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            This is a complicated book to dedicate because it’s about something so dark and ugly in my life. Who, exactly, wants a book like this to be dedicated to them?

 

            But then, there are so many people in my life who let the light back in, people to whom I feel so grateful, some women in particular (and one man). Molly, Miriam, Michele, Carlene, Rene, Marie, Kylie, Frances, Daphne, Alvina, Jill, Rebecca, Eliot. Also, Professor C. and Professor L. from Georgetown, for believing me and believing in me, and for being the women I so longed to become.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Author’s Note

         

         Trauma is a jumble. Of feelings, of memories, of nausea and sickness in a person’s gut, of confusion in the mind.

         This memoir is about a trauma in my life, a state of siege that began one spring and that was not alleviated until nearly two years later. By the end of it, I was in a heap.

         I’ve done my best to put what happened in order, but I’m not sure if I got everything and its timing exactly right. There was so much of it to make sense of, a labyrinth, really, that sometimes I get lost in its twists and turns. When I try to remember what happened, as it happened, often what I get is one big flood of memories, all piled on top of one another, melted together, the layers difficult to distinguish.

         But know this: each event I describe is one that is seared in my brain and, sadly, likely always will be.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Monster in the House

         

         The package sat, unopened, on the coffee table.

         It had been there for days. Through sun and rain and summer thunderstorms. Next to it was a fat candle from Pottery Barn that I’d bought on sale and a stack of books I was reading for graduate school. In front of the table was an old, wood-framed couch. I’d thrown a thick blanket over it to hide its cheap cushions, stained from former occupants of my university-issue apartment, with its cinder-block walls and tall bright windows that I loved with all my heart. It was the first place I’d ever had all to myself. Behind the table was the hulking television set I’d won during my first year of college and had lugged around for years. It was from my residence-hall lounge, and the RAs had raffled it off at the end of the semester. I was the lucky winner they’d pulled from the hat.

         The package was thin, a rectangular manila envelope, my address handwritten on the front in careful script. Its contents could have been anything. Happy photos of friends or pictures from a wedding. But there was an article sealed within that dull yellow envelope. The draft of one.

         I knew this because the author, who was also my mentor, told me so, along with his directive that I read the essay inside of it, that he needed me to read it. I would be a bad person, a bad student, a bad friend if I ignored this duty as I’d ignored so many other needs and requests from him lately.

         He sent it to me on the day he left for a monthlong trip. It was the end of July, it was hot and humid, the blacktop outside my apartment literally steaming with the heat. He called to inform me the article was on its way, that I had the entire month to get to it. Maybe he believed that lack of time or warning was behind my failure to read anything else he’d sent recently. Maybe he thought that allowing me a whole month was a kindness.

         During the four weeks he was away, he called to ask if I was reading, if I had already read. He called over and over and scolded when it became clear that I had not yet fulfilled this simple obligation. Time was running out, August was waning, and I hadn’t even opened the envelope.

         “Don-na,” he’d say over the phone in that singsong way he always spoke my name. “I’m coming home. I want to be able to talk about this when I get back.”

         Why, why, why? I wondered, silently, as I promised him—because I did promise him—that I would get to it soon, maybe today. Why me? I was a nobody graduate student. He was an important professor, famous in certain circles. Didn’t he have colleagues whose opinions he could solicit? Why did he care about mine?

         By then I knew the answers to my own questions. The desperation in his voice was evidence enough. But still, the knowledge was murky and vague, fearful and suspicious. I’d pushed it deep into the recesses of my brain, done my best to kill it. I was in denial and I relished this denial, so fierce and powerful that it was almost magnificent.

         As I sat there, watching television on my couch, that ugly manila envelope taking up space on my table next to the remnants of my latest take-out dinner, a part of me was still hopeful that I was wrong; that the nagging feeling consuming my insides would turn out to be a product of my melodramatic imagination.

         Day after day I rose from bed, walked out into my living room, wishing that the envelope had vanished overnight. But no, it sat there, among my things, just steps from my hideous Pepto-Bismol–colored kitchen, where I cooked lavish dinners for friends, for my RA staff, for myself. Seeing the envelope each time I came in the door was like discovering someone had left a ticking time bomb in my apartment while I was out buying Advil at CVS. I would agonize over its presence in my house and my life, doing my best to disarm it.

         It was just an article. An innocent thing. A stack of papers, typed up and printed out and stapled together. Strings of words in black and white. What was I afraid of? What, really, was the big deal? I read articles all the time. I was a graduate student, a voracious reader. Reading was my calling, my purpose, my joy.

         Just do it already, my mind would push, one minute. But I don’t want to, it would tug, the next. Come on, Donna, I would admonish myself. It’s not like an article can actually hurt you. It’s not like it’s packed with knives and bullets and poison.

         Back and forth, back and forth went this spiral of thoughts. As the days marched forward, the questions of how I’d gotten to this place, and whose fault it was, plagued me. Whose responsibility was it, really? Mine? His? The answer was so hard to parse out, but parse it out I did, and then I did again.

         I allowed the article in my house. (Consent?) I placed it on the coffee table. (Also consent. Right?) I answered the phone when he called, pleading with me. (Consent, technically. But there was no caller ID back then, so maybe not?) I made him promises that I would read. (Is there consent when there is also cringing? When he is begging?) But I also resisted touching that yellow envelope. (I did not want to consent to it.) I didn’t open it for nearly a month. (This was a silent no. But do silent nos count?) I scowled when I looked at it. (A bodily gesture of resistance. But then, it wasn’t like he was in the room and could see me scowling. Thank God.) I did my best to ignore its presence, its persistence, I didn’t move it, didn’t touch it, not at first. (Does the absence of a response imply a yes?)

