














Praise for The Strongbox


“A complex tale about deception and revelation as profoundly confessional as The Liars’ Club, and a great job of storytelling—in The Strongbox, reluctant sleuth Terry Sue Harms sifts through clues to a dark past in a relentless probe for identity.”


—Linda Watanabe McFerrin, author of Dead Love and Navigating the Divide


“The most compelling thing I’ve read in years. The elements of this true story are fascinating in and of themselves: addiction, grinding poverty, abusive parenting, glamour, recovery, true romance, spirit rising strong and beautiful. But even more engaging than the subject itself is the gripping and lyrical way Harms writes. This is not only the author’s story but also a light on the path for many, many others.”


—Kathryn Page, PhD, president of FASD NorCal


“The Strongbox is not just a spectacular story, it’s also a cathartic one. Rejection, shame, and insecurity are universal shadows we all have, and Terry, with her rough start in life, plucky curiosity, and intelligent drive, is beautifully aware of her shadows—enough to look them in the face and give them a voice but not let them run the show.”


—Nicole Fuller, MAT, holistic health coach
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This memoir is dedicated


to


those who struggle with


reading.


I know how it feels.





AUTHOR’S NOTE



Many of the names in this memoir have been changed. Where actual names have been used, it was done with explicit permission or when the named person is no longer living. Where names have been changed, those changes were done for my benefit alone. Because this story is about me, I felt it was unnecessary to expose any individuals by their true names.


Beyond that, I’ve made every attempt to be truthful and have not embellished any details to make for a more entertaining read; I didn’t have to.


God knows, I’m humbled and grateful to have gotten here from there.




He who learns must suffer.
And even in our sleep,
pain that cannot forget
falls drop by drop upon the heart,
and in our own despair,
against our will,
comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God.


Aeschylus
Ancient Greece
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“Ellis vs. Abbott.” That indented heading sits at the top of two letters written between attorneys that have been in my possession for over four decades. One is dated January 18, 1967, and the other was written two months later, on March 27. The documents are copies of the originals. Xerographic printing in the early 1960s was something to be proud of, and “Xero Copy” is conspicuously inked across the top border of each document. The faded letters emit a scent reminiscent of old shoes and musty linens, and I always feel the need to wash my hands after touching them. Both were written by a lawyer named Gene Rhodes, and their recipient was “Attorney at Law,” Mr. Charles R. Way.


The first letter reads:




Dear Mr. Way:


Enclosed are copies of our correspondence over the past several months. In your September 26th letter, you stated that you would be discussing the child support matter with your client, and would let us know accordingly.


Since that time, we wrote you another letter on October 20, 1966 stating our client’s wishes. However, as of that date we have had no reply from you.


Would you please contact us at your earliest convenience with regards to the proposal as outlined in the October 20th letter.


Thank you for your cooperation herein.


Very truly yours, Gene Rhodes


And the second:


Pursuant to our discussions with your office this date, our client is acceptable to Mr. Abbott’s offer of $20.00 per week for child support. Would you please make arrangements with him to effect the increase as soon as possible.


Thank you for your courtesy in this matter.





The two letters were copied to Mrs. Margaret G, my mother, who died suddenly and unexpectedly when I was sixteen. I would have been six years old when my mother’s attorney wrote those letters; my brother Sean would have been nine. When my mother died, it was my understanding that Mr. Abbott—a man I’d never met and my mother almost never talked about—was Sean’s and my father.


My mother kept those letters in a dented metal file box she called “the strongbox.” For many years, the name itself—the strongbox—was symbolic of what that box came to mean to me. That steel repository was my mother’s system of record, and like a Delphic oracle, it contained hidden messages and a mystical force that I sought and feared in equal measure. I believed the strongbox would someday unravel my tangled, mostly missing family history and lead me to all the answers I was seeking in life. Not only was I eager to discover the truth about my father—who he was and why he was never part of the family—but I also wanted to understand the disaster zone my childhood became in his absence. My mother was an alcoholic and died young. My stepfather, LG, was emotionally abusive and mentally unstable. My siblings and I had almost nothing to do with one another. Furthermore, we were desperately poor. There was always money for cigarettes, beer, and gallons of vodka, but breakfast might be dry cereal; lunch could be mustard and mayonnaise sandwiches; and dinner, canned hash.


Of course, I had no way of knowing what role my father’s absence played in this toxic family drama. For all I knew, my mother kicked him out (or never invited him in) because he was even more of a nightmare than my stepfather. Feeling lonely, insecure, and afraid (but determined not to succumb to the madness around me), I convinced myself that the missing father of my dreams—Mr. Abbott in the strongbox, perhaps—was the key to making my life better.


