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For Hope and Jim.


I love you both.
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Author’s Note


In this memoir, I have recounted events and conversations to the best of my memory. A few exceptions, however, are worth noting. My mother and I lived in and ­were evicted from several apartments, rather than only one. More than a single family took us in. For the purposes of this book, I have included the apartment where we lived and the family with whom we stayed the longest. Where my recollections are incomplete, I have tried to present events and conversations to reflect the thoughts and feelings that remain. Still, memory is far from perfect, exact, or final, and the thoughts and feelings that I express are nothing but my own.


I have changed some names and identifying details of individuals to protect their privacy. My mother’s first and middle names are Priscilla and Hope, though her maiden name is not Reese. I have kept the names of David Dolihite and Eddie Weidigger, two children at the EUFAULA ADOLESCENT CENTER. I was able to contact David’s family, who had no ­objection to their son’s name being used. Eddie died at Eufaula, and I was unable to locate his parents. The geographic details of my life before foster care, particularly of my life with my grandmother and mother, are as I remember. However, readers familiar with Los Angeles will not recognize the names of my elementary, ju­nior, and se­nior high schools. I have changed those names, along with a number of other geographic details pertaining to my childhood in foster ­care – again, to protect the privacy of others. I have not changed the name of MacLaren Hall, ­however – Los Angeles County’s notorious facility for foster children. For myself and the other children who lived there, that name seemed an important one to keep.










 


When my mother walked down the street, men noticed.


She smoked Parliament cigarettes, which she had me retrieve from the corner drugstore with her handwritten notes. She played cards, mostly solitaire. Despite her modest height, she never wore high heels, preferring boots – especially the kind that zip up the back or the side and wrap around a woman’s calf.


She had little patience for childishness. More than once, she snapped at me to stop acting my age.


Her hair was dark and matched her eyes. Her spoken voice was soft, even a little low for a woman. Yet when she wanted, her words could leave a man stammering as though his tongue, or something more, had just been skillfully excised. She was prankish with her girlfriends. Sometimes, a little vain.


She liked rock music, mostly the Doors and the Rolling Stones.


She was smart and said that I was too.


Other than occasional lipstick, she wore little makeup.


She thought that Izod shirts looked best on me, and I liked the alligator.


She enjoyed my company, toted me everywhere with her, and refused to compromise, regardless of what others thought. She sat me on bar stools, took me to Disneyland, and taught me how to bet at racetracks.


She protected me when she knew that I needed it; left me to fend for myself when she knew that I could.


When I was seven years old, they took her from me on a street in North Hollywood and called me a foster child. In all, she was mine for barely two years. But even now, if I were to walk down one of these streets with her, though slightly aged, she would still catch the eyes of a passerby, who would assume that the young man at her side was the son whom she had raised – the same son who was now assuming, for the first time, the role of her protector.










Prologue


‘No one asks to come back to these places,’ I whispered.


Next to me, our trial expert glanced up briefly, then returned to her work. My gaze drifted to the clutter of certificates on the reception room’s cherry-paneled walls. Escorting us out the night before, Dr. Carlton had paused at the hanging frames. The wall of assurances should have been enough – so the man had claimed – to prove that the children locked inside the old Air Force base were safe. Noticing our expert’s empty smile and my skeptical stare, Carlton had cut his argument short, then pointed to the exit and left us to show ourselves out. With his back to us, he had snapped, ‘Y’all just get back by seven in the morning. I got more to do than usher the two of you around.’


‘I’m sorry, Andrew. Did you say something?’ The trial expert looked up again.


‘Oh, no.’ I turned to her, shook my head. ‘It’s nothing.’


Secured with thirteen-foot perimeter fencing, copious spools of barbed wire, and electronic surveillance, the old installation on the outskirts of Eufaula, Alabama, channeled its few visitors – mostly women and children – into a single waiting area. The receptionist, who doubled as Carlton’s secretary, had disappeared, and though the expert and I had now been waiting for at least an hour, she had still not returned. Other than the chug of an air conditioner behind the woman’s empty chair, the room was quiet. A yellow fluorescent light clung to the ceiling, and opposite the receptionist’s desk, a heavy blue sofa – its legs removed for some reason – squatted on the floor. When I relented and finally sat down, the thing had sucked me in like a bucket. Beside me, our trial expert made the most of her wasted time. Resting one foot on the buckled coffee table, she calmly occupied herself with yesterday’s notes and a list of chores for us to finish by late afternoon.


Not much was supposed to happen when I left Washington for another round of discovery in Alabama. I was barely out of Harvard Law School, and the lawsuit was already twenty-three years old. Over the decades of courtroom battles, dozens of attorneys and law firms had traipsed through the litigation. By the time my name appeared on the pleadings as the most junior counsel at a public interest law firm, my boss had worked on the lawsuit for thirteen years, longer than any lawyer who remained. He was well known, even famous among civil rights lawyers, and had little patience for a recent graduate who had never filed a brief in court, much less argued a case. The day before I arrived in Alabama, his instructions had been characteristically clear:


‘Do what the expert tells you, when she tells you, and keep your mouth shut.’


Our trial expert had grown up in the South, and of the two of us, she was clearly in charge – our best chance that the trip would go smoothly. And she knew her way around places like Eufaula. Specializing in children with severe mental illness, she ran North Carolina’s largest residential treatment facility for adolescents who were violent and assaultive. Confronted by the most condescending Eufaula employee, she could hold her smile, remember why she was there, and get what she needed. But even she had been shaken by the fear she had caught in a thirteen-year-old boy’s vacant stare as she watched Eufaula’s staff admit him to the facility.


‘Take my advice and behave yourself. There’s more going on at that place than you think,’ she had warned me, driving back into town after our first day touring the Center.


