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      Dear Reader,

      The following tale is a collection of experiences. It isn’t about one particular person, but a culmination of struggles our society faces. Different aspects of the story may resonate with each reader and provoke emotions.

      The point of this book is to not only depict the ways in which we can be broken but also the availability of healing. You don’t have to stay imprisoned by your mistakes, in servitude to your choices, or under the cloud of your trials. We all have the ability to push beyond where we have been and who we once were.

      Find your strength and realize your worth. Then, and only then, will you be able to forgive and grow.

      Remember, you are not alone. And, I believe you.

      
        
        NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HOTLINE

        (800) 799-SAFE (7233)

        (800) 787-3224 TTY For the Deaf

        National Lifeline SUICIDE PREVENTION HOTLINE

        (800) 273-TALK (8255)

        www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org

        NATIONAL SEXUAL ASSAULT HOTLINE

        (RAINN – Rape, Abuse, & Incest National Network)

        (800) 656-HOPE (4673)
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        “People are still people no matter how you cut it.”

      

      

      
        
        – Ginger Rogers
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      I jumped in surprise at the loud knock on the door. I checked the time on my phone. Jeremy was way too early. Frustration filled me. I had wanted to look perfect. Everything had to be just right. I didn’t know how he would take the news.

      knock knock knock

      Jeremy pounded harder on the door.

      Sighing, I threw my hair in a messy bun and threw on my robe. He’s going to be pissed before you even open the door, I thought bitterly. Suddenly, an idea came to mind and I untied the string on my wrap, exposing the black lacy underwear and push-up bra I wore.

      With a deep breath, I put on a brilliant smile and flung open the door. “Sorry, babe. I —”

      Instead of my blonde hair, blue-eyed boyfriend, I found a middle-aged Korean man. He beamed at me.

      “Eek,” I squealed and slammed the door.

      “Miss, you need to sign.” The man frantically knocked as he called through the door. “Please, miss.”

      Covering myself, I cracked the door open. “I’m not interested in buying anything.”

      “Delivery. Sign here.” The persistent man shoved a clipboard through the crack, waving a thick envelope in his other hand.

      Relenting, I signed the paper and handed it back. Then, he slipped the document through the opening. When I took it, he scurried off.

      “Thank you,” I called.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Hello Ginger,

        We have not been formally introduced. You may know me as the crazy bitch you’ve heard so many wonderful things about. And, when you realize I have been your friend and confidant for the last few months, I know you won’t believe me when I tell you I am, in fact, quite sane. I promise you I have no violent episodes or rages. I have just been in a loveless marriage with a cheater for a very long time.

        Do you know what Jeremy does if you confront him about cheating? He throws you away. He cuts off all your money. He isn’t getting rid of you completely. That would look bad to the outside world. No, he just wants to remind you who is in control.

        He set the stage for this punishment by insisting, early in the relationship, you don’t need to have a job. He needs you to be there for him anytime he wants you. Do you know, even as a married woman with no prenuptial agreement, I had to live with my mother for two months until I was willing to apologize to him for his indiscretions?

        I never planned on being your friend when I dressed up as Justice. I just wanted to know the truth about my husband and the girl in the picture. You were not what I expected. Instead of a homewrecker, I met a sweet woman who will be a wonderful mom soon. You and your child deserve better than Jeremy Whittaker.

        I know what I am giving you is not enough to set you up for the rest of your life, but I want you to take it. I can’t force you to stay away from Jeremy and start again. However, I encourage you to have a life with someone who loves you and makes you feel proud of yourself. Not a life of Jeremy’s domination and second thoughts.

        The pictures I sent you were just a taste of my dear husband’s flings. You received a few months’ worth. Imagine the album I could put together of all of his affairs.

        While you were wearing my dress, I was hosting a women’s luncheon on domestic violence. How ironic is that? But those are memories that should be buried and forgotten. Looking back when I am old and gray, I don’t want to think I stayed around to be treated like I was nothing.

        From your pregnancy, it is apparent Jeremy has become a little sloppy about practicing safe sex. As of today, I can confirm he has not passed on any STDs to me. Today. Let’s hope that stays true.

        This letter has become a little more preachy than I hoped. I just wanted to send you a friendly warning. No, not a threat. Not a leave my husband alone. Because if you want him still, he’s yours. But I would say that no amount of money is worth what Jeremy will put you through. Find someone who will share a dessert with you and not make you wish you had ordered one yourself.

        I wish you the best, Ginger. Really.

        ~ Caitlin Chase
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, honey, a cheat will always be a cheat. You really should get out of that relationship,” she’d said. “You deserve better than him.”

      The image of Justice comforting me as I showed her the pictures of Jeremy with all those women formed in my head. She had really been Jeremy’s wife pretending to be my friend?

