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Preface


 


 


 


THE DAY I DISAPPEARED in 2002, not many people even seemed to notice. I was twenty-one—a young mom who stopped at a Family Dollar store one afternoon to ask for directions. For the next eleven years I was locked away in hell. That’s the part of my story you may already know. There’s a whole lot more that you don’t.


I’ve never talked about the painful life I had even before I was kidnapped. I’ve never revealed why I spoke to the man who came up to me in the store or the creepy feeling I had when we left. I’ve never discussed what really happened between me, Gina, and Amanda inside those walls. Matter of fact, I’ve never told my whole story. Until now.


I’m not the first person to go through an ordeal like this. And every time a big kidnapping case comes up everyone is shocked: Jaycee Dugard, who spent eighteen years chained up in a backyard shack in California; Elizabeth Smart, who was taken from her bedroom in Salt Lake City the same summer I was abducted; Shawn Hornbeck, the Missouri boy who was snatched while riding his bike to his friend’s home; and in November 2013 the three London women who were found after spending thirty years in slavery. These kinds of stories are big news, but when they fade away, it’s easy to forget all the people who are still missing. That’s one reason 


I’m opening up my life in this book: I want everyone to remember those who are lost. 


And I want to urge you that if you ever notice anything that seems off about a situation—a child who keeps missing school, a woman who doesn’t seem able to leave a house—please do call the police and ask them to check it out. Don’t worry about seeming foolish if it turns out to be fine. At least you’ll have the peace of mind that comes from knowing that you could have helped someone who was in trouble. Please, always take the two minutes to make that call.
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INVISIBLE—THAT’S HOW I felt for the nearly four thousand days I survived in Ariel Castro’s hellhole. Every single day all I could think about was getting back to my son, Joey. I wouldn’t have believed this before it happened to me, but I now know that anyone can be kidnapped. Anywhere. Anytime. And on the summer day when it happened to me, not too many people seemed to care. Nobody had a vigil. It wasn’t all over the news. Neither my relatives nor the neighbors got together and put up flyers. The whole world moved on as if I was never even alive. I felt like I was screaming at the top of my lungs, but no one could hear me. 


Every person who is lost is somebody’s child. We will never know all their names, but we can still keep them in our thoughts. As I mentioned, we can also speak up when something seems fishy. My eleven years would have been a lot shorter if more people had paid attention and then actually taken a moment to call the cops.


As hard as it has been to look back on what happened to me, it was even harder to live through it. Some of my memories are all over the place. I don’t even know if it’s possible to make sense out of chaos, but that’s what I’ve tried to do. I have probably left out some things, but this is what I recall after being held captive for eleven years. The man who took away a huge part of my life would have wanted me to stay quiet. But that’s exactly why I shouldn’t. Even before I found myself in the wrong place at the wrong time, I felt like I didn’t have a voice. So now I want to speak up for all those missing women and children who still aren’t being heard. I hope there will never be another person who feels like I did for so many years: Thrown away. Ignored. Forgotten.


Yes, I made it through one of the most terrible experiences that can happen to a human being, but most of all, my story is about hope. I might have been chained, starved, and beaten, yet that monster couldn’t totally crush my spirit. Over and over I chose to get back up and keep going. Now I’m going to tell you how I did it.
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Found & Lost


 


 


 


I WOKE UP EARLY that morning in September 2013 around 5 a.m. The night before, I could barely even sleep. A whirlwind of thoughts went through my head. What has Joey’s life been like since I last saw him? What does he look like, now that he’s fourteen? Is he happy in his new home? Is he doing well in school? What does he want to be when he grows up? Does he even know that I’m his mom?


There were so many questions I wanted to ask, so many years I had missed. I really wanted to see my son in person, but I couldn’t—at least not yet. The family who adopted him when he was four was concerned about interrupting his life. I completely understood that, but it still broke my heart.


“For now,” my lawyer Peggy had told me, “they are willing to send some photos of him. But you have to keep them private to protect his identity.” On the morning of our meeting we were getting together so she could show them to me.


Peggy handed me the pages, and I spread them out on the table. There were eight photocopied pictures, four on each page. As soon as I saw the first one, hot tears ran down my face.


