
        
            
                
            
        


		
			 

		

		
			Advance Praise for 
Climbing Out of the Wreck

			 

			“A survivor’s tale indeed. This was like reading my story. The damage done to children by abuse and alcoholism is lifelong unless you are able to gather the I’ll show you’s and take back your life. The child feels it’s their fault creating the continual cycle of destruction to prove again and again that you really are the piece of crap you’ve been programmed to believe. Very few find their way out, so deep is the damage. Christine Stein did it. If you’ve lived any version of this life, read this book and you will find hope, help, and inspiration to fix yourself and inherit the life you have always deserved. Her story has meaning. This is a great and important work.”

			—SUZANNE SOMERS, actress and author of Keeping Secrets

			 

			“It was a mixture of pain and pleasure reading Christine’s journey. One of the most important things we do at the Barbara Sinatra Center for Abused Children is to give those who have been through these traumas hope. Christine’s story is a gift that will do just that.”

			—HELENE GALEN, Chair of the Barbara Sinatra Center for Abused Children

			 

			“I was completely blown away by this beautiful book. Once I started reading, I couldn’t stop. It’s an incredible saga and I was riveted from beginning to end.”

			—ADAM BELLOW, Editorial Director, All Points Press

			 

			“You will touch lives. Your book gives hope to millions of adults who were traumatized as children. Your very survival gives hope to those who wonder if healing is possible. Thank you for sharing your courageous story of victory.”

			—MARILYN VAN DERBUR, Miss America 1958, abuse survivor. 
Author, Miss America by Day

			 

			“Wow. What an unbelievable saga, and so beautifully told. It’s amazing Christine not only survived, but led a healthy and productive life having grown up amongst a gang of borderline personalities.”

			—JOEL SURNOW, creator and producer of the TV series 24
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			Foreword

			“A survivor’s tale” indeed—this was like reading my story. The damage done to children by abuse and alcoholism is lifelong unless you are able to gather the I’ll show you’s, and take back your life. Abused by a parent, the child feels they are at fault, creating a continuing cycle of destruction that proves again and again that they really are the piece of crap they’ve been programmed to believe. Very few find their way out—so deep is the damage. The real tragedy we are talking about in family abuse is the loss of potential. How many children of abuse are never able to achieve their true potential? How many doctors have we lost? How many lawyers have we lost? How many writers, teachers, professors? Most importantly, how many great parents are never formed due to the damage done from a childhood of abuse? And so, the sins of the fathers are passed on to the children.

			In my own life I endured countless nights trembling in fear for my life and for that of my brothers, sister, and my mother, hiding in the dark closet, the sole purpose of which was to protect and help us disappear from the monster. We could hear the ranting and raving of the wild man downstairs—breaking things, throwing things like a crazy person. This was my father. We trembled in our silence, careful not to make a peep for fear of being discovered. Imagine! We were children! We had a lock installed on the inside of the closet door for these episodes that happened with almost every-other-nightly regularity. To survive, we had to have this closet refuge—a safe haven for when the terror struck.

			Ask yourself, would an emotionally healthy person spend even one night living like this? Of course not, but in the cycle of abuse, you accept this as normal. So normal that as my mother would gather us together and say in those oh so familiar words, “Quick, get to the closet.” We ran like sheep, up the stairs to our hiding place, and then stayed locked inside all night, perfectly silent so as not to be detected. We emerged in the morning like rats from a hole and never said a word…to anyone and, most importantly, never to our father. We did not want to give him fuel or ammunition for the coming night. None of us wanted to be “it.” 

			The attacks were random, but you always knew your turn was coming—when you would be singled out as the object of his rage and venom. Our life at home was the dark secret we all kept, for fear anyone on the outside would know the awful truth. It was so shameful. How could anyone ever find self-esteem, or succeed in school or any endeavor, when you lived this life akin to being caged like animals? Even writing these words right now sends shivers down my spine. The real “sickness” was the ability we all had to put on a happy face. Protect the abuser. Protect the truth from being detected.

