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SEPTEMBER 2013

Relief is first. After twenty-one years, the man has at last been identified. Tabs fill my browser: news articles describing his arrest in New York by a Fugitive Task Force at the request of Pennsylvania police. Google’s image search has called up many different faces, but I know his immediately. His chubby cheeks make me flinch. I find his Facebook page, but don’t dare friend him to see what he’s posted, even though I’m desperate for information.

Jealousy is second. The other victim is going to get it all: a solemn courtroom, a sympathetic jury, an avenging judge. For more than twenty years, that’s what I’ve wanted: to get to say what happened, to be who he’s punished for. Now she gets the detectives who need her to prove their case; she gets the attorneys who need her to perform on the stand. She matters. I’m still the beggar I’ve been for two decades, calling the police every couple of years to ask them to look again; always talking to new detectives because none of them stay; always having to explain who I am, explain the case, because no one remembers, except for me. And her. And him.

This is good news. This is terrible news. This is everything I’ve wanted, but for someone else.

He’s been arrested for what he did to her. I want him charged for what he did to me.

I practice, just in case.

I pace; I talk to myself. If I get to court, if I get my chance, I want to tell everything in an orderly way. I want to get it right.

In 1992, I was a junior at Carnegie Mellon University’s elite drama conservatory in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It was an intense program, the goal of which was to turn out actors who could transform. Being “safe” was looked down on. Freshmen and sophomores were forbidden from playing characters with which they were comfortable. No elegant, witty Restoration ladies or innocent ingénues for me anymore. In acting class, in voice and speech class, in movement class, I was challenged to play against type: be physical, be sexual, be angry. I accepted the challenge, but clung to churchgoing and Bible study in my personal life as a counterweight. I was proud to have made it into the program. I was proud at the end of each of the first four semesters to make it through “the cut.” More than thirty young actors had been admitted to the program in the fall of 1989. Four years later, after aggressive cuts and a handful of students ditching the program to go straight to New York, only thirteen of our original class would graduate.

In our third year, we were past the cut. We were also supposed to have been sufficiently stretched by the experiences of our first two years to be given back our comfortable roles that we would now play better, deeper, and with real choice. Underclassmen looked up to us.

I lived in a little studio apartment off campus, in Shadyside, the most posh of Pittsburgh’s college neighborhoods, full of restaurants and shops. I had worked at the nearby Victoria’s Secret briefly over Christmas break, as holiday help, enjoying the over-the-top femininity of the job. All my life I’ve vacillated between enjoying and eschewing dress-up; I was then on a dressy upswing, wearing makeup and girly clothes daily. Classes were going to start up again that week in January. I had two monologues to memorize. I needed to do laundry, but had no change for my building’s coin-operated machines. I went out to get some.

It was early evening on a Sunday. I saw a man watch me exit the building, and was wary. The fancy ice-cream shop on the corner was open and I got quarters for the washer and dryer. People were happy in there, chatting and choosing flavors. Outside, the man was still there, still hanging around. I hesitated. He started walking toward my building, not behind me, but from the side. That seemed to make it okay; it’s not as though he were following me. He’d started from farther away than me, which timed him to reach the building just after me. I wanted to make the door click shut behind me, but it had a pneumatic closer and moved slowly. I couldn’t pull it any faster. He caught it.

Again, I hesitated. I sort of knew the woman who lived in the other apartment on my floor. I could knock; safety in numbers. But he passed me and went up the stairs, clearly on his own way, again not following me. He passed my apartment door, and trotted up more stairs toward the next floor.

I knew he wasn’t the man who lived up there, but I assumed he was a friend. This was a college town. Confident nonresident visitors were normal to me, even if they weren’t common in this particular building, which was more full of yuppies than students.

I passed, without knocking, the apartment of the woman I sort of knew. I unlocked my door. He sprang from the stairwell behind my shoulder, pushing me inside my apartment, covering my mouth. He shut the door and pressed me up against the wall by my face. He asked me, “Do you wanna die?”

“Do you wanna die?” was the phrase that made detectives sit up straighter when they interviewed me in the hospital later. An attacker had said the same to another student three days before, in nearby Oakland. She, the detectives told me, had escaped before the man could do what he wanted to do.

I did not escape. He had me for exactly as long as he wanted me, which, it turns out, wasn’t that long. He seemed to have a mental checklist of foreplay that he cycled through efficiently: Do this, now do this . . . I had never done any of it before. I had only ever kissed, and not even that since high school, except for onstage. I was waiting for love and marriage.

Later, my attempts to describe him to the police were pathetic. He was big, I said. He had a childish face and voice. That vague “big” could have meant any number of things, and at first they brought me a tall man, a jogger they’d found nearby. He looked terrified. At the hospital, a tall detective had towered over me and asked, “Was he as big as me?” I had never meant tall. I’d meant fat, broad, strong, heavy, powerful, and terrifying.

I did what he said, but I begged him to please stop. He persevered through token touches of all the “bases”: kissing, hands and mouth above the waist, hands and mouth below the waist, him to me then me to him. He didn’t linger at any of those places, just claimed each intimacy as if he were winning points for it and moved on to the next.

