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Wild, Purple Flowers


there’s something wild growing inside me—


thriving still despite it all.


for years it hid in the shadow of Fear.


a vine, climbing the dark corners of my home.


its prickly stalk grew around my lungs.


strangled the words out of my throat.


well, they cut it down when they tried to


break me, but they didn’t realize


how deep my roots go.


they spread my seeds when they forced me open,


and now we are growing wild, purple flowers.


—NIKKI ADDIMANDO, WRITTEN IN DUTCHESS COUNTY JAIL AFTER HER 2019 TRIAL AND CONVICTION
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This book is for Nikki, whose roots are deeply entwined with mine.


For Noah, Ben, and Faye, as one step in healing our collective trauma.


For the wild purple flowers—all those who Stand With Nikki—who are out in the world spreading seeds of change.


In honor of that something wild that grows inside us all—that indestructible, unaffected something that endures and thrives, stubbornly rising toward the light, continuously and miraculously finding hope, grace, and connection in even the bleakest situations. Despite trauma and loss. Despite violence and imprisonment. Despite it all.


May my something wild be expressed through this writing. And may my words shed light on the issues in ourselves, our families, and our societal systems that need healing.













author’s note



You may have heard the name Nicole Addimando before picking up this book—perhaps from a news show, or a podcast, or a film. She’s known as “Nicole” in legal documents, headline news, and the New York State inmate directory, but she’s “Nikki” to everyone who really knows her. Maybe you, along with hundreds of thousands of others, signed petitions and shared #FreeNikki posts, becoming emotionally invested in seeing my sister gain freedom. Her case began as the stuff of True Crime intrigue and small-town gossip; and over time, it morphed into the focus of national news, grassroots advocacy, and eventually, precedent-setting case law.


Or maybe the case flew under your radar, one of many injustices in the #MeToo #BelieveWomen #BlackLivesMatter era. Hers was yet another story of a woman criminalized for surviving her abuser, happening at the same time as several other high-profile cases, such as Brittany Smith’s in Alabama, Cyntoia Brown’s in Tennessee, and Chrystul Kizer’s in Wisconsin.


There are many Nikkis out there, living the same cruel fate—born into a body that is abused and traumatized, trapped by unthinkable violence behind closed doors, and then, after fighting back, ushered into a prison system that replicates the tactics of an abuser. Overwhelmingly, these bodies belong to Black women, Native women, trans women, immigrants, and gender-nonconforming people.1 Because Nikki is a young white mom from a middle-class suburb with an unusual amount of organized advocacy around her case, she attracted media attention and support, but she is just one of a staggering number of women who survive domestic violence only to face State violence. She became a part of what journalist Justine van der Leun once described to me as “the abuse to prison pipeline.” Very little data exists on the phenomenon, hiding its full scope, but even limited research shows a clear, persistent pattern: In 2005, 67 percent of the women in New York State prisons who killed someone close to them were abused by the victim of their crime.2 According to the ACLU, as many as 94 percent of the nationwide women’s prison populations have a history of physical or sexual abuse before incarceration.3 We don’t hear their stories because they usually come from communities that are invisible, marginalized, or discriminated against. We don’t hear their stories because these survivors are State property, having disappeared behind rows of barbed wire, identified by inmate numbers, deemed unworthy of basic hygiene and nutritional care. Many of them are enduring the most unbearable punishment imaginable: being separated from their children.


Nikki’s children, Ben and Faye, were toddlers when she was imprisoned. There are many more Bens and Fayes out there—kids traumatized on multiple levels by events beyond their control, and treated like collateral damage by a system that should have protected them. Children serve their parent’s prison sentence, too. So do family members who are left behind to raise the kids, pay for phone calls and commissary needs, and manage the ripple effects of imprisonment.


The circles of impact are vast, spreading far beyond an incarcerated person—out to the community that donates their time and money, and taxpayers who foot the incarceration bill. According to Vera Institute, in 2015 New York State had the highest cost per inmate in the United States at $69,355 a year,4 a cost that’s only rising. When Nikki was arrested, I was standing at the epicenter. We don’t often tell the stories of people like me, who are left behind to pick up the pieces of a shattered family and a broken system.


And just as there are more Nikkis, Bens, and Fayes out there, I know that there are many more Michelles—good, loving people who, for a variety of reasons, don’t see the red flags of domestic violence waving in front of our faces. Not until it’s too late. I know it’s hard to believe that’s true. You’ll probably think that, in my shoes, you would have done things differently. Trust me, I’ve spent the last few years trying to understand my blindness. Why didn’t I see? Was some part of my subconscious unwilling to take in information that would challenge my belief in a safe and just world? Was my desire to keep the peace stronger than my curiosity to find out the truth? The more digging I’ve done into my own family patterns, the more universal this blindness seems. We don’t like to imagine that something this terrible could happen to the people we love—or to ourselves—and so we collectively blame victims and find excuses for why it couldn’t happen to us. We don’t want to accept that the societal systems around us often fail at keeping victims safe, and so we defer to the authority of police and district attorneys. The more I examine my past, the more clearly I see a complex system of concealment and denial—because of fear, shame, and above all, because of our defenses. Nikki hiding the most disturbing parts of her life, and my brain’s ability to unsee the evidence in front of me, grew from the same root: self-preservation. She was preserving a sense of “normal,” keeping her life as intact as possible. I, on the other hand, was preserving my belief system—which, I’ve come to realize, fights to live just as vigorously as our bodies do. This system of hiding and denying works well—until, quite suddenly, it doesn’t.


What happened to my family is not unique. As a society, we have a tendency to look away. To avoid. To deny. My hope is that, in telling my story, we can bring more of the silent violence in our homes and social structures out into the light—which is the only place that healing and change can happen.


Nothing about writing this book has been easy. The secondary trauma I experienced from someone else’s domestic violence and incarceration—plus the experience of having our family’s stories weaponized against us—complicated my ability to relive some of the most painful moments in my life. Writing was often accompanied by the disembodying effect of shock or the numbing quality of adrenaline that carried me through the moments as they happened. I have done my very best to write about the people and events I encountered as I experienced them, and I relied heavily on documentation, transcripts, therapy notes, jail calls, and my personal recordings. All people in this book are either in the public record or consented to be included.


I recognize that parts of this book may be difficult to read, especially if you have a history of intimate partner abuse and/or sexual violence. Please take good care of yourself, pause if overwhelmed, and reach out to a professional if you need help processing.


