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To Sr. Mary Nerney, CND, and all the women still at Bedford.














FOREWORD


I have known Donna for over a decade. I knew her inside prison and I know her as a free woman. I know her more deeply than I have known many people, as I had the honor and privilege to travel with her in our writing group at Bedford Hills Correctional Facility for many years as she mined the depths of her own history, excavated the abuse done to her, and reckoned with her anger, shame, self-hatred, and guilt. I had a front-row seat witnessing Donna face her crime and probe her role and take responsibility and find the connections to her own trauma and history.


Now she has written a powerful and important book. It is a book that has arrived exactly at the moment it is needed. It is a book that has arrived as millions of women in America purge their stories and pain and memories and body traumas, and men reckon with their deeds and sexual misconduct. It has arrived at a moment of cultural excavation and hopefully a cultural transformation.


Donna’s story shows with clarity and heart and painful personal detail the tragic trajectory of sexual violence. One has to ask about most women who have been sexually abused: At what point did they vacate their bodies and their lives? Was it the moment of the first violation? The second? In Donna’s case, it is clear that she was long gone by the time the recurring acts of violence against her began.


Sexual violence forces us out of our bodies and ourselves. It lays us vulnerable to be controlled and further abused as our agency is stolen from the onset. It robs us of our “sense of goodness”; and once that is taken, so is our confidence and vision of a future. I know in my own case I became the darkness that was injected inside me. And then I lived in darkness for many years.


The time I spent at Bedford Hills, listening to stories, witnessing the layers of violence and violations women have suffered, made me aware that our prisons are filled with women who have been hurt and broken and abandoned. The statistics are shocking.


The overwhelming majority of women in prison are survivors of domestic violence. Three quarters of them have histories of severe physical abuse by an intimate partner during adulthood, and 82 percent suffered serious physical or sexual abuse as children. Nearly 8 in 10 female mentally ill inmates reported physical or sexual abuse. And 57.2 percent of females report abuse before their admission to state prison. Nearly 6 in 10 women in state prisons had experienced physical or sexual abuse in the past, and 69 percent reported that the assault occurred before age 18.


We have constructed a system that extols punishment over care and transformation, that categorically refuses to look at the economic, racial, psychological, or emotional roots of violence and forever perpetuates this violence through further institutional abuse.


The heartbreaking thing is that so many women woefully acknowledge that prison is the first place they ever felt safe, ever had time to think. So many women in my writing group at Bedford Hills came to realize in the course of our exploration how little choice they ever felt they had in their lives. Things just happened. The wheels of pain, exploitation, and violation moved them, and they never had a sense they could direct their own lives. And the wheels were set in dangerous motion from the first moment they were invaded, raped, beaten, tortured, or discarded. Because they were alone, without interventions or protections, they were propelled unwittingly toward a catastrophic cliff.


Donna was used and abused and abandoned from an early age. She had little control over her destiny or her even choosing her own family. She was spit out into the world as so many people continued to have their way with her. She lived in a state of perpetual terror, confusion, and powerlessness.


This book is a call for deep examination. It begs us to look at young women—particularly those on the margins who remain invisible, where terrible things happen over and over. Donna was a brilliant, beautiful young woman. Her beauty was used against her time and time again. She was never allowed or encouraged to fulfill her intellectual prowess as her self-esteem and sense of goodness had already been demolished.


Donna’s story highlights the fact that when the abuse of women in prison is treated and addressed, when inmates are able to tell their stories and explore what led them to prison, when they are given time and support to take responsibility for their crimes, they not only change but can become the most productive members of society.


My hope for Donna and her book is that it will be our wake-up call. Through reading A Little Piece of Light we will understand that Donna’s story is the story of thousands of women, if not millions, who were ravaged before they had a chance to be born, who were propelled toward violence or violent situations by the incessant violence done to them.


We have a choice as a country. We can keep the industrial punishment machine alive, continue to demean, dehumanize, and hurt the most wounded. We can guarantee that they never find a way out of the maze of darkness. Or as Donna’s story so brilliantly illustrates, we can offer attention, time, and care before and after that catastrophic moment occurs in women’s lives.


—Eve Ensler














PREFACE


“Say his name.”


I stand in front of the stainless-steel mirror in my cell in the solitary housing unit. My face is bare of any makeup—there is nothing covering this up, no making it any prettier. This is me, facing myself. Facing what I did. “Say his name,” I whisper at the mirror. “SAY HIS NAME!”


I brace myself to sit on the slab of metal that serves as my bed in my cell. “Thomas Vigliarolo,” I whimper. “His name is Thomas Vigliarolo!” The crescendo of sobs breaks me. “I’m sorry, Mr. V!” I call out. Weak from the years of carrying this weight, my voice drops again to a whisper as I beg for his forgiveness. “I am so sorry, Mr. V. I am so, so sorry that I didn’t help you.”


Cries echo throughout the unit—my own, and the cries of the women around me. In this place, our cries are our only release. We cry for ourselves, and we cry for each other. With each other.


For many of us here, imprisonment began long before the day we registered in prison. Feeling trapped and isolated began years before we found ourselves confined to a six-by-eight cinder block room with no clock to mark the time. A prison worse than any government facility is the feeling that nobody loves you. Nobody wants you. You belong nowhere. As the men in my life told me from the time I was a child: Donna, you are nobody, and nobody will ever love you. Years… decades… lives of abuse and neglect spurred many of us to make one desperate decision that finally, ultimately led us here. Too often, by the time a woman commits a crime, her only goal has been survival.


For that lapse in judgment, that poor decision—that mistake—it’s likely she will forever suffer the worst prison of all: the inability to forgive herself.


I’ll never forget waking up to my friend’s words: He’s not breathing. It was a turn of events that I could not fathom. Even now, half a decade after leaving prison, not a day goes by that I don’t think about Mr. Vigliarolo. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of his family, the fear they must have felt as they imagined him in fear, wondering where he was for eleven nights and worried for what he might have been experiencing.


Say his name.


I’m sorry, Mr. V.


