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Part 1


The First Attack

I know now the attack was planned. Most are. But to my six-year-old self, it came like a lightning strike on a clear night. I was safe in my bed, wrapped in the warmth of my blanket, drifting toward sleep. My eyes traced the Sesame Street wallpaper decorating my bedroom walls—Ernie, Bert, and the rest of the gang keeping me company.

My mother, Irene, had tucked me in for the night, as she always did before going out. Melvin, my new dad, and I were alone in the house. I was almost asleep when he called me from the living room.

“Joe, come in here.” He summoned me. I heard my name, soft at first. I wasn’t sure if I was dreaming. I stayed still until he called again, more forcefully, “Joe. Get in here.”

I crawled out of bed in my Spider-Man pajamas and padded toward the living room. It wasn’t far, just around the corner. In the doorway, I stopped and watched him. Melvin lay on the sofa, still as a statue, the television casting light across his face.

“Yes, Melvin,” I replied, waiting. The room felt heavy.

“What did I tell you about calling me Melvin?”

“Sorry, Daddy.”

“Come here and sit next to me.” He shifted against the back of the sofa and patted the space between his waist and the end of the cushion.

I shuffled over, my padded feet quiet on the rug. I slipped into the spot and leaned back against his body, my eyes on the television. It felt safe and friendly, the kind of loving father-son moment my mother always wanted.

The living room was dark, lit only by the soft glow of the television. Melvin wrapped his arm around me and pulled me closer.

I felt an intense warmth radiating from him, and I couldn’t have asked for a happier moment—to be held by this man who loved me like his own. My biological father, whom I’d never met, didn’t want anything to do with me. After feeling rejected, I found Melvin’s arms around me warm.

“I want to talk to you about something important,” he said, pushing my long bangs behind my ears and touching my cheek. “The important thing is that this is a daddy-and-son conversation, which means it’s just between you and me.” He poked my chest and tickled me. I giggled and smiled.

“Like a secret, Daddy?” I asked, gazing into his dark brown eyes.

“Yes. It’s a secret between you and Daddy.”

The thrill of having a secret with my father felt enormous. It seemed like the kind of thing other boys shared with their dads, and now I was finally going to have it, too. I’d never had this kind of relationship with a man. The men in my life were usually temporary—my mother’s boyfriends who came and went as quickly as I learned their names.

“You know I love you more than anything in the world. I would never do anything to hurt you,” he confided, stroking my cheek.

“I know that, Daddy. Why?” I asked, worried he was sick or about to deliver bad news. Maybe he would leave. That was my greatest fear, that I’d wake up one morning to find him gone.

“Of course, everything’s okay. I love you more than anything in the world.” He paused. “I love you more than I love Mommy,” he murmured, his voice soft as he rubbed my cheek.

“More than Mommy?” I asked. How could he love me more than my mother? I couldn’t understand.

“Yes. I love you more. And I love you more than Mommy does. That’s what you need to understand.” He pinched my leg. “Daddies and sons have a special relationship. You want me to be your Daddy, right?”

“I love you, Daddy. You leaving?” I started to whimper. I knew he was about to drop the bomb. What could I do to stop him? I stared into his eyes as he lay on his side, his gaze unsettling.

“I want to talk to you about becoming a man. Do you want to know what it’s like?” He sat up on his elbow and glared at me.

What did I know about being a man? I was wearing Spider-Man pajamas. I worried about having loving parents, not about what it meant to be a man. I didn’t understand where he was going with this, but I nodded anyway. I didn’t want to disappoint him.

The attack was imminent, though I couldn’t sense it. If I were older, I might have felt the tension mounting, but I was an innocent six-year-old who knew nothing about predators, so I stayed put, waiting for the exciting secret we were about to share.

My mother had drilled into my head that I should never keep secrets from her. But I figured it was different if my daddy were the one sharing it. A child’s mind is easy to bend, and Melvin had me eating out of his hand.

He continued rubbing my hair and face, his hand slowly moving down to my neck and then to my chest. He touched me gently in a way that felt comforting. I trusted him.

Trust is an open door, letting the predator step inside.

The caressing continued across my chest. “Does this feel good?”

I agreed.

“Good. I’d never hurt you.” He kept massaging me.

I leaned back against him, desperate to absorb his love. I wanted to cling to him and never let go. I wanted a father to share secrets with, play ball with, and catch me when I tripped and fell.

“I want to talk to you about something important,” he said softly.

I shook my head, distracted by the television.

“Look at me when I’m talking to you, Joe!” His voice rose. “Don’t worry about the TV.”

Melvin gripped my chin and turned my head until our eyes locked. I couldn’t look away, trapped in the cobra’s gaze. His affection was the sweetest candy, and I craved it.

“You know, sometimes daddies show their sons love like this,” he continued, petting my soft skin. “This is how we show each other love. Daddy wants to show you how to be a man, but you have to promise not to tell anyone, okay?”

I agreed, but everything started to feel wrong. Butterflies battered around in my stomach, desperate to escape.

He guided me off the sofa. “Take your pajamas and underwear off for Daddy.”

The room shrank. My breath came fast, nerves crackling with electricity. My heart pounded. I forgot about the butterflies.

“I’m scared. No, Daddy. I don’t wanna,” I said, frozen. Secrets weren’t supposed to mean taking off my clothes.

“Do as I say, Joe. Or I’ll tell Mommy you were a bad boy tonight. Do you want to make Mommy mad? If she gets mad, she might make me leave.”

He knew exactly how to play on vulnerable children like me.

I slowly pulled down my pajamas and underwear, and they dropped to my ankles.

I stood there, silhouetted by the television, shivering in the cool air. Melvin looked at me like I was his prize, his eyes scanning my body. Then his hand disappeared into his underwear.

“Daddy. I’m scared.”

“There’s no reason to be scared.” He took a sip of his drink, his other hand still inside his briefs. I didn’t move. His threats started to register; fear built in my chest, waiting for my heart to burst.

“Why are you standing there like a wimp? Turn around.”

My trembling wasn’t from the breeze. I was naked from the waist down; I saw his arousal. Melvin stared at my body, then pulled me back onto the sofa, pressing me against his crotch. I tried to move, but he yanked me back. His moans made me wince. I tried to break free.

“Sit the fuck down. I’m trying to teach you something.” He growled, pulling me closer. The chase had ended; he was finished playing with his food.

He rubbed my behind. “Yes,” he groaned to himself. “That’s good.” He turned me around to face him. “You’re a good son. Do you love me?”

I nodded, stunned. I wanted to run, but my body wouldn’t move. How long would this last? Where was my mother?

“Daddy… no.” My voice cracked. “Please call Mommy. I want Mommy!”