I balked at the fucking. As much as I wanted to live, I screamed. He had to put his hand over my mouth, over my nose and mouth together, and push down hard. I couldn’t breathe. He told me he would move the hand if I promised to stop screaming. I nodded, desperately. Anything for a breath. His hand moved; I sucked air and screamed again, unstoppably, overriding any logical sense of self-preservation. He had to smother me again, longer this time. He taught me how much I want air, how much more important it is than anything. I nodded again, promising, begging. I was able to mean it. He released my face. I didn’t scream anymore.

He positioned my feet on his shoulders, my knees squished up against my chest, and pushed. I told people later that this part took a long time. I know now that it was actually a pretty standard amount of time, but to me then it took surprisingly forever for him to finish. While he was doing it, something splashed from his face onto mine: either a shower of sweat from his forehead, or maybe he was crying. Maybe it was tears.

I remember all of this easily, having told it so many times back when it happened. But some details have faded; for example, I realize I’ve forgotten the name of the street I’d lived on then, and have to look it up in an archived news report. I reread the poems I’d written then and which I haven’t looked at in years. There’s a lot that haunted me then which surprises me now.

I’ve forgotten that he nipped at my legs with his teeth; the detectives had perked up with interest when I mentioned that, but he’d done it too lightly to leave forensically useful bite marks. I’ve forgotten that he pulled my shoes off, which was different from the way he’d left so much of the rest of my clothing on, shoved out of the way but still connected to me. I’d wondered after if shoe leather could take fingerprints.

I’ve forgotten that I’d tried to push him away with my hands. He’d wanted me limp and had to tell me, over and over, to put my hands on the floor, but I kept pushing against his shoulders, trying to force some small extra distance between us while he worked toward getting done. He’d repeated it, over and over, annoyed and commanding—“Put your hands on the floor”—so I must have kept them there, or kept putting them back.

That phrase had stuck with me after, bothering me when I washed my hands or even just looked at them. “New memories,” I’d written a few months later. “Wouldn’t that be nice? To think of, say, my hands, and think of someone nice instead of him. But wouldn’t it be even better to look at my hands and see my hands, to think of my body and think of myself? Must my hands, my body, always make me think of a man, even if someday a nice one?”

My mind is a jumble of details coming back again and again to the smothering: his hands pulling at the buttons down the front of my dress; his hands pulling down my leggings and tights; his hand pushing down hard on my face, the back of my head pressed into ratty renter’s carpeting. It’s not his mouth or his body or sweat or tears that I think of; it’s his hands and my hands. Lots and lots of hands.

The drama department was surprisingly patient with me after it happened. Actually, it’s to be expected that creative people would be sensitive, but I found their generosity unexpected given how readily they cut from the program those who don’t keep up. I was allowed to miss the first few weeks of the semester entirely, and, after my return, was fully excused from “rhythm,” a demanding physical class that could reduce participants to tears even under normal circumstances. I attended the rest of my classes, but was allowed to slip away anytime I needed to, without consequence. I was even allowed, if I wanted, to take a friend out with me.

I made rules for myself. I wanted to accept the support I’d been offered, but not become dependent on it. I wanted to grieve and rage and whatever else I needed to go through, but didn’t want to get stuck there. I was a little afraid of being hurt again, but mostly afraid that I had been fundamentally changed for the worse. I didn’t want to permanently become (as I wrote then) “timid and fearful, faithless and cynical, frigid, hysterical, angry and bitter and tired, weak, crazy.” I didn’t want to become any of those, but I felt it a real danger that I would become all of them. So, I made rules.

The first was that I would let myself be a mess for one year. After that, I had to get it together. The second was that I would lean on my friends, my generous, sweet friends, only during the day. I would go ahead, tug someone’s arm to bring them aside with me, or make a phone call asking for company on the rare daylight occasions that we weren’t already together in class or rehearsal (we were heavily scheduled). The caveat was that I would never allow myself to wake someone up. At nighttime I had to look after myself. That gave me a bit of self-respect.

I slept surprisingly well, and in the whole “be a mess” year I only had to act on that second rule, the no-nighttime-neediness one, once. The police had taken my clothes away for evidence the night of the rape, and weeks or maybe a month or two later they returned them to me, in a tall, thick paper bag with numbers scribbled on it in heavy marker.

I was living with friends, previous graduates of the drama department, in my own room in their newlywed apartment, where I would end up staying for the whole semester. I had all of my things in my one room, including then this awful bag. I couldn’t sleep. My friends were just on the other side of the wall, in bed.

I was desperate to talk, but had promised myself to get through my nights on my own. To make it possible to sleep, I wrote down what I wished I could tell someone. I could call someone in the morning, I reasoned, and could read from my notes like a script if necessary. This is what I wrote:

The bag broods in the corner

sitting on its haunches

squat, over two feet tall

with my body inside

my coat

pretty little thing

used to be my mother’s

old-fashioned high neck mink collar

that had been covering my low-cut neckline that evening—I swear!

