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Praise for After Silence


“An exquisitely written account of a personal journey to hell and back …. Raine writes with a rare eloquence even as she describes the most horrible scenes and emotions …. Raine courageously leaves no part of her inner soul unbared and no social taboo unquestioned as she seeks to better understand one of America’s most unspeakable crimes …. This elegaic odyssey toward understanding will speak to anyone who has undergone a similar disaster and brings light to a subject generally cloaked in darkness.”

Kirkus Reviews (starred review)




“What makes this book so memorable is her story and the powerful, literary way she tells it.”

Newsweek




“After Silence is not just a well-crafted exploration of an important issue in our society. It achieves the highest aspiration of literature. It is an engrossing story that shines a light on the deep truths and mysteries of the human spirit.”

Book magazine




“Deeply thought-provoking and emotionally powerful, After Silence made me rethink many of my ideas and feelings about rape. Nancy Raine addresses issues that many others have addressed before—but she does it on a much more profound and visceral level than I have yet seen.”

MARY GAITSKILL




“Raine gives us a face and an eloquent voice to the crime of rape.”

USA Today




“This is an important work to help both men and women better understand the overlapping dimensions of this once-taboo subject.”

Detroit Free Press




“Raine’s fearless and probing work may be among the most eloquent as well as one of the most intelligent accounts to date …. Regardless of whether the reader or a loved one is a rape survivor, there is much to be learned from this excellent work about the nature of rape and survival.”

Booklist (starred review)




“What Nancy Venable Raine gives us in After Silence is a brilliant and complex vision of evil and redemption. Like all seminal works, this book will change the way we think. It will change the way we consider the ‘we and they’ of rape.”

LYNN FREED




“An exceptionally honest and compelling account of rape  … Raine describes with insightful detail the rape-induced trauma she endured years after the physical trauma had healed …. Highly recommended.”

Library Journal




“Who could imagine such a calm, wise, beautifully written book on the subject of rape? After Silence is a gift to others who, like Nancy Raine, have triumphed over terror. It’s also a gift to the friends, family, spouses, and partners of rape victims. To read this book is to understand.”

CYRA MCFADDEN




“In this searing account of her own brutal rape in 1985 … beginning with the day she was raped in her Boston apartment by a stranger, the author takes us on her journey toward healing in a powerful memoir that just may help heal others who share her nightmare.”

Chicago Tribune




“This is an inspiring account of how a shattering experience, with its insidious effects long after, can be transcended by literature.”

DIANE JOHNSON
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I came to explore the wreck. The words are purposes.

The words are maps.

I came to see the damage that was done and the treasures that prevail.

ADRIENNE RICH,
“Diving into the Wreck”
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Throw away the lights, the definitions

And say of what you see in the dark

WALLACE STEVENS,
“The Man with the Blue Guitar”




To My Reader


Speech is civilization itself. The word … preserves contact—it is silence which isolates.

THOMAS MANN, The Magic Mountain



On an October afternoon in 1985 I was raped by a stranger who crept through the open back door of my apartment while I was taking out the trash. My back was turned to that door for less than a minute as I shoved the slippery green bags down into the garbage cans. Seven years to the day and hour, I carried trash out of another home thousands of miles away from that place, and as I bent over the barrels with my back to the street, the fear of that day returned to me as if no time had passed. I spun around and scanned the driveway, my heart pounding. No one was there. Just dry leaves, caught up in the wind, rattling along on brittle edges in light filtering through the trees.

This day was very like that day seven years before—warm, the sun bright in a flawless sky. I was single then, living in Boston, Massachusetts. Now I was married, living in Sausalito, California. But my husband, Steve, was at work. I was alone. Taking out the trash. Seven years—and this daily chore was still charged. I lived with sudden fear the way others live with cancer. The fear was always there, in warrens just below the surface of my skin, waiting. Through associations that were a language only I knew, the fear could spring suddenly into the light with its squinting brood of memories tumbling after it.

Back inside the house, the door locked behind me, I thought how odd it was that this date—October 11, 1992, the seventh anniversary of my rape—was more significant than my own birthday, and yet there was only silence. It was more significant because it marked again the death of the person I had been for thirty-nine years. This woman had a history—she had worked her way through a master’s degree and a brief, unhappy marriage, more or less at the same time. She had held responsible positions in government, written articles, published poems, produced independent documentary films, run several nonprofit arts organizations, and started her own consulting business. She had frustrations, straw hats, boyfriends, unreturned phone calls, cellulite, debts. The usual stuff. But on October 11, 1985, she died. Another person was born that day.

