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I moved to D.C. when I was 24.  That first year in D.C. was the best year of my life.  For the first time, I felt like an adult.  I had a real job, working downtown as an analyst at a consulting firm.  And my friends were so - sophisticated.  You have to understand, I had grown up in a small town, outside Dayton, Ohio.  I did meet alot of interesting people in college - I went to Kenyon - but even that was so staid compared to the scene in D.C.  Everyone was so energetic - and opinionated - often to the point of being obnoxious.  But I loved that.  We all ran around the city liked we owned it - drinking at the bars in Adams Morgan, going to free shows at the Kennedy Center, hanging out, hungover at Eastern Market on Sundays.  But my favorite spot was Dupont Circle.  And not all of the restaurants and bookstores around it.  The circle itself.  For me, it was like this quiet heartbeat in the middle of the city that I had fallen in love with.  This perfect little patch of green that stood halfway between where I lived on 16th and my office on K Street.  I would walk through it every morning and every night.  And even with the odd characters I would see there, I felt a sort of affinity with them, since we were all drawing life from the same source.

But all that changed one night in February.  I was walking home from work around 10.  I had to stay late to finish a report.  I was supposed to meet my friends out at a bar in Georgetown after work, but I had left my wallet at home, so I had to stop at my apartment first to get ID.  I took my usual route home, up Connecticut and through the circle.  Even though it was 10, I remember being surprised by how quiet it was when I was walking past some of the clubs and restaurants around N Street.  Until I got to Dupont.  Just as I was walking past the fountain, I heard some grunts.  I looked to my right.  [Pause]  

I saw three men - vagrants.  Two of them were taking the head of the third man and literally pounding it against a stone bench.  I froze.  I didn't know what to do.  With every time that they smashed his head into the bench, blood would literally spray out of his face.  He wasn't making any noise.  He was probably already dead at that point.  The grunts were coming from the other two.  Grunts and quiet squeals every time his head hit the bench.  Over and over again.  Then one of them finally saw me.  My flight instinct finally kicked in and I started running.  I didn't stop until I got back to my apartment.  It must have taken me ten minutes to open the door to my apartment because my hands were shaking so much.  When I finally did get in the door, I just walked to the corner of the room and crouched down.  In the dark.  I just sat there all night and shivered in the corner.  The phone rang a few times - my friends calling to see what happened to me.  But I didn't move.  

The next morning one of my friends - Jill - came to my apartment to make sure I was o.k.  After I opened the door for her, I just collapsed in her arms.  She was amazing.  She got me on to my bed, then got another one of our friends to come and help her take me to the emergency room.  The doctors said it was just shock - from what I had seen.  They gave me some drugs to help stabilize me.  Then Jill took me to a police station.  They had already found the body in Dupont.  I tried to help describe the two men who had killed him - but I was so agitated - and woozy from the drugs.  So I wasn't much help.  

I went back home and finally slept - until the following morning.  But when I woke up, I was depressed and so I stayed home that day.  And then for the next week.  At the end of that week, the HR person at work called and strongly urged me to go see someone to talk about what had happened.  And my mom had said the same thing.  So I did.  The guy I went to see didn't have to be a rocket scientist to explain why I was so depressed.  He pushed me to get back on my feet and go to work again.  I told him I was afraid to walk back by Dupont, so he suggested I just take a different route.  That it would be good for me as exercise, even if it took a little longer.  And that I should take cabs home at night to feel safer.  I tried.  But anytime I was even within five blocks of Dupont, I would have panic attacks.  And then feel this lingering sense of shame and helplessness.  So I would have to fight with cabbies to explain why they should take such a long route to get to my apartment.  I moved to Rosslyn, so that I never had to go anywhere near Dupont and could take the metro.  But it didn't stop the panic attacks.  In fact, I started to have them more and more.  Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore, so I moved back to Dayton.  

I've gotten alot better.  I don't have the panic attacks anymore.  But I haven't been back to D.C. since.  