This book is about my forty-year quest to find that man and see if I was right.
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On February 12, 1977—the year before I ran away from home—my mother and my stepfather, LG, went out to celebrate Valentine’s Day and LG’s forty-third birthday. The two hadn’t had a titanic clash in a couple of years, but as the night wore on with no sign of their return, memories of their knock-down, drag-out fights, always fueled by alcohol, began to swell in me.


They said they were going out to dinner, so I expected them home by nine o’clock at the latest. When they weren’t home by ten, I instinctively understood that dinner had turned into dinner and drinks. LG was a bartender at a dive joint in an area crawling with pimps, prostitutes, drug addicts, and white-collar professionals attempting to hide their addictions. LG and my mother, with keys to the bar and nobody to tell them otherwise, would be able to drink as much, and as long, as they wanted.


I had reason to worry. Their last big scene, two years earlier, had gotten so violent that the police had taken Sean and me away to a child-welfare shelter. I had been the one to call for help. I remember dialing 0 on a rotary phone. In a whisper, I explained to the operator that my parents were fighting and that I was afraid. When the police arrived, I was desperate that they not tell on me for pulling such a stunt. I knew not to interfere with my parents’ business. I hadn’t been spanked since I was a small child, but more than once I had heard, “Quit crying or I will give you something to cry about,” which I always took to mean some sort of physical punishment: slapping, pinching, or pulling my hair (the latter having the advantage of not leaving a mark). Even if there was no actual beating, I knew the agony of my mother’s scornful silence, and I cowered at the thought of it being turned on me.


When I called for the police, I hadn’t guessed that Sean and I would be the ones to get hauled off. I assumed they’d take LG. I didn’t want to go, but at the same time I was relieved to get away from the hitting and screaming.


Once we arrived at the child-welfare facility, Sean was sent to the boy’s wing, and I was ushered down a corridor to sleep with the girls. The next morning I was shown to an industrial-style bathroom: a bank of sinks and toilet stalls, and showers with no privacy curtains. There were older girls milling around, some naked and far more developed than I was, their breasts and pubic hair a declaration of their superiority. One girl was skillfully applying thick black eyeliner. I turned away when she gave me a warning look.


By day’s end, my internment was over. No charges had been filed against LG, and he came by himself to pick up Sean and me. The drive home was silent. Once we arrived, I saw my mother; her face was swollen and bruised almost beyond recognition. He had done that to her. Nobody talked about it, and the next morning I went to school pretending that nothing of note had occurred over the weekend.


The Valentine’s Day date night was preceded by those two years of calm. But within a mere few hours, I was pulled back into the ugly past in a kind of PTSD loop: the hollering, the brutal attacks, the hitting until someone passed out or the police arrived.


There were times when I had pleaded with my mother to leave LG, assuring her that we would be better off without him. She wouldn’t hear it. Her justification for staying was always the old adage “It’s better to live with the devil you know than the one you don’t.” I couldn’t understand that. She never would have stood for me continuing to play with a friend who stole my toys. If I had said it was okay because I always knew my friend was a thief, she would have scolded me for my idiocy and sent me to my room. Obviously, though, I didn’t have the same authority to challenge her excuses.


So as “last call” approached on that tension-filled night, when the bars are supposed to close, my cochlear nerves and every receptive fiber in my ears were at full attention. I listened for the car to round the corner. I listened for Mom and LG to shuffle down the sidewalk in case they had decided to take the bus home. I was in bed, but every few minutes I lifted my head off the pillow to squint at the clock, and as time went on, I got more and more nervous, assuming that the more hours that went by, the more drinks the two would be downing.


When the sun came up the next morning and they still weren’t home, I ached with dread. They had never pulled an all-nighter before. I tried to bury my anxiety, hoping that with the light of day, they would get breakfast somewhere and eventually come home sober—or at least sober-ish. As a sixteen-year-old girl, I didn’t have the gumption to hunt for them; calling around to police stations and hospitals was also unthinkable. If I caused my mother and her husband any trouble or embarrassment, I’d pay, so I didn’t dare try.


Jumpy with adrenalin and apprehension, I busied myself by doing housework. A sparkling house might make my mother happy, and keeping her happy was a critical objective for me in those days. I started in the kitchen, removing all of the chipped, cracked, stained, and mismatched plates and glasses to wipe out the cabinets and re-thumbtack the paper liners. Then I pulled apart the stove to soak its crusty burners and scrub every white surface that was coated with amber-colored grease.