Yet no one remembered. No one pinned a medal on my lapel. Not that I was any sort of heroine, but I had survived. And yet no one celebrated. The police said I was lucky not to have been murdered. I knew they were right. A year and a half after the rape I had married a man who brought a son and daughter into my life; I moved across the country to be with them. We had renovated a dilapidated house in a lush ravine with a creek that tumbled over stones year round, filling our home with its voice. Steve and I had turned a blackberry bramble into a woodland garden with crooked paths and a happy riot of ferns, Meidiland shrub roses, sweet woodruff, and calla lilies. I had made new friends and colleagues. Bought new hats. What I now called my life was extra time.

But that day, when the police told me I was lucky, I didn’t feel grateful. Their observation only reminded me of my powerlessness, that even my survival had been out of my hands. There is no explanation for why I was raped, no explanation for why the rapist didn’t kill me, as he threatened over and over. It is hard to live without explanations. It hurls you into a whirlwind of dangerous forces you have lost the power to name and the rituals to appease. After seven years I was only beginning to abandon the search for reasons, only beginning to know the flesh-and-blood person I had become, the one who marked her anniversaries in silence. But after seven years I wanted more than silence and isolation. I wanted to celebrate the life of the woman who was born on October 11.

But could I celebrate my survival in silence and alone? Not according to Webster’s, which defines the verb “to celebrate” this way: “to perform (a sacrament or solemn ceremony) publicly and with appropriate rites.” There were no appropriate rites, no public ceremony. It pained my family and friends to remember. To acknowledge my experience might bring up what they hoped I had forgotten—that terrible day, those hours of horror. They hoped to spare me that. For me to remind them that I had not forgotten seemed unkind, even cruel, because I knew they needed to believe I had. Our rite was, therefore, silence.

I thought about the numbers: the conservative statistics from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports of 1.5 million women in America being victims of rape or rape attempts in the twenty-year period between 1972 and 1991; the Census Bureau’s larger number of 2.3 million rapes in the fifteen-year period between 1973 and 1987. Taking into account the fact that rape is notoriously underreported—a 1992 study (conducted by the National Victim Center and the Crime Victims Research and Treatment Center) found that only about one out of six rapes was reported to the police—the number of rapes between 1972 and 1991 may be closer to 9 million.

As I sat at my kitchen table on my seventh anniversary, I tried to put the numbers together with the nearly seamless silence that shrouds being raped and living with its memory—for rape does not end when you find yourself “lucky.” That is only the beginning. Despite the numbers, there were merely a handful of personal accounts that bore witness to this experience. I thought about Wittgenstein’s observation that the limits of language are the limits of reality. Was rape off limits to our most distinctly human attribute—language? I had been a writer, yet since the rape I had written very little, and finished nothing. The poems and essays I published before the rape seemed to have been written by a stranger. Words, which I had always thought of as living things, had turned as brittle as the leaves that minutes before had called the memory of rape out of the wind. Why had I lost faith in the redemptive power of language? I had written nothing at all about what was, in fact, the most profound experience of my life. It seemed I would plod through the years writing around this experience, writing out of a phantom world, a world that ended on October 11, 1985.

I could no longer consent to silence. I began to write about the seventh anniversary of my rape and the six that came before it, and when I wasn’t sure how to end what I was writing, something happened. Flowers arrived from the flower shop at the foot of the hill: “Happy 7th. You are not alone. Love always, Kate.”

Kate was the daughter of a close friend and we had always had a special bond. I’d watched her struggle to come into the world when I had coached her mother through a long and difficult labor, and I’d been present for every passage in her life since. The summer after Kate graduated from high school, I felt she was old enough for me finally to tell her that I had been raped several years earlier. Her loving response brought us closer. Then over spring break in her freshman year of college, Kate was attacked by a pack of young men in a nightclub in Miami. The clinical term for what these men did to her is “digital penetration,” an act of rape according to most, but not all, state rape statutes. Somehow she was able to fight her way out of that place of horror to the street and safety. By the time she did, her dress was in tatters. She had razor cuts on her legs, bruises on her breasts. And the seeds of memories—of fingers and hands and words—that would grow over time, just as mine had done, into a tangle of invasive exotics in her spirit.

Five years after her attack, she asked me, “How do I tell people who don’t know, people who might become close friends? If I don’t tell them, it makes it a secret, like something to be ashamed of. When I do tell them, they make it worse. They never ask me about it. It’s a part of me, part of who I am now, but they don’t want to know about it. It’s no-win. Just no-win.” I didn’t have an answer.

But the flowers Kate sent that day had power. For the first time in seven years I had the sense of connection and community. I was celebrating my anniversary in the only way I knew how, and Kate was there. This anniversary, unlike all the others, was shared. I suddenly knew how to finish what I was writing—with an image of women, marching, openly and together, celebrating their anniversaries, speaking their names, carrying flowers.

