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sliver of sky

Confronting the trauma of sexual abuse
By Barry Lopez

o

ne day in the fall of
1938, a man named Harry
Shier entered the operating room of a Toronto
hospital and began an appendectomy procedure on
a prepubescent boy. He
was not a trained surgeon;
he nearly botched the operation, and the boy’s parents reacted angrily. Suspicions about Shier’s
medical credentials had
already surfaced among
operating-room nurses,
and the hospital, aware of
other complaints related
to Shier’s groin-area operations on young boys,
opened a formal investigation. By the time the
hospital board determined that both his medical degree,
from a European university, and his
European letters of reference were
fraudulent, Harry Shier had departed
for the United States.
A few years later, a police officer in
Denver caught Shier raping a boy in the
front seat of his automobile. Shier spent
a year in prison and then slipped out of
Colorado. In the late 1940s, he surfaced
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in North Hollywood, California, as the
director of a sanitarium where he supervised the treatment of people with addictions, primarily alcoholics. In the
summer of 1952, at the age of seven, I
was introduced to him when I visited
the sanitarium with my mother.
At the time, I lived with her and my
younger brother in nearby Reseda, a
town in the San Fernando Valley. My
parents had recently divorced, and my
father had moved across the country
to Florida. To support the three of us,
my mother had taken a day job teach-

ing home economics at a
junior high school in the
city of San Fernando and
also a job teaching dressmaking two evenings a
week at Pierce Junior
College in Woodland
Hills, on the far western
edge of the Valley.
Early that summer, my
mother had somewhat reluctantly agreed to take in
a houseguest, her first
cousin Evelyn Carrothers.
Evelyn, who was my mother’s age, lived an hour away
in Long Beach and was
struggling with a drinking
problem. Her marriage
was also in trouble. Mother couldn’t accommodate
Evelyn for long in our onebedroom house, so she began inquiring
among her friends about other arrangements. People advised her to call Alcoholics Anonymous. Someone in the organization’s Los Angeles office suggested
that she contact the North Hollywood
Lodge and Sanitarium.
One morning, Mother drove us all
to the facility at 12003 Riverside Drive,
known then around the Valley, I would
later learn, as “Shier’s dryer.” In those
years, Shier was renowned as someone
who could “cure” alcoholism. He was
also able to relate sympathetically to
MEMOIR
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the families of alcoholics. When we
arrived at the clinic, Mother introduced my four-year-old brother and me
to “Dr.” Shier. We shook hands with
him, and he escorted the two of us to
the sanitarium’s kitchen, where we
each selected a fresh doughnut from
an array laid out on trays for the
patients—frosted, sugared, glazed,
covered with sprinkles. A nice man. I
remember the building’s corridors
reeked that morning of something
other than disinfectant. Paraldehyde,
I was later informed, which Shier used
liberally to sedate his patients.
Shortly after Evelyn had, in Shier’s
estimation, recovered enough to return to Long Beach—she would begin drinking again and, a year later,
would return to his facility—he
started dropping by our home in
Reseda. He had gotten to know
something of Mother’s marital and
financial situation from Evelyn, and
during one of his early visits he told
Mother that he was concerned: her
income was not, in his view, commensurate with her capabilities. He
said he might be able to do something about that. (Mother’s divorce
settlement required my father to send
her ten dollars a month in child
support—an obligation he rarely
met, according to correspondence I
would later find.) Shier said that one
of his former patients was in a position to speak with the school board
about Mother’s value to the school
system. This appeal was apparently
made, and a short while later she received a small increase in salary.
She was grateful. Harry was pleased
to help. Shier conducted himself
around Mother like someone considering serious courtship. She was a handsome woman of thirty-nine, he a short,
abrasively self-confident, balding man
of fifty-six. He complimented her on
the way she was single-handedly raising her two polite, neatly dressed sons.
He complimented her on her figure.
Occasionally he’d take her hand or
caress her lightly on the shoulder. After a while, Shier began dropping by
the house in the evening, just as my
brother and I were getting into our
pajamas. He’d bring a tub of ice cream
along, and the four of us would have
dessert together. One evening he arrived without the ice cream. He’d for42

gotten. He suggested I accompany him
to the grocery store, where I could pick
out a different dessert for each of us.
A few minutes after we left the
house, he pulled his car up alongside a
tall hedge on an unlit residential street
off Lindley Avenue. He turned me to
the side, put me facedown on the seat,
pulled down my pajama bottoms, and
pushed his erect penis into my anus. As
he built toward his climax he told me,
calmly but emphatically, that he was a
doctor, that I needed treatment, and
that we were not going to be adding to
Mother’s worries by telling
her about my problem.