The detective persuaded the lab not to cut it up for evidence

The dress had soaked up enough, he told them

so that he could bring the coat back to me

stained but in one piece

one whole piece

like me

alive but blotched

the coat that was taken away from me that night

the body-shaped thing I haven’t seen since

the dead me

who I used to be

sitting stuffed in a bag

The next morning, I read it and was satisfied. I didn’t need to call anyone. After that, I wrote as much as I talked.

I never wore the coat, or any other clothes from that night, again. I did wear the shoes, even though he’d pulled them off my feet. They were my favorites. It seemed very important to deliberately decide that just because something had been touched by him, that didn’t automatically make that thing garbage.

My first flashback happened outside next to the statue of inventor George Westinghouse, just a few weeks after I’d returned to the drama department. It had started during a class, and I took my friend Allen out with me. When we were far enough away from everyone else, I explained to him what was happening. I knew in my mind where and when I was; I knew I was safe and on campus; but my emotions and my body were reacting as if I were back in my studio apartment, on that awful January Sunday. My heart raced and my breathing was shallow. I was terrified, though I logically knew that nothing bad was currently happening and that I had nothing to be afraid of. The mismatch of my knowledge of reality versus my feelings both emotional and physical was terrifying. I honestly thought that I had lost my mind.

These flashbacks ended up happening a lot for about eighteen months, six months beyond my self-imposed deadline for self-sufficiency. I got used to it. When they happened, I leaned on the men in my class more than the women. The women were just as loving and kind to me, but they felt they understood my experience to a certain degree, while the men were just horrified and in awe. The women tried to relate to my experience, generously, which made me feel possessive. It’s mine, I wanted to say, hoarding it. The men treated me gingerly, like an alien creature, which felt safer somehow. I was still trying to figure out how I felt about everything, and appreciated freedom from other people’s interpretations, however genuinely well meant.

Acting school is touchy-feely. We were used to hugging one another in greeting, massaging one another as part of class, even kissing onstage, all as a matter of course. We played opposite one another in a round robin of romantic parts, and there was a lot of mutual attraction. The atmosphere was a soup of feelings. It was the best possible place for me to be.

My friends of both genders were physically affectionate and emotionally articulate, and we had few boundaries. That was just how we were taught. Our bodies and our inner lives were the tools we used in the classroom and on the stage, so they were normal topics of discussion, both with and among the faculty and with each other. Sometimes—often—the personal aspects of the work, and of the criticism, were overwhelming. But, after the attack, the department’s routine public handling of normally private topics, and the habitual physical closeness, became gifts.

My religious chastity, which was no secret, put me out of the running for being anyone’s girlfriend, and in the middle of all that openness was the one bright line. Though it was difficult to abstain—I was desperately worried that putting off happy sex could give the rape further power over me—it freed the men to be generous with me, without any confusion over what their platonic affection might signify, and allowed the women to not mind if their boyfriends looked after me. I was desperate to not become afraid of men, and I looked to my classmates as examples of “good men” who would override the blot on my experience. In particular, I was able to experiment with relearning how to feel attraction, without worrying that anything would actually happen. No one in my class would have considered crossing that line.

Light shone gorgeously on the fine blond hairs of John’s arm, and I got to kiss Aaron in a scene in acting class. Bradley took me up to Mount Washington to look at the city skyline with him and cry. He squeezed me against his chest. “I had all those little lights,” I wrote afterward about the city view, “one for every hundred tears. How sad it would have been if I had had only the tears.”

For one of my first roles after coming back, I was Clytemnestra the queen, playing literally bloody Greek tragedy. I felt finally able to key in on some difficult and complex emotions due to my recent experience; but the director was uncomfortable with my delivery of a monologue that coupled sex and rage, so it was cut. For my character’s murder, however, there was no reprieve.

The character Orestes was directed to stand over me with a knife while I begged for my life, a scene we repeated over and over so that the Greek chorus could be blocked in behind us. There was no safe-word for me to signal that I was actually distressed, not just acting, but my friend read me well. Still posing his face in grim determination, still bearing down on me with a pointy phallic object as he was required to do, he crossed his eyes to crack me up. He had to press his lips together to keep silent, and so did I, but we both giggled inside while we acted out my murder, and guffawed when it was over.

Orestes had been played by the only black man in our admittedly small class. The man who had raped me was also black. I’m white. I know that my experience after the rape is what it is in part because of biases that reward my race and class and religion. I was the perfect victim, not in the sense of attracting harm, but in the sense of the world being indignant on my behalf.

Everyone was angry, and it was the best gift they could have given me. Because they were so angry, I didn’t have to be. Up on Mount Washington, while Bradley held me, he whispered in my ear what he wanted to do to the man, a torture-filled fantasy of revenge. I didn’t have to prove that what had happened had hurt; that it was wrong; that it was significant; that I was not at fault. I think self-destruction can become necessary if a pain is not understood by others. You have to show people that it’s so bad that you want to die. You have to make them understand if they don’t already. Luckily, my pain had been understood. I was freed by the anger of my friends from having to prove anything by demonstrating anger myself.