I tried to stand up, but he’d pull me back down, his hand pressing me forcefully against him.

His temper flared. “Don’t fucking make me mad, Joe.”

“I want Mommy,” I said. My eyes blurred with tears.

“You want your Mommy?” he mocked. “You’re no son of mine, crying for your fucking Mommy.” He gripped my neck. “If you want your Mommy, you don’t want a Daddy. Mommy doesn’t love you like I do.”

He ran his cold fingers along my leg, up my stomach, then placed my six-year-old penis between his fingers and squeezed it gently. This unfamiliar touch was painful. I jerked forward, but he held me tightly, keeping me beside him.

“Let’s see if we can wake him up,” he said.

Tears streamed down my face, uncontrollable. What could I do? I’d already told him I was scared and wanted my mother. My needs didn’t matter. I knew it was wrong, but I didn’t know why. It was frightening and uncomfortable, making me feel sick. If this was what it meant to have a dad, maybe I didn’t want one.

Melvin smiled at me as if he were doing something good. He was violating me, and he looked happy and proud. He smirked, removed his hand from my private parts, and put his finger in his mouth, tasting my scent.

While he kept sucking his finger, I stared at the shadows on the wall. The window was open, and I could hear the traffic on the road. I glanced at the TV—Star Trek. He coughed, snapping me awake. Then Ernie and Bert from my bedroom wallpaper materialized through the haze. They didn’t speak, but their message was clear.

Run

And I did.

I tore out of the living room, my short legs carrying me away from danger. I stumbled, fumbling to pull up my pants, too scared to look back.

I didn’t stop to wonder whether he was following me. I barreled down the hallway into my bedroom, certain his hands would close around my neck and drag me back. I flew down the back stairs into my grandparents’ living room, where Mémé and Pépé sat watching television.


Gaslighting

I slipped into Mémé and Pépé’s living room and closed the door behind me. Tears streamed down my face, and Mémé rushed to me as I entered. She locked the door and guided me to the sofa.

I was a wreck—shaking, crying, unable to articulate what had just happened. Sitting beside Mémé, I replayed it all in my young mind. I couldn’t comprehend it. Only minutes earlier, I had been on the sofa with the man I trusted most, someone I never thought could frighten me. Then it spiraled into a nightmare. Melvin went from professing his love to pressuring me to take off my pajamas and underwear. Was this what fatherly love was supposed to feel like?

It felt wrong.

I barely understood simple things like birthdays and Santa Claus. Now, the man who was supposed to love and protect me had done something I struggled to name. I didn’t even know what to call it. He touched me in a wicked, unloving way that terrified me. Mémé pulled me close, her arms a shield. Pépé never turned from the television. Maybe he noticed I was there; I can’t remember. My focus was on my grandmother, and I nestled against her.

Mémé held me tightly, rubbing my back. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you’re shaking like a leaf.” She waved at Pépé. “Victor. Something happened upstairs.” She wiped away my tears. “Did Melvin hit you? Is he drinking? Joseph?”

Pépé looked over. “He’s safe down here until Irene gets home. Stay out of it, Lo. That asshole is a drunk.”

No love lost between my grandfather and Melvin.

I kept crying.

“Stop crying and tell Mémé what happened.”

She wanted answers, but the questions made no sense. It was as if she spoke another language, clear to her, but not to me. I wanted to explain, to let it out. My brain fogged over. The words wouldn’t come. Only tears.

I couldn’t speak; I only nodded in response to her rapid-fire questions. She had no idea what my nods meant. I wanted her to ask the one question that mattered: Did Daddy touch you inappropriately?—but it never came. Mémé knew he drank and had a temper, but the idea that he’d try to violate me was unthinkable. As she spoke, I stared at the living room wallpaper, white with shiny gold shapes stamped across it. Fear of what he had done and what might come next consumed me. He would leave, just as he said. My mother and I would be alone, and it would be all my fault.

Melvin was upstairs, likely concocting his defense. I wondered whether he was thinking of me, already packing to leave before my mother came home.

The silly innocence of my childhood mind.

I didn’t want him to leave. I wanted him not to touch me like that again. To rewind ten minutes, back to before he called me from my bed. Melvin had shattered my little heart, yet left me carrying the guilt of his leaving. Irene had ingrained in me the idea that I needed a father, and I didn’t want to be the one to prove her wrong.

Children carry guilt for their parents’ emotions and behavior. In abusive homes, children become peacemakers, comforting, smoothing things over, even defending the very people hurting them.

Melvin was clearly wrong, yet I found myself doubting. Did he intend to scare me? That question surfaced as I fought the memory—his touch, his curses, the fear he instilled. I had no answers then; the questions remained only half-formed.

I wrapped myself in my grandmother’s housecoat and closed my eyes. Time passed until my mother’s white Dodge Monaco pulled into the backyard. Mémé left the back door open so she could hear Irene pull in and intercept her before Irene went upstairs to our apartment.

Irene woke me by gently placing her hand on my face. Pépé had gone to bed. I sat up, pushing the housecoat aside, and, like a cornered cat, stared at her. Her touch usually comforted me, but after what happened with Melvin, nothing felt safe.

“What happened, Joseph?” she asked, sitting beside me and pulling me onto her lap. I smelled the mix of alcohol and cigarettes on her. Usually, I was asleep when she came home, free of the bar’s stench clinging to her skin, clothes, and hair.

Irene looked from me to Mémé, who stood by the living room archway, watching. To an outsider, it might even be unclear which of them was my mother.

“Tell me what happened, Joseph. Is Daddy drinking?” Irene pressed.

Mémé interrupted. “Irene, look at him. He’s frightened.”

“Joseph, I need you to talk. If you don’t answer, you’ll be in trouble.”

Nothing.

“Do you hear me?”

“That’s right. Scare him until he talks,” Mémé snapped.

“Ma, let me talk to my son. Stay out of it!” Irene hissed, and I shrank back.

Their interactions were always the same whenever Irene had been drinking.

I should have felt safe, but safety didn’t exist. Monsters did. I felt disoriented, like a child crossing a busy street alone. I had to be brave and find the words to tell them what happened.

Too much responsibility for any six-year-old.

The words tumbled out of my mouth, though I had no control over them. It was as if another boy had stepped inside me—had taken over my soul, my voice. He swallowed my fear and turned it into strength. I watched from the sidelines as this New Joe took charge, speaking words my mind barely comprehended.

“Mommy, I was scared,” my robotic self whispered, eyes fixed on the floor. I glanced at Mémé, my only source of safety. Her loving gaze gave me the final strength to do the unthinkable, to break my mother’s heart.

“What happened, baby? You can tell me,” Irene asked, her body swaying like a tree in a windstorm as she struggled to keep me on her lap. I stared into her tipsy eyes, unsure of her allegiance. Would she believe me or blame me for ruining her happiness?