S

hier followed this pattern of sexual assault with me for almost four years.
He came by the house several times a
month and continued to successfully
direct Mother’s attention away from
what he was doing. It is hard to imagine, now, that no one suspected what
was going on. It is equally difficult, even
for therapists, to explain how this type
of sexual violence can be perpetuated
between two human beings for years
without the victim successfully objecting. Why, people wonder, does the evidence for a child’s resistance in these
circumstances usually seem so meager?
I believe it’s because the child is too
innocent to plan effectively, and because, from the very start, the child
faces a labyrinth of confused allegiances. I asked myself questions I couldn’t
answer: Do I actually need protection
in this situation? From what, precisely?
I was bewildered by what was happening. How could I explain to my mother
what I was doing? Physical resistance,
of course, is virtually impossible for
most children. The child’s alternatives,
as I understand them, never get much
beyond endurance and avoidance—
and speculation about how to encourage intervention.
An additional source of confusion
for me was the belief that I had been
chosen as a special patient by Harry
Shier, an esteemed doctor and the director of a prestigious institution. A
weird sense of privilege was attached to
Shier’s interest in me, and to the existence of an unspecified medical condition too serious or exotic to share with
Mother. Also, being the elder son in a
lower-middle-class and fatherless family, I came to feel—or he encouraged

me to feel—that I was shouldering an
important responsibility for my family.
I understood that I was helping my
family, and he complimented me on my maturity.

W

hen Shier came to our house he
would inform Mother that we were just
going out to get some ice cream together, or, on a Saturday afternoon, that
he was going to take me to an early
movie, and then maybe out to dinner at
the Sportsmen’s Lodge on Ventura Boulevard in Studio City. We would say
goodbye and he would walk me to his
car and we would drive off. If it was dark,
he’d pull over soon in a secluded spot
and rape me in the front seat; or we’d go
to the movie and he’d force my head into
his lap for a while, pushing at me
through his trousers; or it would be dinner at the restaurant, where we’d hook
our trout in a small pool for the chef to
cook, and then he’d drive on to the
sanitarium, where he’d park behind the
single-story building. He’d direct me up
an outside staircase to a series of rotting
duckboards that led across the clinic’s
flat roof to a locked door, the outside
entrance to a rooftop apartment, where
I was to wait. He’d enter the front of the
building, check on his patients, say good
night to the nurses, and ascend an inside
staircase to reach the interior door of his
studio-size quarters. I’d see the lights go
on inside. A moment later he’d open the
door to the roof and pull me in.
One night in these chambers, after
he was through with me, he took a
medical text from a bookshelf. He sat me
down beside him on the edge of the bed
and showed me black-and-white photographs of men’s genitals ravaged by
syphilis. This, he said, was what came
from physical intimacy with women.
In bed with him, I would try to maneuver myself so I could focus on the
horizontal sliver of sky visible between
the lower edge of the drawn blinds and
the white sill of the partially open window. Passing clouds, a bird, the stars.
From time to time, often on the drive
back to my home, Shier would remind
me that if I were ever to tell anyone, if
the treatments were to stop, he would
have no choice but to have me committed to an institution. And then, if I were
no longer around for my family ... I’d
seen how he occasionally slipped Mother a few folded bills in my presence. It
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would be best, I thought, if I just continued to be the brave boy he said I was.
I know the questions I initially asked
myself afterward about these events
were not very sophisticated. For example: Why hadn’t Shier also molested
my younger brother? My brother, I conjectured, had been too young in 1952,
only four years old; later, with one
brother firmly in hand, Shier had probably considered pursuing the other too
much of a risk. (When we were older,
my brother told me that Shier had
molested him, several times, in the mid1950s. I went numb with grief. After
the four years of sexual violence with
Shier were over, what sense of selfworth I still retained rested mainly with
a conviction that, however I might
have debased myself with Shier, I had
at least protected my brother—and also
probably saved my family from significant financial hardship. Further shame
would come after I discovered that our
family had never been in serious financial danger, that Mother’s earnings had
covered our every necessity, and more.)

