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To those who have not yet found their voice,


To those who can no longer speak,


And to those who have asked me, 


“What the hell is wrong with you?”


And for Jon
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THIS MEMOIR REFLECTS my recollection of events, rendered to the best of my ability. Some names and identifying characteristics have been changed, and conversations have been reconstructed, so if you were there with me, don’t @ me; I did my best and took it as far as I could.




















THIS IS YOUR trigger warning.


What you will read here is upsetting, especially if you have suffered abuse. Not just in the Troubled Teen Industry, which has abused a million kids over the last forty years, but any abuse.


Don’t worry. Keep going.


This is not a story of trauma but of triumph over trauma. Telling it has helped me heal. I have healed because someone asked for my story, and when I spoke, people listened. Finally. You, by picking up this book, see me. By reading it, you hear me.


You are part of my healing journey.


This story can heal you, too. Because it is our story, not theirs. It is proof that you are not alone. You can triumph. You will triumph if you endure. If you speak your truth, we will hear you.


I see you, survivor. This is for us.
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Downhill


I WOKE UP ON a long downward slope, with no idea where I was. A two-lane road stretched to the bottom of the hill, then up the other side. I could see other hills in the distance, almost mountains. There was nothing else around but rocks and trees.


My uncles were in the front seat. That made sense. My two uncles and parents had picked me up from Four Winds, an adolescent psychiatric facility, after lunch. My parents were in one car, my uncles in another. My parents were scared of me, I’ve been told. They brought my uncles for muscle. I didn’t know that. I climbed eagerly into the back seat of my uncle’s car, free of my burdens, happy to be going home… and woke up here, now, on this desolate road. It was the middle of the day. I hadn’t been tired. We were a long way from home. I didn’t like this at all.


“Where are we?”


No answer.


“What’s going on?”


They wouldn’t look at me.


My father’s car, in front of us, slowed and turned onto a desolate single-lane dirt road. A dirty farmhouse, siding missing and windows wrapped in plastic, hovered over a steep rise. Two black barns were collapsing nearby. Beyond the house sat a machine, like a tractor with sharpened pitchforks in the front, curving downward toward the ground. A cow. A goat. Then nothing. Just a thin road disappearing over a hill.


I panicked. I pulled the door handle to jump out of the car, but it wouldn’t engage. The child locks were on. My uncles still hadn’t looked at me. Now I was terrified.


The hill seemed endless. I later discovered the drive from the farmhouse was eight-tenths of a mile, but it was steep. Wherever we were in the world, it was all hills. The road was bordered by fields of chest-high ornamental grass, with forest beyond. We topped the rise and headed downhill. I’m not sure what I saw that first day, but I know every inch now: a red barn, a three-story main building, two small houses, a chapel, and a pond. Everything was cheap and old except the main building, which was cheap and new. Everything was evil, especially that dark, dank pond.


“What is this place?” I was trying to be calm. Trying to be good. “What are we doing here?”


We curved down the hill to the front of the main building. My parents got out of their car and walked toward the front door. A woman stepped onto the porch to greet them. My parents never looked at me, but the woman did. She was tiny, with big hair and pink shoes. She smirked at my uncle’s car as she put an arm around my mother and led them inside.


Two boys came out a different door. I was fifteen; they were a few years older. They ripped open the car door.


“No,” I screamed as they jerked me to the ground.


“Please,” I shrieked, kicking frantically as they dragged me into a windowless room, then slammed the door behind them. That room was the boot closet, but there were no boots, just cubbyholes. Two girls were waiting for me.


“Take off your clothes,” the senior girl said.


“No,” I said. “There’s been a mistake. I’m not supposed to be here.”


She slapped me in the face. “That’s what they all say. Take off your clothes, or we’ll take them off for you.”


I pushed her. She pushed back. There was a fight: a full-on punching, scratching, kicking fight. I wasn’t taking off my clothes, not like this. To give in to this place was to fall into something black. I could feel it in my bones. So they threw me against the wall. I charged. They punched. I punched. They had to call in three more girls to hold me down while they ripped off my shirt, my pants, my shoes and socks and bra. They jerked the tiger-eye rings off my fingers. They tore the bracelets off my arms. They snapped the necklace my friend at Four Winds had given me that morning, when we thought I was going home. Everything I cared about, that place took from me: music, art, posters, mementos, jewelry, clothes, even my Nancy Drew books, and I had always found love and comfort in Nancy Drew. They took my friends. My freedom. My kindness. They took my sense of self, until I had no idea who I was or what I wanted. They took my memories and corrupted them. They took everything good inside me and made me hate it, mistrust it, and fear it, until I finally took it myself and drowned it in that dank black pond, believing my goodness was the evil pulling me down.


But that was later.


That afternoon, in the boot closet, they took my jewelry and clothes. They did it violently and with joy. Then they kicked me a duffel bag. “Put those on,” they said.


Inside there were two sweatshirts, a couple of shirts, underwear, socks, two pairs of pants. They weren’t mine. My mother had bought and packed them, as instructed. Every parent did.


They made me clean up so the blood wouldn’t show. The bruises, they knew, wouldn’t be visible until later. They walked me down a hallway to the office. My parents were inside with the woman from the porch and a very tall man.


“Hello, Lizzy,” the woman said. Lizzy wasn’t my name. My parents called me Elizabeth. I called myself Liz. So they took my name, too.


“This is where you’re going to be from now on, Lizzy. Your parents have had enough of you.”