I know what it’s like to fear for the safety of the person we love. Family is protection. I know this because on the day I gave birth, that was my fiercest vow to my daughter: I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you. And I know this because, beginning in my childhood, I lived a life of suffering and tough choices for two decades, until I finally found my family in the most unexpected place: prison. In spite of all the pain I’ve experienced in my life, I’ve never wanted anyone to die. But it is here, in this most unlikely place, that I found the protection and support I needed to turn my life around.


I am Donna—but here, for twenty-seven years, I was inmate #86G0206.


This is my story.














1


THE PRISONER OF BOYNTON AVENUE


I was three years old, barefoot against the chilled concrete floor in the back of a pub on William Street in my birthplace of Port Antonio, Jamaica, surrounded by blue lagoons, white sand beaches, waterfalls, and caves. Wafting in from a street vendor outside was the aroma of roasted meat wrapped inside steamed banana leaves. My tummy growled with hunger for something to eat. My heart yearned with hunger for attention… affection. As if suddenly aware of me while she and her sister discussed some business in the pub, which they ran together, my mummy picked me up and squeezed me closely to her. “Oooh,” she cooed, “I love you so much.” I splayed my tiny fingers across her shoulders, feeling the way her coffee skin held the sun’s heat even inside the cool of the dim bar.


At once, she released me toward the ceiling, my fall startling me when the breeze became my only security. The next second, I felt my mother’s hands braced around my body. Again, she launched me into the air—and this time I giggled with the thrill of it. A third time, she swung me high, and I flew like a bird with my arms outstretched toward heaven, squealing in laughter. When I looked down for the safety of her hands, our eyes met, but in an instant it struck me that her hands were no longer in the air, anticipating my return.


I plummeted to the ground, my head smacking the concrete floor.


Even now, fifty years later, the sheer shock of it stuns me. After a moment of numbness followed by confusion and fuzzy disorientation, the sensation set in, making it certain: my mummy let me fall.


I screamed in pain.


I screamed!


“What’s wrong with you?!” my auntie scolded my mother. An argument erupted while I lay facedown, crying out, craving loving hands to pick me up and make this better.


This is my earliest memory. All these years later, my heart sinks to remember it. It remains a moment that symbolizes the first twenty years of my life: adult hands harming me instead of protecting me. A touch that I should have been able to trust, but could not.


William Street was two blocks from the water and therefore a lucrative hangout for locals looking to make a few dollars from the tourists who came to the beaches of Port Antonio. It was an area known for its laid-back Rastafarian spirit and its tropical fruits, flowers, butterflies, and birds. When I chased the mango hummingbirds into the fields on the edge of town, they showed me how to suck the nectar from the honeysuckle and morning glories. Fast and graceful, boundless and free, these creatures seemed magic to me.


My mother also believed in magic, but her fascination was different than mine. She was a devotee of the taboo practice of the West Indies called Obeah. Before it had been outlawed in the late 1700s, some observers of the religion believed it was a way to transmit harm to their slavemasters. They performed witchcraft and spells and sacrificed animals wildly and cruelly in public spaces. Some, like my mother, also used their children as real-life voodoo dolls.


I was born very shortly after Jamaica gained its independence from Great Britain in 1962. With the transition from British rule to independence came upheaval, a lack of systems, and centuries’ worth of hurt and resentment. At that time, some laws in Jamaica weren’t being enforced effectively. Systems also weren’t very precise when it came to recording births or administering birth certificates—especially not for a mother like mine, who once told me that I was born on October 29, 1964 inside a cave. I’m more inclined to believe the part about the cave than I am to believe the specific date of birth. Only when I grew older and more detached from any sense of security at all did I realize I wish I’d had enough time with her to ask who my father was, why my skin was so much lighter than the skin of most of the people around me… or more about where I belonged, in general.


Back then, in Jamaica or anywhere, there also weren’t insights or clear diagnoses for the problems my mother suffered. Today, we’d understand that her unpredictable mood swings, tenderness that turned to violence or indifference in a split second, were due to mental illness or a personality disorder, possibly bipolarism. One minute, she was bright-eyed and charismatic, while the next she was a monster, dunking me in scalding water, lashing me with a tree branch or rubber telephone wire that she found on the side of the road after a tropical storm snapped it to the ground. It was routine for her to burn me with fire and cut me with a knife. “Shut up!” she’d yell through gritted teeth while she lashed me. “You’re unclean!” Sometimes, after she finished hurting me, she would soothe herself with deep breaths, then pull me close to hug me. “I am sorry,” she’d say softly in remorse. “My baby… I am sorry.” I would melt into her embrace, so achingly hungry to be loved in any moment.


Whether she was holding me close or harming me, there was no explanation for her emotional expression, no reason for her reactions. I simply nestled closely into her kindness when it was available and obeyed her when it wasn’t. She was my mother—as a child, I needed her. She was beautiful and passionate, and over and over, I found it easy to forgive her. On some level even then, I understood that she loved me the best that she could.


But a child who never knows what will happen next will find some way—any way—to flee the moments of trauma and pain. I remember sitting in the corner of the cave where my mother and the Obeah priest would hold their rituals by firelight. “Come,” my mother would motion to me. As a toddler, I would rise from my place against the wall of the cave and climb onto their stone table as their feathered costumes and head scarves now billowed above me. I kept my eyes on the glow of the fire on the rough rock ceiling overhead, focusing on that flicker with more and more concentration until their swaying and spells and cries out to their god sounded distant from me, as though I were sinking asleep and my ears became cushioned with protection from the sounds.


As my mother and her leader fell deep inside their prayers, their eyes closed and their voices hushed, I, too, would begin to disappear. In my mind, I began to rise up, out of my body, and look down on myself so that I was no longer feeling my experience from the inside, but observing it from the outside. I wanted to be out in the sunlight, chasing the butterflies. By the time I was four years old, blacking out to escape my reality had become my only way of emotionally surviving my dangerous childhood.


Early on, I devised a way to escape my mother’s harm. As soon as I could walk, I learned to run—fast. I’d run from home into the streets, always the same bare feet, looking for a safe place as my hair fell heavy like ropes down my little back. Because my mother often wasn’t home, I’d wander Port Antonio by myself, searching for some companion. Townspeople would allow me to duck inside their offices to hide from my raging mother while she made scenes in the street. To protect myself from loneliness, I created an imaginary friend—Michael—who would loyally roam with me to the shore.