Next came the refrigerator. That relic had groaned and sputtered for years, causing milk to spoil, leftovers to get moldy, and meat to go rancid. When it would stop working, we discovered that if we held a lit match or two up to an exposed wire that ran between the interior thermostat dial and the upper icebox, the bipolar beast would chug back to life. The cost of a new refrigerator could have quickly been recouped in grocery bills, but since Food Stamps covered only food, not appliances, we made do. I worked like crazy for several hours, mopping the floor, dumping heaps of cigarette butts, and restacking piles of bills and papers that had no place to be filed.


It was close to ten o’clock that night when the phone finally rang—approximately thirty hours from when I had encouraged my mom to “Have fun,” told her I loved her, and kissed her goodbye. It turns out, that was our final exchange. LG was at a hospital, and when I heard his voice, my first thought was, “Why is he calling?” In the thirteen years that he had been married to my mom, he and I had never spoken on the telephone.


And then, without any preface or attempt to soften the blow, he said, “Your mother is dead. I’ll be home in about an hour.”


When sober, LG’s ability to communicate fell between silent scorn and expletive-laced commands, but this was different. His voice was devoid of emotion, flat, vacant. Perhaps he was in shock. Perhaps he actually said more, but I was in shock and stopped hearing at that point.


In fact, I didn’t even ask what had happened. I didn’t know if LG had killed my mother, or if she had fallen in a drunken stupor and hit her head, or what. All I could think in the moment was that he was coming home and she wasn’t, and I was terrified. Without her to protect me from his rages, I didn’t feel safe, and I literally didn’t know how I was going to survive.


My mother had been incapable of shielding me from LG’s verbal onslaughts, but when it came to physical ones, she had stepped in with the intensity of an angry mama bear. Only once did he ever get away with swiping at me. I had been jumping on the furniture, and he came after me with a yardstick, which he cracked across the back of my bare legs. I was six years old. He would have whacked me some more except the yardstick broke in half, and my mother jumped in. She told him that if he ever hit me again, it would be the last thing he would ever do since she would kill him—and we both believed her. But now, with her suddenly out of his way, I panicked at the thought that there might be ten years of pent-up blows he’d want to let loose.


He never did lay a hand on me after Mom died, but not a day went by when I wasn’t afraid that he would. A couple of weeks after we buried Mom, I saw a copy of her death certificate. It said that she had a heart attack and had been dead on arrival at the hospital. So LG wasn’t a murderer—but he wasn’t a father to me either.
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The day before my mother’s funeral, LG’s mother, Mrs. G, came to our house for the first time—ever. Mrs. G had never bothered to hide her low opinion of my mother, and refusing to grace our house with her presence was one of the ways she showed it.


A main cause for her scorn was the fact that my mother was a divorcée. When Mom was seventeen, she had married a fellow in the state of Arkansas. (That’s where the name Ellis in those letters between the lawyers comes from.) A year into her marriage, in 1951, she gave birth to her first son, my oldest half brother, Gordon. But five years later, she filed for divorce. Her divorce decree, a document I found in the strongbox, reports on repeated beatings she endured from Ellis: he knocked her to the floor, against a wall, and out of a chair, and, to quote the document verbatim, “on or about March 7, 1956, defendant struck plaintiff repeated blows with his hands and fists, bruising her severely, and that on divers other occasions defendant has mistreated plaintiff and that all of such acts of defendant were without reason or provocation.”


Either Mrs. G didn’t know the circumstances of that first marriage, or she didn’t care. Remarriage was a big, fat sin according to her. (It bears mentioning that LG had also been previously married. Apparently, his nuptials didn’t count because Mrs. G had paid for an annulment.) She was also convinced that Mom had married LG for money, which meant her money, since LG himself was broke. Mrs. G did, on more than one occasion, pay our rent and put food on our table, but her help came at a high price. Every dollar was laced with spite and handed over begrudgingly. And then there were the stiff frowns that made it clear to anyone watching that I, the bastard daughter, would be tolerated, but the less Mrs. G saw of me, the better.


However, my mother did have one trump card over Mrs. G. When Mom gave birth to my half sister Ellie, Mrs. G had to decide whether to continue hating my mother and thereby forfeit a relationship with her only granddaughter or accept some kind of tacit peace. She chose the latter, and Ellie got the grandma treatment I didn’t. Mrs. G fawned over her and showered her with gifts of velvet dresses, pony rides, special sugary treats, and extravagant toys. I was piqued by her obvious favoritism, but I realized that her disregard for me was also a strategic dig at my mother—the wicked, gold-digging divorcée.