I wish you could hear her voice. It was flat and nasal, impossible to place. I have tracked down every asshole in that place. I know where they were born, where they went to school (high school—most never went to college). I know their spouses, their kids, their job histories. I know their thoughts and deeds better than they know their own. I do that so I can put a thumb on their future. But Robin Ducey has eluded me. She seems to have been nobody and to have come from nowhere.


“It’s time to go now,” Robin said to my parents. The cruelty was unmistakable. She was enjoying this.


And my parents: they turned to go. Maybe a sad look in their eyes. Maybe. But no hugs. No kind words. Not even a goodbye.


I lost it. I had panicked when we passed that desolate, beaten farmhouse, but now terror overwhelmed me. My parents were turning their backs on me. They were leaving me here with these people. And it was going to be bad. I felt it in my soul. I wasn’t safe. And my parents saw it, too. They must have seen my distress. That was the betrayal. They saw terror grip their child, and they didn’t seem to care.


I don’t know what I said. I don’t know how I broke free from the two girls holding my arms. I lunged at my parents, screaming at them. Asking for another chance, maybe, or for them to take me back. They kept walking. I swung wildly at my father, hitting him hard in the upper arm. I was trying to get his attention. I was trying to get him to pay attention to this.


He put his hand on my mother’s back and pushed her out the door. When it closed behind them, I went wild, like a caged animal. I don’t know what happened, but I know I punched the big guy. I was five foot six, big for a fifteen-year-old girl. He was about eight inches taller. Mine was a glancing blow to the chin. He sledgehammered me in the side of the head. He hit me so hard, I slammed into the wall and slumped at its base. I was barely able to think, much less stand. But I could see the little woman, Robin, smirking behind him.


“Girls,” she said, “come get Lizzy.”


The girls picked me up.


“Lizzy,” Robin said as they held me facing her, “welcome to the Family.”


The girls hauled me out through the back door. It was about a hundred yards uphill to one of the houses, and as they walked me up the path, they recited a list of rules: Tuck in your shirt. No button-downs. No eye contact. I looked around, but my parents and uncles were gone.


“There’s been a mistake,” I said. “There’s been a terrible mistake. I’m not. I’m not supposed to be here.”


The girls didn’t answer.


“What is this place?”


“You have to ask permission before you can speak to me,” one of the girls said.


They marched on in silence. I hoped she was joking, but she wasn’t. “Can I talk to you?”


“What?” she snapped.


“How long will I be here?”


She laughed. “Until they say so,” she said.


They took me through a sunken side entrance into what had been the house’s underground garage. There were eight wooden bunk beds in a space no bigger than a small bedroom. The walls were crudely finished, the mattresses plastic. I’m sure the carpet was damp and squishy, because it was always damp and squishy.


“That’s your bunk,” they said. It was on the top, in a corner, next to the only window: one of those basement windows at ceiling height on the inside but ground level on the outside, too small for a person to squeeze through. I thought I was lucky to get the window, but I wasn’t, because it leaked. We periodically bleached the black mold off the walls and ceiling, but it was under the carpet, I know it, because water pooled under the window when it rained.


I had arrived around 4:00 p.m.; by now it was time for dinner. The girls walked me to the second floor of the main building. It was an open space with two long parallel tables and a shorter table between them, forming a horseshoe. They sat me down as the room filled up, slowly but also all at once, until every chair was taken. There were about fifty kids, but nobody spoke. A few glanced at me, carefully, but nobody stared. The waitstaff, also teens, brought out our dinners: two stuffed peppers, one red, one yellow. I stared at my plate. I was starving but nauseous from the fear. And I hate peppers.


Bang. It was the sound of heavy metal hitting wood.


Immediately, every kid put down their fork and sat up straight.


Bang. They turned to the shorter table at the front of the room. Eight adults were sitting facing us. I saw Robin. The big guy who had punched me, Bob Runge, was dropping the knife. Every time its metal base hit the table, it made a ferocious bang. Bang. Bang.


It stopped. The room was silent.


“Lizzy.” Robin’s voice. “Stand up.”


I stood up.


“Over there.” She pointed to a spot in front.


“Lizzy is here because her parents are tired of her,” Robin began, launching into a flat, emotionless takedown. Lizzy’s fat. She’s lazy. She’s ugly. She’s a prostitute, a drunk, a drug addict. She’s hateful. Nobody likes her. She’s lucky she’s not dead. “But we will save her, won’t we, Family?”


“Yes, Robin,” the kids said.


“We’ll save her from herself.”


“Yes, Robin,” the group said.


When she was done, another adult started insulting me. Fat. Ugly. Lazy. Slut. I know that was what he said, even if I can’t remember the details, because that was what they said to all the girls all the time.


“Yes, Paul,” they replied.


When he was done, they went to the next adult, and the next. Each took a turn insulting and degrading me, even though they’d never met me. Then the kids raised their hands, and Robin called on them one by one.


“You’re a slut, Lizzy,” a boy said. “You have a stinky vagina. It’s disgusting. I can smell it from here.”


What? Is that true?


“Stand up straight, Lizzy,” Robin barked.


“You’re selfish, Lizzy,” a girl said sadly. “You’ve hurt everyone who tried to love you. I’m ashamed to be around you.”


“Look at your new family members,” Robin barked. “You must always look your fellow family members in the eye. They are trying to save you.”


