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Introduction


by Pussy Riot’s Nadya Tolokonnikova and Masha Alyokhina


On May 9, 2014, we met with the brilliant American activist Cecily McMillan in the Rose M. Singer Center on Rikers Island. She has amazing political charisma, a trait not every social or political activist can successfully cultivate. Cecily’s efforts are aimed at challenging social indifference, a hurdle she personally fell victim to on May 5 of that year in a district court in Manhattan. Cecily idealizes volunteering, solidarity, and mutual consideration of other people’s struggles, but her ideals were nowhere to be found in that court. When Cecily was condemned, she was taken hostage by the court, a court that represents the city she called home, the city where Occupy Wall Street was born.


The day after Cecily was found guilty, nine of the twelve jurors wrote a letter to the judge expressing their horror at Cecily’s sentence and requesting an alternative punishment. The jurors had not understood the article used to accuse Cecily, nor were they aware that the article stipulated imprisonment. The jury’s change of heart calls to mind a quote from Luke 23:34: “They know not what they do.” Cecily’s conviction is the perfect example of why her efforts as an activist are needed—the inability of the jury to accept Cecily’s problems as their own, to take the time and consideration during her trial to seek justice, resulted in her imprisonment.


Cecily told us with great pride that her ability to talk to people of different backgrounds and groups is one of her most valued traits. Her ultimate goal is to find ways to bring together disparate social groups and create a platform for shared, collective action. At various points in her life, Cecily has found herself in completely different strata of American society, switching from one layer of language and experience to another. This is the heart of Cecily’s aim—to master these “other tongues,” to understand the social circles outside of the ones into which she was born, raised, and made her career, and to understand other people’s experiences. We saw her do this with her fellow prisoners in Rikers, and we see her do this as a prison reform activist now. Cecily wants to gradually recover the lost dialogue between the 1 percent who own everything and the 99 percent who have to live in the shadows. While those in power want to silence undesirable voices, it is Cecily’s goal to return those voices to the people who have been deprived of them.


Cecily McMillan’s case and her work today reflect a global struggle. The court’s verdict and imprisonment of this young woman marks a dangerous new direction in the United States, one that has repercussions in those countries that are indirectly impacted by US domestic policies. These countries include Russia, where the government is introducing conservative laws and suppressing the political activity of its citizens. More and more often, Vladimir Putin and his team are citing the practices of other countries, including the more recent and unsavory efforts to suppress dissent in the United States, to justify their actions.


But Cecily, like activists all over the world, has not given up. More than ever, she is doing the work of a true patriot.









CHAPTER 1


Child


My mother always said we were perfect for each other; she never wanted to be a parent and I never wanted to be a child. Her water broke on a Friday, but she didn’t notice because “it didn’t gush like in the movies.” The following Tuesday, she was hospitalized for an infection and found out she was in labor; I was overcooked and her body was trying to get rid of me. And so it was that I was rejected into this world at 12:42 p.m. on September 20, 1988—very late and very sick. Before I was removed to intensive care, the nurse let my mother hold me for a minute. I was hairy all over and covered with rashes; she turned to my father and said, “Oof! She’s kind of homely, isn’t she?” She was only twenty-one, and he was a young twenty-seven—neither knew anything about babies or ever intended to be parents. When the hospital handed me over a week later, my mother said, “I can’t believe they’re letting her go home with us.”


“Us” was James Emerson McMillan and Maria Celina Mutrux-Barrera. Dad, a “man’s man,” is six-foot-four with a sturdy structure and supersized features undermined by bright blue eyes that give away his sensitive interior. Mom, in turn, stands four-eleven, short with delicate features—fair skin, dainty nose, high cheekbones—and watchful brown eyes that hint at the turbulence beneath her calm, cool surface. He’s a red-blooded, red-headed (you guessed it!) Irish Amurican from southeast Texas. She’s a blue-blooded, dark-featured (yes, documented) immigrant from across that ever-so-messy southern border of the United States. The two are opposites in almost every way and, so, it took a pretty odd set of events to throw them together. More than anything, though—like everything then and, really, since—their fates were intertwined with oil.


Mom was born in 1967, to an affluent family of doctors and businessmen, learned ladies and prima ballerinas. She and her two brothers grew up in Mexico City attended to by a household staff and educated by nuns at a private Catholic school. This lifestyle was afforded by a combination of her mother’s inherited wealth and her father’s lucrative oil investments—that is, until the 1982 Mexican Crisis changed everything. It was the biggest recession since the 1930s: oil prices tanked and dragged the value of peso down with them. Her father’s business went bankrupt, and her mother’s savings weren’t worth anything anymore. Trying to salvage a future for their children, her mother traded in the remains of the family estate for a small house in Brownsville, Texas, while her father traveled for months on end, chasing an endless stream of get-rich schemes. He never did reclaim his fortune, though, and, one day, he just never came home. A proud, devout woman, scorned and ashamed, Abuela was left alone to raise three kids, forced to sell her jewelry to feed them—and, later, Mary Kay makeup. Along the way, she became riddled with depression and hardened by resentment, but the kids, as they always do, paid the highest price: Samuel, the oldest, got married and had a kid at the age of eighteen; William, the youngest, got into drugs and committed suicide at the age of seventeen; while Mom, in the middle, got out—ran away, couch-surfed to Austin at the age of sixteen. By eighteen, though, she’d gotten herself into college and was taking classes at Lamar University in Beaumont, Texas.


A portside city on the Gulf of Mexico—eighty miles east of Houston and sixty west of Lake Charles—Beaumont was founded in 1838, following the Texas Revolution against Mexico. Initially a small center for cattle raisers and farmers, by the end of the century, it would become a major lumber and rice-milling town with an active shipping center, stimulated by the Civil War Reconstruction effort. The promise of work and available lands attracted both new immigrants and southern migrants alike. Among the thousands came Dad’s ancestors from “the Carolinas”—a hearty group of artisans and day laborers who settled all over southeast Texas. And though milling had put Beaumont on the map, it was drilling that made it world famous: in 1901, a well struck oil at Spindletop field and rained for nine days straight; it was the largest gusher the world had ever witnessed, the first ever found on the US Gulf Coast, and the beginning of the Texas oil boom. Sixty years later, the oil continued to flow and my grandfather began his lifetime career as a pipefitter for Mobile Chemical Oil. That same year my grandmother gave birth to my father in Beaumont, Texas, and, there, he met my mother—twenty-five years to the day later.