At the age of six, I was offered a real escape. My mother introduced me to Roy and Daphne Hylton, a childless couple from New York. Mummy explained that both the husband and wife came from families of great status in Jamaica. They had no children of their own, but Roy was known to bring little girls to the United States with the promise of possibility, of dreams, and a good education. When I met them, Roy and Daphne exchanged a glance and told me about a happy, magical place with parks, rides, laughs, and cotton candy. “We’ve just come from Disneyland,” Daphne said. Her hair flipped up at the perimeter with precision; her skin was cocoa-colored, and she wore blue silk pants that landed smartly just about the ankle and a matching blouse, buttoned straight to the top, with carefully capped sleeves. Everything about her—right down to her nose—was slim and direct. “Would you like to travel there with us someday?”


I lowered my chin, timid about the idea of going anywhere with two grown-ups I didn’t know. I turned to my mother, searching her face for her role in this, only to find an amusement in  her eyes that seemed to urge me forward. Would she be coming, too?


For another moment, I stayed silent. “Do you know what Disneyland is?” Daphne’s eyes were a see-through shade of brown when she bent to see me eye-to-eye—a nature of exchange that would later be rare between us. “It’s a magical place for children.”


“Magic?”


She stood tall again, indicating with her raised eyebrows that this was something I’d be silly to miss.


Standing in the clarity of the Jamaican sun, we all bought into Daphne’s story about magic. I would trust Roy and Daphne just enough to step onto an airplane and fly to the place of promises and dreams… but before very long, my childhood would turn into a nightmare that would be impossible to escape, no matter how hard I would run.


The next time I meet Roy Hylton will be the last time I’ll ever see my natural mother. In June 1972, four months before my eighth birthday, Roy passes my mummy a handful of money. I watch while in exchange, she hands him some papers. They’d already sent me for a haircut, where I counted each of my wild Caribbean braids as they fell to the ground, a piece of myself landing there with each one. I glance at the document in Roy’s hand—the word PASSPORT written above a photograph of a little girl with wild, frizzy hair and eyes that look tired, sad… powerless. Doing my best to practice my reading from primary school, I read the words typed under her face: DONNA PATRICIA WALDEN.


Until this moment, I’ve never known my last name.


It’s still daytime when Roy and I land at LaGuardia Airport, where adults bump into me with their suitcases as I follow Roy off the plane. The air in the taxi line smells like cigarettes and petrol, and when we get in a car that moves along into the street, the buildings here are so tall that I have to shield my eyes from the sun to take them in. Buses beep, the subway trains rattle the tracks above the ground, and steam rises from grates in the street. “What’s that place?” I point.


From the front seat of the taxi, Roy looks up from the newspaper he’s reading. “That’s a playground,” he says. Children run and swing and spin each other on the rides, shouting and squealing with laughter.


Is this Disneyland?


The taxi lets us out in front of a high, redbrick building with lots of windows and terraces all the way up to the top. “Where are we?” I quietly ask Roy.


“We’re home.”


Home? I think. What is home? “When are we going to Disneyland?”


And then there’s my most pressing question: When will I see my mummy in Jamaica again?


Roy says nothing about Disneyland, or my mummy, or anything at all as we enter the double glass doors into the apartment building. Inside, two silver doors slide open when he pushes a glowing button on the wall. “Go on,” he says. “Get on the elevator.” Cautiously I step inside, and the doors slide closed behind us. When I catch my reflection, my eyes are worried. My hair is messy, like in the photograph on my passport.


Roy lets us into the apartment, and I look across the floor of the living room, hard tiles stretching across the floor, with the walls painted a beige shade of green. There stand a bench, a chair and sofa, a piano… and lots and lots of bookshelves. There’s also a sliding glass door with a terrace that overlooks the world below.


Daphne, Roy’s wife with the flipped-up hair, walks politely down the hall toward me. “I suppose you’ll need to get acquainted around here the next few weeks,” she tells me.


When are we going to Disneyland?


She walks me down the hall, past the bathroom and a wall of closets. Across from a bedroom with a big double bed is another bedroom, with a single bed. “This will be your room,” she says. “Unless we have guests. Then you’ll stay in the living room.”


To do errands in the city we ride the subway, which moves and rocks and makes me feel so unsteady. All the people and distractions in the city have the same effect on me, and for weeks I walk around wide-eyed. I have so many questions: Why does everybody move so fast? Why are all the buildings so high? When will I see my mummy again?


And what about Disneyland?


Roy and Daphne take me to flea markets, where Roy shops patiently for furniture, guitar strings, and old shoes. “Why do you buy all these things?” I ask him.


“I fix and resell them,” he says. “It’s important to know how to bargain.” I watch the thought and consideration in his face as he barters with the people who work at the flea market, just like they do in Jamaica. When they don’t agree to the price he wants, he shrugs to me gently—always my cue that it’s time we walk away. The salespeople usually catch on and take this opportunity as their last chance to negotiate a fair price. Roy’s nature is not disrespectful or unkind… but he does have a masterful way of getting what he wants.


His warmth is subtle, but Daphne’s feels nonexistent. On the walk home from the train as we pass by the playground, she warns me how I’m to behave when I begin to meet other children: I’m not allowed to have anyone over, nor am I allowed to call anyone—they ensure this with a lock on the phone. “You don’t go outside,” Daphne says one morning as she slips her arms into the sleeves of a suit jacket. “New York is not like Jamaica, do you understand? You don’t just speak to everyone you meet on the street.”


I nod. “Where are you going?” My voice comes out like a whisper.


“To work.”


“Where do you work?”


“I’m a psychiatric social worker.” She starts out the door and opens it back up to meet my eyes. “Be very quiet,” she tells me. “Your father tends to get upset if there’s noise in the house.”


My father?


