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FOREWORD

WHEN MY DAUGHTER AND I FLED AMERICA, STAYING WASN’T AN option. Dropping everything to board a train and then a plane for an unknown destination, I did what usually only happens in the serendipity of dreams and fantasies. No return tickets were purchased. As sojourners, home was wherever we plopped our bags and rested our heads, sometimes for a week, other times for months.

The financial restrictions of our journey radically altered the comfortable lifestyle we had left behind. Becoming stranded without money was a constant concern. We survived to tell the story because of the unwavering support of my parents, Jess and Kathleen Webster. Even with sustaining financial support from them, our lifestyle was sometimes dispiriting and always exhausting. Their assistance kept us going and their prayers, united with those of friends in America and around the world, lifted us above whatever treacherous ground we traveled.

Writing this book dredged up painful memories that had begun to settle in the riverbed of my soul. As a chronicle of our fugitive years, this intimately personal book omits many particulars concerning the legal case, as well as descriptions regarding my daughter’s abuse. Since the abuse had been perpetrated by her father, my husband, someone she and I had loved, the pain embeds deeper in the strata of past experiences, cutting a wider swath for both of us. At more than one point during the writing, I bargained with God: “I’ll go around the world again if You will take away the pain of reliving this story.” The encouragement of my editor and of my family and friends restrained mental flight, returning me to grapple with whatever I didn’t want to write about. They patiently read the manuscript, offering helpful suggestions and heaps of “You can do it.” The book also passed the litmus test of my daughter’s scrutiny and benefited from her ideas.

Receiving little instruction on how to survive as a fugitive, I learned as I went. The intent of this book is not to be a manual on how to successfully flee with a child. Many events critical to our survival have been omitted. These omissions do not diminish the debt of gratitude I feel to people whose support helped us along our way. The outcome of our flight would have been quite different had it not been for the faithfulness of friends in the countries we visited. In hindsight, some of the precautions may have been unnecessary, but at the time, they had seemed vital to our security. I don’t judge anyone who decides not to run from an abusive situation, nor do I advocate becoming a fugitive to protect a child. My vision is to work for the safe shelter of children so that fleeing wouldn’t be necessary.

Within the physical journey was hidden a spiritual one. Purposes nested within each other like boxes, all enclosed in the primary objective of protecting my daughter. Writing about the journey has been like uncovering box lids to reveal purposes, some understood better than others. When incidents such as arriving in a new country with no place to stay soured the journey, they were mitigated by the sweetness of observing God’s power to engineer circumstances for our good. I saw firsthand (and continue to see) God’s unique ability of transforming difficult circumstances into intriguing results. Although my daughter and I would not have chosen such a journey at the outset, neither of us would trade our experiences for anything. Now that the physical journey has ended, the spiritual one continues, affirming that God can be trusted.


PROLOGUE

AS MICHELA AND I WAIT IN THE SNAKING LINE AT THE AMERICAN Express office in Brussels, I refuse her request to sit near the travel brochures. She must be within arm’s reach in case a quick departure is necessary. Panic paralyzes swallowing when I imagine the consequences if the Moneygram transaction fails. I possess only enough cash to fund a frugal return to Italy. My anxiety isn’t lessened by the hysterics of an American woman who has lost her Travelers Cheques. Leaving the American Express office, she beats her head with her hands and wails at her husband, who quietly looks at the floor, either from embarrassment or remorse.

By the time I step up to the agent, my throat is collared by fear, making speech difficult. Handing over my passport, I explain that a Moneygram from the States has been sent in my name, the designation being “international.” The train of thought derails abruptly when the tracks end. No plan exists for safeguarding these Travelers Cheques from being traced; cashing them could leave a crumb in the forest trail to our whereabouts. Acting as if I have changed my mind about the Moneygram, I ask to speak to the office manager—privately.

Michela and I are directed to an office where he listens as if I’m the fifth fugitive to cross his path this day. Without emotion for our circumstances, he advises how to avoid having the numbers of the Travelers Cheques traced. If larger denomination checks are requested when receiving the Moneygram, they can be exchanged for lower denomination checks with no cross-referencing. The transaction, which is free of charge, makes tracking the original check numbers impossible, particularly when the checks are exchanged at another American Express office in a different country.