It was the summer after her freshman year. He was out celebrating his birthday at Mason’s, a New Wave club. Mom and Dad ran into each other haphazardly on the dance floor and fell prey to the sultry, trance-inducing beat of Soft Cell’s “Tainted Love”—talk about foreshadowing! By the time I was born, though, they had moved to Atlanta, Georgia, where she worked as an office assistant for a legal firm and he managed a Domino’s Pizza. Home was the dingy basement apartment of a large Victorian house in the Inman Park Historic District—a neighborhood on the east side of the city, established in 1890 as Atlanta’s first suburb. Lucky for them (and me too, I suppose), we lived right next door to my father’s mother, Grandmommy Kay, his half brothers Erik and Kevin, and Granddaddy Harlon, stepfather to all three. “Team Cecily” was also joined by Abuela, who flew in for my birth and stuck around the first few weeks to help out. And after her my Great-Grandmommy Grace, who came in from Beaumont just as soon as she’d managed the recent death of her husband, and my would-be great-granddaddy, Emerson Heartfield. The way Grandmommy Kay told it, her father was dying from cirrhosis when it was announced that I’d be a girl; he vowed “to live long enough to see the first one born into the family since Kay,” but, unfortunately, he missed me by a week.


According to Mom, the parade of family kept coming for months, and I was “just a ham” for all of the attention, but even then “difficult to keep up with.” You might say—as Daddy often did—that I was “born stubborn, determined to do things my way.” At seven months, my first word was “no,” and I refused to crawl—I scooted, stood up, and staggered from one steadying handhold on a chair or coffee table to the next until I could manage without them. As soon as I could walk, I ran. Of course, though, I don’t remember any of that. Much to my parents’ chagrin, my first memory is of eating a cockroach. I must have been about three years old. There was a tin of raisins in the middle of the coffee table. I leaned across and slid it toward me, but the lid was loose—it toppled off the edge and all the raisins fell out. “Uh-oh!” I looked around for my parents. And when no one came running, I raked most of them back into the tin. Then, on hands and knees, I snatched up the stragglers and stuffed them into my mouth. Flat on my belly, I found another handful under the couch and crunch! Wait, I thought, that’s not right, and I sat straight up and spit the mouthful out. Sifting through the chewed up bits, I found either end of a half-chewed cockroach. Till this day, I still don’t eat raisins.


By that time my parents had returned to Beaumont to run their own Domino’s Pizza franchise, and the three of us were living at 1569 Main Lane. If you drive a couple of miles past the city limit headed west toward China, Texas, you’ll pass Beaumont Municipal Airport on the right. Main Lain is on your left, past Doug’s Auto Salvage. If you get to the Exxon-Mobile Chemical Plant, turn around—you’ve gone too far. A couple hundred feet down, our home was the little yellow trailer on the right (beside two houses on the same lot.) The property belonged to Pop, my father’s father, and his second wife, Momma Jean—my father’s “mother,” never “stepmother”—having raised him more than anyone else. Pop, like I said, was a pipefitter for Mobil, and Momma Jean was a clerk for Southwestern Bell Telephone Company; they worked hard, saved up, and bought the land outright in 1969, but it was several years before they could afford to put a house on it. In fact, Pop’s parents, Pawpaw and Caca (the unfortunate shortening of Clyda) were the first to make the move. While still working full time unloading oil tankers and rail cars for Pure Oil Company, Pawpaw single-handedly built a home for himself and his wife in the center of the lot. Then a year later, he helped Pop build his dream house next door: a large, red brick, four bedroom complete with an inground pool. Carpentry was the family trade, and Pawpaw had been at it since he could walk—in fact, he had a four-inch dent in his skull from a misplaced ax while pulling firewood at age three.


In 1990, my parents purchased the mobile home secondhand from family friends and backed it right into the last remaining plot of that four-acre-long cornerstone of the American Dream. By then Pop and Momma Jean’s youngest son, Jarrod, had gone off to college so everyone was excited to have children around again—I say children because, unbeknownst to me, Mom was pregnant with a second child. I was twenty-two months old when I became a sister. James William, or Baby James, was born July 14, 1990. He was my first and only sibling—after that second happy accident, Mom went ahead and got her tubes tied. My parents weren’t ready for another child, and I wasn’t ready for a brother. Photographs and videos depict me as a charismatic, curly-haired tot-star always at the center of attention. I can be seen dancing in a black leotard and ballet slippers atop the living room table to a theater in the round of friends and family, posing in a tiara and a sash that reads “Tiny Miss Valentine’s” beside a towering pageant trophy as Mom calls “cheese!” and shaking blue-and-white pom-poms as Dad tosses me into the air and cheers, “Touchdown!” at the TV. It must have been hard for me to go from starring in my own one-woman show to being but one of two in a sibling duet, because sharing the spotlight did not come easy. From the moment his crib appeared in my room, I saw it as an invasion, and when Baby James arrived with blonde curls and blue eyes as bright as mine were green, it was a declaration of all-out war. Dad came in one day to find me whacking the infant invader over the head with a toy broom; apparently, I was “just trying to look and he pulled my hair!” That was a capital offense that I would not let go unpunished—not then or any time since. Mom remembers my being very territorial. When she would go to the bathroom, I would run after her and Baby James would run after me then I would slam the door in his face and lock him out—sometimes, I would be extra sneaky about it, and she wouldn’t notice until he was banging and screaming on the other side.


You’ll have to take their word for it, but it sounds right to me; certainly my earliest memory of James is of us fighting. I think it was the summer before I turned five, so he would have been about three years old. I remember sprinting out of the trailer into the pounding rain, wearing nothing but Barbie underwear and rain boots. I neared the middle of the yard and glanced over my shoulder before stopping. I can still see him tearing toward me, lagging only a few yards behind. He was wearing Pull-Ups and my old red cowboy boots; they were far too big for him, and he nearly tumbled with each stride. I took advantage of the lead, bent down, and scooped up a fistful of mud. He slid to a stop and I made my move: mud-ball right to the face! I turned and retreated in anticipation of his counterattack, but when I looked back, he wasn’t running after me. He was plunked down in a puddle, with his face in his hands. I returned and cautiously reached down to comfort him when two small hands seized my ankles and slammed me backward to the ground. Never to be outdone, James jumped on me with two fistfuls of mud. Hours later we trudged home hand in hand, boots and underpants black and soaking, singing, “It’s raining, it’s pouring, the old man is snoring!”


