nashville, Vanderbilt-connected city boy's prejudice shed, he would
come to count some country songs – Hank Williams' "I'm So Lonesome
I Could Cry," Dolly Parton's "Bargain Store," and others – among
those most evocative of various of his feelings as a survivor of
child sexual abuse.)

So that the four-thirty to five o'clock time slot
was the thirty minutes of viewing he often felt himself actually
struggling to get through, for there was something about the whole
idea of having a club with “Mickey Mouse” in its name that felt too
childish, as though it were strictly for kids younger than himself;
this even though some of the kids on the show – who, increasing the
silliness of it all, were called Mouseketeers – were clearly older
than he was. Plus, he thought the Mickey Mouse hats, with their big
black ears, that everyone, the show’s adult leaders included, often
wore, made the boys look like sissies, but, worse than everything
else, there was something quite troubling about the effect that
Annette Funicello, the oldest girl Mouseketeer, could have on him,
especially when, in a close up, she looked into the camera, right
at him, or sang a song in a voice that sounded sweet as candy. He
shied away from any notion that he felt attracted to her, but, then
again, deep down, he couldn't deny it. Couldn't deny it as, feeling
at once attracted and disturbed by his attraction, he would keep
watching her, his eyes not wavering from hers on the screen, this
as all the while his father’s fingers stroking his penis, fondling
his testicles; his father’s mouth sucking his penis again and again
and how, as he listened to the suctioning sound this made, he would
feel as if maybe this was some way his father had found to suck out
his soul; the butterfly-wings touch of his father’s fingers on his
nipples and the pain that kept welling up through the center of his
chest again and again from some place inside that felt infinitely
deep; his father’s thumbs, on the first night, the rape night,
pressing down on the back of his neck; his father’s hands choking
him, keeping him silent as the rape progressed, bringing him into
the Blackness, and then his father’s words when he came out of It
(“If you tell anyone, I will kill you. And that includes your
mother.”), not to leave out lying in bed on that first night, the
rape night, after his father had left him, with the silence and
stillness all around him and the separate pain that had then
started bruising up from another place deep inside him, up through
his anus, bruising through him again and again and again like he
was a piece of tender fruit; or leave out, as well, so what do I
do what do I do what do I do and the other futile turns in the
small, narrow maze of his thoughts, or the baths and get away!
get away! get away! or anything else that would happen to him,
inside or outside himself, from the time when, his prayers said,
his mother would leave him and he would lie awake waiting for the
sound of his father’s footsteps to the time when the lightening of
the bathroom window shade would announce the arrival of morning –
as, all the while, all of these things and every other thing
connected to what his father had done and was still doing to him
were being kept sequestered by his mind at the absolute furthest
possible remove from his consciousness as he would gaze at Annette
Funicello and her eyes staring into his own.

But were all the things connected to his father's
assaults – he would wonder as an adult, contemplating this aspect
of his nine-year-old mind – in fact being kept so distantly
sequestered? Or had they, or some of them at least, instead been
just a few neuronal firings away? But even if so, the synapses had
somehow been blocked, been dealt with so they would not fire and he
would continue not to remember as he would watch Annette and the
others sing the closing song of “The Mickey Mouse Club.”

From five to five-thirty he would stay on Channel 8
for cartoons – on Monday there was Huckleberry Hound, Tuesday had
Peter Potamus, Wednesday Yogi Bear, Thursday Magilla Gorilla, and
Friday Woody Woodpecker – still not remembering, feeling flat as he
watched each episode, scarcely noticing that he was missing the
usual sense of mild comfort the cartoons used to give him, finding
himself thinking as he watched each character: This is what they
do. This is what they’re supposed to do; imagining that each
character was surrounded by an invisible mold; a mold that was
super thin and flexible so that the character – just as real people
too, the boy, when he thought about it, suspected – wouldn't notice
their mold at all, at least not normally; so that a character or
person could breathe and see and hear and smell and touch, could
drink and eat and taste, could bathe and even piss and shit through
their mold without noticing it, because
their mold could let air and light and sound and everything else
pass through it that way, as though it wasn't there, and as long as
the character or the real person kept doing more or less what they
were expected, what they were supposed and allowed to do, their
mold would remain cooperative – thin and flexible, invisible – but
from the moment they started to do anything they weren't at all expected, weren't supposed
and allowed to do – if Woody Woodpecker, say, instead of pecking
trees, were to start pecking people’s faces, or if Annette
Funicello were to begin grinning crazily and singing songs in a
voice that sounded like the Wicked Witch of the West, or – it
shocked him to imagine this but he did – if she were to suddenly
pull a flame thrower out from under her skirt and start torching
the rest of the Mouseketeers – if a character or a person were to
start seriously misbehaving in any fashion, then their mold, if
it behaved as it was supposed to, would, though still
invisible, immediately begin to harden and thicken in order to help
keep them from doing what they shouldn’t, but once the character or
person, with their mold’s assistance, were to cease their
misbehavior, their mold would again become thin and flexible, and
as long as they hadn’t done anything seriously destructive or
illegal – like pecking out people’s eyes out or burning
Mouseketeers to cinders – they would be OK. At first the boy hadn't
been sure how to feel about this, and, especially, about the mold
that he suspected, more and more, surrounded himself. On the one
hand, it had disturbed him that his mold could control him this
way. On the other hand, he had started to feel more and more
comforted by the thought that his mold could keep him in line.

 


But could it?

For he'd begun to suspect that there might be a
catch – a limit to what his mold was capable of. If a person were
strong enough and had enough willpower to do what they weren’t
expected, weren’t supposed to do, then no matter how hard and thick
their mold became they might be able to crack it – to crack their
mold, and then maybe for a few brief moments they might feel
completely free, but then something very bad, the boy had begun
more and more to worry, might happen. The person might start
becoming invisible, little by little, just like the mold, to the
people around them, until, eventually, they might fade out
completely. Or maybe they would break into a million little pieces,
so unrecognizable they would be swept up as garbage for disposal.
Or maybe something else would happen, but whatever it was, it would
mean the end.

And that, the boy realized, was something he was
very afraid of: that his own impulses to act as he shouldn’t
– by never smiling, say, or not answering Mrs. McCready’s
questions, or refusing to eat his food at dinnertime – might, at
any moment, a moment he wouldn't be able
to recognize until it was full upon him, surge up so powerfully
that these impulses would become stronger than his mold and,
fueling and fueled by an absolute determination in his willpower he
wouldn't be able to stop, crack his mold wide open, bust him out of
it completely; a moment that, yes, might be followed by a few
seconds, perhaps, of pure and complete freedom, but that, whether
it ended up making him invisible or breaking him into a million
little pieces or doing something else to him just as bad, would, in
any case, set into motion a chain of events that would end up,
inevitably, ending him. And so,
the more he'd thought about this possibility of the danger of his
own excess willpower, the more he'd felt that, when it came to
preserving his mold, the only thing as
strong as his willpower would be his willpower. That he had to
figure out how he could use his willpower to stop itself – stop
itself from breaking his mold.

And this was where TV most figured in, for as, from
Monday to Friday, the boy would watch Huckleberry Hound, Peter
Potamus, Yogi Bear, Magilla Gorilla, and Woody Woodpecker, he would
find himself remembering a show called “Sea Hunt," that used to
occupy Channel 8’s five to five-thirty time slot.

A show which, as an adult, thanks to cable TV
re-runs and then the Internet, he would one day watch again,
recalling how much he would look forward to the shot that opened
each episode – of Lloyd Bridges, who starred as Mike Nelson, a
professional scuba diver, standing on the deck of his boat, gazing
out over the water as though in search of something, then donning
his wet suit cap and goggles, preparing himself for another
underwater adventure. How, then, after a commercial break, Mike
Nelson, his powerful chest and biceps auguring success, would
proceed to enact a sequence of stratagems that ensured the survival
of himself and whomever he was entrusted with protecting for the
episode; stratagems that involved actions ranging from spearing
fish for food while under threat of starvation in a life raft with
a group of jumpy tourists, to evading electric eels and torpedo
rays, to forestalling the bends in novice divers by assuring they
didn't surface to quickly, to defusing underwater explosives, to
extracting a drum containing a poisonous chemical from the bottom
of a reservoir, to, in any number of cases, fending off sharks –
Mike Nelson deftly accomplishing all of these feats with his
trademark cool under pressure.

At age nine, only half-watching whatever cartoon was
on, the boy would recall how “Sea Hunt” always ended, with Lloyd
Bridges, now wearing a captain’s hat – more attractive, somehow,
with its rumpled fabric, than Captain Bob’s smooth and shiny new
one – turning from the controls of his boat to offer a reassuring
smile directly to the camera, along with words that, hearing them
again as an adult, would retain their familiar ring: “Hello there.
I’m Lloyd Bridges. Skin diving is fun and adventure for young and
old, but it can be dangerous, so know the sport well and don’t take
any chances. Be with you next week for another exciting Sea Hunt.”
The kindness in Lloyd Bridges’ eyes, the gentleness in his face as
he gave this weekly farewell – these things too the boy would
decades later recall and confirm as well.

The boy had eagerly looked forward to every “Sea
Hunt” episode, but one day instead of Lloyd Bridges on his boat,
gazing out over the water before donning his cap and goggles, the
boy had been greeted, after the five o’clock commercials, by a
smiling Yogi Bear. Remembering this at age nine, he felt a deep
sadness, certain, as he was, that he would never see Lloyd Bridges
as Mike Nelson again, and just as certain that none of the cartoon
characters – so full of the childish, goofy stupidity he now felt
inside himself – could be even remotely adequate to the task of
assisting him were he ever in desperate need, as he sensed, despite
his pervasive forgetting of his father's nightly depredations, he
now in fact was, and this assuming he could still envision and
believe in any possibility of the characters magically emerging
from the screen to come to his assistance – a possibility he was
well past the age of being able to credulously entertain.

Nor, he would reflect as an adult, had his
nine-year-old boy self been able to easily believe that, other than
Lloyd Bridges, any of the TV shows’ real-life actors or the
characters they played could actually help him either: not The
Beaver – about the boy’s own age, who had often seemed as powerless
and childish as he himself had felt; nor the Beaver’s older
brother, Wally, who, like the Beaver, seemed to have a knack for
getting into trouble he had difficulty getting himself out of; nor
the Beaver and Wally’s parents, June and Ward Clever, whose utmost
challenges in life all seemed to revolve around their children’s
trivial and unthreatening predicaments; not the Three Stooges, with
their bumbling, slapstick antics; not Superman or his alter ego,
Clark Kent, a mild mannered reporter for the Daily Planet, since
Clark Kent often seemed ineffectual and, besides, the
boy-grown-to-man would recall, by age nine his boy self had become
nearly completely convinced that Superman was as much a
cartoon-like fantasy as any of the characters he watched from five
to five-thirty; and certainly not Annette Funicello or anyone else,
child or adult, on the Mickey Mouse Club.

And so the boy would sit on the sofa with his
flatness and depression, hoping to feel some sort of support, of
sustenance from what he was watching, but failing to sense anything
at all; would sit there thinking of how it was only Lloyd Bridges
who could give him what he needed – could teach him how to control
himself by harnessing and controlling his own willpower.

For only Lloyd Bridges, the boy felt certain, had
had the potential, in his role as Mike Nelson, to break out of his
mold – a mold that confined Mike Nelson's existence to a TV show –
in a good way, without then disappearing or breaking up into a
million little pieces; that he maybe even had the potential to do
something just as good as coming through the screen – to actually
travel to Nashville and come to their house on Central Avenue,
pulling up in a big convertible with its top down, his boat in tow,
and, dressed in his wetsuit, getting out and walking up the front
walkway, stepping onto the porch and ringing the doorbell or
knocking on the screen door (the boy could see it, hear it so
clearly!), and then, when the boy would come to the door to see
Lloyd Bridges standing there in all his confident coolness, asking,
“Mind if I come in?” and he would reply, “Sure” and open the screen
door and into the living room would walk Lloyd Bridges in his
wetsuit, holding his flippers in one hand and his air tanks in the
other to show the boy he had already prepared for a dive that he
and the boy were going to go on together, by themselves – a dive
that would take them deeper than even Lloyd Bridges had ever gone,
to a place where they would discover something, the boy had no idea
what, but something that would make everything – every single thing
– in his life all right. And maybe, the boy imagined, Lloyd Bridges
would sense his reluctance, his fear of leaving his home – of
leaving, for better or worse, everything he knew for something
completely unknown, and so the boy would imagine Lloyd Bridges,
dive-ready, sitting down beside him on the sofa, placing an arm
around his shoulders, looking with his calm, confident eyes into
his own, and saying, “Don’t worry, John. I’ll take care of you all
the way down and back. So whattaya say – are you ready for an
adventure?”

And then maybe – after they’d walked out of the
house and down the front walkway, and after Lloyd Bridges had shown
him the set of smaller-sized scuba gear he’d prepared and placed in
the back seat of the convertible just for him; maybe after they’d
gotten in car and, pulling the boat behind them, driven away from
the house on Central and reached the open highway, headed with the
top down under a bright sun and blue sky for California or Key West
or wherever it was they would be going for their dive; maybe then,
the boy imagined, he would be able to start telling Lloyd Bridges
anything he wanted, anything he needed to tell, though he couldn't
at all imagine, as he would sit on the sofa watching whichever
cartoon happened to be on that day, what those things – that as an
adult he would realize had daily lain sequestered behind the high,
thick wall of his depression – might be.

And so the boy would go on that way, no longer
really watching the cartoon at all, fantasizing his time with Lloyd
Bridges, until, that is, as always, he would hear, instead of the
deep, purring growl of Lloyd Bridges’ convertible, the familiar
rapid staccato of his father’s ’53 Plymouth pulling up to the curb;
would hear the car door opening and closing and, not once looking
out the front window but continuing to stare at the TV, notice the
click of the heels of his father’s Florsheims on the concrete of
the front walkway, the steps, and the porch, and then, as he kept
his eyes on the TV, the sound of the screen door opening and
closing, followed by the click of the Florsheims on the wood of the
living room floor, his father not stopping to talk or even say
hello, ignoring him completely as he crossed and exited the
room.

And he would not remember as he sat beside his
father at the dinner table for another evening meal, dully eating
his food under his mother’s watchful eye; his brother and sister,
sensing the added tension, not glancing up from their plates as
they ate their servings with a timid persistence; his father not
speaking to him, seemingly unaware of his existence. Nor would he
remember as, the meal completed, he sat at his card table in his
alcove doing his homework, then, with his brother in his separate
alcove, engrossed in Sherlock Holmes or some other book, go back
down to the living room for thirty minutes of the new public TV
channel – the only viewing his mother allowed on school nights
after dinner – before returning to the loft to take his bath and
then, after toweling himself dry and putting on his pajamas, lie on
his bed staring at the ceiling, in a state of self-protective
torpor, while his brother took his own; as still for a few minutes
longer he would not remember as he waited for his mother to come up
for his bedtime prayer and goodnight kiss, his mind still clinging
to its hope for a sleep that would last till morning.
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 Partitions / Enfolding

 


Rendering his father's sexual abuse impervious to
recollection, far from being something new for the boy, was a
survival tactic he had long practiced – or, more precisely, that
his mind had long practiced, automatically, unconsciously – for his
father’s sexual abuse hadn’t descended upon him full-blown, for the
first time, when he was nine. Rather, it had perpetrated itself
over the span of his life to that point in an assortment of various
episodes which he would one day as an adult, when it would feel
safe enough to recall them (or, at least, a fraction of them,
however small that fraction might be, for how many episodes he
might never remember he would, of course, never know), realize
stretched back to his earliest memories. Episodes whose injurious
effects, he would also realize once he had gained the requisite
insight, had speckled the path – cognitive, affective, and
behavioral – of his life beyond childhood like flecks of bright,
fresh blood.

As an adult, trying to make sense of it all, he
would go through a phase during which he would consider the
contents of each episode over and over, though dispassionately, as
if from a distance, to whatever measure of precision his memory, to
the best of its ability, could manage, until he had come to a point
at which his recollections formed a well-ordered catalogue of
suffering – each abuse event recalled with a brevity and clinical
detachment suitable for a synopsis by a child welfare agency:

 


– An after-bedtime digital
penetration of his anus when he was two or three years old,
occurring during a family visit to his paternal grandfather’s; his
grandfather's house set on a hill overlooking the small town,
nestled in the mountains of northeast Georgia, where his
grandfather had owned the county's major hardware store and his
father had been raised with a younger sister in a proper,
middle-class Presbyterian family; the house a two-story red-brick
colonial with dark green shutters framing its windows, dogwoods and
maples dotting its yard, and neatly-trimmed box hedges skirting its
facade and front walkway – a property eminently respectable for a
widower and retired small-town businessman, every bit as
respectable as their house in Nashville; the episode taking place
one evening after his grandfather had retired for the night and his
mother, having put him and his brother to bed in one of the two
guest bedrooms, had returned via a shared bathroom to the one she
and their father were using; the episode involving his father
coming to his bed, initiating digital anal penetration, then
quickly disengaging when he had cried out; his father, backing away
towards the hallway door, shushing him with an admonishment not to
wake his brother, after which he had fallen into a fretful doze in
which he had dreamed or fantasized that a bear had broken into the
house and made its way to his bed; a bear that was touching his
spine with one of its claws, moving down his backbone lower and
lower until he had felt completely paralyzed; he then emerging from
his doze to scream until his mother was at his bedside and he could
cry out to her, “A bear! A bear!” Could tell her that the bear had
hurt him "down there."

And, in fact, bears sometimes came down from higher
elevations, descended in the middle of the night to rummage
people’s garbage cans for food, producing, as they did so, a dull,
disordered clanging of the metal cans and their lids that could
tear the boy from his sleep, but he had never had nightmares or
fantasies about it, and on this occasion his mother had reassured
him, saying, “There’s no bear,” and, “I’m here,” and, “You’re safe”
– repeating these things over and over, holding his hand and
rubbing his back, until he had finally quieted down and eventually
gone to sleep.

 


– An occurrence of exhibitionistic
masturbation, carried out one day when the boy, to the best of his
recollection as an adult, was three or four, in the house on
Central, in which his father had stopped him as he was passing
through the downstairs hallway, where the “Smile Club” photos hung
– family photographs, taken at least once a year, in which all
family members were invariably smiling (his mother’s prerequisite
for hallway display) and under which, in the bottom margin of each
of the framed prints, his mother would write “Smile Club” in a
neat, calligraphic cursive, along with the date the photo was taken
– his father waylaying him before the smiling faces as he was about
to enter the stairwell to go up to his room, or go to the living
room to watch TV or outside to play – exactly where he couldn’t, as
an adult, clearly recall; his father, in any case, intercepting him
in the hallway, ushering him into the adjoining bathroom with,
“Come here, I wanna show you something,” uttered in a halfway
cajoling, halfway hectoring tone, following which, as the boy stood
near the sink and watched, his father had unbuckled his belt,
pulled down his tailored wool slacks and plaid boxers, sat on the
toilet seat, and, saying, “Watch now – I’m gonna show you how to
use the toilet,” started stroking his penis, his penis growing
bigger and bigger as he kept stroking it, saying, “This is how you
do it – see?”; the boy transfixed by the penis, how large it was
growing; by his father’s complete absorption as he stared down at
it, kept stroking; the sight of it all backing the boy against the
edge of the sink, clenching his throat, tightening his chest,
moving his breathing higher and higher until it felt like he just
barely had enough space inside himself to breath; his father all
the while continuing to stare down at his penis, repeating at
intervals, "This is how you do it, see?”; his father stroking and
stroking until some sticky-looking white stuff that looked to the
boy like the tapioca his mother or the maid would sometimes make
for dessert started coming out of the place where pee usually came
and here his father had started squeezing and pulling on his penis
as though he were trying to make as much of the white stuff come
out as he could. Then, as his eyes started to get a lost look, like
they were half-looking inside themselves, his father tore some
toilet paper off the roll that hung on the wall and wiped off what
hadn’t already dripped down into the toilet bowl, let go of the
paper and flushed, his voice slackening, his face looking
completely drained and sad as, continuing to stare at his now
rapidly softening penis, he said with a tired sigh, “And that’s how
you do it,” then – when the boy, still transfixed, didn’t move –
added with a bitter edge, “That’s all. You can go now.”

 


– What, remembering as an adult,
the boy would come to think of as “The Bathtub Incident,” which, as
best he could recall, had occurred within a year or two following
his father's exhibitionistic masturbation and in the same location
– the downstairs bathroom of the house on Central, and which had
begun with his father taking a bath with him to teach him a new
game: the boy had to reach out as quickly as he could to touch his
father’s penis whenever it bobbed to the water’s surface, with
matters then proceeding to a point at which the boy, following his
father’s instructions, was standing in the tub so that his father,
standing also, penis erect, could proceed to orally rape him, after
which . . .

 


And so on.

 


One way that, as an adult, he would attempt to make
sense of how, as a child, he could have forgotten incidents such as
these would be to think, metaphorically, in terms of partitions –
that his mind, when he was a child, must have possessed, at a
neurophysiological level down to the firing or non-firing of
individual neurons, an immense capacity for forming them,
partitions that is, and of an absolute nature, such that they
would, not only throughout his childhood but for years afterwards,
remain virtually impenetrable by his powers of recollection; and
that his mind exercised this capacity in order to safely sequester
and quarantine incidents of such acute traumatic potency both from
each other and from the relative normalcy, such as it was, of the
other parts of his existence. (“Relative,” “such as it was” since
the stressors of his father’s alcoholism, manic-depressive mood
swings, and other aspects of their family dysfunction punctuated
the rhythms of life in the house on Central on a frequent, often
daily basis.)

Another metaphor he would utilize was that of
enfolding – of thinking in terms of his mind enfolding each
incident of his father’s abuse, as soon as completed, into the
relative, such-as-it-was normalcy of his everyday life in a fashion
similar, in a neurophysiological context, to the way in which the
blender they had had back then, with its two rotary blades, would
mix the dark vanilla extract into the blandness of the light yellow
batter for the cakes his mother and the maid would make; his mind
dispersing each incident in parts so small as to insure a diaspora
of his suffering to a point of invisibility, though no less present
for being invisible.

As an adult, having un-partitioned, un-enfolded at
least some of these incidents, and having processed various
long-suppressed emotions – terror, rage, panic, depression, and so
on – associated with them, he would reach a place at which he would
possess the wherewithal to understand his father’s assaults and his
own forgetting of them in such a distanced, reflective, analytical
fashion, just as, as an adult, he would arrive at a place at which
he would be able to openly communicate with others concerning these
matters – with counselors, support groups, close friends, his
siblings, even with his mother.

 


As to the why of his father's
perpetrations, the boy-grown-to-man would, through his extensive
reading of peer-reviewed research in relevant fields of study –
reading he would engage in in an effort at understanding – learn
that the factors variously motivating adolescents and adults to
sexually abuse children included not only pedophilia – a sexual,
sometimes even romantic attraction to prepubescent children – but
also a basic desire to assert dominance, whether within family or
other specific hierarchical contexts or within the general context
of a hierarchical society.

And would conclude that in his
father's case the why of it had involved some of each, with his
father's assaults arising both from pedophilic attraction, perhaps
illustrated in its purest form by the initially playful, albeit
coercively insistent, phases of The Bathtub Incident, and, as well,
from a simple will to power – a forceful assertion, through sexual
means, of his preeminent position within their family.

And perhaps additionally, the
boy-grown-to-man would speculate, his father's assaults had
involved a particularly twisted, supercharged conflation of the
two, as a projection onto his offspring, as objects of his
attraction, of his surpassing self-hatred, his deepest guilt for
possessing an identity so utterly rejected by society as that of a
pedophile.

 


As for whether his brother had been the object of
such projection, there would come a night when he and his brother
had managed to survive into their mid-twenties – a summertime night
when, with both of them having substantially distanced themselves
from home (physically anyway – his brother to a federal civil
service job in Detroit, he to New York City to pursue his dream of
becoming a writer and film director who would expose, in the
particular context of the American South, the fragility of
bourgeois domesticity in the manner of the Swedish director Ingmar
Bergman – in Scenes from a Marriage, Through a Glass
Darkly, and other of his films – while having no idea that he
would one day, in his writing, examine this fragility in, perhaps,
its most hidden form: intra-family child sexual abuse), they had
decided to rendezvous for several days at the house of their
father's sister, who had married into a prominent Kentucky farm
family – the house an 18th-century structure of granite masonry
listed on the National Historic Register. A legendary outlaw had
stayed there; so had a US president. With, running the house's
length, a roofed and screened-in back porch they would sit out on
until late, after everyone else had gone to bed; the porch lights
off, his brother in one of the white wicker rockers, he in the
other, the empty porch swing between them. The surrounding
polyphony of rising and falling insect cadences sharpened by the
sounds – some quick, some ragged and drawn out – of bugs being
vaporized in the blue fluorescence of the bug zapper hanging
outside the screen beneath the eaves, casting its glow on their
faces.

Sitting together mostly not speaking, punctuating
their silence with intermittent pulses of small talk, and somehow
he would work up to it or – his later recollection wouldn't be
clear on this particular detail – maybe he wouldn't at all; would
just start talking quietly, ruminatively about the strange images
he'd been seeing in his mind lately. He knew they were totally
weird, the flashes of their father, under the pretext of toilet
training, masturbating in front of him in the downstairs bathroom
of their house on Central Avenue when he was three, maybe four
years old. But before he could say again that he knew how strange
the images seemed – how weird to think they could be actual
memories of something that had really happened – his brother had
cut in, his voice unwavering:

"He did the same thing to me."

He'd asked his brother if he was sure. His brother,
his tone matter of fact:

"Absolutely. And I've never forgotten it."

He'd considered this, then offered, "God, father was
really messed up . . . " – his brother nodding assent – ". . . a
lot worse than I thought."

And so this brother-shared memory of their father's
exhibitionistic masturbation would be the boy-grown-to-man's first
un-enfolding, un-partitioning, coming a decade before he would
recover the remainder of what he would recall of their father's
sexual assaults, allowing him at this point in his life to dismiss
this memory as but a singular aberration indicating just how far
their father's weirdness could go without considering that, in the
realm of sexual abuse, it may have gone farther. And dismiss it, as
well, as an aberration entirely about his father, not realizing how
child sexual abuse can continue to poison a survivor's life into
adulthood, even unto death, to the degree its aftereffects are left
unaddressed – a realization that would gain a crystalline clarity
when the additional memories would come, ten
years hence, as an essential component of his journey of
healing.

Still, this initial memory, receiving, as it had,
his brother's mirroring corroboration, would serve the invaluable
function of providing corroborative ballast when his additional
memories of their father's assaults emerged a decade hence; this
though his brother's mirror memory would be his brother's sole
recollection of sexual abuse by their father – whether because that
was all their father had done to him or because he had his own
forever-partitioned, forever-enfolded experiences of their father's
assaults, they would, of course, never know.

(And when, ten years later, the boy-grown-to-man
would return to his aunt's, sitting with his aunt on the same back
porch, shading them from a summer sun's brightness, to tell her of
his memories of his father's – her brother's – assaults, her first
response, after only the briefest pause, would be to reply matter
of factly, with a steady gaze, "Why that sort of thing is as old as
the hills." Following which she had assured him that she had always
felt she and his father had grown up in a perfectly normal
middle-class family – a family that couldn't, in any way, shape, or
form, have been the source of any such behavior. Which, the
boy-grown-to-man would reflect, may well have been true, the
causative sources of child sexual abuse being as various as they
are.)

