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AFTER ALL THESE YEARS 

 

The main reason I went to see Lenny was to discover if I would feel afraid of him. I had just 

been with his mother, my Aunt Anna, and his brothers and sisters - all five of them - at his 

father’s funeral services and he wasn’t there. Too many wounded people in consequence to 

Lenny’s wounded behavior many years ago. I was one of them, one of the girls he molested 

throughout much of my childhood into adolescence. 

Lenny, and I were raised in a large, blue-collar, Italian-Catholic family in Somerville, MA in the 

late 60’s through the 70’s. A time when kids and dogs roamed the streets in unlawful packs, and 

the walk to a barroom or a Catholic church was less than a quarter of a mile away in any 

direction. Lenny was older than me by three years. When you are nine, ten, eleven years old, that 

is a sizable age difference. As is the case with a lot of sexual assault behaviors, Lenny never 

raped me. Instead, he regularly looked at my developing breasts with a lewd gaze and often 

exposed himself to me, and touched my body in sexual ways, without my consent. Always 

furtively and any opportunity he could find. This went on for years. As a little girl, unable to 

distinguish the difference between "I did something bad" and "something bad happened to me.”, 

I felt I was the one to blame. It took years to unlearn that message. 

Once, I was coming out of the upstairs bathroom of my cousin’s home as quickly as I could. I 

knew full-well that being somewhere private made me vulnerable. Before I switched off the light 

and returned to playing outside, he came up behind me, standing far too close. I smelled his 

Vitalis hair spray and wanted to throw up. With my back against the wall, he whispered, “You 

know, you are beautiful,” and moved in even closer, running his boney fingers over my chest and 

arms. 



2 
 

I held my breath and looked up at the ceiling. “I’m hungry, Lenny. I want to eat lunch. Please.” I 

begged him, but he didn’t stop until we both heard his mother hollering “Lenny, where are you?” 

She probably sensed that he was up to no good. His head turned, and I bolted, running down the 

stairs as fast as my feet would carry me. I wish I could say that was the only time, or that when I 

told my mom she was able to do something to protect me. But that is not my story. It is not the 

story of any of Lenny’s victims.  

The need our mothers had to keep it a secret made it impossible to find out how many victims 

there were until many years. This is all too common with familial childhood sexual abuse. Over 

concern for the offender, the shame of it being a family member, and the sexism inherent in a 

lack of concern for the child victims. These reasons determined our fate, as much as our mother’s 

love and desire to adequately shield us from harm. There was this, too, the guilt my Aunt carried 

because of the knowledge that she harbored. Lenny, too, had been repeatedly molested. Years 

ago, and under advisement from a mental health counselor, she had sent Lenny to a residential 

program for boys who had “hyperkinetic reaction of childhood” disorder. 

Driving into Boston to see Lenny, I felt the loss of all the years our families haven’t been able to 

spend time together. The loss of innocence the children in our family sustained. The profound 

loss of connection. Lenny, the second of six children, was completely absent from his father’s 

funeral. There were no photos of him and his name was barely spoken. This, too, was an inherent 

symbol of these losses.  

It was about a week after my Uncle’s funeral that I found out that Lenny had been diagnosed 

with lung cancer. My mom told me that it had traveled to his brain and was likely to kill him in a 

matter of weeks. I also learned that a woman, named Darnell Booker, had taken Lenny, and other 

outcasts, into her home over twelve years ago. I did not know her motivation; I only knew that 
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she identified as a deacon of her church and that part of her ministry included caring for exiles. 

Maybe she was also receiving a stipend from the state. I don’t know. 

I understood that I was atypical in my willingness to visit him. Many of his victims would not 

have been able to tolerate the thought. They might think my visit, reckless, futile, unsafe. Even 

his brothers, who’d kept in touch with him, had never gone to see him at Darnell’s. But I felt 

compelled. I wanted to find out if I could handle the discomfort without overwhelming me or 

making me feel unsafe. I also wanted to break the silence and I needed to feel some closure. I 

wanted to show him that I had not withdrawn from my life due to the abuse he had inflicted upon 

me. 

I called Darnell, the housemother and she quickly agreed to my visit. On the drive, I tell my 

husband I might not be able to go through with it. When I arrive, I might change my mind. In all 

his wisdom – he kept saying, “Whatever you want to do is fine with me. Whatever you want to 

do is fine.” 

We get to the street, which is poorly lit and dotted with potholes. All the homes, three-stories on 

both sides, appear large and weary. A large man, wearing dark colored sweatshirt and worn out 

blue jeans, stands like a sentry outside the house. He smiles warmly and walks toward the car 

indicating that we should park across the street. We’re in the heart of Dorchester and I sense that 

he is doing everything in his power to help us white people feel less afraid in this urban area. But 

like many people, non-strangers have been the primary source of most of my distress. 

My husband let me out to park the car. I tell him he doesn’t have to accompany me. I tell him, “If 

you get worried, come in after me,” and I kiss him on the cheek before getting out. A woman, I 

presume to be Darnell, greets me at the door. That is reassuring to me somehow. She hugs me 
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like she knows me, and I appreciate her warmth and openness. She must be at least my age, but 

she looks younger. Her coffee brown skin is smooth, unwrinkled. 

She says, “He’s waiting for you in the parlor.” And he is, sitting on the couch and smaller, much 

smaller than I remember, but recognizable. I suddenly envision the men on my mother’s side of 

the family. He’s wearing a baseball cap over what appears to be a bald head, and a red sweatshirt 

with the word ‘BOSTON’ printed in big white letters on the front. 