M

y mother remarried in 1956.
We moved to New York City, where my
stepfather lived, and I never again saw
the malachite-green-and-cream-colored
Pontiac Chieftain pulling up in front of
our house on Calvert Street. After we
moved into my stepfather’s apartment,
I felt a great sense of freedom. I was so
very far away now from Harry Shier. A
new school, a new neighborhood, new
friends. I had surfaced in another ocean.
This discovery of fresh opportunity,
however, which sometimes gave way to
palpable euphoria, I nevertheless experienced as unreliable. I couldn’t keep a
hold on it. And then, two years after we
moved East, when I was thirteen, Harry
Shier flew into New York and my sense
of safety collapsed. He arrived with my
stepfather at our vacation home on the
Jersey Shore one summer evening in
1958. He was my parents’ guest for the
weekend. A surprise for the boys.
Weren’t we pleased?
The next morning, a Saturday, while
my parents were preparing breakfast in
the kitchen, Shier eased open the door
of my attic bedroom and closed it quietly behind him. He walked wordlessly
to the edge of my bed, his lips twitching
in a characteristic pucker, his eyes fixed

on mine. When he reached under the
sheet I kicked at him and sprang from
the bed, grabbing a baseball bat that
was leaning against the headboard.
Naked, cursing, swinging at him with
the bat, I drove him from the room and
slammed the door.
While I dressed, he began a conversation downstairs with my parents.
Eavesdropping on them from the
hallway next to the kitchen door, I heard
Shier explain that I needed to be committed. He described—in grave tones,
which gave his voice a kind of Delphic
weight—how I was prone to delusions,
a dangerous, potentially violent boy.
Trouble ahead. Through the hinge gap
in the doorway, I studied my mother and
stepfather seated with him at the breakfast table. Their hands were folded
squarely on the oilcloth. They took in
Shier’s measured, professional characterization with consternation and grief. In
that moment, I couldn’t bring myself to
describe for them what he had done.
The thought of the change it would
bring to our lives was overwhelming;
and, regardless, my own situation felt far
too precarious. Having abruptly gained
the security of a family with a devoted
father, I could now abruptly lose it.
I left the house without delay, to play
pickup baseball with my friends. In the
afternoon I rode off alone on my bicycle
to the next town inland. When I returned that evening, I learned that Shier
had asked my stepfather to drive him
straight back to New York that morning
so that he could catch a plane west from
Idlewild. I had insulted the doctor, my
mother told me, and embarrassed the
family. She presented his analysis of my
behavior. When I tried to object, her
response was, “But he’s a doctor!”
Shier, she said, would confer with
her and my stepfather in a few days by
telephone, about accommodations for
me in Los Angeles.
I was not, finally, sent to California,
though the reason for this was never
discussed with me. If my parents harbored any misgivings about Shier, I
didn’t hear them. I studied hard, came
home on time, did my chores: I continued to behave as a dutiful son, a boy
neither parent would willingly give up.

T

he trauma stayed with me, however, and in the spring of 1962, when I

was seventeen, I gave in to a state of
depression. I had become confused
about my sexual identity and was haunted by a sense of contamination, a feeling
that I had been rendered worthless as a
man because of what I had done.
When I was immobilized in the
elaborate web of Shier’s appetites and
undone by his ploys to ensure his own
safety, I had assumed I was the only boy
he was involved with. It was the sudden
realization that there might have
been—probably were—others, and that
he might still be raping boys in California, that compelled me to break my silence and risk, I believed, disastrous
humiliation. I phoned my stepfather at
his office. He agreed to meet me in the
lobby of the New York Athletic Club on
Central Park South, where I thought he
would feel comfortable.
He strode impatiently into his club
that afternoon and took a seat opposite
me in one of the lobby’s large leather
chairs. He was a busy man, but he was
prepared to listen. I gave him a brief
account of Shier’s behavior and of my
history with him, and I made two requests of him. First, that he never tell
anyone what had happened; if he ever
came to believe that Mother had to
know, he was to let me tell her. Second,
that he help me stop Shier. He listened
with rising interest and increasing ire.
He was especially angry, I later realized,
at the idea that he had been duped by
Shier that summer in New Jersey.
Early the next morning, he took a
plane to Los Angeles, and late that
same afternoon he met with two
LAPD detectives. When he returned
to New York three days later, my stepfather told me that the detectives he’d
spoken with were going to scrutinize
everything—the North Hollywood
Lodge and Sanitarium, Shier’s criminal record, his network of acquaintances. They were going to gather all
the evidence. I only needed to be patient. The detectives would contact us.
That week gave way to another. My
stepfather waved off my anxious inquiries. He was in touch with the detectives, he said. They were working on
it. When I finally confronted him, he
admitted that, in consultation with
the detectives, he had decided it would
be too great an undertaking for me to
go up against such a clever deviant, to
endure cross-examination in a trial. So
MEMOIR
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he was choosing not to press charges.
Besides, he said, Shier had bolted as
soon as he had suspected an investigation was under way.
A week or so later, my stepfather
told me that he had just heard from the
LAPD detectives that Harry Shier had
been killed—an automobile accident
in Arizona. This was, I now believe,
my stepfather’s preemptive
effort to force closure.