“Oh my God, he looks just like me!” I said. Joey had on a blue baseball jersey and wore a cap down over his dark, curly hair. He stood with his bat over his arm. The photo seemed current. He still had that cute button nose, and he looked tall for his age—he must’ve gotten his height from his father, who was six foot. But that big smile, those small ears, and those big, juicy lips? Those things came straight from me. I moved the pictures to the side so the water dripping from my cheeks wouldn’t ruin them. Peggy handed me a tissue.


“Look,” I said through my tears, “he loves baseball the same way I do!”


One at a time, I stared at every picture. In the second photo he looked about seven and was kneeling and wearing a suit. In the next he was mixing some cookie dough in a bowl. “He likes to cook, like me!” I exclaimed. Besides the baseball picture, there was one where he was holding a hockey stick, another where he was wearing a scuba outfit in a pool, and one where he was rollerblading.


“Wow, he must really be into sports,” I said.


Peggy nodded and smiled at me. In every single photo he looked happy. Very happy.


Slowly I ran my fingers across Joey’s face. I wanted to touch him and hug him. Tell him how much I had missed him. But five months after I escaped from my prison with the hope of finding Joey again, this was the closest I could come to him.


When I got home that night, I pulled out the pictures and stared at them again. As I looked at Joey’s bright eyes and big smile, I felt every single emotion a mother who has lost a child can feel. Like regret. Things could have been so different for us. And anger. Why did that bastard have to choose me to kidnap? And also joy and relief. Thank God someone has been taking care of my baby. I tucked the two sheets away in a blue folder, one that I’d already put a butterfly sticker on.


That day in Peggy’s office wasn’t an ending. In a way, it’s where my story begins. I set out searching for my son twice—first when he was only two and a half, and next after we’d been separated for twelve long years. I only hoped that soon I’d be able to give him a big hug once again. 
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My Family


 


 


 


I WILL ALWAYS REMEMBER the inside of that brown station wagon—the grimy floor mats and the stink of rotten apples. When I was four that car was where my family lived. Me, my twin two-year-old brothers, Eddie and Freddie, and my little cousin, Mikey, all huddled together in the back of that wagon and tried to stay warm under one small, dirty blanket.


“Scoot over!” Freddie would yell. He was the more talkative of the twins—and the one who usually hogged the covers. He’d curl up his little fist and give Eddie a push. Eddie, who was pretty calm for his age, didn’t really push back. Even though they were identical and had the same olive skin and dark, curly hair, I could usually tell them apart by who was doing the most shoving.


“Stop pushing him, Freddie,” I’d say. Because I was about two years older, that made me the big sister in charge of settling the arguments. “Here, you guys can have some of my covers,” I’d tell them when they’d all start jerking the blanket back and forth. “Just stop fighting.” That would work for about three minutes before they started in again. I loved all of them, even if they did drive me crazy.


On some days my dad parked next to an apple orchard on the outside of Cleveland. We picked our meals right off the tree. I ate green apples until my stomach hurt. “Put these extras in the back so we can have them later on,” Ma would say. She tossed one apple at a time from the front seat back to us. After I caught one, I used it to play hide and seek with little Mikey, who had brown hair and was very skinny.


“Guess where I hid mine?” I’d ask. Mikey would just shrug and grin.


“I know, I know!” yelled Freddie. “It’s behind you!”


I pulled it out from behind my back, waved it in Mikey’s face, and he cracked up. He fell for that trick every single time. For hours we entertained ourselves with silly games like that. And every time we drove over to the orchard, we hid so many of those apples in back that we sometimes forgot where we put them. That’s why the whole car stank.


I don’t know how we ended up homeless—or how we got to Ohio in the first place. My parents never talked much about their lives. Over the years I did pick up on a few things. Like one time Ma told me she was mixed with Irish, black, Hispanic, Indian, Arabic, and Italian. “We’re mutts,” she said. That must be where my big lips came from, especially because she had them too. And sometimes I heard her saying words in Spanish or Arabic, so at least that part must have been true. She also liked to say, “Children should be seen and not heard.”