I stared out the waiting room’s front window, surveying the gravel parking lot. The Alabama plates on our white rental car stared back at me. I glanced out at the sky, briefly noticing that the morning overhang of clouds had darkened.


Halfway between the state capital in Montgomery and the Gulf of Florida, the converted radar base had been one in a brotherhood of strongholds that guarded the skies of the nation’s southern flank. Historians call the region ‘wiregrass country’ – the heartland of the old Confederacy, covered with tall grass and piney woods, remembered for snipe hunts, rattlesnake festivals, and Baptist churches. Nearby settlements, like Opp and Andalusia, had given in to the lure of interstates and the promise of big-box retail and fast-food chains. But not the City of Eufaula. Great planters, merchants, and governors had come from Eufaula, lived and died there. In the center of town, their antebellum mansions survived as private residences, though they reeked of mildew in the summer heat.


The Confederacy may have died, but politics had not. Eufaula’s friends in Washington, D.C., and Montgomery had not even completed construction of the town’s new forty-five-thousand-acre reservoir – complete with stocks of catfish, bass, and crappie – before granting it a new military outpost in the late 1950s. In a few short years, the base became one of the largest employers for miles, eventually surpassing the reservoir’s tourist trade. But the Cold War had not even ended when pork barrel politics failed, and the base was closed barely a decade after it had opened. In the eyes of Eufaula’s citizens, what had protected and sustained them had been taken away. They demanded that something replace it.


Eyeing the vacant outpost and ever mindful of jobless constituents, state legislators made good on a promise to do something. A bill slipped through the legislature. Soon after, state crews arrived, the base grounds were swept, the buildings were painted, and the sign out front was changed to read Eufaula Adolescent Center. Meanwhile, bureaucrats in Birmingham, Montgomery, and Mobile, doing as they were told, searched through their lists of lost, abandoned, and unwanted children. Several dozen were surrendered to the care and employment of the local populace. And the largesse of public money and jobs streamed back into the town by the lake.


On October 22, 1970, a group of civil rights lawyers and private law firms sued the State of Alabama over its care and treatment of men, women, and children at its largest state psychiatric hospital. Three years later, Eufaula’s new children’s institution was added to the litigation. When President Nixon’s Department of Justice joined the lawsuit on behalf of the plaintiff class, Alabama’s defenses collapsed. Surrendering to squadrons of liberal lawyers and reserves of federal judges, Alabama’s governor agreed to a sweeping consent decree. Once again, Washington’s tenacity and resources had overpowered the proud but weaker South.


Interviews and records revealed that a few of Eufaula’s children were different or, as our trial expert described them, ‘miswired.’ But most were simply unwanted, guilty of childhood’s host of common crimes: truancy, curfew violations, smoking, breaking family rules, or just not getting along. Diagnosed as ‘conduct disordered,’ hundreds of these children had passed through Eufaula’s gates. Though officially members of the larger plaintiff class that included thousands of adults confined to Alabama’s state psychiatric facilities, Eufaula’s children numbered fewer than a hundred, were hardly mentally ill, and were rarely the focus of the litigation that had been fought through the years.


Then, fifteen-year-old David Dolihite hanged himself in one of the base’s old dormitories. Eufaula’s staff found David in a bedroom closet, dangling by a shoestring that he had taken from his sneakers. David failed to kill himself, though in the minutes that it took his fourteen-year-old roommate, Eddie Weidinger, to chew through the knot, he succeeded in suffocating enough of his brain to suffer what the doctors labeled ‘severe hypoxic damage.’ According to his doctor’s earliest prognosis, David could be expected to function at the level of an overgrown three-year-old who would require tube-feeding and hospitalization for the rest of his life. The boy’s suicide attempt put Eufaula’s administration on notice that the hanging bars inside children’s closets posed a threat. Still the staff did nothing. Six weeks later, Eddie mimicked what David had done. When Eufaula’s staff noticed that Eddie had gone missing and searched the dormitory closets, they found the boy dead.


Both boys had been kept in what staff and children called Building 112. Across the compound from the reception room where we were waiting for Dr. Carlton, Building 112 was an on-site warehouse where children sorted rubber fishing lures for the nearby reservoir’s tourists. The building also held three isolation cells. Each cell was nine feet long by six feet wide. Facility staff fastened a steel grate and a single hanging lightbulb above each cell. The doors were painted black and braced shut with U-bolts and wooden two-by-fours. The building and cells were unheated. Children sat on a mud-covered concrete floor. Begging to be released, they banged against the cinderblock walls, leaving behind hand and footprint smears, red from Alabama’s clay soil.


The length of time that David Dolihite and Eddie Weidinger had been locked in Building 112’s cells was unknown – files and depositions revealed only that it had been more than a week. Yet the time had been long enough for both boys to decide that no more hope was left to borrow from the future. Facility administrators ordered the cells boarded up – hidden behind a wall of freshly cut and painted plywood – the day before our trial expert and I first arrived. Still, children confided in us about yet another place, a dormitory basement where they had been locked away. They called the basement the Behavior Modification Unit, or simply B-Mod. Moments before Carlton had stopped to show us Eufaula’s proud display of framed certificates, the expert and I had informed Carlton that we intended to inspect B-Mod the next morning.


Dr. Melvin Carlton, Eufaula’s director of adolescent programs, had earned his degree in psychiatry while he was still in the military. He believed in discipline and guarded his authority scrupulously. He was defensive, usually pompous, and though the lawsuit had been brought against Alabama long before Carlton had arrived at Eufaula or I had finished the first grade, he took personal offense to it, me, and the trial expert whom I had brought.


Weeks earlier, the federal court had ruled that, as a licensed clinician, Carlton could escort us where and when he pleased. According to the court, everything was to be done through him, and he delighted in the small victory that Alabama’s attorneys had won on his behalf. The smirk on his face when he finally appeared from his office just beyond the waiting room only confirmed his contempt for the lawsuit and for us.