When Mrs. G sat on the edge of a tattered couch in our living room that day before the funeral, nothing could have been more discomfiting to me—or her. The woman might as well have been the queen of England for how little she belonged in our run-down house. She certainly looked out of place with her fox-fur coat, leather gloves, and hair impeccably coiffed in a classic Grace Kelly French twist. I was so miserable that I slipped through a side door off of the kitchen and went to the backyard where I could wait out her bizarre visit. It was nearing the end of day, and the evening sky was heavy with fog. I hadn’t thought to grab a sweater, but unwilling to participate in that theater of the absurd inside the house, I shivered from both raw nerves and a biting chill.


I had yet to shed any tears over my mother’s death. Damp and unsettled, I sat down on the rusty seat plate of an old swing set that had been a leftover from the previous tenants of our rented house. The metal felt like ice through my blue jeans. With half-hearted effort, I kicked at the compacted dirt beneath my feet, shifting back and forth and from side to side. I wondered why I wasn’t crying and assumed something was wrong with me. My grief didn’t look or feel like anything I had seen on TV. None of my friends had dead mothers, and if there were any other students in my school who did, I didn’t know about them.


In a way, my constipated tears were the result of suppressed emotions that had long predated my mother’s death. I loved her, but I hated her alcoholism. Fresh in my mind were all of the days and nights when she would be either slumped over in a stupor or primed for a fight. In both cases, I made every effort to be invisible. I didn’t want to wake her and have to contend with drunken nonsense, and if she was awake and angling for a row, I didn’t want to become the target. My hair, my friends, the way I dressed, the way I spoke: anything could set her off, and once she was triggered, it would be a long night. By the time Mom died, I had no sympathy for the alcoholic.


But what about the woman? My feelings toward her weren’t uncomplicated either. I had no doubt that she loved me, but to this day I can think of only one unadulterated expression of her caring. It was when I was four years old and had gotten my tonsils out. I remember being woken in the night and allowed to stay in my pajamas, even though we were getting in the car. I remember lying on a gurney in a brightly lit hospital corridor and Mom reluctantly letting go of my hand when a nurse came to wheel me into the operating room. After the surgery, I was brought back home and given a bedroom all to myself where my mother had put a small brass oriental gong next to the bed. If I needed anything, all I had to do was tap it. I tested the gong when everyone was asleep, and it worked; Mom came to my room without delay or annoyance. For a couple of days, I got ice cream, Jell-O, and orange-flavored Aspergum. At no time during that period did I see my mother drunk. I trusted her to take care of me, and she did.


There were other times when mom was sober, and she became a different person then too. She’d say she was going on a diet, which generally meant she was giving up alcohol. She got out of bed earlier and changed out of her housecoat; conversation was lighter, and laughter more spontaneous; projects got started; meals were thoughtfully prepared; and the fighting between her and LG stopped. But those so-called diets didn’t last more than a week or two, if that; inevitably, they would be drowned in the undertow of her alcoholism. And I knew how to tell which period she was in. When I would get home from school in the afternoon, as soon as I came through the door, my eyes would go directly to her glass. If the liquid was brown, it was diet soda; if it was clear, then it was vodka and water, and she’d be gone. Her body would be present and animated, but the mother I wanted was nowhere in sight.


Her drinking ultimately ruined even some of the better moments I remember. One Sunday, when the weather was bad and no one else was home, she read the book Love Story to me. Mom was a reader, but she had never done anything like that before. This time, though, she read to me cover to cover. We both were weeping at the end, especially at the line, “Love means not ever having to say you’re sorry,” though I suspect those words pierced her heart for much different reasons than they pierced mine.


Mom read beautifully, fluidly, putting emphasis in just the right places, never stumbling over or mispronouncing a word. I, however, just couldn’t get the hang of reading, so I hated it. In school, my attempts to sound out the words phonetically caused my classmates to snicker and gave the teacher fits. I could hear her exasperation as she spoke over my mistakes, feeding me the correct pronunciations. Often I ended up with my head on my desk and in tears. But that afternoon with Mom, listening to the written word was an absolute treat. I was enraptured, and Mom took great pride in the fact that she believed I was mature enough to handle the adult content of the story, even though I was only about ten or eleven.