			I am one of the lucky ones. It took the almost fatal accident of my little boy at five years old to finally get me to a therapist and change my narrative. God works in mysterious ways. The worst thing that ever happened to me turned out to be that which ultimately saved my life. I was so damaged, I never would have sought help for myself because I didn’t feel I was worth it. I went to therapy only for my little boy—to help him stop the nightmares of being run over by that car again and again. I was distraught, helpless, and heard about the Community Mental Health Center. 

			I had given birth as a single teenage mother and had too much pride to ask for help. I never took anything from anyone, and was determined to make it somehow for me and my little guy. It was him and me against the world. The Community Mental Health Center provided its services and determined the charges based on ability to pay. I was charged one dollar a visit. The therapist, this angel in my life, said, “In order to work with him, I need to work with you.” Little did I know she was the person who was going to save my life. 

			In the three intense years of working with her, she asked me repeatedly, “Where did you get the feeling that you were worth so little?” I could never answer her. I didn’t know and didn’t understand the syndrome. Then one day these words came out of my mouth…I said, “I don’t know. I always thought I was useless, hopeless, worthless, nothing, and a big zero.” I sat in shock hearing myself articulate this for the first time. Oh my god, I suddenly realized, this is what I had been told over and over and over as a child. I had been programmed. My father’s constant bullying made me believe that I was as he said.

			I look at the life I live today and it’s nothing short of a miracle. As a girl, I didn’t know I was smart and talented, and yet I’ve achieved the height of success as a Las Vegas entertainer, a New York Times bestselling author of twenty-seven books, an actress with sixteen years of primetime network television and number-one shows, a sought-after lecturer, and best of all, a person respected in my community.

			Had I not gotten help, I never would have or could have achieved the life that I live today. I have been happily, blissfully, married to the same man for fifty years. I have three children and six grandchildren. I wake up every day filled with gratitude for the life I live, the love I have, the food I get to eat, the fact that I live in America, and that I have great health. Every day is a gift. Yet, without the necessary therapy by a woman who became the angel in my life, all that would’ve been lost. Socrates said it: “The unexamined life is not worth living.”

			To not do the work that gets you out of the maze is to allow the abuse to win. It renews the hurt over and over until it eats you from the inside out. But abuse can become a veiled gift. It can be your rocket fuel to win.

			Christine Stein has done it with this book. She has had the courage to go back and look at what happened to her with all the pain and sadness, and to find a way out. It is essential for those of us afflicted with the pathologies of abuse to go back and truly feel our feelings—especially as an adult with perspective—so that processing the pain and seeing a clear way out becomes possible. If you’ve lived any version of this life, read this book and you will find hope, help, and inspiration to fix yourself and inherit the life you have always deserved. Christine’s story has profound meaning, not only for herself, but for others as well. This is a great and important work.

			—Suzanne Somers

		


		
			 

			This is my story as I lived it. 
Only the names have been changed.

		


		
			Prologue

			On the way to my mother’s funeral, I vowed to myself I would not break down. I wanted to be strong in front of the family, and especially my son Michael, who had asked me to meet him at the entrance to the chapel so he wouldn’t have to enter alone. Michael had been close to my mother, who had helped me to raise him after his father and I separated when he was still an infant. I was determined to provide the comfort for him that was often missing in the home I grew up in. Though anxious, at first, I felt confident I could hold myself together because the night before I had come apart and cried until I ran out of tears. But as soon as I brought my Ford pickup to a stop in the chapel parking lot, I was already short of breath and holding back the tears that were welling in my chest.

			Michael had arrived before me and was waiting with his fiancée, Mary, a petite Filipina with jet black hair and eyes to match, who adored my son as he did her. After hugs, we pushed through the oversized chapel doors and into the room where dozens of mourners were gathering. As we crossed the threshold, I felt my chest tighten and my lips begin to tingle, familiar signs of a panic attack. To distract myself and hold back the pain, I began chewing on my lower lip. It occurred to me that some of my siblings must be in the room too, but I was unable to take in the crowd, because my eyes were fixed on the spot where my mother lay propped up in a salmon pink coffin.