Although the manager’s apparent lack of interest in our plight is reassuring in one way, his purpose may be to keep me calm and settled until the police arrive. At the counter, I watch the actions of the agent like a hawk, intent on noticing whether her fingers type numbers from my passport into the computer. Retrieving my passport would require lunging over the counter to snatch it before grabbing Michela’s hand and running into the street.

After a reasonable number of questions and giving a bogus address in Kentucky, the Moneygram comes through without a hitch. Desperate to flee the location where our global position is momentarily nailed down, I must remain on the spot to sign the checks. I request as many $500 Travelers Cheques as available to avoid signing $10,000 worth of $20 checks. This large sum of money from my parents doesn’t come to us from their surplus, but from their limited retirement savings. The fingernail moon is indelibly stamped on every check, reflecting their pledge to be there for us, whatever the sacrifice.
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I see the moon,
the moon sees me,
the moon sees somebody I want to see.

God bless the moon,
God bless me,
God bless the somebody I want to see.

—Anon.


1

How Long, O Lord?


A cold coming we had of it,

Just the worst time of the year

For a journey, and such a long journey …

—T. S. ELIOT, JOURNEY OF THE MAGI



ONCE IN THE TRUCK, I TELL MY DAUGHTER, ELLEN, THAT WE are going for a ride. As a six-year-old, Ellen lives in the present and going for a truck ride is the only explanation she needs. She has no inkling that she is embarking on a long journey. Neither of us knows that we will never return to our home and life in San Francisco.

Earlier in the evening as I prepare for this moment, excitement surges so strongly through my body that I doubt whether I could carry on a conversation without revealing my intentions. Don’t let the telephone ring, God. Alone in the house, I pace between the kitchen and my bedroom as I pack last-minute items. The cast-iron skillet on the kitchen stove alludes to the possibility that I may be going from the frying pan into the fire. Should I take my daughter and risk the unknown, or should I stay and risk what I know?

As I secure the house to depart, fly-on-the-wall observers might discern that I am going out for the evening, but they would be wrong. After placing the supper dishes in the dishwasher, I say goodbye to my kitchen by pondering for an inordinate amount of time on what to do with the leftover chicken. If I put it in the garbage can, it could be weeks before the garbage is put out for collection. Eventually, I store the chicken casserole in the refrigerator, thinking perhaps Ellen and I could eat it tomorrow evening. Laughing nervously in the quietness, I wonder if I will “chicken out” at the eleventh hour. Thus far, the most irreversible action has been pouring milk down the drain. No train tickets have been purchased, and the $100 bills, which are becoming moist next to my body, could be redeposited. Few friends would be the wiser if I decide not to go through with the plans for this evening.

The doorbell shatters the silence like the breaking of glass. The arrival of this encounter with Jim, Ellen’s father, brings both relief and apprehension. Every inch of my body is as taut as a stretched rubber band. At the time arranged, he brings her home following a two-day visit. I do not encourage him farther than the hall, fearing that his suspicions may be aroused by the emptiness of the refrigerator. Ellen wriggles on the carpet as her father discusses plans for picking her up after school on Monday, forty-five hours from now, the lead time before Jim becomes aware of our departure. My voice sounds high-pitched and unsteady, altered by the pounding pulse in my throat. I want to blurt out that this might be the last time he sees his daughter, but the urge dissipates in fear. After the door shuts, I anguish whether my intentions to flee with Ellen have been transparent. If Jim suspects anything, he could phone the police, or even wait on the street and track us himself.

Timing is critical. When the doorbell rings later, I fear that Jim could be returning something Ellen left behind in his car. What a relief to hear the voice of my coworker Stephen, who is helping us escape. Turning off lights as we go through the house, Ellen and I meet him downstairs after he backs his truck into the garage. While Stephen distracts Ellen, I transfer our luggage into the back of the truck. Ellen eagerly slips into the front seat, expecting a truck ride before bedtime. As I stand in the dark garage after the truck has pulled into the driveway, all that remains to be done is activate the garage door-closer and hasten under the cascade of descending metal. Now that the truck is in full view of neighbors and passersby, I charge from the house as if an explosion is imminent, intent on leaving the premises as quickly as possible. If Jim is watching, hopefully he will think I am running to escape the rain. Before the garage door makes contact with the asphalt, the three of us are on our way toward the Bay Bridge. I look back over my shoulder at our rain-soaked stucco home without becoming a pillar of salt.