      In addition to the letter, there was a stack of hundred-dollar bills.

      That day, Justice – no Caitlyn – had offered me money.

      She had lovingly smoothed my hair away from my face and said, “I don’t have much money, but I will give you what I have saved if it will help you get a fresh start.”

      Oh god, I had told her about the baby. Does Jeremy know?

      Pain filled me as I thought about my friend. Justice had seemed like she really cared about me. It was as if I had a sister. Someone to count on. Someone who loved me.

      The last time I saw Justice, no… Caitlyn, she’d given me two thousand dollars.

      “Here. Do yourself a favor. Get on a plane far from here. Meet a nice man and raise your child with him. You don’t want to be miserable for the rest of your life,” Justice had said, shoving the stack of money into my hand.

      I had tried to argue, but she insisted. I didn’t know that I would never see her again. I had set it aside with plans to return it the next time we met up.

      The image of her giving me the money flashed in my mind. “Take it as a ‘thank you’. You reminded me what’s important.” Those were the last words I would ever hear from my friend.

      Once again, I had lost someone I cared about.

      Maybe I am a horrible person who doesn’t deserve to be loved? Crumpling to the floor, I began to cry.
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      Sudden coughing overtook me, and I woke to thick smoke. I hurried towards the door and screamed in pain as the hot knob sizzled my skin. Desperate to escape, I sprinted to my window. Opening it, I climbed onto the roof of the house. Flames were everywhere. My parents’ room was ablaze. I had to get help.

      Climbing down the trellis as I had done many times before, I ran to the closest neighbor. After that, everything was a blur. Oxygen mask. My parents being carried out. Our neighbor doing compressions on my mother and demanding she live. Then, darkness.

      For the next few months, I lived in a fog. There was no funeral. No goodbye. They were just gone from me.

      I was an orphan with no family. My parents had left me with no one. The only thing I owned was a small bag of clothes and personal items. The fire had obliterated my entire life. There wasn’t a single scrap of evidence left that proved I had once been in a loving family.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, Barbie is here. What are Mommy and Daddy in rehab?” a cruel teenage voice taunted, bringing me back to my current reality.

      “Leave her be,” a strong voice snarled.

      “Or what,” the cruel girl sneered back.

      I glanced to see who was arguing about me. The mean girl looked about sixteen. Her makeup was overdone with drawn-on eyebrows giving her a perpetual frown that was only enhanced by the dark red outline on her lips. My defender was a petite girl with beautiful mocha skin. Her hair was pulled back in a tight pony, accentuating her high cheekbones and deep brown eyes. Both girls had on the same grey sweat suit as me.

      “I’ll make you wish you kept your fucking mouth shut,” my defender growled and jumped on the girl.

      Fight, Fight, Fight. The group of girls chanted as they surrounded them.

      “Knock it off,” a male caseworker screamed and picked both girls up by their collars. He looked like a giant as he easily held them apart.

      The girls began fighting again as he tugged them apart once more. “Do you want to be sent back to juvie? I’m itching to get rid of some of you troublemakers.”

      Both girls stilled. “You need to tell that bitch to mind her own business,” the mean girl argued.

      “Fighting someone else’s battles, again, Percy?” the man asked.

      “Maloney, you need to put Barbie over there somewhere safe. You keep dropping off little girls in this home and you know they’re going to eat her alive.” The girl he called Percy motioned at me.

      Once again with the Barbie stuff, I thought bitterly. I’m not even a blonde!

      The man eyed me.

      I quickly looked away.

      “She’s not going to be here long,” Jones snapped, forcing the girls to sit in a chair. Looking around the room, he warned. “I suggest you keep your hands off of her. She’s a VIP.”

      As the man left the communal area, he winked at me. Did he just save me, or did he ensure I’ll get beat up when he’s out of sight?

      I didn’t have much time to ponder my situation before Percy pulled up a chair next to me. She just stared at me. No words. Finally, unable to handle the anticipation, I murmured, “Thanks.”

      Her mouth pouted, and she shrugged. “Brewster is always spouting off. That fat bitch needs to learn her place.”

      I bit my lip, considering her words. What is my place?

      “Maloney has scared the shit out of them so they should leave you alone. Now, it’s up to you to take care of yourself. Don’t get in trouble. Keep your pretty face from getting messed up and some white folk’ll be along to save you soon enough.”

      My eyes widened in surprise at her words.

      She looked me up and down and continued. “You look innocent. Unbroken. They’ll find you a foster home quickly.”

      Moisture blurred my vision.

      “No, that’s the worst thing you can do. No crying,” Percy hissed.

      Wiping my eyes, I took a deep breath, “No crying,” I repeated.