“Mommy… Daddy… he talked to me,” I stammered, then fell silent. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but my stomach churned.

“Daddy… he… he…” I couldn’t say it. I didn’t want to betray him. If I stayed quiet, kept our secret, I’d protect him. The grooming had already taken hold of my mind. I’d save our family; I’d mend Irene’s broken heart. The fear of being a bad boy haunted me. “I’m sorry, Mommy. I don’t want to be bad.”

Irene pressed harder, insisting I stop my shit and speak. Mémé walked closer and touched my head, and I knew it was time.

“He rubbed me,” I squeaked, trying to pull away and sit by myself. I felt dirty, the filthy little boy who spills father-son secrets, the bad son who tells.

She stared. A tear slipped down her cheek and landed on my arm.

The sound was barely there, but her next words were immediate: “Daddy touched you where?” she asked, wiping at her face. Her beautiful face was distorted by fear and sadness, mascara streaking her cheeks.

I remember the shame. Darkness pressed in, a heavy halo pressing me down—into the sofa, into the earth, into nothing.

“Here,” I answered, pointing to Spider-Man on my pajamas, between my legs.

The moment my hand touched my pajama bottoms, Irene’s body began to tremble. Her inner tectonic plates shifted in response to her emotions. She calmly wiped my face, kissed my forehead, and slid me back onto the sofa.

“It’s going to be okay, baby. Stay here with Mémé.”

I cried again. The words were out. I was unsure of what it meant for Melvin, or for my mother and me.

Irene stood up. “Lie down. Rest. I’ll go talk to Daddy.” She covered me with an afghan and walked toward the kitchen, moving like a zombie.

Mémé stopped Irene in the dining room before they went into the kitchen. From the sofa, I kept my eyes barely open and listened. They were in plain view; the living room and dining room were open to each other.

Irene lit a cigarette and stared at my grandmother.

“Do you want me to call the police?” Mémé asked quietly.

She didn’t respond.

“Irene? Answer me.”

My mother drew on her cigarette and stared at Mémé. Her voice began low and heavy with hurt, then climbed. “I have to talk to Melvin. Find out what happened. If he touched my son, I’ll kill him. You’ll have to call the cops, ‘cause I’ll fucking kill him!”

She stubbed out the cigarette in the amber ashtray on the dining room table. “I’ll be right back. Stay with Joseph. Don’t let him come upstairs.”

Mémé hesitated. “Do you want me to wake up Victor so he can come upstairs with you?” Without responding, Irene disappeared into the kitchen.

I sat up as Mémé entered the living room. She gave me that it’s going to be okay smile and settled beside me. With my head resting in her lap, we sat in silence, the kitchen light casting us in sepia tones.

Time passed, and I drifted off. Safe. I woke to Irene’s voice from the kitchen: “Ma. Come in here.”

Mémé shifted me gently, pulled the blanket over me, and tiptoed out to meet her. She thought I was asleep, but I was awake. And nosy. Once she was in the kitchen, I pushed the blanket off, stood, and snuck into the dining room. I crouched between the beautiful antique oak bar and the wall, listening.

“I told you, he misunderstood Melvin,” Irene explained. “Yes, Melvin’s been drinking, but we talked, and he told me he was only trying to have a man-to-man conversation. Joe is just a confused six-year-old.”

“Irene, are you listening to yourself?” Mémé snapped. “I’m sorry, but as your mother, I have to say this: you’ve had too much to drink tonight. You’re completely wrong. Joseph isn’t misunderstanding. Did you see how hard it was for him to say that? If Melvin touched him, then I don’t know what you—”

“Ma! Stay the hell out of it. Joseph is my son. It has nothing to do with you. I don’t care how drunk you think I am. Do you understand?”

“I know Irene, but I think—”

Interrupting my grandmother again, Irene said, “Listen, you just take care of Victor and stay out of our business.”

Irene confused me. She lashed out at Mémé with the heat of a house fire—for what? For believing me? For daring to question Melvin’s motives? None of it made sense. I didn’t want Melvin to leave, but I also wanted my mother to believe me, to know I wasn’t lying. What I wanted was impossible.

I could hear them moving around in the kitchen, their voices rising and falling, but nothing improved. Irene had fully accepted Melvin’s tale now, deciding I had “misunderstood” him.

A chill ran down my tiny frame. My brain whispered, “Don’t go upstairs.” It was that instinct we are all born with, the one that flares when danger is near.

Like a horror movie, where the terrified teenager knows better than to enter the dark, abandoned house in the woods, yet steps inside anyway. I did not want to step inside the scary house. I loved my new dad, but this new fear of him felt disorienting. In an instant, the comfort of our apartment turned into danger. I couldn’t piece it all together at my age, but one truth was crystal clear: facing Melvin was a bad idea.

But what if Irene was right and I was wrong? Maybe I would be blamed for jeopardizing her relationship with the man she swore would bring us a new life, the one who was supposed to save us from ourselves. He was the happiness she had fantasized about since I was born, yet that so-called happiness felt more like a punishment.

“Irene, I don’t agree with you, and I think you’re making a big mistake,” Mémé pleaded.

My mother didn’t hold back. “Well, whatever mistakes I make, and don’t forget this, Ma, he is my son, not yours. I’m taking him upstairs.”

I sensed them leaving the kitchen and ran for the sofa. I didn’t make it.

“Joseph, what are you doing? I told you not to move,” Mémé’s voice was sharp as she and Irene crossed from the dining room into the living room.

I froze, turning to face them without a word. They knew I had been eavesdropping, but neither said a word. Mémé gently guided me back to the sofa.

Irene staggered in behind her, looking drunker than before she’d gone upstairs, and plopped onto the sofa. She grabbed Mémé’s pack of Winstons, tapped one loose, and lit it. The scratch and flare of the match cut through the silence. Irene motioned for me to come closer. She inhaled deeply, then exhaled slowly. The cigarette smoke curled between us, filling my youthful lungs with poison.

Irene smoked in silence. Mémé stood as still as stone. I sensed my mother’s glare, as if I were the one who should speak first. I couldn’t meet her eyes. Instead, I stared at the coffee table. The silence weighed on me, leaving me uneasy.

When Irene finally spoke, her voice was raspy. “Look at me. I think you’re confused. Daddy wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. He was just trying to explain what it’s like to be a big boy. There’s nothing Daddy wouldn’t do for us. He loves us very much.”

She paused, then, almost as if to convince herself, repeated, “He loves us.”

I listened, the words pressing down on me as the silence had a few moments earlier. I wanted to tell her he’d said he loved me more than her, but I kept it to myself.

“Mommy,” I whispered, but nothing else followed.