I

n 2003, forty-one years after these
conversations with my stepfather and
some years into my own effort to comprehend the psychological effects of
what had happened to me, I phoned
the LAPD. An officer there, an intermediary, was able to locate one of the
two long-retired detectives who had
begun the investigation of Shier in
1962. The detective did not want to
speak with me directly, but he authorized the intermediary to pass on his
recollections. (Because this information is at best thirdhand, I cannot be
certain about either the dates or the
circumstances surrounding Shier’s
early criminal history. The police department’s official records of the case,
including the detectives’ notes from
their conversations with my stepfather,
were destroyed, along with other inactive records from that time.) The officer informed me about the botched
operations at the hospital in Toronto
and the sodomy charge in Colorado,
gave me the approximate dates, and
confirmed that the investigation had
ended soon after it began because
Shier had fled the state. The detective
also recalled that Shier might have
been killed shortly after he left California, possibly in South America, but
he could not remember precisely.
In 1989, years before this conversation
with the LAPD officer took place, I interviewed Evelyn Carrothers at her
home in Studio City about her experiences with Shier. She said that “behind
a façade of solicitous concern,” Shier was
a “mean man.” A bully. She had never
liked him, she said, but he had been very
successful treating alcoholics in the Los
Angeles area in the 1950s, and she herself had referred many people to him
over the years. At the time I spoke with
her, Evelyn had not only been sober a
long while but had become a prominent
member of Alcoholics Anonymous in
44

southern California. She was upset, I
thought, by my revelation that Shier was
a pedophile, but she wouldn’t give me
the names of anyone who might have
known him. She said she never knew
what became of him, but she was sure
he was dead. She even argued a case for
Shier: Whatever wrong he might have
done in his private life, he had been of
great value to the larger community.
I’ve never been able to comprehend
Evelyn’s sense of the larger good, though
her point of view is a position people
commonly take when confronted with
evidence of sexual crimes committed by
people they respect. (A reputation for
valued service and magnanimous gestures often forms part of the protective
cover pedophiles create.)
A more obvious question I asked
myself as I grew older was: How could
my mother not have known? Perhaps
she did, although she died, a few years
after she was told, unwilling to discuss
her feelings about what had gone on in
California. I’ve made some measure of
peace with her stance. When certain
individuals feel severely threatened—
emotionally, financially, physically—
the lights on the horizon they use to
orient themselves in the world might
easily wink out. Life can then become
a series of fear-driven decisions and
compulsive acts of self-protection.
People start to separate what is deeply
troubling in their lives from what they
see as good. To use the usual metaphor,
they isolate the events from one another by storing them in different rooms
in a large hotel. While these rooms
share a corridor, they do not communicate directly with one another.
I’m not able, today, to put the image
I have of my mother as her children’s
attentive guardian together with the
idea of her as an innocent, a person
blinded by the blandishments of a
persistent pedophile. But for whatever
reason, she was not able, back then, to
consider what might be happening in
the hours after she saw Shier drive
away, her son’s head, from her point of
view on the porch, not quite clearing
the sill of the car window as the two
of them departed.
In June 1970, my stepfather related
to my mother, without my knowledge,
a distorted and incomplete version of
what her friend Harry Shier had done,
breaking the promise he had made to

me that day eight years before when
I’d spoken to him. They were having
lunch together in Midtown Manhattan; she became hysterical and was
taken from the restaurant by ambulance to a hospital. When she called
me that evening, all she could bring
herself to say, in a voice resigned and
defeated, was, “I know what happened.
I know what happened to you.”
And then she never spoke of it again.
Six years later, in July 1976, as my
mother was dying of lung cancer. I
asked her whether she wanted to speak
to me about California. She lay on her
bed in a private room at Manhattan’s
Lenox Hill Hospital, rocking her head
slowly back and forth like a metronome. Her face averted, she wept silently while I sat mute in a chair by
the bed. She would not take my hand.
Some of the pathways of a debilitating sexual history are simply
destined never to be mapped.