The beads of rainwater on the windows distort the view inside and out, hiding from the outside world the three occupants of the truck. For the first time in my life, I attempt to disguise my appearance, but I draw the line at changing hair color. When everything else is changing in my life, I need to recognize myself in the mirror. Amid the rain spots on the rearview mirror, my appearance has been significantly altered just by stuffing hair into a cap and wearing glasses, but I shiver at the thought of being identified while stopped at a traffic light. So I sit on my left hip, facing the interior of the truck and my daughter’s side.

As we cross the Bay Bridge, I wonder if another big earthquake will strike at this moment, our journey beginning and ending in the water below. No perceptible earth movements occur to impede our advance; the only upheaval seems to be along the fault lines of my emotions. The downpour creates the illusion of traveling within an insular bubble that bursts upon arrival at the Amtrak station. Since the ticket office is closed, the waiting passengers remain in vehicles to keep warm and dry. I dread contact with the outside world, fearing that someone will recognize me.

The onward rush of recent days comes to a standstill as the scheduled arrival time of the train comes and goes. Waiting is insufferable when freedom depends on leaving city, county, state, and country quickly. Conversation between the three of us takes place in fits and starts because there is little to talk about; the past is slipping away, and the future is a slippery unknown. The absence of conversation releases my mind to speculate on what could happen to us as fugitives. If money runs out, will strangers believe our story and extend mercy? One friend advises hiding in a convent, as in The Sound of Music. “How long, O Lord?” is the pivotal question, thinking about returning before committing to departure. The knowledge that sleeping in our beds is only thirty minutes away is comforting. Our vulnerability overwhelms me.

Waiting generates questions from Ellen: “Mommy, are we going on a train? Where are we going?” With meager enthusiasm, I tell her, “Sweetheart, we are going on an adventure. I’m not exactly sure where this adventure will take us, but it will be exciting.” As a six-year-old who reads fairy tales, Ellen views know-as-you-go travel differently from me. Serendipity is a matter of course in adventure stories like Alice in Wonderland, which have prepared her for boarding an “adventure” train. Telling her about spending a night in Seattle would inform Stephen of our plans. If friends and family aren’t aware of our whereabouts, they can answer investigative questions truthfully, “I don’t know.” Ellen’s response to our “adventure” concerns me more than the uncertainty of times and places. The greatest unknown is how she will respond to being cut off from family, friends, home, school—and father. Will she resent me for turning her life upside down, or thank me? A friend, an adult survivor of child sexual abuse, believes with all her heart that Ellen will be grateful. Whatever the outcome, Ellen’s trust in me will be put to the test.

As a gift for our journey, Stephen presents me with a roll of coins for making phone calls. The expediency of this thoughtful gift takes me a step further toward resolve. When the train is an hour late, the roll is opened on the spot to call a distant Amtrak office. The estimated arrival time is one hour from now. I worry about what effect this delay will have on the rendezvous in Seattle with Tiffany, the daughter of a San Francisco friend. The store of change diminishes further when I call Seattle to confirm our arrival tomorrow evening. Reluctantly, I entrust my precious message to an answering machine.

The onward rush begins once more when the train pulls up to the platform. During the “pause,” a change has occurred within me. The emotional cord with life in San Francisco has been cut. All thoughts of sleeping in our beds have vanished. I accept the mandate to protect Ellen from being sexually abused by her father again, and I am ready to run with my decision.