“You’re a sinner, Lizzy,” another girl said. “You don’t deserve forgiveness. But if you follow the program and believe in the Family way, you won’t die.”


I stood silently, making eye contact as teenagers I had never met stared me down and insulted me. It wasn’t real. How could it be real? After thirty or forty minutes, when it was finally over and they let me sit down, I was so disoriented and confused—and embarrassed—and hurt—that I didn’t know what to do.


“Eat your dinner.”


There was no way I was eating those cold stuffed peppers.


“You will eat your dinner.”


I stared down at my plate, afraid to lift my eyes.


“You two.”


Two kids jumped up and tried to force-feed me. They held my arms and jammed the peppers against my lips. They pushed my face into the plate. I wouldn’t give in. This wasn’t defiance. My mind and body had shut down. And I really, really hated peppers. Always have. Definitely always will.


“Lizzy doesn’t have to eat her peppers,” Robin announced.


It became legend: how easy Robin was on me that night. It wouldn’t take me long to realize why the other kids thought that way. Robin had shown me something truly rare: a morsel of pity. I was there for more than two and a half years. I never saw it again.


After the meal was “Nightly Reflection,” down on your knees begging for mercy from the Virgin Mary in the empty third-floor attic. Then back to our basement dorm.


It was sixteen girls in a cheaply converted one-car garage with one toilet, one shower, and one sink. Girls weren’t talking; they were hustling to get ready for bed. Still, it was loud. Sixteen girls in a small, enclosed space are loud. It haunts me: the sound of that place. The constant sound.


I tried to make myself small as I slipped into the bathroom to pee. There was no stall, just a toilet in the open. I struggled to relax. I am not a public pee-er. I don’t even like people to hear my tinkle. Finally, though, I was comfortable enough to…


“What do you think you’re doing?” It was the girl who had stripped me and beaten me in the broom closet.


“Um, going to the…”


She grabbed me off the toilet. I was done, mostly, not that it mattered. If I’d pissed myself, she wouldn’t have cared.


“Never speak to me without permission.”


“Yes, um… okay.”


“Never try to get away from me again.”


She was my Shadow. A Shadow was another teen assigned to be with you at all times: when you worked, when you ate, when you walked, when you prayed, in the bathroom. Shadow was a common punishment, or Sanction, as punishments were called. Double Shadow, two students, was also common. Shadow was mandatory for every new kid for at least a month.


I went to my bunk. Nobody said a word. If you think there was any kindness, or empathy, or understanding in that room, if you think we girl-talked or braided each other’s hair or giggled when the lights went out, then you don’t understand yet what they did to us. There was the rage of the boot closet, the cruelty of the dining room, and nothing else.


I know what they were thinking of me because within a month, I was thinking it of new girls, too: fresh meat.


“Lights out,” a girl announced. There was no staff in the dorms. We policed ourselves, and we did it ruthlessly. When the dorm leader ordered lights out, nobody spoke back. They lay in their bunks. The dorm leader pushed her bunk in front of the only door. This was Landlocking: blocking a door with a bunk or other heavy object. The door was usually locked from the outside, but Landlocking made sure we were trapped for the night.


I tried to be small. I tried to shrink and disappear. The bunks were normal height, but the ceiling was low. I had about a foot of space. When I turned on my side, my shoulder touched the ceiling. I stared at the stained drop tile above my head—I remember every inch of that filthy tile—and tried not to think, not to catastrophize, not to panic or die inside. But as soon as the lights went out, I started crying, and I couldn’t stop. I tried to hold my breath. I put my hand over my mouth. I rolled over and buried my face in the thin, musty pillow. But all night it was:


“Chill out, new girl.”


“You better shut up.”


“Nobody cares about your tears.”


It was Tuesday, September 28, 1994. Day 1 of 993.


It would only get worse from there.
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She Beats Me


DAY 2, 5:00 a.m., lights on, as always. The senior girls ripped me out of my bunk onto the wet carpet. That carpet: the smell gags me, two decades later. I can feel the way it squished up into the spaces between my toes.


“New girl, clean the bathroom.”


I scrubbed the toilet, sink, drains, shower. Then morning prayer on the third floor of the main building, my stomach rumbling. I hadn’t eaten in fifteen hours. But you learn to love starvation. You crave it after a while. Otherwise, it’s torture.


After breakfast in the second-floor dining room, probably wet scrambled eggs and a sausage patty, our usual, I was taken by Robin to a room on the first floor with a table, a few pencils, and a stack of loose-leaf paper.


She sat me down in the only chair. “Make a list of all the things that landed you here,” she said.


“Please,” I said, “let me talk to my parents.”


“Write,” she said, and left me alone. Even my Shadow was gone.


This was Inventory. Every new kid had to do it. It was based on the fourth step of Alcoholics Anonymous: Make a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. This place was loosely based, I learned later, on AA. An angry, violent, fundamentalist Christian version.


So I made a searching and fearless moral inventory: I ran away with a group of boys to ride bikes. I hit my sister. I hated my mother. I skipped school. I didn’t talk to my therapist.


Then I waited for what seemed like forever, but was probably more like half an hour, for Robin to return.


“Not enough,” she said, and left.


I thought up a few more true things. I was kicked out of school. I had a bad attitude. I hit my mother. I screamed at my father. I smoked cigarettes a few times. I sipped a beer.


“Not enough,” Robin said.