I had lots of questions: Did she grow up speaking those languages? Did her parents teach them to her? Had she always lived in Ohio? But the adults I knew didn’t tell any of us kids what was going on. As my dad would say if I asked a question about his life: “That’s grown folks’ business.” That’s why I have no clue where or how they grew up.


I think we spent maybe a whole year in that station wagon. Once we did move, our life wasn’t much better. I don’t know what that first neighborhood was called, but I do know our three-bedroom house was in the ghetto. There were prostitutes, pimps, and drug dealers standing on the corners. There were drive-bys. And down the street there was a liquor store that stayed open all night long. We were only in that house for a hot minute. All throughout my childhood we moved so many times, it wasn’t even funny. I think we must have gone to a new house every two or three months. Seriously. My aunt and cousin moved along with us. A lot more family members came later, but I’ll get to that in a minute.


No matter where we moved, it was always in one of the worst parts of town. Cleveland has two sides, east and west, and the Cuyahoga River runs right through it. We mainly stayed on the west side. The couple of times we drove to the other side of the river, I noticed that people over there lived in huge houses with big, green front yards. The streets looked so clean, like you could eat right off of them. The air even smelled better. I wished we could have lived in that part of town. I didn’t want to go back home; it was a dump. Whenever I saw something on TV about the projects in another city, I would say to myself, “That looks better than our neighborhood.” To be honest, it was a real pit.


I do remember one area we moved around in a lot—Tremont. It’s near downtown. In the parts we stayed in there were a lot of gangs and drugs. The sidewalks were littered with needles. At least once a week I heard a gun go off in the middle of the night. Boom! Eddie, Freddie, Mikey, and I all shared a room back then, and we’d go hide in the corner of the tiny closet.


“Are you okay?” I asked Eddie. His lips were shaking.


“Yes,” he whispered. I could tell he was just as scared as I was. But being the protective older sister, I faked it and acted strong. “It’s going to be okay,” I always told him.


I thought the inside of our first house was gross. It had an upstairs and a downstairs, and there were four bedrooms. The carpet was brown, with some nasty stains on it. Our bathroom was nasty too, and the stove was broken.


After we moved into that house, a whole bunch of relatives came to stay with us. I kept thinking, Where were all these people while we were living in that station wagon? And aside from all the aunts, uncles, and cousins who came to stay with us, I met even more relatives when I got a lot older, like my cousins Lisa and Deanna. Every time a new person moved in I asked, “Who’s that?” No one ever answered me.


At one point twelve people lived in that one house, so things were very hectic. Plus, total strangers always seemed to be coming and going at all hours of the day and night. The doorbell rang a lot, and scary men often dropped off packages. A lot of nights it was hard to sleep because of the loud parties the grownups were having. Most of the time the whole house reeked.


I didn’t have a bedroom that was just mine. My cousins and I were always being switched to different rooms.


“Where are you sleeping tonight?” one of my aunts once asked me.


“I don’t know,” I told her. “I’ll just find a spot.”


That night I took my little blue blanket into the room where Eddie and Freddie were and went to sleep right next to their mattress on the floor. Sometimes I slept in my parents’ room. Sometimes I even slept downstairs on the living room couch. My brothers and Mikey moved around some too, but they usually stayed in one particular room. For some reason I was the kid who got moved the most, especially if someone new came into the house. It was chaotic, to say the least.


When I was still very young, something happened that changed me forever. In the middle of the night, thirsty, I got up from the twin bed where I was sleeping. I stumbled over a pile of stuff in the dark. When I got to the living room, my mother was sleeping there with her clothes on. I went into the kitchen, put a chair next to the sink, and got some water. When I came back to my bed, a man from my family was sitting right there.


“Don’t try to get away,” he said in my ear.


I started to cry. My mind went crazy: Why is he on my bed? Can Ma hear this?


“Just do what I tell you to, and you won’t get hurt,” he said. He put one hand into his boxers—and then he put his other hand on my head and pushed me down in front of him. I wanted to scream, but when I tried to, no sounds came out. “If you tell anyone about this,” he said, “I will kill you.”


I was so scared. All I could do was try to hold back the noise from my crying. Afterward I lay there feeling dirty and all alone.