The only problem was, she started drinking her vodka halfway through the book, so by the end she was well on her way to being buzzed. That’s when things went south. I didn’t know back then what she was looking for—a sadder response to the ending? an in-depth analysis of the book? higher praise for her excellent reading?—and I still don’t know. Whatever it was, my response hadn’t been what she wanted, and she suddenly couldn’t stand the sight of me. She ordered me to go to my room with one of her more common punishing phrases: “Get out of my sight.” I retreated in shame, unsure of what I had done wrong or when it would be safe to reemerge.


That’s how memories of my mother went: kernels of quality time alternating with boozy stretches, which would swamp whatever pleasure I might take from the recollection of the former. Christmases, birthdays, vacations, back-to-school nights, boy crushes, my first period: all conjured up memories that made me cringe. And those were the good times.


Regardless of Mom’s moods, things were rough all around in our house. We were always hurting for money. There were years and years of unemployment for both her and LG. My clothes were mostly secondhand, and our furniture was even older and shabbier. Most of the time we didn’t own a car. There were times when there really wasn’t quite enough to eat. At one point, when we were living on Mrs. G’s old ranch property, LG shot pigeons from the barn for our dinner. I remember plucking feathers and singeing the finer ones with a lit candle before the birds went into a soup pot. We got medical care only in the most urgent situations. Once when I came down with a case of impetigo on my face, it was allowed to develop until I looked so hideous that a neighbor finally took me to see her doctor. It was bleak.


When I hit adolescence and became more self-conscious, I began judging who I was based on the world around me, and I came up short—way short. I noticed that the atmosphere in my friends’ homes was nothing like the one in mine. For one thing, there was a level of predictability that mine never had. And no one I knew ever seemed to be afraid that when they got home from school at the end of the day, they’d be walking into a drunken brawling fight between their parents.


I would have spent every night at someone else’s house if I could. But as I put more and more sleepover requests to my mother, she just got resentful, and threatened that if I didn’t like where I was living, maybe I should leave and not come back. There was an established understanding that home belonged to my parents. I was allowed to live there, but that privilege could be revoked any time. I was truly afraid of the door being locked against me, and if I didn’t have a friend to take me in, I would literally be left out in the cold.


My mother’s resentment wasn’t about anything I had done wrong, or even about my not wanting to spend time with her and LG. Basically, she was annoyed by my attraction to the world outside. If she happened to be in a bad mood when I asked to go to a friend’s house, her face would tighten with a ferocity that let me know I had really pissed her off. That look of piercing disdain would cut me to the quick. And not only would I have to stay home, I’d likely be subjected to a tirade about my audacity in wanting to branch out. Even if I could launch a defense, which I couldn’t because I didn’t have the words in my vocabulary, she wouldn’t hear it. Her anger, especially when she was intoxicated, was unrelenting. My only defense was to blame myself. Instead of getting mad at LG or my mother, or railing against our sorry circumstances, I figured I must have done something wrong to have caused such contempt.


Another consequence for my emotional life is that I started lying to keep everyone in the dark about what was going on and how I felt. To appease my mother and not set her off, I downplayed what my friends had come to mean to me. To my friends, I would downplay how fraught my home life was. No one at that time had any clue that I was living with narcissistic, violent alcoholics. Eventually, I could no longer tell the difference between who I really was and who I was pretending to be. I was overwhelmed with a pervasive sense of being a fraud, as well as a deep fear of being shunned, so I tried harder and harder to control people’s impressions of me. I would tell my friends, “I swear on a stack of Bibles” that I had the trendiest must-have toys at home but wasn’t allowed to take them out, or that I had famous relatives who lived far away but sent me letters all the time. I had one kid believing that the comedian George Carlin was my uncle (why George Carlin is anyone’s guess except he was popular and I knew his name.)


I understood that I was fibbing and it was wrong, but I did it anyway. Maintaining the charade was exhausting, of course, but I’d be damned if I was going to admit to my deceits. Still, my dishonesty further corroded what little self-esteem I had because now I felt guilty about what I was doing. I wasn’t who I said I was. I was a phony, and if anyone caught on, there would be no recovering.


Thinking back, this particular incident encapsulates that burgeoning emotional state. It was a day that I begged my mother for a new pair of tennis shoes and promised I would take good care of them. The ones I was coveting reminded me of lemon meringue pie, with their yellow canvas and pristine white laces and rubber soles. When Mom agreed to buy them, I couldn’t have been happier. I must have said thank you and told her that I loved her a hundred times on the way home.