      During my short stay in the group home, Percy was my protector, my friend. Her words had been true. Two weeks after I was dropped off in the facility – that I would later learn was a residential treatment center – my new caseworker took me away. I didn't have time to say goodbye to my friend or question where I was going.
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      “I found you a home in Traverse City,” my caseworker, Lisa, crowed. She looked over at me expecting an answer.

      Her fast driving terrified me. I dug my fingers into the palm of my hand, trying to hold onto the scream that was slowly building.

      Lisa huffed and glared at me. “If you’d rather I take you back to the facility, I can give your spot to someone who would be more appreciative.”

      “No, I’m sorry. It sounds very nice. Thank you,” I blurted out, hoping she’d return her eyes to the road.

      Encouraged by my response, the caseworker began to babble on. “Your new foster mother is a lovely woman, and the house is really nice. Marilyn Brick is a widow. She’d been married for twenty-two years when her poor husband died. Imagine losing your husband when you’re in your late forties. Why, your best years are pretty much gone. Lucky for you, she’s always wanted children. They say she’s the best volunteer at her church’s Sunday School.”

      My apprehension must have been obvious because Lisa patted me on the hand.

      “Don’t worry, honey,” she said encouragingly. “You won’t have to attend church if you’re uncomfortable. Mrs. Brick understands that different families have different faiths.”

      My parents hadn’t been churchgoers. My father always said we were spiritual, but not religious. I wasn’t one hundred percent clear on what the difference was. Maybe living with Mrs. Brick, I’d find out.

      The car stopped in front of a light blue house. A pinched face woman stood up from a wicker chair and watched us. Taking a few deep breaths, I forced myself to smile. The woman’s gaze penetrated me. I quickly looked down at the red brick of the pathway to avoid her intense stare. This is your new life, Ginger. Better get used to it.

      The chubby caseworker huffed as she climbed the four steps, and then breathlessly began talking to the woman. “Ginger’s a sweet girl. It’s such a shame she has no living relatives. How strange to be in a family of only children? No one in the world to take her in. With both of her parents dying so violently…”

      A wave of emotion washed over me. Memories of the fire consumed me.

      “Come on, Ginger,” Lisa called, holding out her hand to me. “It’s time to see your new home.”
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        * * *

      

      The house had a strong smell of cinnamon and bleach. The first area we passed by was a small living room. It was small but nicely decorated. The dark wood furniture had porcelain figurines of small children with animals or at play.

      Good sign, I thought. She must like kids.

      “Set your bags down here.” Mrs. Brick pointed at the entryway. “We can take care of them after we get acquainted.”

      The woman led us to a more formal sitting area. It was so white, so pristine, that I was afraid to touch anything.

      “You sit there.” The woman motioned towards a white wing chair.

      Daintily, I sat down as she continued to eye me.

      Soon, Mrs. Brick and Lisa were chatting as if I wasn’t there. My enrollment for high school was already handled. The school bus would pick me up unless I wanted to walk. Doctors and any psychological needs I had wouldn’t be her financial responsibility. The state would cover those expenses.

      “How much will I receive?” the woman asked. Her eyes darkened when she was told the amount. “I guess, that’ll have to do,” she said curtly.

      I drifted off into my own thoughts as they continued to discuss her compensation. I was ripped out of my memories by Lisa’s voice.

      “Okay, Ginger, I’m leaving, now. We’ll meet in a few days, honey. You’ve got a nice home to stay in. I know you’ll be happy here.”

      Mrs. Brick led her to the door as I nervously waited. Finally, I heard the front door close and the footsteps of the woman on the hardwood floor.

      When she returned to the room, I stood. “Thank you —”

      The woman cut me off. “No time for chit-chat. You’ve already interrupted Guiding Light. You better not make me miss Oprah.”

      When I didn’t move, the woman barked, “Go get your things.”

      My mouth gaped in surprise.

      She glared at me and said in a condescending voice, “Are you stupid? Go…get…your…things.”

      Quickly, I retrieved my bag.

      Appeased, she nodded at me and motioned for me to follow. “Come on, let me show you where you are allowed.”

      Allowed? I wondered.

      “This is the dining room. You won’t eat here without my permission,” she snapped and continued to lead us into another stark white room. “The kitchen is off limits unless you’re eating or doing chores. There’ll be no sneaking of food or sweets in my house.”

      Hurriedly, she marched up a flight of stairs. I clumsily followed behind. We passed by a sage green and white bedroom. The room was filled with heavy dark furniture that shone as if it was polished daily.

      Mrs. Brick stopped and glared. “You will never enter my suite unless you are there to do your chores.”

      Continuing her mission, we walked until we reached a bathroom. “I keep a tidy house and expect you to do the same. This will be your bathroom. See how pristine it is?”

      It was white tile from floor to ceiling with a clawfoot tub. Any speck of dust would show. I cringed at the thought of one strand of my hair being found.

      I nodded. I was starting to get the idea why I was here. I’d been chosen to be her maid.