         The mere sight of the article on my coffee table filled me with a dread so profound I’m not sure I can ever convey its depths. Words are not enough. Then again, shouldn’t I have used my words? Shouldn’t it have been that easy, just saying the word no loud and clear and true like a bell?

         
              

         

         I waited until the day before he returned from his trip to open the envelope, to take out the article, to actually touch it with my fingers. I held it as if I might be allergic to the paper, averting my eyes. It was like readying myself to take the most disgusting medicine in the history of the world, medicine you know is going to make you sick but somehow you have to get it down your throat. You have to take a deep breath, close your eyes, and swallow it, then do your best to distract yourself from such a pervasive level of disgust that you know gagging and retching are inevitable.

         I turned on the television so there was noise around me, so it felt like there were other people nearby. I didn’t want to be alone with it, not any bit of it, not the envelope, the paper, the article, not the words on the pages.

         Then, finally, I started.

         After so much resistance, I let my eyes settle on the first word and then the second and the third, until I was allowing them inside my brain, inside my body, where they would cohere into sentences that would take on meaning. I convinced myself that after so much melodrama I was about to find out the article was as benign as the stack of books I read for my classes, that soon I would be laughing at how silly I’d been to make such a big deal over nothing, that I would be rolling my eyes at the way I’d fought this article off as though it were a mugger in a dark alley. I’d realize that the author really did mean well, that he had no ulterior motives or harmful agenda.

         I waited for the relief to hit, for the cool wave of it to flow through me in the oppressive August heat.

         But as those words entered me one by one, piling up into a massive heap of sentences that became paragraphs that became sections, it turned out that the article was poison after all, that it really was going to make me sick. So ill that I got up from my couch and lay down flat on my back on the floor of my apartment, holding my stomach.

         The article was a confession of love.

         But it wasn’t a direct confession. There was no Dear Donna at the beginning, or sentences that included the words I’ve lately realized that I’m in love with you. He’d told me he loved me without telling me directly, while cloaking it in a lengthy, lofty reflection—no, an honoring—of a real-life love between an older man, a famous writer and thinker, and a young woman thirty years his junior, with whom this man began a passionate and clandestine affair, one that was revealed to the public only many years after his death. The essay was about forgiving this man the transgression of loving the younger woman, of pursuing her, of being unable to stop himself from doing so, from corralling his desires. The article justified his love for her, praised it as virtuous, even divine, and exulted in the fact that she reciprocated that love, forbidden as it was to both of them because the man was also a priest. I imagine my mentor believed this was the ultimate romantic gesture, to craft an essay about the love he felt for me, but to do so metaphorically. To invite me into a sexual relationship through the poetry of a well-written paper. For him, a deeply thought-out intellectual essay was the equivalent of a sonnet.

         It was sneaky and convoluted and, ultimately, cowardly, though it was like everything else that he did, which was also sneaky and convoluted and just indirect enough to leave me doubtful, to make me question my instincts, my judgment, my intuition, that something was deeply wrong with his behavior toward me. His movements were always just shy of obviously inappropriate, they were always potentially completely innocent; acts that could be interpreted as overtures of something romantic, yet that also could be misinterpreted as such.

         There was always room for doubt with him, and this was part of his talent as a stalker of me.

         
              

         

         Eventually I got up from the floor and sat on the couch again. I tossed the papers onto the coffee table and they fanned across it, obscuring the cheap wood. My dread ballooned outward to encompass the entire apartment, oozing through the screens of my open windows and poisoning the humid summer air.

         What was I going to do? What was my plan?

         He was going to call me the second he returned home and push for a face-to-face meeting so we could “discuss” his article. Not answering the phone wouldn’t do any good, since he would simply show up at my door and wait for me to come out. I could deny that I’d read it. I could deny and deny, but then he would just badger and badger until I couldn’t deny any longer. I could say yes to him, I could have the conversation and act like I didn’t see any connection between his essay and the situation I now found myself in. That he’d put me in.

         As these thoughts flew through my head, my entire being revolted. My entire self, my body, my brain, my heart, my soul, were one big no. No, no, no, no. I cannot do this. I cannot. I wanted to die. I wanted to die rather than deal with what was looming.

         The phone rang.

         I considered not picking up because, you know. It was probably him.

         But I did pick up, because what else was I going to do? Never answer the phone again? I had a job to do, with RAs who depended on me. Friends. Family. A boyfriend.

         It was my father on the line.

         “Your mother has cancer,” he told me the moment I said hello, his voice thick with grief. “It’s not good. You have to come home. She’s having surgery tomorrow. She might not make it. Your mother might die.”

         I listened to him, barely comprehending his words, their terrible meaning. As I held the phone to my ear, already beginning to pack my things, something incredible registered inside of me. I would not be here tomorrow because my mother was having surgery. Major surgery. For cancer. She might die. This was the ultimate excuse to be away when he came back. There could exist no better excuse to avoid the dreaded conversation. To never ever have that discussion he was so desperate to have.

         As my father continued to talk, I thought to myself: I am a horrible daughter. And later, as I hung up the phone and zipped up my travel bag, I thought to myself:

         I am saved.

      

   


   
      
         
            What They Took and How I Let Them

         

         I am not supposed to be telling you any of this.

         In exchange for my graduate school eventually making the harassment from my mentor stop, and a very small sum of money, I agreed to pretend that none of what I am about to tell you ever happened. I agreed to absolve my university of all wrongdoing. I agreed to be silent forever.