As far as childhood memories go, it’s pretty nondescript. But for that reason, it’s precious to me: it’s reminiscent of the short period of happiness and normalcy we shared together on those four acres. After James was born, my parents sold their Domino’s franchise to go to college. Dad went full time for accounting while Mom studied nursing part time and worked part time at a Dillard’s department store. They were often gone all day, but every morning we shared a big family breakfast with my grandparents and great-grandparents; after everyone else left for school or work, James and I stayed behind with Caca and Pawpaw. Each week we took a day trip to some Native American reservation, historical battleground, or national preserve, and on Sundays we went to church, but most of the time we just played outside. Once out the door, I was captain and James, deputy, of a fearless band of explorers: Snowy, a wily white mutt that rarely stayed in line, Lady, a wise old golden retriever always at our heels, and Perkins, a chunky but spunky pug that often fell behind. Barefoot with backpacks stocked with supplies—peanut butter, pocket knives, toilet paper, and so on—we set out for all-day archeological digs in the cow pasture next door, snake hunts through the overgrown lot behind us, or fishing expeditions in the creek up the street. As instructed, when the sun began to set we almost always returned home—tired and thirsty and ready—for dinner. Sometimes, though, we got so caught up in a mission (or stuck so high up in a tree) that the family would divvy up into search parties to come retrieve us. For that next week we’d be “grounded”—sentenced to bake cookies with Caca or help her make patchwork quilts, to watch Wheel of Fortune with Pawpaw or help him make home repairs—then it was back to the adventures of James and Cecily.


More than normal or happy, even, our childhood was damn near storybook—until, as fairytales usually go, a dark spell fell over our kingdom and poisoned my parent’s marriage. For Mom and Dad, fighting was normal, and James and I knew how to handle it: we would run and get Caca and she would sort them out real quick. Then, poof! Right after James’s fourth birthday, Caca disappeared. “She’s on a trip,” is all anyone would say. “Don’t worry, though, she’ll be back soon!” With nowhere to run, James and I just hid in the closet and covered our ears. Still, we could hear the shouts echoing off the walls, the dishes smashing to the ground, Dad running after Mom, Mom slamming the door behind her as she left. Tears streaming down our faces, we’d race outside just in time to watch her taillights fade away.


When Caca came home a few weeks later, she wasn’t strong enough to hold my parents’ marriage together anymore—she was falling apart herself. She returned to us a skeleton in a wheelchair, a plastic tube wrapped around her face attached to a metal tank. The night before her return, Momma Jean and Pop had told us that she’d gotten sick and that we needed to be gentle with her; I thought they meant she had a cold or something, but Caca was the strongest person I knew, the matriarch of our family. I couldn’t imagine her being weak until I saw it for myself. As it turned out, she’d gotten asbestosis from washing Pawpaw’s clothes, and, rather than traveling, she’d been staying at a cancer treatment center in Houston. It was her last hope. Our family hadn’t told us because they’d hoped they wouldn’t have to—that she would get better. But she didn’t.


Christmas was bittersweet that year. It was the last we shared together as a family, and our last with Caca. We tore through a bunch of little presents—craft kits, fishing poles, stocking stuffers—then James and I, a little dejected, followed Momma Jean and Pop outside to find our real present: a go-cart topped with an oversized bow. The big finale, though, was a black pug so tiny it fit in the palm of Daddy’s hand. Uncle Jarrod brought it out in a gift bag and carefully placed it on Caca’s lap—by then she was confined to a wheelchair and had tubes coming out from everywhere. Before she could open it, though, the bag toppled over and the puppy popped out. It took one look at Caca with those big, bulgy eyes then jumped up and licked her right in the face. She laughed so hard that Pop had to turn up her oxygen, but it was well worth it to see her come alive again. Caca passed away just after the New Year. Pawpaw named the puppy Angel in her memory.


Nineteen ninety-five started out bad, and only got worse from there. Mom and Dad kept fighting, and James and I spent more and more time in my closet. Then that summer, after I’d graduated from kindergarten and James from pre-K, Mom and Dad sent us on our first trip to Atlanta alone; they made a big to-do about us being “big kids now” flying all by ourselves, but I knew something was off. So when we returned from Grandmommy Kay’s and they told us they were getting a divorce, I wasn’t exactly shocked. James cried right away and Mommy did too. But I cried only once Daddy did. I’d never seen him cry before, and I felt sad for him. More than anything, though, I felt relief. Even then, I knew it was the right thing for Mommy. She was always crying and leaving, and every time she drove off I was scared that she wasn’t coming back.


This time, Dad explained, Mom was moving out for good, and we could either go with her or stay with him. It wasn’t just a choice between them, though: if I went with Mom, I’d have to leave Momma Jean, Pop, and Pawpaw behind. But if I stayed with Dad, Mom wouldn’t have anyone. Dad had the house and all that family, but Mom only had James and me—without us, who would make her smile? When she was sad, I would cover my eyes with both hands then jump out and shout, “Magic happy!” James, meanwhile, would take her face into his hands and give her “pretty eyes,” blinking one eye after another “like they do in old-timey movies.” Between the two of us, we could usually cheer her up. I worried about what might happen if we weren’t there. So I chose Mom, and James, of course, chose me. Then the three of us packed our bags and left our suburban home for a two-bedroom apartment on the wrong side of town.


Adjusting to life in that cramped apartment in a new neighborhood was a difficult transition for James and me, but my parents decided it was the only way they could afford to live apart and still provide us a good education. When James and I had begun pre-K and kindergarten the year prior, they’d sent us to a private Christian school because Beaumont public schools had a notoriously bad reputation—they insisted that James and I have every opportunity available to us. After the divorce, Mom paid rent while Dad paid tuition; though they’d both graduated Lamar University that summer—Dad with an accounting degree and Mom with a nursing license—$4,000 tuition for two kids was still a stretch for their starting salaries.