This is what gaslighting feels like the first time: like you’re the one apologizing for getting injured.

My words carried no weight. My mother didn’t believe me. That was the second betrayal of the night—from someone who was supposed to protect me. The two of us would be back upstairs, facing him. I’d explained as best I could, tears and all, but she didn’t seem to care. The worry that had filled her eyes earlier was gone, replaced by confidence in her boyfriend. To her, I was a confused kid. Maybe even a brat. But there were countless ways I could have been a brat; telling a story like this was not among them. Before Melvin, Irene had taught me that adults touching me inappropriately was wrong. And now, everything she told me conflicted with the reality before us.

Mémé tried to speak, but Irene’s stare left her momentarily speechless.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Irene said, smiling. “Daddy loves you. He’s not mad. Okay? Mommy and Daddy aren’t mad.”

“I want to stay with Mémé.” I clung to the sofa with all the strength a six-year-old could muster. I couldn’t face Melvin. He would hate me. Worse, he wouldn’t want to be my dad anymore.

“Come on, we’re going.” She pulled at me, but I stiffened. If she wanted me to go upstairs, she’d have to drag me.

And she did.

“Joseph Thomas, get off this fucking sofa and go upstairs. Let’s go!” She took one last long drag, crushed the cigarette in the overflowing ashtray, and seized my arm. She yanked me up. I stumbled.

We passed Mémé without a word; she followed us into the kitchen. I waited for her to stop us—why wasn’t she stopping us? When we reached the kitchen, I pulled free from my mother’s grip and ran to my grandmother, wrapping my small arms around her legs.

“I love you, Mémé,” I said, looking up at her.

“I love you, too,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “Irene?”

My mother stood in the kitchen doorway, staring out into the hall. Perhaps she didn’t hear my grandmother call to her.

Mémé focused on me. “Listen to Mommy. You’ll be okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She knelt and hugged me, and I believed her. My six-year-old innocence couldn’t imagine she’d ever send me into danger, but the adult me knew she had no choice.

She released her embrace and addressed my mother: “Take care of your son, Irene.”

Irene hesitated, then smiled. She looked at me, then at her mother. “Come with Mommy,” she said, taking my hand. The smile never left her face. Looking back, I know she wanted to remind Mémé that I belonged to her and Melvin, not to Mémé and Pépé.

“Goodnight, Mémé,” I said, glancing up at her. Then I crossed the threshold of safety into the unknown. I stepped carefully, but Irene pulled me close, so close we nearly shared each step up the spiral staircase.

Irene opened the front door to our apartment. The air reeked of nicotine, and I coughed as it filled my lungs. Of course, Melvin had been chain-smoking.

I broke free from Irene’s grasp. “I have to pee,” I blurted, turning down the long hallway toward the bathroom.

“Joseph. Get in here,” she snapped.

I stiffened, then edged toward the kitchen doorway. “But Mommy, I have to go,” I said, grabbing myself, trying to hold it in.

She let me use the bathroom, but soon I was back in the hot seat.

“Daddy needs to talk to you.” Her voice was flat, serious. Ernie and Bert came back to me—it’s them against you, kid. The smoke-filled air seemed to vanish from the room, and I fought to stay calm.

I stepped into the kitchen, seeking my mother’s reassurance. She lit a cigarette, brushing me off with a wave of her elbow toward Melvin. Head down, I crept to his side. He lifted his cocktail glass, took a long swig, and set it down with a quiet thud.

Melvin was an expert at manipulation—a master. The stage was set, and he cleared his throat, ready to deliver a monologue he’d been rehearsing since I ran downstairs to my grandmother. Maybe longer.

He placed his hand on my shoulder. It felt heavy. “Joe, you know I would never hurt you.”

The alcohol on his breath stung my nose. The intoxication seeped into me. I stood motionless.

“You know that, right? You misunderstood me.” He kept his hand on me. “I just want you to be a big boy—a man. Do you understand?”

I stood there, numb, as if filled with Novocaine. I could only nod. I didn’t know what to say; I didn’t dare move. The room felt staged, rehearsed, like everyone had been waiting for this exact moment.

Everyone but me.

We were three players caught in Melvin’s performance. He wrote the script, built the stage, and cast himself as the hero. He removed his hand from my shoulder and continued, “It’s okay to be wrong. Daddy can be wrong sometimes. So can Mommy. But we forgive and forget.”

Beat.

“You were wrong, Joe.”

He stood as he finished talking, then moved to the counter and refilled his glass with clear liquid from a glass gallon jug—vodka, his favorite.

I watched him, speechless, my stomach aching. The night’s tears and confusion felt like my fault. Still, something was off; the toys didn’t fit in the toy box. Nothing made sense.

And still, I loved him. I wanted him to be my dad, not to love me more than Irene, but at least more than his vodka. He stared at me with a vacant expression I’ll never forget. It was filled with confusion and accusation: How could you do this to me?

“I love you, Joe. You’re my son,” he said, closing the act with a sip of his drink. His smile at Irene was a curtain bow. Job accomplished. She rose and went to the refrigerator for another beer.

I wanted to hide under my covers while my Sesame Street friends watched over me. If Mémé couldn’t protect me, it would be up to Ernie and Bert.

“I have to go again.”

Melvin pulled me close. “Go pee. Then I’ll tuck you in.” He held my arm. “Do you love me?”

“I love you, Daddy,” I said with a smile. I went to my mother. She hugged and kissed me. For a moment, I felt safe. I felt loved. Now, when I replay that night, it feels more like an episode of The Twilight Zone: images spinning, impossible, and misshapen. Surreal. Again, the script was his; the confusion was mine.

I’ll never know what was said when Irene went upstairs to confront him about my accusation, but I know this: whatever it was, it cost me everything. I became a fawn trapped in a coyote’s den. I was told I was wrong and confused, but I wasn’t. Because everyone knows an inappropriate touch is a bad touch.

Everyone.


Bastard

Take a breath. That was a lot to process.

Child abuse doesn’t begin with one defining moment—as if you could point to a single day and say, There—that’s when it started. It doesn’t work that way. It grows in the ordinary, in countless small explosions and outbursts that wear a child down until chaos feels normal.

Years before Melvin entered our lives and unmasked himself on the sofa, I had already been desensitized to violence and aggression by the adults around me—especially my mother, Irene, who never cared where or on whom she unleashed her fury. After drinking, she often erupted at anyone who crossed her. In her haze, even the smallest slight became a threat. There’s a cliché about words being weapons; for Irene, they were flaming arrows aimed straight at the heart of her enemy. On this particular afternoon, her enemy was our Aunt Juliette.

I tugged Irene’s shirt as she lunged at Juliette. Mémé pulled me back, trying to shield my ears from Irene’s profanity.