         At the time I didn’t care what I had to do or sign. The only thing I wanted was for this man to go away, this man who was supposed to be my mentor, my shepherd throughout the years of graduate school and onward into my professional future. I would have signed anything back then, a paper that called me a harlot, that said my mother was a whore. I would have paid the school if need be, if it finally made him go away. I would have taken out my checkbook and emptied my savings account into the school’s. I would have handed them anything they asked of me, if only I could finally be free.

         But what they wanted was my voice.

         So I gave it to them. I cut out my tongue in the university’s office of human resources and offered it to the woman whose job it was to take it. I mutilated myself right there, in the middle of the day, in front of her administrative assistant. I didn’t even notice the blood. I handed over the most important thing a woman has according to the feminists I was reading for my classes in the building right next door. I did this like it was nothing.

         I didn’t know what a crime I was committing against myself until much later, didn’t realize that my university was requiring me to maim myself, and do so permanently. I didn’t know when I was visiting HR that I was dealing with people who worked to protect the institution and its professors at the expense of the vulnerable bodies of its students. Who knew that universities could conspire like gangs of criminals, albeit under the guise of being respectable places of lofty ideals? Who knew that this college where I’d enrolled to get my PhD, this beacon of hope and light, would stoop so low as to ask a young woman to rip her vocal cords from her throat to fulfill this most basic of requests, which was to go to her classes without fear of being stalked?

         But then, I am not unique in this experience.

         All around the country, at universities far and wide, at workplaces of all sizes and types, at companies that boast of doing good and making the world a better place, there are file cabinets full of the bloody tongues of women. Some are young and tender, others more weathered and battered, but all of them taken from us by people in business-casual attire, in suits and sensible skirts, walking up to us as though what they are about to do is perfectly legitimate, perfectly reasonable, even as they take the long, curving knives from behind their backs, raising them up to strike our faces and our necks. Acting as though this is just business as usual while they disfigure us, and we stand there, letting them, because this seems like our only option.

         Once they have our tongues they don’t even seal them in a bag, to try to stem the mess. They’ve grown so used to this procedure that by now they’re immune. Instead, they carry our tongues back into the room they’ve reserved for female body parts, a room with special locks, with soundproofing to drown out all the things the tongues say to each other at night, in the dark, when everyone else goes home, a cacophony of disembodied voices. But they never stop bleeding. They bleed and bleed for years, so much that more people must be hired to make sure nothing seeps into view. No one wants a public scandal, after all.

         Women’s tongues are dangerous when they let us keep them. Institutions, workplaces, companies have long known this, which is why they take them from us, why they require that we forfeit them, why they’ll pay us so much for them, these blood diamonds mined from our bodies. It’s good to see that women are breaking into these locked-away places and taking our tongues back.

         I am still getting used to mine again.

         It is thick and strange in my mouth.

         
              

         

         “You know I was stalked, once, in graduate school.”

         I remember dropping this line into a conversation with a colleague, Mary, who is now one of my best friends. I said it like this information was no big deal, barely a shrug, even as my blood pressure spiked as it always does when I bring up this topic.

         Mary and I had only recently met. We were sitting at a table on the sidewalk in Manhattan on a sunny August day, chatting happily over dishes of pesto spaghetti at my favorite Italian place. We’d hit it off at a conference and decided to hang out when we returned home, the first of what would become many lunches, countless get-togethers, and which now amount to over a decade of friendship. She was seven months pregnant at the time, her cheeks rosy and flushed in the heat. I remember how her stomach was round and bursting from her tiny frame. We were both in summer dresses, sleeveless, clingy, as bare as a person can get and still go out in public. On Mary the effect was dramatic, and on our walk to the restaurant she garnered more than a few stares from passersby and plenty of sympathetic smiles from other women.

         Mary stopped eating after I told her this and looked up. “Oh?”

         “Yeah. Isn’t that weird?” This came out of my mouth as a statement, even though I’d phrased it as a question. Before she could respond I rushed back in to ask her, “So what was grad school like for you?”

         She hesitated before answering—of course she did, because how is a person supposed to respond to such an unexpected confession, immediately followed by an abrupt shift in subject? But she let the conversation move forward from there to plenty of more benign topics, putting some distance between what I’d confided and the now of our lunch, padding my comment with other talk like white noise until we almost couldn’t hear what I’d said ringing in the air any longer. We slurped our bright green spaghetti and laughed and joked and gossiped, and my blood pressure slowed to a more normal rate.

         I cringe even now, many years later, at how I must have sounded that day. The way I told her what had happened to me was so clumsy, everything about it awkward and stumbling and uncomfortable. I’d forced it up from my darkest self and lobbed it onto the table for her inspection without warning or preamble. I was experimenting with “integrating” this fact of my past into my present because of my therapist’s advice. She kept urging me to talk about what happened during grad school with other people, with friends, with anyone, so I might better incorporate it into my life and relationships as a way of healing the trauma it caused to my body and brain.

         But I’ve yet to find a way to speak about it that is not clumsy.

         How does one become graceful, exactly, when speaking about the ugliest parts of her history? The parts that stir the most shame and blame, the confessions capable of stopping a conversation in its tracks and rendering the other person speechless? Of turning an afternoon of delicious food and newfound intimacy into something off-putting and strange?

         “I remember when you told me that,” Mary said to me the other day. “And how you told me.”

         “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to laugh it off as a way of staving off the burn that crept into my cheeks. “I can’t believe I did that to you, so soon after we met.”

         Mary has big brown eyes, honest and sincere, soft and quiet. “Donna,” she said. “Don’t apologize. It made me feel honored.”

         “Honored?” This was not the word I expected her to use.

         “That you felt you could trust me with something so personal, so quickly. It made me realize that you and I were going to be good friends. Real friends.”