I hadn’t thought about it until we moved out with Mom, but all our neighbors before had always been white—now there were only a few families that looked like us. It was the first time James and I had ever lived with blacks and Mexicans—unless you count Mom, but we didn’t because in our minds she was white, not brown like the others. It was also the first time we’d ever lived with other kids—and there were so many of them! We didn’t care what color they were, we were just excited to have new playmates. Every day we played hide-and-go-seek, tag, or red rover until Mom called us home for dinner. We’d groan and (eventually) give in, complaining, “Everyone else gets to stay out after dark!” The reality, of course, was that no one else’s parents were around to make them go inside.


One day we were all playing in the courtyard when I noticed a black girl in braided pigtails about my age watching from the sidelines. I invited her to join us, but she just stood there and looked at me like she didn’t understand. I grabbed her hand to bring her over, but she jerked back and brandished a kitchen-knife at me. (Maybe she’d never had a white neighbor before.) One night, a teenage boy with untreated schizophrenia stabbed both his sister and grandmother then ran door to door attacking anyone who answered—his attempted killing spree left one dead and many wounded before one resident opened the door and shot him. That was “home” during the week, but we really went home on the weekends—to Dad and the rest of our family. Our grandparents, especially, tried to cushion the disruption by affording us their undivided attention: Momma Jean would take me antiquing and let me pick out little trinkets, Pop would take James hunting and teach him how to shoot.


Everyone tried so hard to make us feel loved, but James and I still felt angry and confused. One day, I just stopped eating—a week later, I was hospitalized for malnutrition. The idea must’ve come from something my ballet teacher said—like, “tuck in those tummies, ballerinas can’t be fat”—because Mom pulled me out of ballet after that and put me in gymnastics instead. And though my appetite soon returned, I didn’t feel any better. Instead of taking my frustrations out on myself, I began taking them out on school. I told all my friends about sex and had them keep diaries detailing what they would do with their future husbands. During the parent-teacher conference, my Christian teachers approved of the marriage prerequisite but were otherwise horrified with my seven-year-old fascination with sex. “What exactly do you think it is?” “Mommy and Daddy used to do it,” I explained. “I saw them once—it’s when two people kiss naked.” “We’re going through a divorce,” my parents explained. “She’s having a hard time with it.”


James acted out at school, too, but—again, never to be outdone—took it to a whole other level. He’d always had a flair for disruption, but after the divorce, his games took a darker turn. On his first day of kindergarten, he rose before every student, parent, and teacher of the incoming class and introduced himself: “My name is James William McMillan, and when I grow up I want to be the devil reincarnated as a vacuum cleaner!” We still don’t know where he got that from—TV, maybe? But he was always picking up on things no one else thought twice about. For his first show-and-tell, Mom suggested he bring in his baseball glove; James had a different idea: he smuggled in a buck knife and proceeded to pantomime the proper way to gut a deer before it was confiscated and he was suspended. His favorite game was hide-and-go-seek, and, on more than one occasion, his recess period ended with an Amber Alert. Teachers shut their classroom doors, students stayed in their desks while administrators searched the school (sometimes for hours) until someone finally found James fast asleep in a gym mat or curled up in a supply closet.


And after school, at home, when it was just the two of us, we took our frustrations out on each other. During one fight, though, James picked up a shoe and whacked me in the face with it, just above my left eye. There was a cool sensation of something rushing down my cheek then I felt woozy and began wailing. Through the mix of blood and tears, I could see the horrified look on my brother’s face just before both my mother and father came running. “Daaaddddyyyy!” I reached out for him, relieved he hadn’t left yet after dropping us off after school. (Why had I ever thought it the best thing for them to get a divorce?) Dad took me into his arms and shouted at James, “What did you do this time!?” “Let’s go,” Mom snatched him up, and the four of us got into the car to go to the hospital. While Dad waited with me in the emergency room, Mom took him to the psychiatric ward. I got six stitches, James got one week. He returned home diagnosed with ADHD and zombied out on Ritalin, the ’90s “miracle drug.”


IT WAS A BREAKING POINT for my parents, both emotionally and financially. They’d tried their best but couldn’t make it work apart—they gave it one more go “for the kids.” Though still divorced, together they mortgaged a house in one of the nicest neighborhoods in Lumberton, a neighboring town with a good public school system. When they brought us to see it, we squealed in delight: three times bigger than our trailer, it had a playroom just for us, a large backyard for our dogs, and even a pool with a diving board—best of all, though, we were all together again. We moved in just before Christmas of 1996, but Dad was gone by the end of spring. He went back to Beaumont, and James and I stayed behind, again, with Mom.


By the end of the summer, things had gotten bad again. Mom was struggling to make mortgage payments, to keep us from fighting, and to break off another unwanted relationship. Lance was the father of a kid we went to after-school care with; Mom had only gone out with him a few times before he became really possessive. He’d show up unannounced and bang on the door until she answered; if she didn’t, he’d keep calling until she had to take the phone off the hook. One day we came home and she was gone, too. Instead, Abuela was there. She told us that Mommy was sick in the hospital, but she’d be back and better in a week. “Sick like Caca, or sick like James?” I asked. “Like James,” she said. That meant that something bad had happened, something she needed to talk about and take pills for. That’s what James said, anyway, referencing his own experience just after the shoe incident.


Whatever happened to her happened right before Diana, Princess of Wales, died in a car crash on August 31, 1997. I remember that because Abuela made us stay home from school to watch the funeral procession on television—Abuela said Princess Diana was a saint. I knew that saints had something to do with Jesus, but I didn’t know what exactly. When I asked her, she shouted “Dios mio!” then asked, “Doesn’t your mother take you to mass?” “Like church?” I asked and shrugged. “Sometimes we go to Sunday school.” She moved her hand to her head then down to her stomach, back up to her left shoulder then across to the right. “What does that mean?” I asked again. “You were born Mexican and baptized Catholic,” she was shouting again. “But you don’t know Spanish or how to cross yourself!?” After that she stopped speaking English to us and turned the channel to Telemundo instead—I think she hoped we’d learn by osmosis.


When Mom came home, she seemed a lot calmer, but she also said “there are going to have to be some changes.” First, she quit working at the hospital and got a job with fewer hours, less pay, and, most importantly, less stress at a home health agency. Next, she stuck a “For Sale by Owner” sign in the yard, and just after my ninth birthday pool party, we packed up the house and left. Then James went to live with Dad, and I stayed with Mom. For as much as she wanted to keep us together, she just didn’t have the time, money, and energy to take care of us both. From there, Mom and I moved into a trailer park off US 69, the main thoroughfare between Beaumont and Lumberton—the best she could afford on her new salary.