“If you ever call my son a bastard again, I’ll knock your fucking teeth out,” Irene hissed, her venom poisoning the kitchen. “Do you understand me, Juliette?”

“Get your hands off me, you crazy bitch,” Juliette snapped, struggling to break free from Irene’s grip and salvage what dignity she could. She turned to Mémé. “Lorette! Do something about your daughter!”

But Mémé didn’t know what “do something” meant.

Juliette was my grandmother’s sister, my great-aunt, a devout Christian by her own definition. A hardcore Catholic. She lived and breathed Jesus Christ, trying to baptize everyone into her faith.

Maybe I can give Mémé more grace for her beliefs in Jesus Christ because, unlike Juliette, she never called me a bastard. Like many zealots, Mémé’s life revolved around Jesus, but she carried herself differently. She showed compassion. Even though she believed a man in the sky judged her actions, she didn’t act holier-than-thou. She treated people with kindness.

I wish there were more Christians like my grandmother.

As I grew older, I realized Juliette saw Jesus everywhere—in the steam rising from her coffee, in the swirl of cigarette smoke, in the rain clouds overhead. Every moment of her life was a sermon: from “Jesus is Lord” to “Your Son’s a Bastard.” Juliette’s faith ran amok—distorted, dangerous, unyielding. She awaited the Rapture with the same giddiness I felt watching Fred Rogers put on his cardigan on PBS.

On the day I was branded Irene’s bastard, the kitchen was full of older women, mostly my aunts, fresh from Sunday service and brimming with sanctimonious fervor, gathered for the weekly lunch. Mémé loved hosting after church; I was too young to realize those lunches were as dull as the sermons. A kitchen full of ladies discussing Jesus, casseroles, and their children would send most kids running, but not me. I soaked it all in.

It didn’t matter that the youngest woman there was decades older than me or that most of their conversations went over my head; I never wanted to leave. From the start, I was drawn to gossip. My aunts shooed me toward cartoons, but that rarely worked, especially when Mt. Irene erupted. Raised voices were my call to action: Get in here and bear witness to the family turmoil. I’d climb into the first available lap, settle in, and soak up the foul language, my first lesson in profanity, taught by Irene, the Professor of Crass. If swearing were an academic discipline, I’d hold a PhD—summa cum laude.

Bastard. A child born out of wedlock. One of the greatest sins, I’d been told—the kind that destroyed the image of a wholesome Catholic family. I was very young when this confrontation erupted—three, maybe four—so my memory is blurred. I do recall a flash: Irene pinning Juliette against the refrigerator, lifting her a few centimeters off the ground. The rest I pieced together later from Irene’s retellings, stories reaching back to a time before memory.

Irene’s rage continued: “At least I didn’t have to take fertility pills to have a kid, Juliette. And look at him. He’s a cripple.”

Juliette’s son wore a brace; one leg was shorter than the other. When Irene was mad at Juliette, she took it out on our cousin.

Mémé pleaded with Irene to let go. By then, I was crying, squirming in the lap of an older woman who held me tight. Irene kept her hands at Juliette’s throat until someone finally pried her fingers loose.

Did I mention that Juliette was my godmother?

A choice my mother made and regretted. Out of all the blue-haired ladies in our lives, I never understood why she chose Juliette. I asked her once, “Why Juliette?” She had no real explanation, just another bad decision. However questionable Irene was as a mother, I often wonder what my childhood would have looked like under Juliette’s eye. And under Jesus’s.

But seriously, was it my fault that Irene fooled around with a guy who vanished? It wasn’t her fault either; it was his, the one who abandoned us. No blame was placed on the man who put her in this situation; it all fell on the innocent. A faithful Christian like Juliette might have praised Irene for choosing not to end the pregnancy and for deciding to raise a child alone in the 1970s. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Instead, Juliette did the opposite. To her, a sin was a sin. In Juliette’s eyes, we were damned if we did, damned if we didn’t.

We were just damned—period.

Young Joe didn’t understand. Today, I’m grateful that Irene defended me. But I also see the paradox: Juliette was wrong to devalue my existence, yet she was right; I am a bastard, born out of wedlock, with no father to claim me.

Maybe we should expect more from our holy-water-bathing, Jesus-praying family members. Calling a child a bastard within earshot is the opposite of the love Jesus preached. I expect more from the faithful. Foolish me. But I digress.

Before Melvin, I clung to the belief that I had a father—distant, out of reach, a figment of my young imagination, yet still out there somewhere. I believed he’d find me. As I got older, I asked about him, and Irene would snap: He didn’t want you. I didn’t realize my curiosity was picking at her wound of abandonment.

Maybe my “bio dad,” as I’d call him later, disliked Irene and assumed I was a smaller version of her. I grasped at straws, trying to piece the puzzle together, but too many pieces were missing. Still, I convinced myself that if he met me, I could prove I wasn’t like Irene. I never got the chance. She was right: he didn’t want me.

Case closed.

Even after Melvin took over our lives, I pressed Irene for my prequel story. My biological father, Frank, was the missing chapter. Melvin became our present and our future, but what about my past? Why didn’t Frank want me? Where had he gone?

For as long as I could form questions, I asked them. Then, one night, around the age of twelve, Irene’s truth slipped out. In the years that followed, she returned to the story whenever we were alone, and the alcohol loosened her tongue. She never mentioned Frank in front of Melvin, as if erasing any trace of life before him. What I know about Frank, I stitched together from decades of her fragments and half-confessions.

This is her story.

“Frank was the greatest thing that ever happened to me,” she began. “After my first divorce, I thought that was it, no more love for me. Nobody wants a divorced woman. But Frank wanted me, Joe. He did.

“I’d given up on love until that morning in 1971. He walked into the grocery store where I worked back then. The second he walked in, I knew. I did. So handsome. A full head of salt-and-pepper hair. Strong. Masculine.

“Sometimes, I see him in you.

“We started dating right away. Frank got me. We were both divorced, ya know. He understood. We swapped stories. He said his ex-wife cheated. My ex-husband beat me. I never learned. Never.

“Things were going well, even though your Mémé warned me. I didn’t listen. I dove headfirst. He took me dancing. Dinners. I enjoyed sex. I don’t enjoy sex anymore. Irene often overshared. He was forty-two. I was twenty-six. Frank treated me like a lady. Nobody had ever done that before. It felt… new.

“But then the shit hit the fan. After six months, I missed my period. I worried. I told your Mémé. She stared at me, silent. Frank was driving a taxi. He usually picked me up from work most nights. But that day, I told him not to. I said I had plans with friends. I was afraid to tell him the truth, Joe. I took the bus to Hartford Hospital and pissed in a cup. I knew before they told me. Pregnant.