Action is an antidote for fear. Holding Ellen’s hand, I spring toward the train like a cat toward its prey. Stephen sets our suitcases on the platform and leaves without saying anything; his words and deeds have already wished us well. Besides, customary farewells don’t fit the context of this goodbye. Lifting the bags into the dark passageway between the cars, I place Ellen beside them. For an instant, I hang suspended with one foot on the train step and the other dangling. The unknown pulls at my ankles like weights, holding me back until I shift my gaze upward toward my daughter’s expectant face. The point of no return overtakes the eleventh hour as the train moves toward Seattle.

I MET MY FUTURE HUSBAND, JIM, ON A BLIND DATE IN KENTUCKY before our senior year in high school. During that romantic summer, we saw each other every day until Jim returned to boarding school in Virginia. After leaving high school, we both attended universities in different states, anticipating the prospect of four melancholy years of dating others as well as each other. During our sophomore year, when Jim was a student at Yale University in Connecticut and I was a student at the University of Kentucky, it dawned on us that telephone, travel, and dorm fees would go a long way when applied toward joint living expenses. Wanting to be with Jim as well as wanting a university degree, I believed that the two desires were not mutually exclusive. I accepted Jim’s marriage proposal and transferred to Southern Connecticut State College (now University) and became his wife. Not having clearly defined goals, I merged into the multilane expressway with others on their way to becoming teachers. In contrast to my vague career aspirations, the future course of Jim’s medical career was well charted.

During the second half of our senior year, our money ran out. Since the education degree did not have a strong hold on me, I willingly pulled out of student teaching to take a temporary job in New Haven and graduated with a liberal arts degree in history and political science, minus the teaching credentials. Clueless as to how I would use this degree, I was content to focus on Jim’s career, which both of us understood would take precedence over mine.

After our university graduations in 1970, Jim’s medical career necessitated hopscotching the country to attend medical school and graduate school in Nashville; residency training and being chief resident in medicine in San Francisco; and a postdoctoral fellowship at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland. During Jim’s medical training, my income from working at the medical centers where he trained helped support us. When he began earning a salary, I worked part-time and earned an associate degree in architecture and building construction. Our life together yielded both pleasant and challenging memories.

Then, in 1982, a few months following our fourteenth wedding anniversary, I discovered that Jim’s professional success had masked a personal torment that he had never shared with me. Following his return home to Bethesda from a medical meeting in San Francisco, I found an admission ticket to a sex shop in his shirt pocket at the dry cleaner’s. I stared at the ticket in disbelief, knowing the reputation of this establishment, which even the city of San Francisco closes down periodically for lewdness. Wanting to explain away this loathsome ticket, I told myself that Jim may have gone to a sex show as a lark with friends from the meeting. Patronizing such a place went against the kind of person Jim was, his reputation. I resisted overreacting emotionally until hearing his explanation, but I felt as limp as the cotton shirts on the counter.

That evening Jim confessed to frequenting sex shops as a prelude to involvement with prostitutes. Unbeknownst to me, his episodic involvement with prostitutes had begun during the second year of our marriage. For hours, I listened as he poured out the dark pain of his duplicity. Jim had been a master of deceit, even to himself. He coped with deception by building a wall in his mind that divided his life into two segments—faithful versus unfaithful husband—each blocking awareness of the other side. Regardless of which side of the wall he found himself, he was convinced that he was a loyal husband, believing each appointment with a prostitute to be his last. Years later, this mechanism of deception would terrorize me concerning his relationship with his daughter. The power of denial erected another wall, separating the abusing from the loving father.

What a release he experienced as the burden of deception lifted! I would have rejoiced to witness such liberation of a soul if my emotional load had not become heavier as his lightened. I had had no inkling that there was a dark side to my intelligent and controlled husband, who expressed affection and emotions, although rarely insecurities or fears. What he told me went against everything I had believed to be true about him, and that made me angry. Jim’s confessions directly opposed the years of my trusting his faithfulness. I was angry at two people: Jim for betraying me but more angry at myself for trusting him all those years. I didn’t feel like breaking china, ranting or raving, or getting even. Jim’s revelations pierced deep, as emotional acupuncture might cause numbness to feelings. A veneer of repose settled on me, but when I was alone, a spontaneous fusillade of the word “duped” would shoot from my mouth.