It may have been the only way, but it had a devastating effect on my relationship with James—we still saw each other on weekends, switching back and forth between our parents. But ultimately we lived separate lives, growing more distant each year, each of us, I think, resenting the other for lives that looked greener from the other side only to find out, years later, that neither of us ever had it easier than the other.


The way Mom and Dad had come undone so absolutely, how James and I had been separated entirely, how our family had been torn apart completely—it left a strong impression on me. I began to believe that calm was not the absence of chaos; it was the sign of a storm ahead. To weather it, I learned to expect the worst—after all, high hopes only got you a longer fall down. The trailer Mom and I rented was the first test. It was a portal to another era: it had shaggy green carpeting, a rotary phone, and Elvis Presley wall paneling. Mom thought it was funny; I thought it was beneath us. We’d gone from a big brick home in a quiet neighborhood to a tiny tin box on a busy highway. There weren’t backyards or front yards, only parking spots and the spaces around them (often storage for long-forgotten toys or long-dead appliances). There weren’t sidewalks to walk or ride bikes on, only the shoulder of the road—every now and then, some kid got hit. There weren’t play sets or pools, only the railroad behind the park and the polluted creek beneath it. Every day, I woke up to cars honking, trains whistling, couples fighting, and kids getting beaten—every night, I fell asleep to the same thing.


By the end of the following year, we’d moved two more times. But I came to prefer living that way. When you’re always moving, you don’t risk falling into a false sense of security. We arrived at the Elvis trailer to find it already occupied by a colony of cockroaches. From the beginning, it was a battle of all-out chemical warfare: our daily offensive was shoot ’em as you see ’em with Raid, but twice they overtook us and forced us to evacuate—we fought back with bombing campaigns to regain control of the territory. Victory seemed inevitable—it was a matter of fact that we were more powerful; alas, our resources were no match for their intimate knowledge of the terrain. In the end, the war was won by a guerrilla strategy I call the “Toast Offensive.” One night, Mom put a piece of bread in the toaster and when she pushed the lever down, dozens of roaches launched a sneak attack: they swarmed the kitchen and took to her arms as she struggled to unplug their hub and throw it out the backdoor. We pulled out the very next day—we didn’t lose though; we just stopped fighting. We always told ourselves that we could’ve won if we’d wanted to.


From the trailer park, we moved to yet another apartment complex; it was nicer than the last we’d lived in—Mom liked the security gate, I liked the pool—but, like the one before, it was a bastion for single mothers. Many left for work before the school bus came and returned long after their kids did. Mom worked a lot too, but she was home more than most mothers and tried to help the others out: she’d send me around to get my friends ready in the morning, and she’d always have extra McDonald’s for those who stuck around for dinner. Money was tight, but Mom was stable and I liked the feeling of us facing our problems together. She couldn’t give me everything I wanted, but she gave me everything I needed and she always found creative ways to fill the gap between the two. Sometimes she would wake me up at 4 a.m.—the only time she could spare before work—and take me on a Walmart run; we’d circle Skip-Its around our ankles, curl our eyelashes, or color our nails and catwalk outfits up and down the aisles. On the rare occasions that she got off early, she’d check me out of school for a “mental health day”; we’d dress up in our Sunday best then do dessert at a fancy restaurant or test drives at a luxury dealership and sip complimentary lattes as salesmen pitched Mom on “the deal of a lifetime!” “Love the car,” she’d say. “Hate the color.” One time, she picked me up from school and we drove straight to Lake Charles to see the Glenn Miller Orchestra; it was a twenty-one and over concert and she didn’t have tickets, but we snuck in anyway—listening to “In the Mood,” watching Mom dance, I felt light and free, happier than I’d felt in a long time, maybe ever. For a short time it was just Mom and me against the world, and we seemed to be winning.


Then, in November 1998, Mom married Jesse and we moved in with him. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Jesse. And it wasn’t that I didn’t like his house. I liked it a lot: it was a real home, it was big and it was on a lake. I just didn’t like that it was his house, that living there would mean living by his rules, and that we’d be the ones leaving when it didn’t work out. As it turned out, though, I really liked living with Jesse at first, and this time Mom was happier than she’d ever been.


Certainly, they were an odd couple: at the time, Mom was thirty-one, and Jesse was forty-four years her senior. In fact, he had been her patient; she met him while working home health care. But Jesse didn’t need help because he was old—if Jesse was anything, it was seventy-five years young—but because he was paralyzed. Fiercely American, Jesse was seventeen years old when he enlisted in the Army to serve in World War II. He fought in Germany and was shot by a sniper while disarming a bomb; still, he completed his mission, and, because of him, his platoon advanced. When he’d finish telling the story, he’d point to the Purple Heart hanging framed on the wall and say, “I got that for gettin’ my ass shot off.” For his bravery (and his legs) the government also gave him a pension. It was enough to live on, but smart investments made him a financially comfortable man. As such, Mom could afford not to work, and anyway Jesse much preferred that she spend her time with him. So when they got married, she quit nursing—and this is the point where I usually say (with an eye roll), “No, she didn’t marry him for his money.”


Living with them day in and day out, I can say with certainty that the only thing more spectacular than their age difference was the love they shared. But anyone with an open mind could see that he was a handsome man with a hearty sense of humor, and Mom married him because no one made her laugh like he did. And laugh we did . . . at dinner each night and when we played cards or watched movies after; on road trips to vintage car shows and Civil War re-enactments; during barbecues in the summer when I was always in the lake and fall fashion shows when I modeled my back-to-school wardrobe; after gymnastics practices (“How ’bout that wedgie!”) and choir rehearsals (“About that high-note?”); through The Nutcracker that Christmas, flower deliveries (for both Mom and me) on Valentine’s, fireworks viewed from a private boat on Fourth of July, and right up to my eleventh birthday when all of a sudden the laughing stopped—or was just overwhelmed by the roar of Jesse’s little green monster.


Maybe it had always been there, but at some point love wasn’t enough to keep it at bay any longer and it took over. Jesse had never quite gotten over being in a wheelchair, and when he got it in his mind that Mom was going to leave him for a man who could walk, it crippled their marriage. It didn’t matter what she said or did—or that all she wanted was to be with him—he got jealous, possessive, and, sometimes, downright mean.