This time I just waited for her to come back. I didn’t have anything else to say. An hour passed, maybe. There was no clock; this was before cell phones; I didn’t have a watch. They had taken everything from me when I arrived.


“You won’t get out of here, Lizzy,” Robin said, “until you write down every sin you have committed and every terrible thing you have done.”


“Like what?”


“Like your drug addiction.”


I wasn’t a good kid. I admit that. I was every parent’s nightmare. I talked back. I was mopey. I snuck out of the house. I “made a scene” and embarrassed my mother. I stopped going to school. But I never used drugs.


“Admit what you’ve done, Lizzy,” Robin said. “Admit your sins. It’s the only way to be free.”


I was never close to my mother. Maybe it was postpartum depression. Maybe it was trauma, because I was born barely one year after her first child was stillborn, and she never dealt with the pain. It was a pretty lonely childhood.


When I was eight, a close adult relative started molesting me. By the time I was nine, we were having sex. It was rape, but I thought we were in a relationship. When I was eleven, my grandmother walked in on us naked. He always raped me in the spare bedroom at my grandmother’s house.


My father spanked us as punishment. I remember every place I was standing when my mother slapped me in the face. She was so good at it, she could slap all three of us kids with one shot, like the Three Stooges. My godmother told me recently about my mother turning and slapping me in the face in a grocery store when I was five or six years old and then walking with me out of the store as if nothing had happened. Apparently I was being annoying.


This was different. My grandmother pulled me out of the bedroom and beat me with a wooden rolling pin. It was an Italian rolling pin, so it was long and thin but solid.


“Never tell anyone about this,” she yelled as I huddled on her plastic-covered, cream-colored living room carpet. “Never tell.”


She never told anybody, and she never did anything, because my abuser—my “boyfriend”—went right on raping me in that bedroom for another year, until I turned twelve and had my first period. My parents made a big deal out of that. My father bought me a dozen red roses, a family tradition.


“I hear you’re a woman now,” my abuser said the next time we were alone. I could hear something different in his voice.


“Yes,” I said.


“We won’t be seeing each other anymore. Do you understand?”


I didn’t understand, so I didn’t say anything.


“Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


“Good,” he said, and walked out.


He lived two hours away. He stopped finding excuses to come to town. I have only seen him twice in the thirty years since, both times at funerals, and even though I was a little kid, I knew it would be like that when he walked out the door, that he would never speak to me again. And I was heartbroken, heartbroken, that the love of my little life had dumped me cold.


“You’re an alcoholic,” Robin said.


“I’m not,” I said. I had spiraled, but not into alcohol. I was twelve. I was too young. I sipped a few beers at family barbecues at fourteen, fifteen, when someone was passing a can around, but that was it.


“You’re an alcoholic, Lizzy,” Robin insisted, “and the fact that you are denying it proves that it’s true.”


I hated my mother. That’s the truth. I punched her, kicked her, and once even bit her. I yelled and threw things at the wall. I spent hours by myself at a swampy creek near our house. I caught frogs and cut them open so I could study their insides. Then I stapled their bodies to our house. I hate admitting that because I don’t think you’ll understand. It sounds like I was a budding psychopath. But those frogs were a message to my father, the one parent who loved and protected me. It felt like the only time he paid attention to me anymore was when he was angry, so I had to make him angry enough to see me. I didn’t fully understand it at the time, but those dead frogs were expressing a hurt I couldn’t speak and he could never hear.


My parents took me out of Catholic school, which was fine. I had ADHD. I couldn’t sit still. I didn’t like their books. Why can’t I read Nancy Drew? I struggled with math. Why can’t I just do art? I wanted to be an artist. Why does an artist need math?


My parents put me in the public school for the sixth grade. The bullying started on the bus the first morning. I was aggressive at home, with my family, but never outside. I took the bullying until I couldn’t take it anymore. Then I stopped taking the bus, which meant I started missing school.


“How many beers did you drink, Lizzy?”


“I don’t know. Two?”


“No.”


“Five?”


“You know that’s not true.”


“Ten?”


Robin smiled. “And how often did you drink? Every day?”


“Yes, Robin.”


By now I had been at the table for four or five hours without food, water, or bathroom breaks. I wasn’t allowed to stand or walk around. I couldn’t talk unless Robin was present. My Shadow was gone, replaced by a staffer. They periodically switched out for the rest of the time I was in the room. The only thing they allowed me to do was write, and since I didn’t have anything true to write, I wrote what Robin wanted.


“That’s right, Lizzy. Alcoholics drink every day. They do drugs and have sex. You’re going to tell me about the sex, Lizzy. All of it.”


I didn’t have sex. I hated the idea of sex if it wasn’t with my adult relative, who, in a vile and horrible twist that makes me sick to my stomach, I love to this day in a little part of my heart that I can’t kill. Mostly I stayed in my room. My family remembers me as violent and angry. And I was. I remember being depressed. And lonely. Things were bad at school. Things were horrible at home. I was absolutely alone.


My parents sent me to therapists. By then, everything was being blown out of proportion. I etched a cute boy’s initials in my knee with a thumbtack. It didn’t break the skin, but my guidance counselor said I was cutting. A popular girl asked me to carry a bottle of mouthwash to the gym for her. It spilled. The school said I was drinking it for the alcohol. The popular girl was drinking it for the alcohol; I just wanted someone to be nice to me.