Irene’s voice cracked as she spoke. She didn’t want to relive this memory, but she had liquid courage, and my ears were desperate for the missing piece of my history.

“I cried to the nurse. ‘Do you need to call someone?’ she asked. Yes, I needed to call someone. Who? I couldn’t call my mother. I didn’t want to hear her say, ‘I told you so.’ I couldn’t call him, either. Things were going so well. I didn’t want a baby to ruin it.

Ouch. But continue—

“The bus passed three times while I sat at the stop. I had to tell him. He had a right to know.

“I finally got on the bus and went home. The moment I saw my mother, I cried. The tears wouldn’t stop. She held me. I told her I was pregnant. My life was ruined. Ouch, again. She comforted me, assuring me that everything would be all right. I wondered if I could ever be the kind of mother she was to me.

“I calmed down. Had a few cigarettes. You know, to calm my nerves. Don’t look at me like that. It was a different time. Then I called him. Asked him to come get me. The excitement in his voice made me think I could tell him anything. He loved me. Our baby would bring us together.

“He picked me up in a taxi. I told him I was pregnant. He didn’t react at first. He pulled over to the side of the road and turned to me.

“He was different.

“Frank wanted to know who I had been sleeping with. He didn’t believe it was his baby. ‘It’s not mine,’ he started yelling. He was so angry with me. I kept telling him, ‘It’s your baby. I’ve only been with you.’ He didn’t believe me. He turned the car around and headed back to the house. I begged him to listen to me. This was his baby. But I remember his exact words: ‘I have three kids. I don’t need any more.’

“He dropped me off in front of the house. Before I could close the car door, he sped off. Asshole.

“The next day, he called. He wanted to see me. I was thrilled. He seemed calmer, which I thought meant everything would be all right.

“First thing out of his fucking mouth: ‘I want you to have an abortion.’

“I had never considered an abortion. Your grandmother would kill me. I told him it was out of the question.

“He spoke calmly, but he was hurting. He said he would forgive me for cheating, but he could never raise another man’s child. He truly believed I had fucked around on him. I kept yelling, ‘It’s yours. It’s yours. It’s your fucking baby,” but I was talking to the dashboard. He didn’t want to hear it. He insisted I have an abortion. It was his way or the highway. We didn’t go to dinner that night. No dancing. No drinks. Instead, I sat in his car, smoking a cigarette and crying.

“I could’ve had an abortion. I thought about it a few times. Everything would go back to normal. He told me to think it over. He’d pay for it. Italian Catholic. Such bullshit. If I decided to keep you, I’d be on my own.

“He pulled away from the house, from our lives, for a while.

“I kept working at the grocery store, getting fatter each day. Everyone told me I was having a girl, but I knew deep down you were a boy. Frank came to the market to check on me. He offered me money, but I told him to shove his money up his ass. I didn’t want his fucking money. I didn’t want anything from him.

“You were a perfect baby boy. I picked your name before you were born. Joseph Thomas. Joseph, after my father. Thomas, after my grandfather. Mémé watched you during the day. I loved having you. I always counted your toes in the morning. I couldn’t believe you were mine. I didn’t need him. We didn’t need him. We would be fine.

“And we’ve been all right, ya know.

“After I returned to work, he’d show up almost daily. He’d come into the store, pestering me while I rang up customers. He asked to see a picture of you. I refused. He didn’t want you before you were born; he wasn’t going to see you now. You were mine. Not his. ‘Take care of the kids you have, Frank,’ I told him. He tried to give me money again. I threw it at him. The manager started walking me out to my car. By then, Pépé had bought me a used one.

“I hated him for leaving me all alone. But then I’d come home, hold you, and I knew. I’d made the right choice. All the hate for him turned into love for you.

“The day I threw his money at him was the last time I ever saw him. He stopped coming to my job. Cut me off. No calls.

“Around that time, Mémé started noticing a cab parked outside the house every afternoon. Was he going to kidnap you? Take my baby? I told your grandmother not to let you stand near the window.

“He never saw you. He just gave up.”

This story was retold throughout my childhood; the missing chapter of my DNA was solved. On the surface, I know myself. Underneath? I’m not so sure. I spent decades walking through life with half a stranger inside me, never knowing which parts belonged to a father I’d never meet, like a board game with missing pieces.

I was frustrated with Irene for keeping me from Frank. Would my life have changed if he’d met me, held me, and placed me on his chest, our hearts beating as father and son? I’ll never know. Then I remember he wanted Irene to abort me, and all those questions and dreams became a nightmare.

For years, I questioned the authenticity of Irene’s story, though her account never changed. It sounded fantastical yet true. The sadness and loss in her voice were real. Maybe I just didn’t want to believe her. If she were lying, then Frank hadn’t abandoned me. Us. It would’ve been easier to imagine he’d died in some terrible accident. Easier for a child to process than the truth: He didn’t want you.

Irene always insisted she was protecting me from Frank, saying that if I’d met him, he’d have disappointed me and broken my heart the way he’d crushed hers. Likely. But she never gave me the chance to find out.


Eating Dirt

The concept of family has always puzzled me. Unlike most people, I find the idea of unwavering loyalty to blood relatives doesn’t resonate. Many proudly declare, “I’d die for my family,” and my honest response is, “Why?” I’d die for my freedom. I’d die for my husband. I might even die for my cats. On some days, maybe even for a slice of cake. But an entire family? I just don’t get it.

For decades, even the word family made me queasy—like I needed to turn and run the other way. I couldn’t shake the belief that a family’s real purpose was to hurt you, to rip you apart and scatter the traumatized pieces across the backyard.

A boyfriend once told me I sabotaged relationships. His parents treated me like family; his mother adored me. But when we’d get in the car after visiting them, I’d say something stupid: “Your parents hate me,” even after they’d welcomed me with open arms.

Maybe the ex was right. Maybe I did sabotage love early in my life. Better to cut yourself off from imagined pain than wait for it to strike.

***

My grandparents’ house had three levels, and my entire family lived under that shingled roof. Mémé and Pépé claimed the second floor; Irene and I were above them on the third. On the first floor, my mother’s brother, Vinny, lived with his wife, Sonya, and their three kids. We were stacked together, floor upon floor, like a layered cake, sweetened and heavy with rum.

That house buzzed with life, every floor alive with kids and adults yelling. A rhythm of slamming doors and voices carried through the walls and stairwells of a house built in 1919. Mémé adored it: chaos woven with devotion. Me? I’d have been flipping through the Yellow Pages, searching for nearby boarding schools. From what I’ve heard, it drove the adults crazy. Maybe that’s what family really is—loud, dramatic, relentless.

Threads stitched just tight enough to hold the family together under one roof.