Neither of us were certain if our marriage would survive this crisis of trust. Jim told his parents what had happened, but I refrained from telling mine. He pleaded for my forgiveness and a second chance at being a faithful husband, confessing his hope in God to help him. During our marriage, Jim had attended church regularly, even Bible studies and prayer groups, the latter mostly at my instigation. When his outward interest in God waxed and waned, I had attributed it to the demands of work. Now I understood that the guilt from failing to control his sexual desires had driven a wedge into his relationship with God, as it had with our sexual intimacy. Early on in our marriage, I had suggested marriage counseling, but Jim had refused. Now, when our pastor recommended a counselor to bridge the crevasses in our relationship, Jim agreed. Initially, we participated in joint and then separate sessions. As our home life settled and moved on to other concerns, Jim relaxed, seeing that I did not intend to leave him or expose his actions. Choosing to attend fewer counseling sessions himself, he encouraged me to continue, intimating that it might help me become a more satisfying sexual partner. According to his thinking, the responsibility for fidelity in our marriage was shifted on to my shoulders.

Forgiving Jim was possible, but taking the responsibility for his unfaithfulness carried a relational cost. Forgiveness liberates and multiplies love, but accepting misplaced responsibility strikes at the root of love. When the roots go deep, one strike may not fell the tree, but vitality is sapped from its life. I had dreamed of walking hand in hand through life with my childhood sweetheart, becoming old together, very old. Blissful happiness had never been part of the dream, but faithfulness and togetherness had been essential. Was this dream salvageable without the faithfulness? I didn’t know how to modify it to make it work. Resolving to work through anger and resentment as best I could with God’s help, I prayed that Jim’s faith in God would strengthen his self-control.

During this time of relational upheaval, Jim faced a career change: deciding on a medical school faculty position to follow the current postdoctoral fellowship. It was the most inopportune time to make a major life decision. In hindsight, taking off a year from the medicine circuit could have been lifesaving, but the concept probably never entered Jim’s mind. Returning to San Francisco had been our first choice, but now I perceived the city differently, as a place with painful associations, not a place for a new beginning. Since both of us desired a fresh start in new surroundings, Jim applied to other medical centers and was offered a faculty position in Arizona. When he was offered an assistant professorship in San Francisco, I pleaded that he refuse it, having no peace about returning there, but at decision time Jim could not resist the pull of his first choice, a plum of a position.

NEW BEGINNINGS AREN’T ONLY GEOGRAPHICAL. AT THIRTY-FIVE years of age, only a smattering of sand remained in my reproductive hourglass. Being a mother had not interested me until the panic of a childless future gripped me. What if I desired to open the door of motherhood next month, or next year, I asked myself, and it was too late? Whether my panic stemmed more from an attempt to restore dismantled dreams than biological considerations was impossible to gauge. Jim had never pressed me about having children, although he was supportive about becoming a father. Six months before moving from East Coast to West Coast, I happily became pregnant.

Morning sickness and moving three thousand miles during the last trimester of pregnancy diverted my attention from misgivings about living in San Francisco. Jim drove our car and beagles across country while I traveled by air. Alone on the plane, I reflected on Jim’s comments about the newly identified disease, AIDS, which is sexually transmitted and had appeared on the San Francisco infectious disease scene in 1983. Most cases had been reported in the homosexual population, but anyone would be at risk if a sexual partner were infected with the HIV virus. During our first week of living in San Francisco, the San Francisco Examiner printed a story about prostitutes and the risk of AIDS, but settling into a new home and anticipating a new role as a mother pushed concerns about the disease to a cerebral back burner.

The birth of Ellen, our new daughter, diverted attention from the marriage, bringing delight to our life. Jim became a “rising star” at the medical center, advancing from assistant professor to associate professor and taking on directorship of a clinical research laboratory. For the first time in our lives, financial pressures were not needling us. To the outside world, our marriage of twenty years, our healthy daughter, and our lovely home may have appeared enviable.