‘Good morning, y’all. I do apologize for the wait.’ Carlton watched as the expert and I struggled to lift ourselves from the sunken sofa, then glanced at the receptionist, who had finally returned to her post. ‘Tell anyone who calls that I’m touring a class action lawsuit expert . . . ,’ he took a long look at me, ‘and her junior counsel around the facility. I don’t think this’ll take much time.’ Then he promptly paced out a side door and led us to the grounds.


‘I’m not spending the weekend,’ our expert reminded me, as Carlton marched ahead of us toward the boys’ dormitory. The morning humidity had only thickened. ‘If it’s raining, I want us gone by five. And I’m not sure you should stay here either.’


The closest airport was in Columbus, a two-hour drive north, just over the Alabama–Georgia line. In my nascent legal career, I had learned that few commodities carried less value than a young public interest lawyer’s time. Our expert would be leaving that evening, before the weekend. I would be staying until Sunday for the cheaper flight home.


‘Don’t worry,’ I mumbled, before glancing anxiously at the blackening sky. ‘We’ll make it in time.’


The facility’s dormitories had been designed for servicemen. But since the conversion from Air Force radar base to adolescent facility, children whom the state deemed in need of intensive mental health treatment now roamed the long hallways, doubled up in rooms, and showered in curtainless stalls. One dormitory was reserved for girls, the other for boys – though keeping the two groups out of each other’s sleeping quarters, bathrooms, and stairwells had proved difficult for the Center’s frontline staff.


Having already lost so much of the morning, our expert decided that we would work through lunch, but by midafternoon, the children’s interviews were taking longer than we had expected, and we had still not toured all of the grounds. With the two-hour drive to the airport still ahead, and with the weather getting worse, she ordered me to the basement with Carlton, while she finished with the boys upstairs. She told me to hurry, to meet her out front by the facility’s gates, then reminded me again not to be late.


Left alone with me, Carlton knew he could take as much time as he pleased. First, he claimed that he needed to make a call and meandered across the wide lawn to his office. Forty minutes later, he sauntered halfway back, yelled that he had forgotten his keys, then took another thirty minutes to retrieve them. By the time he returned to the stairwell that sunk down to the basement door, the black clouds overhead were already bursting. His shirt was splattered with rain, soaked at his shoulders and down his sleeves. My jacket and tie were faring no better.


At the top of the stairwell, Carlton insisted on leading the way down. His form carried the bulk of middle age descended from high school football. Thrust out at me, his backside left little room to move. The afternoon heat radiated from the walls, and the concrete enclosure filled with the tang of his day-old aftershave and sweat. I waited as he flipped through a ring of keys, successively stabbing each into the bolted door.


‘Dr. Carlton,’ I finally demanded, ‘if you don’t know which key, then who would?’


The man stiffened his face but kept his eyes on the door. ‘Would you like me to sit down and memorize keys? Because, if that’s the case, I’d be happy to get back to my office and do it.’


‘That’s fine, you just take your time. You know, we’d love to come back.’ Of course, nothing could have been further from the truth. Immediately, I regretted the stupid taunt that now hung in the soggy heat. Dumb bluffs are for dumb lawyers, I remembered a law school professor chiding me. A good lawyer never asks for something he doesn’t want. Carlton knew he would always have more time than our expert or I ever would. I had been dumb to remind him of it.


As expected, Carlton seized the moment and turned to face me. ‘We’ve got all the time down here that you and all your experts do, Mr. Bridge. Probably more.’ He glanced at the wall, sucked at his teeth, then stared back at me. ‘Or, Counselor Bridge, allow me to put it another way. Making sure we’re both comfortable.’ He smiled, leaned nearer, then drawled sarcastically, ‘Now, I myself is ignorant. But, even I knows that we godst rights.’ He inched closer to me. ‘Jew git dat, boss?’


I flinched. My eyes darted down at the concrete drain between our feet. OK, Doctor Frankenstein, I thought, with the same smart-alecky voice that had always threatened to get me into trouble as a boy. You win. Now just get the key and open the door.


As if he had heard me, Carlton lifted the ring to his stomach, then isolated one key from the dozens of others. ‘There, I think this one could be it.’ He dangled the key in front of me like a satisfied jailer.


‘Thank you, doctor. Should we give it the old college try?’


‘Why, I’d be happy to, Mr. Bridge.’ He turned to the door and plunged the key into the lock. ‘Like I said when you got here, we all want to be as cooperative as possible.’


Peering over his shoulder, I watched his wrist turn and anxiously pressed forward. ‘I can handle it from here, thank you.’


He shoved against the door with his forearm, jolting the barrier open. ‘I’m sure you can “handle it,” Mr. Bridge. But I know you won’t mind if I come along.’ He stepped aside, holding the door open for me. ‘After you, counselor.’


Squeezing between him and the door frame, I stepped inside. The underground passage was a brightly lit pocket of silence that smelled of the mildew growing in the earth around us. I hugged myself, chilled after the humid heat outside. ‘The air conditioner keeps it cold down here, doesn’t it?’


Carlton ignored the question, slamming the door shut behind us.


Stepping forward, I passed a windowless alcove, then stopped between the first set of large, dark doors. Carlton remained at the threshold, the key ring at his side. I turned to the corridor ahead and noticed the sound of my own breathing. ‘Stick to the law,’ I whispered to myself. ‘Act like a lawyer. They all know you’re here. Just stick to the law.’


A few yards down, I looked over my shoulder and tossed out a lawyerlike question. ‘Dr. Carlton, I want to be clear. Are you telling me that this is the only basement on the institution’s grounds?’ The corridor strengthened my voice, but the inquiry was weak, almost desperate.