T

he reasons monstrously abusive
relationships persist between people
are as complex, I think, as the mathematics of turbulence. The explanation I gave myself for decades, partly
to avoid having to address any question of my own complicity, was that I
had done this in order to keep our
family safe and intact. After my father
abandoned us, my mother told me
that I would now be the man of the
house. I took her remark literally. I
began to double-check the locks on
the doors at night. I mowed and
weeded the lawn and took the trash
out to the incinerator in the back
yard to burn. I got the day’s mail from
the box on the street. Whenever
Shier showed up at the door, I would
bear down on myself: Just see the
business with Shier through, I said to
myself. Maybe another man, one of
the more likable men Mother dated,
would come and stay with us. And
this one wouldn’t walk out. Standing
in the shower in Shier’s filthy apartment, washing the blood and semen
off my legs, I hammered this thought
into my mind: You cannot quit.
I bottled the anger. I hid the blood.
I adamantly focused anywhere else.

W

hat my stepfather actually did
when he went to California in 1962, and
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how he presented Shier’s crimes to the
detectives, I will never know. And
though I know he saw Evelyn at that
time, I don’t know what he discussed
with her. Over the years, right up to his
death, whenever I asked him about what
he’d done, he became evasive. In an effort to seem sincere, he would occasionally recall a forgotten detail from one of
his conversations with the detectives.
This additional fact would sometimes
shift my basic understanding of the longer story he had already told, raising new
questions. Or, alternatively, trying to
demonstrate compassion, he might suddenly recall a fact meant to soothe me
but that made no sense. He told me
once, for example, that during his 1962
visit Evelyn had taken him to see Shier’s
grave at the Forest Lawn Memorial-Park
in Glendale—several weeks before Shier
was supposedly killed in an out-of-state
automobile accident.
My stepfather, a recovering alcoholic, became, like Evelyn, a regionally
prominent figure in Alcoholics Anonymous in the late 1960s. Whenever I
inquired, in those early weeks of the
investigation, about what sort of progress the detectives were making, he
would find a way to mention how many
alcoholics Shier had helped. Alcoholism, he said, was a “terrible disease,” a
more pervasive and serious issue, he
wanted me to understand, than pedophilia. He suggested I would benefit
from a slightly different perspective on
all this. Shier, he conceded, was an
awful man—but he had done a lot of
good. I should consider, instead, how
well I was doing. At seventeen I was
student-body president at my Jesuit prep
school. I had the highest academic
average in my class senior year; I was
lettering in two sports; I was escorting
debutantes to balls at the Plaza, the
Sherry-Netherland, the Pierre. Whatever might have occurred in California,
he said, things had actually worked out
all right. I should let it go.
For thirty years this was exactly
the path I chose. Silence. I believed
that in spite of Shier’s brutalizations I could develop a stable, productive life, that I could simply walk
away from everything that
had happened.

T

he conclusion I eventually reached
about my stepfather’s refusal to pursue
46

charges against Shier was that he did
not want the family to be embarrassed
by a trial. He was unable to understand that the decision to face crossexamination in a courtroom was not
his to make. He could not appreciate
that the opportunity to stand up in a
public forum and describe, with Shier
present, what he had done, and what
he had forced me to do, was as important to me as any form of legal justice.
Not to be allowed to speak or, worse, to
have someone else relate my story and
write its ending was to extend the original, infuriating experience of helplessness, to underscore the humiliation of
being powerless. My stepfather’s ultimate dismissal of my request for help
was an instance, chilling for me, of an
observation that victims of child molestation often make: If you tell them,
they won’t believe you. Believing you
entails too much disruption.
From what I have read over the
years in newspapers and magazines
about scandals involving serial pedophiles, I have gathered that people
seem to think that what victims most
desire in the way of retribution is
money and justice, apparently in that
order. My own guess would be that
what they most want is something
quite different: they want to be believed, to have a foundation on which
they can rebuild a sense of dignity.
Reclaiming self-respect is more important than winning money, more important than exacting vengeance.
Victims do not want someone else’s
public wrath, the umbrage of an attorney or an editorial writer or a politician,
to stand in for the articulation of their
own anger. When a pedophile is exposed by a grand-jury indictment today,
the tenor of public indignation often
seems ephemeral to me, a response generated by “civic” emotion. Considering
the number of children who continue
to be abused in America—something
like one in seven boys and one in three
girls—these expressions of condemnation seem naïve. Without a deeper commitment to vigilance, society’s outrage
begins to take on the look of
another broken promise.