The heavy white steel door clicks closed behind her. I stare at it, wondering for how long she’ll be gone. I take in my surroundings as classical music crackles through the speakers of the brown wooden radio. I stand in the center of their living room, looking around for something I can do. I take soft steps across the grayish-beige tiled floor toward the bookshelves, to not disturb Roy from the work he’s doing in his bedroom down the hall, across from my bedroom. He tends to get upset if there’s noise in the house. I don’t want Roy to get angry with me. In fact, as I linger silently in the living room, I hope he’ll forget that I’m even here.


As the sound of his hammer taps from down the hall, I quietly browse the bookcases for something that I can page through, something with pictures or small words. But shelf after shelf, there are no stories here for me. There are big, thick books too heavy to hold, with titles I can’t pronounce. They’re written by people with difficult names that I try my best to sound out from the reading lessons I had in my first year of school in Jamaica: Sigmund Freud, Friedrich Nietzsche. There’s also a book with the title Crime and Punishment, whose cover I study—a painting of a man in a shadowy room who seems to be ducking in the dark away from something that scares him.


I discover a whole row of paperback books that are small enough for me to hold in my lap. I pull one of them out from the shelf and gaze at a painted image of a shirtless man holding a woman who seems too distracted by kissing him to notice that her lavender dress is falling off. I close the book and listen again: the sounds of hammering and violins.


One Saturday, just after I’ve arrived, Daphne takes me to Lord &  Taylor to get me clothes for the school year. We take the elevator down to the basement clearance racks, where I gaze toward racks of dresses with ribbons that tie at the waist. “No, Donna Patricia,” Daphne says. “You have to dress nicely.” Over her arm, she drapes pairs of long slacks that bell out at the ankle, like some of the ones she wears, and turtlenecks that coordinate with little button-up blazers and plaid blouses. We go to the shoes section, and I look at the Mary Jane shoes with a tiny heel and a strap that fastens across the top of the foot. Daphne buys me a pair of blue suede-and-patent-leather loafers.


Before the first day of school, she stands behind me in the bathroom and uses a fine-tooth comb to part my hair severely to one side. “You must excel at school,” she tells me. I try to steady my neck to each tight pull as she forms multiple braids on my head and fastens each of them with a plastic barrette. “And we’ve allowed you to get familiar around here, but from now on, you’ll have to earn points at home. Do you know what this means?”


I meet her eyes in the mirror’s reflection.


“It means that you need to help out around the house. You’ll have chores, and you’ll have to wash up before bed and brush your teeth. You’ll do just as your father and I say.”


My father? I don’t have a father.


“Remember that your father can have a short temper, and I’m very busy with my work.” She drops her hands to her sides and stares at me in the mirror. “We expect the best from you, Donna Patricia. Do you understand?”


I nod, but the butterflies inside me swarm my belly in worry.


Minutes later, Daphne walks me through the apartment building’s driveway and across the street to P.S. 93. “Look at her shoes!” one girl in my first grade class shouts as she points, and her friends all crowd around her, giggling. I look at their shoes, pretty brown sandals and shiny Mary Janes. I knew these shoes were for boys. “You don’t look like anybody,” one girl says. “Are you black, or are you white?”


“She’s an alien!” another girl says.


I don’t know what I am, so all I can think to tell them is this: “I’m from Jamaica.”


“From Jamaica!” one yells, and turns to her friends. “She even talks funny!”


These become the last words that I’ll utter out loud for weeks. My teacher, Miss Zano, gently calls on me in class and encourages me to speak up when I answer in a whisper. When the other kids laugh at my accent, Miss Zano corrects them. “Children, that’s enough,” she says. “Donna is very bright.”


At recess, the girls in my class gather at the edge of the playground, where they’ve designated an area for taking turns to spin two jump ropes to play double Dutch. I watch them for just a moment before I find an empty corner of the playground to be by myself. With my eyes down and my knees held tight against my chest, I imagine running after the butterflies and the hummingbirds in the fields back home.


For the first few weeks of school, I keep to myself this way, until I learn that not even staying alone is a guarantee against conflict. One day as I’m sitting against the chain-link fence in the schoolyard, a group of three girls approaches me. One of them kicks her foot at me.


“Leave me alone!” I tell her.


“Don’t step on my blue suede shoes!” she says. I look down at my shoes, embarrassed that they look like a boy’s. Why does she have to make fun of me with a song that I like? “Aren’t you going to say anything?” she says.


“She can’t talk, she’s not American!” says one of the girls behind her. “What is she, anyway?”


“Maybe this will make her talk.” The first girl raises her hand and wails it, smacking me in the face. That’s it. Feeling alone, like an outsider, and missing Jamaica and my mummy is all too much. When I stand up, I punch the first girl so hard that she falls down. I back off immediately, and the girls all run in the opposite direction, scared. They don’t bother me again after that.


As I get more familiar being inside Roy and Daphne’s home, there’s not much sense of belonging there, either. After school, I have to sit in the stairwell of our apartment building to wait for Roy to get home from his errands. One afternoon while I’m locked out, I need to use the bathroom so desperately that I have no choice but to race to another floor to find a dark corner in the stairwell and use it to relieve myself. “May I please get a key?” I ask Daphne.


“Why do you need a key?”


“Because I don’t have anywhere to go after school.”


“Absolutely not,” she says. “Only adults can have keys, and you are not an adult.”


On weekend afternoons, the screams and laughter of neighborhood kids in the playground below are my only entertainment. For hours I stand with my arms over the balcony railing and rest my chin on them, watching while my chest aches to be with the other children. I am alone, the alien girl. I’m the child from nowhere—I have no one here.


Back in the living room, I sit listening to classical music and the opera, the sounds and voices on the radio keeping me company. As Roy’s hammer pounds from back in the hallway, I see which words I can spell out of Daphne’s Harlequin romance novels with the cartoony covers, like Music on the Wind and A Wife for Andrew.


I pull the Bible from the shelf, thick and dense, and read beautiful phrases from Proverbs and Psalms that talk about the promise of God’s power. “Out of my distress I called on the Lord; the Lord answered me and set me free.” I also like the story of Job, who experiences a lot of tragedy in his life but never fails to believe in God. The lesson in Job’s story is that sometimes we endure suffering for reasons that only God can understand, that God will always protect us as long as we remain faithful to Him.