 


As for his sister, while clearly remembering their
father's psychological abuse, when, fueled by varying cocktails of
rage and depression, he would deliver his merciless harangues, of
which she had had her share as the principle target – onslaughts
that were adequately hidden within the confines of their home from
society's evaluative eye, for their next door neighbors, who may
well have heard snatches (the side yards being narrow), didn't
attend their church or otherwise move in their social circles – she
would, until the boy-grown-to-man would last see her shortly before
her death in her early 50s, say that she had no recollection of
having been sexually abused by their father, or by anyone else for
that matter.

This though the boy-grown-to-man would discover
child pornography in their father's possession with, for its
subject matter, prepubescent girls – in underwear or naked on the
covers of the super-8 movie boxes, their lips thickly painted,
their cheeks deeply rouged, black rectangles blanking out their
eyes.

And though, together with this, he would consider
that their father's was a case, when they had been children at
least, of an actual child sexual abuser, and of his own sons no
less – not "just" a voyeuristic consumer of child porn (such
consumption's major contribution to the sexual exploitation of
actual children aside) – and so, with his father's porn-obvious
attraction to girls, why wouldn't he very possibly have sexually
abused not just his sons but his daughter as well?

And though the boy-grown-to-man would also recall –
and with the feeling of utter impotence that comes with
re-witnessing a tragedy one didn't recognize as such when it
happened and that one is now, future-flung, entirely unable to
prevent – a family dinner when he was in his mid-teens and his
sister on the cusp of puberty, the same stage of development as the
young girls on the super-8 movie boxes. A night when he had
observed his sister sitting before her untouched plate of food,
looking to their father precisely in the manner he would one day
remember that he, at age nine, had done. Looking for the slightest
sign of affirmation, the barest acknowledgment, but, just as in his
case, receiving nothing; their father remaining entirely focused on
his eating, head down, hunched over his plate, consuming his food
with a mechanical regularity. A memory of his sister, unable to
tolerate this any longer, dashing in tears from the dinner table to
the refuge of her room.

(Though only a transient refuge, the
boy-grown-to-man would guess, suspecting that any psychologically
protective function her room had served for her had dissolved, yet
again, later that night; suspecting this especially considering
that his sister's room, which at that time would have been in what
he would come to think of as the "Tenure House" – the larger house
they had moved to after their father had received his tenure at
Vanderbilt – would have no longer been immediately adjacent to
their parents' bedroom, as it had been in the house on Central,
but, instead, down a hallway and thereby removed from their
mother's ready hearing, making it, and with its bed ground zero,
the most logical location as the scene, for his sister, of their
father's hidden crime.)

 


In the first days after recovering the bulk of his
memories of their father's sexual assaults – this after moving
halfway around the world in an attempt, he would one day reflect,
to escape them; as, assisted by counseling and a weekly English
language meeting of Adult Children of Alcoholics, he was in the
process of climbing out of the abyss into which, as his life's
shadow puppet masters, the psychosomatic sequelae of these assaults
had cast him; the abyss of a crisis with a then-fiancée in which he
had found himself swinging in an ever-widening, ever-quickening arc
between an absolute fear of enmeshment and an absolute fear of
abandonment, bringing him, he'd felt, by turns, to the edges of
suicide and insanity – the boy-grown-to-man would write his mother,
brother, and sister to inform them, though briefly, with, for
detail, only the timeframe – that being from his earliest childhood
memories until the age of nine – and that the assaults had included
his rape at nine and his father's threat to kill him if he ever
told anyone; one of his purposes in writing, beyond simply sharing
the fact of his recollections, being to tell his brother and sister
as soon as possible so that they could take, or strengthen,
whatever measures they deemed suitable for protecting their
children (his brother's son and daughter and his sister's daughter
all then five or younger) from their father during extended family
gatherings and otherwise. In addition to their paucity of detail,
the letters would be muted in tone, even a bit dry, as he wouldn't
feel it necessary for his intended purposes to share the tumult of
feeling that had led up to and woven through his remembering.

But he would share this tumult several months later
when, flying to the States to attend a weeklong healing retreat for
adult survivors of severe childhood abuse, he would convene a
reunion with his mother and siblings at his maternal grandmother's
house, located in one of Atlanta's more affluent residential
enclaves. An exquisitely fitting venue as the structure looked out
over a park of deep ravines, whose streams and ponds, dogwood and
weeping willow were kept, even on the brightest of days, in
perpetual twilight by towering hardwoods and pines, and as the
house itself – what with its sepulchral, moss-damp basement; its
musty attic reachable only by a creaky, pull-down ladder from the
second floor hallway ceiling and filled with dust-filmed boxes of
decades-old toys, out-of-fashion clothes, yellowing photo albums,
and other mute, neglected artifacts of family members' pasts; its
chimneyed, steep-gabled roof; and its own shadowing encirclement of
trees – had long exuded in the border regions of his consciousness
an effluvium of darkest secrets forever preserved.

They had gathered in an empty
bedroom where he had repeated face-to-face what he'd written,
adding various details, of the rape and its aftermath, the death
threat included (including how the rapist's pressing thumbs had
exacted an explicit acknowledgement of the threat), and of the
earlier assaults; his grief, torment, and the terror he had felt as
a child manifesting, as he'd shared, in trembling, tears, and cries
of anguish punctuated by long silences as, waiting for his
breathing to calm, he would gather himself to continue. It was
here, after he had finished his brief recounting, that his brother,
bewilderment clouding his face, had wondered aloud, "What if he did
the same thing to me?" "The same thing," of course, given his
brother's never-forgotten memory of their father's exhibitionistic
masturbation, not meaning sexual abuse per se but, rather, being
raped and assaulted as he'd just heard described.

And it was at this gathering that his sister, after
hearing their brother's bewildered question, would first say she
had no recollection of their father having sexually abused her in
any way, shrugging and stating matter-of-factly, "I don't remember
anything like that, or anything sexual at all."

The boy-grown-to-man would see his sister again
several months later, when, after returning to the States for
another retreat, he would travel to where she was then living as a
young housewife with her mining engineer husband and their
kindergarten-age daughter in Eastern Kentucky – in a pleasant
neighborhood of clean air and plentiful greenery well sequestered
from any coal mines; its new, modest-sized homes located outside a
town barely large enough to have what might be called a suburb.
Would recall the two of them talking one morning after his sister
had taken her daughter to her kindergarten at the town's
Presbyterian church; his sister standing in the kitchen, he in the
dining room across the open counter. Recall again becoming so
emotional, overwrought, that his voice was cracking with the
relived terror, extremities of grief as he repeated and added
further to the details of the rape and its aftermath, above all
about how he had felt, including – his voice here fracturing most
of all – the surpassing loneliness he would experience when, lying
in his bed after their father would leave him, his mind would
desperately search for a way out of the maze.

For he had wanted to share his memories with his
sister fully – in their particulars and without crimping their
emotional valence – on a basis of reciprocal empathy; the enduring,
uniquely-shared empathy siblings who've grown up in the same
hyper-dysfunctional family environment can feel for one
another.

And he would, in fact, recall his sister doing her
best to listen to the details of his childhood horror as calmly as
she could; to accept his feelings and their manner of expression,
down to his heaving sobs, with deepest compassion. Recall her
saying, "I'm so sorry you suffered so much!" or something similar –
and with an acuteness that matched his intensity of feeling – when
he'd finished, then giving him a long, firm hug of support.

Though, their hug completed, she'd quickly lit a
cigarette and changed the topic, then not brought up anything he'd
said for the remainder of his visit.

And so had he, the boy-grown-to-man would come to
wonder, made the mistake of speaking to his sister as though they
could meet on some plane of equivalency regarding atrocities of a
sort which his sister had no recollection of experiencing herself?
Had he caused her, subconsciously at least, to perceive his drastic
revisionism of their family-of-origin history – adding the ultimate
taboo as a major node of their family dysfunction – as a threat to
the however fragile stability she had managed to cobble together at
that point in her life? Had he started to trigger subtle,
subliminal movements in his sister's mind – movements in directions
she may have sensed might un-partition, un-enfold her own memories,
whatever they might be, of assaults by their father? Movements
that, had he been able to recount the details of his abuse to her
calmly, with a degree of emotional distancing, his sister might not
– as he would come to suspect that she had – have resisted; might
have even welcomed as, with his support, she opened herself to the
truth of her own similar abuse. Instead of this never-to-be
might-have-been, had he, with his emotionality and graphic details,
simply triggered her? Made her even more resistant than her mind
might already have been to ever remembering, for the rest of her
life?

And thereby indirectly contributed – by scaring her
away from what, assuming their father had sexually abused her,
would have had to have been the focal point of her healing – to all
the devastation in her life that was to come? To a progressive
increase in her drinking to a point beyond which it would seem less
and less tenable not to view it as alcoholism; to depressive
episodes in which, except for bathroom visits, she would remain
anchored to her bed for weeks at a time while her husband, on top
of his full-time job, took care of the housekeeping, meals, and
care of their daughter, unless sometimes their or her husband's
mother would visit to help out; to a cocaine addiction that would
progress to the point of frequent nose bleeds, then nasal collapse;
to an increasing obesity born, perhaps, from using food, however
ephemerally, however problematically, to self-soothe, and
exacerbated by what would become a sedentary, near shut-in's
existence combined with a junk-food-filled diet; and so forth and
so on – all of this even as, except for her depressive episodes,
she would never lose her brilliance of wit and her gift for
spinning stories from the humdrum of her everyday life that held
listeners in rapt attention and sent them into gales of laughter; a
gift that could have led to success as a writer, or perhaps as a
standup comedian, had she only managed to place sufficient faith in
herself, even if, at first, it would have meant simply acting as
if.

The coroner's report would list cardiomegaly – an
enlarged, overworked heart – as the cause of death. There would
obviously seem to be multiple contributory background factors, but
with, the boy-grown-to-man would come to suspect, behind
everything, as the prime and constant mover of his sister's early
demise, the long-term, unaddressed effects of their father's sexual
abuse.

For he would, in his efforts as an adult to heal
from these effects on himself, learn of the Kaiser Study.

Or, formally, the Adverse Childhood Experiences
Study, a collaboration between the Centers for Disease Control and
the nonprofit healthcare provider Kaiser Permanente. A study
conducted from 1995 to 1997 and involving over 17,000 participants
– Kaiser policy holders – that would show a very strong correlation
between the number of highly adverse experiences – ranging from
emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, to witnessing a parent's
mental illness, substance abuse, and abuse by the other parent, to
emotional and physical neglect – a person suffers during childhood
and their chances in adulthood of developing – in an effort, often
unconscious, to reduce the stress of resulting unresolved issues –
unhealthy coping mechanisms such as smoking, drinking, and drug
use, as well as, independent of other factors, various serious
diseases, including heart disease; these along with anxiety, PTSD,
depression, and a host of other undesirable sequelae, all of which,
whether singly or in combination, could lead to an early death. As
Dr. Vincent Felitti, one of the study's co-principal investigators,
stated in an article in The Permanente Journal, the study
made it clear that "time does not heal some of the
adverse experiences we found so common in the childhoods of a large
population of middle-aged, middle-class Americans. One doesn’t
'just get over' some things."

Of course, outside of possible sexual abuse, there
were other highly adverse experiences that his sister had had to
endure in plenty throughout her childhood – their father's
alcoholism, arguable mental illness, and psychological abuse would
always, in the boy-grown-to-man's assessments, first come to mind,
followed by parent-on-parent abuse and their mother's unintentional
neglect in the form of her substantial incapacity, for whatever
reasons, to protect her children from their father's onslaughts of
whatever nature. And it wasn't that other highly adverse
experiences such as these couldn't, in and of themselves, have been
sufficient to seed his sister's premature passing.

But, for the boy-grown-to-man, the triangulation of
the girls on the super-8 boxes of his father's child porn, of his
and his brother's memories of their father as an actual child
sexual abuser, and of his memory of his sister that night at the
dinner table of the Tenure House – her affect and behavior, before
she'd fled the table in tears, so similar to what he remembered of
his own the night following the rape, as he'd sat at the dinner
table in the house on Central – these things would, taken together,
convince him of the substantial probability that their father had
sexually abused his sister as well.

And so, the boy-grown-to-man would come to suspect,
his sister had had her own partitions and enfoldings – ones that
would do their work to the end of her life.

Would he ever, from time to time, find himself
resenting her for not remembering her own sexual abuse by their
father? For not being able to place herself on the same plane – a
plane, yes, of deepest suffering, but also of deepest potential
self-transformation – as himself and thereby render herself capable
of supporting him in his healing as he would have felt entirely
ready and willing to support her in hers?

Yes, he would have to admit, petty, irrational, and
completely without justification as it was, he would on a number of
occasions catch himself so resenting her.

Just as he would blame himself for not having
managed to be the classic, caring older brother; an older brother
who would have felt no need to seek his younger sister's support
for his healing, or, at least, to seek it in the overwrought way
that he had – in a fashion that may have triggered her. And this
especially as, when they were growing up, his sister had seldom
seemed close to their brother; had almost always seemed to look,
instead, to him to play the supportive older brother's role.

"I scared her off," he would, conscience-plagued,
tell her daughter after her mother's – his sister's – death. Her
daughter, who had managed to find the sort of path to recovery from
childhood trauma – robust, enduring, largely successful – that had
always eluded her mother; trauma her mother, never finding such a
path, had largely created for her. "I scared her away from whatever
memories she may have had – that she needed to heal from."

And yet the last time he would visit her, just
several weeks before her death – a death that, despite all of her
adverse health conditions, would be nonetheless unexpected for in
the preceding days and weeks she wouldn't seem particularly less
healthy than she'd been for a number of years – she would, in their
final moment together, seem to see him as precisely that; as her
caring, protective older brother. As they would stand on the back
stoop of the small, red brick, Memphis one-story where she was then
living – the rent paid by one of her longtime close friends – and
she would hug him deeply, pressing her face against his chest,
lingering in his embrace, then look up at him and say, simply,
"You're so tall!" Say it with a marveling wonder – a wonder whose
lens, the boy-grown-to-man would sense, she had often viewed him
through when they were children.

And given what he would remember – the
hellscape of their father's depredations – he could completely
understand why his sister's subconscious might, in her own case,
have kept such memories forever sequestered. And managed to see
him, until the end, as an older brother – so tall! – who could
surely have protected her from anything so horrid as child sexual
abuse. Which of course, as an adult, remembering their father's
rape-plus-death-threat and other assaults, backed and facilitated
by, among other things, a substantial advantage in size, tallness
included, the boy-grown-to-man would realize that, as a child, he
had been entirely incapable of doing.

 


Just as he would realize ever more fully, from his
readings (from self-help books to peer-reviewed research),
recollections, discussions with others, ruminations and deepest
meditations:

 


– that his father was a highly
disturbed individual;

 


– that, of course, no childhood
misbehavior on his part could have justified his father’s abuse;
that any such misbehavior, actual or perceived, could have served
only as mere pretext for such abuse;

 


– that the fact that his father
was, in many respects, an extremely talented, empathetic,
intelligent, and, in behavioral terms, completely “normal” human
being made his alcoholism, manic-depression, verbal onslaughts,
sexual predations, and other severe dysfunction all the more
tragic, for himself and his family both.

 


As an adult the boy would come to a place at which
such understanding would grow out of and further facilitate a
lifelong process of ever more substantial healing – healing of such
a degree as to see him through what in some ways, among all the
challenges his father's abuse would present from his childhood
onward, would prove the biggest challenge of all: his father’s
failure to ever admit to what he had done.

And was this failure on his father’s part, the boy
would one day wonder, due to his father’s own amnesia concerning
his perpetrations, whether this amnesia was accomplished by
ironclad partitions, consummate enfolding, or, perhaps, by a
personality so fractured as to have become entirely split,
multiple? Or was his father’s incapacity – an incapacity which
would initially manifest when the boy-grown-to-man, at the age of
thirty-four, soon after recovering the bulk of his memories of his
father's sexual abuse (all but that of his masturbatory display,
recovered a decade earlier), would first confront his father with
his memories, and which would then continue until his father lay,
cancer-ridden, on his hospice deathbed, at which point the
boy-grown-to-man would, after years of their not communicating,
offer his father a second opportunity to confess and his father
would again deny – due to more external factors? For, regardless of
whether any legal action the boy-grown-to-man might have taken
against his father could have succeeded (a decidedly uncertain
prospect given the applicable statutes of limitation, criminal and
civil, for which, under any standard interpretation, the deadlines
had already long since run), his father – the boy-grown-to-man
would speculate – may have felt an utter terror of public
humiliation, particularly within the sphere of West Nashville
society, were the boy-grown-to-man to take any admission of
wrongdoing public. But no matter the reason – his father’s
incapacity to admit would be something the boy-grown-to-man would,
as an adult, however reluctantly, sometimes sadly, be able to live
with, and eventually move on from.

In adulthood, the boy would gain such advantages of
remembering, understanding, healing, and, at first in gradual
increments, occurring over decades, then finally and completely, of
letting go.

But as a boy, he – or his mind, rather – would
simply forget.


 


 


 


 


16

 The Case of His Mother

 


And his mother? Had she too, the boy-grown-to-man
would one day ask himself, succeeded in partitioning, enfolding to
oblivion all memories of any occurrences – and done so perhaps, as
he had as a child, almost as soon as occurred – that might
otherwise have led her to a clear realization her children were
being sexually abused by her husband?

No, she had not, at least for the most part, the
boy-grown-to-man would conclude, basing this conclusion, to a
significant degree, on his mother's written testament, which she
would make in her old age at his request five years after his
father's death and ten years after her and his father's divorce. (A
divorce his father had initiated in significant part due to his
mother's continued insistence, whenever his father would question
her on the matter, on her belief that he had in fact sexually
abused their younger son – that she believed their younger son's
assertions over his continuing denial, this though her belief
hadn't caused her to consider initiating divorce proceedings
herself, for, as she would explain to the boy-grown-to-main, she
had promised in her marriage vows "to have and to hold" her husband
"in sickness and in health," and what, after all, could be sicker
than a man who would sexually abuse children, particularly his
own?)

Rather, his mother's case – as she would, in her
testament, reflect on her reaction when the boy-grown-to-man had
first spoken of his father's assaults at the meeting he convened in
Atlanta soon after recovering the bulk of his memories – had been
one of feeling horror as she had sat there listening to what her
second son was saying, like the horror one would feel when
experiencing "an unfamiliar nightmare being played out for the
first time," but a nightmare many of whose key elements she had
never forgotten. A feeling at first, of "darkness, disorientation,
and strangeness," but then of revelation – of "dark places opening
up to the light for now," she would write, quoting the Bible, "we
see through a glass darkly but then we shall know even as we are
also known."

"At once so many odd and curious happenings were
explained," her testament would continue. "Things done and said
that I would spend hours and days, long nights turning over and
over trying to find meaning in riddles compounded and convoluted.
Some of it I could now explain in far more awful ways than I had
ever imagined."

And so, the boy-grown-to-man would reflect, the dots
– the "odd and curious happenings" – had always been there for his
mother, for the most part visible, but with their connections
largely or completely obscured.

But why so obscured? Why couldn't she have clearly
perceived what was occurring as it occurred? Or soon after at
least?

A consideration of his mother's responses to
specific aspects of his and his brother's abuse, the
boy-grown-to-man would find, would furnish the best pathway to a
possible answer, or answers:

 


– As for the incident of his
father's exhibitionistic masturbation in front of his brother, as
soon as his father had finished, his brother – as the
boy-grown-to-man would gather from talking with his mother and
brother both – had gone to their mother and, in his child's
language, attempted to explain what had just occurred,
comprehending which their mother had immediately gone to their
father and, as his brother would recollect, yelled, "What's going
on in this house!"

To which, as their mother would recall, their father
had replied that that was how fathers educated their sons about sex
– an explanation that, amazingly, their mother had accepted, for,
as she would explain to the boy-grown-to-man, although such a
pedagogical approach hadn't seemed to her like a very good idea,
she had been raised in a family environment pervaded by traditional
Christian thinking; thinking that had received a particularly
strong imprimatur through the influence of her paternal
grandfather, minister of Atlanta's first and largest Presbyterian
church, where she had been baptized and had attended weekly, Sunday
school classes included, throughout her childhood and youth. An
environment in which she had been taught that a wife should defer
in all matters of importance to her husband's viewpoints and
decisions, and, certainly, she would explain to the
boy-grown-to-man, she had felt that educating one's children about
sex was a matter of importance. Besides which, she recalled
reflecting at the time, who was she to question how sex education
by fathers of sons was regarded as being properly conducted in the
culture of her husband's family, which was where she had assumed he
had gotten his method of teaching by demonstration, for this aspect
of sexual behavior anyway.

What was one, the boy-grown-to-man would wonder, to
make of such an explanation – or, perhaps, to some significant
degree, post hoc rationalization – by his mother for having so
quickly stood down from her confrontation of her husband?

On the one hand, accepting as a given her belief in
an absolute Biblical injunction that a wife defer to her husband,
one could have difficulty countering her explanation's internal
logic. Nor could one automatically dismiss her perception of some
seeming basis, however flimsy, for believing in its external
validity, for surely there was some significant degree of variation
among families as to how parents chose, to the extent they could
control the process, for their children to gain knowledge about
sex, though the standard options would seem to have been by way of
books (and with, as standard accompaniment, when whatever book had
been chosen for this purpose was handed by the parent to the child,
a brief, cryptic insistence to the effect that it was time for the
child to learn a few things); verbal explanations, however awkward
and incomplete; or leaving the matter to school curricula (though
such curricula in America in the mid to late 1950s, when his father
had undertaken his exhibitionistic pedagogy for his brother and
himself, were, as best the boy-grown-to-man, based on his research
and general knowledge, could gather, confined to middle or high
school and kept, almost entirely or completely, to a narrow focus
on the cellular-level biology of reproduction – gametes, zygotes,
meiosis, and such – with little or no focus on the behavior, of
humans or other animals, that produced it).

On the other hand, a father masturbating in front of
his son? Really? And a son young enough, arguably, to be reasonably
told that they were being (re-)toilet-trained? Not, the
boy-grown-to-man would concede to himself, that he could absolutely
rule out the possibility that there might be some cultures, some
tribes or other ethno-anthropologically identifiable groups
scattered here and there about the globe whose practices included,
for whatever instructive, ritual, or other purposes, as a part of
whatever local custom or tradition, the same or similar behavior.
For he would do enough reading, including of peer-reviewed articles
in academic journals, to realize that there existed, among the
myriad of cultures worldwide, significant variation in what was
considered acceptable sexual and sex-related behavior, including
within family environments.

But in America in the 1950s? To believe that
behavior such as his father's might fall within the scope of
permissible methods of parent-child pedagogy for sex education?
That such a method could actually be valid, even if only as an
outlier practiced within the micro-cultures of some small number,
percentage-wise at least, of families nationwide? When her oldest
son had come to her obviously disturbed at what he had just
witnessed? When her husband hadn't discussed with her what he was
going to do, and had seemed to deem it necessary to cloak his
actions with the blatant lie to their older son of providing
additional toilet training?

If nothing else, the boy-grown-to-man would reflect,
their mother's response and thinking spoke to a profound deficit,
if not an utter vacuum, in terms of what she had been – or, rather,
had not been – taught in her family-of-origin, by her formal
education, and otherwise about what could be considered as
acceptable and unacceptable, within the mainstream of American
society at least, when it came to teaching one's children about
sex. And, most particularly, about something that surely the
substantial majority of any American community's populace could
agree upon as a laudable norm: that adults should not behave in a
sexual manner with children, including, of course, parents with
their own. And about this norm's powerful underlying rationale:
that such a principle would serve the commendable goal of
substantially reducing the possibility of children's sexual
exploitation by adults by, for the most part anyway, eliminating
any debates that might otherwise occur as to what particular sexual
behavior by what particular adult might or might not be
exploitative. And when such a prohibition, furthermore, could serve
this worthy goal while in no way adversely affecting the quality
and effectiveness of children's sex education as entirely
sufficient alternative means existed for providing such education.
And when, in a world which increasingly recognized children as
possessing human rights equal to those accorded adults (witness,
for example, the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, adopted by
the United Nations General Assembly in 1959), such a prohibition
furthered the worthy end of supporting children's growth as
mentally and physically healthy human beings.

Of course, the boy-grown-to-man would realize, one
could think of possible gray areas in terms of the threshold
question of what might or might not be seen as constituting "in a
sexual manner"; for example, a parent giving an extra pat, playful
and loving, to their baby's or toddler's private parts when
toweling the child dry after a bath – an action many people might
consider in no way sexual at all while others might flinch in
disgust at the very thought of what seemed to them sexually abusive
behavior. Or in terms of whether there might not be some gray area
exceptions to this general norm, such as, for example, an
adolescent or adult, whether in a classroom or informal setting,
teaching a child dance movements – movements to be found in various
popular styles – clearly having a sexual aspect to them though from
a child's perspective entirely innocent, and the teaching and
learning of which many people would view as entirely permissible
while others might voice their strongest condemnation. But such
gray areas were minimal in comparison with what all, or nearly all
at least, would consider to be clear violations – masturbation as a
mode of sex education, for example – and in no way undermined the
prohibition's general effectiveness.

But, the boy-grown-to-man would ponder, returning to
the matter of his mother, was any such deficit or vacuum in her
upbringing something for which she was to blame? To the degree,
perhaps, that one could argue she had had an obligation, as a
parent, to replace her ignorance with knowledge. But how much could
she have been reasonably expected to make up for such ignorance
through self-education if her upbringing had assured, as well, her
ignorance – or, at least, complacent neglect – of such ignorance
itself?

 


– Another example of dots never
forgotten but not connected would come in his mother's
recollections of the incident of his father's digital penetration
of his anus at his paternal grandfather's house, for when she had
woken, hearing her younger son crying out, and gone to the guest
bedroom where her two sons were sleeping, she had encountered her
husband – her husband explaining that he too had heard their
younger son's cries and so had come to see what was the matter. She
would recall having felt it strange that her husband would do such
a thing; feeling this as she tried to soothe her still-crying son
who spoke of a bear that had hurt him "down there," assuring him
there was no bear. For, though, given as he was to insomnia, her
husband would often get up to roam about during the night, she had
never until then – when, hearing one or the other of her children
crying after apparently waking from a nightmare – come upon him in
their children's bedroom. And so she would recall thinking it odd
that her husband would suddenly be paying such attention to their
children's nighttime cries – thinking this as, all the while, she
never considered that this incident may simply have been the first
time she had caught her husband, after he had provided the
nightmare himself, before he fled from the victim child's bed. It
had never occurred to her that her husband might be the
bear.

 


– Unconnected dots could be seen,
as well, in the boy-grown-to-man's, and his mother's, recollection
of details of "The Bathtub Incident." Or, perhaps more precisely,
in this case, misconnected dots.

For as the boy-grown-to-man would remember it, after
his mother had run his bath for him, adjusting the water to a
comfortable warmth, and he had gotten into the tub as she had
exited the bathroom, closing the door behind her; after he had
started playing with his small, toy submarine, settling into his
bath-time reverie, and then, soon after, there had been a brisk
knock at the door and his father had entered with a
hurried-sounding "Hi!" as he had locked the door behind him, and
then, unknotting his shoelaces and stepping out of his shoes,
quickly undressed, leaving his tie, shirt, slacks, suit jacket,
socks, and underwear in a jumble on the checkerboard tile of the
floor, then stepped into the tub, lowering himself into the water
to ask, "Wanna play a game?"; after his father had then – his voice
at once nervous, playful, and insistent – started saying, as his
penis had started bobbing to the water's surface, "Wanna touch it?
Come on, touch it!"; after the boy, at first hesitating but, at the
same time, seeing how absolutely determined his father seemed to be
that they were going to play this game together and sensing that if
he didn't his father might quickly become quite angry with him, had
reached out to give his father's penis the briefest, lightest tap
and his father, his voice lightening, had said, "Yeah, that's it!
Now touch it some more!" and so, seeing that this was a game his
father surely liked to play, he had begun touching his father's
penis again and again as it bobbed on the water, hearing, as he did
so, a high, unhinged peel of laughter coming out of himself like a
clutch of brightly-colored balloons let go to soar upwards into a
cloudless, sun-shot sky (unhinged because the whole situation felt
somehow dangerous and entirely out of his control, but at least his
father seemed happy that they were playing this strange, new game);
soon after all of this the doorknob had started to jiggle and then
there was a knock followed by his mother's voice: "Bob? Can I come
in? There's something I need to get from the medicine cabinet. So
could you let me in?"