‘Mr. Bridge,’ he began, his tone drawn and bored, ‘I have already told you that I will answer your questions only in the presence of my counsel, Mr. Henson. He has advised me, and I know that he has informed you . . .’


In a rush of confidence, I cut him off. ‘Mr. Henson is not your counsel in this matter, Dr. Carlton. Mr. Henson is counsel for the State of Alabama. You have no counsel here, as far as I know, unless you’ve hired your own.’


But my words tumbled to the floor. Guarding the corridor’s only exit, he smiled in triumphant silence.


I started down the hallway, my dress shoes clicking on the gleaming tiles. Slowly, I opened each door, reached into the dark, flipped the switch, and peered inside.


‘The rooms, are they all empty?’


‘Isn’t that what you’re here to find out, Mr. Bridge? You have your job. I have mine. Isn’t that so?’


Nervous and hanging through a door frame halfway down the corridor, I persisted with Carlton. ‘Is this what the kids call B-Mod?’


His gaze lifted from the floor and he shrugged his shoulders.


‘It’s just a bunch of empty rooms,’ I muttered to myself. Anxious to get back outside, I spun toward Carlton, ready to leave.


But he confused the quick move for something more. He mistook it for discovery.


‘We take the doors off, where we keep the children,’ he suddenly shouted down the hallway.


Startled, I looked again. There, at the end of the hall, I saw what Carlton had assumed I could not have missed: a splash of light across the floor.


‘We keep it all in accord with clinical practice, and of course, that consent decree that you and that expert are here for,’ he yelled, watching as I approached the vacant threshold.


The quiet box of light revealed the back of a sleeping boy, fully dressed, huddled into a ball on a bare mattress. He wore an oversize T-shirt, jeans, and white gym socks. His dark hair was unkempt and greasy. His arms were thin and white – two nearly blue sticks. The odor of unwashed sleep filled the air around him.


He stirred, then quickly sat up. For a moment, he observed the intruder at the door before scooting on his heels to the mattress’s far corner.


‘That’s all right. That’s all right,’ I whispered, crossing through the doorway, moving toward him. ‘It’s all right. I promise. It’s all right.’


A few feet from him, I picked up the single blanket from the floor and extended it to him. He refused it, pulled his knees to his chest, hugged his legs, and locked his hands in front of him. The sharp bones of his elbows poked at his skin. Scars of countless widths, lengths, and shapes were scattered across his arms and up under his shirtsleeves. Some wounds were clean, stretched, and white, while others lay thick and purplish. Still fresher lacerations broke his skin – bloody, brown, and scabbed. Dozens of the children upstairs had the same. He caught my stare and cast his eyes down to his white socks.


He looked to be thirteen or fourteen years old. The earliest swath of adolescent acne covered his forehead; wisps of sideburns crept down his cheeks. Still, guessing ages of institutionalized children – especially the boys – was difficult. Their time was spent mostly indoors, making them unusually pale. They were often smaller, thinner than other boys their age. Their familiarity with life’s reservoir of cruelties was undeniable; yet the facilities that housed them isolated them from their peers and from the outside world, giving a startling innocence to children who had otherwise lost all claim to it.


I glanced around the room. After the staff had removed the door, they had stripped the room like practiced thieves. The closet doors were lifted from their guides. Inside, the drawers for the built-in dresser were gone; the hanging bar was taken. Above him, stringed blinds had been unscrewed from a narrow strip of gray window that ran along the ceiling and sliced the basement’s skin at ground level. I looked back to the boy, who had not moved.


I placed the blanket on the mattress. Then, carefully leaving sufficient space between him and me, I sat on the floor across from him.


Where to start? What to say?


The day before, our expert had provided me an introduction and a list of questions. I began as she had instructed. ‘My name is Andrew Bridge. I’m a lawyer – your lawyer.’ The boy shifted his gaze to the side. ‘I won’t repeat anything that you tell me.’ The boy said nothing. ‘As a matter of fact,’ I wandered off script, ‘I think they’d take my license from me if I did.’ The room remained quiet. I glanced to the side, trying to find the spot of wall where the boy was staring.


Suddenly, the boy turned back, looked me in the face. His eyes were dull and hard. I thought of myself as a boy, meeting a new lawyer or social worker, another stranger who had come calling, claiming to care, promising to get to know me and to want to stay. So, tell me about yourself. . . . I hear you’re good at school. . . . Your foster parents and I are very proud of you. . . . Maybe we can go to the movies next time. . . . I have to go, but would you like me to call you in a couple weeks?


I smiled at the boy in front of me. ‘So now that you know my name, what’s yours?’


‘Jeff,’ he mumbled.


I nodded, thinking for a second. ‘You know, my best friend’s name is Jeff. We’ve been friends for ages.’ I had tried the same line on at least a half dozen other boys upstairs. Several had rolled their eyes, demanding that I come up with something better. But this one, hidden in the basement, broke into a sheepish, twisted-tooth grin.


A second passed before he fumbled out a question. ‘How long did you have to go to school to be a lawyer?’


‘Four years of college. Three years of law school. Do you want to be a lawyer?’


‘No,’ he answered. He looked beyond my shoulder to the empty door frame. ‘Is Dr. Carlton with you?’


‘Yes, he’s here. He’s at the end of the hall.’ I thought of what the boy might want. ‘I don’t think he can hear us, but I can tell him to leave if you want,’ I added, making a promise that I probably could not keep.


The boy briefly considered the offer, then ignored it. ‘He came down earlier and brought that.’ He nodded at the blanket on the mattress.


‘That was nice of him,’ I muttered, eager to move on. ‘How long have you been here?’


‘Eufaula or here?’ he asked, glancing around the room.