      “Good,” she snapped and, again, we were off.

      This time, she opened a door to a small room. It was a nice room with a simple white comforter on a twin bed that was positioned next to a small nightstand. A petite desk and a wooden chair sat beside a walk-in closet.

      “This is your room. I expect you to keep both in perfect condition. You won’t poke holes in my walls or destroy my furniture.”

      When I didn’t respond, Mrs. Brick grabbed my wrist. Her long nails dug into my skin. “Do you understand the rules I’ve given you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I murmured.

      She twisted my wrist, piercing me further with her sharp fingers. “You will call me Mrs. Brick, and you’ll only speak when spoken to.”

      Releasing my arm, she walked over to the desk and pulled out a small, black Bible from a drawer. “I expect you to read this. Hopefully, we can save you from the heathen life you had before.”

      My eyes burned hot. She didn’t know my family. They were wonderful, caring people.

      “How old are you?” she asked looking me up and down. She scowled when her eyes landed on my full breasts.

      “I’ll be fifteen in two months, Mrs. Brick,” I answered and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “There’ll be no teenagers running in and out of my home. I don’t want any boys sniffing around here. Any loose morals you had before are gone today. Keep your mouth shut and your legs crossed.” Turning on her heel, she walked towards the door.

      Suddenly, she turned around. Her eyes burned with hate for me. “You’ll stay here and unpack. At 5:30 PM, go to the kitchen and wait for me. I’ll go over your schedule then. Do you have any questions?”

      “No, ma’—”

      With lightning-fast reflexes, Mrs. Brick was standing in front of me. My words were interrupted by the back of her hand across my face.

      Her tawny eyes burned with rage. “Do you have any questions?” she asked through clenched teeth.

      “N-no, Mrs. Brick,” I sputtered and braced myself for her next attack.

      With a final snort of disgust, she stormed out of the room.

      Afraid to anger her further, I hung my clothes in the closet and neatly stacked everything else on the shelf. When I finished, the clock read just after two. Unsure what to do with my time, I pulled the wooden chair over to the window.

      Realizing what would happen if Mrs. Brick found me daydreaming, I searched for something productive to do. My room was in the same condition as when I entered it. There was nothing I needed to tidy up.

      My eyes flicked towards the black book waiting for me. Sighing, I picked it up. As hard as I tried to read it, I found myself staring out the window, longing for my mother.

      Nervously, I kept checking my watch until finally 5:30 PM arrived. Sucking in a deep breath, I went to the kitchen as directed. The stovetop had a saucepan with a small number of spaghetti noodles covered in a red sauce. The cutting board had about a cup of lettuce and one carrot. My stomach growled as I stood in the small room inhaling the delicious garlic scent.

      When Mrs. Brick finally arrived at 6:15 PM, I smiled brightly.

      “Be grateful and sweet, and she’ll appreciate you,” I thought.

      Instead of returning my warm greeting, she handed me a notebook. “These are my daily expectations of you.”

      I accepted the book and carefully read over the list. Sweep. Scrub. Wipe. Sanitize. Wax. Polish. My fears were confirmed. She had taken in someone to clean.

      When I reached the last two pages, I wanted to cry. You will eat after my meal has been cleared, and the kitchen is restored to order. My meal times are 5:30 AM and 5:30 PM. No snacking. Only the meals I determine are adequate will be allowed.

      “Do you understand my rules?” my new foster mother barked when I closed the notebook.

      “Yes, Mrs. Brick. Right now, you want me to clean the dining room and kitchen.” Motioning towards the small bit of food, I said, “This is my dinner when I’m done.”

      For the first time, she smiled. Well, as close to one as I thought she could be capable of.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, my alarm clock didn’t wake me. Instead, I found myself being dragged to the floor. Rubbing the sand out of my eyes, I found Mrs. Brick standing over me.

      “One day in my home, and you’re already breaking the rules,” she glared.

      “I’m sorry.” My eyes shifted to the clock. It read 5:48 AM.

      “Get some clothes on, and I’ll personally show you what I expect from you.” Her eyes washed over me as I quickly threw on what I had worn the day before.

      “Change out of those pants. They’re too tight.” Before I could speak, she shoved me into the dresser.

      “All of my clothes are a bit snug,” I tried to explain. “I’ve grown since –”

      Slap.

      “I didn’t ask you to speak. Strip,” she ordered.

      My cheek stung, but I forced back my tears and obeyed.

      Standing before her completely naked, she seethed, “You look like a whore. I bet you lie on your back for everyone that asks.”

      I shook my head rapidly.

      Slap.

      She grabbed a handful of my hair and threw me down in front of the bed. “Kneel down and pray for forgiveness. I’ll not have a sinner living under my roof.”

      Trembling, I put my hands together as I had seen on the television and bowed my head.