In 1985, when Ellen was a year old, I entered graduate school at San Francisco State University as a part-time student in geography. Training as an architectural draftsman had kindled my interest in using cartography as a tool for studying disease distributions. Later, as I sat in a restaurant in Switzerland with Jim and some of his medical colleagues, a thesis topic developed from their conversation: mapping the distribution of favism, a blood disease, on the island of Rhodes in the Mediterranean.

My rise in academia had not been as meteoric as Jim’s, but graduate student awards had opened opportunities to present papers. On one such occasion in October 1988, when Ellen was almost five years old, I presented a paper at a cartography meeting, which required me to be away from home for several nights. Returning from the meeting, I found that Ellen wasn’t happy to see me, as I had expected she would be. As the evening progressed, her conversations and physical interactions with her father bewildered me. At bedtime, I felt uneasy about Jim’s effusive compliance to Ellen’s whims and her control over him. In my absence, she had slept in the bed with her father and seemed to resent my presence.

During the following days, I noticed changes in Ellen’s personality and behavior. She clung to me when we passed men on the street, manifesting for the first time an unnatural fear of men. When I asked her about the nights she spent with her father while I had been away, she commented, “Mommy, in my mind, I wish you had been there.”

One day when the three of us were eating lunch at home, Ellen initiated a conversation about keeping secrets. All of us agreed that secrets were not a good idea, except when buying birthday gifts. Ellen pushed the conversation further by mentioning that her father had asked her to keep a secret about something he had done. Without responding, he left the table to retrieve something from the kitchen, as if he had not heard Ellen’s comments.

Ellen persisted: “Daddy told me not to tell you, Mommy, because it was our secret.”

When I asked what the secret was about, Jim mumbled that there hadn’t been any secret.

“But, Jim, Ellen said that you did have a secret and told her not to tell me something.” Again, Jim ignored my comment.

Troubled by Ellen’s comments about secrets, I recalled some recent publicity about “red flags” and the sexual abuse of children.

Until now, Jim’s relationship with Ellen had appeared healthy, except for his disregard of my strong objection to his showering with her. Unexpectedly, an issue that had never before confronted me was causing an avalanche of confusion and questions having no answers. Unable to ignore the changes in Ellen’s behavior and what I had heard her say, I was at a loss to know what action to take. Expressing my concerns to Jim would jeopardize our marriage, which was worth preserving for Ellen’s sake. She deserved a childhood living with both parents. Besides, I wasn’t convinced that Jim had sexually abused her. With this in mind, I proceeded cautiously, taking my own counsel.

At the San Francisco Child Advocacy Center, the counselor who heard my concerns confirmed the existence of “red flags” and suggested that I make an appointment with Ellen’s pediatrician for a physical examination. Thankfully, this exam disclosed no physical evidence of sexual abuse, but Ellen’s responses to questions prompted her pediatrician to recommend that she be evaluated by a psychiatrist specializing in child sexual abuse. Hesitant to subject Ellen to such an evaluation, I sought a second professional opinion without involving her participation. When I presented the family history and changes in Ellen’s behavior to a clinical psychologist, he concluded that more investigation was justifiable and reported her case to Child Protective Services.

When the report reached the district attorney’s office, I was contacted by a detective and a representative from Child Protective Services, both men. They asked to interview Ellen alone at a neutral place, not her home. Because of Ellen’s fear of men, I pleaded that women investigators be assigned to her case, but learned that this request could only be met if Ellen were evaluated at the child abuse clinic located in the same hospital where her father worked. This bureaucratic inflexibility was incomprehensible, but my petition fell on deaf ears. What if Ellen and I came face-to-face with Jim at the hospital? What if Ellen were evaluated at the hospital clinic and the sexual abuse was not substantiated? Rumors could sully Jim’s reputation if the visit were not kept confidential. Having worked in medical centers, I was aware how gossip and speculation spread through departments like wildfire. Not convinced that Jim had sexually abused Ellen, I only wanted to leave no investigative stone unturned.