When she wasn’t there, he took it out on me: sometimes he’d backhand me for “getting mouthy” or grab my arm hard enough to bruise me, but more than anything he’d cut me down, call me names, and make me feel worthless. His go-to word was “pissant” and one too many times sent me reaching for a bottle of Tylenol PM. I don’t think I wanted to die—I’m not even sure I understood what death was. I just wanted to go to sleep so I wouldn’t have to deal with his insults anymore. When I woke up a day and a half later, no one even noticed I’d been gone—maybe they’d been too busy fighting? Mom, however, appropriated my idea and went about it more deliberately. I don’t know what she did, exactly, but Jesse told me he’d had her “committed to the hospital for suicidal behavior.” It would be a few days before we could visit, he said, because she had tried to kill herself in the psychiatric ward and the doctors had started her on an “intensive treatment.” (Apparently, nobody had searched her bag when she went in, nobody had confiscated all the medications she’d been instructed to bring with her, so she’d swallowed them all on the night she was admitted and was all but dead by the time the nurse found her—they’d pumped her stomach just in time, but the doctors prescribed electroshock therapy to keep her alive, to restore her will to live.)


I didn’t know what they did, then, to make her stop crying. I just remember feeling really relieved to see that she wasn’t anymore—even if it did hurt my feelings, a little, when she didn’t recognize me. I took her in my arms and laughed, “Mom, it’s Cecily!” She blushed and told me she was just surprised by how big I’d gotten; I told her about the fifth-grade talent show. My friends and I were doing a dance that I had choreographed to the theme song of the movie Space Jam. I put on a big smile and showed it to her. When I finished, she burst into applause and I beamed (for real, this time)—I wasn’t sure I would ever see her smile again. The dance won first place that year. Mom couldn’t be there in person, but she found a way to be there in spirit: she asked a nurse to look up Space Jam characters then painted them on T-shirts, making costumes for all of us. When Mom was released two weeks later, I told her all about the talent show as we snuck into Jesse’s and packed everything we could into her car; “If he knew we were leaving,” she explained, “he might try to hurt us.”


From there we went to stay with Mom’s best friend, Domino, and her fiancé, Grant, her three kids, Taurin (my age and my best friend), Brett (two years older and not our friend), and Kay-Kay (two years younger and severely autistic)—and a dozen or so Chihuahuas and half-dozen Shar-Peis (as per their dog-breeding business). It was a snug fit for the four-bedroom house; Mom and I bunked together, sharing a queen-sized bed. I liked being close to her, liked knowing she was okay. Before bed each night we would talk about our day and listen to music—our favorite was Tracy Chapman, “You got a fast car. I want a ticket to anywhere.” Then she’d hold me, rub my tummy, and sing to me (“You are my sunshine, my only sunshine . . . “) until I fell asleep.


Just after I finished fifth grade, Mom got us a place of our own. When we drove down US 69 in the direction of our old trailer park, I cringed at the thought of Critter War II, but she took a left turn just before it then pulled into a driveway about a mile and a half up Peck Road. “Are we lost?” I asked. “No, silly,” she laughed. “We’re home.” And it really was a home: three bedrooms (with no wheels) with a huge front and backyard. “But,” I hesitated, “can we afford it?” “I sure hope so,” she said. “I already bought it.” “Quit playing,” I said. “How much is the rent?” “No seriously,” she said, “it’s ours—we own it.” She’d sold our old house to put up the down payment, she explained, then took out a mortgage to cover the rest. “Can we afford that?” I asked again. I wanted to be excited for her and for the house, but I didn’t see how we could make it work.


After her incident, Mom wasn’t ready to return to nursing, so Domino had gotten her a bookkeeping job at the Cuestick, her father’s pool hall; she made only $12,000 a year, but she liked her work and set her own hours so we got more time together. A thousand dollars a month was a tough budget to live on, but it was a worthwhile trade-off, so we made it work: at school, I had free meal status, so I ate breakfast and lunch there; after school, instead of day care, I went back to the Cuestick with Mom to play pool, do homework, then eat dinner (a corndog or pizza pocket); Mom said she’d been cleaning houses part-time and planned to pick up more shifts; I offered to help out on the weekends and get a babysitting gig. “Don’t be such a worry-wart” she teased, house keys in hand. “We’ll figure it out.” Rolling my eyes, I reluctantly chimed in, “We always figure it out.”


The moment I stepped through the front door of our new house, though, my excitement got the better of me. I raced around from room to room then declared the master bedroom “mine!” It was a big moment for Mom and me: it was the first house she’d bought herself, our first together, and the first no one could take away from us.


It was like a dream come true—then Gary moved in. Gary was a work-hard-to-play-hard kind of guy, a construction worker by day and a socialite by night. He was a little funny looking—five foot, eight inches, stout with a bald head, big ears, and buggy eyes—but made up for it with a big sense of humor. He liked to puff out his belly, prop it up like a baby-bump, waddle around—with that gaping grin of his—and ask people to guess how pregnant he was. Somehow, somewhere along the way, people found him attractive. Certainly, Mom did. She met him that summer at the Cuestick and, before autumn rolled around, he was living with us. To me, Gary was just the new Jesse, and I wasn’t ready for the sequel. I didn’t have a choice though. It may have been my life, but it wasn’t my story—Mom was the star, I was just in it. I did choose, however, to play a smaller part than I had with Mom and Jesse. The Gary saga began just like before: I liked him, he liked me, he made us laugh, and we were all happy. But, this time around, I saw it for what it was: a tragedy masquerading as a romantic comedy—it’s always fun until it’s not and someone always gets hurt in the end. This time, I vowed, that person would not be me. I got close enough to enjoy myself but left room to bail when things got bad. I started packing up my feelings and finding new homes for them.


When I started sixth grade that fall, I made school my safe house: I signed up for spelling bees and essay competitions and even asked my teachers for extra assignments. I wrote for the newspaper, volunteered with Special Friends (helping disabled students), and became the class representative for the Thanksgiving food drive—I toured the local food bank and was even interviewed on local news. When Mom saw that I’d cleared out all the cabinets, she laughingly scolded, “But Cecily, we are the poor!” When I wasn’t in class, I took refuge in sports: I went to track practice at 5 a.m. and gymnastics from 6 p.m. to 9 p.m. That spring, I ran cross-country and did cheerleading. Mom and I shared breakfast together each morning, but otherwise I stayed in my room. The four walls were my sanctuary and art was my therapy: I painted hot-pink stripes on two, tire-sized polka dots on the other two, and cow spots on my fan. I’d stay up late most nights and draw or write in my journal while I listened to music; when a line really spoke to me, I’d write it on the wall.