Yet as I sift through memories and try to find their meaning, it’s clear that even in the darkest situation, even amid perpetual uncertainty and compounded grief, there’s also levity, resilience, and deep hope. Beauty can coexist with exquisite pain. The solidarity of community can accompany the most crushing injustice. Sisterhood is a powerful force. And the bond between a mother separated from her children is unbreakable.
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PART I



truth
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“That is my prayer to God every day: ‘Remove the veils so I might see what is really happening here and not be intoxicated by my stories and my fears.’”


—Elizabeth Lesser

















before



I felt good.


It was a Wednesday in late August, days after I turned thirty-one years old. A fresh decade lay before me, and for the first time in a long time, I felt an expansive feeling of freedom and possibilities ahead.


That day, I came home from work to find my apartment bustling with activity—my sister, Nikki, had come over with my achingly adorable niece and nephew. As a newly single mom, I needed all the help I could get during the workweek—and Nikki was my solution. She stayed with my third-grader after school, got him snacks, and most days, cooked him dinner, too. She made my life easier, only wanting to help.


We were all outside playing under the day’s last gasps of sunlight—Ben, my four-year-old nephew, was freshly showered and wearing pajamas, kicking a soccer ball to my eight-year-old son, Noah. Faye, who was two, was also in pajamas, cheering with apricot-size fists in the air. Nikki and I sat on the grass, pulling at the blades like we used to do as kids.


I was on the other side of the hardest experience of my life. I walked through my days feeling lighter and happier than I’d felt… maybe ever.


It had taken me years to cut myself free from the man I loved deeply, but the truth was, my marriage had hurt. In the way my bones ached after another near-death scare, another call from the cops, come to the hospital quick the accident is bad. In the way my wrists tensed from gripping the steering wheel, feeling my arms go numb, preparing to see my husband’s mangled body, feeling the pulsation of ambulance lights down to my nerve endings. It was the throat-tightening rage at logging into my separate, protected bank account and seeing six or seven consecutive withdrawals in a row from a random ATM in Poughkeepsie, all slightly under the notification threshold for bank alerts. It was the red-hot sting of embarrassment when checking out at a grocery store, staring at the credit card reader and willing it to say “Approved.”


Now it had been almost one full year since I’d separated from my husband, Justin, who’d struggled through various stages of addiction, mostly to opiates, over our ten-year relationship, and who had become disruptive, chaotic, and even dangerous after I asked him to leave. It had been a year of learning, healing, and letting go. Life was finally settling down.


“I’m really proud of you,” Nikki said suddenly, as if reading my mind. Could she, too, feel the relief radiating off me?


“You’re really different than you used to be.”


She wasn’t wrong. I saw my decision to leave my marriage as the most courageous thing I’d ever done—the first real, radical, self-honoring choice I’d made. Before that, I’d been caught in a cycle of enabling, denying, being consumed by my need to save and change the men in my life. I was drowning, and I needed to live.


After I had asked for a separation, Justin then spiraled down a destructive path beyond anything I could have foreseen: He had two head-on car accidents in the span of a month. A mysterious new stab wound appeared on his abdomen, probably from a drug-related scuffle. He took out a credit card in my name and continuously siphoned money from my account (no matter how many times I changed PINs, passwords, and entire banks). He tracked my phone, stalking my movements. Finally a strange woman messaged me photos of my ex in her bed, along with money-related threats. It was Nikki who convinced me to get a restraining order.


“Listen,” she’d said, sitting across my dining room table, scrolling through the messages on my phone. “I’ve been holding my tongue for a while.” The house echoed with children’s voices shrieking and yelling and singing, but my sister’s eyes stayed locked on me. She lowered her voice. “If anything ever happened to Noah, God forbid, and they find out that you knew that Justin was using and acting dangerously—you could get in trouble for not protecting him. You could lose custody.”


The next day, I filed for a restraining order and sole custody.


It was a hell of a year, but now, finally, the rest of 2017 into 2018 was going to be my year. I had a job I liked, a little boy I adored, and no one stealing my money. I had family who loved and supported me, friends who’d rallied around me with love, and a sister—the greatest gift my mom ever gave me.


I hadn’t always seen Nikki that way. Because she was born only twenty-seven months after me, I can’t remember a time before she was in my life.


I’d have described our sibling relationship as “normal,” growing up in the suburbs of New York’s Hudson Valley in the 1990s and early aughts—at least the way sisters were depicted on sitcoms and through other friends we knew. We were playmates as little kids—playing rousing games of Spit and slapping piles of cards on our hardwood floor, trading lanyards that we made at summer camp, and predicting our futures by playing MASH (Mansion, Apartment, Shack, House) on loose-leaf paper in the back of our parents’ station wagon. But I spent a lot of time in my head, constructing the world around me like a storybook, while Nikki was more grounded into the earth—quite literally. She was constantly digging through the dirt for bugs and tiny creatures, always on the hunt for something slippery and slimy, something to crawl over and around her curious fingers.


We also bickered and blamed, slammed doors, and pranked. In a lot of ways, we grew up side by side, but worlds apart.


Sisterhood can be complicated, and it certainly was for us.


I’d always wondered if we’d become as important to each other as my mother had promised we would. When Nikki and I teased each other or raged at one another, she’d reprimand us, “You better be nice. One day you’re going to need each other.” My mom had two older sisters herself. They’d all shared one bedroom in the small apartment they grew up in. Even after they’d gone their separate ways and started their own families, they always stayed within arm’s reach of one another. As Nikki and I squabbled, our mom would spend hours with our cordless phone tucked between her ear and shoulder as she washed dishes—talking to one sister, then the other, on what felt like an endless loop. Watching them, I learned that sisters show up for each other, no matter what. My dad would say that the Moriarty sisters knew every detail of each other’s lives, down to the snacks they’d eat. “One would eat, one would chew, and the other would swallow,” he’d joke.


Now I could see that my mom had been right. We needed each other.


Nikki and I were enacting the core code of sisterhood in my family: we showed up. Whenever I needed someone to watch Noah, to bring us food when we were sick, to vent and cry to when I was grieving my marriage—she was there. Faithfully.


Throughout our twenties, we had actually started to enjoy each other. Nikki was funny in a way I’d never fully appreciated as a kid, and her daily texts—videos of the kids, throwback memories from childhood, or witty one-liners—made me laugh out loud. We shared recipes, we planned birthday parties and outings together, and we each warned the other when she was likely to get her period, because we were on the same cycle. It was the kind of sisterhood we’d both always wanted but, for whatever reason, hadn’t seemed available before.