Reluctantly, I agreed to Ellen being interviewed at nursery school. After notifying the director, I told Ellen that two men would be asking her some questions at school. Before her class Halloween party, Ellen was interviewed for fifteen minutes by two men she had never seen before. When I asked her about the interview, she said that they had asked her questions about a doll; they had been nice, and she hadn’t been afraid. When I pressed her about the questions, she didn’t want to talk about the interview. By phone, the inspector from the district attorney’s office informed me that the interview with Ellen had revealed no evidence of her having been sexually abused by her father. When I expressed doubts that a four-year-old would have trusted two male strangers with intimate details about what had made her feel uncomfortable with her father, the inspector said that they had not been wearing uniforms during the interview. When I expressed doubts that a reliable conclusion could be reached during such a brief interview, my request for further investigation was denied. When I mentioned Jim’s past involvement with prostitutes and my concern about his current involvement, the tone of the inspector’s voice signaled that the penny had dropped concerning the case. The inspector intimated that marital distrust of my husband may have influenced my thinking about his relationship with our daughter. Whatever I said as a mother concerned for the welfare of her child was received through the filter of a vindictive wife. For now, the case was closed but could be reopened if new evidence appeared.

I rejected the validity of the report filed by the district attorney’s office. The conclusion could be correct, but the interview had been too brief and threatening to Ellen to prove anything. Lack of substantiation on these terms did not necessarily mean that abuse had not occurred, particularly with a young child who is hesitant to talk with strangers. Screaming silently about my inability to expose the truth, the weight of the solitary burden was crushing.

When the plague of doubts and uneasiness did not go away, I heeded the advice of Ellen’s pediatrician and made an appointment with the child psychiatrist she had recommended. I worried about the effect of more questions on my four-year-old daughter, who had already been questioned by her pediatrician and two strangers at school. The child psychiatrist evaluated Ellen during three weekly one-hour sessions. During these weeks, I stayed close to Ellen but refrained from instructing her not to tell her father about the “talking” sessions with the doctor, not wanting to validate secretive tactics. Although Ellen had opportunities to mention the office visits to her father, to my knowledge she didn’t. At the completion of Ellen’s evaluation, the psychiatrist concluded, “It is my opinion that Ellen was sexually abused by her father by contacts that were physically painful and emotionally devastating.”

Believing my daughter and pursuing the investigation of her father were choices with consequences. On the evening I confronted Jim with my fears, I asked Ellen’s adult babysitter to spend the night in our home as a safeguard. In the past, Jim had never acted violently toward me, but our relationship had not come up against anything as formidable as this accusation. After Ellen had gone to bed, I informed Jim of our appointment the next morning with a child psychiatrist who, after evaluating Ellen, had concluded that he had sexually abused his daughter. An explosion of anger did not occur, but his actions were chilling. As he stood leaning against the kitchen cabinet, Jim’s hand hovered above a cooking knife on the counter, never touching it. Except for this incident, his demeanor was stunned, incredulously offering denials but never erupting into rage as I had feared. His emotions were controlled until the next morning at the psychiatrist’s office, when, after being presented with Ellen’s verbal and physical responses to play therapy, Jim exploded with angry denials. Ellen’s psychiatrist encouraged him to seek another professional opinion. For a second time, Ellen’s case was reported to Child Protective Services.

At my request, Jim moved out to his own apartment. For a while, the three of us dined together at restaurants, hoping to ease Ellen’s adjustment to the new living arrangement. Although we reassured her that the separation had been our decision, Ellen assumed the responsibility for her father’s departure, confiding that she blamed herself “for what Daddy did to me.” The threesome outings became less frequent as tensions between Jim and me crescendoed. Although Jim resented my insistence that he arrange for a chaperone when Ellen visited his apartment, he complied, on one occasion expressing fear of going to jail.
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DURING THE NEXT YEAR, JIM AND I RETAINED LAWYERS TO initiate the dissolution of our marriage and to resolve the custody of Ellen. In a preliminary family court hearing, Ellen’s psychiatrist stated that she had treated Ellen on a regular basis, for one-hour-weekly sessions during the previous six months. Concerning this therapy, she testified, “I believe that Ellen has improved and has successfully begun a healing process. She feels much safer and more secure than she did when therapy first began six months ago, when she was angry and clinging toward her mother. Ellen is now opening up to me verbally, regarding what ensued between her and her father. She has told me several times in words that her father sexually molested her.”