The essay I wrote that day was published in The New York Times Magazine in early October 1994. In the weeks and months that followed the publication of “Returns of the Day,” I received many deeply inspiring letters from both women and men. Without exception, all of the letters from survivors described the isolation of the aftermath of rape, its life-altering transformations. One woman wrote, “Every time we tell our story it helps take away the power this experience, and its subsequent shame, have over us.” I agree. But telling our stories is complicated, as Kate had discovered. Several months after my article appeared, a woman I met at a luncheon remarked, after a few kind words about my article, “Let’s face it, people don’t want to read about such terrible things.” What was the source of the resistance to rape survivors becoming witnesses to their own experience? Was there nothing universal in our struggles to make meaning from our ruptured histories, as others had done with terrible experiences? Had we no treasures to salvage from the wreck?

The silence of survivors is, I believe, supported by a profound collective anxiety about rape that borders on cultural psychosis. We—all of us—deny. We wrestle with the definition of rape. We make distinctions between “aggravated rape,” “date rape,” and other kinds of rape, dissecting issues of consent. We struggle with questions about the meaning of rape—what the alarming numbers tell us about our society. We struggle with issues of punishment and rehabilitation. We do not know if rape is part of the human condition, and therefore “normal” in some sense, or whether it is a grotesque deviance.

But silence has the rusty taste of shame. The words shut up are the most terrible words I know. I cannot hear them without feeling cold to the bone. The man who raped me spat these words out over and over during the hours of my attack—when I screamed, when I tried to talk him out of what he was doing, when I protested. It seemed to me that for seven years—until at last I spoke—these words had sunk into my soul and become prophecy. And it seems to me now that these words, the brutish message of tyrants, preserve the darkness that still covers this pervasive crime. The real shame, as I have learned, is to consent to them.

I have written this book to renew my faith in the alchemy of language to transmute a patch of darkness into a memory that I may claim as my own. I have tried to record as faithfully as I can not only what I experienced and felt on the day I was raped and in the years since, but also what I understand about my experience based on what experts have observed about rape’s impact on the mind, body, and spirit. I have noted what has come into my view as I go about my life, seeing the world through the eyes of a woman who remembers rape.

Rape has long been considered a crime so unspeakable, so shameful to its victims, that they are rendered mute and cloaked in protective anonymity. In giving language to my own experience, I hope I can make rape less “unspeakable.” I hope to dispel at least some part of the fear and shame that has made victims mute. If I can expand the possibility for other survivors to speak, if they so choose, in an environment of informed tolerance and, ultimately, of acceptance, I will feel blessed by the darkness I have known. The victims of rape must carry their memories with them for the rest of their lives. They must not also carry the burden of silence and shame.


ONE
The Bird


A gold-feathered bird
Sings in the palm, without human meaning,
Without human feeling, a foreign song.

WALLACE STEVENS, “Of Mere Being”



Some people believe that a bird appears when someone dies to carry the soul away. Perhaps it is true. A few minutes before I was raped, a bird I had never heard before flew into the branches of the cherry tree outside my kitchen window and began to sing. I couldn’t see it through the small window over the sink and the filament of buttery leaves. I saw only jigsaw puzzle–shaped quiverings of lapis sky. It was autumn, a season I thought of as a time of beginnings. I still moved to the rhythms of my school years, the year beginning with my walk in new saddle shoes through the showy woods to catch the school bus, collecting butternut hickory, oak, and maple leaves to press in my books.

The city trees were at their peak of color when I moved back to Boston after a year in Maine, where I had taken an extended consulting contract. I felt I was beginning again in Boston, although I’d lived there before for nearly a decade. The day I was raped I was settling into a new apartment in a familiar neighborhood, and enjoying the feeling of putting my world in order, leafing through books before placing them on the shelves, polishing candlesticks and washing dishes.

The bird that sang from the cherry tree felt welcoming. I wanted to identify it, but my field guide was hopelessly inaccessible, still packed up in the jumble of boxes stacked in the living room. So I closed my eyes and listened. I remember still that the notes were tumbling down one after the other. They seemed to carry a singular joy, as if the light of the Indian summer day were becoming sound.

I remember, too, that the song brought to mind something I had read a few days before in Henry Beston’s The Outermost House and made note of in my journal, about animals having senses we have lost or never had, about them “living by voices we shall never hear.” I had grown up in the country, and understood exactly what Beston meant. The creature that miraculously produced this sweetness was beyond my measure, a mysterious gift. Listening to the song was a prayer, a sudden and effortless motion of my being outward. Even in the city, nature went about her own affairs—birds sang, the leaves on the city trees blazed, and the weeds in vacant lots turned their flowers into stiff wombs full of seeds. In those last minutes before my terror began, I felt blessed.