The first thing I wanted to do was wear them to a friend’s house to show off. To get there, I had to cross a cable-and-plank bridge that was strung across a seasonal creek that ran alongside the road. The problem was, it was the middle of winter, and it had been raining heavily for many days. The creek had turned into a frantic torrent, with opaque, mud-brown water crashing over boulders and slamming into the banks. The force of its current was enough to suck whole trees from the ground, and its roar was such that I was sure no one would hear me if anything happened and I had to scream for help. I had no interest in turning around and going home without modeling how special I was in my brand-spanking-new shoes, however. Frightened but determined, I ran across the bridge as fast as I could. But then, mid-span, a plank broke into two pieces, and my foot fell through. My momentum allowed me to hurl forward, but when I pulled my foot from the now-dangling plank, my shoe came off and was instantly consumed by the monstrous water below. My instinct was to jump in to retrieve it, but I knew better. My seventy-pound body was no match for those deadly rapids. I ran along the creek’s edge hoping it would surface, but no; the brilliant yellow sneaker was gone.


When I arrived at my friend’s house, limping with one shoe on and one shoe off, her mother was horrified to hear about my near disaster. I was horrified too, but not because of what might have happened to me; I was sick over losing my beautiful new shoe and petrified about the prospect of breaking the news to my mother. I had promised over and over to take extra special care of those shoes, and now I had already lost one. The fear of disappointing her had me in tears.


On some level, of course, my reaction wasn’t that unusual. Many kids would be afraid to tell their parents they’d just lost something brand-new. What set me apart was just how infuriated my mother could get. It’s striking that it never even occurred to me to be outraged that the bridge was so unsafe, or relieved that nothing worse had happened. My only reaction was to feel guilty. I assumed that my wanting to show off and my running had been reckless, and so I had gotten what I deserved. I didn’t think, This is bad; I thought, I am bad. My friend’s mother gave me a pair of her daughter’s old shoes so that I could get home. There I was, back in castoffs—my self-assessed, pitiful lot in life. I don’t recall my mother being as upset as I had feared she would be, but I do remember that we never went back to the store to get a replacement pair.


Guilt, shame, and fear of abandonment became a habit, or almost a kind of muscle memory. Fortunately, I seem to have also been blessed with certain positive qualities that kept me from completely succumbing to those debilitating emotions. I was clever, and from an early age, I had an undaunted, can-do attitude that helped me get some of my needs met. I was especially creative in how I got money. Before I was old enough to even babysit, I would go on concerted hunts to find stray cash. It was surprising to me how many people wouldn’t retrieve their change from pay phones and vending machines. In Laundromats, I would find and straighten a wire hanger to scoop out all of the lint and debris from under the washers and dryers; almost always there would be a few nickels, dimes, or quarters in the catch. I only outright stole money from one person, LG. He had a habit of jangling coins in his pockets, so early in the morning, when I could hear that both he and my mother were sound asleep, I would sneak into their room and slip my hand into his trousers that were lying on a chair. My little fingers could gauge what denomination I was lifting by its size and the roughness or smoothness of its edge. I hunted for the quarters.


As I got older, I did a lot of babysitting, yard work, and housekeeping. One December, my brother and I packaged up pounds of mistletoe and sold it around the neighborhood. By Christmas, Sean and I had made enough money for him to buy a brand-new Bianchi ten-speed bicycle and for me to amass fifty dollars. Eventually I was buying most of my own clothes and treating myself to outings with friends. By the time my mother died, I think I had more money saved up than she did. I didn’t dare brag about it, though. I would have been accused of thinking I was better than her. “Who in the hell do you think you are?” was a question I knew well.


But there was something else that kept me going during this rough time: the idea that my biological father was out there somewhere and would someday come and save me. At the very least, the idea that I had a real father made me feel like the life I was living wasn’t my real life; that was somewhere else. My mother never sat me down and explained who that man was or how she had come to (possibly) have two children with him. But I thought it must be Mr. Abbott because of the way she would occasionally mention him and wistfully declare, “I worshiped the ground that man walked on.” That was enough for me, and I pretty much ran with it from there and created a person I could worship the same way.


I culled bits of information about him and massaged them into a character who was admirable and sympathetic. Some of my ideas came from snatches of conversation I overheard when my mother would drunk-dial her few distant friends and talk to them late into the night. But in the end, I simply made up most of his personal profile.


The one thing I did know about Mr. Abbott was that he was married to someone else, and that he and his wife had other children. So I decided that he must have been Catholic and therefore prohibited by the church from getting divorced. I also decided that he was Sean’s father too, because of my mother’s four children, he and I look the most alike.
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