From Daphne’s dresser, I pick up a paperback book that interests me. On it is the photograph of a freckle-faced little boy, and the book is titled Dibs in Search of Self. “May I read this?” I ask Daphne.


With her back leaning against her headboard, she rests the book she’s reading and pulls her glasses to the tip of her nose to look at me over the top of them. “You want to read that?”


I nod.


“That’s fine,” she says. “The woman who wrote it is a psychologist, like me.”


Quickly, I grow immersed in the story about a little boy who’s my age and doesn’t play appropriately with other children. In school, he crawls around the classroom and acts out with tantrums. Other times, he isolates himself and doesn’t want to speak at all. His parents bring him to a counselor who invites Dibs to play with games and toys. By playing together, the counselor discovers that Dibs is actually a very smart little boy, that he feels alone in life. Maybe Dibs is magic. Nobody can understand Dibs, but I can. I don’t fit in anywhere, either.


In October 1972, just over a month after I begin first grade, I turn eight years old. Roy smiles subtly when he gives me coloring books and comic books to read. Meanwhile, Daphne reminds me, “You need to read the more advanced books, too.” She marches out to get the dictionary and teaches me how to look up words from the comic books that I don’t know. “The words are listed alphabetically, Donna Patricia,” she says. “This should make it relatively simple for you to find.” I glance at Roy, who wears no expression as his eyes meet mine. It seems we’re developing a shared awareness for Daphne’s rigidness. Book after book, she builds a small stack of the stories that she assigns me to read, usually on the topics of psychology and philosophy, death, and the meaning of existence. After I read Crime and Punishment by Dostoyevsky, she asks me to sit down and give her a verbal summary of the story. “Well,” I tell her with an uncomfortable sigh. “The story made me feel very sad.”


“So?” she says. “What was it about?”


“It’s about a man who is treated very unkindly. It reminded me of something I read about concentration camps in your Reader’s Digest,” I tell her.


“Ah, yes,” she says. “That was quite a compelling article.” Her response to my emotional reaction is always academic, never maternal. “Remember,” she reminds me, “if there’s something you don’t understand, you can always find the explanation in the dictionary or encyclopedia.”


“What if I can’t find it there—then can I ask you?”


“An intelligent girl doesn’t ask others questions, Donna Patricia. We must learn to find our own solutions.”


She begins to give me lessons in the languages she speaks: Italian; Portuguese, as her father is from Portugal; and the two particular languages that she would like me to speak whenever I’m at home, French and Spanish. A couple of months into first grade, Miss Zano informs Daphne that they’re advancing me to second. Daphne is delighted and so our lessons at home grow even more hands-on. She shows me how to cut out patterns and stitch them onto fabric using her Singer sewing machine. She teaches me how to prepare recipes like Jamaican patties, rice and beans, and also okra, of which I’m not very fond. She also teaches me how to brew hot tea with a cup and saucer, and I begin to serve this to her and Roy in their bedroom each night while she reads and he watches the television. “Donna Patricia?” she calls from their bedroom. “Would you prepare the tea, please?” I bring the kettle to a boil and drape the tea bag string over each cup, dropping in a teaspoon of sugar after the water has begun to steam with the scent of dried tea leaves. I balance the saucers carefully as I make my way down the hallway, serving Daphne first, as she’s taught me, and then Roy. “You know, in Japan,” Daphne says, “tea time is quite a formal ceremony.”


“Oh really?” I stand in the doorway, waiting to know if she intends to teach me more, but by now she’s setting her teaspoon onto the saucer and taking her first sip. “Is it OK?” I ask her.


“It’s fine,” she says.


As my first Christmas with them approaches in 1972, I see Daphne warm up in a way I haven’t seen before. Right after Thanksgiving, she says, “We’ll have to get a beautiful tree for Christmas.”


What’s Christmas?


She leads Roy to a street corner vendor, where he buys a fresh pine tree tied with twine to make it easier to carry home by hand.


I watch and learn as Daphne makes an elaborate affair of decorating the tree with a string of teardrop-shaped, rainbow-colored bulbs and a sparkly tree topper star that plays Christmas songs. She leads me in arts and crafts projects, making ornaments out of pipe cleaners and paper. Orange-handled scissors move along to cut apart the cups of cardboard egg cartons, and we paste them back together in tiered rows to form a triangle Christmas tree. Then, Daphne and I paint all the cups green and decorate them with glitter. “This is fun, Mother,” I tell her. I pause and glance out of the corner of my eye to see how she’ll receive this title.


She softens, relaxes, smiles coyly at my choice of words. “It’s fun for me, too, Donna Patricia.”


When the first snow falls at Christmastime, I turn my palm up for the weightless crystalline flakes to fall into it. They melt into water as soon as they touch the pink of my palm. “What’s it doing?” I ask Mother.


“This is snow,” she says. “I suppose you’ve never seen it before, have you? You see, Donna Patricia, snow is water that’s frozen. It precipitates from the sky…” She continues with her scientific explanation, but now the snowflakes are cooling my tongue and catching in the curl of my eyelashes.


Roy does not share in Mother’s fondness for this time of the year. One evening, she plugs in the Christmas lights as the tree topper begins to sing its mechanical carols. Roy storms into the room and shoves me to the side before he throws Mother against the wall. He grabs the orange-handled scissors from our temporary craft table and holds them to her neck. “Shut that fucking shit off right now,” he hisses through clenched teeth. “Do you understand me?”


When he backs off, she releases herself slowly from the wall. He glares at Mother as she smooths herself over, then calmly crouches down to unplug the Christmas lights. “Fucking Catholics,” he says, retreating down the hallway, where he was watching television in their bedroom. Suddenly, he stops and turns. “And your fucking books, too!” he yells to her. “You love those books more than you love me!” He slams the bedroom door behind him.


“Just be quiet,” she whispers, shutting off the lights in the living room. Across the expanse of the dark room, she suggests, “Let’s not upset him any more.”