         “Oh,” I said, taking this in, trying to let its delicate and beautiful kindness permeate my skin. “I’m still sorry, though,” I added. “I’ll always be so sorry.”

         
              

         

         In multiple ways, I am two people.

         I am a writer and an academic, I am creative and scholarly. I am a longtime, well-published novelist, and a grown woman with a PhD whose research about sex on campus is widely taught, who has been speaking about this research and sexual assault at universities and colleges across the nation for over a decade. At the same time, I am a person, vulnerable and ashamed about something I lived during my early to mid-twenties, embarrassed by the fault I see in myself for what transpired, at the role I played in all of it, in allowing it to go on for as long as it did. I am someone whose career has flourished in certain regards, and I’m also a person whose career has languished and suffered because of what happened with my mentor. I know that I should be capable of telling myself what I tell college students who’ve been assaulted and harassed like I was:

         It’s not your fault. Don’t blame yourself.

         And yet, I am unable to convince myself of this. I am unable to convince that young woman I was and will always be, to a degree, that the statement “It’s not your fault” is entirely true in my case. I remain two people, two women who share the same body, same heart, same mind, same soul. This split woman has lived parallel lives, one in public as a confident, authoritative person, capable as a researcher, speaker, and writer on many subjects, including Title IX and assault. The other woman remains hidden, a person insecure and ashamed, whose professional life is irreparably marked by this man, forever changed by his inability to control himself, to abstain from inappropriate behavior, by the manner in which his gaze became fixated on me and I could not turn it away.

         I am a survivor, but I also am, and always will be, a victim. I can’t speak for others who share this dual identity, but I can say for myself that, while I wish to be the proud person who exclusively occupies the title of survivor, I still claim the territory of the shivering, cowering victim. To say that I am not also her even after two decades have passed would be to lie. Because of my work, because of feminism, because of certain friends who have supported me over the years, I am well aware of the correct things I am supposed to say out loud to others and tell myself in my darkest moments: That everything was his fault. That he did what he did to me. That I should not blame myself. I have rehearsed these lines, practiced them like I would for a role in a play, yet there are only fleeting moments when I actually believe they are true. The rest are full of doubt and uncertainty.

         So many times I’ve imagined the self I am now sitting down with that younger self I used to be and telling her all the things we tell young women who’ve experienced something like I did. I’ve done this exercise as a means of helping myself, forgiving myself, trying to cope over the years. I’ve done it because colleagues and friends who know this part of my history have suggested I do it, especially after I’ve lapsed into monologues of self-recrimination and blame at dinners and over drinks.

         “If you sat down with one of your students right now,” they’ll say, “and heard her describe a similar story to your own, what would you tell her? Would you ever dream of claiming that she is, even partially, at fault?”

         The answer, of course, is an unequivocal no. I would never tell one of my students this. I would never tell one of my friends or colleagues this. I would never say such things to anyone who has suffered my particular affliction. I believe in the absolute absence of fault with respect to the experiences of others. I know this completely and without doubt. I am convinced of its reality. So why isn’t it unequivocally true in my case? Why can’t I make a clean leap from shameful victim to proud survivor? How can I resolve these two competing selves?

         Will I ever?

         We live in a culture where the harassment and assault of women and girls take place so regularly, so commonly, so consistently, that we need to take stock of the splitting of the person that occurs during acts of trauma. Of the ways that women must learn to become good actresses and excellent liars so they can endure and live as though nothing terrible has happened to them. Of the personal and professional cost of having to live with two brains, be of two minds, of the secrets a person’s own body can keep from her for years, of the ongoing feeling that somehow she is the one who failed and the damage this does to her sense of self, of her ability to perceive what is true and what is false about who she is and who she is not.

         We have made consent out to be something straightforward, as straightforward as the single word no, but we are lying to ourselves and one another about this. If stopping someone’s behavior were as magical as uttering a two-letter word, then my professor’s behavior would never have gone on as long as it did. The word no meant nothing in my case. I paid dearly for this. I am still paying for it.

         I am not saying that all I have come to do, to achieve, to accomplish since those years in my twenties has been a lie, or even a performance. I am not saying that the confident, successful woman that I am in so many regards isn’t real. She is, I am, real. The lie would be to contend that the other woman I’ve been, that I am still, no longer exists. The lie would be to deny her. To claim that the young woman scarred by this man is fully healed. I will always be her. I will always be both women. Even if my friends, my fellow feminists, wish this were otherwise.

         
              

         

         In this same vein, I have two brains. Each one hides stuff from the other. Like there are parts of my brain that have been redacted. Like the FBI or the CIA or some secret government agency broke into my mind one night and classified my memories of grad school—my memories of him—with a thick, soaking black marker; classified them from me.

         I have always known I have two sets of memories—one, which is exclusively devoted to this man and all that happened with him, and the other, which is exclusively devoted to everything else that happened in my life during grad school and since. One set is dark and ugly and sickening, and the other is bright and happy and thrilling. The darker set is dangerous; it lies in wait, hidden, lurking, until the moment when the happier side of me least expects, has almost forgotten, it is there, and suddenly it lashes out with the force and violence of a knife slashing through everything else that I am, everything that I’ve become, wounding me all over again.

         My brain, my body, have worked hard over the years to keep these two sets of memories separate, not allowing one to pollute the other—and that is the word for it: pollution. I understand this professor as a potentially polluting force, like an insecticide or a putrid, stinking chemical that must be carefully contained. My brain’s job, it seems, has been to seal him tight into one corner, protecting the rest of it from any further contamination.