And here his father's face had quickly lost its
smile, its expression turning to one of frustration and anger that
filled his voice as well. "No, you cannot come in! John and I are
taking a bath!"

And his mother, insistent: "Bob, I really do need to
come in to get something from the medicine cabinet. Please let me
in."

And, his father, eyes grown hard, jaw clenched, "No!
You cannot come in!"

And his mother: "Well, OK then. But please finish
quickly so I can come in."

His father then staring dully at the water, from
which the head of his penis had by now disappeared, then, sighing,
getting out of the tub and going to sit on the toilet to stroke his
penis, his penis growing larger and larger as he'd done so, then
standing and coming to the edge of the tub, his voice now a
full-out growl. "Stand up and open your mouth."

And so, fearing the consequences of disobeying, he
had complied, then felt his father's penis thrusting into his mouth
all the way to the back of his throat; feeling himself gagging,
then spacing out, as though his mind, confronted by this onslaught,
were on the verge of following the balloons of his just-released
laughter; of rising completely out of his head to free himself from
his body. His father at some point abruptly stopping, hurriedly
dressing without a word, unlocking the door and leaving the
bathroom, closing the door behind him, and he, after a quick glance
down at the water, the toy submarine, which he had forgotten about
completely, now seeming a foreign object, some useless piece of
plastic; he, shaking all over, stepping out of the tub, taking his
towel from the wall hanger next to the sink to, as he looked at his
teary face in the mirror, start as best he could to towel himself
dry. The door then opening and his mother stepping in, her eyes,
voice fierce with anger, to ask, "What were you and your father
doing in here just now?!" And he in desperate pleading: "We were
just playing!" And his mother, jaw clenched, her eyes turned hard
as stones, lifting her hand and bringing it down to slap him across
the face. His cheek stinging, his tears streaming faster as his
mother, her face quivering as though she were having to restrain
herself from slapping him again, had stared at him for several
seconds longer, then left him, closing the door behind her; he then
turning to the mirror to study his reddened cheek, as, wondering
what he'd done to deserve it, he'd toweled away his tears.

His mother, yes, in this case apparently connecting
some basic dots, but not correctly – misconnecting them in her
blaming of her son, not her husband, for what her question to him
suggested she could tell in some general way, by listening through
the door it seemed, had just transpired; blaming her son despite
the complete child's innocence with which he had, at his father's
urging, played the game. Had misconnected the dots, yes, perhaps
due to the unchained exuberance of her son's peeling laughter but
not realizing that the laughter too was completely innocent; not
comprehending or being willing to accept the fact of her husband's
total responsibility. She hadn't, at the time, the boy-grown-to-man
would conclude, realized that she had been projecting onto her son
whatever rage and other negativity she may have for a longtime
felt, however subliminally, towards her husband for what she
sensed, again however subliminally, was going on.

Besides which it would seem that in this case there
had been some partitioning, enfolding on his mother's part,
for the only aspect of The Bathtub Incident that she would recall,
when the boy-grown-to-man would discuss it with her decades later,
was having slapped him in the downstairs bathroom, with any
recollection of why she might have done so absent, along with other
details, from her conscious memory. Perhaps she couldn't accept
that she had so unfairly blamed her innocent son in place of her
fully culpable husband.

Still, for the most part, it would seem to the
boy-grown-to-man as, over years and decades, he would consider the
matter, his mother's case, in terms of its effect on her ability to
protect him from his father, had involved, not nearly so much
partitioning or enfolding or misconnecting dots as a failure to
connect the dots altogether – a failure that seemed to have reached
its zenith when he was nine.

Which was when it seemed to have once again
dovetailed, and to its most devastating effect, with the apparent
deficit or vacuum in his mother's upbringing regarding matters
sexual, this in the case of what the boy-grown-to-man would come to
think of, simply, as The Book Incident.
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 The
Book Incident

 


One Saturday afternoon in the early fall, the boy
was walking from his home to his church for choir practice. Since
it had rained the night before and been overcast all day, the
concrete of the sidewalk had a dampened color and was covered here
and there with wet, fallen leaves. The concrete slabs did not
always lie flat but sometimes tilted unevenly, this way and that,
prompted usually by the underlying roots of trees planted in the
narrow strip of earth between the sidewalk and the street. Some
individual slabs, moreover, had cracks through which weeds, blades
of grass and other living things made their various ways. The boy
looked down at these irregularities as he walked and, encountering
the most noticeable among them – whether the protruding root of a
large oak or a slab up-thrust so crazily that he had once seen the
old woman who lived down the block totter and nearly fall trying to
traverse it – greeted them in a silent language for which words
such as, “I know you – how are you today?” or, “It’s been awhile.
And did you enjoy the rain?” could provide only a pallid
approximation.

The book lay splayed against a patch of leaves. He
almost didn’t see it. He was looking directly at it and at the
leaves that mostly covered it and was about to look further on when
he noticed the two faces, which had themselves appeared to him for
an instant as small pale leaves. He squatted, picked the book up,
brushed off the actual leaves, and examined the paperback cover:
the women's naked shoulders and breasts rose from a background of
black; one’s head was flung back, facing skyward, the other’s down
and away; their eyes were closed to slits, their mouths open in
oval and crescent as though they were saying “Ooooh” and “Aaaah”
without stopping.

He looked up the sidewalk towards the end of the
block, then back over his shoulder in the direction of his home.
Seeing no one, he opened the book, turned to the story’s first
page, and started reading, then, after several paragraphs, turned
to random pages, trying to decipher the contents. Words and phrases
began to repeat, cum and I’m cuming! the most
frequent among them.

He looked back up and down the block – still no one.
He stood and tried to put the book in his back pocket, but it was
too big, so he held it with the cover against his pants at the
thigh and started walking again. When he reached the church, he
crawled underneath a canopy of bushes at a corner of the
playground, sat cross-legged on the earth, glanced at the cover
again, then some more random pages, then returned to the cover.
What were the women feeling? Was it pleasure, pain, or a mixture of
both? From their expressions and what he could make of the
contents, including about some men who were involved with the women
in various activities whose details, nature, and purpose weren't at
all clear to him, he wasn't sure. He placed the book under a rock,
crawled out from the bushes, and went inside for choir
practice.

 


Walking home with the cover against his thigh, he
traded sidewalks for alleyways that ran between the backyards of
houses. In some places their surface was worn almost completely to
dirt. In others there were muddy chugholes which, when filled with
water as on this day, the boy imagined extended to great
depths.

He crested a rise, then stopped and looked back. On
the horizon the sun had dropped through a shelf of breaking clouds
and was half-fallen behind some distant hills, setting their
ridgelines aflame. He held the book up so the cover caught the last
light, imagined he could hear the women's Oooohs and
Aaaahs moving through the sun's slanting rays, whispering
mysteries to the center of his heart. He pressed the cover back
against his thigh and started walking again, wondering what he
should do as on either side vacant backyards – some well-kept and
neatly-fenced, others but tall grass and brier, rusted wire and
rotting posts – passed by in the gathering shadows. He felt a
chill, stopped beside a chughole, squatted, and held the book over
the water, ready to let it drop, sink, and disappear, but his hand
refused to let go so he decided to chance it – to take the book all
the way home, hoping he would be able to slip inside unnoticed, go
upstairs, and conceal it in his room.

But just after he left the alleyway and, walking
across a side yard, came in sight of his home onto the other side
of Central, the screen door opened and his mother came out on the
porch. Seeing him, she called his name and told him to come in for
dinner. Perceiving in the focus of his mother's eyes that she
noticed he was holding something against his thigh, the boy moved
his hand to bring the book behind his back as he walked slowly
towards her while she continued observing him for several seconds
before going back inside, the screen door closing behind her.

The screen door creaked as he entered the house. He
went directly upstairs to his room as he tried to decide where he
would hide the book, but the sound of his mother’s feet on the
stairs panicked him. Ripping off the cover, he tore it into several
large pieces, dropping them and the rest of the book into the
wastebasket under his desk as his mother reached the top of the
stairs.

“John, what did you bring home with you?” From
across the loft space, she fixed him with her stare.

“I already threw it away!” His face flushed hot with
fear and shame.

“Show it to me,” his mother demanded, crossing the
loft and reaching into the wastebasket, first examining the cover
pieces, placing them into her skirt pocket, then the rest of the
book, reading pages here and there, her lips pressing together, her
jaw clinching, her eyes widening and growing harder as she did so.
She held the book up and shook it at him.

“I don’t ever want to see you bring anything like
this into this house again, do you understand me!”

“Yes!” he pleaded, his voice racked with shame.

Brows knit, eyes like stones, his mother had
continued staring at him for several seconds, then, turning towards
the staircase, the book gripped in her hand, spoken, head down, in
a tone of finality, of completion of something disgusting, never
again to be mentioned. “Now wash your hands and come down for
dinner.”

 


But had The Book Incident ended there? Or
had, the boy-grown-to-man would wonder, his mother spoken about it
with his father? And if she had, perhaps asking his father to have
a talk with him but even if she hadn't asked him to do so, had his
father then proceeded to brood on the matter, his thoughts
refracted through the distorted lens of his tortured psyche; a lens
that, the boy-grown-to-man would consider, may have been warped by
an upbringing so benighted – whether despite or
because of all its cultivated, middle-class, Presbyterian propriety
– as to conflate a child's innocent sexual curiosity with
notions of darkest sin? To brood until – perhaps after just a day
or two, perhaps after several weeks; in any case by a time when the
boy had put the book and its surrounding trauma completely out of
his mind – he had come to his son's bed in the middle of the night
to tell him he had misbehaved without saying how? And then, as
punishment – a punishment supercharged by his
self-hatred, projected onto his younger son's body, of the
pedophilic node of his sexual identity, so condemned as it was by
society – proceeded to rape him?

For though, with respect to the
entirety of his father's sexual assaults, the boy-grown-to-man
would conclude that their most fundamental causes would remain
forever a mystery – whether residing in his father's DNA, the
environment of his father's upbringing, or the epigenetic effects
of the latter on the expression of the former – one possibility
appeared clear with respect to the initiation, by rape, of his
father's assaults when he was nine: that The Book Incident could
have provided his father with a twisted pretext; have been the
proximate cause.

But the boy-grown-to-man would
never be able to answer even the threshold questions pertaining to
his mother – of whether she had spoken about the book to his
father; had even so much as mentioned it in passing – with
certainty, for though he would have several extended talks with his
mother about his father's sexual assaults and their surrounding
circumstances, exploring numerous details, it would somehow never
occur to him before his mother's death to ask her a single question
about The Book Incident – a failure for the explanation of which he
could only speculate that perhaps, subconsciously, he couldn't bear
the thought that his innocent sexual curiosity combined with his
mother's overreactive, condemnatory concern could, if she had
conveyed her concern to his father, have served so directly,
however inadvertently, as catalysts for his rape.

In any case, his failure to ask
his mother about The Book Incident would, in his efforts to
understand his father's abuse, be a lacuna he would always
regret.

(And a lacuna the filling of which
might have also helped to address his lack of complete certainty
that The Book Incident had occurred when he was nine and not,
perhaps, when he was eight, which would have disqualified it as a
proximate cause of his rape, though he would feel confident, based
on his memories of both his kinesthetic sense of his body's stage
of development and of the degree of ease with which he had been
able to read the book's contents – though scarcely comprehending
them, his ignorance about sex, what with his amnesia of his own
abuse, only serving to sharpen his curiosity – that he had been one
of those ages or the other.)

After his mother's death, when
thinking of whatever role she had played or may have played, by
omission or commission, in facilitating his father's assaults, his
thoughts would often return to the catastrophic dovetailing of her
failure to connect the dots with the apparent deficit or vacuum in
her upbringing regarding matters sexual; a deficit or vacuum whose
previous manifestations had included her lack of awareness that a
father's masturbatory display might not be a suitable means of
educating a son about sex, and, even pre-Book Incident, in The
Bathtub Incident, her inability to recognize a child's fundamental
sexual innocence.

So that the boy-grown-to-man would
one day reflect that if only his mother had recognized his innocence
and had, by this time,
begun to connect enough dots to clearly realize that her husband
might be sexually assaulting one or more of her children, then she
might have possessed the presence of mind to have seen the wisdom
in not telling
her husband that she had caught their younger son bringing a porn
novel into the house; might have realized that reporting this
could, in whatever way, provide her husband a pretext for further
assaults. (Not that his father wouldn't, very possibly, have found
some other pretext, and not that, at this point, such tactical
reticence on his mother's part would have provided any balm for the
assaults his father had already inflicted.)

Thus, the boy-grown-to-man would
reflect, did his parents' backgrounds, personalities, and behaviors
so intimately conjoin to form the rack of his childhood
suffering.
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 “Mature”

 


Soon after the rape and commencement of his father’s
nightly assaults, his brother – picking up, perhaps, the
boy-grown-to-man would one day speculate, on the tension in his
voice when, their mother having put them to bed and returned
downstairs, they would trade goodnights – began to tease
him, saying goodnight again and again as he, with
ever-rising frustration, said goodnight in return, until he
would be shouting each goodnight through his tears and their
mother would come upstairs again to admonish his brother to stop
and tell them both to settle down and go to sleep.

The boy’s brother would continue his goading during
the daytime as well, until the boy began to fly into screaming
fits; his brother, sensing the approach of these tantrums, egging
him on, taunting him with chidings of Temper Temper Temper!,
uttered in tones of maddening softness, until the boy would start
to cry, then sob, exploding into shrieks of Shut up! Shut up!
Shut up! repeated over and over at the top of his lungs until
their mother would intervene to chastise his brother and quiet the
boy down.

One day, with his Shut up!s rising to a
crescendo as his brother, confronting him at the top of the loft’s
staircase, kept repeating Temper Temper Temper!, the boy,
who had never struck his brother in his life and had rarely gotten
into fights with anyone, punched his brother in the stomach as hard
as he could – so hard that he knocked the breath out of him,
doubling him over, and here the boy was certain he could feel his
mold, that was supposed to keep him in line, enough, at least, so
he wouldn't start to disappear or break into a million little
pieces – start to thicken and harden, then almost immediately start
to crack as his continuing Shut up!s and his brother's moans
brought their mother up the stairs, where, placing an arm around
his brother's shoulders, she eyed the boy sharply, her face harsh
with condemnation. Pointing a finger at him, she shook it in rhythm
with her words:

“John, this is not acceptable. You must not hit other people, do you
understand?" Not waiting for him to nod an
affirmation, she continued. "You
have got to stop acting
this way. You’re acting like a three-year-old child. If you want to
grow up to be a man someday, you need to learn to be mature and
stop getting upset over every least little thing. If you keep on
this way and don't learn to be mature about things, you will never
grow up to be a man.”

So that's it, the boy thought, wiping away
his tears as he stood alone in the loft after his mother had taken
his brother downstairs for further comforting. Yes, that's it –
“mature.” A new word to understand – a word that could help him
learn how to be a man.

That night in the bathtub, the boy listened to the
water’s gushing, tried to enter its trance space. “Get away! Get
away! Get away!” he whispered as always, but this time the water
refused him, its noise and heat resisting instead of embracing,
pushing his plea back into his mouth. Remembering his mother's
words, the boy became silent, finding himself feeling suddenly,
horribly embarrassed, monstrously ashamed of his tears and tantrums
and all the feelings behind them. Yes, monstrously ashamed, monstrously humiliated, for “monster” was the
word that came to him now as he sat in the tub, pushing Get
away! further and further down into himself, since that was the
only thing a three-year-old living inside a nine year old's body
could be, wasn't it? A monster?

His tears stopped flowing. He remained quiet as the
water filled the tub; as he pulled the drain plug and let the water
run down, then re-plugged the drain, his mother’s words sounding,
the harshness of her face, with its bunched brows and tight, thin
lips, pulsing in his mind. He waited silently as the water filled
the tub again, his shame and humiliation moving inside him, all
through him, changing into something altogether different –
something hard and fierce.

“Be a man . . . be a man . . . be a man . . . be a
man . . .” At first the words came in whispers softer than when
he'd said "Get away!" And haltingly, with wide gaps between each
utterance. But then the gaps began to close, the words built in
intensity, and he started to feel something filling him each time
he said them. “Be a man! Be a man! Be a man! Be a man!” Something
that pulled the cords of his neck muscles taut; that closed his
hands into fists and pressed his teeth together until his head
began to shake with the pressure, just as – he would one day
realize, remembering and reflecting as an adult – it had shaken on
that first night, the rape night, as he had stood in front of the
bathroom mirror, but this time the feeling wasn't one of insanity,
of losing his mind, but rather of gaining something – gaining an
absolute control.

The words and the way he was saying them felt good,
and so he continued until, though still whispering – ever mindful
not to wake his brother or anyone else in the house – he was
whispering as though he were screaming, with more intensity,
determination than he’d ever said "Get
away!"

 


Be a man! Be a man! Be a man! Be a man!

Be a man! Be a man! Be a man! Be a man!

 


He relaxed his neck muscles after each
whisper-screamed burst, then tautened them again with the next.
Sometimes he just thought the words, didn't say them out loud, the
better to focus on his tautened muscles, on the shaking of his head
and the feeling that was beginning to blossom inside it from the
depths of his paroxysmal rage – a feeling of an utter lightness of
being; of euphoria and blessed release. The boy could hardly
believe it, but as he continued uttering and thinking the words,
tightening his fists, tautening his neck muscles and pressing his
teeth together, he felt a smile start to bloom on his face.

And there was another cause for the happiness – the
boy began to realize – that he found himself feeling in these
moments. A cause beyond, simply, the high he was getting from this
change in the words of his midnight baths: he had finally found a
way, without the help of Lloyd Bridges, to harness his willpower. A
means, through his rage, of turning his willpower inward, against
itself, and every shameful part of himself that might ever attempt
to use his willpower for its own purposes. This way he could be
sure he would never break out of his mold. This way he could train
himself to be a man.
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 Finger Painting

 


The boy sat on the toilet looking up at his mother.
She stood where she had just entered, beside the bathroom door,
soon after the boy himself had come in to pull down his pants and
underwear, sit on the seat, and focus his mind on another bowel
movement, excited to add more to his work. His mother pointed at
the wall, then back at him, shaking her finger up and down, her
voice firm and even.

“This is not how we use the bathroom properly. This
is not the proper way to wipe yourself after a bowel movement. This
is not hygienic – not clean – and simply not how things are done.
You should know this by now – you’re nine years old. Do you
understand?”

The boy nodded his head slowly.

“Good. Then finish up, the correct and proper way
this time, and when you’re done I’ll come back in to clean this off
and you won’t do it again. Do you understand?”

The boy stared at his mother, hesitated, then nodded
again slowly.
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 Metamorphosis

 


Soon, as his father continued to engage in his
nightly fondling, stroking, and sucking, the boy’s penis started to
feel raw and sore, so that when the boy would open his eyes and
lift his hand just enough to look down his body at his father’s
depredations, he would fear what he might see. But the light
filtering through and around the shades of the dormer windows would
be too dim for him to check with any certainty, so he would close
his eyes, cover them back over with his hand, and turn his head
away, the separate, though connected, pain, that he had felt from
the beginning, still all the while pulsing up through his solar
plexus, his mind filled with utter hopelessness, with the thought
that this would never end.

For, after all, he had no choice. No choice but to
take it – all that his father was doing to him and all the pain it
gave him. And not just because his father had said he would kill
him if he told anyone, but because, as well, he'd started to feel,
he wasn't taking the pain only for himself – he was taking it for
the entire family. So that his mother, sister, and brother wouldn't
have to suffer anything like what he was suffering. And so that the
“Smile Club” photos that hung in the downstairs hallway could, by
their presentation of an appearance, however superficial, of a
collective family happiness, continue to give out some sliver,
however thin, of hope for what, as a family, they might one day
actually become; for leaving behind, somehow, some way, the family
that every passing day seemed to make clearer and clearer they
actually were. So that, yes, the photos wouldn’t suddenly change,
with their smiles vanishing and their faces filling with tears and
cries; cries he could imagine sounding through the house in the
stillness of the night; cries of the sort that fit, the boy felt
sure, the name of a Book of the Old Testament the minister at
Westminster Presbyterian would sometimes, opening the King James
Version of the Bible, read verses from: a Book named
“Lamentations.”

And then, too, there were the “Smile Club” photos
that were yet to come; yet to be taken, then framed, captioned, and
added by his mother to the wall. The ones that would never be if he
couldn’t keep taking the pain for however long it took; for however
long his father continued giving it.

And so the boy would close his eyes and let his own
meager, constricted flow of tears – that would start from the
stinging rawness, the pulsing soreness of what his father was doing
to him – dry on his cheeks and take it.

It would only be when he would enter the bathroom,
switch on its overhead light, and gingerly remove his underwear,
which he would pull back up to his waist every night after his
father would leave his bed, that he would see the damage done: his
penis, head and shaft, was changing into a swollen mottle of dark
reds and purples, so that it has begun to sting when the water
filling the tub rose to meet it, hurting as much as or even more
than it did when his father would lick and suck and fondle it; so
that the water’s gushing warmth no longer gave him comfort as he
examined this part of himself that now appeared to him as ugly and
grotesque, as monstrous as his three-year-old behavior; as he
whisper-screamed, “Be a man! Be a man! Be a man!” with an
ever-increasing despair – a despair that was making ever deeper
inroads into whatever lightness and euphoria the words and their
accompanying rage had been managing to produce.

And so the boy – his mind now faced with inescapable
evidence of what his father was doing to his body; no longer able,
in the water's gushing warmth, to so easily forget – would wonder:
how much longer would he be able to last? How much longer could he
take it?
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 Bedtime Prayer

 


Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.

If I should die before I wake,

I pray the Lord my soul to take.

Amen.

 


One night the boy, his bedtime prayer just finished,
started to whimper as his mother tucked him in, but this time his
mother didn't tell him as he feared she might – as she had when he
had had his last tantrum – that he was acting like a
three-year-old; instead stayed silent as his whimpering continued;
as puzzlement, then concern clouded her face.

“What’s wrong, John?”

He shook his head, kept whimpering.

“John, please tell me what’s wrong.”

His eyes grew wet with tears; he shook his head
again.

“John, please, you have got to tell me what’s
wrong.” His mother’s words sounded like the look on her face –
pleading, determined.

He hesitated for just a second longer, then,
releasing a sighing cry, pulled his pajama bottoms and underwear
down enough for his mother to see. Her eyes grew wide; she gasped,
then, trying to recover, took a deep breath, gulped silently.

“How long has it been this way?”

He whimpered, shook his head, his voice a moaning
despair:

“I don’t know.”

His mother kept staring, gulped again.

“How did this happen?”

He hesitated, closed his eyes, whimpering,
remembered his father’s words; shook his head slowly back and
forth.

“I don’t know.”

Mirroring him, his mother shook her head back and
forth as well; as, eyes still wide, she continued to stare.

“Tomorrow morning we’re going to Doctor
Sealy’s.”
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 What His Father Asked

 


That night, after his father had come to his bed and
started, the boy, unable to hold in his feelings any longer, felt
tears running freely under his left hand, making their way down his
face. He lifted his hand, opened his eyes, glanced down his body,
then closed his eyes, turned his head away, and let out a moaning
sob of despair. That's when he felt his father pause, heard his
father’s voice, sad-sounding and with the barest tinge of what
years later, as an adult, he would name as compassion:

“I guess that hurts, doesn’t it?”

The boy nodded, felt his chest rise high, then fall
as he let out another sob, opened his eyes and lifted his hand to
see his father, lips pursed, staring at his penis with a lost,
vacant look, as if his eyes were only halfway looking at his penis,
were halfway looking inside themselves, searching for something
long since lost, long since forgotten.

(It would, anyway, seem plausible at least – that
his father’s eyes had been thus searching, perhaps for his own lost
and forgotten innocence – when the boy would one day, as an adult,
consider this pivotal moment of the final night of his father's
sexual assaults; would reflect upon it after his mother would tell
him of how, after coming downstairs from putting him to bed, she
had summoned the nerve to confront his father as he was watching
the late news; had told her husband what she had seen – the
condition of their younger son's penis – and asked him if he had
any idea of how it could have gotten that way, then listened to him
deny any knowledge whatsoever. But perhaps, the boy would one day
reflect, his mother’s confrontation had planted a seed of awareness
in his father’s mind; had managed, however slightly, to break
through whatever massive denial or rationalization of his son’s
suffering had, until then, allowed his father to continue his
abuse.)

The boy continued watching his father’s face as it
stared at his penis; continued watching as, after a few moments,
his father, not kissing him or saying I love you this time,
slowly got up from the bed and moved away. The boy listened to his
father’s footsteps quietly descending the stairs, then, for a long
time, the following silence.

And then the boy felt it: he was alone.
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 At the
Doctor’s

 


The boy sat on the edge of the examination table,
its thin, firm, mattress jacketed in a crisp, white sheet, his legs
dangling over the side, his jeans and underwear pulled down to his
thighs. Dr. Sealy stood beside him as she studied his penis,
gingerly lifting, then lowering it.

“You don’t remember an insect or spider biting
it?”

The boy shook his head.

“And you haven’t been touching it since you last
came here?”

The boy shook his head again.

The examination completed, the boy stood in the
waiting room – otherwise empty because his mother had brought him
in before the morning's first scheduled appointment – watching his
mother and Doctor Sealy, who stood close to each other at the
hallway entrance leading to the examination room. Doctor Sealy,
arms crossed, spoke in a low mumble, as she often did when talking
with his mother in the boy’s presence; his mother, her arms crossed
too, periodically nodding, as usual. Despite her mumble, the boy
managed to catch a few of Dr. Sealy’s words including “spider,”
“insect bite,” and one he didn't understand: “masturbation.”

 


His mother stared at the road ahead as she drove
them home, her lips pressed together, her hands gripping and
re-gripping the steering wheel.

“Are you sure you don’t remember a spider or insect
biting it?”

“No.”

“‘No’ you don’t remember or ‘no’
you’re not sure?”

“‘No’ I don’t
remember.”

“And you haven’t been touching it?”

“No.”

“‘No’ . . . ?”

“No, I haven’t.”

His mother pressed her lips together again, opened
them slightly, released a long, thin sigh as she re-gripped the
wheel.

“Well, just don’t touch it.”
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 The Case of His Mother

 


And so, with assists from the pediatrician's
completely off-the-mark alternative diagnoses and the
psychiatrist's prior pronouncement of his psychological normalcy, a
normalcy that by that time the boy was managing to enact more and
more successfully, masking his depression day to day, if not with
an appearance of happiness, then at least with a muted, minimally
sufficient pleasantness, his mother had continued to fail to
connect the dots, including the most telling dot of all: the
condition of her younger son's penis, regarding which the boy had
exhibited not depression but fear – a simple-to-explain fear based
on his penis' condition alone.