That said, I was angry. I’d genuinely forgotten about that until now, when I found it in the poems I wrote then: wanting to stab my mother’s cousin with a steak knife when he innocently put his arm around my shoulders for a photo, and later wanting to strangle a pigeon. Even inanimate objects weren’t spared. When my tights caught on the head of a screw in a window seat, I “plunged my finger in and ground the screw down . . . I hoped I was hurting it.”

Sometimes I felt suicidal, but I wasn’t actually going to do it. I had a rule for that, too: you can kill yourself tomorrow if you still need to then. I just had to say it every day, tomorrow, too, to keep putting it off.

Though all the kindness and affection around me were platonic, there was one person I was madly in love with. He was my dearest friend, and might have returned my feelings in part, but lack of sex was a deal breaker for him. I wallowed in unrequited longing, which was a wonderful distraction from grief and rage.

After seeing him on a date with someone else, I wrote about stars and how, no matter how special they are, they’re invisible when there’s something brighter around. Even when feeling ashamed of myself for not being good enough, I wanted to think of myself as something sparkly, if inadequate: “I’m not who you want but, however far I may be from your desires, I am in my own place a sun. Please be at least flattered by this fire loving you. Though I may seem to you smaller than a penny and common in the pin-dot sky, I am a fire and I do love you.”

It felt so wonderfully normal. In college, you’re supposed to suffer from youthful heartbreak. Crying over the sweet friend who didn’t love me was a nice change from crying over the bad man who’d held me down and cracked me open.

I traveled to Europe with my mother over the summer, just as we had planned before the attack: lazy long walks in the Black Forest and in the Alps and along Venetian canals, visiting family and friends and familiar places. She let me pick which way we’d go every time a path gave a choice; the only German phrase I still know from that trip is diesen Weg—“this way”—because I said it over and over every day.

I returned for senior year refreshed. I got a new apartment, living on my own like before, but in a different neighborhood. I worried about doing well with my work and getting good roles and pleasing my teachers. I enjoyed the tight corsets and swishy skirts of period costumes, acting in the epic nine-hour Nicholas Nickleby and in a funny and elegant production of Tartuffe. Mingled in with the trauma, from which I still suffered in various ways but worked hard to start coping with less obviously, were ordinary college thoughts, the typical acting-school vanity and insecurity that we all shared. We were always looking at ourselves. The mirrored walls of the dance studios made this easy but also too obvious. I wrote, “The windows are better. When the lights on inside reflect my transparent silhouette off the glass night, I can pretend I’m bored, gazing at the tennis courts, when really I’m watching myself.”

I was terrified from the rape; and also terrified by worry that I wasn’t good enough—at performing, at being pretty, at being liked—just like most everyone else.

It’s easy for actors to get into the mind-set of always seeing ourselves as if from the outside, always thinking of how others are viewing us. I tried to balance that with a moratorium on photos in my daily life, only allowing them for performances and special events. As a result, most of my college pictures are of me in costume, in shows or backstage or at cast parties. In almost all of them, even after the rape, I’m smiling.

There’s a temptation to regard the hidden and tragic as the “true,” and the presented and happy as the “fake,” but I don’t find that to be accurate. All of it was true. I was broken and sad and angry and weak and scared and in love and ambitious and hardworking and proud of myself and really into the fun wigs and costumes we got to wear. I mentally compared it to British taps, where there are separate faucets for the hot and the cold. Unlike in normal single taps, where increasing the cold makes the hot less hot, and adding hot makes the cold less cold, the sinks I’d used abroad kept the two apart. Things were apart in me. Happy feelings didn’t cancel out the terrible ones; nor did the bad mitigate the good. Every feeling was just itself. They rushed side by side, each of them strong on their own and unaffected by the other. All of them were powerful in their own ways.

In November 1992, less than a year after my rape, another woman was attacked, again in Shadyside, like me.

The new victim had answered her door to a man with a clipboard in his hand. I had a clipboard job in Pittsburgh one college Christmas, raising money for some environmental cause. People had always opened their doors to me. Some of them had even invited me in. If I’d made my quota for the evening, I would stay in out of the cold and snow, sipping hot chocolate with a random, hospitable family until it was time to be picked up. Opening the door to clipboard people was a standard thing to do.

This new victim heard her clipboard man out and declined to give and tried to close the door. He’d stuck his foot in, though, and pushed himself through, and lifted her up by her neck.

It’s the DNA that he left in her that gets him arrested in 2013, twenty-one years later, and which has the potential to lead to the solution of my case, too.
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I used to keep the names of all the detectives I’ve ever spoken with in the back of an address book. Years later, when I transferred my collection of addresses to a digital record, I made the deliberate decision not to copy the names of the police before I threw the book away. What did it matter? If the pattern of turnover held, none of them worked in the Sex Assault Unit anymore.

For years I followed cases in Pittsburgh similar to mine. The one that overshadowed all the rest in the news was the East End rapist, who got a lot of press when he was caught in 2007. Keith Wood was ultimately convicted for raping four women in 2000 and 2001. When his name came up in one of my searches, I wondered if he could have been my guy. I wasn’t the only one asking that question.