As suddenly as it had appeared, the bird—a migrant, perhaps, on its way south—flew away and the mutterings of the city returned—traffic on the busy avenue a block away, a distant siren, the shouts of children playing baseball. I returned with renewed concentration to my tasks. I unpacked my kitchen utensils and put them in a drawer. I sharpened my kitchen knives and laid them on the counter. Then I filled a plastic bag with packing paper and dragged it out of the back door to the metal garbage cans at the side of the house. The air was a summery dream, sweeter still because a New England winter paced impatiently in the wings. As I stuffed the trash bag into a can, my back to the kitchen door, I listened for the bird, but it was gone. When I returned to the kitchen, I locked the back door behind me.

There is nothing more reassuring than a locked door—unless you’ve locked the devil in with you.


I am standing at the sink, washing a pan. I see my kitchen knives on the counter. I am always seeing my kitchen knives. I am still standing at the sink, washing a pan.

A storm from behind, and impact. It sucks away the air around me in a great rush. I cannot breathe. Rage is turning the air to pumice. I cannot hear. Something in my eyes. The pain is in my eyes. I am closing my eyelids but they do not meet. Something is in my eyes, something is coiling around my neck, something alive. Something furious and terrible. Words, but I cannot hear them. I am thrashing in the air. There is a foul odor. My body is on fire from inside. My blood is rushing as if trying to escape. I hear only it. There is no air. It is all going out of me. Who is screaming? I do not know who is screaming. I cannot breathe.

Now I hear the words. These are the words I hear: Shut up shut the fuck up you bitch you dirty bitch you fucking cunt shut up do you hear me you fucking dirty bitch I’m going to kill you if you don’t shut up you bitch I’m going to kill you.

Now I am sucking air into my lungs. I am prey, grasping for air.

Now I have a thought: So this is Death.

Now I have a feeling: Anything to live.

Now I feel something hard pressing against my back. I know what it is. It is a penis.



Later I wondered, Did the man who raped me hear the bird’s song? And if so, what did the notes sound like in his ear? How could he have heard what I heard and still be what he was? Was the bird a warning that I should have heeded? How could I have felt so alive and not have sensed his shambling darkness drawing near? Had I not been awake at all, but asleep? I could not trust even my most fundamental perceptions. The feelings of wholeness evoked by my connection with nature, feelings that had been a glimpse of heaven since my childhood, were transformed in an instant into feelings of foreboding.

In a single moment, I was robbed of what had always soothed me. A bird’s song became a harbinger of evil, the prelude to a season in the underworld.
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The rapist was wearing slippers. This, the police said, suggested he had planned his attack. The slippers were enormous and my description of them was all the police had to go on. It wasn’t enough. He attacked from behind and from the first instant had the advantage—stealth and surprise. His right arm held my neck in a stranglehold and I could not extricate myself. The fingers of his other hand dug into my eyes. After he had me immobilized, only my feet kicking out wildly, he hesitated for an instant. It came to me then that my mouth was still free. Words. I still had words. I spoke words as he began to push me toward the bedroom. Words that tried to reason where there was no reason. I was struggling against the movement forward with all my strength and speaking the words. His fingers slipped from my eyes briefly and I saw his foot, a dirty, worn slipper. To this day the sight of a dirty slipper makes me gag.

He threw me on the bed facedown, his knee in the middle of my back. He pressed down with his full and great weight so that I thought he might snap my spine in two, like a twig. At this point I became intensely focused on him and a strange calmness suddenly displaced my terror. He grabbed my arms and bound them together behind me with duct tape. Then he jerked my head up by grabbing a handful of hair and spun the tape around my head, over my eyes. “Don’t do this,” I said. “Shut up, you bitch, or I’ll break your arms.” He pulled my bound hands upward toward my head to demonstrate, but I felt no pain. Then he threw me over on my back, and sitting on my hips, tore open my shirt, jerked my bra up around my neck, unzipped my jeans, and pulled them down as far as he could without shifting his position. He then had to stand beside the bed to get them all the way off, fighting against my shoes, flats that fit snugly. Then he yanked off my underpants. At that moment, time disappeared into a continuous present.

Over the next three hours he raped me and tormented me with descriptions of how he would kill me with a knife, telling me exactly where he would cut me. Or maybe, he said, he would smother me with my pillow. He seemed undecided about the method. Many times he did cover my face with the pillow and press it down so that I could not draw a breath. Each time I expected to die, but he always relented just before I lost consciousness. He slapped my head with open palms after these episodes, the way you swat a fly.

In the scheme of things, his penis, although employed as a bludgeon, did not make much of an impression. What he did with it was the least of my worries. Those parts of my body that hitherto had been reserved and private were no longer mine, but in this they were indistinguishable from the rest of my body, also no longer mine. It was his rage, a fierce, unearthly tempest, that cast me into an immensity of dread.

Sometimes he left me and vented his fury on my possessions. He hurled a wooden jewelry box that my father had made for me against the wall, shattering it. He broke lamps, kicked chairs, threw glasses. His frenzy increased when he couldn’t find any cigarettes in the house. I had finally quit smoking just a week earlier. As he demanded them over and over I contemplated the irony that I would be murdered because for the first time in twenty years I didn’t have a cigarette handy.