Or, at least, to connect the dots sufficiently.

For, the boy-grown-to-man would
consider, she may have connected the dot of his behavior at
the dinner table the night after the rape – though the rape itself
was something of which she had been entirely unaware – with what
Mrs. McCready had told her about his sadness at
school, which she had certainly connected
with the mirroring dot of her observation of his general sadness at
home – a change for which his specific behavior that first
post-rape night at the dinner table, though she wouldn't mention it
in her written testament or otherwise and the boy-grown-to-man
would never specifically question her about it, would have offered
a clear example.

And something else his mother had
noticed which she had connected with his depression was, as she
would state in her testament, that "whereas John's father had
usually picked on his older brother, he had now begun to pick on
John. 'Picking on,'" her testament would continue, "covers a
multitude of seeming trivialities but to a child not trivialities –
small criticisms, correcting table manners, etc. John had become
silent and withdrawn and I had hated it but didn’t know what to do.
I thought I knew the cause – being picked on by his father – but
all of my usual attempts at counterbalancing through positive
reinforcement, which had seemed to help in the past, weren’t making
any difference." The clause "which had seemed to help in the past"
underscoring that his mother had
also noticed his father picking on him on
previous occasions over the years, perhaps, the boy-grown-to-man
would speculate, connected with occasions of his father's prior
assaults. But this time her efforts had been to no
avail.

In any case, when, following Mrs.
McCready's advice, his mother had taken him to Dr. Sealy, Dr. Sealy
had found nothing amiss with his penis and testicles as his
father's assaults, apparently, had yet to produce any visible
injury; and Dr. Sealy, as best the boy-grown-to-man could remember,
hadn't conducted any anal examination at all – had only asked him
whether his "stools" had been regular or not – or, at least, any
sort of anal examination which might have revealed any
still-remaining signs of damage from the rape. Added to which, the
boy's mind had managed to keep the truth well hidden, even from
himself, in his sessions with the psychiatrist, making it all the
easier for his mother not to connect – or connect sufficiently –
what might be termed his depression dot cluster with most or all of
the additional dots of which she had or would soon become
aware:

 


– With the dot of her
younger son's midnight baths, regarding which she would tell the
boy-grown-to-man that she remembered waking in the early morning
hours, before dawn, and hearing the upstairs bathtub water running;
remembered at some point deciding to ask him if it was he who was
taking the baths, not his brother, and his saying yes, but that she
had no memory of ever considering that this behavior might be
attributable to anything in particular, beyond his general
depression and apparent difficulty sleeping.

 


– With the dot of his tantrums
against his brother.

 


– With the dot of his spreading
his feces on the bathroom wall.

 


– And, above all, with the dot of
his raw and swollen penis, a condition which, the boy-grown-to-man
would reflect, would in today's world – a world in which awareness
of and accurate knowledge concerning child sexual abuse is so much
greater and more pervasive than it was then – set off alarm bells,
but which, back then, their pediatrician could assess as most
likely due to an insect bite or excessive masturbation with not
even the slightest thought given to the possibility of sexual
violence; an assessment which would have combined with the
psychiatrist's as two opinions by medical experts directing his
mother away from connecting dots in any fashion that might have
suggested a possibility so horrible as that her husband was or had
recently been sexually assaulting her younger son.

 


"Back then" – for the
boy-grown-to-man would have to keep reminding himself to frame his
efforts at understanding in the context of those times. To keep
reminding himself of this when he would return to a series of
questions: Shouldn't the condition of his penis have
triggered at least a single alarm bell, however faintly? And
particularly within the context of his depression, of which both
his mother and Dr. Sealy had been fully aware? For what were the
chances that a child would masturbate so excessively as to inflict
such injury and pain upon themselves? Or even if a child did so,
that such a degree of self-harm might not have as its psychological
origin harm inflicted by someone else? Or the chances that an
insect bite, or even a series of bites, and even if subsequently
scratched to excess, would produce the particular type of damage
his penis would have exhibited – a type of damage that, to a
medical professional trained to detect it, might, at the least,
have signaled a strong possibility, and perhaps have provided the
very signature, of sexual abuse?

"Back then" – for, it seemed,
almost no medical professionals, perhaps none, received any such
formal training, in medical schools or residency programs, at that
time, pediatricians included. As an aging,
soon-to-retire Dr. Sealy would tell him when he would visit her,
seeking answers, as an adult, "We – we doctors – didn't even
consider the possibility back then." Perhaps, at least, most
doctors, the boy-grown-to-man would muse, though it was difficult
to believe that at least some doctors, even back then, wouldn't
have possessed the general life awareness to consider such a
possibility. In any case, Dr. Sealy hadn't, not, anyway, for a boy
like himself – a boy from a respectable, middle-class, high status,
looking-good (to the outside world) family such as his.

And while the facts that it was
his father who was the actual cause and that his father had
threatened to kill him if he told anyone had, with the pull of his
mother's questioning, crept to the edge of his consciousness the
previous night, these facts had, to the best of his adult
recollection, remained well sequestered in his usual daytime
oblivion while at Dr. Sealy's, and in any case, the
boy-grown-to-man would reflect, even if Dr. Sealy had possessed the
awareness to consider the possibility of sexual assault and had
asked him if another person had been in any way touching his penis,
the chances would have been great that he would have denied that
anyone had, either because he wouldn't have remembered or, even if
he had remembered, because he would have recalled his father's
death threat as well. Which would have then left it to Dr. Sealy,
had she possessed, as well, the awareness that perpetrators often
make such threats to prevent their child victims from disclosing to
anyone, to not simply accept his denial at face value.

And so forth and so on.

But, of course, the
boy-grown-to-man would have to remind himself when he would feel
himself descending into the whirlpool of such hypotheticals, all
such speculation was, in a fundamental sense, purely academic,
failing, as it did, to confer any concomitant powers of time
travel, any power to change the past.

But his actual goal, the
boy-grown-to-man would then further remind himself, wasn't the
patently impossible quest of reworking the past but, rather, of
understanding the past more clearly so that he could then more
easily let go of any bitterness or other negativity he would
sometimes feel the past still carrying into his present life. So
that, in the case of his mother, he could more clearly see how,
with the backing of the opinions of two medical professionals, she
could have managed to look the other way; to not connect – at least
not sufficiently – all the dots that presented themselves when he
was nine.

And, it seemed, to not connect any of those dots
with the dots that had previously appeared as incidents over the
years:

 


– The dot of her husband's
masturbation-based pedagogy for father-to-son sex
education.

 


– The dot of The Bear Incident at
her husband's father's house – of, waking in the middle of the
night to her younger son's cries, coming upon her husband in the
bedroom for their sons, her younger son telling her that a bear had
hurt him "down there."

 


– And the dot of The Bathtub
Incident, in which, as she had knocked on the bathroom door, asking
to be allowed in, she had clearly suspected something, though her
failure to connect this dot had lain rather blatantly – the
boy-grown-to-man would one day reflect – in her putting, and with
the undeniable imprimatur of a slap across the face, the blame for
whatever had occurred on her son instead of her husband, and
though, in this particular case, she may have already partitioned,
have already enfolded her memory of this incident into oblivion by
the time he was nine.

 


As to the underlying why of his
mother's not connecting the dots, or not sufficiently anyway, the
boy-grown-to-man would, in addition to the particular
anti-connective influence of the opinions of the two medical
professionals, consider a number of additional factors, chief among
them his mother's economic dependency upon his father – a
dependency which could well have set in her mind a subconscious
bias towards avoiding, if at all possible, acknowledgement of
anything which would have put the continuing ethical legitimacy of
this dependency at such immediate and absolute peril as a
clear-eyed recognition of any significant possibility that her
husband was sexually assaulting one or more of her
children.

And this dependency existing, the
boy-grown-to-man would reflect, despite his mother's B.A., with a
double major in Latin and Economics, from Agnes Scott, a
prestigious Southern women's college, for it wouldn't have been at
all easy for a housewife, even one as well-educated and intelligent
as his mother, to start a career back then, and besides, his mother
had been socialized, at home and by society in general, to believe
that the proper place of a woman with children was, if economically
feasible and with few exceptions, exceptions for which her
upbringing would have inclined her never to consider herself a
candidate, in the home.

Added to which was his mother's
substantial ignorance at the time – which mirrored an at least for
the most part society-wide ignorance – regarding child sexual
abuse, and, most particularly, the fact that perpetrators are often
known by and in close relationships, including family
relationships, with their victims; her ignorance due to the
apparent absence, at home or in her formal schooling, of any
relevant education.

And as to the why of
his decision, as a
child, not to connect the dots for his mother by telling her the
truth, there was, of course, his father's death threat, besides
which he had the lesson – not consciously remembered at the time
but, the boy-grown-to-man would feel, exerting its influence from
his subconscious – of The Bathtub Incident: of his mother slapping
his face, putting the blame on him for what he and his father had
been doing when his father had come into the bathroom to take a
bath with him. A lesson that would have given him cause to fear, at
least subconsciously, that even if he told his mother the truth,
she would end up blaming him instead of his father once again, this
time for the condition of his penis. And especially if his father,
as he may well have done under such circumstances, had insisted
their younger son was lying. (Though as a child, the
boy-grown-to-man would reflect, he hadn't been aware of the
separate example of his mother's prior credulity for his father's
explanation as to why he would masturbate in front of their older
son, or of her credulity's broadly applicable basis in her belief
in a wife's Biblically-compelled deference to her husband, but
still, this example of his mother's tendency to acquiesce to his
father's explanations would, when the boy-grown-to-man would learn
of it as an adult, lend support to any intuition he may, as a
child, have had in this regard.)

Added to which would have been his
perception, as a child, of a basic power differential between his
father and his mother – that when it came to having one's way, his
father was, at least in most cases, the stronger. For, after all,
wasn't his father their family's sole breadwinner, and didn't this
role seem to place his father above his mother power-wise? Besides
which, didn't his father seem to have free reign, without any
effective opposition from their mother, to verbally assault him,
his siblings, and their mother as well? (One of his lasting
memories would be of lying in his bed, his heart so full of aching,
as he would listen to his father berate his mother in their bedroom
downstairs – for what he could never clearly hear or understand –
until his mother would break down in tears as she started pleading,
"How can you be so cruel?! How can you treat me this
way?!")

Thus his calculation – entirely
reasonable and understandable, particularly from his child's
perspective, and which the boy-grown-to-man would recall making,
wordlessly, intuitively, in his moment of hesitation when his
mother asked, "How did it get this way?" – that even if he did
connect the dots for his mother; even if, instead of, "I don't
know," he were to say three different words – "Father did it" – his
mother might very well end up failing to protect him, or even to
believe him. His calculation that telling the truth wasn't worth
the risk of such failure, given, especially, his father's death
threat.

 


And above everything, would it
have made any difference? Any difference if his mother
had connected the dots,
or he had connected them for her, and if she had then tried to
protect him?

For there was another, an
overarching, extra-familial factor. As his mother would say in one
of their conversations within a year or so before her death, "Even
if I had managed to open my eyes to what was happening and then
told others – said to them that your father was sexually abusing
you – who on Earth would have believed me? No one – not a soul in
the world would have believed me."

Not publicly anyway.

For, as his mother would
emphasize, his father was still at the time – both as a Vanderbilt
professor and a deacon at their church – a prominent and respected
man in their community. For this was before his alcoholism had
started to impair his job performance – an impairment that would
eventually result in the university pressuring him into early
retirement – to any noticeable degree.

And, back then, a man as prominent
and respected in their community as his father would have scarcely
been vulnerable to being held under even a single iota of suspicion
– not publicly anyway – of sexually abusing children. As
powerful as patriarchy remains today, such was its even greater
power then.

(Though it would also occur to the
boy-grown-to-man that if he had told his mother it was his
father who had made his penis that way and if his mother had then
told others, his father, out of an abundance of caution to protect
his precious reputation, would have found it exceedingly difficult
to cause his younger son any further harm; harm that – with his
wife having brought things out in the open to some key individuals
(the pediatrician, the psychiatrist, and . . . who else?) – would,
even if those individuals had doubted what she had told them,
almost surely, the power of patriarchy notwithstanding, have
brought him under suspicion. But, of course, the boy-grown-to-man
would reflect – reflect in his efforts to accept his having kept
the truth from his mother, or, rather, the truth behind the truth
of his raw and swollen penis, which he had revealed – as a
nine-year-old child he had lacked the capacity for such awareness
and reasoned calculation.)

 


And not that any public suspicion or his mother's
awareness of the truth behind the truth would, individually or
together, have served to defeat his father in any power struggle
with his mother for custody of their children. For there would have
been, of course, and quite properly, the basic legal presumption of
innocence until proven guilty – this in what would have been a
swearing contest between him and his mother versus his father, and
this assuming that he, though a child, could have held firm to
telling the truth in the face of any pressure he might have felt
from his father and that, in a courtroom, deposition, or otherwise,
his father's attorney might have managed to exert. For how does one
prove a crime, to the satisfaction of judge or jury, lacking any
evidence beyond the testimony of the child victim and the
non-offending parent, as intra-family child sexual abuse so often
lacks? And would have in their case.

Unless, of course, he would further speculate,
feeling his mind sucking him more forcefully down the whirlpool of
what if, there had been a forensic examination of his anus,
anal canal, and rectum. And this if he had managed to remember and
tell his mother about the rape, in addition to what his father had
done to his penis. And if any physical damage from the rape would
have persisted by the time of the examination. And on and on the
what ifs would go, sucking him into their vortex.

Still, as much as his speculating could obsess him,
it more and more, on balance – to the degree that he didn't let it
dominate his life, which through various mindfulness techniques
(yoga, meditation, and so on) and a steadily increasing ability to
manage his time, focus, and energy he increasingly learned to do –
helped to heal him. And in a way that included
the realization that even in today's more enlightened times, even
with the supporting testimony of a child psychiatrist or
psychologist trained in questioning children to ascertain the
accuracy of child-reported sexual trauma (an expertise much more
readily available today than it was then, if it would have been
available then at all), such trauma can – again, quite legitimately
– be difficult to prove, and especially absent physical evidence,
to a degree of certainty meeting the legal standard for a criminal
conviction: guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.

And so, to whatever degree his
mother's brain may have been just a few neuronal firings away from
acknowledging the strong possibility that her younger son was being
sexually assaulted by her husband, her mind may have in one way or
another, including subconsciously, been at all times maintaining a
recognition of the realities pragmatically constraining her viable
options, including what could have been a very real possibility
that opposing her husband publicly might well have led – in any
legal battle – to her having to cede custody of her children to
their abuser.

But couldn't his mother have gone
rogue, the boy-grown-to-man would find his mind whirlpooling. Have
saved them, not by any direct, overt accusation against her husband
of sexually abusing their children, but by some sort of
indirection? Have found another economically successful male –
perhaps still single, perhaps divorced, perhaps as unhappy in his
marriage as she was in hers – to be her lover and, finding some
other legally justifiable reason to divorce her husband (mental or
emotional cruelty perhaps?), done so, taking her children with her?
Theoretically, he supposed, in the sense that some women in his
mother's position almost certainly would have pursued such a
stratagem. But it simply hadn't been in his mother's particular
makeup – whether due to her family upbringing, overall
socialization, DNA, or all of these factors – to do so.

And it wasn't, the
boy-grown-to-man would remind himself, that his mother had done
nothing. For she had confronted his father to the degree of telling
her husband what their younger son had shown her, asking her
husband if he had any idea of how their younger son's penis could
have gotten that way – a confrontation met with her husband's quick
denial but that seemed to have had the crucial effect of beginning
to stir some inkling of compassion in his father's conscience
which, later that night, would combine with his younger son's
freely flowing tears to move him sufficiently to cease his assault
and refrain from any further assaults upon his younger son from
that point on (though the boy-grown-to-man would always have to add
to this thought the major qualification that any such inkling of
compassion may very well not have extended to his sister, or to his
older brother for that matter).

 


Pondering all of these things at
various times over a period of years and decades, the
boy-grown-to-man would reach a point at which he could fully accept
his mother's apparent inability to come to any full realization of
a significant possibility, at least, that her husband was sexually
assaulting any of her children, this though, with respect to
himself anyway, she may at least several times have come very close
to this realization, the night she questioned his father about his
raw and swollen penis included. And he would reach a point at which
he could fully accept, as well, his mother's related inability to
protect him, with this second inability both consequent and
contributory vis-à-vis the first.

Just as he – keeping in mind his
intuition that his mother might very well not be able to protect
him were he to tell her the truth – would come to fully accept his
decision not to say, "Father did it" – to say, instead, "I don't
know."

Still, all such acceptance
notwithstanding, the substantial disconnect that had existed
between himself and his mother when it had come to his father's
sexual assaults could continue, at times, to fill him with sadness.
A disconnect and sadness for which he would find the most fitting
metaphor in a dream he remembered having when he was three or
perhaps four, before his sister was born, when he and his brother
had had separate downstairs rooms for their bedrooms in the house
on Central. In his dream he was lying awake in his bed in the
middle of the night quite upset about something – about what he
couldn't recall, and the dream may not have given a reason. A
just-completed, actual assault by his father perhaps? In any case,
in the dream he was crying out for his mother and his mother had
come to the door of his bedroom in her long white nightgown but
then had come no further, her expression revealing neither
disapproval nor compassion as she gazed at him from the door, she
and her gown seeming to glow, ghost-like, in the ambient dimness.
He had kept crying out to her, but she hadn't moved from the
doorway, unable, it seemed, or perhaps, however sorry she may have
felt for him behind her neutral gaze, unwilling to come any closer
– any nearer, the boy-grown-to-man would reflect, to what his
suffering may have represented, to where it may have come from.
Reflecting further, the boy-grown-to-man could see that the dream
had presented him with his hope for his mother's comfort and
protection, but a comfort and protection she had largely, when it
came to his father's sexual assaults, been unable
provide.

 


And yet, he would always remember
his and his mother's substantial positive connection as
well:

 


– Would remember their hugs, full
of love, through the years, including the added press of the hugs
she would give him, as though each hug might be their last, at the
end of his visits – one or two per year – in the years leading up
to her death; when he would pause for their goodbyes at the
threshold of her annex rooms, that his brother had added to his
house in Memphis for her to live in after their parents' divorce,
before going to his rental to drive away.

 


– Would remember all the way back
to when he was a baby, when he and his mother would share a gleeful communion as she would change his
diapers; she, smiling and baby-talking to
him as she wiped him clean, put aside the soiled, cotton diaper for
washing, and positioned a fresh cotton one beneath him before
placing an open safety pin between her lips, pulling one side of
the diaper's corners together, pinning them, doing the same for the
opposite side, and then leaning down repeatedly to blow raspberries
into his stomach as he would laugh and laugh, raising her head each
time to look into his eyes, her own so full of her sheer delight at
his existence, and of his at hers.

 


– Would remember back further
still, all the way to his infancy, this memory occurring when he
was living in Japan, a country which, during his more than three
decades of residency there, would, while failing to provide an
effective escape from his past – whose negativity, he would learn,
he would carry inside him no matter where he went to the degree he
tried to avoid it – would provide, when used to advantage, a haven
for his healing. The memory occurring when, after bathing at a crowded onsen near his home, he would find
himself stricken with an intestinal virus generating nausea,
vomiting, severe stomach cramps, alternating chills and fever, and
aches throughout his body. Would lay out his futon, crawl under the
covers, and lie nearly motionless for several days, save for
occasionally contracting into a fetal curl on his right or left
side, the room's mirroring stillness seeming to offer what his body
most needed, allowing him rest, and it was once, during this state
of his having been gastrointestinally flattened, with his gut
microbiome decimated to a degree of absence that, as his checking
would confirm, normally exists only in newborns, before the biome
has begun to develop, that, as he neared the edge of sleep, he
would feel himself falling into a dreamy daze – a daze in which he
would see a vision, as though through a blurry mist, of something
resembling the dome of a temple, though satin-soft, not of concrete
or stone, its surrounding topography fading to an indistinct
blur but with a cylindrical shape at its apex,
swathed, it seemed, in a watery gauze. That he would then recognize
what he was seeing, or, rather, remembering: his mother's breast
and nipple – her right, he would judge, by the vision's angle – and
the watery gauze a mix of her milk and his spittle, exactly as they
would have appeared to him as a newborn, for, as his checking would
also confirm, for the first several days after birth an infant's
vision is blurry, and so would his have been as he suckled at her
temple of life, bathing everything in a lambent softness as
he would move his mouth towards the wondrous temple, partake of its
sustenance, then move away to regard it with an infant's wordless
awe.

(And this memory would have had to
have been from his first days after birth, for his mother would
tell him she had suckled him for only two weeks before turning to
formula, this thanks at least in significant part, it would seem to
the boy-grown-to-man, to the rigid schedule her doctor had
prescribed for her breastfeeding – typical of the 1950s – with the
result that, with her body unable to follow its natural rhythms for
her milk's replenishment, she had soon run out of milk.)

 


And would remember a cold January
day in Tokyo when his mother, using his brother's cellphone, his
brother dialing his number for her, would call him to say,
"Well, John, I have
cancer and I'm dying. I've just entered the hospital. Come quickly
if you want to see me. Of course I want to see you." His brother
emailed him to say she had collapsed in the hallway of her annex
rooms the morning before, lying there until his wife, bringing
lunch, had found her and they'd taken her to the hospital. The
doctors said it was a matter of days, not weeks.

And so he had booked the earliest possible flight,
arriving in Memphis the following evening, his brother meeting him
at the airport to drive him straight to the hospital, confirming on
the way that neither he, their sister, nor, it seemed, almost
anyone else had known about the cancer; their
uncle, perhaps their mother's sole confident, revealing that by the
time she had been diagnosed, several months previous, the cancer
had already so metastasized that its origin – whether the lungs,
liver, or elsewhere – was impossible to determine, but that she
hadn't wanted to worry others by letting them know, and so she had
continued living in her annex rooms, arranging with her doctor to
have a nurse practitioner make regular visits to give her what she
would describe, to her children and others, as a "cocktail" of
medications to help with her breathing and other "health
challenges" – no explicit mention of cancer – and their uncle said
the cocktail had included some chemo but it was already too late.
The cocktail, at least towards the end, had included painkillers as
well.

Self-effacing – the word that, listening to his brother, had come to his
mind. For better or for worse, so very self-effacing. That was
their mother – the way she was; the way she'd been raised to
believe a woman should be.

Their uncle had met them in the
hospital corridor just outside her room, explained she'd been put
on a ventilator and so, with its facemask covering her mouth and
nose, couldn't speak, but, though her eyes were closed, could still
hear.

And so his uncle and brother had
led him into the room, where his aunt, his sister, and nieces and
nephews were gathered around the deathbed. He and his uncle
approaching his mother, his uncle placing his hand gently on her
shoulder.

"Alice, John is here – he's come
all the way from Japan to see you." Her eyes had opened briefly,
halfway, looked to him, then closed again. Despite the
tightly-fitting mask she'd managed a hint of a smile. "Would you
like him to be with you now?"

She'd shaken her head yes
vigorously.

"OK, then all of us will wait
outside, in the hallway, so John can be with you alone for a
while."

His mother had shaken her head yes
again. He'd waited to speak until everyone had left the room, then
begun:

"Mother, I forgive you!" He'd said
it without forethought, with a passionate keenness, and so loudly
that those in the hallway could have easily heard, but he didn't,
as he'd felt himself tearing up, care if they did. "I forgive you!"
he'd said again more loudly, and then . . .

"I forgive you for not protecting
me from father when I was a child! For not saving me from
everything I suffered, then and after, because of what he did to
me! I forgive you for not being able to see what he was doing! For
looking away! I forgive you because you grew up in a society and a
family where you weren't supposed to see it, or challenge it if you
did, especially in your husband! I know you were doing the best
that you could!" And on he'd continued.

His words had flowed in a torrent,
and with "I love you!" interspersed throughout; his mother shaking
her head in affirmation, and shaking it with an equal vigor when
he'd said, "And I'll try to forgive father too!"

His torrent spent, he'd sat in a
chair beside the bed and placed his hand on his mother's, turned
palm up for the IV tube inserted into her forearm. Had sat with her
in silence save for occasionally repeating, "I love you," softly
but with enough volume, he'd judged, for her to hear. After several
minutes, his uncle, brother, and other relatives had reentered, his
uncle explaining that as they had already been at the hospital all
day, they would be leaving for the remainder of the night to get
some rest and would return the following morning. "Why don't you
stay here, with your mom," his uncle had suggested, pointing out a
recliner in the corner he could use, if needed, for sleep; his
mother nodding her assent to this plan when her brother repeated it
to her and so all had taken their leave but himself. As his
mother's breathing had sounded restful, he'd settled into the recliner, taking his laptop from his
shoulder bag to open a particular file – one dedicated to positive
memories of his mother – and, now in the presence of her imminent
demise, he'd perused it with an added concentration, re-reading his
notes on their hugs, her changing his diapers and blowing
raspberries on his stomach, suckling at her breast, and so on, from
time to time drifting off from his jet lag, then coming back awake,
observing his mother resting calmly, then perusing more of the
file.

At some point there was a muted
knock at the door and a nurse had come in and checked the monitors
beside the bed, then his mother's pulse; had then explained she was
going to give his mother a sponge bath, upon which she had
pulled back the bedcovers and before he could look away he had seen
it briefly in the room's dim light, the opening –
as loose, with age, as its grayed, surrounding folds of skin – from
where he had emerged, had come into the world. Had seen it and then
been filled with awe at what he'd glimpsed, together with grief at
its testament to the ravages of time. Had then felt all his
remaining resentment, bitterness, and blame completely fall away,
leaving, for that moment at least, only acceptance and gratitude
for this woman who had nourished and protected him in her womb, had
brought him into the world.

When the nurse had left, he'd felt
himself becoming drowsy again even as a pair of thoughts had
reprised themselves:

 


– That, despite all the love she
had managed to give him, his mother had grown up and lived her
entire life within a web of patriarchy. Or, to employ another
metaphor, the metronome of patriarchy had shaped her life, so often
anyway, to the dictates of its ticking. And it had been patriarchy
that had so severely constricted her ability to protect him from
his father's predations, or even, simply, to see what his father
was doing to him.

 


– And yet, the power of patriarchy
notwithstanding, her love for him, in its healthiest aspects, had
still sometimes managed to shine through.

 


With these thoughts he'd drifted
off to sleep, then, several hours later, woken to the sound of her
labored breathing.

He'd gone to her bed, sat in the
chair beside it, reached his hand to gently touch hers, and said,
"I will always love you." And, "I will always be with you." She
hadn't responded with any nod of acknowledgement, but he'd liked to
think that she'd heard him.

And though, he would later
reflect, a more accurate statement, given his agnosticism, would
have been: "You will always be with me, living in my memory, until
I die, provided I don't first descend into dementia," it had still
felt right to say it as he had, out of his desire to comfort her.
To say it like god might say it – the god in whom his mother had
since her childhood believed. And perhaps in these moments she had
heard his voice as the voice of god. If so, fine, if that had
soothed her.

He'd kept repeating these words
until, whether because they'd reached and soothed her or not, her
breathing had begun to calm; to calm until he could scarcely detect
the bedcovers' movement above her chest; until the lines on the
monitors had narrowed, in their rise and fall, to the slenderest of
bands. Had they been that slender before? He hadn't noticed. He'd
returned to his chair and begun again to doze, then come alert to
the sound of the nurse reentering the room. She'd gone to the bed,
checked the monitors, which, glancing, he could see had now
flatlined; checked his mother's pulse and said with a
matter-of-fact certitude, "She's passed." He'd leaned forward in
the recliner, had felt his breath catch as the nurse had taken out
a stethoscope, placed it, listening, at various locations on his
mother's chest, then confirmed, "Yes, she's gone." He'd stood and
moved to the bed's opposite side, lightly touched his mother's
hand, observing her utter stillness, then breathed deeply, exhaling
slowly as he'd looked away, his eyes drawn to the window blinds –
their lightening with the approach of dawn.