What any little girl needs to know most at this and every stage in her life is that she’s so important that a parent would go to any lengths to protect her. Instead, as Roy’s problems begin to surface, Daphne will deny that it’s happening. To her, emotion is something we can dwell on or not, something we can shut off with as effortless a gesture as unplugging the Christmas lights. Inside the home of a woman who spent her entire career analyzing and diagnosing strangers, there was a disorder happening that would indicate a reality she could never—or, perhaps, simply would never—acknowledge.


This deficit in parenting, in guidance and protection, would go on to have more of an impact on my life than anything my adoptive mother taught me about foreign language, literature, the proper way for a woman to style herself, how to make clothes, or anything scholastic. In the months and years to come, the damage of what happens here will spur me into a spiral of choices that will become the devastating start to the story of my life.


The summer of 1974 marks two years since Roy brought me to New York. Daphne has taken me on a trip to Montreal to experience French culture, but, these days, there is no more talk of Disneyland. Daphne continues to dress me in outfits that match from my shoulders to my toes, like a green coat with a matching blouse underneath, and green corduroy pants. Adults always comment that I look “nice,” but all I want is to look like other girls my age with their ribbons and shiny shoes. When we take the subway down to Macy’s and Bergdorf Goodman, Mother always seems to catch me eyeing the Mary Janes. “Those shoes are unacceptable, Donna Patricia,” she says. “Not even a tiny heel.” She insists that my hair is braided to look “like a little girl,” but from my blouses to the hem of my polyester slacks to the lessons on art, philosophy, and music that she presents to me in our home, it seems that her biggest goal is to make me into a miniature version of herself.


I go along with this because I will do anything to have her attention. Daphne doesn’t hug me or tell me that she loves me, but emotionally, I need any interest she’s willing to show me. I’ve taken to permanently calling her “Mother” because I need that nurturing figure in my life. When we sit together at the sewing machine or she asks me to summarize a book I’ve just read—“Speak in French, please”—I absorb her attention as care for me. And when I begin to experience the growing pains that come along with early puberty as I approach age ten, I need her, or someone, to explain what’s happening to me. “Mother?” I ask her shyly. “My body hurts.”


“Where on your body?”


I point delicately toward my chest.


“Oh, alright,” she laughs. “You’re getting breasts, Donna Patricia, that’s what girls experience. As a young lady, there are certain things you’ll need to do now. You’ll be sure to go to bed with panties on. If you keep your bra on all night, it will help to keep your breasts firm.”


Both of these tips puzzle me. My adoptive mother is rarely personal with me, and I can’t understand why these details about how I should take care of myself would matter. They make me feel embarrassed, more isolated in my uncertainty. As my body and my awareness about the truths of being female begin to change, there’s still a great deal about my life here that I don’t understand.


During my summer break from school at age nine when I’ll be skipping from third to fifth grade, Roy brings me along on his outings. I follow him around his flea markets and thrift shops, peering at dolls and beautiful old clothes and furniture.


I like to explore the city in this way, but it’s here that I begin to pick up on the quiet conversations Roy has with people in our neighborhood and in different parts of the city. I stand on our balcony, watching the children on the playground and overhearing the men who come into our apartment in the afternoons to meet with Roy. In the living room, they speak confidentially to him when they want a young, beautiful wife who will cook, clean, and do whatever they want. The men pay him even more to arrange all the necessary “paperwork” to have women brought in from Jamaica, since, as I understand, the United States is much stricter about letting people in than Jamaica is about letting people out.


I have yet to understand that my living here is the result of just this kind of arrangement, which I’ve heard them refer to as an “adoption.” My natural mother used to tell me that the Hyltons had a lot of influence and connections in Jamaica and different parts of the world, and now I’ve learned that they have a lot of relatives in different places, too. When Roy’s cousin comes from England to visit in the summer of 1974, two years since I arrived here, I finally start to understand how and why they really brought me here.


The summer that I’m nine and about to skip fourth grade to go directly into fifth, Roy and Daphne instruct me to move out of my bedroom so that Roy’s cousin can use it for a couple of weeks. I spend these nights on the living room sofa bed, always making sure my bedroom is clear of their guest when I need to go in for clothes or other belongings. Then I slip into the bathroom to change. “Be careful not to take too much time in the bathroom while our guest is here, Donna Patricia,” Mother says.


I’m always careful not to take too much time in the bathroom; after all, I still feel like a permanent guest here myself. One morning during this visit, I wake up on the sofa and feel terrible pain across my chest, the same kind of aching that I told Mother about. I check my bedroom to see if it’s available for me to get some clothes out of the drawer, but Roy’s cousin is inside with the door closed. In a state of agony that makes me want to double over, I turn and walk into the bathroom, hoping that maybe the heat and steam of a shower will relax the pain. But by the time I finish and dry off, the aching in my chest has grown even worse.


I wrap my towel around my body tightly and tiptoe back into the hallway. I knock-knock on Roy’s bedroom door. He opens it partway and stares down at me. “Where are your clothes?” he says.


“I can’t get in my room!” I tell him. “The door is closed. I’m sorry, I just…” I feel tears break over the brim of my eyelashes. “I hurt.”


“You hurt?” he says. “You mean you’re in pain?”


I nod.


“Come in,” he says. He opens the door wider so I can walk in. Then he gestures for me to sit down on the bed. “Where does it hurt?” he asks.


Sheepishly, I hesitate. I feel him waiting for my answer, so I point to my chest area.


“It hurts there?”


I nod.


He pauses for a moment. “Do you want me to make you feel better?”


I look up at him, hoping he knows of some medicine I can take, or maybe just that he’ll arrange with his cousin to let me rest in my bedroom. He asks me again: “Do you want me to make you feel better?”


I nod.


He opens the door to the walk-in closet that he and Mother share. “Come in here,” he says. When I look into the closet, it’s dark. I don’t understand what he’s doing, but I follow him inside.


He pulls the closet door behind him. After my eyes adjust to the dark, I notice a little piece of light—a combination from the bedroom light and the sunshine coming through their window—that’s breaking through the crack underneath the door.