Maybe because our grown-up version of sisterhood was interwoven with motherhood—and there was nothing more impressive to me than Nikki as a mom. She was so attuned to the kids, pouring all of herself into nurturing their talents and interests—like Ben’s astounding musicality, and Faye’s free-spirited, animal-loving personality. Motherhood was her source of creativity, generosity, and selflessness—and I, along with so many others who followed her on social media, learned from her example. She was her very best self as a mother—and even though we commiserated about the hard parts of raising young kids, as any mom needs to do, I was a better mother and person because of what she taught me.


With each subsequent kid, it was like a string between us tugged us closer together, like two boats that had drifted out in opposite directions, forgetting that we were anchored together underneath it all. We were finding our way back to each other. We were finally friends. And at this point I didn’t know how I’d have functioned without her.


“There’s leftover pasta in the fridge,” said Nikki as we stood up, brushing grass off our hands. “And I tried to do the dishes but I didn’t get to all of them,” she added, adjusting her oversized sunglasses.


“You didn’t have to do that, Nik, but thank you.”


“Oh, and I have a load of the kids’ clothes in the dryer,” she told me. Nikki and her partner, Chris, didn’t have a washer-dryer unit in her apartment, and I always made mine available for her. “I’ll come get it tomorrow.”


“No worries,” I said, and I meant it.


“Come on, kiddos, it’s time to go!” Nikki called out. “Bedtime! Say goodbye to Aunt Mimi!”


They ran over on little legs, wide smiles on their tiny faces.


“Don’t leave me,” I joked, pulling them into big bear hugs, smooching their faces.


Then I sat on the grass a little longer, breathing in the fresh air, watching them climb into their car.


I had no idea how quickly that season would pass, how soon we would be ripped apart, how my sense of freedom would vanish like the falling leaves.















CHAPTER 1



homicide


Day 1, September 28, 2017


A loud knock punctured the routine of an ordinary Thursday morning. It was around 8 a.m., nearing the time I would head out to work and my mom would put Noah on the school bus. I hurried down my apartment’s steps, opened the door. A uniformed Town of Poughkeepsie police officer stood outside. His face looked tense.


I held my breath, as I had learned to do when a cop was in my doorway. What had happened this time? Another car crash? An arrest?


Justin hadn’t lived with me for a year, but we were still legally married—so if a police officer was looking for someone to identify a body, they might just knock on his wife’s door.


In the split second before the officer spoke, I braced for impact. A part of me whispered, This is it. He’s dead. I’d imagined this scene hundreds of times, I knew what would come next.


Except—


“Are you Nicole Addimando’s sister?”


My brain went blank. It didn’t know what to formulate to replace the “Daddy died” talk I’d been preparing. Why was Nikki’s name coming out of this man’s mouth?


The cop assured me that she was fine, but said someone had to come pick up her kids at the police station. That’s all he could say.


“You’ll need to bring clothes for them,” he added.


My mom had just joined me in the doorway. For the past few months, my parents had been staying in my apartment, helping me adjust to my new single-mom lifestyle. Her mouth began spinning as fast as my mind: Was Nikki hurt? What had happened to the kids’ clothes?


The officer brushed off each question with a curt, “I can’t answer that, ma’am, you just need to go pick up the children.”


My mom started to say we’d have to stop at Nikki’s apartment to get their clothes. “No, you can’t go there,” the officer said quickly. He offered us no clarifying information. He needed us to obey, not understand.


So we did the only thing we could do: follow the officer’s directions and hope it would all make sense soon. I had a suspicion that I might know where this was coming from. The day before, Nikki had messaged me on Facebook while I was at work.


She was in a panic, sending short, choppy, one-line messages, saying that Child Protective Services had opened an investigation. “I can’t believe this is happening,” she wrote. The gist was that an anonymous reporter suspected Nikki was being abused by Chris, her long-term boyfriend, father of the kids, and that it was emotionally affecting their preschool-aged son. CPS had shown up at her house, investigating the claims, and they might be calling me soon, she warned.


My gut instinct was that she was panicking for no reason. This had to be a misunderstanding that would soon be cleared up. Nikki had two young, rambunctious kids, and she did often have bruising on her lately.


“You can help by saying that I’ve always had random bruises but nothing suspicious and that you are close with us and trust us and our kids are totally loved and safe,” she wrote.


Of course I’d say that. Everything was okay, right? Nikki would have told me otherwise. She would have talked to me about it, just like I talked to her about my own toxic marriage during countless heart-to-hearts over the past year.


It was true she almost always had a dark bruise on her left cheekbone nowadays—some days it was deep purple, others a more faded green-blue, but it was in the same spot. I didn’t know about bruises anywhere else, but I assumed she didn’t want me to tell them that her shoulder had recently popped out of its socket and she had to wear an arm sling. It wasn’t the first time that she’d dislocated her shoulder. She blamed a lifetime of gymnastics and, this last time, even wondered out loud if she had a connective tissue disorder. “I was just picking up Faye, and pop,” she’d motioned, indicating that her shoulder just fell out of its own socket. Weird, I’d thought, not questioning too deeply. “You should get that checked out,” I told her.


If I didn’t know Nikki and Chris as well as I did, I might have wondered if Nikki was being hurt, too. A CPS call didn’t seem unreasonable, given her bruises, but it did seem hasty and extreme.


This must be why the police were at my door. They were investigating the claims—claims that they, like CPS, were obligated to look into but would ultimately be for nothing. But I couldn’t tell my mom that. I knew Nikki hadn’t told her about CPS, and she wouldn’t want me to, either. That’s what our family did—we hid unpleasant news, sparing one another unnecessary worry or stress, especially when our mom’s Crohn’s disease was flaring up as it had been recently. All our lives, we’d heard “Don’t upset Mom, she’s sick today” or “You’re giving me a stomachache” enough times to internalize the rules.


I watched my mom scurry out the door after the police officer, but I was more concerned about being late to work than anything else. It was all a misunderstanding. I arranged plans for a neighbor to take Noah to school, and then went to work.


I had an easy twenty-minute commute to my job at the Omega Institute, a nonprofit retreat center tucked in the deep woods of Rhinebeck—a town best known for shaded village sidewalks that spill into restaurant patios and boutiques, and for hosting the county fair each summer. Though I had grown up in the area—a historic stretch of land on the Hudson River, positioned halfway between New York City and Albany—I’d only recently learned that Omega existed. It was like a hidden gem, accessible only through dirt and gravel backroads winding away from commuter highways and cell phone service.