      Whack. Something slapped against the back of my legs. I wanted to cry out, but I forced myself to contain my screams.

      “Pray, you sinner!” Mrs. Brick screamed.

      I frantically tried to recall what I had seen on television. “Heavenly Father,” I began, but then I faltered. Now what? Oh god, now what?

      Whack.

      This time I was unable to hold in my cries.

      “I’ll beat the devil out of you,” Mrs. Brick growled and hit me again.

      “Please God, forgive me for my sins,” I choked out. “I want to be good and worthy. Please, save me.”

      Ezekiel 16:30. “How weak is your heart,” said the Lord God, “seeing you do all these things, the work of an imperious whorish woman.” Mrs. Brick set the bible on the bed in front of me as she recited the verse. “You will learn to be a righteous woman in this home.”

      I heard the sound of the door shutting. I was too frightened to see if she had really left or if she was waiting to strike again.

      “I promise I’ll become a good girl if you help me,” I whispered, praying to a god I didn’t know.

      My mother flashed in my mind. I had once asked her why we didn’t go to church. She had told me that nature was our connection to the god we have inside ourselves. Her views wouldn’t save me now.

      “Please, God, please, forgive me,” I chanted.

      My instincts had been correct. The door opened, but I continued my unfamiliar prayers. I braced myself, waiting to be struck. Instead, a soft material was thrown at me.

      “Put this dress on. After your morning chores, I’ll take you to get more respectable clothes,” Mrs. Brick said gruffly.

      Before I could respond, I heard the door click shut. Again, I waited. Slowly, I recited the alphabet three times.

      When I knew I was alone, I stood. Lying on the ground behind me was a wire hanger that glinted with red. I picked it up and saw it had my blood on it. I shuddered at the thought of her attack.

      Inspecting my legs in the mirror, I could see the welts. Thankfully, only one bled a tiny bit. Grabbing a sock from my closet, I used it to wipe off the blood. Afraid she would return, I dressed quickly and shoved the soiled footwrap inside my suitcase.

      When I arrived in the kitchen, Mrs. Brick was waiting by the stove. “Proverbs 22:15. Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the rod of correction shall drive it far from him.” She handed me a plate with a tablespoon of scrambled eggs and a few slices of browning apples. “Will you follow my rules, Ginger, or shall I send you back to the home?”

      I told myself to convince her that I was a good and obedient child. Then, she would like me. This had to be better than being back in the group home.

      “I’ll obey you, Mrs. Brick. I promise,” I said softly.

      “Sit, and I’ll remind you of my expectations,” my foster mother said.

      As promised, she bought me several outfits. I hated them. All were too big and hung like sacks on me. In addition to dressing horribly, Mrs. Brick insisted I keep my hair simple. I was to keep it in a ponytail or a braid unless I wanted it all chopped off. I was not to wear makeup or shave my legs.

      I accepted her terms. I didn’t know what would happen to me if they sent me back. Percy might not be there to save me.

      Several weeks after I was dropped off, the case manager, Lisa, returned for her follow-up visit. She brought me to the local McDonald’s, where she let me order whatever I wanted. As I gobbled my food, she asked me questions from a sheet of paper.

      “Do you have any concerns? Are you happy in your new home?” She asked warmly.

      “Umm. I —” I started to tell her the truth; that I was hungry and had been turned into the housekeeper.

      Lisa’s eyes narrowed at me. “You know, there are terrible places where they send girls who don’t make it in their foster homes to. Places where pretty girls, much like you, find themselves truly being hurt, not just unhappy with having rules.”

      Her warning was clear. Shut my mouth and deal with Mrs. Brick or be moved to a facility.

      “So, do you have any concerns, Ginger?” Her voice dripped with venom.

      “No, ma’am. I’m happy in my new home.” I painted on a fake smile. “Can I order a milkshake and an apple pie?” I asked sweetly.

      I may not be getting out of Mrs. Brick’s home, but the least Lisa could do was feed me.

      “Of course, honey. I’m just so glad the placement worked out.” The woman handed me a five-dollar bill.

      I placed my order and shoved the change in my pocket. Let her ask me for it, I thought bitterly.

      She didn’t.

      Gone were the days when I would wake to the smell of breakfast cooking and a loving greeting from my parents. I would no longer watch my mother paint a sunset or ask my father for help with my homework. At night, I would wrap a blanket around myself as if I was in their arms.

      My new life in Mrs. Brick’s home was a torturous blur of cleaning and trying not to get in her way. She was quick to pinch or slap, but she hadn’t used the hanger on me again. I read the Bible that she left, waiting for her to quiz me, but she never did. I wondered if she checked the bookmark to see my progress. Her plan to make me believe in God backfired. I was even more convinced that I was alone, and no one was watching over me.