Twice before he finally left, he pretended to leave. By then, hours had passed and I had acquired another sense. Although I was blindfolded, I could “see” everything clearly. I could see around corners. I could see my entire apartment as if it were a hologram I could walk around. I had no attachment at all to my body, although I wanted only one thing: to preserve it. It seemed this was something my body wanted and I had become nothing but body. Whatever part of me was “watching” did not feel alive because it no longer seemed to possess a body. When he pretended to leave, I didn’t move because I knew he was hiding in the small pantry off the kitchen. I could “see” him standing there. I knew he was playing cat to my mouse. I lay there, exposed and bound, waiting, bracing as best I could for the next attack.

The first time he did this, he waited a long time before rushing from his hiding place and leaping upon me. The knife, he said, was at my throat. But instead of cutting, he held the pillow over my face and then vanished again, back into his lair. While he was gone, I turned over on my face, so that my back was exposed. I calculated that I might survive a knife thrust in my back and began to rehearse the move I would make when he returned with the knife—how I would thrust up my left shoulder at the precisely right moment so that the knife would strike my shoulder blade rather than plunge into my heart. I waited, gathering strength, “watching” him tiptoe across the kitchen and hover at the door to the bedroom. He seemed to hesitate. Then he sprang onto the bed and began slapping the top of my head, as if he were putting out a raging fire. And then, for reasons I shall never know, he ran to the back door, unlocked it, and disappeared into the sunlight.
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The explorer David Livingstone was once attacked by an African lion, and his description of that moment had so impressed me when I first read it—many years before the rape—that I’d recorded it in the first of many commonplace books that I have kept beside me over the years when I read. My own experience of shock is remarkably similar.

Livingstone reported that the lion sprang on him as he stood on a small hill, catching him by the shoulder. They both fell to the ground below. “Growling horribly close to my ear,” Livingstone wrote, “he shook me as a terrier dog does a rat. The shock produces a stupor similar to that which seems to be felt by a mouse after the first shake of the cat. It caused a sort of dreaminess, in which there was no sense of pain nor feeling of terror, [al]though [I was] quite conscious of all that was happening …. his singular condition was not the result of any mental process. The shake annihilated fear, and allowed no sense of horror in looking round at the beast. This peculiar state is probably produced in all animals killed by the carnivora; and if so, is a merciful provision by our benevolent Creator for lessening the pain of death.”

During the attack my terror seemed to implode and compress until it was like a hard dry seed. Once I was free of this devouring fear, a cold, even calculating awareness took its place, illuminating everything all at once and destroying all capacity for emotion. I agree with Livingstone that this anesthesia is merciful, although I do not share his teleological explanation. God aside, this “singular” insensibility has survival value, because feeling nothing liberates some aspect of mind that under normal conditions is crowded with bodily sensations and the constant ebb and flow of emotions—a mob of small wishes and desires generated by the body and an odd assortment of thoughts that are both nagging and petty. All this was chaff torn from the grain and cast into the whirlwind.

I was focused only on him, focused microscopically. He was my world. He defined the parameters of the world, shrunken and hateful as it was. He was the creator of this world, occupied now by both of us. He decided what was and wasn’t possible. His world was, by my former measures, insane. A universe of ferocity that was sustained by fear and pain. I had no emotional reaction to this universe and observed it with the detachment of a yogi.

In this detachment, a state I reached the moment I knew I could not physically escape, I experienced his rage as if it were a separate entity, a shadow self to his physical being. I understood that this entity was hungry and that it was feasting on something from me—my terror, my physical and psychic pain. It got energy from me and in the initial moments of the attack, when my terror was uncontrollable, it had gained strength. I sensed the rapist wanted me to beg and plead, humiliate myself so he could feed this furious entity that was tormenting him in its hunger. I withdrew all reaction, although this act was involuntary.

I understood that this might increase his brutality, but my emotional detachment was so great, and my physical senses so dulled, that it no longer mattered. I was fully conscious, but I had no emotions at all. I believe now that his cat-and-mouse game and his destruction of my possessions were attempts to re-create the energy exchange of the initial attack. I greeted these replays with indifference, as I did all the other demands he made. I went through the motions, but nothing more.

The awareness that accompanied what Livingstone called a sort of dreaminess was perfectly faceted and unclouded. The experience of this awareness was itself a kind of death. My life did not flash before me. I did not see my mother’s face. I knew the words to prayers, but they meant nothing and I did not use them. Words had no referents and no beauty of their own. Memories were drained of meaning, because the person who had them no longer existed. Faith was a distraction. Nothing I had known or felt before he attacked seemed the least bit useful.