			Approaching the casket, I was struck by the way the mortuary people had managed to simulate a life that had vanished years before. Age and illness had ravaged my mother’s once stunning looks, but here she was a picture of the beauty that hard living had taken from her, and finally at peace. They had even restored her delicate hands, which used to braid my hair and wipe away my tears, and make me feel loved. I reached for the one nearest and held it in mine as my thoughts travelled back in time. I was trying to think of the good things she had done for her children and block out the bad, which were bad enough that my oldest sister and youngest brother had refused to come to her funeral in protest.

			During the ceremony, there were eulogies by a priest and two of my siblings. But aside from the good moments they remembered, nothing they said began to touch the realities of my mother’s troubled life or our broken family. I was grateful for these omissions, and wouldn’t have expected anything else. It was the way we all had made it to this point in our lives, since we all understood that to say anything approaching the reality would be dangerous.

			All through the proceedings, and especially when they lowered her coffin into the earth, I thought how final it all is; how I will never have the chance to speak to her again; how our wounds will never be healed. This was on my mind and in my heart because four months earlier we had a terrible fight. It was triggered by her discovery that I had shared some secrets that were unflattering to her with my husband.

			Our family was one in which silences about deeply troubling matters were normal, and indeed required. We behaved like members of a mafia, for whom secrets revealed could send us to jail or worse. The outside world teemed with threats, and the silences protected us. The family omertà was a code my mother had drilled into us from the time we were little, enforcing it with threats of her own, shaping our lives in ways I was still trying to understand.

			“How dare you talk about our family and me to anybody!” my mother had screamed when she learned about the breach.

			“When I am in pain,” I said, desperately trying to defend myself, “I have a right to share my pain with my husband.”

			She would have none of it. “You have no right to share our privacy with anyone,” she snarled back. “How could you do this?”

			I did not want to fight with her and left many things unsaid out of fear this would only provoke her more. But the effect of this was to give her the upper hand and turn me into a supplicant seeking her forgiveness. Over the next weeks and months, I tried many times to reach out to her, telling her how sorry I was, and how I hoped we could put this past us, but to no avail. It was not the first time she had laid down the law to me about telling things she didn’t want others to hear, or that she reacted to a transgression of mine with hurtful rage. The only difference was that, when I was young, her reaction was often physically violent, hitting me with a fist or clothes hanger, beating me in a rage until my father intervened. The little girl who was the target of these assaults could not fight back and would have done anything to make her happy and get her to relent. Now the adult could not forget those memories or the fears and loneliness that accompanied them.

			Three months after our confrontation over my betrayal, her failing health reached a point where she had to be checked into the hospital. Although she didn’t—and wouldn’t—ask me to come, I drove the two hours to see her, wracking my brain along the way for words to appease her and make our conflict disappear. Even though I felt I was right in every fiber of my being, the little girl in me kept saying: You must be wrong. You have to make her happy again. Do whatever it takes for her to forgive you. I tried in earnest to heed this voice, to focus on the good things she had done and give her what she wanted. But I could not suppress the memories of the past, or her brutality when I could not defend myself. It bothered me that we both knew we were approaching the end of our time together, yet she was willing to wage this war and scorch the earth between us.

			When I entered the hospital room and saw how weak she was, my heart went out to her. But as soon as she saw me, she turned away. Despite the hurt, I said nothing and the room remained still for what seemed hours until my brother, Tommy, arrived. When he came, she immediately directed her attention to him, and shut me out again. While they were talking, I sat down, unnoticed at the end of the bed and began rubbing her feet. When there was a break in their conversation, I said, “Mom, you know I love you.”

			She started to cry. “I love you too,” she replied, but almost immediately followed with an accusation. “Why did you do what you did?”

			I knew that if I responded it would only incite her again, so I said nothing. In the silence that followed, I searched for words to make her feel she had me back under her control. But try as I might, I couldn’t manage the complete surrender she needed. I was no longer a child and I could not bring myself to pretend otherwise. Since neither of us could bury the wound, I had to resign myself to the fact that this was the way it was going to finally be. There would not be time or life sufficient to retrieve it.