      Meals were my least favorite time of day. Many times, she cooked so little that there was only a spoonful left for me. At least, on school days, I would get free breakfast and lunch. Even this didn’t seem enough, and I always felt hungry. I had to become creative to stave off the pain.

      If I was patient, I could find abandoned food that was still edible. I was always careful not to be seen. I didn’t want to be known as the dirty orphan.

      The weekends and breaks were the most frustrating. It was as if my foster mother knew I ate food during the school week and wanted to punish me for this violation. It wasn’t as if she packed me a lunch to eat. What did she expect?

      Six months after I arrived, I hid in my closet to read a library book. I knew my foster mother wouldn’t approve of a story about a mother locking her children in an attic. It seemed a quick way to get slapped across the face and forced to repent for my sins if caught. Still, for some reason, reading about others’ pain comforted me. It was nice to know that I wasn’t alone. There were others wanting a better life, and in the stories, they always found a way to be happy.

      Mrs. Brick called for me just as I had returned to my room after I cleaned up dinner. The meal had been the crust from her individual pizza and a few tablespoons of applesauce. In hopes of forgetting my aching stomach, I’d delved into the pages of my disturbing tale.

      Quickly hiding the book, I dashed from my closet and ran down the stairs. “Yes, Mrs. Brick?”

      “Take this to Ray’s and get me some milk,” my foster mother snapped, shoving several bills into my palm.

      “Yes, Mrs. Brick,” I said meekly.

      While I pretended to be a defeated pet, I secretly was thrilled inside. Ray’s Market was a fifteen-minute walk. If I was lucky along the way, I might find change on the road or an aluminum can to turn in. The thought of being able to buy a quarter’s worth of candy inspired me.

      My elation slowly deflated. The roads were coated with freshly packed snow. There weren’t any trash cans outside for me to peek in, and I didn’t find one piece of litter. My snotty tears did nothing more than give me frozen cheeks and nostrils. By the time I arrived at the store, I was a mess.

      After cleaning myself up in the bathroom, I grabbed the milk from the cooler and brought it to the old man behind the counter.

      “Chilly night for you to be out, honey,” the man said, taking the bottle from me.

      “We ran out of milk for breakfast,” I lied. My stomach growled so loudly that I knew he had heard. My face flushed with heat. She’ll kill me if she finds out.

      His light brown eyes washed over me as if he knew my secrets. “You’re living with Marilyn Brick, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” I murmured.

      Disgust washed over his face. “That old biddy should’ve driven herself, not sent a young girl out alone,” he muttered as he punched in the price of my item.

      He bagged my purchase and then pulled out a second bag that he loaded with a fruit pie, two candy bars, several packs of peanuts, beef sticks, and gummy bears.

      “I only have money for the milk, sir,” I argued weakly.

      “This other stuff is a gift from your friend, Ray.” The clerk handed the bags to me.

      “I couldn’t,” I protested.

      “You will,” he insisted. His smile widened. “And, you’ll come by again to help me sweep if that makes you feel better.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to control them if I spoke.

      “Well, you better head home. There’s supposed to be snow heading our way.”

      Nodding, I held my package to my chest. “Thank you,” I finally croaked out.

      “No thanks needed. I’ll see you soon.” Ray winked.

      The icy wind stung my cheeks. Afraid to lose my bag of treats, I clutched it tightly. Unable to wait, I ripped open the fruit pie and devoured it. Still hungry, I gobbled down the caramel candy bar. I went for the gummy bears but forced myself to stop. I needed to save the rest for when I really needed it. Shoving the items inside my jacket, I was grateful for the oversized coat and its ripped lining. My goodies could be hidden away and savored later.

      Will she know that I ate forbidden food?

      Panic filled me, and I scooped up a handful of snow, melting it in my mouth. After vigorously swishing, I spit. I kept this up until the lovely flavor of my deceit was gone.

      When I arrived home, I found Mrs. Brick in front of the television. When the commercial played, I stepped into the room.

      “Would you like the milk in the fridge, or would you like a cup of tea while you watch your show?” I asked sweetly.

      Surprise washed over her face. “Well, that is such a nice offer,” Mrs. Brick said kindly. “I’d love one.”

      As the kettle boiled, I sneaked to my room and hid my treats. By the time I returned, the teapot was whistling. I poured the hot water over the tea bag just as Mrs. Brick had taught me. I prepared the tray with her sugar and milk holder, and I even added one of her favorite cookies.

      As she accepted the tray, she smiled at me. “Things are going quite well for us, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Brick,” I smiled. “You’ve made me feel at home.”

      “Well, you better get back to studying,” she said sweetly. “You don’t have to worry about cleaning up my tea. I’ll take care of that for you just this once.”

      “Thank you,” I forced another smile.

      Returning to my closet, I took one last look at my hidden treats.

