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My kxg ericnce
As a Victim

| THREW AN INNOCENT PERSON UNDER THE BUS

By Sori Feldman
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Honestly, the thrill of

seeing someone get angry
or frustrated with me
meant that I mattered.

hree years ago, this story would have

been one of abuse and misconduct and

the horrible injustice of it alll Thar would

have been my story because that'’s what I

believed. And why shouldn't I? Even my

I grew up in a large family in a frum

neighborhood in New York. Normal childhood. Normal
family. Normal school. Everything about us was regular.
What went wrong? It's hard to say. There was rypical
teenage angst combined with some middle-child syn-
drome and maybe a dose of classroom politics and peer
pressure. When 1 was in my late teens, I was barttling
depression and slipping in my observance of mitzves,
mostly fznius. My parents tried, but they didn't even
know how to begin to help me. They walked on eggshells
and hoped it was only a phase | would ourgrow. Some of
my teachers tried to help, but frankly, I didn't trust them
very much. After all, mm:nfﬂmnhadhempmufthc
problem.

Except for Mrs. Weingarten. She was different from
the others. She was also very young, almost the same
age as | was, and most importantly, she noticed me. Not
in a condescending “let me save your soul” kind of way,
but with a “T want to be your friend” approach. I was all
in. I shared a lot of what I was going through, and with
her support (both emotional and financial), I went for
therapy without my parents’ knowledge or involvement.

Therapy was confusing. The therapist scemed to think
that something dramatic must have caused my situation,
but 1 couldn't think of anything that fit that deseription,

“Tell me about your childhood,” she prompted. 1 told
her. I was part of a happy and supportive family that was
always bustling with activity and fun.
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Did that qualify? It did. It
qualilicd as deep trauma,
and | qualilicd as the victim.

“Tell me about your parents. How's
their shalom bavis?”

[ was a little uncomfortable with
that question. Why was it her busi-
ness? And anyway, they got along just
fine, thank you.

“So, whar brings vou here?” she
wond::n:d.

I should've said it was reenage angst.
1 was feeling overloaked, lost in the
sauce of a big family, big class and big
city. That I vearned to be recognized,
paid atrention to and to somehow
stand out. | should have told her how
that deep need resulted in a giant hole
inside of me rhar was causing me to
act out in whichever wayvs 1 dared. I
should have admitted that I was argu-
ing with everyone in authority—or
really anvone who would argue hack—
even when I knew that what [ was
saying made absolutely no sense, At
least I was being heard. And honestly,
the thrill of someone getting angry or
frustrated with me meant that [ mar-
tered.

Instead, 1 allowed my therapist to
create a story for me. She first posed it
as 4 question.

*I'm hearing something decper,” she
guided me gently. [t was very validat-
ing. “Could there be more to the story?
Something vou aren't sharing with
med

Was there? 1 thought for a while,
which she mistook as me confronting
my demons and having a hard time
verbalizing them.

“What was the atmosphere like at
home?” She was guiding me again.
“Tense? Stressful? Was there any abuse
going on?”

Hmm. Well, I felt like I was being
bullied by everyone. It was causing a
lot of stress. My relationship with my
siblings was suffering, and my relation-
ship with my parents had been rocky
for some time. I shared some of this
with her, and she really beard me. She
also offered a lot of sympathy. Whar an
incredible sense of relief! | had been
in so much pain, but instead of getting
the sympathy | craved, 1 was being
yelled at for my behavior. In the thera-
pist's office, there was none of thar. No
judgment. Just real listening and true
tmpnth}'.

“Anything else?” she prompted after
| had emptied out my entire store-
house of pain. Maybe because ] felr
a little embarrassed ( Thar s all? People
have been through miuch worse than you
and sitll bave it togetber), or maybe
because I'd been denied understanding
for so long that I was now tryving to get
as much as | could. I don't know exact-
ly what | was thinking. Mavbe I wasn't
thinking at all, but | told her about my

cousin Gila, who had been my closest
friend until she physically assaulred me
one day ar our grandmother's house. (1
didn tell her we were only seven years
old and that she threw a toy train at
me. Details, derails.)

Did that qualify? It did. It qualified
as deep trauma, and 1 qualified as the
victm.

We started rrauma work, and | was
suddenly floeded with “memorics.”
Gila with a baseball bat, Gila locking
me in a closet for hours at a time. Gila
calling me names, shaming me in pub-
lic—there was so much horrific abuse
I'd experienced at her hands. | knew
that some (all) of what | was saying
was either exaggerated or entirely
made up. | even told my therapist that
it was possible T wasn't remembering
things correctly, but she assured me it
didn't really matter. The point was how
1 fele. If 1 felt unsafe in Gila's presence
that was what counted. Oh, | was sup-
posed to feel unsafe in her presence?
Then 1 guess I did.