I never told Ma. I kept thinking about what the man said about killing me. And it didn’t happen just that one night. From then on he started messing with me in all different kinds of ways. At first it was a couple of times a week. But as I got a little older, it was almost every day. No matter what bed I wound up in, it seemed like he would sneak in and come find me. I was so frightened, it got to the point where I didn’t even want to go to bed at night. Sometimes I would try to stay up really late and hide in a closet. If he couldn’t find me, then maybe he would forget to do those nasty things to me. That is what I always hoped, but usually it didn’t work.
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MORNINGS WERE NUTS in our house. Sometimes we were able to brush our teeth. Other times, not really. When we could, we did, and that was probably about twice a week. The inside of my mouth always felt grimy and sticky.


“Come over here, Eddie,” I would say to my brother, trying to stick a brush in his mouth. While I worked on his teeth, Freddie, Mikey, and about six of my younger cousins would be running all over the place and playing around. We often ran out of stuff like soap and toothpaste, so even after I finished with Eddie, there usually wasn’t enough left in the tube for everyone else.


After I got one of the kids’ teeth cleaned, I started helping Mikey, who couldn’t give himself a bath. “Thank you, Me-Shell!” he would say with a huge grin after I’d washed his hair, dried off his skinny body, and taken him out of the bath tub. He had a hard time pronouncing certain words, including my name. But he was always the sweetest kid.


If there was food in the house, we ate breakfast. My brothers usually had a bowl of Fruity Pebbles. It was the generic kind, but they loved it.


“Fruity Pebbles! Fruity Pebbles! Fruity Pebbles!” The twins would sometimes chant together in the mornings while they ran around upstairs in their Superman underwear. Fruity Pebbles were one of the only foods they would eat. I couldn’t believe they had the nerve to be picky when we barely had enough. Even back then I thought that was weird. I wished my parents had more money to buy us the basics, but it seemed to me that neither of them were able to keep a job for long. Ma did once have a steady job as a nurse, but it didn’t last. I’m not too sure what my father or the other adults in the house did. All I knew is that there wasn’t enough cash to go around.


For breakfast I usually had a Pop-Tart. I didn’t care that much what I ate—I just wanted something to put in my stomach to stop it from growling. We rarely had hot food. When our stove was broken, I tried to heat up some ravioli from a can by putting it up against the radiator. That didn’t work, but I gave it a shot because I wanted my little brothers and cousins to have something warm for a change. One time I did manage to heat up some hot dogs on that radiator.


“Come over here, you guys,” I said, trying to round up all the little ones. “Sit down here on the floor and eat.” I lined them up across the dirty carpet and handed out the not-too-hot dogs one at a time. We didn’t even have buns. Hot dogs, ramen noodles, cereal, SpaghettiOs, and ravioli—those were the things we always ate. Most of it came out of a can or box.


Before school I always helped my brothers get their clothes on. Freddie was usually bouncing around the room, singing. Eddie, who often copied Freddie, sometimes joined in. Although they looked exactly alike, they didn’t have matching outfits. It was all I could do to get a complete set of clothes on each of them, much less something that matched. Whenever I came into the room they most often slept in, their clothes were all over the place! Underwear, socks, shirts—they just threw everything right on the ground. I was always cleaning up after them.


Once I got them dressed and picked up some of their stuff, they left for school, which was different from the one I went to. Then I would brush my shoulder-length brown hair, squinting at myself through my Coke-bottle glasses (I’d always had bad eyesight ever since I could remember), and went to catch my own bus.


Half the time I was barely even in school. It seemed like I missed at least one or two days a week. The first school I can remember is Mary Bethune—I think I was in second or third grade. My mother often came to the school to take me out. It was either a doctor’s appointment, a dentist appointment, or some other kind of appointment: a death in the family or someone was getting married. Then I had to make up the work, and there was tons of it. I hated falling behind like that. For some reason I felt like I was taken out of school way more often than my brothers were. But all I wanted was to be in my class—and to be normal, like the other kids.