Omega is an oasis-like campus with blooming gardens, meandering trails, a meditation sanctuary, and a small private beach on a peaceful lake. But for me it was also a job, where I helped craft the organization’s social media messaging and run Facebook ads for hundreds of workshops and events. That day I had a standard Thursday to-do list, which my body performed on autopilot. My mind kept circling back to the morning’s strange beginning. What the hell is happening? I couldn’t make sense of it. Why were the police keeping Nikki? Why did the kids need new clothes, and why couldn’t we go to their apartment? Where did CPS fit into this?


In a hushed voice, I filled in two of my closest colleagues. Is this a family emergency? I asked, as if maybe they’d know. Do I need to leave?


I went to the dining hall for lunch and poked around at my falafel and green goddess salad, silently replaying the morning in my head, searching for any clues I may have missed.


When I got back to my desk, I saw a text from my mom. Chris’s mom had called her. He hadn’t shown up at work. No one knew where he was. I had assumed he was at the police station with Nikki, but now—wait. Where was Chris?


I did not think, Maybe she was being abused by him and Chris was arrested and Nikki was at the station dealing with paperwork. It didn’t even occur to me as an option to disregard. Instead my imagination searched for an explanation, coming up with nothing.


Around 5 p.m., just after most of the office hallway had emptied for the day, I got a text from my mom. It was just one word: “Homicide.”


I looked at my phone for one, two beats, not understanding what I was seeing. I wheeled my office chair over to the door, shut it, and called her.


My mother picked up on the first ring. She was screaming.


Chris was dead.


Nikki had killed him.















CHAPTER 2



groundless


Numbness spread from my head, down my neck, through my arms as I absorbed the shock. I felt my lungs expand and contract, out and in. My breath was the only thing I could be sure was real.


No.


No no no.


My sister—the least rebellious, least violent person I knew—who never so much as had school detention, who wouldn’t even squash a bug—was in jail for murder? The girl I’d known my entire life, who’d never met a stray animal she didn’t take in, the girl whose bleeding-heart compassion was so intense that she wouldn’t even eat meat—she took someone’s life? My sister—a stay-at-home mom whose life orbited around the needs of her children—killed their father? What the hell?


“How?” I said.


“A gun,” my mom cried.


“Where did she get a gun?” I yelled into the phone. “How does she know how to shoot a gun?”


Mom didn’t have answers. I told her I’d be home soon and hung up the phone.


I felt groundless, but stood up anyway, looked to the doorway, and let adrenaline carry me outside. The warm September sky was jarringly blue. Omega guests volleyed a ball back and forth on the tennis court, colleagues waved as I passed—unaware that my body was a walking shell. To them, I must have appeared totally normal.


I got into my car, left the Omega parking lot, and turned down the familiar single-lane road flanked with towering trees. I’d driven home through those winding country roads hundreds of times. I could anticipate each turn with my eyes closed—and I knew that this time I was driving to an unrecognizable place.


What was happening? All I could do was keep driving. Keep driving home—toward Ben and Faye who, holy shit, had no idea they’d seen their dad for the last time. Had no idea their mom wasn’t coming back tonight. My God. Who’s going to tell them? I wondered.


Except I already knew the answer. It was going to be me.


The twenty-minute drive wasn’t long enough. I took a deep breath, and walked through my front door. The scene was disconcertingly familiar. Except for the grief-stricken look on my mother’s face, you’d have had no idea we were in the middle of a family crisis.


Noah, eight years old, had a couple of neighborhood friends over, and they were chasing each other and scream-laughing from room to room. Ben was delighted at being included in the “big kid” play. He ran past me giggling in Noah’s outgrown clothes, the same clothes I had handed to my mom before she went to the police station. Faye was on the living room carpet with my mom, lying on her lap and playing a game on mom’s iPhone. She was wearing a pink polka-dot shirt that Nikki had left in my laundry, and a Cookie Monster diaper.


I watched the kids, willing time to stop—to somehow keep us cocooned in this moment before we’d have to tell them that their parents weren’t coming back that night. They had never spent a night away from Nikki. Faye had spent most of her two years nursing before falling asleep—and even though she was now (thankfully) weaned, I knew she’d need her mom’s touch in a matter of hours, as would Ben.


My mom walked over, looking like a scared little girl. She pulled me in for a long hug, and I could feel her shoulders tremble. Then she composed herself, wiped her face, and handed me a piece of paper with a name and phone number scrawled in pen. “Elizabeth.”


I had never met Elizabeth, but I recognized the name. She taught Ben’s Music Together classes—a real bright spot in his life. Ben had musical gifts beyond other toddlers I’ve known, and Nikki and Ben often talked about “Miss Elizabeth” during his impromptu living room concerts.


“She wants you to call her,” my mom said. “She said she has information.”


I stepped out the front door and paced along the sidewalk in front of our duplex. I lived in a quiet gated community of apartments and town houses, and my home was bordered by a white picket fence. I looked out toward the wooded wetlands beyond the yard, hearing chirps and croaks that, under other circumstances, would have been soothing. The sun dipped toward the tree line as I dialed.


“Hi, Elizabeth? It’s Michelle.” I held my breath.


“Hi, Michelle,” she said, her voice soft and sweet. “I’m sorry to be meeting you this way.”


“Me too,” I said.


“He was a really bad man, Michelle,” she started. “Really bad.”


I sat down at my small outdoor table set and exhaled. “Tell me everything.”















CHAPTER 3



clarity


He was hurting her,” she said.


I took the sentence in. It was as if her words flipped on a light switch in my mind, and the totality of my memories slowly began lighting up under flickering fluorescent bulbs, illuminating a life that was always here. A life I hadn’t seen.


Memories popped into my mind, asking to be put into this new context. Her clothes, for one. All summer Nikki had worn ankle-length black leggings, long-sleeve open-front cardigans over a baggy black T-shirt, a lightweight scarf, and sunglasses, even on the hottest of days. I’d thought it was her style.


“I only have, like, two shirts,” Nikki would say, shrugging, as if she just didn’t care that much about what she wore; as if she couldn’t put their limited money toward frivolous fashion decisions. Now I realized—


Oh my God, she was hiding injuries.


At the beginning of Nikki’s relationship with Chris, nine years earlier, they’d coached gymnastics together. Every now and then she’d say she got kicked in the face while spotting a kid, which was reasonable enough. But it wasn’t until the past year or so that her face was regularly black and blue.