It has been difficult over the years to rid myself of the experience of this irrelevancy—concepts, emotions, prayers, faith, love, words. All illusions. There was, in the end, only a focus on living one more second within the logic of each moment that was all moments. There was nothing enlightening about this reduction. It seemed I was far less than I had ever imagined—no more than flesh that would do anything to preserve itself in the form to which it had become accustomed.

What was left behind, and what still remains, is the memory of this encounter with my reduction. It sits in the center of my being like a glacier. Pieces may break off and fall into the sea, but the glacier with its yawning crevasses is bound to the shore. What I know is the shape of that shore, a cold and wordless place that is forever strange and inhospitable. A part of me is bound to it for the rest of my life.
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Just before he left, he demanded that I tell him where his knife was. He kept slapping me on the head, making this absurd demand. I knew there were four excellent knives sitting on my kitchen counter, the ones I had cleaned and sharpened just before I took out the trash. What he really meant was that his rage, this hungry beast that drove him, was satisfied—for the moment. He’d lost, as it were, his edge.

“How am I supposed to know where you put the knife?” I said, sounding bored and not responding to his blows. “I can’t even see you.”

He seemed to consider this. Then he said, “Don’t you move. I’ll be watching you. Don’t you move for an hour, you stupid cunt.” He had said these words before, but there was something different this time. I knew that he meant to leave. He was now afraid. I knew he was too afraid to kill me.

“Why would I move?” I replied in a ho-hum tone of voice, as if I were perfectly content to be wrapped up like a UPS package. He hovered for an instant and then fled. I lay still for no more than a minute.

Getting the tape off my wrists was difficult because they were taped together behind my back. I pulled one hand down, the other up, until I could work the thumb of my right hand over an edge. My efforts seemed to be in slow motion. Finally my hands were free. I tore the tape off my head, pulling out hair in clumps. I was beginning to feel pain, a distant dull pain that was like hearing a train in the distance.

The instant I was free, the seed of terror that had been planted in those hours burst open, spitting out an uncharted island where I was now stranded. Its peaks and valleys, its shores and streams would take a lifetime to explore, but I didn’t know that. I stood on its shore bewildered. Terror overwhelmed me. My body shook uncontrollably. My thoughts were flawed in structure, like cups without bottoms. Words fell through them. Words no longer referred to anything, even themselves. My shock was so great that I could not walk. I crawled to the back door, expecting it to burst open again, expecting him to be there. If his rage fed on terror, now there was terror in abundance. All I could focus on was locking the door. This I did with great effort. Then I crawled back through the bramble of overturned chairs toward the bedroom for my clothes. It was now as unbearable to be naked as it had been moments before to be in an unlocked apartment. My shirt was torn, but I was still wearing it. My bra was dangling under my armpits. I secured it and crawled around in the debris of my bedroom looking for my underpants and jeans. The air on my naked flesh seemed to burn, like dry ice. I found my jeans under the bed, but could not find my underpants—this thin membrane of cloth, the margin of safety, the ledge that if regained might keep me from plunging into the abyss. I thought that if I put my underpants back on, I could undo the thing I could not yet name. But my underpants were gone, sucked down into the vortex of violence. I did not remember that other underpants were in a suitcase, the contents of which were dumped on my dresser. Defeated, I pulled on my jeans, sitting on the floor. My hands shook so violently I could not zip them, but somehow I managed to secure the snap at the waist.

The phone was in the living room, a continent away. I crawled to it. I could not remember the three-digit emergency number, 911. Later, I recalled this lapse with shame, as if it were a measure of my inadequacy. I dialed the operator because there were letters on the “0” button—OPER—and I could still read them. The part of me that had detached continued to drift. She did not seem to know the trembling person who was using the telephone.

As I waited for someone to answer, it seemed to me that the air itself had been split open. The image came unbidden of a rent in visual space, which was merely a thin piece of fabric stretched over another darker world. Any moment another tear might appear, suddenly and without warning. Inside that other universe were fierce and unholy demons who sprang from it and vanished into it again at will. I felt then that the demons were pushing from the other side of the fabric, and if I looked closely I could see the imprint of their palms pressing against it as they hunted for a slit through which they could squeeze, like weasels poking paws through a hole in a tent. The waking world as I had known it became nothing more than a thin permeable membrane that could not hold back this other world occupied by horrors.

I knew I was not insane because I remembered that a few hours before I had been sane. Yet I experienced the world as a place that included real demons from a real hell, just as some insane people do. They do not know that the voices they hear or the monsters they see are not real. Perhaps the fact that I never saw my rapist, that his human form was never revealed, combined with the suddenness of his assault, increased my impression that I had been attacked by a demon. I knew demons weren’t real in the physical sense—I had banished this belief in my early childhood. Yet my experience was physical and my belief that the real world was nothing more than a frail tent full of holes was as firm as the opposite belief had been only hours before. Although the intensity of this belief has since diminished, I cannot shake it altogether. Sometimes, when I’m working in my garden, I look around at its beauty and feel for a moment that it is no more than a beautiful egg out of which a predatory, reptilian creature, a crocodile perhaps, will emerge, head first and slimy. It feels like something I know, not something I imagine.
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I suffered from vivid and powerful nightmares as a child, dreaming of monsters and horrors that were perhaps projections of feelings too frightening and powerful to be claimed in my waking life. But I always woke up. And the waking state was always different enough from the dreaming one so that no confusion between them was possible.

