Abuse and Restoration: A non-violent approach





By Paige Lawrence

My name is Paige Lawrence and I want to talk to you about reconciling abuse. Reconciliation is about making things whole again, about restoration.  My experience was that the anger and the pain that sexual abuse caused in my family and my life was compromising my ability to accomplish the things I wanted for myself ten, fifteen, even twenty years after the actual abuse occurred.  So, in my late twenties after trying spiritual counseling and psychotherapy to no avail, I tried contacting the sexual abuser who had started it all and talking to him directly.  It was not easy, it was scary and it took a long time to develop the level of respect and trust that we needed to be able to speak plainly to one another; but we did it and I want to share some of what I learned from that experience with you.  I am not a therapist and I am not a PhD, I’m just a guy who experienced sexual abuse first hand and I want very much to share with you what helped me.

My younger sister was sexually abused by our father.  When I was 8 my father went to jail for molesting my sister; she was 5 at the time.  My mother and father were divorced and my sister and I have different mothers.  She was growing up in Los Angeles with our father and I was in the bay area with my mother and stepfather.  I learned that my father had gone to jail and my little sister and her mother disappeared for the next 20 years.  At the time we had no reason to believe we would ever see them again.  I took the news very hard and I became terrified that I would become a child molester myself one day like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.  I also mourned for the loss of my sister for the next 15 years.  I kept her picture on my desk; I prayed for her, you name it.  I really wanted to know where she was and that she was all right.  Turns out she was.

When I was about 12, a man in my neighborhood befriended my parents and gradually visited more and more often.  Eventually he started inviting me over to his house to watch movies and play his drum set.  Soon enough he started showing me adult movies and eventually he molested me.  While there was only one incident of physical molestation, there were several years of mental molestation in the form of repeated requests from him to do sexual things in front of him or with him.

At the time, I remember thinking that I did not want to endure the embarrassment of a trial and police and telling my parents, so I said nothing.  By the time I was 20 he had been arrested and sent to jail in connection with a case involving another boy across town.  It was 1996 and he was sentenced to 53 years in state prison.  I felt that justice had been done and that was that.  Still I held a deep-seated anger at my father over his abuse of my sister and her subsequent disappearance.  He contacted me when I was 21 and asked me to meet him.  We met, but I quickly came to the conclusion that he was making a lot of excuses for his past while asking me to reconnect with him and I just couldn’t do it.  He seemed really phony to me and at the same time, I realized I had no confidence in myself.  Being abused took that from me; took my ability to set boundaries; to disagree, to say forcefully, “no.”  As a result, I couldn’t have a reasonable conversation with him and say what was and was not acceptable.  I could only run away.

8 years passed and I contacted my father again.  At that time, I decided that as his son I wanted to know something of who he was besides the abuse.  I figured we would have a few conversations and that I would be on my way.  We met and I told him that I had been abused as an adolescent and he was furious.  He felt what any parent would feel in that situation: anger at the man who abused his kid.  I thought that was a powerful thing for him to experience.  In turn he told me that he had been abused when he was a boy on multiple occasions by multiple abusers from the time he was very young (perhaps 4 or 5) into his high school years.

Hearing that I felt that there was something greater than either of us going on.  I felt like we had a family curse.  I remember thinking, “this is going to end with me.”  The more I talked to him, the more I heard that he was a human being who had been abused and confused for most of his life.  He had acted terribly and only now in his late sixties was he speaking honestly about that to me.  On some basic level I felt sorry for him and I had a compelling urge to help him recover if I could.  We kept getting together and yet after almost 2 years I started to feel that we had done what we could.  

I still missed my sister and with that lingering over us, I was not prepared to really forgive him.  We had simply learned how to be civil with one another.  I was preparing to part ways with him and then my sister contacted him out of the blue.

He quickly put us in touch and I met her 2 days later.  She was living in Texas but visiting San Francisco for a weekend and we met.  It was wonderful; we connect in a lot of ways.  We like a lot of the same music, we have a similar sense of culture and style and even some mutual friends.  So now I have my sister back and that’s amazing; still, things between my father and I were not perfect. 

In some basic sense I thought of my friendship with my father as a favor in the first place.  So we were not really equals.  I also, finally saw that I was treating him as though he was still abusing my sister even though they had been separated for 20 years.  That was a hard revelation because I felt that he deserved whatever he got, no matter how unpleasant.  In other words, I didn’t want him to get better.  I didn’t want us to get better and without realizing it, I was actually fighting to remain a victim and my sister with me.

My father pointed some of this out to me and I didn’t want to hear it from him or anyone, but ultimately I saw that it was true.  He has been re-offense free for 20 years.  He served his prison sentence and his parole without any problems.  Now he is a public advocate for sex-offender registration and prisoner/parolee rights.  His has written a book “Overcoming Sexual Terrorism” and spoken on numerous television programs and in print on the subject of abuse, recovery and constitutional legislation of sexual abuse issues.  In short, he has done some truly good work.  He corresponds with prisoners all over the country who write to him asking for advice and counsel regarding their various situations and problems. There are a lot of different ways he could have responded after parole; he could have simply moved to Thailand to be a pedophile in seclusion, he didn’t.  Though it has been strange to accept, I have to admit he has done some very good work that benefits the public at large and raises the level of conversation regarding sexual abuse issues.

When I look at him honestly, I cannot at the same time look at the same man and treat him like he is the abuser he was 20 years ago.  I don’t have to forget who he was; I don’t have to let my children hang out with him to prove that I’m not afraid or anything like that.  I simply see that he has done what a man in his position can to recover and that’s admirable.  

Seeing him as admirable was a curious thing as well.  One day I was at lunch with him, running the story of “this is a favor anyway, I just want the free lunch.”  He was talking about something or other and I wasn’t even listening.  This was at the time when my sister had not yet returned; her absence still weighed heavily on my mind.  I didn’t say anything, but I realized right there at the table that I was more interested in the free lunch than in talking about my sister, or him and I.  I felt like a total sellout.  I went home and decided that I would end my relationship with him. I didn’t want to look inside anymore, I just wanted the stress to end.

As luck would have it, my sister reappeared and all of a sudden I found the words.  I finally told him how I had been feeling towards him and he was surprisingly compassionate; admittedly he does understand adversity well.  He said if he had grown up hearing about how his father was the worst person in the whole world, and that he ruined our family he’d be angry too, but I’m the one who was giving that story power.  When I finally saw my father for who he is now; I saw a man who has paid a very high price for a lot of years of terrible behavior.  I see a man who has worked very hard to do something positive with himself since he got out of prison and in many ways he has succeeded.  Beyond that, I have a relationship with my father now, one that isn’t permanently discolored by his abusive behavior.  In this light he and I can talk about simple things, things a normal father and son should like movies, and dinner and things we find interesting.  I can ask him for advice and he can do the same with me.  It is territory I never expected to explore and it has been surprising and rewarding.  It was very hard for me to let go of that anger towards him after so long.  It was a part of me and my anger had spilled over into other areas of my life like my relationships.  It cost me love, vitality, happiness.  But when I really looked at him as a human, for who he is now, without any bias, a tremendous weight lifted and that radiated into the rest of my life as well.

At present I am taking some time to speak to people about what the reconciliation process was like for me and what the benefits and hardships have been.  If you are a survivor, I’m not here to suggest that you go charging off to confront your abuser; rather I want to share what it was like for my father and I.  I hope that there is something in my story that will be of benefit to others.