      She may be winning the battle, Ginger, but honey, you’re going to win the war.
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      My first Thanksgiving was not the gluttonous dinner of turkey with all the fixings. I was given a whole cup of turkey noodle soup and a sliver of pumpkin pie that Mrs. Brick brought back from a meal with her friends. I always wondered why I hadn’t been invited to join them.

      Maybe she lied about me and said I was somewhere else? I explained to myself.

      The Christmas holiday meant Mrs. Brick was very giving…to her friends and fellow church members. So far, this generosity was never directed towards me.

      One week before Christmas Eve, my foster mother arrived home with two paper bags that overflowed. “This year I’ve decided we’ll make candy cane ornaments,” my foster mother said excitedly as she carried in a bag of groceries. “We’ll bake and paint each one. Won’t that be so much fun?”

      I took the sack from her and nodded eagerly. “Yes, Mrs. Brick.”

      Right away, she began to combine a mixture of flour, salt, and water. As she kneaded the dough, she talked to me as if I was one of her Sunday school children.

      “After the canes bake, we’ll paint them red and white. Do you know the red represents the blood that Jesus Christ shed for you? The white shows how his sacrifice purified you,” she explained.

      I nodded to show her I was listening carefully.

      For the next few nights, we sat at the table and hand-painted each ornament while she told me children’s bible stories. I liked the messages. They didn’t feel like the fire and brimstone she would deliver when I had angered her.

      Mrs. Brick insisted the canes all look a bit different. “This tells people that we made each one special for them,” she said as she delicately worked on her creations. She spent an exceptionally long time on one, making it perfect, and she even sprinkled glitter on it.

      I wanted to ask her who it was for, but I knew better.

      When Christmas Day arrived, it came with a present of body lotion that I knew she was regifting. Despite Mrs. Brick’s obvious lack of care for me, I made a card for her. On the outside, I drew a picture of her home with a candle glowing from the front window. Inside I wrote:

      
        
        You were the beacon of light when my life was nothing but darkness. Thank you for welcoming me into your home.

        Ginger

      

      

      My act of kindness earned me an actual plate of leftover turkey and mashed potatoes. Of course, it had been from one of the many parties my foster mother attended while I was left alone. This didn’t bother me. Her being gone was enough of a present. Alone, I sang my favorite Christmas carols and thought of the holidays I had spent with my parents.
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        * * *

      

      More time passed, and before I knew it, I had been with Mrs. Brick for over a year. I was a junior in high school now. Forbidden to date or hang out, everyone at school thought I was a shy girl with strict parents. After a while, most people stopped trying to get to know me. My focus became blending in at school, getting good grades, and staying out of my foster mother’s way until I graduated.

      By now, I was able to read Mrs. Brick’s moods, and I knew her routine. To keep the harmony, I kept my own strict schedule. Every day after school, I stopped in to see Ray for a quick hello. After we talked about my day or he shared one of his ‘good old day’ stories, I’d do one of his quick tasks – sweeping the bathroom or cleaning the glass on the cases. He would always send me home with a treat of my choice. I never told him the truth about my home life, and he never asked. His eyes told me he knew already what I was living with.

      Over time, I started to feel incredibly guilty about taking Ray’s gifts. When offered, I began to say how full I was, or that I didn’t want to get a cavity. Often, my growling stomach would betray me by confessing the truth. Ray never embarrassed me by acknowledging my lie.

      Wanting to keep our friendship but not admit my secret, I needed to find other ways to eat. After leaving Ray on Tuesdays and Thursdays, I’d immediately go to the bakery across from the market. It was my salvation. Daily, they threw out perfectly good pastries in a clean clear bag. I would stop at the dumpster to dig out a chocolate croissant. If I was lucky, an éclair. I made sure to tie the sack back up for any other hungry person who might want a treat.

      Weekends dragged. On Saturdays and Sundays, I found that the McDonald’s play area was my best friend. I could pretend to be with one of the families eating there. It was easy to swoop up abandoned meals and pick out the clean bits.

      If I settled in the back, I could help the frazzled mothers. They never suspected the sweet girl wrangling their children had an alternate agenda. While I helped their child get out of the tunnel or assisted with the end-of-play shoe tying, I was waiting eagerly for them to forget their own meal. Cries of Oh, I can’t eat another bite, or This baby weight just doesn’t seem to ever melt off were sweet songs to my ears.

      They made me hate myself. I hated who I had become - the faceless orphan, scrounging for food. One day, I would have everything I wanted. There would be no more begging for scraps.
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        * * *

      

      One morning, I was cleaning up the kitchen when I heard Mrs. Brick tsking.

      “Such a shame,” she muttered as she folded up the paper and shoved it in the trash.

      After she left the house, curiosity got the best of me. I pulled out the newspaper, wiping the coffee grounds from it. Flipping through it, I stopped at the obituaries. Bile rose in my throat. There was a picture of my friend, Ray.