 


And the boy-grown-to-man would,
over the years, from time to time revisit more memories of his
mother:

 


– Of the time when he had been
four years old or so and playing with some wooden building blocks
in the front yard of the house on Central when two older boys,
middle or high school age, had ridden up on their bicycles,
stopping on the sidewalk and observing him with smiles on their
faces as they'd said, "Hey kid!", "Whatcha doin'?", and such; he
pretending to ignore them and so one had said, "This kid doesn't
scare so easy. Let's see what we can do about that," then produced
a string of firecrackers and, after the other had lit the fuse,
thrown them onto the front walkway. As the firecrackers had started
going off, he'd lackadaisically tossed a block over his shoulder in
their direction as he'd gone inside to tell his mother who, as soon
as she'd understood what was going on, had dropped her knitting and
run out onto the front porch yelling, "Get away from my child!" and
"Don't touch my child!"; continuing to yell as she'd run down the
front walkway and chased the older boys down the sidewalk, he
trailing behind her; as, one of her loafers falling off, she'd
picked it up and thrown it at them. Looking at her over their
shoulders, they'd laughed as, standing on their pedals, they'd
peddled in leisurely fashion, gradually distancing themselves and
riding away. An older woman had come out of her house, retrieved
his mother's loafer, and invited them to sit and rest in her living
room. Gently rubbing his mother's back, she'd offered words of
comfort – "You did the best you could," "You chased them away,"
"It's alright now," and so on – over glasses of lemonade,
continuing to calm his mother until she'd settled down enough for
them to walk back home holding hands.

 


– Of his mother, in the days
leading up to Christmas, singing to him at his bedtime from an
illustrated book of carols, often after having readied herself for
bed, the softness of her satin bathrobe as comforting as her touch.
He remembered, particularly, "Good Kind Wenceslas," with an
illustration of the Bohemian king in his fine robes walking with a
servant under a shining moon across an expanse of snow, "deep and
crisp and even," to bring food and wine to a poor man; remembering
how attracted he felt to the compassionate benevolence of such a
paternal figure, perhaps, particularly, as this would have so
contrasted with his father's rages and sullen depressions, and,
subconsciously, with this father's assaults. Remembering, also, the
illustration for "Oh Little Town of Bethlehem," with angels
overlooking the peaceful town in the middle of the night;
overlooking the stable where there glowed what the lyrics said was
an everlasting light; where Mary had just given birth to the baby
Jesus.

 


– Of her various other bedtime
readings, including an illustrated poem about three men
named Wynken, Blynken, and Nod who sailed through space in a wooden
shoe on a river of crystal light; how, seeing them, the moon had
asked, "Where are you going, and what do you wish?" How he would look out his window at the moon and imagine
himself sailing with them to it.

 


– And "Harold and the Purple
Crayon" and other of the illustrated "Harold" books, in which
Harold, a boy who looked about his age, would use his purple crayon
to create worlds in which he would have wonderful adventures but
would sometimes, without realizing what he was drawing before it
was too late, create horrible monsters as well; but no matter, for,
after a few moments of fright, he would, always manage to draw
himself out of his predicaments – part of the stories' obvious
appeal, the boy-grown-to-man would reflect, being Harold's power to
solve even the scariest, most vexing and life-threatening of his
problems through the sheer power of his imagination – a power that,
as a normal boy, he'd lacked.

 


– Of his mother feeding him
Gerber's baby food from the small round jars it came in: his mother
smiling as she would use his bib to daub what hadn't made it into
his mouth, then scoop the next spoonful, waiting patiently for him
to finish chewing and swallowing the previous, then open his mouth
wide.

 


– Of her singing him "Rock-a-Bye
Baby" as, standing, she rocked him in her arms, slowing for effect,
as his smile would widen in anticipation at the lines, "When the
bough breaks / The cradle will fall," and then, with "And down will
come baby / cradle and all," relaxing her arms to let him fall
halfway to the floor or the ground as he would laugh with the dizzy
feel of it, trusting in her completely.

 


– Of the high fever he'd developed
when he was twelve, soon after seeing a film titled
Fail Safe, about a pilot
for the US Strategic Air Command ordered to drop a nuclear bomb on
New York City in compensation for an accidental American first
strike on Moscow. Of how, as his mother had cared for him, he'd
become delirious with imagining that he was the pilot; had finally
come to his senses, his pajamas and bedsheets drenched in sweat as,
dabbing his forehead with a cool washcloth, his mother had told
him, "The fever has broken."

 


– Of his mother working in the
small flower garden she had started in the front yard of the house
on Central, bordering it with bricks set at an angle halfway into
the ground; in a long calico skirt whose broad hem she would tuck
beneath her legs when she would sit on the still unfrozen earth of
late fall, using a trowel to plant daffodil bulbs; of his three- or
four-year-old self feeling satisfied with simply watching her, and
intrigued by her explanation that by planting bulbs before the
winter freeze daffodils would bloom in the spring.

 


– And so on.

 


And so his memories of positive connection with his
mother would, together with his understanding of her upbringing and
social conditioning, counterpoint her failings in connecting the
dots, connecting them sufficiently, or otherwise doing what she
would have needed to do to protect him, or in helping him heal as a
child from what he'd already suffered. Such memories would help him
to let go of bitterness, to forgive her.

And this though it wasn't that, in the weeks,
months, and years after his father – with his I guess that
hurts, doesn't it? epiphany – had stopped sexually assaulting
him, dots hadn't kept appearing, to be seen (eventually) or not
(for years and decades) for what they were.

For appear they had . . .
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 The Big Toe Incident

 


Several months after his father had stopped
assaulting him, with all direct memory of the abuse partitioned in
his mind from his conscious awareness, enfolded in the depths of
forgetting, the boy stood in his upstairs alcove one Sunday
afternoon as he changed from the suit he’d worn for church and the
family's Sunday lunch into his springtime casuals of jeans, a
short-sleeved cotton pull-over, white cotton socks, and the new
pair of Keds high tops his mother had given him for his birthday,
which the family had celebrated the week before with his favorite
dish, leg of lamb with mint jelly, and his mother’s homemade
caramel cake topped with ten glowing candles.

But when, sitting on the edge of his bed, he pulled
off the black socks he’d worn with his suit to exchange them for
the white ones, the boy glanced casually at the toes of his right
foot, he looked again, transfixed, for his big toe appeared as a
mottle of dark reds and purples, grotesquely raw and swollen – so
damaged, the boy instantly feared, it might require amputation. He
stared at it for several seconds longer, utterly absorbed, as
though in suspended time, then began to scream.

His parents' fraught cries reached him from
downstairs, asking what was wrong. Heedless of his toe's condition,
the boy jumped from his bed and dashed across the loft, down the
stairs, and into the living room where his mother, still in the
dress she’d worn to church, pinned with a springtime corsage, sat
at one end of the sofa, her needlepoint set aside, and his father,
still in a light gray, light wool suit, sat at the opposite end
gripping a copy of Time magazine. Staring at him wide-eyed,
their faces strained with apprehension, they asked again what was
wrong and the boy flew towards the open space between them
screaming over and over, “My toe! My toe! My toe!” Falling into the
cushions, he grasped his right ankle and raised his leg to show
them, screaming “Look! Look!” But here his mother’s expression
changed to one of relief. 

“John,” she said with a reassuring calm, “there is
nothing wrong with your toe.” 

The boy looked from his mother back to his toe and,
after a moment during which the damage he’d seen in his alcove
seemed to vanish like evaporating mist, he could see that his
mother was right: his big toe looked perfectly normal.
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 Golf
Course Dream

 


As an adult he would refer to it dryly as a "dream"
– what could be described with complete accuracy as an
all-encompassing nightmare.

He had the Golf Course Dream when he was eleven or
twelve, on the cusp of adolescence, in his maternal grandmother's
Atlanta, Georgia home, where his family often visited during summer
and other vacations. On the night of the dream, a contingent of
second and third cousins – adults and children – were visiting his
grandmother as well, and so, with the house short of beds, the boy
was sleeping on a pallet on the floor of the downstairs study.

 


As the dream began, the boy found his consciousness
hovering over a broad, flagstoned terrace splashed with the
sunlight of a clear, bright day and dotted with wrought-iron,
glass-topped tables around which men and women were sitting as they
chatted pleasantly while sipping from glasses of iced tea, the men
in slacks and plaid button shirts and the women in short-sleeved
summer dresses, all mirroring what the boy’s parents and other
adult relatives had worn that afternoon as they’d chatted just as
pleasantly while sipping iced tea around an identical table on his
grandmother's flagstoned back porch. And sure enough, as it
examined the dream terrace more closely, the boy’s hovering
consciousness could see their smiling faces here and there as the
clinking of the ice in their glasses accented the melodious drone
of their Southern-accented voices.

Then his consciousness drifted away from this scene
and started to pass swiftly over a rolling expanse of well-tended
grass like that of a golf course fairway. On and on his
consciousness moved until even the faintest traces of the voices
from the terrace had disappeared and he found himself enveloped in
silence, floating over a hole like the hole of a golf green.

Inside the hole’s dark interior, numbers began
appearing, large at first – four digits, then three digits – but
with each number lower than the previous, and that was when the boy
suddenly realized it: when the numbers reached zero, the Universe
would end. In an instant. The entire Universe, all of it – all of
the things in it and all of the space between the things – and boy
found his mind was somehow capable of comprehending, intuitively,
the implications of this – of a Nothingness so total, complete that
it would cease, somehow, even to be Nothingness; the boy at the
same time feeling his utter and complete terror exponentially
increased by the realization that he was the only person in the
entire world who was aware of what was about to take place; that
none of the adults – who should have been aware but who were,
instead, sipping iced tea on a far-away terrace, enveloped in the
cloud of their own pleasant conversation – had the slightest idea
of what was about to happen, so that the entire responsibility to
stop it – to stop the entire Universe and even Nothingness from
ceasing to exist – rested completely with himself. The only thing
was, the boy realized he has absolutely no idea of how to stop it–
to stop the numbers from reaching zero, and so, his attention
transfixed, he watched helplessly as they fell to double, then
single digits, and then so suddenly it was there – 0 – shining for
the briefest instant before vanishing into blackness.

The boy woke to a scream that poured through,
enveloped him, then realized the scream was his own; found himself
sitting bolt upright on his pallet, his pajamas drenched in sweat.
The cousins sleeping with him in the study surrounded him, their
mouths agape; then came his parents and other adults from upstairs
bedrooms, their fear-edged voices climbing over each other, asking
what was wrong. Then, as the boy heard his screams die down, then
cease, and though he could still see fear in their eyes, the adults
began uttering reassurances:

"You’ve had a nightmare – that’s all . . . There’s
nothing to worry about – it was a dream, just a dream . . . You’re
OK now . . . There's nothing to worry about at all."
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 Invisible

 


Remembering what he would come to think of as The
Big Toe Incident, the boy-grown-to-man would, as an adult
recovering from the persisting effects of child sexual abuse, be
unable to recall anything in his parents’ words that in any way
suggested they necessarily connected his ephemeral hallucination of
his toe's damaged state to the then still recent condition of his
penis. Of course, he would reflect, one or both of them may well
have made this connection in their thoughts but decided to conceal
it from him since, he would speculate, they wouldn't have wished to
remind him of an unpleasantness he had apparently by then
forgotten. 

And perhaps too, he would think, they had felt the
matter of his penis required no further mention, for his mother had
seemed to accept without further questioning Dr. Sealy’s
suggestions of possible causes, and his father may even – thanks in
part to his alcoholism, in part to his inability to face what he’d
done – have managed, by then at least, to create his own neural
partitions, ones that served, and without, necessarily, any
conscious desire or intention on his part to do so, to suppress
entirely all memory of the sexual abuse he had inflicted upon his
son. And with this partitioning perhaps even having functioned, as
had the boy's, in real time – by blanking out each assault from his
conscious awareness from just after each had occurred.

Or perhaps, alternatively, his father had managed to
convince himself that what may have seemed like memories of such
abuse were in fact no more than tormenting fantasies; or,
alternatively still, even if he did remember his assaults, perhaps,
through the incredibly twisted rationalizations of which
perpetrators are capable, his father had succeeded in continuing to
persuade himself that everything he had done to his son must have
somehow been justified; have amounted to no more than well-deserved
punishment for whatever misbehavior the boy had – whether in
reality or just in his father's mind – engaged in, and so had not
amounted to abuse.

Still, the boy-grown-to-man would reflect, though
they all – he as well as his parents – had had reasons for wishing
to cling, by any means necessary, to a semblance of normalcy, the
truth had resisted complete suppression; had managed to come out
indirectly, through the simple economy of a conflation in his mind
of two anatomical appendages similar enough in shape and appearance
to generate a momentary, hallucinatory fusing, and to do so in a
way that reached into his everyday life to issue a cry for help –
yes, ironically, a cry to the chief enabler and to the perpetrator
of his abuse, but then what could one expect, for they were, after
all, still his parents, whom his boy self wished to see through an
idealizing lens, as his at least potential saviors. A cry for help
that subsided, unrecognized – or, by his parents,
unacknowledged at least – almost as soon as uttered, folded into
the modicum of normalcy – or its appearance at least – that,
despite its frequent continuing derangement by his father's
alcoholism, emotional abuse, and other dysfunction, the boy, his
siblings, his mother, and even his father tried their best, in
their family life, to, however gossamer its tenuous fragility,
sustain.

 


As for the Golf Course Dream, the boy-grown-to-man
would reflect that though science remained incapable of linking
dreams directly to childhood abuse – of tracing with certainty the
synaptic pathways between the two – this dream could be viewed,
nonetheless, as having carried such meaning, for a child being
sexually abused within a family, particularly an affluent family,
may on some level begin to sense the vastness of the distance
between the family’s societal facade – which in the case of an
affluent family exudes status, respectability, comfort, and ease –
and the reality of the abuse the facade serves to conceal. Would
realize that such a child as he had been may begin to sense this
vastness from an early age, and may through this awareness feel its
massive isolation – an isolation it feels not just vis a vis
society but, as well, within the internal secrecy dynamics of the
family itself – being multiplied exponentially, made
all-encompassing by society’s silence. 

As an adult, the boy would one day be able to view
the dream’s zero as representing the abuse itself, and the
descending numbers as slivers of time during which some part of his
childhood identity – a part that wanted to believe he had control
over his world – imagined he had the power to stop the abuse, if
only he could think of how. But he couldn’t, and there was no one
to help him, for the adults who might have done so, his perpetrator
and the perpetrator's chief enabler included, were lost in the
world that helped hide the abuse – a world of iced tea and pleasant
conversation (along with the more animated though still
harmoniously pleasant badinage of alcohol-fueled faculty
parties).

And just as with the zero in the dream, his father's
assaults, as they occurred over the years of his childhood, did, in
fact, end his boyhood universe as he would have liked it to be. A
universe in which his core integrity would never be violated and
his life never threatened. In which those on whom he most relied
would, proving themselves worthy of his trust, protect him.

Years later the boy-grown-to-man would be able to
thus consider the Golf Course Dream with analytical coolness, but
in the dream's immediate aftermath, remembering nothing of its
provenance, the boy would feel relieved, simply, that the nightmare
was over.

 


And so the truth would continue to
come out, incognito, after his father's assaults had ended, with
these and all other dots – dots ranging from panic attacks to
social isolation to recurrent depression to feeling he was going
insane to suicidal ideation, among other behaviors and affective
states – remaining for years and decades invisible.
Invisible, that is, in terms of their status as
sequelae of his father's assaults. Dots which, when the
boy-grown-to-man would recover his memories of those assaults,
would only then appear as connected tell-tale flecks of fresh,
bright blood along the path his life would follow – a path on
which, until remembering, dysfunction would often hold the upper
hand; on which, even after remembering, he would, in his journey of
healing, have to make major, ongoing efforts to assure it no longer
did so.
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 The Bedside Table Clock

 


Soon after his father stopped coming to his bed in
the middle of the night, with all memories of the abuse
partitioned, enfolded, the boy, having ended his midnight baths and
starting to pay less and less attention to the bedside table clock,
began focusing instead – as he would lie awake after his mother, or
sometimes his father now, would come up to help him say his prayers
and tuck him into bed – on a small, luminescent cross his father
had recently given him; his father explaining that the cross was a
present from the bank where he had recently opened accounts in the
boy’s and his brother’s and sister's names to save money for their
college educations. Sitting next to the clock on the table all day,
absorbing the sunlight coming through the alcove’s dormer windows,
the cross would, just after bedtime, outshine the clock face,
seeming to mute its glow.

One night when his father was putting him to bed, he
said in a friendly, gingerly tone, “Remember now, don’t put your
hands down there.”

“Down where?”

“Down there, where your underwear are. Keep them
near your chest or chin or somewhere outside the covers. But either
way – inside or outside – not down there, OK?”

“Why?”

“Because your mother and I, and Dr. Sealy too – we
think it’s better for you not to.”

Why, the boy wondered, was his father talking about
this? He couldn’t figure it out, recall any reason. Sure, it felt
good and somehow comforting to touch himself "down there," through
his pajama bottoms and underwear, both at bedtime and later, when
he would find himself lying awake, unable to go to sleep, but what
harm did it do? The only other times he ever touched himself “down
there” were when he was using the bathroom to tinkle and during his
bath before bedtime, when he would wash that part of himself, which
he had begun to do again since the last of his wee wee's swelling
had gone and with only the faintest tinges of maroon and lavender
remaining . . . and how, the boy wondered also, had his wee wee
ever gotten that way to begin with? Dr. Sealy hadn’t seemed to be
certain, and the boy couldn’t remember anything himself. Did Dr.
Sealy, and his parents too, think it had something to do with that
new word – masturbation – he had heard Dr. Sealy say to his
mother? Anyway, his father was telling him not to touch it as
though this were very important, so he might as well go along.

“OK,” he replied, shrugging.

So after his mother or father, having put him to
bed, would return downstairs and he had exchanged goodnights
with his brother (who had finally stopped taunting him when, with a
dull depression blanketing his anger, the boy had stopped
responding to his brother's attempts to rile him), the boy would
stare at the cross, sometimes taking it from the bedside table and
pulling the covers over his head to block out all other light and
observe its glow more intensely. He would fall asleep that way,
then wake in the middle of the night still holding it, but by then
it would be just a faint white smudge or darkened entirely, and it
would feel so very brittle, as though at any moment, if he held it
too tightly, it might crumble into a million little pieces. That's
when the boy would feel an emptiness inside and a pain in his solar
plexus as he would set the cross back on the table beside the
clock, then try to go back to sleep.

But often he couldn’t, not right away, so he would
lie awake thinking of the “Smile Club” photos in the downstairs
hallway, feeling briefly comforted but then, by turns, disturbed as
his mind would flash images – he had no idea why – of the photos
disappearing or their faces, their eyes filled with tears, their
mouths opening wide, on the verge of releasing cries of lamentation
that would sound throughout the house and beyond, even to deepest
space, and so, seeking anchorage, the boy would fall again into
staring at the bedside table clock, its hands moving Time forward,
on and on in steady progression, without ceasing, carrying him
further and further from everything that had happened; everything
his forgetting kept hidden – a forgetting secured by three words
and all they had come to mean:

 


Be a man.
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 Boy
on a Tricycle

 


In the photo his father sits on a tricycle in a
toddler's denim summer romper and tennis shoes, his hair a mass of
red, its curls highlighted by a brightly shining sun. His child
father smiles broadly as, holding the handlebar with one hand, he
points at the camera, at the person taking the snapshot (his
father? mother?), with the other, his face open, relaxed, full of
mirth.

Innocence – the photo shows it full-on; his father's
unadulterated innocence, complete and without blemish, at this
stage of his life, at least with respect to the sexual abuse he
would one day come to perpetrate on at least two of his children,
and beginning, at the latest, from when they would be no older than
he is in the photo.

So, given this initial innocence, the
boy-grown-to-may would ask himself, what could have turned his
father into a perpetrator?

As with the case of his mother's enabling – as with
any behavior by any person – the general baseline answer was clear:
environmental influences, DNA, and the
interaction, epigenetic and otherwise, between the two. The usual
suspects. Fundamentally the only suspects.

But what in particular?

Had his father been sexually
abused as a child? the boy-grown-to-man would often, when pondering
the question, find himself wondering, all the while keeping in mind
that, according to research, a substantial majority of child sexual
abuse survivors, himself included, did not go on, as adolescents or
adults, to sexually abuse children. Still, some did, and for such
victim-turned-CSA-perpetrators their own childhood victimization
couldn't be ignored as a potential causative factor.

His mother would suspect the
answer was yes. "When we were first married," she would recall, "he
told me he always hated to visit his maternal grandfather's house
in South Carolina. Why exactly he would never say, including who it
was there who so bothered him, perhaps because he didn't clearly
remember. Anyway, especially considering what he did to you"
– and to your other son and very possibly
your daughter as well, the
boy-grown-to-man, listening to his mother's recollection, would
think – "it's something I've often wondered about."

Then there was a snapshot among a
number of old photos the boy-grown-to-man would find among his
father's belongings after his death, of his father in what looked
to be his early- to mid-teens, outdoors, with some woods – South
Carolina woods? – in the background; his father dressed in
overalls, wiping sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief, an
axe in his other hand, a foot propped on a stack of chopped wood.
And on the back of the snapshot in handwritten cursive: "Blessings
on thee, Little Man!" and, below this, "Uncle Cam – that stands for
camouflage!" Quite possibly entirely innocuous, the
boy-grown-to-man would realize while also, his imagination resting
on one of innumerable possibilities for the words' contextual
implications, finding himself wondering: could this camouflaging
Uncle Cam have been his father's sexual abuser?

And something else he would recall, about when his
father masturbated in front of him in the downstairs bathroom of
the house on Central: how, as his father had come, tearing off
sections of toilet paper from the wall dispenser to wipe the milky
discharge from his penis, he had said, "It's like blowing your
nose" – precisely, the boy-grown-to-man would reflect, like
something a sexual abuser, enacting the same or similar behavior on
himself or on his victim, might have said to his father when his
father was a boy or a teen.

But in the end, the boy-grown-to-man would realize,
given the absence of any specific, concrete evidence, including
testimonial, the question of whether or not his father had, as a
child or youth, himself been sexually abused was, in the end, a
matter of purest speculation.

 


And of course, the
boy-grown-to-man would from time to time take care to note to
himself in his ruminations, his father was in a very real sense –
in the eyes of the law and society – responsible for his actions.
Responsible regardless of whatever, from his childhood going
forward, may have been the particular causative factors, whether
background or immediately proximate, in his perpetration.
Responsible for whatever sexual assaults he had inflicted on his
own children or on any others. Nothing in the consideration of
possible underlying factors would change this.

Still, the boy-grown-to-man would
reflect, to the degree that such factors could be better understood
as potential precursors for a person's going on to sexually assault
children, effective measures might be implemented towards reducing
the prevalence or influence of such factors and, thereby, reducing
child sexual abuse incident rates going forward.

 


And an added, purely personal
motive for his speculations would be the measure, however modest,
of empathy he would sometimes find himself feeling for his father
in light of the memories he would have – as in the case of his
mother, though substantially fewer – of positive interactions with
his father as well:

 


– A memory the boy-grown-to-man
would think of simply as "Owl Eyes":

When his father was in one
of his all too uncommon pleasant moods, he would sometimes sit
beside the boy on the living room sofa and ask if he wanted to play
“Owl Eyes,” to which the boy would always say yes. To play it, his
father would touch the tips of each index finger and thumb together
to form two separate rings, then, twisting his wrists away from
himself and lifting them up to the level of his forehead, secure
the tips of his middle, ring, and little fingers under his jaw so
that he could press the two formed rings around his eyes, with the
thumbs upmost and more or less against his eyebrows. His father
would then, with his eyes closed, invite him to press his eyes
against the two rings, and then, once he had done so, would open
his eyes so that the boy could see them blinking slowly in the
dimness created by the slivers of light that filtered in through
the cracks between his father's fingers and their foreheads, and as
the boy would continue watching his father's eyes, which always
seemed to possess a fragility and excess moistness at those
moments, and their slowly blinking lids, the boy would hear his
father's voice – in the deepest part of his register and with a
slow cadence that would vibrate through his thumb-and-index-finger
rings into the bone that formed his own eye sockets until his
entire face would begin to feel as though it was vibrating with a
message sent from cavernous depths – would hear his father's voice,
full of what the boy-grown-to-man would one day identify as shyness
mixed with love, intone:

 


“Owwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwl
Eyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyeys.”

 


The boy would always ask his father to do it again,
and his father would always oblige. And then they would separate –
his father with a smile and a gentle chuckle the boy-grown-to-man
would assess as possibly having come from embarrassment over the
extraordinary intimacy he and his father had just, however briefly,
achieved. An intimacy that, even in memory, possessed the power to
hover, ghost-like, about the boy-grown-to-man's face, as though his
father’s visage, with his two hand rings already formed and in
place about his eyes, were on the verge of materializing before
him. The boy-grown-to-man would remember how exceedingly pure this
intimacy felt. How exceedingly pure and normal.

 


– A memory of a crisp, clear
Saturday in early November (November 3rd to be exact, as the
boy-grown-to-man would learn from checking online) when he was
seven years old, when his father took him to see a Vanderbilt
football game – one against Boston College. Why hadn't his father
taken his brother as well? The boy-grown-to-man couldn't recall a
reason – perhaps his brother simply hadn't been interested. In any
case, his father had taken him, and seemed so enthusiastic
about what they were doing in going to see the game, for
Vanderbilt's star quarterback, Hank Lesesne, was one of his best
students. The boy-grown-to-man would remember feeling caught up in
his father's enthusiasm as they walked from where his father had
parked their '53 Plymouth to the stadium and then watched the game;
recall feeling himself so buoyed by the absence of the slightest
hint of anger, gloom, or brooding in his father's mood that he felt
as though his own spirit, from where they sat high in the stands,
stretched, with every shout he gave of "Go Vandy!" – imitating his
father – all the way to the sparkling blue above. And when Hank
Lesesne (the boy-grown-to-man would find the correct spelling on
the internet – as a child he had heard it simply as "La-sane")
threw a touchdown pass and the crowd roared, he and his father with
everyone else, his euphoria grew to its strongest as he felt the
warmth of his and his father's enthusiasm meld together completely
in the bright crispness of the late fall day, and even though
Vanderbilt lost it wasn't by much and Hank Lesesne had a great day
of passing so that his father was still in good spirits as they
walked back to the Plymouth. He was so happy to see his father so
happy, that his father would share his happiness with him simply by
letting him witness it, and that he could share his happiness back
to his father, all in a way that felt so unchained from the
frequent gloom of the house on Central, under the sparkling
blue.

 


– The hugs, to
express his love, that his father would occasionally give him when
he was a teen – straightforward hugs, nothing sexual about them,
although he would remember feeling ambivalent about their
intensity, the surprising, almost desperate tightness of the grip
of his father's arms around him, as though, the boy-grown-to-man
would reflect, his father, were attempting to extrude – very
possibly entirely subconsciously, remembering nothing of what he
had done – all the darkness his sexual assaults had injected into
their bond. 

 


And so forth and so on, though,
when it came to memories of more or less unadulteratedly positive
interactions with his father, there weren't a great many
more.