The victim of a 1988 rape contacted the police in 2011 to ask if Wood could have been her attacker. She was lucky to reach Detective Aprill-Noelle Campbell, who pulled her case file and sent her rape kit to be analyzed. “Rape kits” are the evidence packs collected after assaults, full of potential bits of the man, and comparison bits of the victim. The DNA results from her kit matched not Wood, but another man, in California, who was then arrested and confessed. He’s in prison now.

I, too, had called the Pittsburgh police, reaching Detective Dan Honan, in hope of similar success. I came close to getting my kit in the lab queue, but it never quite got there.

The policy of the lab had once been to analyze DNA only when there was a suspect to compare it to; otherwise there was nothing to test against, as there was not yet a reference database of criminal DNA as there is now. Now DNA analysis is routinely performed for current cases, but for the old cases, they don’t have the time or workforce to tackle them all. Individual old cases are carefully chosen. Honan didn’t think that the East End rapist fit my attack profile. I was not a priority.

It’s also the general policy of the Sex Assault Unit to leave victims alone. I assume that there are people who appreciate that, who want to move on and forget, and would find check-in contact from the police to be unwelcome and traumatic. I, on the other hand, felt abandoned. I called every few years, and each time there were new detectives, no one whose name I recognized. None of them had heard of me either, or of the early-nineties Shadyside rapes. I would have to explain myself and, to their credit, the automatic response was always to treat me very, very carefully, as if there were a soap bubble around me that they had to be mindful not to pop. Every member of the Pittsburgh police who has dealt with me has always been respectful and kind in manner to me. Still, nothing progressed. There were present cases that needed more urgent attention. I had moved overseas, to my British husband’s home city. It had happened a long time ago.

In April 2013, a friend of the woman who’d opened the door to the man with the clipboard also called the Pittsburgh police to follow up. She, like the lucky woman above, reached Detective Campbell, and the woman’s evidence kit was analyzed. It matched the DNA of Arthur Fryar, from a sample taken for a 2002 drug conviction in New York. He was arrested on September 12, at 6 A.M. at his home in Brooklyn.

That rape had taken place in the same year as mine, only blocks from my apartment. This one they were willing to run my kit for.

Though I had thrown away the names of all of the previous detectives, I remembered one without having it written down: Detective Valenta. He was the one who had questioned me in the hospital the night it happened.

In 2013, I find him via his LinkedIn profile. I discover that his first name is William, that he’s become an assistant dean at the University of Pittsburgh’s business school, and that before retirement from the force he’d been promoted all the way to commander. I e-mail to let him know about the arrest and possible link with my case.

He replies kindly, goes to police headquarters to review my file, speaks to the lieutenant of Major Crimes on my behalf, and replies again. We exchange family photos. His youngest and my oldest are near in age.

We e-mail almost daily. He explains the forensic and bureaucratic processes to me. I tell him what I remember about the original investigation, and he puts names and backstory to the figures I describe.

He’d heard of my case over the police radio that night in 1992. While regular police responded to my 911 call by coming to my apartment, taking my clothes as evidence, and escorting me to the hospital, he and another detective had driven around the surrounding streets looking for the man.

At the hospital, the nurses had fussed over me, clearly upset but trying to put on good cheer. They’d blushed and giggled when Detective Valenta arrived, because he looked just like you would cast a movie’s young leading detective to look. I remember thinking that their reaction was sweet. I was in shock, I assume.

Valenta had apologized for having to ask me, but, he’d explained, every touch would become a separate charge. I had to answer yes or no for every sexual act he could reel off. Two decades later, I ask him if he’d had a checklist for that, or if he’d just improvised such a long, weary catalog. He says that he’d done a hundred sex assault interviews by then, five years into the job. He hadn’t needed a checklist.

I finally feel that I, who’d failed to win the lottery of being assigned to Detective Aprill-Noelle Campbell with her knack for cold cases, at last have a real ally.

I look to the trial of Pittsburgh’s East End rapist for some hints of what to expect, if all goes as I hope it to. One of the more descriptive articles details the “impact statements” that victims had presented at sentencing. They describe lasting physical injury, career effects, repeated suicide attempts, sexual fears, PTSD, and ongoing depression.

I feel threatened by these stories. I feel like a slacker. What kind of victim am I? Getting past what happened should be a victory, but I feel like I’m letting my side down. It doesn’t seem fair to measure the badness of what my attacker did in an inverse ratio to how I’ve coped. It seems that the better I’ve done, the more I’ve been able to thrive, the more he’ll then be excused, the more that what he did to me will be downgraded in significance.

I want to take the stand to tell what he did in my apartment, even if it means facing a defense lawyer who’ll ask what I’d worn that night. Impact statements, on the other hand, seem to require talking about what I’ve done since. I don’t want to be the one on trial.