Gila turned out to be the perfect
scapegoat. | was able to transform all
my pain into anger at her, and it felr
freeing. I invited my morher to ane of
my sessions, where my therapist told
her everything | had shared with her
about Gila. I was finally able to get mv
mother’s artention. She felt terrible thar

“all this had been going on without her
realizing it” and apologized a thousand
times for not protecting me. | finally
felt the warmth and understanding
I'd been seeking so desperately. My
mother was also very relicved. Shed
been ar a loss as to what had happened
to mc and how to help. Once this story
*came out,” it was good to know that
my suffering had a cause and a solu-
tion. She just needed to be there for me
and to trust the professionals.
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Not even sne person thought to verify
the story, even though my whole fam-
ily knew thar Gila was hardly the tvpe
to act so violently. They even reached
out to organizations for help with my
healing journey, and they took down
Gilas information as the aggressor!

1 tried to backpedal a litdle by saying
that I might have forgotten some of
the details, etc., but they only repeated
what my therapist had said: It didn't
really marter. If that's what [ believed
happened, then thit was my reality and
there was no need to verify anything.

1 was in therapy for close to a year,
during which I spent my sessions
crying about my victimhood and then
working to “accept and overcome.”

I felt like a hero. Like a survivor.
Eventually I couldn't tell the difference
berween my actual memories and the
ones I'd made up, Fven the memories
that 1 war surc of were called inro
guestion. (1 was pretty sure [ fell down
the steps, but maybe T was actually
pieshedd) My therapist reacred o each
anecdore with increasing horror—and
even more empathy. I stopped feeling
that twinge of guilt for throwing Gila
under the bus. When T tried to discuss
my feelings of guilt with the therapist,
she labeled it “misplaced” and told me
it was a normal part of victimhood.

She also told me that in order 1o
truly heal, I would need to rid myself
of those feelings completely. That was
why I had no compuncrions when
she asked me where Gila worked as a
teacher, even knowing that it would
probably hurt her very badlv. I also
felt nothing when it did. My therapist
called the school where my cousin
worked and gave an anonymous tip
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If that's what [ believed
happened. then that was
my reality and there was

no need to verily anything,

that she was someone who wasn't safe
around kids. Gila was put on a leave of
absence until they were able to estab-
lish that she was innocent. They looked
through several menths' worth of cam-
cra footage from her classroom and
couldn't find anything incriminating.
She returned to her job within a short
time, and with the help of the schaol
traced the anomymous tip to me.

By that time, even though I had
heard about some of what Gila had
gone through when my aunt (Gila's
mother) called my mather, livid at
what had happened, I was too cyni-
cal to care, | believed she deserved it
because of what she had “done” to me.
My mother, eager to nurture the tiny
buds of our growing relationship, told
her sister that she was on my side and
backed me up completely. I remember
the deliciousness of thar moment and
held on to it tightly, because if | dared
let go, | would be confronted by the
fact that I had ruined my relation-
ship with Gila, as well as my mother's
relationship with her sister.

Onee my relationship with my
mother was on the road to healing, 1
discontinued therapy. It ook another
six months until [ stabilized enough ro
want a relation~hip with Gila. I wasn't
ready to apologize vet. It had been

drilled into me that I was a victim and
had nothing ro apologize for, but |
wanted to know if she was wﬂli.ng to
let bygones be bygones. She wasn't.
asked my mother to try again for me

a few months later. Gila refused. Two
years passed, during which 1 lived with
the pain of what | had done every
single day. I called Gila again and
asked her once more if she would ler
me back into her life. She replicd thar
if I retracted what I'd said abour her
she wouldn't necessarily forgive me,
but she would be willing to start 4 new
chapter.

But T just couldn't do it. | wanted to
simply rip that page out of my book
and shred it ro bits, but by now it was
already deeply interrwined with other
people’s stories and I couldn't.

Gila explained that she needed o
protect her family, and that the things
I had said had gone all the wayup -
to the Board of Education, so un-
less | was willing to retract them, she
couldn’t trust that | wouldn't have an-
other “episode” and put her job ar risk.
It had taken her a long time to heal
after thar incident, and if I couldn'r ad-
mit what | had done, T wasn't consid-
ered safe. After apologizing, she hung
up the phone, and I haven't been able
to speak to her since, @