In this post-Freudian era, we have embraced the idea that dreams are part of ourselves, creations of our unconscious that we can analyze for clues to our hidden feelings or, following Jung’s approach, that can be understood in terms of archetypes, primordial images, the a priori forms of myth common to the human species. But the English word for nightmare once referred, not to a part of the psyche, but to fleshly beings thought to be real. The first definition, for example, of nightmare in the Oxford English Dictionary is “a female spirit or monster supposed to beset people and animals by night, settling upon them when they are asleep and producing a feeling of suffocation by its weight.” More precisely, the female monsters were called succubi and attacked men in their sleep. The male versions, incubi, preyed on women. Rape was a favorite brand of torment. Webster’s also defines the word nightmare as referring to (1) “an evil spirit formerly thought to oppress people in their sleep.” The second definition is more familiar: (2) “a frightening dream that usually awakens the sleeper.” You know it is a nightmare because you wake up and discover it to be one. But for me, the experience of my rape was a contradiction, a waking nightmare. My mind was no longer modern, but medieval. No longer adult, but childish. The rapist was a real monster, an incubus who attacked in the light of day. The experience of having this confusion cast on the world I inhabited as an adult was as full of terror as the actual physical experience of that day. Suddenly, all the sorting out of real and unreal I had done as a child had to be done over.

I have never forgotten a nightmare I had when I was seven. In the dream, the floor beneath the grand piano in our living room fell away into a green slope studded with granite boulders that formed one side of a valley cut by a river. There were mountains in the distance, and in the foreground, next to the river, a sagging, weathered cabin with an open door. In front of the cabin sat a woman with a sewing basket on her lap. Sitting on its haunches next to her, held by a leash of the thinnest of threads, was a panther. Its eyes were a greenish yellow and merciless and its ebony coat shimmered in the sunlight. As I walk past the piano I happen to glance down into this landscape, which at first I think is beautiful. How odd I never noticed it before. I could play there and no one would know. Suddenly the woman looks up and sees me gazing down from my perch at the piano. I know I am in mortal danger. Smiling wickedly, she reaches into her sewing basket and removes a pair of scissors. She cuts the thread that holds the beast and it lunges forward, up the slope toward me, growing in size as it runs and growling fiercely. I race toward my bedroom, but the panther is swift and covers the ground in arching leaps. Claws rake my back and its huge mouth closes on my throat. I wake up screaming, too terrified to move, to cry out. Too terrified to run to my mother’s room because I know the panther is hiding in the hallway.

For weeks after this dream I ran through the living room in fear, day and night. I knew that the woman and the panther were not really there, but I felt they were. Finally my mother noticed that a casual stroll through the kitchen and dining room turned into the fifty-yard dash when I got anywhere near the piano. One night she asked me about it. Reluctantly, I told her about the dream. I must have sensed that I was revealing something about myself, not only my fierce emotions, but also a confusion about the nature of reality that I felt I was too old to have.

She took me by the hand and walked me over to the piano. She got down on her hands and knees and crawled under it. “See?” she said. “It’s just ol’ boards under here.” She sat on the panther’s threshold, hunched over so she could fit, patting the boards and collecting little tufts of dust on the hem of her skirt.

I stopped running through the living room after that, but never forgot how the valley looked or how the panther sat, next to the woman, constrained by a single frail thread.
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I held the telephone and pressed the button that had the letters OPER on them and actually wondered if this nightmare was something I had done to myself. That was the explanation I had always given to nightmares. Nightmares and dreams were “material” from my unconscious. I wrote them down. Talked about them. There was a habit of explanation that limited the world of horrors to myself alone. The other explanation was one I had dispensed with in childhood. At some point, I stopped believing that the monster who lived under my bed would grab me if my foot slipped out of the covers. I stopped believing there was a hag with a panther living under the piano. I had claimed the shapes of terrors as my own. Even come to admire their loathsome qualities and the tenebrous landscapes they inhabited.

Monsters, the kind that lived in nightmares, were now suddenly real again. The being that had been in my home for three hours was not “just ol’ boards.” It was painful to discover this belief in myself, and impossible for me to describe my state of mind to anyone. Yet I had no other way to explain what had happened, not in those early hours and days after the attack.