U

p until the time I interviewed
Evelyn in the late 1980s, I had grown
to more or less accept my stepfather’s
views about what had happened in

California—which was, of course, my
own form of denial. Whatever had
been done to me, I held to the belief
that things had actually turned out
fairly well. By the time I was forty I
had experienced some national success
as a writer. I was friends with a large, if
geographically scattered, group of people. And I was living happily in a rural, forested area in western Oregon
with my wife of twenty years. Significantly, since I had moved to this
mountainous place in 1970, the emotional attachment I felt to my home
had become essential to any ongoing
sense of well-being I had. My almost
daily contact there with wild animals,
the physical separation of the house
from the homes of my neighbors, the
flow of a large white-water river past
the property, the undomesticated land
unfolding for miles around, the rawness of the weather at the back door—
all of it fed a feeling of security.
During the years of “traumatic
sexual abuse,” the term psychologists
use for serial sexual abuse, the deepest and sometimes only relief I had
was when I was confronted with the
local, elementary forces of nature:
hot Santa Ana winds blowing west
into the San Fernando Valley from
the Mojave Desert; Pacific storm surf
crashing at Zuma and the other
beaches west of Malibu; winter floods
inundating our neighborhood when
Caballero Creek breached its banks
on its way to the Los Angeles River.
I took from each of these encounters
a sense of what it might feel like to
become fully alive. When I gazed up
beneath a flock of homing birds or
listened as big winds swirled the dry
leaves of eucalyptus trees or sat alone
somewhere in a rarely traversed part
of the Santa Monica Mountains,
waiting for a glimpse of a coyote or a
brush rabbit, I would feel exhilaration. Encouragement.
But deep inside, I knew things remained awry. (It is relatively easy
today—it wasn’t then—to find pertinent and explicit information about
childhood sexual trauma. How one
interprets that information or chooses to act on it remains a perilous second step.) I could not, for example,
shake the old thought that by not
having acted sooner I was somehow
responsible for what happened to
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other boys after I left California. According to my stepfather, one of the
investigating detectives said I had
been lucky to walk away in 1956.
Continuing their investigation after
Shier disappeared, my stepfather told
me, the detectives had located three
other boys, “none of whom had fared
well.” The detectives’ advice to my
stepfather had been that neither he
nor I should inquire further into
what Harry Shier had been doing
with young boys during his years in
North Hollywood.
When I began a deliberate inquiry
into my past, starting in 1989, I
thought of myself as a man walking
around with shrapnel sealed in his
flesh, and I wanted to get the fragments out. The doubts and images I
had put aside for years were now
starting to fester. I felt more or less
continually seasick, confronting every day a harrowing absence within
myself. I imagined it as a mine shaft
of bleak, empty space, which neither
the love of a spouse nor the companionship of friends nor professional
success could efface. The thought
began to work on me that a single,
bold step, however, some sort of confrontation with the past, might sufficiently jar this frame of mind and
change it. I could, I thought, dramatically cure myself in this way.
I phoned Forest Lawn Memorial-Park.
No, there was no Harry Shier buried in
any of their cemeteries. I couldn’t find
an obituary for him in any of the southern California papers either. I called
Evelyn and asked whether I could come
to California and interview her. I would
begin my healing, my ablution, by
speaking with someone who had
known him well. And on that same
trip, I decided, I’d drive the rental car
to 12003 Riverside Drive in North Hollywood. If the sanitarium was still
there, I’d walk through the
front door.