During those summers of my preadolescence, my grandparents disappeared for weeks at a time, hitting the open highway. Pépé, a truck driver, spent the summers moving families’ belongings—furniture, boxes, entire lives—to places like Texas, Florida, and small cities across the Southeast. Mémé rode shotgun in the cab, keeping him company mile after mile.

I loved it when she tagged along with him because she always came back with gifts. One summer, she returned from Texas with a pair of cowboy boots and a shirt that read: My Grandmother Went to Texas, and All I Got Was This T-shirt. I wore it until I looked like a sausage about to burst from its casing. I refused to take it off.

With my grandparents away and my mother working her cashier job at the grocery store, the only available babysitter was my Aunt Sonya—a woman who swore like a sailor lost at sea. Sonya treated childcare like community service. Honestly, I wouldn’t have trusted her to care for my cats.

The routine was always the same: when Mémé was away, Irene dressed for work and sent me downstairs to Vinny and Sonya’s apartment on the first floor. Sonya would throw together something that looked like breakfast for my cousins, Timmy and Tommy, and me, then promptly shove us outside. Not such a terrible command, especially in the 1970s, when kids spent more time outdoors than indoors.

Rainy days threw me into a tailspin. I hated being cooped up inside, but when I was outside, I longed to be back inside. Maybe what I really wanted was the choice. Independence and freedom appealed to me, but with Sonya holding all the power, I had none. A restless bird can never be happy in a cage, and that’s exactly how we felt when she pushed us out the door, angry, flightless birds who turned on each other.

When I was born, Pépé built a fence that turned the backyard into a corral. A kids’ corral. Three sides were enclosed by an eight-foot wooden wall anchored to the detached garage. A heavy wooden door, locked from the outside, kept the adults out and the riffraff in.

We were the riffraff.

Inside the pen, the yard had a few patches of grass and mounds of dirt—just enough terrain to mimic a small, pathetic wilderness. This pen became our detention center until Irene came home or until one of us might have accidentally died.

On good days, my cousins amused themselves by tormenting whatever unlucky bug crawled across the yard. On bad days, their attention turned to me. In that backyard, it was always two against one, and I was the lone soldier in a losing battle. The clink of the breakfast bowls as Sonya cleared them signaled the end of the morning’s safety and the start of fear.

“You’re going to be sorry today, Joe,” Tommy muttered as we tied our shoelaces.

“I’m going to tell on you,” I said, my voice trembling, knowing my threats meant nothing. My cousins weren’t afraid of punishment; I couldn’t understand that then. They simply didn’t care what happened. Nihilism at such a young age. When I warned them about consequences, they mocked me. Punishment wasn’t a deterrent for Tommy and Timmy; it was a challenge. Getting in trouble became a twisted badge of honor they wore on their foreheads: We’re proud screwups. It puzzled me as a kid. As an adult, I know it was a cry for help.

“Tell on us. You’ll be even sorrier. Right, Timmy?” his brother warned, slapping me on the forehead.

“Right,” Timmy echoed. “No babies in the prison.”

The march to the corral felt like a chain-gang procession, and it always began with tears—mine. I begged. I screamed. On a few occasions, I even threw myself onto the porch in protest, desperate to stay inside. None of it mattered. Sonya would grab me by the arm and toss me into the backyard. A five-year-old doesn’t weigh much. My cousins walked in willingly; they had nothing to fear. The idea of me standing up to them was laughable.

Once inside the pen, Sonya slammed the gate shut. “I’ll check on you at lunch,” she’d call over the fence. The latch snapped. We were locked in. No—I was locked in with lunatics.

The slap of the screen door hit us like a physical blow. I sprinted to the far end of the yard while Timmy and Tommy huddled by the gate, whispering. Birds sang. Squirrels chirped. Alarms went off in my head. My mind raced. I figured if I looked busy, maybe they’d forget about me. If they saw me playing with my Luke Skywalker figure—in the middle of a vital fight scene, ready to battle Darth Vader—these maniacs might postpone whatever torment they had planned. As if to say: Joe, we’ll beat your ass later. You look busy.

Right. Like bullies ever reschedule.

Foolish child. I could’ve staged a full-blown Star Wars orgy with my toys, and Timmy and Tommy would still have flung every toy over the fence. Within minutes, my possible-future-convict cousins slinked across the dirt mounds toward the little haven I’d carved out behind a bush. Of course they came. They always did.

Sometimes the torment began when the gate clicked shut; on other days, they made me wait, letting the anticipation consume me from the inside out. Once, the suspense got so bad I shit myself. Or maybe it was Sonya’s idea of breakfast. Hard to tell.

When I did, we all screamed for Sonya. My cousins knew they’d gone too far; they loved it. With no fear of their parents, their summer pastime became trying to scare the shit out of me—literally. Thankfully, it never happened again.

That day, though, I sat in my own shit while we yelled for hours. I’m sure the neighbors heard. Sonya didn’t show up until lunch, three hours later.

“Hey, Joe. Come here. We’ve got something for you,” Tommy said, heavy with malice.

“Leave me alone. Stay over there,” I whimpered, clutching my R2D2 as if a piece of plastic could save me from my cousins.

There was a narrow gap between the back of the garage and the fence where I could squeeze myself whenever I thought my life was in danger. At that age, surrounded by bullies, everything felt like a matter of life or death. I screamed for Sonya—anyone—to save me, but she was too preoccupied to notice my high-pitched, echoing cries. How did no one ever call the cops? Nobody came. These days, a kid stubs his toe, and it’s on Instagram within minutes.

My safety was an illusion. Tommy charged, dragging me from my hiding spot. Timmy blocked. I had nowhere to go. I covered my face, curling into a ball to shield myself from Tommy’s onslaught. They left no bruises, no welts, no scratches. Their smirks were enough to instill fear, to keep me guessing. I lay on the rocky ground, jagged pebbles piercing my tender skin. I peeked through my fingers. The sun was hiding behind them.

Timmy had something clenched in his hand. He glanced at his brother. “You know, Tom, I don’t think Joe had enough to eat this morning.”

“Yeah. I think you’re right. You hungry, Joe?”

Tommy slammed me onto my back, drove his knees into my chest, and pinned my wrists to the dirt. Pain shot through my back as a rock dug into my spine. If I thought I’d screamed for Sonya before, these new cries from deep within didn’t even sound like me.

“Stop! Aunt Sonya! Help!” I gasped. “Get off me! Mom!”

Tommy pinned me down harder as Timmy knelt beside my head, a handful of earth in his hand. He pried my mouth open with his clean hand, careful not to put his fingers inside. I’d have bitten them off. With a swift motion, he smashed a fistful of dirt into my mouth. I gagged. I kicked and thrashed, to no avail. Timmy pressed his hand over my mouth.