I’d lock myself in during the week and leave on the weekends; I went to Dad’s twice a month, and when school ended, I went to Atlanta for a few weeks then split the rest of it between cheerleading and wilderness camp. When summer ended, I came home to find a shirtless Gary day-drinking on the front porch—“I lost my job,” he said, then took a drag from his Newport cigarette and exhaled. “But I’m looking for a new one.” “I can see that,” I muttered as he finished off his Bud Light. “Mom home?” I asked. “Nope,” he crushed the can, tossed it, and pulled another from the cooler beside him. “Work. Always work.” “Someone has to.” I retrieved his can from the yard and put it in the trash. “Beer doesn’t grow on trees, ya know.”


That fall I went off to seventh grade, but Gary stayed on the porch. I’d get off the bus every day, and he’d be there to greet me—“Can’t say I wasn’t never there for you.” And when Mom and Gary started fighting, I started wearing headphones. And as the cans piled up, I piled on more activities: on top of cheerleading and track, I did theater and debate.


But the more I got involved at school, the more I got in trouble. I started taking my anger from home out at school, and, looking back, I think the catalyst for it all came out of the confusion of 9/11. I was just shy of thirteen years old when it happened. I must have missed the bus that morning, because I was watching the news at home when it happened. “Mom, come here! A plane just flew into one of those towers in New York City!” “You had better be ready,” she called. “I’m walking out the door in ten minutes.” “I aaaam!” I shouted back, still in my pajamas. I was still there when she came into the living room, “Cecily! What did I just say?” “But Mom,” I said, unable to look away, “look.” Dark smoke billowed from the top of the tower; “It’s like a chimney,” I said, and she sat down beside me. Little dots dropped from the middle; “Jesus. They’re jumping,” she said, and I grabbed her hand. A reporter called in from the ground below: “as fire crews are descending on this area, it does not appear”—a plane flew in from the right—“as if there is any kind of effort up there yet”—then exploded into the second twin tower—“Oh my God!” he said. “Oh my God!” we said and jumped into each other’s arms. For the next few minutes we just held each other and silently watched the two buildings burn—then Mom said, “Shit! It’s after 9 a.m., I’m so late for work.” On our way out the door, I heard the newscaster say, “I think we have a terrorist attack of proportions that we cannot begin to imagine at this juncture.”


That was the first time I’d heard the word “terrorist.” I didn’t know what it meant, and the adults I asked didn’t seem to know either. When they tried to explain, they made terrorism sound sort of Disneyesque: like witches out to destroy our kingdom with black magic. I found it difficult to believe that one person, or a small group of people, could be that powerful; “magic” like that came from something deeper, some idea or belief. The terrorists, I learned, had been Muslim, so they believed in Islam; which, I was told, was a religious cult of brown men with towelheads and long beards who worshipped war, enslaved women, and hated Christians. That sounded crazy to me, but it was hard to know what to think any more. I learned a lot of new words trying to figure it out, but they didn’t help me understand what had happened—if anything, they made it more difficult to untangle, and it started to feel like maybe that was the point. From what I could gather, there was an evil man named Osama bin Laden with a crazed army, al-Qaeda, hiding in the hills of some far-off land referred to as the Middle East, Afghanistan, or Iraq, who wanted to destroy America and the Free World using weapons of mass destruction and replace it with Islam. I still wasn’t sure about that story—it still left so much unanswered—but it did help me answer my original question about the meaning of terrorism. I decided that terrorism was when you force someone else to do things your way.


Global terrorism was a difficult concept to grasp for someone who had never even been out of the South. But locally, it was something I was already familiar with. Lumberton was an all-white town, and most residents were God-fearing Republicans. Teachers refused to teach evolution (“It’s blasphemy!”), parents fought to remove Harry Potter from the library (“It’s witchcraft!”), and kids bullied those they thought were “faggots” (“It’s unnatural!”). “Different,” in general, was the nice, southern term when someone or something was “just not right.” Integration was still considered a very different idea, and though Lumberton largely managed to avoid it, the nearby town of Vidor did not get off so easy. In 1992, a federal judge ordered the desegregation of 170 public housing projects in thirty-six counties across east Texas, and Vidor was one of them. A well-known “sundown” town, it had once boasted a freeway billboard that read, “Nigger, don’t let the sun set on you in Vidor,” and a sign attached to the city limit marker that proclaimed it “KKK Kountry.” Both were removed before I was born, but the sentiment lived on. In 1993, John DecQuir became the first black resident of Vidor since the 1920s, and that year three others followed him. KKK rallies erupted, and, by September, the White Knights had run all four out of town. Afterward, the federal government seized control of the local public housing authority and, for several years after, went head to head with Klan members.


I didn’t know all this until a black man was murdered in nearby Jasper, which the news called the latest in a string of crimes since the federal attempt to desegregate Vidor (and seemed to suggest that it was further proof that it wouldn’t work). In 1998, James Byrd Jr., forty-nine, was walking home when he accepted a ride from a man he had seen around town and his two friends. Instead of taking him home, they drove him to a back-county road where they beat him and urinated on him, before chaining him to the back of their pickup truck by the ankles. They drove for approximately a mile and a half, before dumping his mutilated remains in front of a black church. The autopsy concluded that he had been alive during much of the dragging—marks suggested that he’d attempted to keep his head up—but died when both his head and right arm were severed as he slammed into a culvert. Pieces of his body were ultimately collected from eighty-one locations. The only thing that made it different from the civil rights era was that the three men were ultimately tried and found guilty of murder; the two who were members of white supremacist groups were given the death penalty, and the other got life in prison.


I was in third grade when they were convicted, but even then all my friends had an opinion. They ranged from indignant—“Them niggers been gittin’ outta control. Bout time someone showed them who’s boss”—to empathetic, like me. I thought what had happened was “just terrible, but a black man oughta know better than to git in a car with whites in Jasper, for heaven-sakes!” Right or wrong, there was an order to things, and, like it or not, everyone had their place within it. As far as I could tell, things worked just fine as long as people stayed where they were supposed to.