         When I try to remember that time in my life, using my brain is like using an Etch A Sketch. When you move the slide across the dull gray screen, it erases whatever had been there so you can start over with a new image. I have one of those slides in my mind, but when I slide it across my memories, on one side there is him and on the other there is everyone and everything else. On one side my life happens and has gone on as though I am completely normal, untouched by this man, successful and happy, but on the other, the girl I see is a pathetic, fearful mess, and she will always remain so.

         
              

         

         You can view a person through so many different lenses, from so many angles. It depresses me that this ugly part of my history is my lens, my angle, the window through which I am choosing to view all the different aspects of my life, my friends, my family, my faith, my aspirations and hopes and dreams. Then again, writing this is a method of capture, of pinning something down. And I’d like to capture this man so I can understand and contemplate him now, from such a distance, who he was and is and how he happened to me. I’d like to turn him into a helpless butterfly pinned to the wall, waiting there for me to study him. I was his reluctant butterfly for far too long, and he held me in his gaze, watched me squirm, and didn’t care that I wanted to be free of him.

         I’ve had many years to reflect on what happened during graduate school—how it happened, why it continued for so long. So, I am using my own experience as a case study of sorts, because sadly, there is plenty to study, and however ironically or fittingly, conversations about harassment, assault, and consent have become one of the central aspects of my professional identity. And then, if I learned anything from what I lived, it’s that consent is infinitely complex and ongoing, especially when two people are already in a relationship with each other.

         There were, quite literally, a range of stages of consent in my case, which gradually shifted to stages of non-consent. Consent is such a tricky, slippery thing, one that can be there one minute and gone the next, that can be murky and vague, that can be given yet given in fear or out of perceived obligation. Because of the difference in power between me and my professor, between me and my mentor, I behaved in a way that shames me and makes me long to go back and do everything differently. And yet it’s so much easier to wish I’d acted differently in hindsight now that I am older, now that I know so much more about harassment and how institutions handle it (or don’t), now that I am more outside of what was happening.

         But when it happens to you and you are young and powerless, and the person who is making it happen holds your dream in his hands, fragile and beautiful and glowing with hope, there is a lot you will do to try to ensure that he doesn’t use those hands to crush it.

         
              

         

         One last thing, on the subject of dreams.

         People often judge the settlements that some women get when they come forward with accusations of harassment and assault, especially when the figures grow into the millions. That’s been happening a lot these days, because more and more women are speaking out and our nation is realizing exactly how typical it is for a woman to be subjected to harassment and assault in the workplace, at school, at just about every possible juncture of her life.

         In my mind, no settlement is too big or outrageous. No settlement can ever be enough.

         What price, really, can you put on the loss, the permanent loss, of a woman’s brightest dreams? What cost, truly, is the loss of your future? Your career? Your reputation in the eyes of others?

         Even though I’ve tried to convince myself otherwise, convince myself that this time in my life during graduate school did not determine the course of my future, that it is not at fault for how things turned out for me (or didn’t), I am, once again, a woman split in two. Deep down, underneath all the factors that went into my professional decision-making over the years, the bad luck and bad colleagues, the good and serendipitous moments, the choices I made myself, he is lurking. Like sludge at the bottom of a lake, hidden and slimy underneath pristine water, he is still there. And when I acknowledge this truth, I am also able to hear that voice, barely a whisper, telling me that yes, while there are many, many reasons that I did not fulfill the dream of my future, and even though I fulfilled other dreams I didn’t yet know that I had, he cost me my one true dream, the purest one, the one whose end still hurts the most and always will.

         He broke me in the place I’d once been happiest, where I’d looked inward and had discovered my best self. He took this once-confident, exuberant part of me and turned it into something insecure and anxious, cowering and ashamed, repulsed and sickly. In the process of doing this, he turned everything that had to do with this part of me into a wasteland, full of rubble and hidden mines that I no longer knew how to navigate. That I could not navigate, at least not successfully. That I still can’t navigate, if I’m honest.

         I had only wanted to be a college professor. That is all. And I am not one. Not in the way that I’d wanted, that I’d hoped. Not in the way my friends are now. And as much as I hate to admit this and wish it were otherwise, that is on him.
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         Rhode Island, where I’m from, is a small place.

         That sounds like a joke. It is small in size, yes, but it’s also small like a town, a place where everyone knows one another. It’s easy to play six degrees of separation, and usually the degrees are just one or two. Rhode Island is working class, it’s intimate, it’s Catholic, or it was when I was growing up. It is a state full of immigrants, Italians, Portuguese, and Irish. We go to the public beaches in the summers, they fill up with kids and teenagers and parents, men too old to be surfing but there they are anyway, longboards under their arms, weaving their way through the colorful umbrellas dotting the sand like pinwheels.

         The lots around my family’s house in Narragansett were once wooded places, and my grandmother and I would go blackberry picking for hours, returning only when we’d gathered enough for a pie. There were grapes, blueberries, wild strawberries, too. Depending on the day and the season, my grandmother would be coaxing me into a pair of jeans so my legs wouldn’t get cut on the prickers and we would head out into the warm air, past the random, falling-down stone walls that lined the landscape and into the tall grasses where the strawberry plants were hiding.

         Someone gave me a sunflower once, I don’t remember who, but I was six or seven at the time and I loved that flower like I’d never loved anything. I loved its brightness, its bigness, the way it seemed to be continually bursting into existence, pushing its yellow face into the atmosphere. But because it was a flower I also knew it would die. I mourned its inevitable death before it was close, would stare at it, worriedly, in its vase at the center of the kitchen table. When it finally reached its end, withered and brown around the edges, drooping over after it had been so straight and tall and seemingly invincible, my father lifted it up, took my hand in his, and led me into the vacant lot behind our house. It was dotted with trees and bushes, but mostly grass—grass as tall as me at the time. We laid the wilted sunflower down, gently, reverently, and I thought my father meant for us to hold its funeral since he knew how much I loved it. But instead he looked at me and said, “You wait,” and then turned around and led us back into the yard, past the swing set and onto the patio.