The house, illuminated with fluorescent lighting, is noisy and reeks of cigarette smoke. I walk 

toward Lenny. He stands up and opens his arms, all skin and bones. I make a quick decision to 

hug him. I don’t feel dread or apprehension. I am curious what he understands my purpose to be. 

As a child, being alone with Lenny meant certain danger. Standing with him now, he is the one 

more in danger. 

He sits down and so do I. The room, painted a bright baby blue, is filled with large indoor plants 

and has a fireplace with a gold trimmed mirror hanging over it. Very old-fashioned. Like a 

grandmother’s parlor aesthetic. 

“How are you, Lenny?” I ask him. 

“I’m good. Real good. Darnell takes care of me.” He says, pointing to where she sits perched on 

the arm of a sofa chair. 

The door opens suddenly, and a parade of people enter the room – young and old, male and 

female, black and white. Each one greets me and shakes my hand. A lot of them cannot make 

eye contact, but they are polite and hospitable. Darnell proudly introduces them to me as 

members of her family, and I can tell she means it although her definition is not one everyone 

shares. They walk back out and she then looks as if she, too, is about to leave, but I ask her to 
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stay. “I’d like it if you would stay and witness my conversation with Lenny. Would you do that 

Darnell?” She agrees, and in just that moment, my husband enters the room. He comes over and 

sits next to me. I feel the warmth of his leg against mine and I am comforted. 

“Lenny, I know you’re not well. I know that you have cancer.” He tilts his head and leans 

forward, like he seems suddenly hard of hearing. “My mom and your mother asked me to tell 

you how much they love you and think of you and trust that you know that you are not 

forgotten.” 

He takes a breath and leans back before saying, “I love my family. I miss them so much. I want 

to see my mom.” He takes another breath. “I haven’t been able to pick up a hammer in a long 

time, so I don’t know if I could make the trip.” Lenny had been a carpenter most of his life, a 

good one. He holds his right arm up and pounds a pretend nail into the air. I feel perplexed that 

he would reference his inability to work as the only reason he can’t travel home to visit. 

“I know you love your family, Lenny. I know you do. But the things you did caused a lot of pain. 

So many girls in the family suffered. I suffered. Others suffered. Some I know. Some I don’t. I 

understand that you had your own miseries. Some people are still dealing with the pain of their 

suffering. I am sorry about that. I am ok. I can sit with you. But a lot of people cannot. That is 

reason why you couldn’t come to your dad’s funeral. Too many people would have been in 

anguish over the sight of you. It would have hurt them too much.” 

“I know. I love my family,” he says again. “I miss my family. I want to visit my mom.” I realize 

that seeing me has caused him to feel distressed. I wonder about the impact of not having contact 

with one’s entire family for a quarter of a century. On him. On anyone. I wonder what it feels 

like to live in exile. I don’t know. I sense my presence has summoned up a longing in him, like a 
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balloon slowing filling with air. I don’t know how he makes sense of his ostracism. I don’t even 

know if he feels regret. Lenny has never acknowledged his sins or asked for forgiveness.  

I take a deep breath and say “I know you would like to see your family, Lenny. I hope you 

understand why you can’t. I don’t harbor any resentment towards you, but I wish many things 

had been different. For you. For me. For our families. I am glad you found someone like 

Darnell.” I point to her. She is in the room. She is listening and watching.  

Lenny looks drained of energy, paler than he was when I first saw entered the room. I do not 

know how much he understands, but I sense that he feels besieged and overcome.  His eyes 

appear expressionless and his breathing gradually becomes labored. I unexpectedly remember 

that expression, but it no longer has any control over me. I am a grown woman. I have a life 

which I would not have believed would be mine. I have meaningful work, a partner whose love 

sustains me, children who thrive, a community of kind friends, and my own garden that 

blossoms.  

“I am going to go now, Lenny,” I tell him and turn to Darnell. “I know that Lenny’s mother is 

grateful to you,” I say to her. “You have been generous and kind to her son.” I say this and make 

a circle in the air to indicate that it is her care and her willingness to take him in that has saved 

his life. That she is a remarkable person for living the way she does. 

“He is my son. All of them are my children,” She points behind her, to the group elsewhere in 

the house. “All of them,” she says again. 

My husband leaves the room giving a nod to Lenny and shakes Darnell’s hand. I stand and hug 

Lenny one more time. He feels small and defenseless in my arms, like a bird that has fallen out 

of the nest. He is not powerful. He does not threaten me. He is dying. I wonder where Lenny 
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sleeps. I also wonder for the first-time what Darnell knows about what brought him to her. Has 

he acknowledged anything specific about his wrongdoings?  

I feel affirmed in my belief that when wounds don’t heal, they worsen. I feel badly for my 

cousin, the way he was repeatedly wounded as a little boy, his lack of insight and his limited 

resources. I wanted to see him to find out if I would feel afraid of him. I am not. I feel strong. I 

am glad that I was able to speak to him and tell him – on behalf of all the victims – that what he 

did was hurtful. I am sorry he hasn’t experienced the release from guilt, which comes from true 

amend-making. I feel relieved to have offered a message of love, the love of his mother and my 

mother, and that he was able to receive it. I am reassured that he has found someone like Darnell, 

someone who considers it her job to shepherd the lost and broken. Where would Lenny be 

without her?  

Rumi, the 13th century poet, said that “wounds are the places where light can enter us”. I don’t 

know if Lenny felt any of that light, but I did as I left Darnell’s home. It is with me now. 

 