I’d seen the bruising on her face, and I’d accepted all of her explanations. Three-year-old Ben had hit her in the face with his toy guitar, she’d tripped again—and again and again. A few times I had seen Ben throw a toy or book across the room at Nikki, or accidentally head-butt her. Yet the next day Nikki would have an injury that often looked worse than anything I’d expect would come from what I saw happen. “I bruise easily,” she’d say with a shrug.


She didn’t have excessive bruising growing up, and certainly not as regularly before Faye was born, but bodies change. And Nikki—like most of the women in our family, myself included—tended to take care of everyone else before getting to her own needs. Doctor appointments weren’t on her agenda; it was probably nothing. But in the sharp clarity of hindsight, the bruising had been excessive over the past year or two, becoming so frequent that I stopped asking; eventually it became normal, expected. If I did mention a fresh injury, I’d do it with a laugh, like “Geez, what happened to you now?”


I assumed she was accident-prone because she was exhausted. She was in the new mom stage of life and both kids were terrible sleepers. I assumed she needed to take better care of herself, and suggested she join a gym, take some spin classes with me. She would have confided in me if she needed something. Motherhood had forged a bond between us. If I had a problem or needed to vent, she was at the top of my text list. I’d assumed she felt the same.


I assumed.


It was suddenly frighteningly obvious. But I had never questioned whether Chris was hurting her—not even behind her back, not even in the safety of my own mind. Why?


“The bruising…” I trailed off. Was he punching her? Did he have a rage I didn’t see beneath his soft, quiet exterior?


“The bruises were from him,” Elizabeth said. “He’d hold her down, or slam her face into a counter.”


She said he would, not he did; it wasn’t a one-time incident.


A deep, hot shame washed through my body. There I’d been, calling in help from the family to extricate myself from my own version of abuse, while Nikki was being physically hurt. My own relationship issues had pulled eyes toward me, while she had no one. Except, it seemed, Elizabeth.


Had I been too focused on my own life, that I didn’t see the full picture? What else wasn’t I seeing?


I stood up and walked in a small circle next to the table. My body needed to process what I was hearing; I needed to move.


I didn’t think Nikki was happy in her relationship—I didn’t see romance, public affection, or shared interests—but I also didn’t see big blow-out fights or dramatic breakups that I associated with abusive households. I didn’t see danger. It looked like quiet resignation. Eye rolls. Deep sighs. It looked like two young parents tolerating one another, surviving on little sleep and zero intimate connection. The few times I did talk to Nikki about her relationship, I told her she deserved to find someone she was attracted to, someone she enjoyed. I was feeling the winds of freedom in my own life, and wanted that for her, too. She always responded with shrugs and head shakes. She said she’d never take the kids away from Chris, even if she were unhappy. She’d never break up the family.


I understood her stick-with-it instinct and the goal of keeping a family intact at all costs. The only reasons I had stayed with my husband for as long as I did was to avoid separating a boy from his dad, and the hope that things would get better over time.


“But how did she get a gun?” I asked Elizabeth. I was nearly yelling into the phone. This was a crucial component to my confusion. Nikki hated guns. Nikki was the one who regularly reminded me to ask parents if there was a firearm in the house before letting Noah go on playdates. She certainly wouldn’t keep a gun around kids.


“It was his gun. I think it was legally registered to him,” Elizabeth said.


I’m sorry, what? Chris had a gun? They never, not once, told me there was a gun in the house. Noah had played there countless times without me, even sleeping there a few times. How could she keep something like that from me?


It was a short call, but a lot to digest. After promising to keep in touch with Elizabeth, I hung up the phone. I stopped pacing along the sidewalk and took a seat at my outdoor table. I needed a few minutes.


I couldn’t stop myself from thinking back to the day before, when Nikki was panicking about the CPS visit. At the time, I both believed that she was overreacting and also understood how scary it must be to have a government agency knocking on her door with a bombshell accusation. Something she wrote to me, amid her CPS freak-out, came screaming back into my mind: “If Chris were abusive and a CPS case opened? We would be in the most danger ever. An abusive man would flip out and could just kill the whole family.”


It was when I’d read those words that I’d called her. When she answered, her voice was unusually high, and she talked fast. She sounded markedly different, disproportionate to what I understood was happening, and she seemed to be in a full-blown panic. And so I went into calm-down mode. I tried to reassure her they were probably just covering their asses.


“Nikki, you do have bruising on you a lot. And your arm was just in a sling. It’s not crazy for someone who doesn’t know you to think you’re being hurt.” For good measure, I offered: “Listen, if something is going on…”


“Oh my God, you too, Michelle?” she’d interrupted, angry and abrupt.


“Let them do the investigation, Nik. If you’re safe, you’re safe. They can’t take kids away from a safe home.”


That was the last phone call we’d have that wasn’t on a recorded line.















CHAPTER 4



collect call


After I made my way back inside, I’d barely exhaled before there was a knock. Pulling the door open, I saw two young women with laminated badges hanging from their necks. CPS. Their investigation was still open, of course; and now a gun had been fired within hours of their visit.


They introduced themselves and apologized for interrupting during such a sensitive time. But they had some questions.


I led them inside and introduced them to my mom, who was pacing from room to room. Faye was now asleep, and Ben was watching TV in bed with my dad, a fun treat. Noah had gone to play at a neighbor’s house, but would be home any minute.


One case worker, a woman named Jenna who couldn’t have been much older than thirty, did all the talking. The other woman, who looked even younger, stood like a shadow in the background. Jenna asked to speak with my mom somewhere private, and said she’d need to talk with me next. My mom led them back outside to the small bistro table and chairs near my front door.


While they talked out of earshot, I stood over the trash can and mechanically scraped the kids’ leftover raviolis off their plates, waiting for someone to tell me what to do next. I don’t know how long the interview took: Two minutes? Twenty? Time was not moving in a way I could track. It was fully dark by the time my mom came back in the house, motioning for me to take her place outside.


I stepped back out into the unseasonably warm night when my phone rang. It was a Poughkeepsie number I didn’t recognize, but decided to answer, just in case it was Nikki.


“This is a free collect call from Dutchess County Jail…”


My throat tightened. This was it. My sister.


I politely excused myself and ran back upstairs, three steps at a time, and into the bathroom for privacy.


The connection was staticky, but it was her voice, saying words that fit into this new reality like a puzzle. “He pulled a gun, he threatened to kill me…” She whimpered out the end of her sentence, trailing off. I repeated I know as she cried, the way a mother might console a child. I didn’t know, clearly, I was only now learning just how much I didn’t know, but I did know she’d been faced with an impossible situation.