When I did go to school, I felt like an idiot. I’d ask the other kids, “Can you give me the homework assignment from last week?” If anyone gave it to me, I wrote it down, and then I did my best to do the work at home. The main reason I hated doing homework was because I missed so many classes. That’s how I ended up flunking out of some grades. By the time I was twelve and going on thirteen, I had barely made it through the fifth grade! I was always the oldest kid in the class, and it stunk.


A few of my teachers did seem worried about how badly I was doing. A couple of them tried to keep me after school so they could help me catch up. But that’s hard to do if you’re only in class two or three days a week. Why even bother if you’re just going to get behind again?


One year a teacher who knew I was failing asked me, “Is everything okay at home?” I paused for a second, but then said yes. As nice as she was, I knew I couldn’t tell her the truth about what I was going through.


Nobody was my friend. And I do mean nobody. When I was in fourth grade, I went up to a girl in the cafeteria and tried to introduce myself. I said, “Hi, I’m Michelle.” I stuck out my hand so she could shake it, but she backed away from me really fast.


“Ooooh, your breath stinks!” she yelled.


I felt completely humiliated. That stopped me from wanting to talk to the other kids, so I hid in the back of all my classes. When the teacher asked me something, I didn’t want to talk. One time she said, “Michelle, what’s the capital of Ohio?” I knew the answer, but I didn’t want to say it out loud because I had trouble pronouncing certain words.


“Colum … um, I mean Columbus,” I tried to say. Everybody laughed at me. I wanted to shout, “I’m not retarded!” But I don’t think it would have made a difference because people already thought I was slow.


That teacher did try to make everyone be nicer to me. “Class, it’s not nice to laugh at another person,” she said.


I could tell she felt sorry for me. She and a few other teachers tried to get the other kids to be my friends.


“Why don’t you sit with Michelle and share her book?” my reading teacher once told a girl in my class.


“Yuck, she smells funny!” the girl said.


The teacher scolded her and made her come and sit with me anyway, but whenever the teacher turned her back, she pinched her nose. The other kids giggled, and I felt like falling through the floor.


And there were plenty of times when the other kids could make fun of me when the teachers weren’t around. In the hallway they yelled “You’re so dumb!” and “Stink-ass!” A boy in my math class once said, “You’re an ugly retard.” I didn’t look at him. “The only way a guy would ever love you is if he put a bag over your head,” he added.


I acted like it didn’t hurt me. But it did. I hated the way I looked, with my unwashed hair and secondhand clothes. I smelled funky. And I was doing horribly in almost every class—mainly D’s and F’s.


Compared to mine, the other kids’ lives seemed much better. For one thing, they had name-brand clothes. Some of them were poor too, but my family looked even worse off.


Many of the grown-ups in my neighborhood were on welfare, but some of them went to work. I often saw groups of women dressed like nurses and maids standing at the bus stop. My parents didn’t let us go over to other kids’ houses, so I don’t know for sure whose mama did what. I do think a lot of folks in the area sold drugs, but at least their kids got enough to eat and some decent clothes out of it! I had maybe two or three outfits. And let me tell you, they weren’t brands you would recognize. I wore 1960s shirts that came from Goodwill.


A couple of times some kids at school were actually nice to me. One girl tried to give me some money, but I turned it down. “Thank you,” I said, “but that’s okay.” I didn’t think it was right to take her money. And it’s not like she really wanted to be my friend—she just felt sorry for me. Because when I tried to say hi to her after that, she turned her back.


There was another girl who also didn’t have a lot of money. She always came to school smelling foul. We were on the same level; she didn’t talk to anyone because the other kids wouldn’t come close to her. One day I brought her some deodorant from my house. I said, “Here, go clean yourself up a little.” She took it and told me thank you.


Art was the only class I did like. The teacher was the only one who seemed interested in me. “You have a gift,” she told me when she saw one of my drawings. In class I drew all the things I dreamed about. I drew big houses that I wished I could live in. I drew families sitting around the table having dinner. I drew kids in the park with their parents under a blue sky. I drew beautiful butterflies. I drew anything that could take my mind off all the stuff that was happening at home.


For some reason I also loved drawing wolves. I think they’re the most beautiful animals I’ve ever seen. In fourth grade I drew a bunch of wolves on every page of one of my spiral notebooks. At home, even though I was always moving around to different rooms, I kept my notebooks and pencils with me. That was the one and only thing that was just mine.