         The following August and every late summer and fall after that until the lot was paved over to make room for a new house, great, tall sunflowers rose up among the grasses, more and more each year. We could see them from the kitchen through the glass doors at breakfast. I was as certain then as I am now that my father made this annual miracle happen on my behalf, evidence of his love for me multiplying through each new sunflower season like the story of the loaves and the fishes, but far better.

         Back in the seventies and eighties, Rhode Island could shelter you like a great big festive tent, full of sea and sand and the simple pleasures of life, noisy with the kind of accents that people make fun of after hearing them on television and in the movies.

         “Ray’s out pahking the caah,” my mother would say all the time when people asked where my father was, after he dropped us off at the door of wherever we were headed, like a gentleman—my father has always been a gentleman. My college roommates used to listen to the messages my mother left on our answering machine in awe, save them to play back again, sometimes for guests, because her accent was so strong it seemed unbelievable to them.

         When I was little and learning to spell, taking in the rules about silent vowels and such, I remember my eureka moment when I realized there must be a silent r. How else could I account for the fact that words that didn’t sound like they had r’s in them—haaht, paaht, caah, prayyah—were spelled so differently on the page: heart, part, car, prayer? Why had nobody taught me this specific lesson about r’s in school? When I told my mother about this brainstorm that seemed to solve a great spelling puzzle, she laughed and laughed and explained to me about accents and how they could swallow letters like black holes in people’s speech. She was a teacher herself, and I remember how upset I became about how everyone spoke around us, my parents included, like they were trying to trick me, make it harder for children to learn to read and to spell. I told her she should fix this, that it wasn’t right or fair to her students that she spoke this way, almost like lying to them, which only made her laugh even more.

         Rhode Island could shelter you with its simplicity, its annual rhythms of going to the beach in summer, going to school during fall, winter, and spring, and church on Sundays regardless of the season. It’s also the place where I learned in first grade, by accident, right around the time my father was making miracles with sunflowers, that there were gods other than the Catholic God in this world. We were doing a phonics lesson in my Catholic elementary-school classroom, sounding out words, sentence by sentence, working through the textbook readings, which happened to be about Greek gods that morning. Zeus and Athena, Aphrodite and Poseidon, and all of their adventures. The point was to teach us phonics, the lesson to read aloud and do so correctly, but the idea that there were gods other than the one my family and I prayed to on Sundays and before meals and bed was the real lesson I took home that day.

         My mother was in her room, folding clothes on the bed.

         I climbed up and sat on top of her comforter, legs crossed. Studied her smiling brown eyes, the soft curl of her short dark hair, her colorful clothing, sweaters with flowers stitched into them on one day, animals on another, the bright clothing of a nursery-school teacher.

         “You didn’t tell me there were other gods,” I said to her.

         It was definitely an accusation.

         “What do you mean?” she asked.

         I explained about that morning’s phonics lesson and what I had discovered. I was shocked to find out that my mother had known about other gods all along, that this was not as surprising to her as it was to me. She asked me a lot of questions that day, what I thought about Zeus and his divine peers, if I liked reading about them and wanted to read more. She would be happy to supply me with books full of stories about Greek gods and other gods, too, if I was interested. But I was stuck on one single question, which I kept asking her over and over.

         “What if we believe in the wrong one?”

         Since it now seemed the world was full of gods, I could not stop thinking about the possibility that we had picked poorly with the Catholic one. Which god was the right god? We had picked, too, my parents and grandmother at least. My family did this without consulting me or revealing what I now saw as essential information before making this choice. How does one make such decisions, anyway, when there are so many gods out there? Why did we pick this Catholic God over the others? What made him better, exactly?

         “Well,” my mother said, as she continued to fold clothes, little piles stacking up like tiny sand castles across the bed. “That’s what faith is.” She went on to explain that faith was about believing in something without knowing whether it was true, that leaps of faith were about the very questions I was asking, about deciding it was okay not to know for sure whether the Catholic God was the one “right” god or the one “true” god, accepting that we might never know the answer. That, as a family, my parents and grandmother had faith in the Catholic God and the Catholic Church.

         “I don’t think I like this,” I told her.

         Once again, I felt tricked. Like my parents and the Sunday school teachers had intentionally been keeping essential information from me, leaving out data necessary to make an informed decision about God and faith and what I believed.

         “You can keep asking me questions,” my mother said.

         She seemed so unruffled, so full of calm as her daughter was making inquiries that could shatter the world as she’d known it since birth. But in truth I think my questions had shaken her. My mother wanted faith for me, faith in the Catholic God and its traditions. Everyone around us had this faith, and she thought it would arm me well as I got older and had to face life’s hardships, like padding all over my body, breaking the force of the hurt and the pain.

         It’s also true that my childish faith in the Catholic God never recovered, that I could never stop thinking about what was true and what might be false when we went to church on Sundays, that I didn’t like the idea that we might be wrong, that my parents and grandmother might have made a bad decision faithwise. I never stopped asking questions about other gods, either, both in my head and out in the world, questions that sometimes startled and scandalized my teachers at the Catholic schools I attended my entire life, schools that I loved, full of friends and nuns and priests whom I loved along with them. And though I may have lost my faith in God when I was very young, I never lost my faith in my parents. It was easy. They were always right there.