But still, he could never deny
that he did have some such memories, for he recalled them so
clearly, and that, the boy-grown-to-man would realize, was, in a
way, the hell of it – that he couldn't avoid his father's capacity
for being a decent human being, for behaving non-abusively, even,
at times, lovingly, in a completely healthy way – for it might, he
would think, have been so much easier for him to heal from the
effects of his father's assaults if he had been able to regard his
father as being made of purest evil. That way he could have
monsterized his father – dismissed him as inhuman – though, of
course, even the worst of human "monsters" are no less human for
being so monsterizable, monsterizing being humanity's copout, its
avoidance of owning the depths of the all-too-human capacity for
evil, and of owning whatever concomitant capacities humanity may
possess for avoiding such depths as well, and, therefore, the
responsibility of doing the hard work necessary to, as much as
possible, ensure such avoidance. Yes, the positive memories added a
complexity that would prove difficult, at times, for the
boy-grown-to-man to process, but process the complexity he would,
and feel himself all the more healed for it. 

 


But what the boy-grown-to-man
would find the most useful in his efforts to gain actionable
meaning from his ruminations on the case of his father – more than
any positive memories or than his speculations on possible
precursors, genetic and/or environmental, to his father's becoming
a perpetrator – would be considering certain contextual, societal
factors that amounted to much more than mere speculation; that, in
fact, would have been a virtual certainty, such as that, like his
mother, his father too would have
had his life substantially dictated by the metronome of patriarchy;
a metronome which would have worked incessantly to shame his
father, as a male, into silence when it came to admitting, even to
himself, any degree of vulnerability as great as that involved in
being a victim – if he had been a victim – of sexual
assault; and a metronome which, conversely, would have encouraged
his father, as a teenager and young adult, to take on a persona of
male toughness – and, particularly, of white male toughness – in
order to maximize whatever benefit he could derive from his default
favorable position in a society of white male dominance.

And the boy-grown-to-man would
come, as well, to appreciate the possibly decisive significance of
the fact that in such a society of white, adult male dominance – a
society that suppressed any signs of significant vulnerability
among this dominant group and its youthful aspirants – and a
society in which, in addition, the taboo of silence surrounding
child sexual abuse, which in today's world has been significantly
weakened, was every bit as powerful as the taboo against child
sexual abuse itself, his father's options for seeking help
from whatever point at which he may have begun to gain awareness of
his sexual attraction to children, or, alternatively or in
combination, his desire to exercise dominance over children through
sexual assault, to the point at which he had actually begun
perpetrating – that his father's possibilities for receiving
support for any inkling of a desire he may have felt not to
perpetrate, whether strictly out of moral principles or from
whatever feelings of empathy he may have had for whatever suffering
he may have been capable of imagining or, perhaps, of understanding
based on his own victimization, that his child victims might
experience were he to perpetrate – that these possibilities would
have been virtually non-existent. That his teenaged or young adult
father would very probably have felt it impossible to seek help
from anyone in a society which would have offered no outlets
whatsoever, explicit or implicitly signaled, for seeking such
support – whether from a psychiatrist, psychologist, or counselor,
and this in a time when seeking help for any sort of psychological
troubles was still strongly stigmatized; whether teachers or
religious figures, father or mother figures, his actual father or
mother, other relatives, close friends, or anyone at all. So that
the taboo of silence enveloping the taboo against child sexual
abuse would, protected and nurtured beneath patriarchy's sheltering
sky, very probably have kept his youthful father completely gagged
in this respect, conceding the terrain of his father's future to
whatever ongoing path or paths had led, sooner or later, to his
perpetration.

 


And so the boy-grown-to-man would wonder:

What sort of society could have helped his mother
not to become, to a substantial degree, an enabler?

And what sort of society could have helped his
father not to perpetrate?

What sort of society could greatly reduce the
numbers of both perpetrators and enablers of child sexual abuse,
perhaps to numbers approaching zero, going forward? What, to work
towards these worthy goals, might be the road ahead?

Would wonder, speculate about these questions, and,
while keeping in mind that whatever possible answers he, through a
combination of research, reading, contemplation, reasoning, and
imagination, might envision in the form of various hypothetical
scenarios about the future (and yes, the future,
for he wasn't interested in dwelling on might-have-been alternative
histories of the past but, rather, on what might one day, at least
to some significant degree, actually be), such scenarios would
always be subject to further consideration – to refinement,
modification, or even outright contradiction and replacement – and
might also, in at least some of their aspects, be wildly
idealistic, be so utopian, in fact, as to show him to be a full-out
dreamer; while keeping all of these major caveats in mind, he would
continue to feel that such scenarios – in some of their details
matching his childhood, in others differing completely – were
nonetheless worth the dreaming; worth the effort to, however
provisionally, at least attempt to envision for whatever motivation
they might provide – along with, however imperfectly, some
direction as well – towards the creation of a better world . .
.
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 Future Scenario 1

 


A nine-year-old boy sits at his
school desk listening to one of the school's Health teachers – the
one who visits his class once a week to talk about sexual health.
So far, since the start of school in early September, she's mostly
reviewed what they've been taught about sexual health in lower
grades, such as the importance of respecting and loving their
bodies, including the parts of their bodies that are private, and
the names of their private parts – penis, testicles, and a few
other words for boys; vagina, clitoris, and some other words for
girls; inner thigh, anus, bottom, crotch, and genitals for
everyone. And that each of their private parts either is or can be
a part of their "sexuality," which is a part of them that is very
important and precious and which they will continue to experience,
learn about, and understand more and more as they grow
older. 

And the special teacher now
reviews, once again, what she calls "an extremely important rule":
that almost the only time an adult should ever need to touch their
private parts is when a doctor gives them an examination, and that
even when a doctor touches their private parts, it should only be
to check if their private parts are healthy – that they have no
injury or illness – and, if one of their private parts ever
isn't healthy, to check
how best to give them treatment so that the injury can be healed or
the illness cured. Almost
the only time, she explains, since, if one of
their private parts does have an injury or illness, a doctor may
sometimes ask their parent or parents or other "primary caregiver"
– any adult, the special teacher reminds them, who has or shares
the main responsibility for taking care of them – to help by giving
them a treatment at home, if they do need help, which requires
touching the private part being treated. Or there may be a time
when a primary caregiver may want to quickly check their private
part's condition before
taking them to a doctor, to help decide whether
they should take them to a doctor right away, as an emergency, or
whether it's OK to schedule a regular appointment. But except for
these very special situations, that's the rule – just a doctor, and
just to give them an examination. Otherwise no adult or any
teenager should be touching their private parts at all, even if the
person is someone they love; is someone who is nice to them in
other ways.

Here a girl at a desk next to the
boy's raises her hand and, when called on by the special teacher,
asks, "So even our parents?"

"Yes, even your parents," the
special teacher replies, sweeping them all with her gaze, then adds
that this rule includes all
of their teenage and adult relatives, every one
of them – cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and, yes, their
parents too. "Your parents or other relatives who were your primary
caregivers did have good reasons to touch your private parts if they cared
for you when you were a baby – when they gave you a bath or changed
your diapers," she continues, "but not at the age you are now. And
so now, if one of your parents, or another relative or any adult,
has been touching you that way when none of your private parts has
any illness or injury, you can tell your other parent about it, or
another relative or any adult who isn't touching you that way, if,
that is, you trust them to help protect you from your parent, other
relative, or any adult who is."

"But why is it wrong – for them to
touch us that way?" the girl sitting next to the boy now asks,
giggling self-consciously at her own question. "Very good
question," the special teacher reassures her, then explains: "This
rule helps protect you, as children, from being hurt by teens and
adults; a hurting that happens even if the touching feels good,
because a teen or adult touching any of your private parts – except
for the special situations I've just talked about – means that teen
or adult isn't showing respect for your body and isn't allowing you
to learn about and experience your growing body at your own pace,
for yourself, when you feel ready. That's why this kind of
touching, as we learned last week, is called 'sexual abuse' or
'sexual assault.'" The special teacher makes it clear: if any
teenager or adult isn't showing them respect in this way, they can
tell the teenager or adult to stop, and if that person doesn't
stop, or if it doesn't feel safe to tell them to stop, then they
can tell any adult or adults they feel they can trust, and if they
choose to tell her she will do everything she can to make sure
they're safe and the sexual abuse stops. 

"And so what if," the special
teacher now asks, "there is a teenager or an adult who starts to
sexually abuse, to sexually assault you? And what if that person,
whether they are one of your parents or another relative or someone
else, is someone who is close to you in your life?" She here
reminds them that this is often the case – that adults and teens
who sexually assault a child are usually people the child already
knows, often very well – then continues: "If that happens," she
explains, "then there are ways to make sure that person cannot get
close to you, or, at least, to make sure they cannot be alone with
you, anymore. Because – guess what? – if you report that person as
being your abuser, then, as soon as you report them, you and your
'safe' primary caregiver or caregivers, who could be one or both of
your parents or some other relative, will be offered housing in a
gated housing complex like this" – here the special teacher begins
projecting slides from her computer onto a pulled-down screen at
the front of the class – "with a tall fence all around it and
security cameras and security guards day and night. A housing
complex especially built to protect any child who reports sexual
abuse, physical abuse, or other abuse or neglect" – "neglect"
another term the teacher has taught them – "by one or both of their
parents or other caregivers they've been living with but need to
start living separately from. To protect them and help them heal –
heal their hearts and minds – from anything bad this abuse or
neglect may have brought into their life." She gestures towards the
slides. "As you can see, each apartment is already furnished and is
clean and well-maintained, as are the play areas, indoor and
outdoor. And," she assures them, "any caregiver who you report is
abusing you will not be allowed into the complex."

The special teacher assures them,
as well, that the housing complex has plenty of room – plenty of
empty apartments – since, for one thing, the complex was made that
way on purpose, to always have enough space, and, for another
thing, thanks to programs, for a number of years now, that require
primary caregivers to take free classes that teach them healthy
caregiving skills and how important it is not to abuse the children
they're caring for, and that encourage caregivers to seek help if
they feel they might become abusive, the number of abusive
caregivers – relatives and non-relatives both – has fallen
greatly.

"But what if," she now continues,
"you have a caregiver who is
abusing you, and that caregiver has threatened to
hurt you – to hurt you even more than they already have – if you
tell anyone about their abuse? You might be very afraid to tell
anyone, right? The teacher sweeps them again with her gaze as she
mirrors their nods of yes. Well, what you should know about this is
that if you report that a caregiver has been abusing you – and
whether that caregiver has threatened you or not if you report
their abuse – then, at the same time as you move to safe housing
with your non-abusing caregiver or caregivers, the law requires the
caregiver you report to start wearing this" – here the special
teacher raises her right hand, which holds a thin, circular wafer
about the size, it seems to the boy, of an old half dollar coin;
she bends it slightly between her thumb and index finger to show
its flexibility. "The caregiver you report will be given two of
these, and they will be required to have one of them somewhere on
their body, where it can measure their heartbeat, at all times.
There are many places where it can do that, on the legs, arms,
chest, and so forth, and the device will make a special beeping
noise or vibration to tell the person wearing it when they've put
it correctly in one of those places. Each person has their own,
unique heartbeat, which we now know how to measure with great
accuracy, so this device will confirm that the person you've
reported is wearing it, and it will also tell the police the
person's location – will track them so the police can always know
where they are. It's waterproof and so is the tape – to tape it on
the body – that goes with it, so the person you report can, and
must, wear it twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, in other
words all the time, though they can change its position – where it
is on their body – whenever they want to, and that's what giving
them two of these is for – so they can put one in the new position
before they take the other from the old position and the signal
telling the police where they are is never broken. If they ever
stop wearing it, the police will know it immediately and will
notify the caregiver, or caregivers, you're living with right away.
They'll notify your school too, and they'll send a police officer
to be with you and protect you until they've located the person
you've reported – all to keep you safe. And if this problem – of
the person you've reported not wearing their device – keeps
happening, then the person will be required to wear a tracking
device with a special strap that only the police can unfasten and
that's made of a material that's extremely difficult to cut through
– with scissors, a knife, or anything else, but if the person
wearing the tracking device does somehow manage to remove it, the
police will know right away and can protect you wherever you
are."

"And when I say 'the police,'" the
special teacher explains, "I'm talking about a special police unit
– a special group of police – that focuses one hundred percent on
child abuse. The members of this special unit will monitor the
location of the caregiver you have reported day and night, and stop
them from getting too close to your safe housing complex, your
school when you're there, or any other location your non-abusing
primary caregiver tells this unit that you're going to be
at."

"And the caregiver you report will
be required to wear a tracking device for at the least one year
from the day you report them, and, after that, until you are
eighteen years old, or, if you have a younger brother or sister,
until the youngest of them is eighteen, unless the special police
unit, a judge, and other experts become completely confident that
they are no longer a danger to your safety. This is all a part of
your legal rights, your legal protections – a part of the
fundamental rights of children, rights now guaranteed by an
amendment – an addition – to our country's Constitution, as a key
foundation of our society."

"So, you see, if you
are being sexually
abused and you tell us about it, there's a great deal we can do to
help keep you safe."

Here the special teacher sweeps
them with her smile – a smile that's steady and calm; that helps
the boy to believe her. 

And here, as the special teacher
continues with her presentation, showing them more slides of the
gated complex – its safety, with round-the-clock monitoring by
security personnel; its spacious grounds with several playgrounds
and an arboretum with walking and cycling paths; its counseling
center providing free counseling for children and caregivers both;
its indoor exercise facility, where children can take classes, by
themselves and with their caregivers, in dance, aerobics, tai chi,
qi gong, yoga, martial arts, and meditation – the boy, realizing
that he does indeed deeply believe the special teacher, believes
she knows what she's talking about and is telling them the truth,
feels a glimmer of something begin to shine through all the gloom
he's felt surrounding him lately, has felt moving through him from
the inside out; a glimmer that illuminates, for a moment only
dimly, then with an utter certainty, a sliver of memory: of his
father stroking and sucking his penis the night before, and
previous nights as well. Then remembers his father telling him he
would kill him if he told anyone; telling him this as he'd lain on
top of him, his hands around his neck, his thumbs pressing the base
of his skull at the back of his head, his fingers squeezing his
throat until he'd said he understood.

The boy starts to feel himself
shaking all over as he remembers these things, then sees that the
special teacher sees that he's shaking; sees the concern in her
eyes. The special teacher pauses her presentation, seems to be
thinking, considering, then announces that's all for today, wishes
them well until she sees them next week, then whispers something to
their regular teacher, who tells the class to work on their
extensive reading. As the other students rise from their desks to
go to the bookshelf that holds the books they're currently reading,
their regular teacher calls the boy's name, motions for him to come
forward to where she and the special teacher are standing, which,
though still shaking, he manages to do. His regular teacher tells
him the special teacher would like to talk with him in one of the
school's counseling rooms; asks him if that would be OK. He shakes
his head yes, and now, as he and the special teacher leave the
classroom and start down the hallway towards the counseling rooms,
he feels his shaking start to subside with the touch of the special
teacher's hand, light but reassuring, on his back; then remembers
the private conference he and his mother had with the special
teacher two weeks before – something all the students had had to do
together with one of their caregivers – and how during the
conference his mother had told him that if anything was troubling
him, anything at all that he felt might be causing him to feel the
gloom she'd noticed he seemed to be feeling lately, he could tell
her and the special teacher about it, and that, whatever it might
be, she and the special teacher would do everything they could to
help him. How he'd felt his mother's strength, and the special
teacher's too, when his mother had told him these things. And as he
remembers these things and feels the silent whisper of the special
teacher's hand on his back, saying it's
OK, it's OK, it's OK, he realizes he loves
his father but he has to stop him from doing what he's doing, and
stop him not only for himself but for any other children his father
may be hurting, or might hurt, including his brother and little
sister, even if it means their father might go to jail. And so
feels he absolutely wants to tell the special teacher what he
remembers his father has done, is doing to him, as soon as they get
to the conference room and the special teacher closes the door
behind them to give them the privacy they need. And tell her
things, he senses – perhaps even worse things – that he himself is
yet to remember. For he feels confident the special teacher, his
mother, the special police unit, and others will protect him; will
protect him, his brother, and sister from their father hurting any
of them ever again.

 


Yes, the boy-grown-to-man,
envisioning such a future scenario, would reflect, call him a
flat-out dreamer. But wasn't such a world as this worth the
dreaming; worth the striving for?

Expensive? Of course it would be
expensive to implement such a curriculum and everything – the
counseling, the housing, and so on – that backed it. Much more
expensive than any child protection program of the current day. But
such a program could more than pay for itself, research indicated,
in its substantial reduction of the sequelae, even more costly to
society, of mental and physical illness, addiction, and otherwise
that thread through the lives, going forward, of child sexual abuse
victims who remain imprisoned by their abuse.

And of course nothing could ever
provide an absolute guarantee of safety for children who reported
their abusers. But that didn't mean society shouldn't attempt to
imagine and create as safe an environment for reporting as
practically possible, and, based on ongoing results, constantly
work to improve it. Didn't mean the imagining and creating wasn't
worth the effort, and a moral obligation.

And too, of course, many details
of any such scenario would require careful consideration to make
them a viable reality – assuring the legality of any monitoring
device for example. Still, the boy-grown-to-man would feel, and
with absolute conviction, wasn't the important thing to speculate,
to dream? To try to imagine how things could turn out better for
some nine-year-old boy in the future – a boy in a position similar
to what, in the 1960s, his had been?

"If you tell anyone, I will kill
you." That was the kicker, the ultimate challenge: trying to
envision a world in which some future nine-year-old boy, if told
this by his father just after his father had raped him, would be
much more likely to, despite such a threat, tell
someone.

And in which such a boy's mother,
if told, would respond as the boy-grown-to-man liked to imagine she
would . . . 
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 Future Scenario 2

 


Gripping the car's steering wheel
as she pulls away from the curb, the boy's mother takes a final
glance back at their house; as she finds her imagination conjuring
the wheel, for several seconds, as her wedding ring grown large,
that were she not gripping it so tightly, would spin out of control
and proceed to explode. Then realizing that, of course, the
explosion has already occurred, imagining that were she to look
back at their house again, she would see it apocalyptic – in flames
or the midst of collapse. She takes a deep breath, releasing slowly
as she relaxes her grip on the wheel; takes and releases another to
bring herself back to the Now. Glances in the rearview at her older
son and her daughter, then to her right at her younger son in the
front passenger's seat; mentally notes their ages – eleven, four,
and nine – thinking it's good they're escaping as young as they
are, though every day sooner would have been one day better.
Escaping from her husband, their father, of course, with the house
and her wedding ring, now banished with her engagement ring to an
inner compartment of her suitcase, but innocent bystanders. Feeling
her hands re-gripping, she again breathes deeply, slowly releases,
focusing on the road ahead; reminds herself that all things
considered they're doing Ok; are together and driving to
safety.

"How long are we going to stay at
this place?"

She glances in the rearview at her
older son's questioning stare, starts to answer – "Well, it's like
I said" – but then, hearing the strain in her voice, loosens her
throat with her outbreath, tries again: "It's like I said, we'll
just have to see. It will all depend on some things we don't know
the answers to yet, so for now let's just enjoy our new home from
one day to the next, shall we?" Checks the rearview again, relieved
at her son's bland acceptance – seeming anyway, for now anyway – of
this repetition, more or less, of the answer she'd given ten
minutes before, when he'd asked the same question as, seated at the
dining room table, they were finishing the lunch of sandwiches
she'd quickly slapped together so they wouldn't be leaving on empty
stomachs. Relieved as well at her daughter's at least seeming
contentment as she plays with her favorite doll. Checks the luggage
compartment behind them – the row of suitcases she'd hurriedly
packed, choosing their barest essentials for clothing and otherwise
– then, glances at her younger son; at his straight-ahead stare,
seemingly at the road but perhaps unfocused, at nothing at all.
Stopping at a light, she notes the stiffness in the forward set of
his shoulders and head, reaches over to give his hand a slow, soft
squeeze, thinking that, whatever stress her children may be masking
or displaying, this move to secure housing for caregivers and
children fleeing domestic abuse is an option she's grateful they
have.

"Why didn't we see daddy before we
left? Why can't daddy come with us?" As the light turns green she
glances in the rearview at her daughter. "We had to leave right
away, before daddy could come home from work. And it's just better
if daddy doesn't live with us, at least for a while."
For a while? she
silently corrects herself. 99.9 percent
odds it's forever, after what he's done. No, make that
100. Recalls the call she'd gotten that
morning from the Health teacher, the urgency in the teacher's voice
as she'd asked if she could come to school right away for a talk
with her and her younger son. She'd immediately paused her
part-time online work, made a conscious effort not to exceed the
speed limit as she'd driven over, guessing the meeting would have
to do with the deep depression her younger son seemed suddenly to
have fallen into the month before, and with the baths she had,
since then, sometimes woken in the middle of the night to hear him
taking in the upstairs bathroom he shared with his older brother.
She'd confirmed this the week before, asking her younger son as he
ate breakfast before leaving for school whether it was he, and not
his brother, who was taking the baths. He'd hesitated, then nodded
slowly, but when she'd asked him twice for a reason, he'd deflected
each time with a shrug of his shoulders.

And she'd guessed, as well, the
teacher's call had to do with what her intuition had been telling
her with a growing insistence might be the actual explanation – not
merely paranoid speculation – for three beads of memory her mind
had threaded on a common string:

 


– The first bead was her
recollection of a Sunday afternoon when her oldest son was four;
when, sitting lotus on the living room sofa, she was taking a
meditation break from the part-time work she was doing on her
notebook. She couldn't help but lose her focus on her breathing
when she'd heard her husband telling their older son to come with
him into the downstairs bathroom, saying, as he did so, that he
wanted to show him something. Curious, she'd completed her
meditation with a single deep breath and quicker than usual
release, then gone to the by then closed bathroom door where,
listening intently, she'd heard her husband telling their son he
was going to show him how to use the toilet, upon which she'd
immediately rapped the door with several brisk knocks and explained
to her husband that their oldest was already toilet savvy – that
she'd toilet trained him the year before and he'd learned quite
well. After an awkward silence, her husband had slowly replied with
a tired disappointment, "Is that so? Well then, I guess I don't
need to do this." Had then, after several seconds, as she'd noted
the oddness of his tone, unlocked the door. As their son had
quickly exited, she'd fixed her husband with her stare and, when he
couldn't meet her eyes, found herself thinking, How could you not have noticed – that he's been going to the
bathroom by himself for months? Is that really what you wanted to
show him? But then, she'd rationalized,
perhaps her husband hadn't been observant about this aspect of
their son's development, and so soon she'd stopped dwelling on this
curious incident, but occasionally it would resurface in her
mind.

 


– The second memory bead had
formed the following year, one night when they were visiting her
husband's father, staying at his house set
on a hill overlooking a small town nestled in the mountains of
northeast Georgia. Having put her two sons to bed in one of the two
guest bedrooms, she had returned via a shared bathroom to the
bedroom she and her husband were using, and, with her father-in-law
retired for the night and her husband still downstairs – having,
she assumed, his usual nightcap of a glass or two, or more perhaps,
of brandy or bourbon, scotch or whisky; a habit that had long
worried her though he insisted he wasn't alcoholic, was simply a
night owl who found alcohol conducive to his nocturnal ruminations
– had gone to bed herself, falling into her usual deep
slumber.

Only to wake several hours later
when her younger son's screams had – after, she'd sensed, her
consciousness had taken a number of seconds to fully rouse –
brought her to his bedside; to his strident cries, as he lay face
down on the mattress, of “A bear! A bear!” His insistence – and
despite her repeated assurances to the contrary, that there was no
bear in the house – that a bear had hurt him "down there." "Down
where?" she had asked, seeking specificity. Her younger son had
hesitated for a moment, searching, it seemed, for the word. "My . .
. my . . . my anus," he'd finally said with confidence.
Anus – one of several
words she had taught him so he could name his private parts, and
that he'd learned, as well, in a kindergarten module titled "Let's
Get to Know Our Bodies."

She had continued to reassure him,
saying, “There’s no bear,” and, “I’m here,” and, “You’re safe”;
repeating these things over and over, holding his hand and rubbing
his back as he'd drifted back to sleep, but even as she'd done so
she'd remembered the sound she'd heard as she'd entered her sons'
bedroom – of her husband's footsteps quickly descending the
stairs. What did you do?
she recalls herself thinking as she'd rubbed her
younger son's back. What did you do to our
son? But she'd been reluctant to
immediately confront her husband and so, back in bed, had allowed
herself to fall back into sleep.

"Why, I didn't do a thing," her
husband had assured her when she'd questioned him the next morning.
Yes, of course, he'd confirmed, he had heard their son's screams
from his favorite living room armchair as he'd been in the middle
of mulling this, that, and the other over a glass of brandy. And
he'd assumed she would go to check, as she always did when one of
their sons woke crying or screaming from a nightmare. But when
their younger son had continued screaming, he'd set down his drink
and started up the stairs; had, in fact, almost reached the top.
That was when he had heard her calling out to their younger son as
she'd moved through the bathroom (had she really done that – called
out? she couldn't clearly recall), and so he'd returned downstairs.
After all, she was much better at soothing their kids than he was,
wasn't she? And he, to tell the truth, had just wanted to return to
the armchair and his drink. And, as usual, her nightmare response
had been successful, hadn't it? She hadn't, as usual, needed his
help, correct? In this case to persuade their son that whatever
injury some bear had done to his anus was all in his
imagination.

Her husband's explanation had left
her feeling skeptical. Still, her mind had somehow managed mostly
to let the incident go.

 


– The incident forming the third
memory bead had come a year or so later, one night at their home
when, following her usual routine at the time, she had run their
younger son's bath in the downstairs bathroom, adjusting the water
to a comfortable warmth, then, after he'd gotten in the tub
and started playing with his toy submarine, reminded him to use the
soap to wash his private parts and, closing the door behind her,
left him to himself, returning to the living room and her search
for a movie to watch on her tablet.

Only, less than a minute later, to hear the bathroom
door opening and closing and then, soon after, the bathwater
sloshing, which she'd identified as her husband stepping into the
tub. She'd set down her tablet, wondering why her husband would be
taking a bath with their younger son, for their younger son had,
for well over a year, been able to take his baths by himself, and
they had no family custom, as families in some cultures do, of
taking baths together, even with children past their toddler years,
nor had she or, to her knowledge, her husband ever once imitated
this practice. Moving quietly to the bathroom door, she could hear
her husband saying, "Wanna touch it? Come on, touch it!"; hear him
repeating these or similar words every so often as their son,
laughing gleefully, but with, if she wasn't mistaken, apprehension
edging his voice, apparently responded by touching it, whatever
"it" was. She'd felt an impulse to knock on the door and say she
needed to get something from the medicine cabinet, but had then
settled on, "Having fun in there?"; her husband, after a long pause
responding, "Yes, as a matter of fact we are." Her husband had then
said something to their son but his volume was too low for her to
catch the words. A minute or so later she'd heard her husband
getting out of the tub and using the toilet, and a minute or so
after that the bathroom door had opened and there her husband had
stood, fully dressed. She'd followed him into the living room
asking, "What were you all doing in there?" "Playing," he'd
responded nonchalantly. "'Playing?'" she'd doubted. "What was
wanna touch it all about?" "His submarine, touch his
submarine – I was holding it, moving it around in the water . . .
as a game," her husband had explained just as nonchalantly.

And when, tucking their younger
son into bed that evening, she'd asked him the same, he'd replied,
"My submarine," but so quickly, with such a mechanical flatness, as
to give her the impression he'd readied his response as a matter of
utmost importance; a matter even – the thought had pulsed at the
edge of her consciousness – of life and death.