‘Let’s start with here, in the basement.’ I smiled.


‘Five or six days, maybe more. I’m not sure.’


In a later review of therapy and progress notes, our expert concluded that nearly thirty percent of all the children were secluded in the basement at some point during their stay at the facility. However, as Dr. Carlton had already informed me, he did not consider confining a child to the Behavior Modification Unit to meet the legal definition of seclusion. Therefore, why a child was put in the basement and how long the child remained went undocumented.


‘Do you leave to eat or sleep?’


‘No,’ the boy answered. ‘Mr. Ginder from upstairs leaves a tray for breakfast and dinner.’ The boy pointed toward the floor at the room’s entrance. ‘Then he turns out the lights at night.’


I had met Mr. Ginder the day before. He was a large, powerful man who carried the title Mental Health Worker, Level I. As he put it, he believed in ‘tough love.’ Ginder was responsible for frontline supervision on the boys’ unit. He had also been the subject of dozens of incident reports, in which boys claimed that he had done everything from referring to their mothers as ‘bitches’ and instigating fistfights between children to slamming their heads against walls and punching them in the back. Nearly every incident took place at night, usually on weekends, when he and the complaining child were alone. Investigating the charges, the facility’s administration concluded that, with only Ginder and the boy present at the time, nothing could be substantiated. Few matters were investigated further.


‘Why did the staff put you here?’ I asked the boy.


‘I wouldn’t get out of bed for school.’


Seclusion in a basement was a tough but effective remedy for a boy refusing to follow staff instructions. I had once unintentionally provoked the staff at MacLaren Hall, the sprawling children’s facility where Los Angeles County housed me as a boy. The response was equally potent, and as a seven-year-old, I quickly learned the importance of complying with the smallest request from any of MacLaren’s staff.


‘You’re not from here, are you?’ he asked. ‘I mean you’re not from the South. I can tell by your accent. Besides, anyone from Alabama would know to get outta the rain.’ He grinned. ‘Your shirt and tie are soaked.’


‘Yeah, I guess I’m not from here. I grew up in Los Angeles.’ Jeff’s face brightened at the mention of the land of surf and sun, then dimmed when I added that I had left it and moved to Washington, D.C. I noticed the cold again and looked above us. The strip of window was darkening. It was getting late. Our expert would be finishing soon, waiting for me outside the gates. ‘How long have you been at Eufaula?’


‘Since March.’ He quietly popped out the months on his fingers. ‘Five months.’


‘Do you see your parents? Do they come to visit?’


‘My daddy called in Birmingham to tell me someone would be picking me up from the group home to drive me down here.’


‘Where are you from?’


‘Athens.’ The boy noticed the questioning look on my face. ‘Up north, ’round Huntsville.’


‘And, your mom? What about her?’


‘Daddy says she loves me. She just got mad. She won’t tell me, but I know she wants me back.’


We sat quietly for a moment. He looked away, back at the mysterious spot on the empty wall.


‘My Uncle Stevie, he’s Mamma’s brother,’ he began with a flat, almost rehearsed tone. ‘He don’t work, so he used to watch me and my baby brother afternoons after school. I told Mamma I could do it, that my brother and me didn’t need no babysitter.’ The boy turned to me. Unsure what kind of encouragement he wanted, I nodded quietly. Apparently what I gave was enough, and he moved quickly to his point. ‘Uncle Stevie never did anything to me.’


Outside, the rain strengthened, sinking into the ground around us. As the basement darkened, Jeff kept his voice steady, defending his uncle, his mother, and his father, calling himself a liar and a fraud.


After months of afternoons with his uncle, Jeff went to his parents. But his mother refused to believe him, choosing her brother over her eldest son. Jeff hung tough for several weeks, but eventually he decided that he needed his parents more than the truth. He went back to his father to undo what he had said, to set everything right again. He told his father that he had lied, as his mother had accused, but that he had never meant to hurt anyone. His father was grateful, quickly giving in to the new claim; but his mother resisted, insisting that there was evil in Jeff and vowing never to forgive him. The boy refused to surrender and fought to win his mother back. He tried to do everything right, remembering every chore, carefully selecting every word and phrase, even returning to Uncle Stevie in the afternoons. But nothing worked. The truth still hung in the house.


Finally, late one night, Jeff took the family car without permission or a license. Outraged, his parents called the state troopers. When the squad cars tracked Jeff down, his mother insisted on pressing charges. Vindicated, she claimed to have been right all along – Jeff was a liar who had grown into a thief. Father and mother discussed the matter and decided that the boy had to be held accountable. He had to learn, and the best way to teach him was to give him up to the state.


The boy grew quiet.


‘Is there anything you want?’ I naively asked. ‘Anything you need me to do?’


Jeff mulled over my offer. ‘If you see my mamma, would you tell her I’m sorry, that she can come see me now?’


To the end, he proved himself a loyal son. He gave his mother everything that she could have wanted. Months later and miles away, concealed in a basement, he stuck by her, still hoping somehow to win her back. Whatever his mother had done, he forgave her. Uncle Stevie stayed free, and the truth left the house – at the price of only one childhood.


I glanced at my watch. We had been together for nearly an hour, and it was ten past five. Our expert, now waiting by the car, would be angry.


‘You’re going, aren’t you?’


I winced, knowing that I was no different than the countless others who had asked Jeff for his story, listened as he surrendered it, then packed it up and left.


‘I have to take someone to the airport. It’ll take about two hours.’ I thought of the rain and the two-lane roads, then finally made an offer that I could keep. ‘I’ll make it back, Jeff.’


In front of me, the boy was already withdrawing.


I stood. ‘I promise, Jeff. I’ll be back. Tonight. No matter what time. I promise.’


From the empty door frame, I looked back into the room.


‘Good-bye, Jeff.’