I poured a can of paint on the basement floor. It was an impulse. I regretted it. Straight to the therapist. I wrote a suicide note. I wasn’t serious. I just wanted to know what it felt like. My mother found it, and her reaction wasn’t “Oh, honey, are you alright?” It was “Oh, God, now this, too?”


I spent a month at Boston Children’s Hospital. That was scary. Those kids were mentally ill. My roommate was an anorexic who pounded water for her weigh-ins, then threw it up afterward.


“She’s a Mexican jumping bean,” the doctor told my father when I was released. “She just has a lot of energy.”


Life got better. I made friends with some fellow outcasts: the BMX Boys. That’s what they called themselves. They were mostly Hispanic and from the trailer park, so my parents said they were “bad influences,” but they were just kids. We hung out in the parking lot behind an office building. It had a steep flight of stairs and a sloped wall so they could do tricks on their BMX bicycles. I mostly watched.


“What kind of sex were you having, Lizzy?”


“None.” I had two boyfriends in middle school, both innocent. The one in seventh grade was Black. My parents made me break up with him.


“It’s okay,” he said, but his eyes were down. “My mother told me it would be like this.”


“Don’t lie to me, Lizzy,” Robin said, with her flat menace. “I don’t want to say what you were doing, I’m a good Christian woman, but I want to see it on the list.”


I loved Cyndi Lauper, so I shaved one side of my head above the ear, like she did. Therapist. I listened to Metallica and grunge. This was 1993; everyone listened to Metallica and grunge. My parents thought I was worshiping Satan. I painted my nails black. A different therapist, citing my nails, suggested an alternative school. I got a copy of her report a few years ago. The report that sent me to hell.


Turns out, she liked my nails. She thought I was an interesting kid who just didn’t fit in. She recommended an arts magnet school.


“You stole from your parents,” Robin said. “Isn’t that right? Think about it, Lizzy, because I know you did. Every bad child steals from their parents.”


My life blew up one night in the summer of 1994 when I snuck out the window of my bedroom to hang with the BMX Boys. I did that a lot that summer. I rode my bike or walked to our parking lot. I drove the route recently to see how far it was from my house. It was less than a quarter mile.


The cops picked us up. We weren’t doing anything, just riding bikes. It wasn’t late; evening, with a little light left in the sky. But they rolled us up, took us to the local precinct, and held us for a few hours before contacting our parents. When my parents arrived, the cops said we’d been breaking into condos—we had walked around the development for a while, that was all—and strongly implied I was having sex with all five of my friends, probably at the same time.


“You were turning tricks, weren’t you Lizzy?” It must have been hour eight or nine. “You were prostituting yourself for drugs.”


Why do so many adults fantasize about the sex life of an outcast teenage girl? Why is that okay? I was sexually damaged, not active.


My parents drove me straight from the police station to Four Winds, a psychiatric hospital for children. They checked me in as an involuntary residential patient. I was a danger to myself and others, they said, because I had run away from home and stayed out all night. They left me there in a place that was… well, it was awesome, actually.


The staff at Four Winds were nice. They were professionals. They wanted to help. My life had been spiraling out of control. I know that. I admit it. But at Four Winds, I had space to relax and people who listened. Who saw me. I made friends. I worked on my art. They figured out my medications. ADHD was controversial then. My mother recently gave me a folder of articles she’d clipped out of magazines and newspapers at the time: ADHD was an excuse used by manipulative kids; ADHD was nothing to worry about; ADHD was a serious condition that left untreated, even for a year, would ruin your child’s life. No wonder my parents didn’t know what to do with me. Nobody back then knew what to do with a kid like me. Except Four Winds.


I’m not sure how long I was there: four weeks? Thirty days? Six weeks? The basic answer is until the insurance ran out.


By then, I was feeling good. I was ready to go home and start fresh, embrace a new attitude, have a new lease on life, rah, rah. Instead, I blacked out in the back of my uncle’s car (not my rapist, by the way). I woke up to the boot closet, the peppers, the moldy basement, and this closed cell with my nemesis, Robin Ducey.


I was in that room for at least ten hours with no food or water. I entered in the morning and came out after dark. By the end, I was so exhausted that I confessed to whatever Robin wanted me to confess: alcohol abuse, heroin addiction, prostitution, armed robbery. Everything short of capital murder. My final confession was eighteen pages long, and it was seventeen and three-quarter pages of lies. It wasn’t my story. It was the story Robin gave me. The story that place gave everyone, because to them there was only one story:


You were an addict. You were out of control. You were disgusting and debased. You had destroyed yourself and hurt everyone who loved you, and you were lucky to be here—so very lucky your parents loved you enough to put you here—because left on your own, you were weeks, or days, or mere hours away from being dead and burning in hell.


Oh, we were in hell, alright. Believe me, this was hell.


We just weren’t dead. Yet.
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Table Topics


The Game Where Everyone Gets Hurt!


DAY 3, 5:00 a.m., scrub the bathroom. Up to the third floor of the main building for somber, terrifying prayers with Father Stephen, eyes on the ground but everyone’s stomach rumbling. Sit in your assigned seat in the second-floor dining room. Watch a kid stood up from his watery eggs and called a sinner, a piece of shit, because another kid said he hadn’t been paying attention during prayers.


“You were distracted, Jay. You were thinking about masturbating instead of God.”


“I saw you glance at Laura. You want to fuck her, don’t you?”


“Laura’s a slut.” That was a staff member. An adult. Most were in their forties or fifties. “We all know she’s a slut. But even she would never fuck you, Jay. You’re short. You’re fat. You’re stupid. You have a funny voice.”