 


And the truth was fully as awful
as these memory beads had, worst-case, led her to
imagine:

"He touches my penis." . . . "He
puts his mouth on my penis." . . . "He sucks my penis with his
mouth," her son, trembling with the tectonic force of a deepest
secret suddenly released, had told her between his heaving sobs as,
holding his hand, she'd sat with him on the counseling room sofa,
the Health teacher in a chair beside them.

As fully awful, and worse:

"He told me I'd misbehaved and he
was going to punish me for it. Then he told me to pull down my
underwear and turn over for a spanking. He got on top of me and he
. . . he . . . " – here her son, trembling harder, had seemed to
struggle for words, whether from the anguish of uttering them,
because he hadn't yet fully remembered, or because, as the Health
teacher would confirm, he hadn't learned the vocabulary to say
conclusively what his father had actually done to him, she hadn't
been sure, so she'd done her best, simply, to provide further
reassurance with a gentle squeeze of his hand, upon which his
trembling had subsided and, after several deep breaths, he'd
managed to continue. "He got on top of me and he . . . he started
to choke me . . . and then the blackness came . . . "

"The blackness?"

"The . . . the blackness came and
. . . and it kept coming . . . kept filling my head until I . . . I
blacked out. And . . . and then when I woke up he . . . he told me
if I tell anyone he'll kill me." Here his trembling had started
again. "Will he
kill me?"

"Don't worry, I won't let him. You
can tell me – can tell us" – here she'd nodded to the Health
teacher. "You can tell us everything and we'll keep you safe. What
happened after that?"

"He left – he went downstairs –
and then after a while I started to feel it . . ."

"Feel what?"

"My . . . my anus – hurting
inside. Inside my anus it was hurting so much . . . "

It seemed clear from her son's
description: her son had been anally raped. Her husband, her son's
father, had anally raped her son.

As she comes to an intersection,
makes a turn, she wonders again: would she be able to control her
rage the next time she saw him? Packing the suitcases, she'd found
herself having fantasies of taking a knife to that meeting,
whenever and wherever it would be. Of plunging the knife, to its
hilt, into her husband's abdomen just below the ribcage, then
twisting the blade to inflict maximum possible suffering before
death. Or taking a gun – pressing the barrel against his temple as
she slowly squeezed the trigger. Or even – though she found it hard
to accept she would fantasize this – holding a gun to her husband's
head as she violated him repeatedly with an over-sized dildo. But
she would, of course, restrain herself, sequestering any such
fantasies in the realm of imagination, for her children's sake and
her own as well.

How things developed from here
would, as the Health teacher had confirmed, depend on whether or
not the District Attorney's office found her younger son's
recounting of his father's sexual abuse – to the Health teacher and
then in evaluations by a team of experts from the child sexual
abuse unit of the city's social services division – sufficiently
clear, consistent, and otherwise credible to then bring charges
against her husband, and then on whether the DA could win a
conviction resulting in her husband's incarceration. If all of this
happened, only then might they, with her husband no longer a
potential threat to her younger son or to any of them, consider
moving back to their own house, and only provided that her by-then,
she hoped, ex-husband didn't somehow manage to legally block their
doing so, and provided, as well, her younger son didn't object to
returning to live in a place that held such trauma, or likewise,
she fears, for one or both of her other children. Or, if not back
to their house, then, if she managed to find a well-paying,
full-time job – on the strength of her stellar academic record, in
college and graduate school both, and of the excellent evaluations
she'd received for her part-time remote work since her older son's
birth and the full-time job, executive level and career track,
she'd started after graduate school and continued until she was
three months pregnant – they might even move to some new place of
their own.

But for now the secure housing
would do. Would, she felt, do just fine, for, it seemed – as the
Health teacher had surmised – that the housing's offer of refuge,
presented in class that morning, had coaxed her son to remember his
father's abuse. And she too had liked what she'd seen in the Health
teacher's presentation at the Parents' Night held earlier in the
Fall, an event she'd attended, she now reflects with an involuntary
shudder, after leaving her children under her husband's care at
home. Had liked all of the Health teacher's bullet points – of the
housing's the excellent security, including against entry of
occupants' perpetrators; the fully adequate apartment spaces; the
counselors, therapists, and other professionals trained in
assisting recovery from domestic trauma; the grounds and indoor
facilities; the various programs, ranging from martial arts to art;
and the other features promotive of physical and psychological
well-being. A presentation which on one level could be viewed as
being of a purely informational nature, regarding the school
system's children's health curriculum and the social services, the
housing included, that backed the curriculum's goals, but which, on
another level, could also be viewed as an implicit invitation to
any caregiver in the audience to avail themselves and their
children of these services if ever they should feel a need to do
so.

And today she'd certainly felt a
need.

As she slows for a changing
traffic light, makes another turn towards their destination, she
silently curses herself for not continuing her full-time
employment, but then leaving it had been part of the agreement
she'd made with her husband when she was pregnant with their older
son: that she would be an at-home mom until their youngest –
however many children they had – was in middle school. The
agreement, in fact, that she'd sought, for she'd had a sense, with
her husband's proneness to unpredictable mood swings – with the
energy of a near-strident pleasantness apt, it seemed, to vanish at
any moment into an affective sinkhole, only to reemerge as anger or
depression – that she wanted to stay as close as possible to their
kids, at least in their early years; to protect them, whenever
possible, from her husband's storms, and salve their wounds, in her
alone time with them, when she couldn't. An agreement that a course
she and her husband had taken together had caused her to think of
making. A course – federally funded and developed and administered
by states, intended for first-time parents nationwide, and
incentivized with tax credits and other child-rearing benefits
received upon completion – that had focused on parenting skills
and, as a way of ensuring the consistent application of such
skills, on mitigating the possibility of parental child abuse. The
course had informed them that any parent or soon-to-be parent who
at any time felt they might be at risk of perpetrating abuse
against their children could avail themselves of counseling
services offered free of charge for two years. She had urged her
husband to take advantage of these services, and, to her relief, he
had agreed to do so; had gone to his counseling faithfully, once a
week for the full two years, and with her occasionally accompanying
him – when they would leave their son at a government daycare
facility in the same building – for sessions on
co-parenting.

And the counseling
had seemed to moderate
her husband's moods, or, at least their influence on his behavior,
placing it in an affective temperate zone within which, in the
years since the counseling had ended, it had, for the most part,
continued to range.

But the counseling
had failed, apparently, to deal with a major
issue; been all for naught – she supposed because he'd kept it
hidden from the counselor – when it came to this entire, other part
of himself that would sexually assault a child, and even – or
especially – a child of his own. Had failed to deal with this
spousal doppelgänger she'd never factored into the agreement she'd
made; failing, as she had, to wake sufficiently from the dream-state of her
comforting belief in her family's relative normalcy to see the
memory beads' message, managing always to wave it away with the
magic wand of her denial. But now, oh how she could see!

And so, yes, it was definitely
nice to be reminded, in what the Health teacher had said in her
Parents' Night presentation, that a guarantee of adequate housing
was a part of the legal and regulatory framework promulgated
nationwide subsequent to the passage, now more than a decade
before, of the Constitutional amendment setting forth and
protecting the Rights of the Child – the same framework that had
produced the parenting course and the free counseling, and that,
recognizing there would still be cases in which parenting would
nonetheless fail, included children's and non-offending caregivers'
rights to housing in a safe and nurturing environment and, thereby,
to freedom from having to live in circumstances in which a credible
possibility is found to exist of ongoing abuse, including sexual
abuse. A framework under which such rights are guaranteed even if
any such credible possibility cannot be proven to a degree of
certainty sufficient to meet the legal standard for a criminal
conviction, of guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. A framework that,
as a preliminary to any such finding, ensures a child's physical
separation from a caregiver immediately upon the child's initial
report of the caregiver's abuse. And if such a finding – of a
credible possibility – is made, it would, of course, the Health
teacher had added, provide sufficient grounds for divorce if the
non-perpetrating caregiver wished to seek one.

Oh yes, she wished to seek
one!

And to know, also, that this
housing guarantee would continue until the youngest of her children
turned eighteen. What a welcome refuge! Thanks to the
Constitutional amendment and the framework that had followed. And
thanks, as the Health teacher had explained in her presentation, to
the housing's robust funding model – a model, followed nationwide,
that combined federal, state, and local government support with, in
equal part, no-strings-attached donations, small to immense, from
individuals and corporations committed to children's welfare as,
among other things, an ongoing down payment for ensuring optimal
societal health going forward.

And the complex itself certainly
seemed optimal. Why, even when she did find well-paying full-time
work – for as she drives her family to safety she finds herself
feeling confident it's not a matter of if but when – they might
very well want to remain in the housing for all the benefits it
offered, including a work-incentivizing payment structure well
within what any caregiver, based on their income and assets, could
afford, and entirely free for those who could afford to pay
nothing. And with, too, the housing having no apparent downside,
for, as the Health teacher had noted, initial fears that having
such a concentration of damaged children – possibly reinforcing and
amplifying whatever dysfunctional behavior existed among them –
could only be counterproductive to the housing's goal of promoting
healing were soon allayed when, to the contrary, it was found by
numerous studies that children freed from abusive caregivers could,
with the nurturing and support such housing provided, learn to
support each other on their paths to not only healing but
thriving.

As she makes another turn, she
remembers the call she'd gotten from her younger son's regular
teacher the month before; how she'd gone to the school for a
conference in which the regular teacher had noted the same,
precipitous fall of her younger son into depression that she had
observed at home. The next Saturday morning their family's
pediatrician had conducted an examination and, finding nothing
physically wrong, recommended counseling. "To the on the safe
side," the pediatrician had added, "and because it's standard
protocol in cases of depression like this, I did ask your son if
anyone had been hurting him in any way, including whether anyone
had touched or done anything to his genitals or other private
parts. My examination – of his penis, testicles, and anus –
revealed nothing abnormal, but then sexual abuse often leaves no
visible marks. Anyway, when I asked him this, your son did hesitate
before he shook his head no so that does make me wonder if there's
been some sort of abuse – abuse which may still be happening. What
do you think?" Put thus on the spot, she'd mirrored her son's
hesitation, then replied, "I'm not sure," even as, at the back of
her mind, a necklace of worry had formed, threading the memory
beads, placing them side-by-side. In the following days, she'd
conducted an extensive search for child psychologists and
counselors, interviewing several online; had been about to settle
on one for a first appointment when the Health teacher had
called.

Yes, she'd been blind, but, at
least, immediately after their pediatrician's examination, spurred
by the doctor's words, she had, no matter her previous blindness,
told her younger son as she'd driven him home that if anything was
troubling him, anything at all, or if anyone, anyone at all, was
hurting him, he could tell her, his teacher, or anyone else he felt
he could trust to help and protect him. This was something the
Health teacher, in her Parents' Night presentation, had explained
all caregivers would do well to say to their children from time to
time. Well good for herself for having said it!

But with what twisted pretext
could her husband have committed the rape? Her son's words sound in
her mind – "He told me I'd misbehaved and he was going to punish me
for it" – nudging her intuition to a night from the month
before.

A night when, alerted by
monitoring software she'd placed, with their knowledge, on her
children's electronic devices, she had gone to check on her younger
son and, opening his bedroom door, found him, instead of doing his
homework, viewing an erotic video. Or a porn clip to be more
accurate, for though the sex seemed entirely consensual – Ok at
least in that regard – it had porn's trademark absence, in the
dialogue (what speaking there was) and otherwise, of even an iota
of authentic emotional intimacy, whether lighthearted sincerity or
something more serious, and so hardly seemed to provide a desirable
model for her son's future sexual behavior. A model her son was
viewing with an absorption so total as to suggest he thought it
presented the ultimate secret to happiness and success; so complete
that he hadn't noticed her presence until she'd tapped him gently
on his shoulder.

Though, chastened by her simply
having caught him, her son had immediately closed the offending
video, she'd felt an impulse to slam down his notebook's screen and
slap him across his face. To point a warning finger and yell,
"Don't you ever watch anything like this again – not in this house!" But
she'd restrained herself, recognizing her anger came, at least in
significant part, from the repressive environment of her family of
origin – an environment in which sex had been so taboo a subject it
was scarcely mentioned at all, and when it was, merely as a way of
endorsing, in any context outside of holy matrimony, carnal
mortification. An environment in which her mother had once done to
her what she'd almost done to her son – had slapped her across her
ten-year-old face when, opening her bedroom door, she'd found her
masturbating.

And so, instead of angering, she'd
calmly told her son, who was clearly apprehensive as to how she
might react, that his curiosity about sex was entirely natural and
nothing to feel bad about at all, but that the video he had been
watching wasn't showing sex between people as it should be, for the
people in the video didn't seem to have any genuine positive
feeling for each other. In fact, they didn't seem to have any
genuine feelings at all. "You always need that – some real
affection, or some sort of positive feeling at least, for the
person you're having sex with for the sex to mean much of
anything," she'd explained, then given him a reassuring hug.


Later that night when she was
about to go to bed, she'd told her husband about the incident, then
asked him if he could reinforce her message. "Maybe have a talk
with him – let him know we're on the same page about this," she'd
suggested, to which her husband, in his pajamas and bathrobe but,
as usual, holding a glass of scotch that signaled he would be
staying up late, had, after pausing as if to consider, replied with
a slow nod she'd taken for agreement, then headed for the living
room.

She had assumed, of course, that
her husband would wait to have his talk with their younger son
until the next day or soon thereafter, for that night she'd
already, when she'd told her husband, put their son to bed at his
regular bedtime more than an hour before.

And had assumed, as well, without
even thinking about it, that her husband wouldn't twist their son's
completely understandable sexual curiosity into a reason to
discipline him in even some mild, generally acceptable fashion. But
the slap and harsh words she had managed, through self-awareness,
to resist had, it seemed, for her husband – as he'd blended his
ruminations with the disinhibiting scotch; his train of thought
reaching some tortured synaptic confluence convincing him of the
correctness of what he was about to do – been the rape he had,
guiltlessly it seemed, perpetrated under a guise of justified
punishment.

And the next morning, she now
recalls, her son had been so silent; had seemed so sunken, as
though a part of himself were missing. And that evening's supper –
so unlike their usual family mealtimes, which generally were
pleasant enough and sometimes outright enjoyable. But that night at
the dinner table her younger son had simply stared at his food, not
having a single bite. Had moved his stare from his food to his
father, back and forth, until he'd settled it on his father; his
father who, uncharacteristically, was engaging none of them in
conversation; wasn't returning his younger son's stare; was instead
shoveling his own plate of food into his mouth in a fashion so
all-consuming as to suggest, she now reflects, that he did in fact
feel guilty, subconsciously; were attempting to eat his guilt. At
least she hadn't forced her younger son to eat – had excused him
from the table, let him go up to his room.

Only to that night, she now realizes, experience the
first of many post-rape assaults.

As for her and her husband's sex,
though its frequency had fallen over time with the levels of their
hormonal reservoirs – something not at all uncommon for married
couples – their mutual expressions of emotional intimacy, during
what sex they had, had always felt authentic. But any such
authenticity didn't really matter, did it, she now reminds herself
as, stopped at a red light, she reaches to give her younger son's
hand another reassuring squeeze. Wasn't fundamentally dispositive
as to the possibility that her husband could be a perpetrator of
child sexual abuse.

For one item that had particularly
struck her in the curricular material of the course for soon-to-be
first-time parents was a section on how perpetrators of child
abuse, including child sexual abuse, could, in other aspects of
their lives behave entirely normally, and genuinely
be normal – not at all,
necessarily, as a cover, some put-on act to disguise their abuse.
How, when it came to intra-family child sexual abuse, perpetrators
can remain otherwise more or less healthily engaged with family
members, including their spouses; how perpetrators were capable of
compartmentalizing their lives in this way – that or capable of
seeing no contradiction, in their world views, between the abusing
and non-abusing parts of themselves, or because they managed
through the distorting lenses of their belief systems to see their
abuse as not even being abuse.

Normalcy – how she'd craved the
blessing of its mantle for herself and her family. And they
were – were they not? –
an entirely normal, successful, even exemplary middle-class family
in various aspects of their lives, from their all-electric cars to
their green-powered home, to her husband's tenured professorship at
a nationally reputed university, to their pleasant, for the most
part, family mealtimes, until, that is, the onset of her younger
son's depression, after which the flow of their dinner table
conversation had been struck by a desert aridity, their words
clipped, perfunctory, or non-existent, all pleasantness absorbed by
the fissures of unacknowledged atrocity. Though, now that she
thinks of it, there had been, from time to time, she vaguely
recalls, some other such mealtime droughts – ones she had always
managed to attribute to the ebbs and flows of intimacy and
engagement, of coolness and distancing to be found in any family's
relational dynamics over time. But could some of these previous
droughts as well have been due to her husband's sexual assaults of
her children? If only she had somehow managed to open her eyes much
earlier.

But oh how she had clung to it –
the illusion of normalcy! Of normalcy and, even, vibrant
well-being. And down, even, to their house's furnishings. Whether
antiques or top-scale reproductions, she'd carefully selected them
all, singly and for their ensemble effect, for not only did she
take pleasure in interior decorating and welcome the compliments
she received for the results, but she had viewed their home's
furnishings as offering another opportunity to enhance the
aesthetic richness of her children's lives. Now, at least
temporarily, she would gladly part with these treasures in exchange
for her children's safety, the blandness of the complex's
furniture, as shown on the housing's website, offering an
unpretentious simplicity that, at this juncture, perfectly fit
their needs.

How fortunate for kids like
that – as she stops at another light,
reaches over to give her younger son's hand another squeeze, the
words sound in her mind, recall the Health teacher noting, in her
presentation, that the sexual abuse component of the sexual health
curriculum had, after a long legislative and judicial battle, now
become mandatory for all school-age children, including those
privately- and home-schooled, just as curricula for physical and
psychological abuse had been made mandatory as well. How
home-schooled children were required to attend weekend classes at
the nearest public school since they, of course, were no less
vulnerable to being sexually abused, and including by their
home-schooling caregivers, than any other children. She recalls
how, hearing this, she had thought: how
fortunate for kids like that – that their caregivers can no longer
escape that way.

Kids like that – the words sound again, ruefully. As though her mind had
still, as it had for so long, been distancing itself from the
possibility that her own children could ever be "kids like
that."

This even though the parenting
course she had taken before her older son's birth
had, in its component
focusing on child sexual abuse, including intra-family, pointed out
possible signs of such abuse in children, including a sudden onset
of depression, though noting that depression in children could, of
course, have various other causes as well.

But then, the possibility of other
causes notwithstanding, she had
had the memory beads which, spurred by her
younger son's depression, she had finally strung
together.

Still, for so long she must, above
all, on her conscious and subconscious levels both, not have wanted
to see the worst-case scenario in the day-to-day kaleidoscope of
her family's mosaic; have been incapable, until now, to make the
final perceptual twist that would have brought it into focus. Well,
now her younger son had turned the kaleidoscope for her; had made
the horror crystal clear. She couldn't beat herself up for having
needed his assist – what good did it do?

Just as it did no good, at this
point, to speculate on where her husband's perpetrating behavior
had come from – whether his upbringing, genetic predispositions, or
the epigenetic interaction between the two. All that mattered, for
her children's healing, was what he had already done, and to stop
him from doing more.

As for her husband's
rehabilitation, assuming he were tried and found guilty, going
forward, if he did somehow manage, in the assessment of experts –
through the mandatory courses, counseling, and related activities
now required for child sex offenders throughout their period of
incarceration – to murder or otherwise neutralize his evil
doppelgänger, then good for him. But even if he did and was thereby
awarded, upon release, some sort of visitation rights, she would
fight for a requirement, if it wasn't automatically stipulated,
that he could never be near their children without her being there
herself.

And only if her husband were
imprisoned would she even consider leaving the secure housing, and
only then if she'd achieved sufficient economic independence –
independence she would need if her husband were convicted and
incarcerated, for then the university would fire him from his
professorship, tenure or no tenure. Even if he weren't prosecuted,
she would still need the independence, for she would divorce him –
zero doubt of that – and possibly with no provision of alimony,
especially after their children had reached adulthood. But she
didn't need the prospect of necessity to spur her – she didn't want
to have to depend on another dollar of his money. As for any civil
suit she might bring against him, though the current legal
framework sought to minimize the possibility of added stress on
child victims involved in such litigation, it couldn't eliminate
this possibility entirely, and so she would have to consider her
options carefully, keeping her children's best interests paramount,
over any desire for monetary punishment or compensation, however
inadequate, for all the darkness he'd inflicted and kept hidden,
for years it seemed.

Now for the first time all day she
remembers the faculty party they'd been planning to have the
following month – she'd already sent out the invitations. Well, she
would have to cancel it, that is unless her husband decided to host
the party himself, provided he wasn't arrested, jailed, and then
not released on bond. Decided to hold it and face the music, for,
yes, people would immediately start to wonder; gossip would begin
to spread – in their university and other social circles – when
people realized she had moved herself and their children to the
secure complex intended for caregivers and children escaping
domestic violence. For she would tell her closest friends and
couldn't expect them to keep it entirely secret. But if word
spread, so be it.

Did she really care a single iota
about her husband's welfare at this point? Only to the degree that
a possibility, however remote, might exist that he would one day
confess his wrongdoing and beg forgiveness from her and their
children. That some chance, however slim, might emerge for a
reconciliation, however minimal such a reconciliation might be
after abuse as severe as what her husband had perpetrated on at
least one of their children, and possibly the others as well. In
any case, it was comforting to know that, until and even after any
such time might come, her soon to be ex would be required, whether
tried and convicted or not, to wear a tracking device until the
youngest of their children turned eighteen, and with the device
able to be worn discreetly, without being noticeable by others –
this aspect both ensuring Constitutional viability and maximizing
any possibility that might exist for the perpetrator's
rehabilitation, however remote.

And now, with a final turn, the
complex comes into view. "That's it," her younger son says, his
hands reaching forward against the dash, excitement tinging his
voice. "That's right," she affirms as his older brother leans
forward, staring intently, and his sister, her sightline blocked by
the seatback, demands, "Let me see!" "We'll all see it in just a
minute," their mother, feeling her own excitement, reassures as
they approach the entrance gate, feeling for an instant as though
she's holding, not just a steering wheel but the wheel of the
universe – a universe offering a mandala of compassion and healing.
And a pathway of healing even for her husband, should he choose to
take it.

 


And a universe that could
certainly, the boy-grown-to-man would feel as he completed his
writing of this second scenario, openly embrace and support, in
some future iteration of society, an utterly different pathway for
a teenage boy like his father might once have been – a pathway of
conscious, enlightened non-offending . . .
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 Future Scenario 3

 


A young man stands before the full-length mirror on
the door of his bedroom closet, seeking self-affirmation on a
Saturday morning in early spring. Notes the look of intelligence in
his face, in the depth, and alertness of its brown-irised eyes;
notes, as well, its square-jawed handsomeness beneath the thick,
natural waves of light red hair – a handsomeness affirmed by the
looks girls give him at school. And confirms his well-proportioned
leanness, in his long arms and legs and his torso showing its
muscular contours through his cotton pullover, the pullover going
well with his pressed linen slacks, low-cut socks, and sneakers –
an ensemble of casual, laid-back pleasantness for what seems an
entirely normal, and normal in a most excellent sort of way, young
man.

Turning from the mirror, he goes
to his desk, sits before his notebook and the most recent marker of
his success – his acceptance from the University of Chicago,
complete with a 3D pop-up of current UChicago students welcoming
him to the Class of 2044, that had dropped into his Inbox the day
before. An acceptance his college guidance counselor had predicted
as likely, what with his perfect GPA, his extracurriculars, ranging
from drama to debate to the student news site, and his national
test scores placing him in the top tenth of UChicago first years
from the previous year.

But though he may be successful,
he's not entirely normal; isn't in a very big way. A way he's known
about for years; that's been a well-spring not of self-affirmation
but, rather, self-doubt, even self-indictment. Something he's kept
as his deepest secret from the entire world.

But no longer.

He closes the acceptance and
pop-up; checks another message, a reminder for his noon session at
the counseling center, that he's just finished shaving, showering,
and dressing for; for that and meeting his girlfriend later in the
afternoon. The appointment, he's decided, at which he will tell his
secret to another human being for the first time. He rises from his
chair, drawn to the warmth of the late morning sunlight brightening
his bedroom window as he checks a maps app on his phone for bus
times early enough to allow him to walk past several stops before
boarding; feels a thirst for ambulation – its assist to quicken his
thinking, bolster his courage for his coming confession. Abhorring,
above all, static inertia, he goes to the door and exits his
room.

Striding two blocks of his
tree-lined residential street, with its mix of apartments, condos,
and townhouses, towards a larger avenue with the nearest bus line,
he feels calmed by the soft whir of passing electric vehicles
blending with birdsong and the whisper of a breeze through the
leaves, caressing his skin with spring's arrival; feels centered as
his mind replays his brief exchange with his parents as he'd walked
past them sitting on the living room sofa – his parents' words
pleasant, as usual, and with their smiles exuding an added dose of
affirmation as they'd congratulated him again on his UChicago
acceptance even as, smiling back, he'd wondered when he would be
able to bring himself to tell them his secret. In a week? A month?
A year? Not for years? But no matter – first the
counselor.

Whom he'd been intending to tell
from the time he'd scheduled his first weekly session two months
before; when the interior space he'd shared with his secret had
started to feel too claustrophobic, like a coffin about to be
sealed forever shut and lowered into the ground. That was the
morning after a night when he and his girlfriend had had their best
sex yet – sex, they'd agreed, that expressed all the love they felt
for each other. Though his girlfriend was the one he wanted to tell
most – more than his parents or best friends – he'd decided a
sympathetic counselor would do for starters. But so far his courage
had failed him even when it came to confiding in his professional
secular confessor.

For in his sessions he'd found
himself discussing more commonplace concerns for a high school
senior, foremost among them his college application anxieties
(would he be accepted by any
of the schools he had applied to?) and what would
become of his and his girlfriend's relationship should they attend
geographically distant schools (would they split up? should they?
or would their physical separation only strengthen their long-term
bond?). Now that he and his girlfriend had both received their
acceptances from UChicago, the first choice for them both, those
issues were no longer present. But he supposed he had wanted to
discuss such predictable issues first as a preliminary test, to see
how the counselor would handle them, and how he might then feel
with sharing even the most intimate aspects of his life. And he had
in fact felt heartened by the counselor's unfailing tone of
understanding and acceptance together with his words of reassurance
– that anything about which he felt stress and anxiety, anything at
all, could be dealt with in a successful fashion.

And he does in fact feel confident
that the counselor will offer the same understanding, acceptance,
and reassurance for what he's planning to disclose today. For, as
he has learned in the required Sexual Health course every year
since his first year of middle school, all counselors are well
trained to deal with this matter in an enlightened, compassionate
fashion; to fully support anyone seeking help for it. Were trained
with the knowledge that, although the condition involved was
"abnormal" in the sense that most people didn't have it, it was, in
another sense, entirely normal in that it was shared by a small
percentage of members of human populations worldwide. And with the
knowledge that those who had this condition could make a choice – a
choice not to act on it; not to perpetrate.

And the young man already knew: he would never, ever
perpetrate.

Still, despite all of this, it
would be hard to tell his secret to another human being, even one
as trained and capable of hearing it as the counselor (though he
had, practicing, confessed it once to his family's Scottish Terrier
– the dog studying him with its head cocked, intrigued, it seemed,
by his ponderous tone). And hard to let go of the image he had
projected – to his family, friends, and the world; to his
girlfriend and back to himself; an image so full of excellent
normalcy as to suggest he could never be the sort of person who
would have to deal with a condition so peculiarly vexing as
this.