He was already as I had found him, flat on the mattress, his back to me, his face to the wall.


I walked past the open, darkened rooms. At the end of the hall, I was polite to Dr. Carlton. ‘I have to go now. Our expert needs to get to the airport.’


He threw open the basement door. At the top of the stairwell, the wind snapped at my hair as I looked back down.


‘I think he’s cold, Dr. Carlton,’ I said quietly, then repeated it louder. ‘I think the boy’s cold. Can you get him another blanket?’


He turned, stepped inside, and slammed the door.


I rushed to the front gate and found our expert cramped under the building’s awning, trying to protect herself from the rain. The parking lot was nearly empty, and the swath of forest across the road loomed over us as if it had surrendered enough of itself and would give no more.


‘I’m sorry I’m late.’


She glanced at her watch, well within her right to be annoyed.


Crossing to the passenger side, I nervously dug in my pockets for the keys, then opened the door for her. I unlocked the driver’s side, climbed in. Her arms folded, she looked ahead at the tall chain-link fence. I pulled out of the gravel driveway, at last leaving the facility behind us.


The roads were narrow, and the rain poured over the dark silence between the woman and me. Through the windshield, the dim headlights of passing cars washed across our faces. The glow of small towns fractured and cleared over the glass, and as we approached, their radiance strengthened, shoved aside the darkness, then just as suddenly vanished somewhere in the black behind us.


Nearly a generation separated me from the boy in Eufaula’s basement. We spoke differently, looked nothing alike. Our lives had begun half a continent apart. Yet little of that seemed to matter. The heavy cotton in the stuffed mattress where he slept smelled the same, and the cloth that cased it remained as rough. When Mr. Ginder came down to turn off the lights in Eufaula’s basement, the darkness surely felt as it had in MacLaren Hall’s basement. And Jeff, too, fought the great wars of loneliness on his skin.


I was seven years old the last day that I lived with my mother and the first night that I slept in foster care. By the time I was a teenager, I had spent half my life in county custody and still had the remainder of my childhood to go. I had no idea who Jeff’s mother was, the woman he wanted me to find, to tell that he was sorry, to explain that he needed her. She may have been good or bad, kind or cruel, or more likely, a mix of it all. Yet, what I did know was that Jeff would never forget her, though everything and everyone around him told him that he should. Stubbornly, he would hold out, become the sole believer that, despite his mother’s failings, her memory was worth keeping. Quietly, he would wait and hope for her return, as I had done for my own mother and thousands of other children have done for theirs – all of us assigned to new families or facilities, then expected to ignore that they were not the people or the places from which we had come. And the few of us who survived – the ones who learned early the swift consequence of failing to please – never revealed that we had long forgiven the mother whom so many had condemned, that we had refused to forget her, that we missed her and still loved her.


My mother was a beautiful woman, with short black hair, pale skin, and a slender figure. Her left eye was flawed by a black pupil that had bled into its green iris, as if, when making her, God had forgotten to stay within the lines. She was selfish, impulsive, and irresponsible. She forgot birthdays, ignored Christmas, and might tend to the cat’s needs before mine. She cashed welfare checks to buy clothes and a pair of boots, then waited outside a McDonald’s while I begged inside for hamburgers to feed us both. Like her eye, her mind had burst its boundaries, failing her and me. Yet, as a boy, I forgave her. Even as a man, though the reasons have changed, I forgive her. Because I will always be her son.










Chapter 1


My earliest memory of my mother was her absence.


The white clapboard house stood quiet. The sun hung in a barren blue sky. Beyond a patch of yellowing grass was a road, beyond that a great plowed field of stubble. Not a curb nor fence nor even a ditch separated them. Later, the swath of loneliness would remind me of the San Joaquin Valley, the great sink of farmland that descends across California’s backside like the dent down a lying man’s spine.


I was not a baby, though I had only begun to grow into a boy. Someone must have been left to watch me. Yet, the emptiness lay uninterrupted. If I had been told why I was there, I had forgotten. I remembered only that I was supposed to wait.


‘I’ll come back for you,’ my mother had said, kneeling to give me a kiss. ‘I’ll come back for you, Andy. I promise. I’ll come back.’


 


If I had answered the questions at school, if I had told the truth and been as honest as my heart had wanted, what words would have come from me? Where would I have started? Everything would have begun with Mom.


She grew up on the eastern plains of Colorado, where the final stretch of the Midwest meets the Rocky Mountains. From a dusty bungalow outside Colorado Springs, she knew Pikes Peak, the summit named for Zebulon Pike – the white man who, after seeing it, tried to climb it and failed, then tried again and got lost. Nearly a century later, Katherine Lee Bates, an English teacher from Wellesley College, took a carriage to the top, announced that she had found the Gate of Heaven, and wrote ‘America the Beautiful’ on her way back into town.


My mother’s family came from the ‘dry land’ farms in the shadow of the peak, where survival depended on grudging rain and stubborn wits. The high point of my family’s wealth came when my mother’s grandfather acquired a withered plot, which he passed down to her mother, Katherine Reese. The first woman in family memory to have something more than herself to bring to a marriage, Katherine chose a man who was a generation older than she and who had been gassed as a young soldier in the First World War. He widowed her with their two children: my mother, who had just reached her sixth birthday, and her brother, who was still working toward his third. The local child welfare agency suggested a children’s home. In desperation, Katherine married a second man, who shortly thereafter sold Katherine’s patch of dirt for promised oil royalties. When the payments never arrived, Katherine’s second husband abandoned the family. Katherine had chosen poorly – twice – in a life that offered few accommodations for mistakes. Her daughter and son went in and out of children’s homes while she did her best to keep them for as much of their childhoods as she could.