Then they made Laura stand up.


“Why are you tempting Jay, Laura, you dirty slut?”


After a breakfast of insults and accusations, they walked me to a van. Twenty kids were in the yard doing manual labor. Jay had been given Rock Sanction. He was taking ten-pound rocks off a big pile and moving them four feet away. Laura’s Sanction was sweeping the dirt road.


We drove the narrow one-lane, out past the haunted farmhouse. A goat standing against the hill, staring. The tractor with the teeth. The wilderness was steep and ominous along Route 97, trees and rocky deadfalls, with occasional houses. We passed through several small postindustrial towns. A block of slanted storefronts, a few blocks of houses in different states of repair. An hour later, I was in a psychiatrist’s office in a midsized town. He didn’t examine me. He just took me off the prescription medication my therapists at Four Winds had given me, including my ADHD medication. The Family believed in their God and their Big Book. To them, medicine was drugs, and all drugs, even Tylenol and aspirin, were evil. They told parents the psychiatrist was a staff member. He was in the marketing material. But that was all he ever did: take new kids off their medication. Some adults will do anything for cash.


Back at the Family, more kids were in the yard doing manual labor. Some were mowing the grass. Some were carrying cinder blocks. Some of the boys were using heavy machinery to build a long, low chapel below the brow of the hill. Jay was still moving rocks from one pile to another pile four feet away. It looked like he was moving them back to their original location.


Dinner was… let’s say beef stroganoff. We ate a lot of beef stroganoff. I stared at it, unsure. It was slippery and thick. But around me, kids were jamming it in their faces.


A hand went up. A girl from my dorm. Then another hand. Another.


Bang. Bang. It was Bob Runge, the man who had punched me. He was at the front table, dropping his knife.


Immediately, the kids put down their silverware and turned to face the staff. This was a Table Topic, and there was a ritual to it. You learned it fast, mostly the hard way.


Put your silverware down. Turn to the front table. Don’t touch your food again until the Table Topic is finished, in a half hour if you’re lucky. Hours if you’re not.


Most Troubled Teen Programs had bright chairs, modeled on the famous blue chairs at Straight, the program that made the “tough love” industry an American cultural phenomenon. Ours were maroon. You sat on the edge of the seat with your back straight. Boys were allowed six inches to sit on; girls four. You could not lean against the back of the chair. If you did, you were stood up for verbal abuse and punishment. Your hands had to be flat on your thighs. If they moved, you were stood up. No shuffling your feet. No looking around, or you were stood up. It was unnerving, at my first meal as a “regular” kid, to see fifty kids sitting silently and erect. But you get used to fucked up pretty fast.


“Yes, Laura,” Robin said. Robin wasn’t the leader of the Family. That was Tony Argiros, the founder. But she was its dead heart.


“I want to stand up Marisa,” the girl said.


“Marisa, stand up.”


Marisa was my bunkmate. Dark hair, doe eyes. You could tell that out in the real world, she was a life-of-the-party type. A very likable girl.


“Marisa,” the girl said, “I saw you looking at Keith. I am worried you’re sinning.”


Marisa didn’t say anything.


That’s weird.


“You’ve been distracted lately. Like when we were scrubbing the floor, you stopped for a minute. And your shirt was a little low in the front. Are you trying to attract the wrong kind of attention, Marisa? I’m worried you’re falling back into your old ways.”


Marisa didn’t say anything.


What the fuck?


“What’s going on, Marisa?” Robin asked coldly, or overly politely, take your pick.


I expected Marisa to defend herself, but she didn’t say anything. She looked Robin in the eyes, just as she had looked the girl in the eyes.


“Marisa,” Robin said, “you are a sex addict. You constantly disappoint. Doesn’t she, Family?”


Nobody responded, not even Marisa.


So Robin slow-walked into a blistering takedown. Looking at boys. Thinking about sex. Dirty vagina. Everyone can smell your dirty vagina. “You try to make yourself pretty, Marisa, but why? We know why. We can smell your sexual desire. Your filthiness. That’s why your parents left you here.” Robin smirked. “Your father, I mean.” I found out later Marisa’s mother had died. “He loves his little girl. He’s spending all his money on you, because you come from a poor family, don’t you, Marisa? They are sacrificing for you. And all you do is cram your face and flirt with boys.”


This went on for ten, fifteen minutes as, around the room, heels tapped. Hands vibrated on thighs. Fingers curled. Legs twitched. I could sense something rising around me. A heaviness in the air. It was the violent energy, I realized later, of a gathering storm.


“Does anyone else want to help Marisa?” Robin said coldly. The woman was nothing if not cold and controlled.


A dozen hands went up. There was a ritual to this, too. You could not wave. You could not lean or reach. You could not try to make eye contact with a staff member in the hopes of getting their attention. You sat calmly with your arm straight up, your eyes forward, and your mind blasting.


So when Robin called on a girl, she exploded, screaming about godliness and dirtiness, filth and sin.


“Thank you,” Marisa said.


Girls told Marisa she was disgusting to be around. Boys said she was fat. (She was gorgeous.) She was dirty. (She had flawless skin.) She was stupid. (Definitely not.) They were as bad as Robin. They said violent, heinous things. Vibrator? Douche? Cum bucket? I didn’t even know these terms.