But then, he reflects, wasn't that
the point – one of the fundamental facts about the condition
underlined in each year's Sexual Health course from when the course
had introduced it as a topic in the first year of middle school?
That one could make no presumptions about what sorts of people did
or didn't have it based on the normalcy and success in other
aspects of their lives? He was certainly proof positive. In any
case, the coffin space of his secrecy was something that, whatever
reflexive embarrassment or shame, whatever shattering of his
curated self-image might come with disclosing, he could no longer
bear.

As he turns onto the larger
avenue, bathing in its vibrant community – its sidewalks busy with
pedestrians; its cafes and restaurants with their awninged outdoor
seating in the unpolluted air – he considers again what he plans to
share with the counselor about his earliest glimmerings that he had
the condition; how, soon after entering middle school, when he
would walk home each afternoon, he would experience a special
feeling as he passed by his former elementary school; a feeling he
had at first attempted to dismiss as nothing more than a general
nostalgia. But how he had then begun to notice that what he felt as
he watched the children playing on the playground after school,
and, in particular, the children who looked to be about eight,
nine, or ten, was something more than a simple remembering of when
he had been those ages. How, as they played on the bars and ladders
of the jungle gym and ran to and fro about the playground's broad
expanse, they would shine in his vision as though filled with an
energy that seemed to carry, from inside out, its very own light;
that trailed behind them among the swirls of falling and fallen
leaves, haloing their contours on even the cloudiest of days. How,
to his surprise and consternation, their auraed bodies would
sometimes stir in him more than simple wonderment at their
child-pure zest; would stir feelings of a sexual
attraction.

And how infinitely lonely he had felt in this
realization.

Pedophile – the word that had leapt out at him with the shock of
self-recognition when the Sexual Health materials had introduced
the subject the following spring. How glad he was, at least, not to
have lived in the Dark Ages of the general public's understanding
of the term – a period which, judging from the materials and his
own research, seemed to have lasted into the first decades of the
current century; when "pedophile" was still fully conflated by a
great many of the general public with "child sexual abuser," as if
pedophiles couldn't make a choice – made by many pedophiles even
then and, thanks to the understanding, outreach, and support they
currently received, by the vast majority now – not to perpetrate.
And a period when, conversely, many in the general public assumed,
with equal incorrectness, that pedophiles could make a choice about whether or
not to feel sexually attracted to prepubescent children in the
first place. When in fact, as research even in the century's aughts
and teens had already begun to suggest, they had no more choice in
the matter than a person did in whether they were straight, gay, or
bisexual; had already begun to demonstrate, in other words, that
pedophilia was an age-based sexual orientation, albeit one that in
a significant number of cases, the young man's included, was
non-exclusive, with many adolescent and adult pedophiles also
having entirely authentic feelings of sexual attraction to
adolescents and adults as well.

But an orientation for which any
attempt to draw an equivalency with homosexuality in terms of the
movement for gay rights, as some pedophiles had attempted to do,
was entirely false, utterly bogus, for pedophilia could never, the
young man had always instinctively understood, be allowed
expression in adolescent and adult behavior with children. So no,
he had come to realize more and more, year-to-year, with his
growing knowledge of the subject; had come to realize with an
ever-increasing certainty that there would never, and
should never, be any
Pedo Pride marches, and that the ever-dwindling minority of
pedophiles who attempted to assert otherwise were revealing their
complete blindness to the justifiable ascendance – an ascendance
centuries in the making – of the importance accorded to the
concept, and its realization, of the Rights of the Child; their
blindness to the growing, scientifically-buttressed recognition of
children as fully sentient, thinking human beings whose nurturing,
autonomy, and protection from exploitation in an area of
development so central as that of their sexuality was a societal
imperative. And those pedophiles who attempted to naysay this
recognition, backing their position with adolescent- if not
prepubescent-related examples such as those of numerous societies,
worldwide, including the United States in the 19th century, in
which, with a need for a large force of laborers requiring no or
minimal formal education, girls could be married as soon as
reproductively viable in order to more quickly produce the next
generation of workers, or with supposedly more sophisticated
examples having nothing to do with workforce needs, such as that of
ancient Athens, in which privileged older men could openly target
adolescents for sexual liaisons; such pedophiles were
not, as they evidently
seemed to view themselves, at the vanguard of some brave, new world
of ever-expanding sexual freedom; were not aligning themselves with
any contemporary, child-inclusive understanding of human rights,
but, rather, were engaging in a final, untenable, desperate effort
to move society away from such an understanding; a rearguard, retrograde action
not to sexually liberate children but, rather, to severely
constrain their freedom – their right to sexual development
unencumbered by the desires, expectations, demands, and
manipulations of more powerful others.

And yet, despite the assertion of
any such false equivalency by an ever-dwindling minority of
pedophiles – a minority now approaching zero – didn't pedophilia,
the young man felt, deserve a clear-eyed, accurate
understanding?

The Sexual Health materials had
given as a prime example of public misconceptions in the Dark Ages
an Op-Ed piece appearing in the century's mid-teens in a nationally
prominent newspaper – a newspaper reputed for its well-informed,
enlightened perspectives and, for the most part anyway, readership;
the opinion piece, written by an expert in the field of child
sexual abuse, commenting favorably on the first website to provide
non-offending pedophiles with a virtual platform for supporting one
another, via the site's anonymous forum, in accepting their
orientation and enjoying their lives as fully as possible while
continuing not to offend. And how, the Sexual Health materials had
asked rhetorically, had a number of the newspaper's enlightened
readers responded in the Comments section? With cries of
"Monsters!" and similar epithets, coupled with blanket
condemnations of pedophiles for having so evilly chosen innocent
children as the objects of their erotic urges; urges, many readers
seemed to assume – the existence of the website, which many viewed
as but a smokescreen, notwithstanding – all pedophiles then
inevitably proceeded to act upon. So yes, the young man considered,
doing his best to focus on the positive, how fortunate he was not
to have lived in times when such profound degrees of ignorance had
pervaded public opinion.

The Sexual Health materials had
also – the young man's thoughts here circling back, noting a
mirroring parallel with the refutation of the false equivalency
between homosexuality and pedophilia – drawn a persuasive
connection with the rationale for age-range laws; laws which
permitted adolescents and young adults to interact sexually only
with others close to them in age; such laws, whose coverage had
ranged upwards in recent decades to account for the neurobiological
fact that full adult mental capacity wasn't attained until a
person's mid-twenties, thereby offering protection from
scientifically demonstrated differentials in emotional, cognitive,
and other neurological development so substantial as to render it
difficult or impossible for the younger person to sexually interact
with the older on anything close to an equal, equally informed
basis when it came to awareness and consent; the course materials,
which covered the age ranges in detail on a yearly basis, pointing
out that this rationale for such laws – laws the young man felt
good he had never violated – was only strengthened by its essential
linkage to the substantial risk of severe harm, physical,
psychological, or both, to any victim of non-consensual sexual
activity, and pointing out, as well, that this consent rationale
and its linkage applied all the more strongly to the general
principle that adolescents and adults should not behave in a sexual
manner with children, to the neurobiological justification for
which could be added the interwoven fact of the massive
experiential demarcation in the topography of sexual development
established by the borderlands of puberty.

Nor would the general prohibition
of adult-child sex be undermined, the course materials had pointed
out, even if one were to concede, for the sake of argument, the
validity of some research finding that a significant percentage of
surveyed adults who said that adolescents or adults had behaved
with them sexually when they were children also said that they had
not, when they were children, experienced the sexual behavior as
being abusive, the key, larger point being that, even conceding
this subjective perception, there would always remain within the
totality of such behavior a general and substantial
risk of abuse, abuse
which could have the severest consequences in damaging a victim's
life; a risk which served as an entirely ample justification,
indeed a compelling moral imperative, for a general prohibition; a
risk the prohibition was intended to mitigate, and in fact did
serve to mitigate – backed, as it had now been for years, with
robust, age-appropriate sexual health curricula starting from
preschool, including content on recognizing, resisting, and
reporting perpetrators and would-be perpetrators – to the greatest
extent possible.

Of course, the use of
chronological age markers as proxies for stages of biological
development – emotional, neurological, and sexual – carried
substantial imperfection, with individual and sex-based differences
in age of onset of puberty but one of the most prominent examples.
Still, given that such boundaries went to the heart of the
fundamental societal value of empowering people to engage in
something as central to their identity as their sexual behavior on
a basis of reciprocal awareness and freedom of choice, not bound by
the coercive influence of power differentials, whether biological,
economic, or otherwise (so that the very aspect of adult and
adolescent sexual behavior with children as being inherently
non-consensual could, from a societal standpoint, be viewed in and
of itself as being abusive, whether experienced by the child as
abusive or not), and given, further, that protecting something so
important as the well-being of children was at stake, far better to
err on the side of caution by having such to-some-degree arbitrary
but clearly-defined chronological boundaries than not to have
boundaries at all.

(All of this, the young man
reflected, stopping at an intersection for the crossing light to
change, even as, on another level, scientific understanding had
increasingly undermined classic notions of autonomy and freedom –
that humans, whether children, adolescents, or adults, could
exercise anything like "free will" in the sense of decisions made
and carried out entirely on the level of conscious awareness; with
science for decades having increasingly demonstrated that conscious
"decisions" are, in a sense, preordained by prior – even if prior
by mere milliseconds – subconscious processes. But one could
concede all of that and still legitimately contend that at least it
was the individual's subconscious that was ultimately doing the
deciding, however influenced by external input, whether from other
individuals, algorithms, or various other social forces. And that,
at least, the risk of exploitative external influences should be
minimized as much as possible, and particularly towards the worthy
goal of supporting children's healthy development, including – as
was furthered by the general prohibition on adolescents and adults
behaving sexually with children – in the area of
sexuality.)

With all of these lines of
reasoning the young man firmly agreed. As did by now, according to
peer-reviewed research, the great majority of
pedophiles.

From his research and the Sexual
Health materials, the young man had learned about other Dark Ages
phenomenon as well, such as the widely held misconception that all
child sexual abusers were pedophiles when, in fact, many weren't
pedophiles at all but inflicted their abuse simply as a way of
power-tripping, of exercising dominance, not from any feelings of
sexual attraction – this though, the young man reflected, when it
came to the destruction it wrought on children's lives, child
sexual abuse was child sexual abuse no matter the
motivation.

Another Dark Ages phenomenon, one
that had struck him with a particular horror, had been the moral
obscenity, in its production and distribution both, of the
then-rampant societal plague of child pornography; an obscenity
tolerated by the rationalization, codified in law, that companies
providing the software and online services enabling the plague
shouldn't be held responsible for content their software and other
services "merely" distributed. The plague had been virtually wiped
out only when nations worldwide had developed the moral backbone to
craft laws – laws with a global reach and extending to the darkest,
unindexed corners of the internet – holding such companies strictly
liable, civilly and criminally both, for any child porn whose
distribution they enabled from the instant of its distribution, and
this had included animated child porn, notwithstanding research
showing little or no connection between the viewing of child porn
and actual perpetration, under the rationales of its not infrequent
use by child sexual abuse perpetrators for the purpose of grooming
their victims and of advances in animation so formidable as to make
it virtually impossible to detect products derived in part from
real-life sources.

Such strict liability had resulted
in offending companies starting to go belly up one after the other
in the face of judgments with punitive damages totaling billions of
dollars as their former executives served prison terms, and with
child porn's dissolution occurring in parallel with the rapid
development of a thoroughly regulated – by law and self-monitoring
both – adult porn industry, with actors' ages subjected to multiple
verifications.

As for himself, the young man,
like a great many pedophiles according to his research, had never
felt an urge or any sort of need to access the vanishingly small
quantity of child pornography that still managed to be produced,
though he had long ago given up on attempting to suppress the
feelings of attraction he was apt to spontaneously experience at
various moments in the course of his daily life when he would see
children going about their normal activities, on school playgrounds
or elsewhere, finding, as he had, any such effort to be an exercise
in futility, and, moreover, increasingly accepting such feelings as
part of his core identity, though always with a self-admonition he
had never wavered in his confidence of following: never to
offend.

All in all, the young man
reflected, he felt blessed to be living in times such as these,
when society had come such a long way from the Dark Ages, with the
fruits of a tremendous reduction in incident rates of child sexual
abuse by pedophiles and non-pedophiles both, and when,
though negative stereotypes and general ignorance
regarding pedophilia still stubbornly persisted among a not
insignificant minority of the public, an enlightened, science-based
understanding had increasingly come to prevail, and this as part of
an overall policy regime that placed the rights and interests of
children at the center of society's most basic
priorities.

He approaches another
intersection, watching the main street traffic light turn from
green to yellow to red, the cross street light from red to green,
stops at the crossing and muses on his world's well-ordered
enlightenment. An enlightenment that could even embrace a
compassionate acceptance of non-offending pedophiles.

And yet he had still found it difficult to reveal
this part of himself to another human being.

The light changes and he crosses
the street, checks his watch, goes to the bus stop just past the
intersection and waits for just a minute or so until a bus, its
solar-paneled roof flashing in the sun, pulls up to the stop, its
electric engine silent while he and others board. He takes a seat
by one of the large windows, continues his ruminations.

Pedophile: again he thinks back to when he'd first encountered the
word, near the end of his first year of Middle School's Sexual
Health course – how the course materials had explained, simply and
straightforwardly, that the term referred to any person among the
small percentage of adolescents and adults who felt a sexual
attraction to prepubescent children. How the materials had
emphasized that a person's feeling such an attraction absolutely
did not mean that
the person would inevitably act on this feeling; that, in fact,
with the understanding and support provided to pedophiles by
contemporary society, the great majority of pedophiles never
committed so much as a single sexual offense against a
child.

But though he had immediately
connected the course materials' description of what it meant to be
a pedophile with what he experienced as he walked by his elementary
school playground, and though the materials had provided a link to
free counseling services for anyone wishing to talk about anything
concerning this topic, including whether they were or might be a
pedophile, he hadn't clicked on the link; had hoped he could
somehow simply wish his unwanted feelings away, or, rather, had
wished the feelings would go away on their own, as but a final,
fading light in the dusk on the ever-receding horizon of his
childhood.

But they hadn't – had persisted
year after year, their particular objects changing as successions
of children on the playground had grown into, then, several years
later, out of their range, for him, of developmental attraction,
but with his feelings for children within the range remaining
steadfast.

Still, thank goodness his sexual
attraction wasn't exclusively to children as was the case for some
pedophiles. Thank goodness he experienced an authentic erotic
attraction to girls – to women – his own age, and would, it seemed,
continue to do so as he grew older.

But then this had brought its own
set of problems . . .

For when would he tell his
girlfriend and how would she react? Would she want to continue
their relationship at all? Chances were strong, considering his
non-offending, that she could be Ok with remaining friends at
least. But as intimate partners? And, looking into the future, what
if he should ever – with his girlfriend if they stayed together;
with someone else if not – want to raise a child or children,
whether his own or by adoption?

He had recently started visiting
the website mentioned in the Op-Ed piece from the century's
mid-teens, still active after all these years, and, judging from
archived testimonials posted from the site's first decade, intimate
partners, family members, and close friends had often been
understanding even in those comparatively unenlightened times when
one of the site's members had revealed to them their pedophilic
orientation. Still, the testimonials had made clear, as did the
Sexual Health course materials, conversations with partners about
having children could be especially challenging, what with this
decision requiring the non-pedophilic partner's absolute trust
that, despite the opportunities to do so that having children would
produce, the pedophilic partner would never offend. But this was a
trust that actually, in today's society, wasn't that difficult to
have – what with copious research establishing that pedophilic
parents consciously, and conscientiously, committed to
non-offending were less
likely to sexually abuse their children than were
parents in general, and this with overall child sexual abuse
incident rates, including intra-family, at historical
lows.

Plus, his girlfriend was
understanding and empathetic, at least in her interactions with
himself and with others that he observed. Surely she would be one
of the many who could accept having a pedophile for an intimate partner, and
someday raising children with him. But he wouldn't know for certain
until he told her.

Perhaps he would tell her when
they met later that afternoon, depending on how he felt after
telling the counselor. In any case, what he'd felt more and more
certain of as he'd pondered things day after day, and now finds
himself feeling more certainly than ever as the bus hums its way
down the avenue, is that he
could be Ok – Ok with himself – however she
responds. Could be as Ok, at his core, with her rejection as he
would feel happy with her acceptance, or be able to accept some
muddled mixture of the two. Would be Ok with carrying the fullness
of his identity – complete and unfractured – in his life going
forward. 

As the tram comes to the stop
closest to the counseling center and he rises from his seat and
deboards, his thoughts continue, shifting to another possible,
related talking point for today's or an upcoming session, something
that, in any case, he sees as a significant aspect of his future,
for beyond his personal journey – with its goal of living as full
and productive a life as possible as a non-offending pedophile,
including whatever support he might be able to provide and receive
from other non-offending pedophiles by joining the website's
anonymous message board or by other means – a nagging question has
kept recurring in his mind; a question far vaster than his own or
other pedophiles' individual journeys but one whose answer might
make his and others' journeys easier to take for the deeper
knowledge its answer would provide for why they had to be taken. A
question that persisted if for no other reason, it seemed to him
from his research, than its continuing to be inadequately
considered and investigated, and this even in a society as rapidly
evolving towards ever-greater enlightenment, from clean energy to
the Rights of the Child, as his own. A question that, for
pedophilia, as he saw it anyway, was the most fundamental question
of all: for what reason or reasons had pedophilia even ever
existed?

Surely it couldn't have been for
no more than the purpose of provoking people's general horror at an
ever-present prospect of bogeymen – and some women as well – within
their midst. Or of providing an example of ultimate evil,
incarnate, assumedly, in its possessors' spastically uncontrollable
urges to perpetrate. Surely there had to have been, if one peered
far enough back in time, a genetic raison d'être, an evolutionary
locus.

Could that locus, as a smattering
of research he'd found seemed to suggest, have been that eons ago,
millennia before the concept of children having fundamental rights
and what those rights might be had even begun to be developed as
social constructs, adult and juvenile sexual behavior with
prepubescent children had functioned to help maintain social
cohesion in early human or pre-human hominid hunter-gatherer bands,
precisely as such behavior seemed to function for humans' closest
surviving primate relative, the bonobo?

Or could it perhaps – his own pet
theory – have played some part in an evolutionary bet-hedging
against a reality of recurrent but unpredictable food scarcity and
famine? This possibility suggested by research findings that
substantial prepubescent sexual experience can quicken the onset of
puberty and, thereby, reproductive viability. Have played such a
part in homo sapiens' by-no-means-guaranteed and at times
imminently endangered early florescence? Have played this part
during periods of population bottlenecks, when even just a year or
two in speeding the next generation's arrival could have made the
difference between survival and extinction for small, isolated
groups of humans scattered across the planet.

Or had it functioned in both these
ways and more?

Or perhaps been, simply, part of
the superflux of the ever-churning tsunami of sexual energy that
buoyed survival of the species?

Whatever the answer, or answers,
might be, the young man intended to place this question within the
innermost circle of topics motivating his college and graduate
school studies, and, if he became a professor in a relevant
academic field, as he intended to do, his subsequent research as
well. Would the question ever be adequately answered through his
and others' efforts? By their peering persistently enough, far back
and carefully enough – through the study of ancient DNA and
whatever other means, direct or indirect – into the crepuscular
mists of time until the mists cleared enough to reveal the sunlit
truth, or at least some significant part of it? He couldn't know,
of course, but not knowing made the question no less worthy of
pursuing.

He turns a sidewalk corner and the
counseling center comes into view. Moving
towards the light – the words sound in
his mind. Wasn't that what he would be doing today individually, in
telling the counselor and, later in the afternoon, perhaps his
girlfriend too – moving towards the light? And wasn't that what
life, individually and societally, was, or at least could be, all
about – moving towards an ever-greater enlightenment? For him
anyway, that was what it was, and what it would always
be.

 


Thus would the boy-grown-to-man
dream utopian dreams – dreams that he hoped might, in some
significant respects at least, populate the terrain of the future;
that he hoped, at least, might motivate positive change.
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 The Bedside Table Clock: Changing the Narrative

 


Of course, the process of healing
would not, for the boy-grown-to-man, be as simple as dreaming
utopian dreams; would involve years and decades of persistent
effort in recognizing, confronting, and freeing himself from the
continuing negative effects of his childhood trauma; effort spurred
and necessitated by the suffering these effects would engender, and
channeled through modalities ranging from healing retreats to
counseling to peer support groups to yoga to meditation to support
received through friendship and love, among others.

But eventually, through such persistent effort, and
by placing ample focus on living fully in the Now, the
boy-grown-to-man would change the narrative of the bedside table
clock, from that of a time crunch – of being Time's prisoner in
forever-narrowed confines – to one of becoming Time's beneficiary –
of freeing release into all of Time's amplitude, measured and
unmeasured, moment to moment, with every breath he took, would
take, is taking . . .


 


 


 


 Afterword

 


Thank You and a Request:

First of all, thank you for reading Preludes.
I'm most grateful for the time and attention you've focused on this
story.

And if you've found Preludes worthy of your
focus, I would be most grateful, as well, if you would give
Preludes a rating, and, if possible, a review, both for the
usefulness ratings and reviews can have for others who may find
Preludes of interest and for the encouragement and helpful
feedback they provide me as a writer.

 


Changing the Narrative:

Changing the narrative of the bedside table clock
has involved for me a lifelong journey of healing – a journey which
has benefitted from several crucial strategies, above all that of
maintaining a focus on the Now, and doing so even when engaged in
the cognitive time travel involved in examining the past and
imagining the future, this by way of maintaining awareness of the
continual ebb and flow of one's present moment thoughts and
feelings regarding such travel's revisited and envisioned
content.

Another essential strategy has involved believing in
the possibility of individual and societal change, or, at times
when my capacity for such belief has been in short supply, then the
willingness to act as if I believed; to refuse to surrender to the
notion of an intransigent status quo forever anchored to past
dysfunction.

A third important strategy has involved an
intentional effort to expand my awareness of the contextual
environment in which my father perpetrated his sexual abuse and in
which others, my mother and our family pediatrician included,
failed to detect and attempt to prevent it. The principle aspect of
this awareness expansion has involved a growing recognition of
patriarchy as an overarching force in society and an increasing
realization of the ways in which, and the breadth and depth to
which, patriarchy pervaded the relational power dynamics of my
family of origin and influenced my socialization and my world view
as I grew into adulthood.

Patriarchy's persisting power has never been made
more evident than by the #MeToo movement, which has spotlighted
numerous cases of sexual assault against women in contexts of
uneven, male-superior power dynamics and various presumptions and
rationalizations legitimizing, or excusing or minimizing at least,
male sexual violence against women. And although
#MeToo has not had, for its chief focus, child sexual abuse,
including CSA occurring within families, intra-family child sexual
abuse takes on added significance when viewed through the lens of
#MeToo. So viewed, intra-family CSA can perhaps be
considered one of patriarchy's most stubbornly persisting bastions,
and the most resistant to change – a realm in which fathers and
other males in positions of power can perpetrate sexual assault in
virtual secrecy, hidden from the outside world, and in which the
victims – children – constitute a default diaspora of sufferers in
most cases incapable of connecting with and supporting one another
until, typically, years and decades after their suffering as
children has ended. (A diaspora that can occur even within
families, where sibling victims – silenced by a perpetrator's
threats of what will happen if they tell anyone and often, for
their psychological self-preservation, repressing their own
awareness of their abuse and its horror – often remain unaware of
each other's suffering.)

As for my own childhood experience of patriarchy and
how patriarchy's power facilitated my abuse, I believe that this
power, when I was nine years old, found its most virulent
expression not externally, through my father's assaults in and of
themselves, but from the inside out, through my eventual reaction
to the assaults; from the center of my just then nascently forming
– and therefore most susceptible to influence – concept of what
would be my male maturation and manhood; in what my psyche had
internalized – from sources ranging from pervasive societal
messaging to my mother's lecture, in response to my outbursts of
tearful rage against my brother (largely displaced from all the
rage I was feeling – and repressing in the deepest parts of myself
– in reaction to my father's abuse) in terms of my needing to learn
to be "mature" if I wanted to be a man someday.

Be a man – the words which, as I understood their meaning through the
distorting prism of patriarchy, demanded that I shut down all of
the “negative” feelings arising from my father’s sexual abuse and,
though I wasn’t, of course, aware I was doing it, continue to
suppress all memories of the abuse itself.

Be a man – an injunction that seemed to insist, in other words, upon
the exact opposite of allowing oneself to be open to the emotional
truth of one’s abuse experiences, which is a key ingredient of all
that, I would come to realize as an adult, healing from childhood
sexual abuse requires.

Having, in my case, to unlearn
such a deeply embedded, false lesson of what it means to "be a man"
is but one example of how immense, for all child sexual abuse
survivors, the challenges of healing can be. And yet I believe that
healing is always possible –
substantial, transformative, life-affirming healing – for those
possessing sufficient resolve to make the effort, and sufficient
quantities of insight, support, and whatever other wherewithal they
may require for that effort to generate positive yield.

And healing is not only possible
but crucial. For it is through healing, achieved by whatever
painstaking means, that survivors can gain the ability, by whatever
slow degrees, to accept themselves simply as human beings, in all
of their imperfection and weakness, and all of their excellence and
strength as well.

And it is through healing that
survivors can triumph over toxic shame – a shame whose power can
reach so far into the psyche of the abused as to, in cases such as
mine, assist in the banishment of all memory of the abuse
experiences to a subconscious, totalitarian netherworld of the mind
which, were it to prevail in maintaining its hegemony, would keep
survivors forever silent to the truth of those experiences, even to
themselves. Forever silent and incognizant, and, thereby, forever
subject to the destructive influences of the abuse upon their
lives.

Through healing, and triumphing
over such shame, survivors can grow ever stronger in their ability
to experience all of their feelings freely and without judging –
“positive” and “negative,” every single one – concerning every
aspect of their lives, including the ability to experience
happiness in its simplest, most elemental form – that happiness
which arises from appreciating the “mere” fact of one’s existence;
that comes, not as some lead actor in a show performed for the
exclusive purpose of pleasing others or of maintaining a false,
falsely “positive” self-image, but that emerges with deepest
authenticity, from one’s very core.

 


Even with the greatest resolve and
effort, and the self-insight thereby attained, for that majority of
survivors who as children receive no effective treatment for their
abuse, healing’s immense challenges can prove daunting. (This is,
of course, not to say with respect to the comparatively fortunate
minority who do as children receive effective treatment that
healing is anything close to easy.) For in addition to having to
face and dissolve their own inner impediments, including
internalized toxic shame, survivors must be willing to confront, as
well, various shame-related barriers maintained by their own
families and society at large. Barriers constructed from, among
other things, a continuing substantial degree of ignorance
concerning the nature of child sexual abuse and the effect it can
have upon its victims, and from a continued resistance to engaging
in a full and open exploration of this issue.

And yet, as we view the challenges
of dealing effectively with CSA in an era in which open,
well-informed public discussion of CSA and related issues has
become more and more prevalent, the possibilities for positive
change seem better than ever before. I hope that this story may
contribute to such change by serving as a call to action to any
individual or organization wishing to help reduce ignorance,
promote discussion, and otherwise heal the wounds child sexual
abuse inflicts, and wishing, as well, to nurture conditions in
which CSA's frequency may be lessened and early detection and
effective intervention facilitated and increased. May we all work
towards the creation of a world in which, in these and other
crucial ways, the human rights and best interests of children are
fully recognized and respected.

 


John Brooks

April, 2021
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