S

hier’s rooftop apartment, nearly
hidden behind the branches of several Norfolk Island pines, remained
just visible from the sidewalk. I
parked in the shade of a pepper tree
on Ben Street and walked through
the main entrance of the white stucco building, which now housed a private secondary school, a yeshiva. No

one took any notice of me standing
in the foyer. If someone had come up
to inquire about my business, I was
prepared to say that I had been a patient in this place thirty years earlier,
when it had been a hospital. But I
seemed to be invisible.
I walked down the main corridor.
In rooms to my right, where I’d once
seen the bedridden lying in dim shadow, lights now blazed. Attentive students sat at desks, avidly scribbling
while someone lectured. I arrived at
an intersection and suddenly found
myself staring at the foot of an interior staircase. The door to the stairs,
slightly ajar, revealed steps winding
upward to the left. My throat clenched
like a fist in my neck.
I left the building as soon as I was
able to turn around. I ran across Riverside Drive into an outdoor nursery
with a fence around it. I went down
a pea-gravel path, past potted camellias and oleanders, past blooming
primroses and azaleas. After a few
minutes, breathing easily once more,
the rigidity gone out of my back muscles, I crossed back to where I’d
parked the car and drove away.
Later that afternoon, at the Central
Library on West Fifth Street in downtown Los Angeles, I gathered several
San Fernando Valley phone books
from the 1950s, trying to remember
the names of my mother’s friends,
guessing at the spellings—Emery, Falotico, Ling, Murray—hoping to dislodge a memory, to find a thread to
follow. When my right index finger
came to Shier’s name, it halted there
below the stark typeface. My bowels
burst into my trousers.
In the men’s room, I threw my undershorts into a waste bin and
washed my pants in the sink, trying
to keep the wet spot small. I was in
my stocking feet, putting my pants
back on, when a guard entered
abruptly and stood alert and suspicious in the doorway. He informed
me that the library was closing. I’ll be
only another moment, I assured him.
A few minutes later, shielding the
wet seat of my pants with my briefcase, I met a friend for dinner nearby. When the maître d’ asked whether we preferred eating outdoors or in,
I suggested we sit outside. I didn’t tell
my friend where I’d been that day.

Over the years, I’d spoken to very few
people about Shier—my brother, serious girlfriends, my wife, a few close
friends. I didn’t feel any need to be
heard, and the chance of being misunderstood, of being taken for no more
than the innocent victim, long ago, of
a criminal’s heinous acts seemed great.
Pity, I thought, would take things in
the wrong direction for me. What I
wanted to know now was:
What happened to me?

I

n the months following my visit to
the building on Riverside, I placed an
occasional call to state and county
agencies in California, trying to track
down some of the details that might
have framed my story. Doing this, I
came to suspect that I was missing
the memory of certain events. I could
recall many scenes from my childhood in the Valley, even remember
some vividly; but I also became aware
of gaps in that period of time from
which nothing surfaced.
In the fall of 1996, I visited a therapist for the first time. I’d briefly seen
a psychiatrist when I was in college,
but we were not able to get anywhere. Years later, I understood it
was because I hadn’t been capable at
the time of doing the required work.
My expectation was that she would
somehow simply fix me, get me over
the anxiety, over the humiliation.
I chose therapy because my own
efforts to clarify my past seemed dramatically unproductive, and because
I was now, once again, of a mind
that something was wrong with me. I
had begun to recognize patterns in
my behavior. If I sensed, for example,
that I was being manipulated by
someone, or disrespected, I quickly
became furious out of all proportion.
And I’d freeze sometimes when faced
with a serious threat instead of calmly moving toward some sort of resolution. I suspected that these
habits—no great insight—were rooted in my childhood experience.
Also, a persistent, anxiety-induced
muscular tension across my shoulders
had by now become so severe that I’d
ruptured a cervical disc. When a regimen of steroids brought only limited
relief, my doctor recommended surgery. After a second doctor said I had
no option but surgery, I reluctantly
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agreed—until the surgical procedure
was drawn up for me on a piece of
paper: I’d be placed facedown and
unconscious on an operating table,
and a one-inch vertical slit would be
opened in the nape of my neck. I
said no, absolutely not. I’d live with
the pain.
From the beginning, the therapist
encouraged me to move at my own
pace through the memories I was able
to retrieve, and to resist the urge to fit
any of these events into a pattern. I
remember him saying in one of our
first sessions, with regard to my apparent inability to protect myself in complex emotional situations such as my
stepfather’s betrayal, that I did “not
even understand the concept of selfprotection.” I resented the statement.
It made me feel stupid—but it also
seemed like a start.
We worked together for four years.
I described for him the particulars of
the abuse: the sandpaper burn of
Shier’s evening stubble on my skin;
his antic Chihuahua, which defecated on the floor of the apartment and
raced around on the bed when we
were in it; Shier’s tongue jammed
into my mouth. I described the time
he forced me to perform fellatio in
my home while my mother and
brother were away. Shier lay back on
Mother’s sleeping couch, selfabsorbed, palming my head like a
melon, supremely at ease. I told the
therapist about my inability to break
off the relationship with Shier, and
about my mother’s apparent intention to look the other way.
At the start of therapy, I speculated
that the real horror of those years
would prove to be the actual acts of
abuse—my choking on his semen, the
towel forced over my face to silence
me, the rectal bleeding. After a while,
I began to see that the horror was
more elusive, that it included more
than just betrayals and denials and
being yanked around in Shier’s bed
like a rag doll. The enduring horror
was that I had learned to accommodate brutalization. This part of the
experience remained with me long
after I walked out of Shier’s apartment
for the last time.
Caught up in someone else’s psychosis, overmatched at every turn, I
had concentrated on only one thing:
48