It felt like a show. Like I was in the audience, watching a zookeeper shocking a monkey with an electric prod. And the monkey took it. Marisa was jolted. It hurt. I saw her flinch. But all she said was thank you.


I hated it. I was excited by it. I couldn’t look away.


Is this what my parents wanted? It was worse than my middle school bully. It was worse than anything I had ever done.


At the end of it, kids shouted suggestions for punishment. Robin consulted a clipboard, then smiled. “Let’s put Marisa on Half Portion,” she said. “She’s getting fat anyway.”


I expected retribution in the dorm. A confrontation. The girls who had attacked Marisa were in there with us, and that shit was sick. But nobody said anything. They acted like they had the first night: hustling into bed in our allotted fifteen minutes, nobody talking with anyone.


“What was that?” I whispered to Marisa.


“Table Topic,” she said, turning away.


“Where are we?” I meant in the world. I had no idea where this place was.


“The Family.”


The next morning, at breakfast, a boy was stood up. He had been masturbating during the night, or so another boy said. After thirty minutes of verbal attacks, a second kid was stood up. Then a third.


It took so long I barely had time to scrub the dishes before we were back at lunch, where another hand went up. The knife dropped. Bang. Bang. We sat with our hands on our knees as they railed against Jay, the nicest kid in the place. He was laid-back, curly-haired, short and overweight, maybe, but chill. Jay had a harmless stoner vibe, straight out of 1969. He didn’t have a mean bone in his body.


But he had a cleft palate, and it gave him a lisp. The staff destroyed him for that. They mocked him mercilessly for his lip scar and speech impediment.


Is that what I was here to learn? Is that why my parents were paying to send me here?


He’s dead now. My friend Jay’s been gone now, fifteen years.


Just keep your head down, Liz. Don’t attract attention, don’t say anything, and you’ll be fine.


I had to meet with Robin in her office. She was my handler. We met once a week.


“Lizzy,” Robin said, “why aren’t you participating?”


“In what?”


“In the discussion. Don’t you want to help Marisa overcome her addictions?”


Marisa and I had a connection. It wasn’t a spoken thing. It was more a silent understanding that we liked each other, supported each other, were on each other’s side. But I didn’t know Marisa, and I certainly didn’t know her addictions, whatever that meant. Why would I say anything bad about Marisa?


“You’re selfish, Lizzy,” Robin said. “You’re corrupted and weak. That’s why your parents didn’t want you. That’s why they left you here. But we can’t help you, Lizzy, if you don’t participate. Search your soul, Lizzy. Take an inventory. If you aren’t honest, you’ll never get better.”


And you’ll never get out.


“I’m putting you on Half Portion,” Robin said. Half Portion was what it sounds like: you get half the normal amount of food. Girls already got half as much as boys, so there wasn’t much left. “You’re soft. You need to lose some weight.”


That night, they went after Laura, the prettiest girl in the place. She had big boobs, when a lot of us weren’t fully developed yet. She had long blonde hair. She had a beautiful soprano voice. She carried herself with confidence. So they hated her.


“You’re a daddy fucker,” Paul Geer yelled at her. Paul was the choir director. “You’re a hooker. You fucked your family. You use your vagina as a vibrator for any man willing to stick his dick in you.”


Laura was fifteen. She had been caught with a thirty-five-year-old boyfriend. What happened to him? I don’t know. He probably got away with it. Laura got sent to the Family.


“Well, Jimmy…” she said. Laura always defended Jimmy.


“You call him James!” Paul Geer exploded. “When you call him Jimmy, you sexualize him. When you say Jimmy, you are fucking your father.”


I am reconstructing these exchanges. I couldn’t record them, obviously. Decades later, Paul denied abusing kids to a reporter. Of course. What else would he say? But I remember these specific words clearly because they were so bizarre, and so vile, and spoken with such violence and disgust. They staggered me. They drilled into my brain, because this was foul, and it was filthy, especially coming from a 566-pound adult male to a teenage girl, and it made no sense. Worse, I was beginning to realize Table Topics weren’t an occasional thing. Table Topics were an every-meal kind of thing.


“Lizzy,” Robin barked. “Lizzy. Do you have something to say to Laura?”


No. I did not. I didn’t know her. I didn’t want to insult her. I had a toxic relationship with my mother, but I didn’t want to hurt anyone else. Not then. I mean, oh, boy, if Robin could see me now. If she could see what she made me.


“Lizzy,” Robin said, “to the pole.”


The pole was an extra shot of Table Topic for those who really needed God’s help. I had to stand alone against a metal pole, like Joan of Arc at the fire lighting. You’re too nice, Robin scolded. She always said that about me. You’re selfish and hateful. You hate your fellow students—they always called us students—because you love yourself too much. You are a dirty slut. Yes, that again. You are a hooker. Certain words I will always associate with the Family. “Hooker” was one. Every girl was a hooker. Afterward, some actually became one.


“The Block for Lizzy,” Robin said. “Make her carry the weight of her sin.”


There were moments in those first days when I thought Robin might be okay. When I thought she might help me. That was her job, right? But I was just another monkey in the cage to her. Another animal to be tortured. She studied me, I think, until she knew what would hurt me most. And then, “Lizzy.”


Silverware dropped. Kids turned to the front table, their hands on their thighs, their backs straight. I stood up. You had no choice but to stand up.


“To the pole,” Robin said.


Robin was short. She had a compact little body and a cloud of hair. She rarely raised her voice; it just became harder and colder.