      
        
        RAY S. JOHNSON– LOCAL BUSINESSMAN

        Ray S. Johnson, 72, passed away December 21, 2000, in his home. Ray was born June 5, 1928, in Flint. He was the son of the late Samuel W. and Mabel R. (Enoch) Johnson. Ray’s wife, Theresa (Cooper), passed away May 23, 1985, with whom he shared 30 years of marriage. Predeceased by his brother John C. Johnson and son, Raymond S. Johnson.

        I tucked the paper back in the garbage and wiped my eyes. I’d find a clean copy at McDonald’s to read more closely. Dumbfounded and shocked, my heart felt ripped in two. My kind friend was gone, and he’d been the only person in the world who cared about me.
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        * * *

      

      I sat in a booth with an abandoned newspaper and stared at the image of Ray. Guilt and hatred washed over me. I hated Mrs. Brick for summoning me home after school on Thursday and Friday for her cleaning projects. I was denied the chance to see him one last time. I would’ve told him how much he meant to me if I could have. I should’ve stopped to see him first and taken the punishment.

      My contemplation was interrupted by a rich voice. “You look like you could use some company, darlin’. Mind if I sit here?”

      The bleach-blonde woman shoved into the seat before I could respond. It was hard not to recognize her. She always wore aqua eyeshadow, drawn-on eyebrows, and red lips accentuated by her deep smile wrinkles.

      “Sad thing about Ray,” she said, pointing a french fry at the image. “He was such a generous soul. Do you know, one time, when my car broke down, he paid not only to have it towed but to fix the alternator? There was no man better than Ray.”

      I tried to agree, but instead, I laid my head down on the table and broke down sobbing.

      “Oh darlin’, I didn’t mean to upset you.” The woman stroked my hair. “Now, now. Ray wouldn’t want you crying over him.”

      Forcing myself to sit up, I wiped my eyes and accepted the napkin the worker offered me.

      “Now, that’s better.” She took a hot fudge sundae from her tray and set it in front of me. “Here, eat this. Ray would’ve brought you something sweet to cheer you up.”

      I smiled down on the thick chocolate syrup. She was right. He did seem to think sweets made everything better. I took a small bite of the melted ice cream and savored the flavor.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      The woman picked up her fish sandwich and took a big bite. We sat in silence as we ate. When she finished the last of her fries, she set the tray on a table across the way and stared at me intensely. “I don’t want to make you cry, again, but I’ve been meaning to talk to you for some time.”

      A knot formed in my stomach. “About?” I asked nervously.

      “I see you here all the time. Where are your parents?”

      “Dead.”

      Nodding as if she expected the answer, she said, “You’re too clean to be sleeping on the street. Do you have a bed to sleep in at night?”

      I nodded, afraid if I spoke that I would tell her everything and risk her calling the authorities.

      “And, your foster mother is too worried about lining her pocket than caring about feeding you, right?” She gave me a knowing look.

      I blankly stared at her. Is this a trick?

      “You don’t need to say a word. I moved from foster home to foster home until I aged out. It’s a shame that for every good home, there are just as many bad.”

      Her eyes flashed with pain. “Do your foster parents hurt you?” she asked in a low growl.

      I thought back to the initial beatings, but Mrs. Brick hadn’t needed to remind me of my place in a very long time. “No, ma’am,” I lied.

      “Well, that’s one rainbow,” the woman said, patting my hand. “Where are my manners? I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m Rita Shields, and I’m the assistant manager of this fine establishment.” Rita held out her hand.

      I gently accepted it. “I’m Ginger…Ginger Skye,” I answered nervously.

      “What a pretty name. Now that we are friends, I can talk honestly,” Rita said and squeezed my hand. “I’ve seen you eating leftovers.” Rita scowled as if the thought repulsed her. “You don’t know where some of these people’s mouths have been. No more of that,” she warned.

      I dropped her hand and folded my paper.

      “Wait, I think you’ve misunderstood.” Rita grabbed my hand, again. “I want to help you. If you want, I can get you a job here. Roger, the franchise owner, gives us all one meal a day. If you’re smart, you can turn it into a few.”

      Moisture sheened my eyes. She was being so nice to me.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Rita smiled brightly.

      At first, Mrs. Brick objected to me working at a greasy pit, but relented when I told her my plans for the money. Besides saving for college, I would give her thirty percent of my paycheck each week to help with the household. Her eyes lit up at the idea. She even encouraged me to work as many hours as the law would allow.

      Of course, she insisted my little job wouldn’t interfere with my chores. I didn’t care if it meant more work. My new job gave me freedom. I no longer dug through trash or ate abandoned food.

      Between school and work, I kept busy and out of my foster mother’s way.
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