			I stood up to leave and bent over to kiss her. “I love you mom,” I said, “but I have to go.”

			She looked up at me. “I love you too, but…”—and here, steel entered her voice—”…I’m still very upset with you.” I turned to say goodbye to my brother and left. A week later, she was gone.

			It was her final rejection. She had left me to deal with the hurt and try to come to terms with the questions that had planted themselves in the center of my life: Who was this woman who gave love and withdrew it so coldly? How, finally, was I to feel about her, to love her?

		


		
			Gigi

			My mother’s name was Gigi, but when she was little everyone called her “Cotton Top” because of her bonnet of platinum hair. My sandy blonde hair is one of the legacies she bequeathed me. As soon as Cotton Top was able, she was helping with chores on the family farm, especially with milking the cows, a task that she loved. When she was only two, my grandparents put her on Rosie, a chestnut quarter horse with three white socks. As she grew bigger, they became inseparable, and Cotton Top could be seen every day riding Rosie around the property. One day, she was playing in the barnyard when Rosie turned her head suddenly, hitting the little girl in the face. A horse’s head is very hard and the blow knocked the child out. It was completely unintentional and Cotton Top recovered quickly. But when her father found out, he flew into an alcoholic rage, grabbed his shotgun, took Rosie out in the field and killed her.

			My grandfather, Byron, was an angry man and also a stubborn one. When the deed was done, he refused to bury Rosie and left her body in the field to rot. The next morning, Cotton Top went to sit with her dead friend. She sat there all day, and cried. No one could get her to leave. When night came, they went out and dragged her in. But the next day, she was out in the field again, hugging Rosie and crying. This went on until my grandmother, Leoti, forced my grandfather to get his tractor and drag Rosie’s body to the far end of the property and bury her.

			Cotton Top was all of ten when this happened. I was deeply saddened by the story, which my mother only told me after I had become an adult and had acquired a horse of my own. Listening to her tell her story, and reflecting on it afterwards, I don’t think she ever recovered.

			Despite her good looks and talents, Cotton Top never had much of a chance in life. Her mother, Leoti, a Cherokee Indian, had married an abusive alcoholic from a wealthy family of German-Irish descent. Leoti bore him five daughters but finally left him because of his cruelty to her and her children. For reasons I could never understand, she left the children behind when she departed the household. This was another traumatic event in Cotton Top’s young life. She was thirteen when her mother put her in the hands of the harsh man who had killed her Rosie.

			With her mother gone, Cotton Top put away childish things and entered the world of adults. She began dressing seductively, taking advantage of the fact that she was a stunning girl with a fully developed figure and a demeanor the family called “sassy” and men found sexual. She put on high heels and dark red lipstick to provide a striking contrast to her platinum hair and sought out the bar night life. It was there she met a handsome man on the make, who was twice her age, named Marco Rossi. Marco was also an alcoholic and a physical abuser of women. He cheated on Gigi regularly and, when he found out that she had lied to him about her age, beat her mercilessly, splitting her lip and turning her black and blue. She left him many times over the ensuing years and had revenge affairs, but she always came back. Then, at fifteen, she discovered she was pregnant.

			Gigi was a smart and curious youngster who loved school and had done well in her studies. But when she became pregnant, she was forced to quit. Still, she was so determined to educate herself that after her baby, Timmy, was born, she went back and graduated, despite the fact that she had little support at home. She had to buy her graduation dress from a thrift store and borrow the money from my grandfather, who was in jail for a drunken bar fight. After she graduated, she got a job, but was hit by another tragedy that she was never really able to overcome. Timmy was diagnosed with a heart defect that the doctors couldn’t fix and died in his third year of life.

			Gigi and Marco kept their liaison going long enough to have three more children who were still little when they agreed to separate for good. Shortly after the separation, Marco was felled by a heart attack and died at the age of thirty-two. Gigi was able to cope as a single parent with help from her mother, who had returned to the neighborhood after the divorce.