I didn’t think about Byrd’s murder again until after 9/11. I was at a pep rally for an upcoming football game. The cheerleaders had just performed a routine to Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless the USA” when an athlete grabbed the mic and said, “This one’s gonna be for the troops—tonight we’re gonna go out there and kick ass like they was sandniggers!” The gym went wild as a teacher snatched the mic from him, but I stayed seated, deep in thought . . . sand—niggers. I’d never heard that word used for anyone but blacks. What did it mean that it was so easily transferable? Was it just another word for “different,” sort of like “faggot”? It was then that I thought about James Byrd Jr. and recognized it for what it was: an act of terrorism. Sure, it was no 9/11, but wasn’t it motivated by the same principle? I was told that al-Qaeda had hijacked planes and killed thousands of Americans to threaten our country and what it stood for: democracy and Christianity. Similarly, those three men had kidnapped James Byrd Jr. and dragged him to death to threaten integration and what it stood for: equality and diversity. It was then that I understood why segregation could not be allowed to continue, no matter how difficult it would be to change: no one should have to be scared of being black living in a white town. But it was more than that, too. No one should have to be scared of being different, of having different values or views, while living in a country that calls itself a democracy.


When I went home that night, I typed “sandnigger” into Google. I was surprised to learn that there were Muslims living in America. Islam was such a foreign concept, it hadn’t occurred to me that its proponents could be my countrymen—but apparently, since 9/11, many people thought they shouldn’t be. I was horrified to learn that Muslim Americans were being targeted in some sort of Salem-esque witch hunt. I saw pictures of men beaten bloody (like James Byrd Jr.) and graffiti that read “Die Arab Sandniggers” (like the pep rally). Ironically, though, the articles also noted that many Muslims had moved to America to escape the extremism of groups like al-Qaeda. When I went to church that Sunday, I brought it up in Bible study. They were nice enough about it but essentially said that Muslims were idol worshippers who got what was coming to them—“if they’d just accept the power of Christ, he’d save them in this life and the next.” But weren’t we supposed to live in his image, love thy neighbors, and turn the other cheek? That was the kind of Jesus I liked; whatever brand they were selling, I wasn’t buying it. It wasn’t long before I stopped going to church and started getting in trouble at school for asking the same questions.


One day, I stayed seated for the Pledge of Allegiance and stood up when everyone else sat down for the moment of prayer. When the teacher sent me to the office, the principal wanted to know why I’d done it. “Because,” I explained, “some people aren’t Christian, but we have to say ‘under God’ in the pledge and worship him in prayer.” “Don’t you believe in God?” he asked. “I do,” I replied. “But that’s not the point.” “Then what is?” he asked. “That you make us do it.” I said. “What if I wasn’t Christian?” “But you are Christian,” he replied. “But if I wasn’t,” I argued, “it’d be wrong to make me worship a different god.” “Yeah, well, you’d also go to hell. Do it again,” he challenged, “and you’ll get a taste of it.”


So the next day, of course, I did it again. When I returned to his office, though, he wasn’t there—the women’s softball coach was. “Let’s get this over with,” she said, holding a two-inch-wide paddle with holes in it. “Oh, I don’t think so!” I laughed. “Whodoya think you are, my mother?” “Believe me,” she said. “If you were mine, you’d be getting more than two.” “And if you were mine,” I said. “You’d sue the school. And believe me, my mom will!” “She didn’t sign the form against it,” she said, “so, the way I see it, you have two options: bend over and take it, or get suspended and take it up with her. But you run track, right? You’d be suspended from meets too.” I crossed my arms and looked away until she made to leave. “Fine,” I huffed. With a slight smile, she instructed me to “turn around and put both hands on the desk.” Behind it hung a portrait of former president George Bush Senior standing, of course, in front of an American flag. I gritted my teeth, stared deep into his beady eyes, and choked back a cry each time the paddle hit my backside.


When I went home that night, I wrote in my journal: They think they can put me in my place, but they can’t. My place is wherever I say it is. And with that silent declaration of war, school was no longer my safe house—it was my battleground. The only thing the paddle had taught me was that I’d lose if I fought alone. So my first strategic campaign was a petition against the school dress code. It allowed for tank tops with two-inch straps but girls with bigger breasts (like me) got written up for cleavage and had to wear a gym shirt all day. “It’s not our fault we have big boobs,” I lobbied my classmates, “and it’s not fair that we’re persecuted for them”—boys and girls alike were happy to sign. What better way to build an army? With my newfound power, I also led boycotts against tests and assignments I thought unfair: I’d convince the class to scribble “A” all the way down Scantron forms or all write the same silly answers on worksheets—“She can’t fail us all,” I’d say. “She’d lose her job.”


While I was busy fighting at school, the fighting between Mom and Gary continued at home. Because I was never there, though, I hadn’t noticed how bad things had gotten. Then one day, I got off the bus and Gary was gone—maybe he finally got off his ass and got a job, I thought. Mom was gone too, but I figured she was probably working late as usual. But when neither had come home by ten o’clock, I started to worry. Just then, a friend of my mother’s stopped by. She told me that Mom was in the hospital. “Psych ward?” I asked. “No,” she said. “Emergency room.” Gary had beaten the living hell out of her, she explained. “No broken bones, thank God, but she’s badly bruised and has a concussion.” Apparently, Mom had managed to call 911 before Gary took off and crashed the car during a high-speed police chase. As it turned out, Gary did have a job after all: he was a drug dealer. The cops found a bunch of meth in the trunk and locked him up for a few years. He wrote me once, but I never responded. I had nothing to say to him.


But I had a mouthful for Mom. And when she came home the next day, I let her have it: “You always go for guys like Gary. They put you in the hospital. I put you back together. You bring home a new asshole, and we do it all over again. . . . Either you’re stupid, or you like the abuse. Whatever it is, I can’t care anymore. It’s pathetic, you’re pathetic—I can’t be a part of it!” I didn’t mean to be mean, I was just angry—and not with her, but for her. Mom was my best friend, my biggest fan; “Ceci,” she’d always say, “you’re not only beautiful, but smart. You can do anything you put your mind to.” I thought the same of her, but I couldn’t convince her to see it herself. That night, I gave up trying—and gave up on us too. I couldn’t take care of her and take care of myself, so I chose me and let her go. I packed up my room and called Dad to come get me.
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