survival. To survive I needed to placate. My response to emotional confrontation in the years following that
time, I came to see, was almost always
to acquiesce, or to overreact angrily,
with no option in between. Therapy
led me to comprehend that I had not,
as I wanted to believe, been able to
tough out the trauma. I had succumbed, and others besides me had
experienced the consequences of my
attempt to endure. I had ahead of me
now a chance to do better, to be a
person less given to anger.
I visited the therapist twice a week
to start with, occasionally for double
sessions; then it was once a week or
less frequently until we decided we’d
come to a resting place. In our final
sessions, I fitted the pieces of my story
together differently, creating “another
narrative,” as therapists are wont to
say, of the early years in California, a
broader context for the physical and
emotional damage. After that, longterm sexual abuse no longer organized
the meaning of my life as it had during
the years I believed that I’d simply
walked away from it.
One night in 1998, driving from
the town where I had been seeing
the therapist forty miles upriver to
my home, I suddenly felt flooded
with relief. The sensation was so
strong I pulled over and got out of
the truck. I walked to the edge of
what I knew to be an unfenced, cultivated field. At first I thought I was
experiencing physical relief, the
breakdown of the last bit of tension
in my upper back, which, after many
weeks of physical therapy, no longer
required surgery. But it was something else. A stony, overbearing presence I’d been fearful of nearly all my
life wasn’t there anymore. I stood in
the dark by the side of the road for a
long while, savoring the reprieve, the
sudden disappearance of this tyranny. I recalled a dream I’d had midway
through my therapy. I burst through
a heavy cellar door and surprised an
ogre devouring the entrails of a gutted infant, alive but impassive in the
grip of his hand. The ogre was enraged at being discovered. What
seemed significant was that I had
broken down the door. It didn’t matter whether it was the door into
something or the door out.

Therapy’s success for me was not
so much my coming to understand
that I had learned as a child to tolerate acts of abuse. It was discovering a greater capacity within myself
to empathize with another person’s
nightmare. Most of the unresolved
fear and anger I once held on to has
now metamorphosed into compassion, an understanding of the predicaments nearly everyone encounters, at some level, at some
time, in their lives.

A

commonplace about trauma,
one buried deep in the psyches of
American men, is that it is noble to
heal alone. What I’ve learned in recent years, however, is that this
choice sometimes becomes a path to
further isolation and trouble, especially for the family and friends of
the one who has been wounded. I
took exactly this path, intending to
bother no one with my determined
effort to recalibrate my life. It took a
long while for me to understand that
a crucial component of recovery
from trauma is learning to comprehend and accept the embrace of
someone who has no specific knowledge of what happened to you, who
is disinterested.
We need others to bring us back
into the comity of human life. This
appears to have been the final lesson
for me—to appreciate someone’s embrace not as forgiveness or as an amicable judgment but as an acknowledgment that, from time to time, private
life becomes brutally hard for every
one of us, and that without one another, without some sort of community,
the nightmare is prone to lurk, waiting
for an opening.
I’m not interested any longer in
tracking down the details of Harry
Shier’s death, or in wondering how, if
it is still there, I might reenter his
apartment above the building on Riverside Drive to gaze out at the sky
through the corner window. I’m on the
alert, now, though, for an often innocuous moment, the one in which an
adult man begins to show an unusual
interest in the welfare of someone’s
young son—especially if it’s my grandson. He still, at the age of nine, reaches out for my hand when we start to
n
cross a dangerous street.
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