Roy pulls my towel aside. “You’re beautiful,” he whispers in my ear. Then, he begins to touch me with his hands. My breasts sting at the pressure of his touch, and my stomach has suddenly gone sick. He rubs harder, not caring at all that I just told him I’m in pain.


He’s hurting me.


After a moment of this, he begins to touch my breasts with his mouth.


He’s hurting me.


It’s too much for my mind to understand what’s happening. 


He’s hurting me.


I don’t want to upset Roy; I know there could be a knife or a pair of scissors hidden anywhere within his reach. I remain still, the air around us growing heavy in my belly with the smell of moth balls, old shoes, and the floral-spice smell of Daphne’s signature fragrance, L’Air du Temps.


The air of time.


Almost as if in response to my thoughts, he whispers: “Don’t tell your mother. You’ll make her upset.”


The entire time we’re in the closet, I keep my eyes fixed on that little piece of light from the bedroom window that’s slicing through the crack at the bottom of the closet door.


By the time Roy’s cousin leaves to return to England, he’s begun to take me into the closet every day. When I move back into my bedroom from the living room, he tells me not to close my bedroom door whenever I change. When it’s just the two of us in the apartment, he stands in the doorway, licking his mustache and making suggestive grunting and kissing sounds while I discreetly try to dress with my back toward the door. At home, there’s never a moment when I don’t feel vulnerable and exposed.


If I felt isolated before all this began, the way Roy hurts me every day solidifies the fact that I can never have friends or confidantes here, or anywhere. “This is our secret,” he reminds me on occasion. “Your mother will be very angry with you if she finds out.”


However, as this secret between us carries on, Mother seems to be less present than ever, and more absorbed by her own pursuits whenever she is home. His secrets seem to drift him into his own separate world, while her studies pull her further outside. I remain some piece of currency—some pawn somehow between them. As I recall my very first interaction with them in Jamaica, I remember that Daphne expressed some aggravation about the length of the adoption process. It grows clearer to me that she wasn’t fully on board with this arrangement; she didn’t want to be bothered to mother someone else’s daughter. Roy was the one who wanted to bring me here, and now, this innocent child’s mind is beginning to understand the complicated reasons why.


I’m careful to do nothing to provoke his attention, but knowing that I run the risk of upsetting them both if I speak, I keep everything inside of me. I stay by myself. At nine, ten, and eleven years old, I take to the activities in school that don’t call me to interact very much with my classmates. I pay attention in class and stay focused on my work, spending recess by myself, studying or reading. In phys ed class, I run fast, I run hard, as if my legs could save my life. On the school’s running track, some of the other girls hover in groups and giggle about the boys. But I run. I zone out and lose myself, imagining my legs fast as the Jamaican hummingbirds’ wings, until it’s time to change back into my dress clothes. In the locker room, I shower inconspicuously—quickly—with the front of myself turned toward a corner, ashamed of my body and fearful of any visible way the girls in my class might discern that I’m different because of what my adoptive father does to me each day.


In music class when our teacher instructs each of us to try out an instrument, I take up the clarinet and learn the notes with concentration. In time, I practice some of the songs that I hear on the radio by the New York Philharmonic Symphony. I follow the notes on the page closely, practicing Shostakovich’s happy folk dances, then Prokofiev’s upbeat marches, then Igor Stravinsky’s more disciplined, staccato Symphonies of the Wind Instruments. My fingers move rapidly among the rings; my breath blows steadily into the mouthpiece. With all this focus on the music, I find that I can escape into the melodies in the same way I escape into running and the little piece of light in Roy’s closet. When I’m playing music, I can forget my life.


In the fall semester of seventh grade, my music teacher praises my skill and invites me to join the school band. I’m unsure of whether my mother will let me participate in an extracurricular activity. When I ask her, she says, “Perhaps it could promote your potential for university scholarships.”


On afternoons when I’m not practicing the clarinet in the school’s music room, I continue to spend afternoons locked out of our apartment. “May I please get a key?” I ask Mother, time and again. “I don’t have anywhere to go after school.” Mother finally tells Roy it’s OK to arrange for me to have a babysitter in the afternoons. Roy sets this up, hiring an older woman, a mother of grown children, who lives nearby. I’ve seen her inside our apartment on occasion speaking alone with Roy.


One afternoon a few weeks after she’s started babysitting me, I’m watching Magilla Gorilla on her sofa. She comes and sits down next to me and begins to chat with me about school, my homework, whether I like the TV show. She puts her arms around me and I hug her back, loving the warmth of this scarce embrace.


The next thing I know, her hand is on my breast. “You’re beautiful,” she whispers. She begins to caress me, and I’m instantly frozen. It feels like my stomach has dropped through the floor; I’m so devastated I think I might throw up.


She lifts up my shirt and begins sucking my breasts, and then she puts her hand between my legs.


I don’t know how to ask for a key from Mother again without getting in trouble.


The next day after school, I sit silently on the edge of the babysitter’s sofa and watch TV. She picks up on my discomfort and leaves me alone, but it won’t be the last time she touches me. A couple of weeks later, Roy comes to her apartment to take me home, and the two of them make small talk before he takes a seat on her sofa while I’m sitting in the chair next to it, waiting for him to say it’s time to go home. Instead, I watch as the babysitter sits down right next to him, and the two of them begin to kiss. I drop my eyes, horrified again. They rub each other, and from the way they touch, it’s clear to me that they’ve carried on like this together before. For a moment, Roy turns and looks at me. I know I have to do what they want, or it will be my fault and I’ll be in trouble. Life in the apartment could turn from uncomfortable to very violent.


I search my mind, trying to understand how someone as sharp as my adoptive mother, who has made a career of studying mental health and understanding patterns of behavior, doesn’t know that something’s happening whenever she’s not home. Even if her intuition isn’t enough to suggest that strange things are going on, doesn’t she find things rumpled or out of place in the closet? Doesn’t she wonder what the neighbors say about Roy and his odd business operations in our apartment?