Perhaps part of the self-blame that is such a common reaction of people who have been raped begins in these deep waters of the unconscious. The fact that a dream I had when I was seven contained the emotions of an experience I had thirty-two years later may be relevant to how I experienced the rape. Perhaps because the experience is a waking nightmare, victims feel they have brought forth the rapist out of their unconscious mind, that they have created him. Although we know the rapist is external—a fact in the world that is as dangerous as a hurricane, a flood, an earthquake, or a terrorist’s bomb—he resembles internal childhood terrors. For me at least, this likeness seemed to compress within me the sensation of becoming the object of another human being’s inexplicable hatred. And the fact that I was the sole victim and only witness seemed to compound the feeling of awful lonesomeness. Solitary sailors who misstep and find themselves bobbing in the sea must feel something similar as they watch their boat sail on without them, grow small in that cold immensity, and finally vanish over the horizon.

I do not remember what I said to the operator who responded when I pressed the OPER button on the telephone. The sound of a human voice, even one trained to be inhuman, was a shock. I felt myself falling inward. I must have asked for the number of the local police station because the operator gave me a seven-digit phone number. I hung up. The only thought in my mind was the phone number. I’m notoriously bad at remembering numbers. But if I forgot the number, I was sure the rapist would return. I dialed the number. Then there was another voice on the line, a male voice. The voice said, “Good afternoon.”

To say that I had been raped, to use the word, required that I sort out the incubi from the saber tooths from whatever it was that had just destroyed my apartment. I was choking on the word.


“Who are you?”

“Shut up, you shut up, you bitch, or I’ll kill you.”

“There’s something I have to tell you.”

“What?”

“I have a disease. It’s very contagious. I’m really sick. That’s why I’m home.”

“What is it?”

“It’s called hepatitis B. It’s very contagious. Rare. Deadly.”

“Shut up, you fucking bitch. Shut up. I’m going to kill you. I’m going to break your fucking arms and then I’m going to cut you up, you fucking cunt.”



So much for words.
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Through the living room window I see the squad car pull up, but I cannot move. I am holding the phone. Someone is telling me to open the door, but the voice is dead and unreal. Someone is pounding on the back door. Someone is opening the back door. It is me, backing away from the door, holding my torn shirt together with one hand. A tall, overweight man in his fifties is standing in the doorway. He is wearing black shoes the size of fish poachers, a dark uniform. He stares at me and I recoil. He is afraid of me. I can feel his fear. I can see he doesn’t know what to say. Silence. He doesn’t speak. I am terrified of him.

A woman appears behind him and he steps aside, relieved. She is carrying a medical kit. I see more policemen behind her. They follow her into the kitchen. I think if I do not speak to any of these people I will wake up. Police come and go while the woman talks to me. I am in a bubble of air and all these people are in the water around me. I am like the pond spider that builds a nest of bubbles on the stems of reeds underwater. The spider grabs air and takes it down, one bubble at a time until the nest is done. Then the spider crawls inside. Inside is safe.

The woman is gently urging me to go with her to the hospital. She helps me find a jacket and a change of clothes, including another bra and pair of underpants I pull from the heap of clothes on my dresser. She suggests that I zip my jeans. I am humiliated because I am not wearing underpants.

“I can’t find my underpants,” I tell her. “He stole my underpants.” I’m down on my hands and knees looking for them. What a terrible thing to do, to steal someone’s underpants, I am thinking.

The woman wants them, too. “What color are they?”

“White and blue. Little flowers.” We both hunt for them.

“We have to go,” the woman finally says.

[image: ]

I want water. My thirst is vicious. I am in the kitchen now. I turn on the faucet at the kitchen sink. My mouth is full of dirt. “Was there oral penetration?” the woman asks.

“Yes,” I say.

“No water,” the woman replies. “You might wash away evidence.”

Her words are terrible. I want to wash my mouth out with fire. What is in my mouth? Dirt is in my mouth. In my body. His dirt.

Everything is upside down. Words are backwards. The floors are littered with debris everyone is stepping over. My jewelry box is in pieces. “My father made that for me,” I say to everyone, gathering up the pieces. I hold two together, but when I let go, they fall apart again. The policemen stare at me. I don’t want to go to the hospital. I say I have to clean up the apartment. I can’t leave it like this. I have to find my underpants. The woman helps me gather together the contents of my purse because I am going to the hospital. My wallet is empty and on the floor. My purse is under the bed.

When I finally get in the ambulance it is dusk. The sky is lavender and gray. The first thing I do is ask the woman for a cigarette. Miraculously, she has one. A Salem. The menthol is cleaning my mouth, burning my throat. Smoke is water. All the birds are dead.


Open your legs. Go on, you dirty bitch. Groan. That’s not good enough. I’ll cut you. Groan good. Now suck it. You bite me and you die, you fucking bitch. You gag and I’ll kill you. Tell me how good it was. Now you die.






End of sample
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