When my mother, Hope, was sixteen years old, she met Fred – a twenty-one-year-old outsider stationed at one of the several military bases nearby. In Katherine’s words, Fred was an angry man who loved my mother selfishly. Against Katherine’s wishes, my mother dated Fred for nearly a year. She left school in the middle of tenth grade. Then, in a final act of defiance, she married Fred in the town clerk’s office a week after her seventeenth birthday.


Following his discharge, Fred convinced my mother to see what they could of the world in a Chevrolet station wagon. They left Colorado, traveling for months on a grand tour of America’s dust bowl. When they were in Missouri, they called Katherine to announce my arrival, describing me as a blond baby boy who looked more like him than her. They did what they pleased and stayed where they wanted, paying first with the savings that Katherine gave them, then with bad checks. Outside Bakersfield, California, they were arrested for bank fraud. Barely in their twenties, they were sentenced to state prison. I was not quite four years old when I was sent to live with my grandmother, who had moved to Chicago.


Like Katherine before her, Hope had chosen badly. After her release from prison, with me safe in Chicago, my mother settled in Los Angeles, refused to return to my father, and demanded a divorce. On a bench in a public park, Fred agreed to the breakup, but on his terms. If my mother insisted on retrieving me from Katherine, Fred promised a meager monthly stipend for child support. He refused to pay alimony of any kind. There were no assets to divide. Fred declared that their agreement would remain a private one, without the intervention or enforcement authority of a court. If his young wife refused his offer, if she asked for more, if she went to a judge, Fred reminded her that, with or without legal permission, a little boy would never be hard to steal.


From her own mother, my mother knew how easily a woman could lose a child. She accepted Fred’s deal, and in return, he abandoned any claim to me. She kept the boy she loved from the man she despised. Yet even with Fred gone, my mother’s fear of losing me always lingered. ‘You have to be ready,’ she warned. ‘Someday, someone may come to take you.’


 


‘It’s time to put that away,’ Mrs. Gordie yelled over the television’s racket from the other side of the living room. I looked up from the floor next to the sofa, noticing the darkened room for the first time. ‘She said she’d be here at a quarter to six. You don’t want to make her wait, do you?’ At my knees, an embankment of LEGOs that Mrs. Gordie and her husband had given me as an early Christmas present barely restrained a band of identical plastic dinosaurs – all branded SINCLAIR OIL across their bellies – that my Grandma Kate regularly stuffed in her purse for me as she left work for home.


Mrs. Gordie’s form lingered in the kitchen doorway. ‘Come on. Let’s hurry up, sweetheart.’ She nodded at the clock on top of the television. ‘Your grandmother will be here soon. Get your things in your backpack. Kindergarten means homework, doesn’t it?’ She pointed toward the small pile of chewed pencils and mimeographed alphabet sheets that I had pulled out, then promptly abandoned beside the front door. I shrugged at the clutter and watched Mrs. Gordie disappear back into the kitchen, leaving her husband to watch me. ‘You’ve got a birthday coming in February. Six years old means you’ll be a big boy. One of the older ones in your class!’ she yelled through the door as I began reluctantly dismantling the LEGO barrier. Knowing me well, she cried out again to hurry me along, ‘But before your birthday, you know, there could still be another present coming for Christmas!’


The Gordies had lived across the street from my grandmother and me for as long as I could remember. Every afternoon, when the school bus dropped me off at the end of the block, Mrs. or Mr. Gordie – occasionally both – was always there, patiently waiting.


Mr. Gordie leaned over the sofa to see if I was doing what his wife had told me. Beneath me, the LEGO wall lay demolished, its bricks broken and scattered into chunks just small enough to be crammed back into the shoebox that he and his wife kept in the coat closet beside the front door. The pocket-size dinosaurs remained tame. From the corner of my eye, I watched Mr. Gordie linger to catch my attention. A smile dashed across his face. He lay back into the sofa and returned to the television’s late-afternoon rerun.


‘You want the rest of your soda?’ he called from the sofa, his face out of view from the floor. His hand appeared over the armrest, dangling a half-empty glass bottle of RC Cola by its lip with his fingertips. I reached, but he plucked it from my grasp. I scrambled for the drink again and he laughed. With my third effort, he surrendered the bottle. ‘Don’t spill that thing or we’ll both have hell to pay. I can promise you that,’ he cautioned, leaning over the edge and shaking his head. After securing the bottle with both hands, I pressed its base into the dusty carpet between the sofa and me.


Our apartment in Lincoln Park was just north of downtown Chicago, a few train stops from the Loop, where my grandmother worked as a secretary at Sinclair Oil. She did her best to get off work no later than five in the evening, sometimes skipping lunch to beat the clock. During the summer, she might do a little shopping on the way home, taking advantage of the late sunlight. But the winter sun rested early, and she disliked being out alone at night. With the evening and the chill, she rushed home. Mrs. Gordie teased her regularly about it. ‘My goodness, Katherine, try living a little, for God’s sake. Who stuffed you with such an old, anxious soul? What are you, thirty-seven, maybe thirty-eight?’


My grandmother nodded back, inevitably declining to answer Mrs. Gordie’s bigger question and sticking to the smaller. ‘I’m forty-three.’


By the late sixties, when my grandmother arrived with me in tow, the grandeur of the Lincoln Park neighborhood was in steep decline. The redbrick row houses where we and the Gordies lived had been divided and redivided, stretching into rows of tenements where a half dozen families might squeeze into the space that only one family had occupied in better years. The kindergarten and elementary school where my grandmother enrolled me eventually fed their charges to Waller High, which Chicago’s Board of Education later renamed Lincoln Park High in a vain effort to shake loose the school’s reputation for violence.