I honestly can’t figure out in what exact ways I’m different because of this. How do I know what I would have been like otherwise? Am I wary, when I walk at night or sleep alone, because of this, or just because it’s sensible to be? I can’t tell if my fascination with crime, reading all of the serial-killer books in my hometown library, is a memory from my high school years, before the rape, or from when I came back home to live with my parents for grad school, after.

A friend of mine thinks that I left acting because of the rape. I don’t know if that’s true. I think I was getting sick of acting before it happened. I remember feeling exhausted by how vague and tricky it was to try to improve, how personal and immediate the criticisms were. It was exciting, too, of course, and deep and meaningful and playful. But if I don’t like being on display as an inherent aspect of my job, well, that could be the rape, or it could just be common sense.

Some friends think it’s a wonder that I’m functional at all. They’re surprised to learn that this happened to me, because they expect someone to whom this has happened to be less optimistic, less outgoing. They don’t know that this has probably happened to a lot of other people they know, who just haven’t mentioned it yet, and who are still versions of their earlier selves afterward. I’m glad that rape is now popularly understood to be a serious and violent crime, not just a “mistake” or “misunderstanding” or “bad date.” But popular understanding can go too far in the other direction, and put expectations on victims to be not just hurt but permanently broken.

What if the rape has made me more empathetic, more honest, more open to the wide spectrum of acceptable feelings? It’s made me a better writer, which is now my job. Am I supposed to thank him for that? I want to thank myself for that, and my friends. I want for him to be judged for what he did, not for how I reacted.

I don’t want to have to say that he ruined my life. I don’t want to consider my life ruined.

My husband, Gavin, is protective about keeping this about me, not about him. He wants to know how I feel and what he can do for me. He won’t divulge how he feels about it, I think even to himself. He would consider that unseemly and self-indulgent. He can’t sleep and admits that he’s stressed. I ask him what about, and he says, “Nothing.”

I haven’t told our boys, ages eight and twelve, but perhaps they know something’s up. I’m being impatient, and easily frustrated by interruptions; I’m distracted, sensitive, panicky. The twelve-year-old looks over my shoulder. I’m writing an e-mail about “detectives” and have tabs open about “extradition” and “DNA.” He assumes it’s research for my next novel. I let him think that.

Euphemisms help.

I try to avoid saying “rape.” That word upsets people. It’s too personal. It doesn’t help that I live in England now, not just England but Cambridge, and everyone here is so fucking polite and formal and circumspect.

When I tell Gavin about the latest updates, I refer to the subject breezily as “that whole Pittsburgh thing.” That’s for my sake, not his.

I pick friends at random, whoever happens to be standing close to me but out of earshot of kids, to tell about the arrest and prosecution, but I imply that I’m a “witness.” I say, in hope, that I’m going to testify in a cold case now reopened, and they think that I saw something, which I did. I saw him doing things to me. I’m not outright lying, just circling the truth. They ask, gingerly, if it happened to a friend. I finally say, “No, me.” I point to my middle, just under my rib cage. “Me.”

Talking about it now is harder than it was then. Then, the information had been urgent, and was a needed explanation. “I won’t be in class for a few weeks,” I’d had to explain. “I’m a little messed up right now,” I’d had to excuse. Now there’s no context. The information drops with a thud. My friends now are as kind as my friends then. The difference is that now there’s no call to action, no necessary assistance they can offer. I don’t need a place to stay, or help getting things out of that apartment, or someone to walk with me while I have a flashback. I don’t know what I want in return for telling now, but I do want people to know. I need to be able to talk about what’s happening with the case, and for that to be understood they need to know about the crime.

Back then, I saw a counselor for just a few sessions. She concluded that I was handling it in a healthy way and could move on without her; I agreed. I had enormous support and no guilt. Talking it out with people who loved me felt much more satisfying and healing than telling a paid stranger. At the end of the first year, when I had promised myself that I would stop being a full-time victim, I tried again, at the university’s counseling center. That was a disaster. I told my randomly assigned therapist, straightforwardly, that I had been raped; my friends had been a great support; but I wanted to start weaning myself from relying on them so much. He’d leaned back and said, smugly, “Well, we both know that this isn’t really about the rape. We can talk and try to figure out why you’re really here.” I walked out.

I’ve made a counseling appointment for later this week, with a chaplain, John Hughes, who I also consider a friend. His being in an official capacity means that I can make an appointment and that it won’t be selfish and awful of me to talk mostly about myself; his being a friend means that he knows that I’m not just this, not just a mess, not just a falling-apart person, and also that he’ll genuinely care. I already matter to him.

I don’t know what to say to him. It seems awfully self-indulgent to just narrate what happened, without some goal, some dilemma or present decision to make. I’ve been trying out ways to begin, but none feel right. Do I start with that night? Or step back to first set the scene? Just cut to now, and my anxiety as I hope and wait to get my name added to the charges against the man? I want that more than anything. I feel an urge toward seeing this through, thoroughly. My friends wish for me to be spared having to travel, spared returning to the scene, spared a trial and having to testify, but I want it all.