Were these fools trying to kill me?

If only I could get away and make it behind the garage. I twisted into what I would later learn were my first yoga poses, trying to break free. The silt in my mouth tasted woodsy and dry.

I don’t remember how I broke free; maybe I kicked Tommy in the balls—I hope I did. He yelled and toppled over. Timmy froze, paralyzed by the sudden shift in power. I flipped over and spat out the sludge. I scrambled to my feet, saliva streaming down my chin, and bolted straight for the space behind the garage.

Safe for the moment, I gathered my thoughts. My only option was to sit cross-legged behind the garage and wait for Sonya to serve lunch. Time crawled, and I regretted not grabbing my Star Wars figurines; they were left behind, alone and defenseless. Tommy and Timmy had wandered off, distracted by whatever had entertained them after they tired of feeding me a dirt appetizer.

The sound of the gate unlocking signaled that an adult had arrived. I leaped from my hiding place, making myself known, and my heavy breathing slowed. My cousins were feral, but I knew they wouldn’t dare attack me in their mother’s presence. When Sonya finally appeared inside the corral, she carried a platter with three plates and three glasses. If I hadn’t been trapped inside this prison with her unpredictable sons, I might have looked forward to the picnic. If such a thing as a prison picnic existed.

“What’s all this noise?” she snapped. “I’m trying to watch my stories. You boys are upsetting Bonnie.”

Bonnie was my cousin by circumstance, Sonya’s daughter from a previous relationship. Older than all three of us boys, she lived with severe developmental challenges. Back then, many in our family used the word “retarded.” It was the language I grew up hearing; I never thought to question it.

Locked in the backyard, I often envied Bonnie. She stayed inside with Sonya while I was left outside, trapped in my family’s version of Lord of the Flies. I imagined Bonnie lounging on the sofa—a chocolate bonbon in one hand, a TV remote in the other—while I fought to survive another day locked away with her brothers.

As I grew older and the wooden fence finally came down, I spent more time inside with Sonya and Bonnie. That’s when I realized that choking down a dirt snack before lunch hadn’t been the worst fate after all.

Bonnie often had accidents around the house, the kind that came with her body maturing while her mind remained childlike—a cruel hand life had dealt. I remember walking from the kitchen to the bathroom and noticing red dots on the linoleum in the hallway. For a moment, I thought someone had been painting. To avoid blame, I pointed them out to Sonya.

She erupted: “Goddamn it, Bonnie, you whore! Wipe your bloody snatch and put on some underwear.”

Careless, vulgar, cutting—that’s how she spoke to children. Sonya was no poet.

I don’t know what triggered Sonya’s spiral into verbal abuse, but let’s not sugarcoat it: this woman needed medication. Lithium for breakfast, Prozac for lunch, and a Valium nightcap.

Family lore insists that in the early days of her marriage to Vinny, Sonya was “normal.” She spoke calmly and respectfully. A clean freak, she insisted that visitors remove their shoes before setting foot on her freshly waxed floors. Every day, she dusted, made the beds, and folded the clothes, placing them neatly in dresser drawers. In her 1960s wedding photograph with Vinny, she embodies the all-American wife and mother—smiling as she cuts the cake beside her new husband, her future shimmering with promise and hope.

But something had shifted between that wedding photograph and now. Sonya had darkened. Her vocabulary, once suited for Tupperware parties and elementary school bake sales, now belonged on late-night Cinemax—never meant for ears under sixteen.

Sonya’s delivery of lunch marked a ceasefire in the backyard. The afternoon shifted from Timmy and Tommy versus Joe to Timmy, Tommy, and Joe versus Sonya. Mornings were reserved for the relentless assault on the United States of Joe; afternoons escalated into open war against the Union of Sonya Socialist Republic.

Sonya despised the backyard. She’d heard that one of us had shit inside the fence, and from then on refused to venture more than a few steps in—avoiding landmines at all costs. Her slippered feet carried her just far enough to set our lunches on the uneven ground, then she retreated to the safety of her sofa and All My Children.

The three of us scrambled toward the paper plates and cups of orange Hi-C. Our behavior was more National Geographic than OshKosh B’Gosh catalog. Three flimsy plates sat on the gravel, each holding a meal fit for inmates: a ketchup sandwich and a handful of potato chips.

Along with being a terrible babysitter, Sonya was equally awful at preparing lunch. She deserved a trophy for Least Effort Put into Nourishing Children at the 1978 Bad Parenting Awards—if such a ceremony had ever existed.

We sat in the grass, leaning against the garage, trying not to let the dirt steal our food. If a chip fell, we brushed it off and ate it. A speck of dirt on a Lay’s potato chip was nothing compared with the mouthful of soil I’d almost swallowed earlier.

Though basic, the sandwich and chips filled our stomachs: two slices of Wonder Bread glued together with a thick smear of ketchup. By the time I picked it up, the bread had gone limp, surrendering to its own soggy weight. No lettuce, no meat, no cheese—just bread and ketchup, week after week, all summer long. The official lunch ration of Sonya’s Socialist Republic.

After lunch, my cousins and I collapsed into the shadiest corner of the yard, waiting for Irene to liberate us. The lack of protein, really, the lack of anything nourishing, left us plotting revenge on Sonya in whatever ways we could invent. My cousins were always one lap ahead of me in the revenge pool. Tommy’s eyes glazed over with excitement, and, to fulfill Sonya’s prophecy, he would announce, “I’m gonna poop.” And he did, right there in the far-left corner of the prison yard. We declared it a rebellion against Sonya’s rule—a backyard revolution. In reality, it was nothing more than what kids will do when they’ve lost control of their own narrative.

Years ago, I told this story to my husband, Matt. He didn’t hesitate: “You know that’s child abuse, right?”

Back then, I didn’t have a word for it, but now I do. Sonya, her foul mouth, the fenced-in yard, those mushy fucking sandwiches—I know exactly what it was.

Child abuse.


Shattered Garage Window

Alcoholism runs through my family’s veins like red blood cells, tracing back to my mother’s biological father, Josephat. Irene once told me she’d considered naming me after him. While I’m rarely grateful for anything she did, I’ll admit this much: I’m thankful I didn’t grow up in the ‘80s as a chubby kid saddled with a name that ended in fat.

I fought off the demon of alcohol, but my mother and her brother, Vinny, never escaped the disease that destroys families and dreams. Irene often told horrific childhood stories about Josephat. One stands out: when she was still small enough for a crib, Josaphat came home drunk one night, furious that his firstborn was a daughter instead of a son. He turned belligerent with Mémé, found Irene wherever she was playing, lifted her into the air, and hurled her across the room. She bounced off the wall and landed back in her crib.