Nikki’s voice was high and barely audible. “I didn’t want it to end like this, I begged him, I said, ‘Just let us leave and I won’t tell anyone.’ I will continue to tell everyone that everything is fine, I’ve been doing it for years, I said please let us leave, and he wouldn’t let us go.” She spoke in long continuous sentences, gulping for air as she went.


She started talking about Chris’s family. I, too, had been thinking about them all night—imagining the agony they were all feeling, the utter devastation currently ripping through their own phone lines.


“I mean, I love them, and I don’t know how they’re ever going to face me because this is their son, and I have a son.” Her voice cracked and cried out the last four words. I have a son. “Ben.” His name came out like a sob.


“I know,” I repeated.


“I begged him to let us leave,” she said again. “And he wouldn’t. And he just looked at me and said, ‘You won’t do it.’ And when he said, ‘I’m going to kill you and myself and your kids will have no one,’ I just… I don’t know what else I could have done…”


Before that moment, I simply could not imagine Nikki knowingly pulling a trigger and killing anything. Even if he were a “bad man” as Elizabeth had said. Even if he slammed her face into counters and dislocated her joints. But when she said that she squeezed the trigger because Chris had said, The kids would have no one, it clicked. She wasn’t killing, she was saving.


“Nikki, you did the right thing,” I said instantly. And I meant it. If I were in that situation, I’d hope to have the strength and luck to live. I’d wish that for anyone. I was glad she was alive.


“No, this is not the right thing,” she said quickly, firmly, breaking into tears.


“It was the only thing you could do,” I said, talking over her moaning. I felt an urge to claw my way through the airwaves, through whatever bars were keeping her away, to make my way to the phone she was crying into and be there next to her. She sobbed until, seconds later, our time ran out.


I hung up the phone and my body folded in half, my head practically in my lap. And for the very first time since the knock on our door, I cried. The tears came violently, like a purge, and part of me wanted to stay on that floor and cry until I stopped breathing altogether. But a different part of me, flooded with adrenaline, knew this was a red-hot emergency, and maybe if I said the right things to the right people, we could manage. We could get her home.


I steadied myself before walking out of the bathroom, into the hallway where Ben and Faye slept in rooms at either end. They had assumed this was an unexpected and exciting sleepover (Their very first one! Yay!), but I knew it wouldn’t be long until they’d demand answers that we weren’t ready to give. My parents and I hadn’t even begun to imagine how we’d break the news to them. For right now, the only thing to do was resume my seat in front of two impassive case workers: one sitting in the same seat that I left her, pen and notebook ready; the other standing to her side like a witness overseeing a document signing.


I apologized for making them wait, and proceeded to parrot everything I’d heard from Elizabeth and Nikki. I spewed facts, but I also needed them to know who Nikki was—a kind friend, a good mother, an educator who had taught preschool before quitting to raise her kids, and now sewed baby slippers to make money. Not a killer. They wrote down notes as I spoke.


Jenna asked me to tell her more about the bruising. I opened my mouth to speak but all that came out were sobs.


“It’s okay to be emotional,” she said flatly. “It’s normal to be this upset.” Nothing about this was normal.


No matter what I said, or how I sobbed, her face remained neutral. Every now and then I saw her eyes dart to the right, where her colleague was standing, as if to telepathically communicate something I couldn’t decipher. Did they believe that Nikki was abused, or did they think Nikki was a murderer? Did they need to cover up wrongdoing on their part for how they had handled the investigation? It was impossible to ignore that CPS opened a case, and within twenty-four hours of leaving the apartment, someone was dead. Much of what I told Jenna were minutes-old revelations—was I making sense?


I’d later read how Jenna documented it:




“Michelle reports that Nicole did not confide in her often…”







“Michelle reports that recently Nicole had a dislocated shoulder that she sought treatment for but always had an excuse when someone asked her what happened…”







“Michelle reports that Nicole also has a history of sexual trauma from age 5 and that nothing was ever done about it.”


















CHAPTER 5



unkle butch


I had heard Elizabeth’s words, bad man, and they called up a memory, clear and vivid in my mind: Butch.


I hadn’t thought of him in years, just as I hadn’t thought of the other neighbors, teachers, and friends’ parents who had once made up the constellation of my childhood. Yet while sitting with the case workers, I knew with certainty Butch was at the root of this story.


I told them that, years ago, when Nikki and I were teenagers, I saw his name scrawled in crayon, in a child’s handwriting, on a page in Nikki’s diary. Unkle Butch is a bad man, it said.


It was an older diary, one of many, from a pile of Nikki’s private journals that I was absolutely not supposed to be reading. I wasn’t even supposed to be in her room. We were in high school at the time, and so reading through her hidden journals—hidden from me, specifically—was a serious offense.


It’s not that Nikki and I hated each other as teenagers. We had family game nights of Pictionary and Yahtzee. We watched our Parent Trap VHS again and again, reciting Lindsay Lohan dialogue back and forth. We pitched in on chores and painted each other’s nails. But there was also name-calling and finger-pointing, and some low blows to each other’s fragile teenage egos, after which we were expected to forgive and be forgiven. We were sisters, after all. That’s what sisters did.


After fifth grade, Nikki and I moved to a small white house in the village of Hyde Park, in Upstate New York, in what felt like quintessential suburbia. We had a drive-in movie theater, a roller rink, and a classic fifties diner with an aluminum roof and a black-and-white-checkered floor. Our neighborhood, known as Crumwold Acres, was nestled between two historic estates—the Roosevelts’ to the south, and the Vanderbilts’ to the north—and had hundreds of nearly identical houses on quarter-acre plots, in rows, loops, and cul-de-sacs. They were “Cape Cod–style” houses, as my mom liked to say, known for cozy single-story frames and steep slanted roofs. Ours had a circular driveway, an in-ground pool, and a tire swing out front. And at the top of the house, behind the two gabled dormers, were our attic-shaped bedrooms. Mine was on the left, Nikki’s was on the right. Between us was a bathroom just barely large enough for a stand-up shower, and a short hallway that often reverberated with slammed doors, thrown shoes, and on occasion, the tiptoes of a sister snooping through another sister’s things.


I don’t even know what I was looking for in Nikki’s diaries. An embarrassing secret to hold over her head? I certainly wasn’t looking to better understand her, or to connect with her.


Something about reading those six words made my stomach drop.


I brought the diary to my mom. I knew I was risking Nikki finding out that I’d invaded her privacy. But something about that page made me know I needed a grown-up’s help.