         
              

         

         I was a voracious student during high school, college, graduate school. I still am, to a degree, but not like I was back then. I gobbled up books like the candy my mother forbade me to eat as a child, which only made me a more passionate consumer of all things sugar. I was so precocious at trig and calculus that my math classes conflicted with Honors English, and the AP Lit teacher, Miss H., gave me a private class for years. It was like winning the lottery.

         Miss H. was adored at my school for her kindness, her intelligence, for always wearing long, flowing hippie skirts and sweaters, for being stuck in a 1960s time warp, for her pacifism, for her impossibly frizzy, dirty-blond hair that was parted in the middle and framed her weathered face. She smiled a lot, spoke in a soft voice, and had an equally soft laugh. I worshipped her.

         She and I read everything together, all the classics. I swooned over Ayn Rand (I was young, I got over it), Dickens, Shakespeare, Steinbeck. My beloved personal teacher would hand me 450-page tomes and ask, quietly, whether I could read them in two, three, maybe four (if I was lucky) days.

         Yes, I replied. A thousand times yes!

         There was no syllabus, no curriculum, no plan, no structure, only a teetering stack of books in a dim, ugly classroom (for some reason, we never turned on the lights) and conversation, discussion, study, talk. Miss H. would pull up another desk and chair and sit next to me like she was a peer or I was her colleague, and I would forget I was at school and that she was my teacher until the bell rang again. Often she was too busy to meet, and I would sit there alone, reading, working. But she pushed me, hard, on everything, harder than anyone had ever pushed me, especially on my writing. I ate it up, every last crumb, like I was starving, like it was the best meal of my life, like it might be my last, like I’d never tasted good food even though my mother was a gifted Italian cook. I was hungry, and the hunger only grew once I discovered it was there. I learned to love the ache of it.

         I had always been a reader, my mother made sure of this with biweekly, even triweekly trips to the library to pick out books and more books. She always made them into these big events, the two of us getting into the car, making sure we had our library cards. I remember, clearly, the day my mother decided I was old enough to strike out on my own into the stacks.

         “Why don’t you go explore,” my mother said to me as if this were no big deal, not a milestone at all, while we were sitting cross-legged on the floor in the children’s section, paging through a picture book. “You pick out what interests you, and when you’re ready, we’ll check it out at the desk together. Take your time.”

         I got up and stood there, staring at her, not really believing she was sending me off into the wilds alone with no curfew, thrilled at the promise of secret wanderings. Afterward, I would stagger home with piles of books, as thick as I could manage (Louisa May Alcott was wonderful in this regard, I discovered), as many as the librarians would allow me to borrow, a habit my mother heartily approved of and indulged.

         But that private English class with Miss H. marked a shift in my relationship with books and ideas. It was the beginning of everything, my future, my academic desire, my intellectual awakening, my initiation into critical thinking, my joy at learning, searching, questioning, at uncontrolled and unyielding wonder about why, why not, how, who, and what does it all mean, what? Miss H. was the reason I got into Georgetown University, a school where it became clear after I arrived that everyone else was more qualified than me to be there. Everywhere I turned were people who’d gone to fancy private boarding schools where they’d had sex and done lots of drugs and taken courses with titles like Life, Death, and Immortality in Greek Literature, or Love and Shakespeare. Where their parents had paid the equivalent or even more than the price of Georgetown for a semester.

         I’d gone to the little parochial girls’ school affiliated with our equally little Catholic church. This was back when parochial schools cost a few hundred dollars a year, and even this was a stretch, and an ongoing complaint from my parents. We had generic courses like history and English and science, and my fellow plaid-skirted schoolgirls and I often cared more about dances where we could encounter the mysterious species of the high school boy than about academics, and where getting away with wearing boxer shorts under our uniforms or going without socks was a daily occupation. My private English class was a fluke in the grand scheme, a stroke of luck bestowed by a book-loving teacher who’d found the rare student who could keep up with her evening reading, maybe even lap her once or twice in the race.

         Compared with everyone around me, I didn’t belong at Georgetown, but somehow I was there, and I would make the most of it. I approached my excitingly titled classes with the same gusto I had for all those novels in high school with Miss H., and I approached my new professors in exactly the same way. I showed up to their office hours with my questions, my confusions, my ideas. I went to discuss what we were reading in class and I went to propose ideas for papers they hadn’t assigned. It never occurred to me, not once, that I shouldn’t go, or that it was strange how often I went, which was very.

         I became a regular. Those small, rectangular office spaces with modest desks, impressive bookshelves, and two chairs—one for the professor, another for visitors—were my local watering holes, and I the alcoholic needing my daily drink after work. The more I went, the thirstier I became, and in my professors’ offices I found willing and enthusiastic drinking partners. We guzzled down Heidegger and Sartre and Kierkegaard and Charles Taylor, proud lushes of philosophical inquiry. I was drunk and euphoric with the challenges of theory, with the ways my professors pushed my mind, with the discovery that philosophy was akin to the math that had come so easily to me in high school, so easily that it made my classmates angry.

         I was that student, the one who was always showing up, always devising new and weird ideas, always experimenting, always going above and beyond the regular assignments. Maybe I was also a pain in the ass, but my Georgetown professors were skilled in the art of not showing they felt this way. They humored the enthusiastic, idealistic undergrad that I was. My intellectual awakening was nurtured, fed, given a warm and welcoming home, and raised to become the aspiring, confident PhD applicant I eventually became, a young woman who, shortly after leaving Georgetown, arrived for her first day of graduate school in this new and exciting chapter of her academic life.