However, I’m aware there are two sides to my mother: the sometimes-attentive side she allows me to see inside our apartment, and the proud, intellectual side that she wants people outside to see. Anytime we’re doing an errand in the neighborhood, she keeps her chin held high and refuses to make eye contact with any deli worker or cashier who waits on her. She doesn’t speak warmly with the women who live in our building or on our block. On the infrequent occasion they stop her to speak, she stares down the straightness of her nose at them and responds with brisk answers. As I keep up alongside her on the sidewalk, I’m the only one to whom Mother speaks. She tells me about her many accomplishments, the fact that she’s a member of Mensa, the international society for people with high IQs. She continues to advance her degrees and receive promotions at her job, she says, and she works out of a number of state offices around the city. Downtown, in the World Trade Center, her office is on the very same floor as the governor’s office. I can see she’s pleased to maintain her image as the neighborhood genius—for her, intelligence and image are everything.


By now, I’m only eleven years old, but as Roy shares information about small pieces of their life with me, the more I understand the two of them as individuals. As much as I ache to be loved as someone’s child, the truth in all this is that we are not a family. They are not my parents. The two of them share a bedroom but live very separate lives, and Roy begins to see me as his live-in child mistress. “If I were younger, things would be different,” he tells me one day. “You’d be my wife. Then I wouldn’t have to put up with her and all those books.” Everything he says to me, everything he does, creates a complex struggle inside of me. The result is that even as the child in this, I blame myself for all of it. “No one will ever love you the way I do,” he says.


I raise my eyes from the ground to look up at him. In the silence of my heart, I can’t understand what I did to deserve this confused kind of love.


Inside the closet with him, I decide that little piece of light coming in from under the door means hope and possibility. It means that beyond the dark, dangerous closet, there is light somewhere else—and one day, I can get to it. It means that I have a light inside myself that Roy can’t touch or put out no matter what he does. I focus on that sliver of light until I disappear into it and feel nothing and nowhere—least of all, in this closet.


Each night, when Mother returns home from work, Roy is down the hall working with leather or playing his acoustic guitar. “What points have you earned today, Donna Patricia?” Mother asks me, as she sets her bags onto the floor and unwinds a scarf from her neck.


“I’ve done all my homework,” I tell her.


“Excellent. And?”


“I practiced the clarinet.”


“What else?”


Actually, there is another accomplishment that I’d like to share with her: the track and field coach at school has asked me to join the school team. One morning during phys ed class, Miss Berry approached me. “I think you’d make a great competitor,” she said. “Would you like to join the team?”


Maybe, I told her, but I probably wouldn’t be allowed.


“I’ll speak to your parents anytime they’d like,” Miss Berry said. “You have talent that shouldn’t go to waste.”


“I should say, I don’t quite see the point in all that,” Mother says when I ask her. “I’d sooner see you focus on your academics. It’s brains that really get a young woman places, you know.”


It’s my running that could really get me places, I want to tell her. Maybe even away from here.


When I share my mother’s decision with Miss Berry, she calls Mother and makes the case that my running has the potential to get me into top universities when the time comes.


“What kind of equipment would be necessary for us to purchase for Donna?” Mother asks her.


“Not a thing,” Miss Berry tells her. “The school will supply everything she needs.”


That’s when Mother finally relents. Miss Berry gives me a school uniform and running shoes, and she eyes her stopwatch closely while I run. I sprint so hard, so fast, that within days I’m crossing the finish line before the rest of the team. “Give us one of those magic runs of yours,” Miss Berry always tells me.


Magic. The second my toe touches the start line, I’m above my body, soaring direct as a hummingbird.


When my name begins to appear in local newspapers for beating runners in my district, Mother and Roy still don’t budge from the bedroom to appear at my meets. At night, Miss Berry drops me off outside our building, and I creep into the dim apartment and down the hall slowly to find the two of them sitting up in bed. Roy makes a concentrated effort to keep his eyes on the television, while Mother glances up at me over her glasses as she holds an open book against her ribs. “Well?” she asks. “How did it go?”


“I came in first.”


She raises her eyebrows and lowers her eyes back to her book. “Well done,” she says.


I wait for the night when she’ll rise out of bed, hug me, kiss my head… and tell me she’s proud of me. Good job, Donna Patricia. These four words are all I want. Instead, from behind her book she says, “The program you like is on.” I lean against their bedroom doorway, watching Within These Walls about a prison full of female inmates who are trying to survive after being punished, often unfairly, for crimes they committed, sometimes unknowingly. How can they live like that? I wonder. I’m hooked on this show because I believe the way the women overcome their struggles might reveal answers for how I could overcome being trapped inside this home.


“Would you bring in the tea, please?” Mother asks me. I pull my interest from Within These Walls to turn and walk slowly toward the kitchen. I feel lonely, abandoned, just like the characters on the show. I wish for my mother’s love… for her encouragement…


And I wish most of all for a lock on my bedroom door.


In the evenings, Roy makes a plate of food and takes his dinner into their bedroom. With me at the dining room table, Daphne eats hurriedly before wiping the edges of her mouth and dropping her napkin on her plate to return to her work. “When you’re through cleaning up the kitchen,” she asks me, “would you please prepare the tea?”


As I finish my plate, my only company is the clink of my silverware against china, the ticking of the clock on the kitchen wall. One night, I can no longer take the loneliness of living in their home for each of them to use me to get what they both need. As I crouch under the sink to search for the dish soap, I spot a box of boric acid with a cartoon image of a dead mouse on it. I stretch my neck to listen for any footsteps approaching, and then I spill a spoonful of rat poison into each cup. I pour the tea and let it steep, stirring in extra sugar to cover up the taste of the poison.


I start down the hallway and walk into their bedroom. Both of them sit up, preparing to take the cups from my hands. Suddenly, I stop in my tracks. I spin around and head back for the kitchen.


I can’t do it.


“Donna Patricia!” Daphne calls after me. “What are you doing?”


“I made it wrong!” I call over my shoulder. I pour the tea down the drain. As I splash water from the spigot around the sink, I feel sick. I can’t believe I even attempted it. See, Donna? I tell myself. You’re bad. You deserve everything that’s happening to you.


No matter how much my adoptive parents have hurt me, I can’t hurt them. At twelve years old, I know that I’m not someone who can harm someone else. I take two clean cups from the cupboard and prepare another pot of tea.
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