During my high school years, my mom was like a girlfriend. I thought of her as an extension of myself, a part of me whose purpose was to help clarify what I thought and felt and wanted. If I didn’t understand something, no matter how weird or embarrassing, I went to my mom. My friends came to her, too. She was empathetic. She was easy to talk to. She was cool.


So now, with six words written in crayon and an icky feeling in my stomach, I went to her, book in hand.


Unkle Butch is a bad man.


Butch had lived across the street from our old rental house, the place we’d lived during most of elementary school. It was where I’d made some of my warmest memories, wrapped in innocence. My bedroom had been across from Nikki’s. Our doors stayed open. She had a bunk bed in her room in case a guest, usually an aunt, would take my room for the night. The bottom bunk was mine whenever I wanted it. I remember whispering and laughing in the dark, and how on every Christmas Eve, after we’d sung in our church choir for the evening candlelight service, I’d lie in that bunk bed and swear I could hear sleigh bells over our heads. The backyard smelled like lilac and fresh-cut grass, like muddy magic potions of soil and herbs, thick chlorine, and wet dog.


As often as not, when Nikki was in the backyard, her friend Caitlin was by her side. Caitlin was the same age as Nikki, and they were each other’s first best friends. They both had a free-spirited wildness to their personalities, as if they were made to dig their toes into grass and howl at the moon. Both of them had hair that refused to be tamed—Nikki’s thick and dark, Caitlin’s blond with wispy curls. One of my earliest memories of Caitlin was watching her dance in the rain, and then kneel and scoop mud into her hair before washing herself in a street puddle. I thought she was weird. Nikki, on the other hand, saw the magic in her. And oftentimes when they’d play together, it was under the watchful eye of Butch.


If I hadn’t known better, I would have assumed he was Caitlin’s grandpa. He was a grandpa-aged man with coke-bottle glasses and graying hair, and Caitlin and her mom had lived in his house for as long as we’d lived across the street. Butch was the father of Caitlin’s mom’s boyfriend, a twenty-something guy with a cool red Jeep. I knew Butch and his wife as well as any kid knows their aging neighbors who politely wave as you drive by.


Unkle Butch is a bad man.


My memories are fuzzy—I don’t know where we were in the house, or where Nikki was. But I know that when I handed my mom Nikki’s diary, I didn’t expect her reaction. She barely emoted. I think she even nodded, as if it were a confirmation. And then she shook her head no as she handed it back. I absorbed her body language, confused as to why she wasn’t assuring me that it was nothing.


“Yeah, I think something may have happened between them,” she whispered.


“Like what?” I asked, thinking that maybe he reprimanded or embarrassed her. No part of my teenage brain thought the something was sexual; he was an old man, and she just a baby.


Mom let out a sharp exhale. “Remember that sleepover at Caitlin’s?”


Of course I remembered. It was Nikki’s one and only sleepover. She was five years old, I was seven. And early the next morning, our mom got a call that Nikki wanted to come home. She said her “foot hurt”—a lame excuse I mercilessly teased her about. Aww, yittle Nikki’s too much of a baby for sleepovers. From that point on, the only sleepovers she’d have were at our house.


“Well, some weird things happened after that sleepover,” my mom confessed. “Nikki’s personality changed a lot—she was scared to go to school, and she could only make it through the day if she wore a locket with my picture, remember that?” I nodded. It was as if she were thinking out loud, at times even looking to me for answers. “Maybe it wasn’t just separation anxiety?”


I wasn’t fully following, but I was paying attention.


“And I did find blood in her underwear,” she added, as if just remembering in that moment. “And she started wetting the bed—but when I brought her to the doctor, he said nothing was wrong,” she said quickly.


I remembered being at our yearly pediatrician physical, my sister’s turn on the paper-covered table, and hearing our (male) childhood doctor say that Nikki probably tore her hymen doing gymnastics, happens all the time, no big deal. (A hymen isn’t just a “cherry to pop”; they can tear through other activities. So the doctor wasn’t lying.) I’d clung to that information through middle school, jokingly questioning whether she was even a virgin.


“Maybe something did happen,” my mom said, looking down at the diary in my hands.


Mom didn’t define what that something was, but over time, it became the context to explain Nikki’s “personality quirks.” Her modesty, refusing to change in front of anyone; the ways she starved her body to stay small and hidden; why no one could touch the back of her neck without her flinching or jumping away; why, right after the sleepover, Nikki suddenly couldn’t stand the texture of meat in her mouth, and would spit it out on her dinner plate across the table from me. And as we got older, why Nikki was visibly disgusted by the topic of sex.


Something happened with Butch that made Nikki cringe and shrink and avoid sex. We didn’t talk about it—in fact, I never brought up the diary to Nikki, ever. It felt intrusive, as if I’d be poking around at a core wound, causing her unnecessary pain. My parents didn’t get Nikki counseling; I don’t even know if my parents talked about it privately. Maybe we were all waiting for Nikki to tell us herself.


I didn’t explain all of this to the CPS workers, only the stripped-down truth: Something happened at a sleepover when she was five years old, something that felt foundational. For the first time, the name Butch wasn’t accompanied by a question mark in my mind; it was a definitive statement. Why did it take so long for me see that?















CHAPTER 6



red flags


I watched the CPS workers slowly and silently walk to their car. I sat for a while, after their car pulled away, one hand leaning on my forehead, the other steadying my chest. I didn’t have the energy to hold on to thoughts or feelings like guilt or fear for too long. There would be a time and a place for ruminating and blaming, for stewing and raging, and now was not it. Now I needed to calm my jacked-up nervous system, having just purged more tears and words than I thought I had in me.


But I couldn’t. Another memory nagged at me, keeping me rooted to the chair. It was buried under a jumble of recollections begging to be reexamined, one I’d glossed over with the CPS workers because there was still so much I didn’t understand.


It was around six or seven years earlier—back when I was in the early stages of young motherhood. I lived with Noah and Justin in a duplex in Poughkeepsie, right down the road from my mom. Nikki was still finishing up her bachelor’s degree in early childhood education, and she lived in my mom’s apartment while commuting to class. And because we lived less than five minutes apart, Noah and I spent a lot of time visiting Grandma and Aunt Nikki. Mom nearly always kept her door unlocked, so many days Noah and I would walk in and have the place to ourselves.


One day I walked in and saw my mom standing in the living room with a man in jeans and a T-shirt. They both smiled, an air of friendship between them. I didn’t have a clue who he was, but their conversation seemed to stop mid-sentence when I walked through the door. We all made some awkward pleasantries, and he quickly said goodbye.