I end up telling John everything, starting with what acting school is like, so that he understands the people who took care of me after. Without those bookends, the attack would be just a sordid action sequence; with them, it’s a story. He makes us tea and listens carefully. He offers to connect me with a woman he knows who is an excellent counselor, but I don’t want a stranger. I want to talk again with him. He seems surprised, and maybe flattered. His schedule is full up with services and students, then somehow now full with me, too. He makes room for me.

In New York, Detective Aprill Campbell has traveled from Pittsburgh to ask Arthur Fryar if he’s remorseful, and if he wants to avoid a trial. She says that he can show that by telling her something: What had he said to both of the women in Shadyside?

“Their legs,” he admits, matching exactly what the detective is looking for. “I liked their legs. I told them they had nice legs.”

I’m told that that’s in my file. I’m sure it is, but I don’t remember it myself. At the time, I had apparently remembered it well enough to tell the police, but it’s not one of the things that had then played again and again in my mind. It had been of little interest to me, not shocking or distressing, just a throwaway remark. Now it’s one of the things solving my case.

I wonder about him remembering that so readily. It doesn’t sound like he was recalling that we’d had legs he liked, but recalling specifically that he had told us that he liked them. Maybe saying that was his thing. Maybe he says that to his girlfriend.

Yes, he has a girlfriend. Detective Campbell talked to her. I think I’m supposed to feel sorry for her, but I’m disgusted, horrified, and sick at the thought. How can she let him touch her? It’s shocking to me.

I wonder, briefly, if she looks like me.

Detective Campbell tells me that Fryar assured his girlfriend not of his innocence, but that the statute of limitations had passed.

Statutes of limitations have a long history, even as far back as ancient Greece. The power of accusation can be abused and must be controlled. In the United States, many felonies have relatively short time periods in which a charge can be brought against someone; Rhode Island, for example, has one of the shortest limitations on charging someone with rape: just three years. Pennsylvania in 1992 allowed only five years; now they allow twelve.

One reason for statutes of limitations is concern for evidence. As time passes, witness memories fade and physical proofs (receipts for an alibi, for example) are thrown away. It would be unfair to wait to charge someone who might have been able to defend themselves at the time but no longer can, through no fault of their own. With technological advances, however, new forms of evidence, such as DNA analysis, better stand the test of time.

Another reason for limitation is the idea that someone who has committed only a long-ago crime, and not a recent one, could be considered reformed and of more good to society as an active citizen than a prisoner. I dislike that reason. Acknowledgment of the weight of the crime—and punishment is that acknowledgment—seems more important.

In the case of stranger rape, the delay of prosecution is often not a delay of accusation, which is what statutes of limitations are designed to prevent, but a delay of identification. That crucial difference has inspired several states to try to get around their current limitations. There are two common tactics: no-name warrants (charging, for example, “John Doe, unknown male, whose DNA profile has the following genetic locations . . . ”) and amending the old statutes with new DNA exceptions.

In 2004, Pennsylvania took the second route. They added a law that allows new DNA matches, if they identify previously unsuspected persons, to reopen expired cases for a single fresh year. This, and only this, is what can reopen my case. In the absence of a DNA match to trigger the law, even a full confession won’t be prosecutable.

The hospital visit right after the rape had been my first-ever gynecological exam, and the rape kit had added to the ordeal. I’d been combed and swabbed and plucked, humiliatingly and painfully, in the hope of one day bringing proof to court. But my evidence is not a sure thing. One of the samples from my kit, my blood, has already been found inadequate, either gone off or used up from when the kit was tested back in ’92.

It hadn’t been tested for DNA, of course. They had tested for blood type, enzyme markers, and secretor status of the attacker, characteristics far more general than a DNA identification. They had been as thorough on my behalf as the technology of the time recommended. Unfortunately, my kit might be in better shape for proper DNA analysis now if it had been, back then, left untouched.

Pittsburgh has sent my local police in England a collection kit for a “buccal swab” from the inside of my cheek. Unlike blood samples, which require temperature control, the swab only needs a little silica pack to see it through being shipped back across the Atlantic. When the Pittsburgh lab gets my fresh exemplar, they can try to untangle my DNA from the man’s in the 1992 samples swabbed from inside me and cut from my underwear.

The sergeant looking after me here in Cambridge is a cheerful, chatty woman who told me earlier that she’s working only nights this week. I show up at the police station at 10:30 P.M. and have to ask for her through a yellow phone attached to the outside wall. I’ve just come from a book club meeting that was discussing one of my novels, and have an enormous bouquet from them in my arms, orange roses mixed with buds that look like little strawberries. My laptop bag hangs heavily and awkwardly. I’m worried about being late for our babysitter. A man loiters on the street corner, making me nervous.

I think asking for a DNA test is code for “this is a sexual assault case.” Earlier in the day I had dropped by to make sure I knew the correct entrance for later. The man at the front counter had been perfectly fine and friendly, but when I asked about entry after 10 P.M. he had just indicated that the station would be closed. I persisted, saying that the sergeant I needed to see is working nights, and then at last added that “I need to do a DNA test.” That triggered an immediate softness, and the instruction to later use the yellow telephone.