Mr. Gordie’s afternoon Western was exploding into a final round of gunfire, and my grandmother’s faint knock was nearly lost in the volley. But expecting it, I dashed to the front door and found my grandmother on the porch, a small bag of groceries under one arm and her bulky purse hanging at her side. Bundled for the cold, she wore a heavy overcoat that she had bought from a woman at church, dark gloves, and a small yellow knit hat over a head of thick gray and black hair. She was a young-looking woman with strong, dark eyes, though lines creased her forehead, especially when she scowled. She wore lipstick, but reserved it exclusively for work. With me at her side, she was often confused for my mother. But each time – regardless of the place, person, or circumstance – I jumped to correct the error. ‘She’s not my mom,’ I lectured ignorant strangers. ‘She’s my grandmother.’ Then I pointed at her to confirm what seemed to me an apparent fact. ‘She’s old.’


Still waiting on the porch in the cold night air, my grandmother peered into the Gordies’ apartment, then adjusted her grocery bag. ‘Grandma’s sorry she’s late.’


Lying on the sofa, Mr. Gordie lifted his hand in recognition. ‘Hello, Miss Katherine,’ he yelled across the room before slumping back to the television.


‘Did you get enough TV?’ she asked me.


I smiled and without a word retrieved my coat and backpack from the living-room floor. Mrs. Gordie reappeared from the kitchen, and my grandmother apologized again.


‘Don’t you want to come in, Katherine?’ Mrs. Gordie asked, folding her arms from the open door’s chill.


‘Oh, he won’t take long with his coat.’ My grandmother threw me a glance to hurry up. ‘We really have to get home. Maybe tomorrow night.’


Outside, the lingering clouds of an evening flurry warmed the air a little. Locked in ice and buried up to their bumpers, neighbors’ cars rested like great metal fossils, waiting for discovery with the first slush of spring. Clutching my hand, my grandmother steadied her footing down the stairs of the Gordies’ frozen porch, onto the softly packed sidewalk. We reached the first of two ridges of crusted snow mounded over the curbs of the neighborhood’s streets. She lifted my arm to help me scale it. Over the ice crest, I twisted my hand from her grasp, darted into the middle of the street, looked back, and teased her with a smile.


She glanced to the left, then to the right, down the long, white canal. Without a moving car or person in sight, she raised her eyebrows and grinned, nodding her head to accept the challenge. She dropped her purse in the grocery bag, then with her free arm, slowly reached to her side for a fistful of snow. I hastily fell to my knees, began packing together my own ball. She lobbed one, deliberately missing me by inches. Still at the curb, she waited, unarmed and laughing. I fired back, but the toss was weak, dropping closer to me than to her. She bent to gather a second round. My fate sealed, I scrambled across the second embankment of ice, onto the sidewalk, to the row house where we lived. Crouched behind the stairs, my hands stinging from the cold, I listened for the coming onslaught. I peeked over the railing. My exhausted grandmother appeared in front of me, one hand clutching her grocery bag and the other holding the backpack that I had left in the street. Not a snowball was in sight.


‘Come on, sweetheart,’ she sighed. ‘It’s time to get inside.’


Our boots crusted with snow, we trudged up the four flights of stairs, passed our neighbors’ well-secured doors, and finally reached our own. Balancing the groceries on a lifted knee, she fumbled inside the grocery sack for her purse and keys, unlocked the first and second dead bolts, then the doorknob that she complained was useless anyway. We stomped our feet just outside the opened door, leaving a jumble of snow prints on the hallway’s threadbare carpet.


My grandmother grinned down at me. ‘Good enough to scare away the prowlers?’ I nodded in agreement. She reached inside, flipped the wall switch, and led the way.


The two of us crowded into the apartment’s small foyer. My grandmother quickly shut the door, flipped the dead bolts back into place, then twisted the button on the knob sideways and softly ran her fingertips across it, making certain that she had gotten it right. She latched the chain, took a final look at the secured barrier, and when assured that everything was as it needed to be, turned toward the apartment’s cold, unlit rooms. She stepped forward and I scooted behind. She slipped off my backpack, which I grabbed with both hands. I waited at the threshold of my darkened room and watched as she passed through the apartment leaving a chain of light behind her. Then, with every other room ablaze, I turned to mine.


I plunked my backpack onto my bedroom dresser, disturbing the clutter of books that my grandmother bought from catalogs and that arrived at the beginning of every month addressed to me. As always, she had made the twin bed that morning, and now in the evening shadow, the tucked bedcover rested smooth as ink. I flopped down, my legs hanging at the side, my ears and nose still cold from the trek across the street. Tired, my mind emptied slowly into the raven night of the room’s deepening corners.


Down the hallway, my grandmother dropped the grocery bag on the kitchen table, walked back across the wooden floor to the living room, and was now struggling with the radiator knob.


‘Andy, after supper, do you want me to read some of your Bible to you for Sunday school?’ she hollered through the wall. ‘We can practice learning that story your teacher assigned you in class.’ The radiator sputtered with steam. She turned back for the kitchen. ‘Is that all right with you, Andy?’ Her footsteps halted in the hallway as she strained to tug off her wet boots. ‘Did you hear me? I asked if—’


‘Yeah,’ I hollered just to give her something. Her lightened steps drifted back toward the kitchen. I slid off my bed, wandered to the cold of the bay window that, even with my eyes adjusted to the dark, barely lit the room. I gazed down at the clean view of the street where, across and several houses down, a gray rectangle of light marked the apartment where Mrs. Gordie, finished with the cooking, must have sat down for dinner with her husband in front of the television.


‘Andy, could you come in here and give Grandma a hand?’ My grandmother’s voice echoed from the kitchen into my room. I glanced at the door, then up at the old walls that framed it. Long, bent cracks spread down the chipping plaster. I thought of the legs of a stalking arachnid dangling around the sides of the room, its hairy abdomen having descended from a silky wisp overhead.
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