I also loved music. At a school assembly all the kids stood up and sang the Black National Anthem. “Lift every voice and sing till earth and heaven ring, ring with the harmonies of liberty. Let our rejoicing rise high as the listening skies, let it resound loud as the rolling sea.” That song gave me the chills! It still does. Sometimes at night when the man in my house was on top of me, I sang that tune in my head to try to distract myself from what was happening to me.


At home I listened to a ton of radio, mainly R&B. I loved Mariah Carey, Jay-Z, Nas. I loved the beat. Sometimes I would sit in a corner and draw while my cousins slept in another room. If nobody was around, I got up off the floor and danced. Aside from drawing, dancing was one thing I was good at.


Even though I did badly in school, I liked to read and write. My favorite books were horror stories. I read Stephen King novels all the time. And no, they didn’t scare me—I loved the thrills and chills. Even now I still take in a lot of horror books and flicks. When I was in fifth grade, I once spent from six o’clock in the evening until early in the morning writing a report about a book I’d liked. I was so proud of what I wrote, and at least that one time I actually got my homework done.


When I stayed home from school, I had to take care of my cousins. Although my parents were at home, they still put me in charge. A lot of my cousins were much younger, and I always had to take care of everybody. There were a ton of cousins in the house: Danielle, Christopher, April, Ricky, Eugena, plus a bunch more.


At one point two babies, who my father nicknamed Kiki and Rah Rah, showed up at our house. They were one and three and had caramel-colored skin and curly afros. I think they were the daughter and son of a family member who wasn’t able to take care of them. No one ever told me what happened, but I did take care of those two little kids a lot. Every day I combed Kiki’s black curly hair into pigtails and braided Rah Rah’s hair in cornrows.


“Ba-ba! Ba-ba! Ba-ba!” Kiki would call out when she wanted me to fill her bottle with milk. While Rah Rah played with a toy truck on the floor, I put Kiki right up in my lap and let her suck down that bottle. They were both so cute, even if they did always need me to change their stinky diapers.


I had some good times with my brothers and cousins. Once, we pulled a prank on Ma on Mother’s Day. We all went outside and got this big rock. We put some string on it to make it look like a rat with fur. I put it right on her pillow. When she woke up, she said, “Who put this thing here?” We all fell on the floor laughing! None of us ever confessed who did it, but I’m pretty sure she figured it out.


Eddie, Freddie, and I watched TV together sometimes. We loved a show called Kenan & Kel. Kel was this teenage dude, and he would say, “Who loves orange soda? Kel loves orange soda! Is it true? Oh yes, oh yes, it’s true-ooo! I do, I do, I do-ooo!” Every time we heard that, we laughed our heads off.


Out of all my cousins, I got along best with April, who was three or four years older than me. For some reason we just clicked. She had a part-time job, so sometimes she had extra money for clothes. She knew I didn’t have much, so she shared some of her outfits with me. Once she even let me wear these cool leopard-print pants. “Here, try these,” she said. “They’ll look good on you.”


She also took me places—my parents let me walk to Arby’s with her because it was in our neighborhood. “Get whatever you want,” she would tell me, pulling out a few dollars from the back pocket of her jeans. I usually ordered the fries; they were so good, especially with hot sauce slathered on them. April was mad cool—mainly because she got me out of that house.


During the summer when I was eleven April offered to take me skating. “Let’s walk down to the rink,” she said. It was only about fifteen minutes away by foot. “We both need to get out of this house and have some fun!”


I nodded, getting excited. At first my parents didn’t want me to go because they didn’t have the money. “I have some extra,” April said. “I’ll cover you.”


I threw on some jean shorts and a white tank top. Once April paid the $5 entrance fee for each of us, I put on my skates—a size two. I tried, but I fell down a half-dozen times, right on my butt.


“You’re doing great!” April kept telling me. “Just keep going!”


Toward the end of the night a fat kid fell right on me. “Get up!” April yelled. She tried to stop herself from laughing, but she couldn’t help it. When I stumbled to my feet, I started cracking up too. On the way home we laughed some more. It was one of the few times I ever felt like a normal kid, being able to do normal things. I loved April for letting me tag along with her and forget about everything else that was going on in my life.