The same happens with the man on the other end of the yellow phone. I ask for Sergeant Judith Hiley, and he tries to ring her. No answer. He tries a different number; no answer, and he seems like he’s about to give up. I tell him that I’m there to take a DNA test, and, immediately, he swings into action, sending someone around the station to find her. I will get to see her tonight.

Sergeant Hiley brings me inside and then through, into a tiny room. I see no other people in the station, not one, not even in a corridor. Opening the UPS envelope from Pittsburgh feels like Christmas. Besides two swab kits (in case one goes wrong) there are instructions, a prepaid return label, and a prizelike fabric patch that says PITTSBURGH POLICE.

Sergeant Hiley says that the swabs are different from the British kind; they’re also, I note, different from any I’ve seen on TV. They look like pregnancy tests. We lean in over the instructions and read them aloud to be sure we’ll get it right. I’m to rub it seven times against the inside of my cheek, pulling only forward toward the lips, not rubbing back and forth. I think I’ve done it right. She seals it and marks the date carefully as “October the 4th” rather than using the usual numeric shorthand. The Brits do that day-month, opposite of Americans, and she worries it would be read as April 10th instead of 4th October if she did it her normal way.

It’s the weekend, so the package won’t even start flying until Monday.

I wait.

I feel stalled. The swab has arrived and I’ve been told that the lab manager in Pittsburgh is “excited” to receive it and that it’s been made “a priority.” Somehow this adds up to weeks before I can expect results. I’m impatient, and can’t concentrate. An extradition hearing, to authorize moving Fryar from New York, where he was arrested, to Pennsylvania, where he’ll be tried, was scheduled to have happened yesterday. Once he arrives, his charges will be read against him. They won’t include mine. I don’t count yet.

I feel guilty for continuing to see John the chaplain to talk about nothing happening, but he says that I’m welcome. He works for the Cambridge University college at which my young sons sing as boy sopranos with the college men. I have no relationship of my own with the college, so I worry that John may get into trouble for spending so much time on me. He cheerfully insists, always suggesting the next time with his calendar out. I asked him for help just the first time; he’s never made me ask again.

The college makes an effort to embrace choir families, and the whole beautiful place feels open to me: the cloister court, the candlelit chapel, the practical rehearsal room lined with shelves of repertoire, the big green lawn where the boys battle with autumn chestnuts (which are called conkers here) and play soccer (which is called football) until they’re called in for practice. The resulting music is extraordinary. It makes me happy. Sometimes it’s so lovely I could cry.

I talk with John a lot. Random memories bubble up and pop. Not memories of the rape itself, but of ripples that radiated out from it:

In the hospital. The doctor gave me two pills: one for right then, and one for twelve hours later. She didn’t tell me what they were but said, with intense gravity, that I really really should take them. I figured out later, after terrible cramps and queasiness, that they were the morning-after pill. My friends who’d come to the hospital had prayed in the waiting area, and I wore a gold cross around my neck. I assume that the doctor didn’t tell me what the pills were out of concern that I might refuse them. I probably would have. I’m grateful now.

Going back to that apartment exactly once, to pick up my things. There were clouds of black fingerprint powder on the walls and door. Even the inside of my sink was dark and smeared, where the forensic people had washed their hands, and my pretty scented soap had dried dirty.

Some people ask me about forgiveness (notably not the chaplain, for which I’m grateful). It’s something people want me to say yes to, but I’m not clear what’s meant.

The parable of forgiveness in Matthew 18 has to do with forgiveness of debt. It comes down to canceling a debt and walking away from it. But when I ask these people, so keen for me to forgive, if they think that Arthur Fryar shouldn’t go to prison, they’re appalled. Of course, they insist, he must. I’m not sure how one can demand forgiveness and punishment in the same breath. Isn’t the definition of forgiveness release from punishment?

I think they mean forgiveness as an internal position, something like a feeling. They want, for my sake, for me to be free of thinking of him at all. They want, for their sakes, for me to follow the religious script.

What I feel is that I would like for him to be sentenced long enough that he will surely die in prison, which I think is the opposite of forgiveness. What I also feel is pity for him, because I know he’s worse off than me. I can’t imagine how anyone can bear that kind of guilt. Well, the guilt that I think he ought to feel. I can pity him for that potential guilt, or pity him for being too broken to feel guilt, which I think would make him too broken to feel most anything else. Perhaps pity comes close to forgiveness. Pity is at least kind, if also condescending.

Detective Campbell has told me that Arthur Fryar claims to have lived in fear of capture these past two decades, and that he wants forgiveness from us, the two women he’s admitted to. Again, I don’t know what this means. Perhaps his best-case scenario is that we tell him that it’s all right, it didn’t hurt, we didn’t mind. Impossible.

Next-best may be assurance that it was bad then, but all right now. I could almost offer that. I am happy now. He didn’t break anything in me that didn’t eventually heal. If that comforts him in prison, in the years he’ll while away before he dies there, I don’t mind.

Maybe that not-minding if he finds peace in prison counts
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