			To support her little family, Gigi went to work in a food company where she caught the eye of the boss, an elegant charmer named Henry McCardle. The two became lovers and he soon bought a house for her and the children, which he kept in his own name. He also brought two children of his own into the household, increasing its youthful population to five. The boy, Joey, had a swimming accident when he was very young, which left him with brain damage. The older girl, Helen, left the family when she became eighteen, and never returned except to look in on Joey who had been put in a special facility for the “mentally challenged.” Gigi and Henry went on to have three children of their own—Rick, Katie, and Janie. I never asked my mother why she had so many children, though it seemed a natural question since, like Marco, Henry never married her and was only intermittently at home.

			When I was just a toddler, Gigi and Henry sent me to live in Temecula with my Aunt Nancy and my grandmother, Leoti. The two years I spent with them contain some of my happiest memories. My Aunt Nancy was married to Gene, a full-blooded Indian who was dark and handsome. I have vivid memories of Uncle Gene taking time to play with me and teach me to tie my shoelaces. He was a serious alcoholic but a kindly one, at least at home. Outside, he was less controlled, and long after I was gone from their household, he was killed in a bar fight at the young age of thirty-eight.

			It was a two-hour drive to Temecula from where Gigi and Henry lived in Los Angeles, and their visits were infrequent. They never explained why they had sent me away, or why they came to get me two years later and took me home. When they came for me, I didn’t want to leave. I clung to my grandmother and cried, but Gigi peeled me off her and put me in the car.

			For many summers after that, I was sent back to Temecula with my sister, Katie. We would stay with Aunt Nancy and her three daughters, who were a few years older. One day when I was seven and Katie was ten, the girls decided that we would all go bowling. On the way, we stopped off at my grandfather Byron’s house, where the family dog had a new litter of six puppies. I loved animals and began to play with them. Seeing this, my grandfather asked me if I would like to stay. Although I was a little afraid of him, I said yes, because I wanted to be with the puppies. My sister Katie went on with the older girls, and I stayed behind and played all day with the puppies by myself.

			When it was time for dinner, my grandfather put a ham sandwich on the table and offered it to me. I took a bite of it and immediately put it down. My mouth was burning. For some reason my grandfather had put hot mustard on the ham. When he saw me put it down, he frowned and in a stern voice said, “Eat it,” and then stared at me some more. I took another small bite, but it burned again. I looked up and saw that he was watching me. I couldn’t understand why he was making me eat it and was on the verge of tears when he got up to go to the bathroom. While he was gone, I took the sandwich and threw it in the garbage.

			After his divorce from Leoti, my grandfather had remarried. His new wife was nice but was more like a stranger to me. That night when I went to bed, my grandfather’s new wife crawled in with me. I had never slept in a bed with an adult before and didn’t understand. When I came down to breakfast in the morning, I saw the ham sandwich I had thrown away on the table, waiting for me. My grandfather had found it in the garbage, and put it back on the table, and made me finish it.

			When Gigi found out that I had spent the night at my grandfather’s house, she was furious and screamed at my sister and me. I didn’t understand why she was so angry or why she kept asking, “What happened? What happened?” I didn’t know what she meant. It was not until I was in my twenties that Gigi told me that my grandfather had molested his own daughters and got Nancy pregnant, and forced her to have an abortion. When I heard this, I understood why his new wife had stayed with me. But this knowledge made it even more difficult for me to understand how Leoti had left my mother and her four sisters behind when she fled his household. Gigi also told me that, when my grandfather’s mother found out what he had done, she disowned him and when she died, although the family was very rich, she left him only a single dollar in her will. What my mother didn’t tell me at the time was that my grandfather had molested her too.

			I cherish the memories of my mother’s concern for me over the incident at my grandfather’s house. It is one of the reasons I have loved her through all the chaos and conflicts of our life together. But even the good moments we had often ended in bitter disappointments. When I turned six, she told me I could stay home from school because we were going to celebrate my birthday and make a cake together. Having time with her alone was special in itself and making the cake together even more so. It was a white cake with coconut frosting and cherries on top, which she let me pick out of a fruit cocktail cup she had bought. I had so much fun that day and felt so loved. When my brothers and sisters came home from school, and my mother made me the center of attention when the candles were lit, it brought me a happiness that has stayed with me to this day.