Six months after Ellen’s initial evaluation, Jim requested a second psychiatric evaluation. The judge ordered a family evaluation by a different psychiatrist, one who had a clinical appointment at the medical center where Jim worked. The psychiatric evaluation, eight months after the beginning of Ellen’s therapy, revealed no evidence that she had been sexually abused by her father. It was recommended that I receive counseling, which would be “salutary” to align my “misguided” thinking. The dictionary definition of “salutary” is “producing a beneficial or wholesome effect.” “Beneficial” for whom? What’s “misguided” about listening to the words of your child and taking action to protect her welfare? Not to have taken action would have been “misguided.”

Soon after this second evaluation, Jim requested that Ellen attend a dinner party at his apartment. When he telephoned, asking to pick her up earlier than we had planned and before dinner guests would be arriving, I refused, not wanting Ellen to be alone with him at his apartment. In a low raspy voice, which I had never heard before, Jim threatened to kill me and “lay me out flat.” He warned that Ellen’s psychiatrist would regret meeting him in a dark alley where he would cut her into pieces, sending each part to different locations. The macabre nature of Jim’s threats and his strange voice was terrifying. He was only five minutes away from me by car. Believing that my life was in danger, I attempted to defuse his threats by calmly speaking them back to him. Eventually, he regained his normal voice and apologized for threatening me. I listened for a retraction of his desire to carry out the threats, but I heard only a disavowal of intention. Verbal exposure to the depth of Jim’s anger convinced me that my well-being was also at risk.
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Money in My Shoes


The owl and the pussycat went to sea

In a beautiful pea-green boat,

They took some honey and plenty of money,

Wrapped up in a five-pound note.

—EDWARD LEAR, THE OWL AND THE PUSSYCAT



DURING THE AUTUMN OF 1989, A YEAR AFTER CONFRONTING Jim with the psychiatrist’s conclusions about Ellen’s sexual abuse, I was preoccupied with the forthcoming court hearing where the allegations of sexual abuse would be examined by a judge with relation to Ellen’s custody and visiting rights. On October 17, I was shaken out of my single-track thinking when the earth moved under my feet, as it did for everyone in San Francisco. When the building I was standing in did not “pancake” after fifteen seconds of jolting, I ran outside with the other students to the shrill sound of car alarms activated by the shaking. I panicked, realizing that Ellen was sitting at Candlestick Park with her father, waiting for the first baseball game of the World Series to begin. On the car radio, I heard that concrete had fallen at the ballpark, expressways had collapsed, and the Marina District was burning. All I could do was wait at home as the city darkened without electricity, but glowed orange on the horizon from the fires. After several hours of watching the street from the front window, headlights pulled into the driveway. Ellen and Jim were safe, despite their top-tier seats at Candlestick Park.

The earthquake seemed a minor blip in the seismology of my life when compared to appearing at the family court hearing in early November. The San Francisco Court Building was still festooned with yellow police tape, alerting pedestrians to structural damage. Aftershocks were on the mind of the judge, who instructed us to duck under the sturdy oak tables if the building began shaking. For five days in a closed hearing, the judge listened to testimonies and read depositions on whether Jim had sexually abused Ellen. On the fifth and final day, Jim, appearing to be ill, testified in a barely audible voice, denying all allegations of sexually abusing Ellen.

After the hearing, my lawyer speculated that legal protection for Ellen, in the form of supervised visits with her father, was unlikely, since her sexual abuse had not been substantiated by legal evidence, such as photographs, physical evidence, or an admission of guilt by the perpetrator. In the legal sense, the words of an almost five-year-old and the psychiatrist’s findings were considered secondary evidence—circumstantial. Jim’s reputation and his position as an associate professor of medicine could work to his advantage by giving credibility to his denial.

Two days after the hearing, Jim phoned me from the hospital, where he was a patient after collapsing at his apartment and struggling for hours to reach the telephone to call for help. His diagnosis was pneumocystic pneumonia, a complication of AIDS. Hearing that Jim had full-blown AIDS, I fell to my knees by the phone and wailed, crying for my childhood sweetheart
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