I nodded toward the door with a look that said, What was that about?


Mom’s face responded with a wait until you hear this one expression.


She explained that the man’s name was Dave—a name that was vaguely familiar, and mom clarified that Nikki coached and sometimes babysat his daughter.


“He’s a police officer, and he thinks someone hurt Nikki,” she said, launching into what sounded like a wild story. “He said that she came to him for help, and he saw blood in the shower,” she said, adding, “Her hands were zip-tied together?” Mom’s face was contorted into a question mark, as if this was all too dramatic, too fantastical, to be true. “Why would Nikki say that?”


Ordinarily, if I heard that a mother was visited by a police officer, and was told that her daughter was being hurt, I’d expect that mother to run toward her with help—not question if her daughter was making it up. But given the dynamic between Nikki and my mom—one where my mom seemed to second-guess what Nikki said—her reaction tracked.


I don’t know where it started or why, but there was a consistent undertone, from the time we were little, that Nikki was “looking for attention.” Which doesn’t make sense, because she wasn’t one to chronically lie or get caught up in risky, dangerous behavior. She was a quiet girl, a good girl. In fact, if you watched our childhood home movies back then, I was the one belting off-tune notes into a makeshift microphone and vying for the spotlight, while Nikki blended into the background. I danced on a stage, I wrote short stories about my life. If anyone appeared to be “looking for attention,” it was me, not Nikki.


But she was dodgy and distrustful of other people, particularly my mom. Over the years, Nikki had watched me spill my guts to my mom about everything and anything, and then heard Mom go and tell her sisters what I had said. Nikki paid attention like an animal being preyed on, always listening, always taking the temperature of a room. Did that contribute to my mom thinking that Nikki couldn’t be trusted? Was her quietness misinterpreted as sneakiness?


Or maybe it was the way that Nikki would drop hints that something was wrong with her, instead of coming right out and saying it. She’d say it through bouts of starving her body, while simultaneously mentioning that she hadn’t eaten all day. She’d say things like, “I don’t cry in front of any of you,” and “I have so much going on in my life that you know nothing about.” Now, looking back, I wondered if someone looking for help looks an awful lot like someone looking for attention.


It was the zip-tie detail that got me—“Mom, you can’t zip-tie your own hands together.” But I don’t remember talking to her about it again.


This incident didn’t seem like something Nikki could make up. So much that I did something we rarely did in our family: confront the issue head-on. I asked Nikki about it directly. I’m sure I did it tentatively, mentioning the police officer. I don’t remember our exact conversation, but I remember her icy response—like talking to a frozen wall. She didn’t look me in the eye; she wouldn’t engage. She insinuated that it was a one-time assault by a stranger, but wouldn’t even go so far as to put language to it. It was clear that she didn’t want to talk about it; she didn’t want the police involved; she just wanted it to go away. I said okay. We never talked about it again, mostly because I didn’t want to upset or embarrass her. If she needed me, she’d come to me.


Still—I couldn’t let it go entirely, and I pulled her brand-new boyfriend, Chris, into the conversation.


No part of me thought that Chris could be the one hurting her, and I didn’t ask him to come to my apartment to accuse him. Maybe because he seemed too nice and timid to violently attack someone. But I wanted to know what he knew and see how we could help.


He sat at my dining room table wearing a newsboy-style hat over his prematurely balding head. He was about as tall as me, barely five feet five, and a year younger than me. I knew very little about him, only that he lived with his parents, was in community college for cinematography, and was quiet. An awkwardness hung in the air between us; I wrapped my arms around my body as I talked, and he kept his hands in his lap and looked down at the table for most of the conversation. Through the nine years I would know him, we’d never get comfortable around each other.


I asked him about the police, the assault, and said Nikki wouldn’t talk about it. What did he think?


“I think she’s making it up.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think anything happened.”


It should have been a red flag—why didn’t he have her back? Why would he assume that his girlfriend was lying? And why would he stay with someone who would create such a disturbing fabrication? But he was new in our lives, and I didn’t know how long he’d stick around. My most immediate reaction was that he must not know all the details. Plus his denial was a familiar response; it aligned with the unsaid assumptions in my mom’s reaction. My family may not have said it as bluntly as Chris did, but the idea that nothing actually happened was an easier belief to choose. I didn’t yet recognize that the “she’s crazy” eye roll can also be a tactic.


We all dropped the conversation entirely.


This individual and collective denial or avoidance, I’d come to learn, wasn’t unusual—especially in a family that carried their own generational trauma, and had a tendency to take on each other’s problems. It made sense that, on some level, we’d avoid knowing an overwhelming, anxiety-producing truth. Denial is a well-traveled path of self-preservation.


I had thought about it through the years, particularly the zip-tie part. It bothered me not to have a solution to the mystery—but not enough to ask her again. That came with a risk—a risk that she’d shut me down, a risk that I’d have to feel her palpable discomfort or anger, a risk that she’d say something I didn’t want to hear.


A few times over the years, I almost brought it up again with Nikki. And then I’d chicken out, assuming that one day she’d be ready to tell me what happened; I thought we had more time.


Time was up.


My brain scanned for more intrusive memories, and jumped from that unexplained assault years ago, to several moments within the last few months—to a series of waving red flags that I saw but didn’t see.


Earlier this past spring, I had seen a circular burn on Nikki’s chest peeking out from behind a scarf, while she touched up her makeup in the bathroom. It looked raised and oozy. She quickly dismissed it by saying she had dropped a hair straightener on herself while multitasking, what else is new, no big deal. I didn’t question it.


Not long after, in the early weeks of summer, she pulled me into the same bathroom, shut the door, and whispered, “I think something’s wrong with my vagina. It looks like my insides are coming out.” My exact response was, “Ew. You need to go see a doctor.” I didn’t ask to see. I didn’t ask how it happened. I’ve always been squeamish around body stuff. If you’d have asked me at the time, I think I’d assumed that she was having some kind of prolapse from two back-to-back pregnancies.


Long red marks on her upper arm—the image flashed in my mind. I remembered even having the thought, Wow, those look like finger marks, but never saying it out loud. Why? My brain couldn’t place when I saw it: Was it last month? Last year?


I was only now stringing the memories into a pattern, instead of brushing them off as isolated moments. I had a hard time coming up with a word for what this felt like. It wasn’t exactly denial, because I wasn’t presented with cold hard information that I had disregarded or rejected as untrue. It was more like misinterpretation. I had come up with more palatable explanations. I’d accepted excuses without further questioning. I’d filled in the blanks with my own version of reality.
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