			But when the cake was eaten, she got up and left the table abruptly and went to her room to dress. She had made plans to go a local bar that evening with a female friend. When she told me this, I was heartbroken. I didn’t want her to leave. I didn’t want my birthday to end. I wanted her to stay home and watch movies with us. From past nights when she went out on the town, I knew that a bar night meant she would not come home before the morning hours, and when she did, she would be wasted. She would come in loud and abusive, as though she did not have sleeping children in the house. She would flip on the radio, curse out loud, and make demands that woke us all up. We dreaded these late-night entrances because we were unable to go back to sleep and would be tired at school the next day.

			I started to cry. I was just finishing my coconut cake as the salt tears dripped onto my lips. I begged her “Please, mom, don’t go. Please stay with me.” But it was futile. She was not going to give up her adult pleasures and had no intention of changing her mind.

			“There’ll be other times we’ll have together,” she said to pacify me, and left.

			My mother drank too much generally, and one evening in that sixth year, she became so intoxicated that she fell over on me and broke my collarbone. Even in her drunken state, she was visibly upset by what she had done. But her contrition did not lead to any changes. She was a belligerent drinker, daring anyone to try to curtail her excesses, which tended to coincide with my father’s absences. On one such occasion, when Henry had been gone for two weeks, she was drinking while getting dressed for “PTA night” where she was scheduled to meet with my sister Katie’s sixth grade teacher to discuss her school progress. You wouldn’t know that was the agenda, however, by the way she was dressed, which was as though she was going to a party. She had put on a tiny skirt and high heels, and a form-fitting pink sweater with big hoop earrings. She and her girlfriend were planning to celebrate at a local bar after the school night.

			 My sister, Katie, who was all of twelve, was an extremely pretty little girl with long blond hair, blue eyes, and beautiful olive skin. As she watched the women downing vodka shots while they finished their eyelashes, she grew increasingly concerned, and pleaded, “Mom, slow down. Slow down.” But the women ignored her. When their makeup was complete, they left to go to the school night.

			A half hour later, they were back. They had returned to pick up Gigi’s purse, which she had left behind. The meeting with Katie’s teacher had gone badly. As soon as Gigi stepped into the foyer, she went over to Katie and groused, “Your teacher is a real piece of fucking work.” (Foul language was a second nature to her.) “She accused me of being drunk and neglecting you. I told her to fuck off.” Katie and I were horrified. While we stood there, wondering what Katie’s teacher would say to her tomorrow, Gigi grabbed her purse and started out the door. When she reached the threshold, she turned around to give Katie a last instruction: “When you go to school tomorrow, you set your teacher straight.”

			When the two women left, Katie was shaking and said to me, “I’m scared to go to school tomorrow.”

			By the time this incident took place, young as I was, I already knew that I had two mothers—a good, comforting one whom I loved, and a mean, foul-mouthed drunk who could withdraw that love without warning, whom I feared. All I could do was wait the bad one out and hope the good one returned soon.

			Even as a child, however, I had a sense that my mother’s abusive behavior came from a deep reservoir of pain. One night, my younger sister, Janie, and I were sitting in the living room with Henry when my mother came staggering in with the same girlfriend, who went over to Henry and in a whispered voice said, “We dropped acid and Gigi had a bad trip.”

			I didn’t understand what this meant, but Henry was telling my mother, “Lie down, lie down. You need to go to your room and lie down.”

			I followed her as she went to her bedroom, but when I opened the door, she was hysterically stabbing the air with her finger shouting “Timmy’s there! Do you see him? 
It’s Timmy!”

			I looked around for her lost child, but saw no one. “Where, mom? Where?”