[image: img2.jpg]


WHEN I TURNED ELEVEN I got my period. The only thing was, I didn’t even know it was my period because I had been bleeding down there since I was five. And by the time I was eleven the bad things that were done to me started getting worse. A lot worse.


It could happen anywhere. Like in the basement. Or in any bed around the house. Right after it was over I would lay there and rock back and forth. Later I would get up and go to the bathroom and just sit there on the toilet, blood flowing down. I don’t know what I said to God, but I did say some little prayers. Just in case he really was up there, I thought I’d give him a shot. But if he was, I didn’t understand why he didn’t stop the man. Most of the time I was so sad and miserable that I got used to feeling that way.


By the time I turned fifteen and we were living in a ­canary-yellow house in Tremont, I got totally pissed off about my whole situation. I wanted to do something to stop the abuse—anything. But I wasn’t strong enough to fight the man off because, at the time, I only weighed about ­seventy-five pounds.


So one night not too long before Thanksgiving I sneaked two sleeping pills into his drinking glass. As he drank his bourbon and watched a porno flick, I faked being asleep. I was hoping like hell he would leave me alone for just one night—and he did. The TV was very loud. Once the movie got finished, the screen went blue. He started going to sleep. That’s when I scooted my body all the way down under the sheet and waited. And waited.


By about midnight he was snoring. As quietly as I could, I got out of bed. I went over to a dark corner of the room and took off my gown. I put on my favorite pair of black jeans and my T-shirt with a wolf on the front, the one I’d cut the sleeves out of so my shoulders showed. Right about the time when I was pulling the shirt over my head, he made a noise. I froze and held my breath.


After a few seconds he started snoring again. That was close, I thought. I rushed to get on my socks and blue sneakers. Then I tiptoed into the room where Eddie and Freddie were sleeping. I had hidden my purple backpack in their closet earlier that day. I checked to make sure they were really asleep, and then I grabbed the straps on my backpack. It was heavy because I had put every piece of clothing I could find in there, and even a couple of my parents’ shirts. I also stuffed a thin fleece blanket on the top. The last thing I put in there was a bunch of pencils I got from art class, a little pencil sharpener, and four spiral notebooks. I didn’t have a coat.


I already knew how I was going to get out—I had planned it. I put my backpack on my shoulders and went over to the first-floor bathroom because people were sleeping out in the living room. From the window I could see the backyard. As hard as I could, I tried to pull up the window. Creak, creak. At first, it got stuck, but then it came open.


I stood on the toilet seat and looked out. I can’t believe I’m doing this, I thought. I was so nervous that I was going to fall and bust my leg. Can anyone hear me? I held my breath because I didn’t want anyone to wake up and grab me. One leg at a time, I slid out the window and jumped onto the grass.


I didn’t close the window. I didn’t look back over my shoulder at the house. I didn’t think about whether anyone had seen me get away. I already felt like my family didn’t give a rip. If they tried to find me and bring me home, it seemed to me that it could only be for one reason—to have me run around after all those kids.


In the dark I made my way down our street and turned into an alley. I had no clue where I was going or what I would do next. As a matter of fact, I had no real plan at all. The only thing I knew was that I had to get away from that house. That man. That life. The cold air hit me like a thousand knives. What I was about to walk into would be a heck of a lot colder than that. 
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Under the Bridge


 


 


 


“SWEETIE, WHAT YOU DOIN’ out here with no coat on?” As the sun came up, a tall black man stood in the doorway of a Baptist church in downtown Cleveland. From a few feet away on the sidewalk, I stared up at him. He had a triangle-shaped haircut and a thick moustache. He gave me a big smile and waved me toward the door. “You know, you should come on inside,” he said. “You can have something to eat with us.”


My hands stiff from the cold, I came over to the door. Right inside the church’s entrance were some stairs leading down to a dining hall, where twelve or so homeless people were already in line. I took my place at the end of it. That’s how my Thanksgiving Day started. At last, I thought. I’m going to get to eat!
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