“Little Lizzy,” she said, “do you have something to say to everyone? Do you have something to confess?”


I didn’t say anything. I already understood this wasn’t a conversation. You didn’t speak unless you knew what they wanted. So I stared her in the eyes, as required.


“Little Lizzy,” Robin said, “is a homosexual.”


That was what they always said: not gay but homosexual, or homo. Being a homo was the worst thing you could be at the Family—worse than a masturbator, worse even than being Black.


Paul Geer, the 566-pound choir director, had a big brass handbell with a wooden handle. He rang it, with a grotesquely exaggerated arm motion that made his whole body jiggle and sweat, whenever they wanted to call us to the dining room when it wasn’t mealtime. Usually, it was for a special Table Topic or because a kid had run away.


“For whom the bell tolls,” we grumbled under our breaths. (Metallica, Ride the Lightning.)


I will never forget the day Paul Geer rang the bell and Tony Argiros, the founder and mob boss of the Family, came huffing into the room. I can only describe Tony as lumpy. He walked with a cane, but he was large and bent, with bulges. Not just his fat neck and oversized head, but growths and mounds and folds, like a toad. He got red when he was angry, and that day, he was bright red.


“I have discovered,” he thundered, “that there is a homosexual here. In my house. Under the roof that I have given you.”


He called a boy to the pole, and Tony Argiros absolutely blistered him. There was a clock in the dining area when I arrived, the only one in the place, but they took it down after a few weeks. They kept us in a perpetual state of confusion, not knowing the date or the time. So I don’t know how long that kid was at the pole, being destroyed for being a homo. All I know is how long it felt: forever.


And none of us said a word in his defense. We couldn’t. Do you understand? No matter what they did, we couldn’t speak out. Or move. Or nod to the victim to say, I know it’s wrong. I see you. I’m with you. I care.


We spoke against him. When it was our turn, we whipped him as hard as Tony Argiros and the other adults. Maybe harder.


That kid is dead now.


More than a hundred of us are dead now, mostly ODs and suicides, in our twenties and thirties.


I mean, how do you live with that?


How can you say, Forget it, it’s fine, it was a long time ago, everything is okay, like everybody says you have to?


How can you forgive yourself when you were involved?


Was I a lesbian? Honestly, I don’t know. I was a child when I arrived at the Family. I had been sexually abused. I never had a chance to know myself. I had two boyfriends in middle school. Since then, I have had three husbands. None of those relationships felt right.


I’m forty-three now, and I’m traumatized by my period. I have an IUD so I won’t have one. Every time my IUD expires, I have a new one implanted. I ask the doctors to cut the wire short so that if anyone violates me, he’ll get stabbed in the penis. That happened to a boyfriend, and no, I’m not sorry; just because we are in a relationship doesn’t mean you have the right to take what’s mine, any way you want, without my consent.


I am scared right now. I am so scared you will think I’m crazy or dangerous for admitting that. I’m scared you will close this book and say, I thought Liz was strong, that she was a fighter and a survivor, but this… this feels like too much.


I have three sons. I’m not afraid of them knowing my truth, even my youngest. But I’m afraid of people using this book to come after my boys, because they have. They took one of my sons from me based on the things I’ve suffered. There was a time I’d have said, Just put me in the ground, then; I have nothing left. Just bury me deep and forget me. But now I know that will never happen, because I’m not just a survivor—I’m a warrior, and I’ll die fighting for them. And you. And us.


I don’t want to fight. My parents won’t believe me, but the last thing I want to do is fight. I want to be left in peace.


And yet if I don’t speak the truth, who will?


Who will stand up for the survivors, struggling to speak for themselves?


For the thousands of kids in Troubled Teen Programs right now?


Who will listen? Who will understand us, and help us, if we don’t keep shouting our dark and painful truth?


Was I a lesbian? It didn’t matter to Robin. Don’t get me wrong; she was a bigot from the top of her inflated hair to the sharp, pointed toes of her obnoxious pink heels, but this wasn’t about “helping” me with my sexuality. It was about punishment.


After being annihilated at a Table Topic, there was always punishment. Usually, kids made suggestions, and the staffer who led the annihilation chose the cruelest. This time, Robin had already chosen the punishment.


“Lizzy,” she said (God, I wish you could hear her cold, flat voice), “if you want to act like a dyke, you will look like a dyke.”


I was a fifteen-year-old girl, not to mention a sexual abuse survivor. I hated myself. The anger I directed at my parents came from my pain and self-hatred, at least until they decided to deal with my outbursts by cracking down. When I got in those blow-out screaming matches with my father, I hated him for not understanding or caring about me. For seeing me as a problem and not his little girl. But I hated myself more. The way I looked—too fat, too uncoordinated, too many freckles. The way I acted. What I said. I hated myself for not being good enough for my own father to love.


The only thing I liked about myself was my hair. It was flame red (thus the freckles). People had always complimented my hair. It was my crown.


So Robin took it. She marched me to the first floor, and it must have been a Tuesday, because the woman who cut our hair was there, and she shaved my head. I watched my beautiful crown fall onto the floor around me, the last thing I had (or so I thought, but we weren’t even close to the bottom) that was mine.


Robin looked me over when it was done. She had a chilling way of looking you up and down. A chilling self-control.


She smiled. “Good,” she said. “Now you’ll know what it’s like to be a dyke.”


If my math is right, that was day 7 of 993.
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