			Without looking at me, she stabbed the air again and said, “Timmy’s right there.” Now I was getting really scared. Suddenly, she turned towards the corner of the room, pointed again and screamed, “There’s a man over there!”

			I fled from the room and ran to my dad. “She’s acting so weird, and I’m scared,” I cried. “She says Timmy’s in the room with her.”

			Looking annoyed rather than alarmed, Henry got up from the sofa and went toward the bedroom. I started to follow him, but he told me to go back and closed the door behind him. I heard him shout, “Lie down. Lie down,” and then there was silence.

			While there were eight children in our household, we were really two families, separated by age and fathers. There were Henry’s five children, including the soon-to-be-departed Helen, and then there were Marco’s offspring who were older than all of us, except Helen. The older Marco group were teenagers when the rest of us were still in elementary school and were out of the house by the time we were adolescents. Because of the age difference we looked on them as something of a different species—not children like us, but young adults. They were also a caution to me, since they quickly set examples of the negative impact our family behaviors could have on our lives.

			When Marco’s oldest son, Tommy, was in the ninth grade, Gigi got a call from the school office. The school principal and Tommy’s teacher were on the line. They told Gigi they needed to have a meeting with her about Tommy’s behavior. When the meeting took place, they told her he had anger issues and was disruptive in class. Then they asked whether anything in particular might be bothering him.

			Tommy’s class had been given a project to compose a poem and draw a picture to illustrate it. Tommy’s poem went like this:

			Birdy, birdy in the sky,

			Birdy birdy up so high.

			When you fall

			I’ll smash your fucking brains,

			Birdy Birdy in the sky.

			The picture he had drawn to illustrate this “poem” showed a bird on the ground with its brains smashed. Tommy used a red felt pen for the blood, which was splattered all over the bird’s head and body. I found it quite disturbing when my mother showed it to me years later. While she didn’t show the picture to us children at the time, she did tell us how she handled it, indicating how proud she was of her response. Tommy’s principal had said to her, “Your son has rage in him. We have to figure out what to do.”

			To which she replied: “This is fucking ridiculous. Let’s not go fucking overboard. We’ll take care of this at home.”

			At home, Tommy adopted the family line. “I just did that to shock her,” he explained. “It was nothing.” And that is how it was left.

			We all knew that the teacher and the principal were right. In the neighborhood, Tommy’s rage was famous. He was always in street fights and had the scars—broken nose, busted elbows, bloody knuckles—to show for it. When he had just finished the tenth grade, his behavior escalated into something serious.

			We had no central air in the house, so on hot summer nights, my younger sister, Janie, and I slept on the living room couch under the fan. One night, there was a pounding on the front door that woke us up. When my mother opened it, six policemen came charging in looking for Tommy. Gigi was screaming. They charged past her and into all the rooms. “Your son tried to derail a train. Where is he?” But Tommy was gone. He was hiding.

			When he came back two nights later, my mother met him on the porch and said, “Tommy, you can’t do this. You have to give yourself up. Henry will get you a lawyer.” The police came and took Tommy to jail. He had two accomplices in the train derailment, which was the brainchild of an eighteen-year-old. At the trial, they were found guilty. Tommy was sentenced to Juvenile Hall, where he stayed for months, and then had a term of probation.

			My mother reigned over our family chaos—and played a prominent role in engineering it. She was a beautiful woman with high cheekbones from her Cherokee lineage and an hourglass figure that she highlighted with skirts that were too short and necklines too low. Her hair had browned since she was little, but to keep her luster, she had her little girls bleach it to a Marilyn Monroe blonde. She flaunted her sexuality wherever she went and was the talk of the neighborhood, not least because she often wore only a long T-shirt with no underwear when she was out in the yard. When she stretched to hang clothes on the line her cheeks would often show to the consternation of the neighborhood women, whose husbands often came out to ogle her. The neighborhood children were constantly telling me “Your mom’s so hot,” and other comments that made me extremely uncomfortable. I hated how sexually she dressed, and was constantly embarrassed by her behavior. She was so pretty she didn’t have to go around half-undressed to attract attention, and I was unable understand why she did.
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