         My greatest hope was to become like them. My beloved professors, my philosophical guides, my most ardent academic cheerleaders, the reasons I got to be where I now was. They were benevolent gods raining down knowledge and I their most grateful subject. They gave me more than I ever could have asked for, and in that cheesy, idealistic way of the young, I wanted to do the same thing for my own students someday. I was truly lucky to have found these intellectual parents who helped me to become the academic woman I was meant to become.

         But on that first day of graduate school, what I didn’t know was that all that professorial luck of mine was about to run out.

         
              

         

         I took his course because I had to. It was a requirement for my program, one of the foundational classes I needed, and he was an important scholar in the concentration I’d chosen to pursue. He was my newest mentor and I was excited to meet him; excited for all that lay ahead.

         I sat down in a chair to his right, nearly next to him but not quite, at the small seminar table around which my peers began to unpack their things. They were decidedly unlike my fellow students at Georgetown and their privileged backgrounds, their glamorous lives and aspirations. I’d chosen religious studies as my general field because it’s so interdisciplinary, the kind of PhD where I could let my questions run as wild as they always wanted to, stomping across the various humanities like a happy child through the mud. On that morning I found myself among priests and nuns, some of them in habits and collars, most everyone far older than me. Those who weren’t celibate were married with children. I remember looking around the table and thinking, There is no one here that I could date. The only other single people I encountered in my program were pursuing other academic concentrations. I was the youngest student in the class.

         The room was long and narrow, just wide enough to fit the conference table where we were sitting, waiting for the professor to arrive. Along my back were windows and, in front, a nondescript white wall. But behind the place where the professor was to sit were shelves packed with books. I say this now, though it’s possible I’m remembering it incorrectly. Or that I became so accustomed to seeing this man in his office, which was overflowing with books, that certain memories of him have seeped into others. But in my mind, behind his chair in that classroom were dark wooden bookshelves, as though to emphasize his role in guarding them, protecting them, speaking for them.

         The professor was short, he was unassuming, he had a soft, gentle voice, he smiled at each one of us, he was as friendly as I expected all professors to be, as friendly as my beloved teachers from Georgetown. He had graying hair, cut neatly so that it was flat across the top, and he was dressed in dark, flowing robes. I remember him sitting there at the head of the table like Yoda, layered in fabric, only his small head visible above it, lines running across his face and crinkling around his eyes. Like several of the students, my professor was also a Catholic priest.

         There were maybe eight of us in that room, at the most ten. We went around the table, introducing ourselves, explaining our interest in the topic of the course.

         “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” I said when it was my turn to speak, voicing my uncertainty about the subject matter we were to study that semester, the skeptic among the group. The class involved reading the works of important spiritual figures in history, all of whom had chosen a celibate life themselves. Now that I was studying religion, I felt out of place. How had I, a boyfriend-loving, philosophy-major atheist who had no interest in celibacy, landed myself in a course like this? In a program that required a course like this?

         “I came to study philosophy and spirituality,” I went on. “To try to understand the nature of the divine, of religious experience, of Meaning with a capital M.” I loved capitalizing words like Being and Connection and Purpose, and giving them extra philosophical oomph. “But I’m not sure what spirituality has to do with these celibate people.”

         Despite this and even with my reservations about the material, I was, as always, the most eager of students, bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, a veritable rabbit of talkative enthusiasm. I might not have liked the reading list on the syllabus, but I would work hard to unpack it, to try to understand it, open myself to its relevance to my graduate work.

         The professor was unfazed by my resistance. He was understanding, sympathetic, generous, patient. The first week of classes, on the very first occasion he offered his office hours, I showed up. It was a big office, far bigger than the offices of my teachers at Georgetown. Big but hideous. The carpet was a terrible burnt sort of color, the walls old and yellowing, the wood dark and masculine and forbidding

         During that first visit I challenged, questioned, doubted the material of our class. He was, from the get-go, an engaging conversationalist, lively, pushy in the best of ways. His enthusiasm matched my own, he lit up the ugly space as I did. We were the perfect sparring partners. He encouraged my inquiries, my resistance, my skepticism, and at the same time he helped me to see what I might be missing, what might be worthwhile to think about, what I should possibly reconsider. I appreciated his effort to help me as my other professors had in the past. We agreed I’d come back weekly for a one-on-one discussion.

         It was the joy of undergrad all over again, but this time in graduate school. I was thrilled by his attention, his affirmation of my intellectual worth, my academic talent. Right from the start, here was a professor who was investing in me, in my future, a busy, accomplished man who was using his valuable time to talk to a new student, and that student was me. He was like a diminutive and kindly grandfather, taking an interest in a young woman who might remind him of his granddaughter. I believed this and had no reason to think otherwise. All of my other professors had been like him, treating me like a newly discovered daughter, albeit an academic one, so his behavior wasn’t surprising—it was the norm. I already had fantasies of taking other classes with him in the spring semester, of him becoming my dissertation adviser and my greatest mentor ever.

         He planted these possibilities during our weekly chats, too. At the time and in the beginning, these feelings of anticipation and excitement were mutual.

         I smiled often that first semester, though not just at him. I could never hide my happiness in the classroom, in reading philosophical theory, in asking questions. Why would I have ever thought to hide the rapture on my face when I showed up to his seminar or when I walked in the door of his office? I was grateful to be there. I was lucky, still. The smile on my face, that intellectual insatiability gnawing its way through my insides, I consented to them with gusto. They were the physical, visible manifestations of all that I was feeling.

         That smile was, still is, to blame for so much of what came next, I think. The exuberance that was always spilling from my person. It was an outright invitation for him, for anyone, really, to look my way. And once he started looking, he never stopped.
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