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A Memoir with a Message


It’s impossible for most of us to imagine what it would be like, as a nine-year-old child, to have your own mother empty her .45 pistol into your cardboard bedroom wall, bullets flying above your head, as you hold your baby sister close to protect her. We can’t imagine this, but Doug MacKinnon can. Doug can do more than imagine—he can remember.


THIS VERY personal memoir is both heartbreaking and highly inspirational. In it, Douglas MacKinnon weaves his astounding story as a desperately poor child and his triumphant transition from living in abject squalor to becoming a White House writer who now has the political influence to change the system—especially as it affects children.


But this book is more than the story of one man’s personal journey; it is a memoir with a message.Through this message, the author not only inspires readers to move beyond their own difficulties, he also calls both political parties to task for their shameful neglect of tens of millions of Americans.


You’ll be riveted to the story, moved to compassion, and inspired to see the world through new eyes.
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“This deeply moving and inspirational story is supported by a foundation of faith, compassion, and personal responsibility.” —Elizabeth Dole, former cabinet secretary, former president of the American Red Cross, and former United States senator


“The male version of The Glass Castle. Harrowing, shocking, and relevant to everyone.” —David Langworthy, editor for the Houston Chronicle


“MacKinnon has walked the walk when called upon, and his real-life experience makes for a compelling book that will speak to countless people going through tough times.” —Marty Martin, retired senior CIA operations officer









“Our intoxicated mother had marched the three of us out into what passed for a living room in the cardboard and tarpaper shack we were existing in on the edge of Nowhere, New Hampshire. She assembled us like an audience on the broken yellow sofa, and said, ‘I’m going to kill myself now, and it’s all your father’s fault.’


“After the dramatic announcement, and once sure we were all looking at the tragedy playing out before us, she took a bottle of sleeping pills out of her purse, and swallowed the entire contents, using vodka as the lubricant.”


—EXCERPT
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Through determination, a deep faith in God, and belief in himself, Douglas MacKinnon has taken the pains of his childhood and turned them into the fuel of compassion. Through his words, you can do the same.
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DOUGLAS MACKINNON is a successful principal at a major international law firm. He has worked in the White House for two presidents, in a Joint Command at the Pentagon, and as director of communications for former senator Bob Dole.


In addition to his success in the White House, MacKinnon is an accomplished writer and author of four books. He regularly contributes to major web-based publications on “both sides of the fence,” including Townhalland The Huffington Post, and is a syndicated columnist who has been published in every major newspaper in the country, including Investor’s Business Daily, The Washington Examiner, The New York Times, The Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, The Baltimore Sun, The Boston Globe, Houston Chronicle,and USA Today. MacKinnon also makes frequent appearances on MSNBC, Fox News, CNN, CBS News, ABC News, and the Westwood One radio network.
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For my mom and dad


I do still love you and I do miss you.


Hopefully, we will get your long-awaited love and hugs in Heaven.
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A Stabbing Precedes the Gunfire


It really does hurt to get stabbed.


I had just landed a punch to the side of a rival’s head. As he yelped in pain and fell out of the way, I felt a hand grab me by the right shoulder and spin me completely around. A millisecond after completing the turn, I saw a knife blade arching up toward my midsection. I instinctively turned sideways to shield my stomach and chest. While successfully protecting those vital areas, I was not able to avoid the force of the blade.


The tip of the switchblade, which entered the minuscule muscle of my skinny thirteen-year-old bicep, immediately struck calcium. A white haze of pain filled my eyes, as my lungs sucked in enough oxygen to let out an earsplitting scream.


The reason I got stabbed in the first place was that some of my friends and I were involved in an old-fashioned West Side Story–type gang fight. Back in the day, in my never-dull corner of the Dorchester section of Boston, it was not about what neighborhood you were from but which street you lived on. Some friends and I met up with some territorial individuals from a rival street, and before anyone knew what was happening, it was on.


Since this was circa 1969, and we weren’t yet smart enough to call ourselves a “crew” and carry “nines” or “Mac-10s,” this instant and fierce disagreement was waged with pipes, boards, fists, and the occasional knife. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t get hit with a board, pipe, or fist.


I got stabbed. I was the victim of a very violent crime at a very early age. But when I thought about that episode a few months later, I knew that between myself and the older kid who stabbed me—he was sixteen and already a career criminal—I was, by far, the more fortunate. I say that for three reasons.


First, simply and most important, I was able to spin my stomach and chest away from the blade and take the strike in the arm. This particular rival was not trying to frighten me or wound me. He meant to kill me.


Second, about one second after I was stabbed, one of my buddies caved in this guy’s chest with a five-pound cobblestone rock. The collision between rock and human body was not pleasant. While I never got all the details, I think the contact was enough to break a bone or two and send him to Boston City Hospital. A facility that—at least at that time—made medieval practitioners of the dark arts look advanced by comparison. Having been to that alleged center of healing a few times already in my young life, I knew better than to go back—even if blood was pouring out of a large hole in my tiny arm.


Ignorance is sometimes a wonderful thing. Having never been stabbed before, I did not know enough to assign the knife wound the importance it deserved. To me, it was no big deal. Like everything else in my life, I’d just fix it myself.


I just took my shirt off, wrapped it around the dripping hole in my arm, ran the few blocks back to our apartment, went into the bathroom, unwrapped the now blood-soaked shirt, and poured some of my father’s rubbing alcohol directly into the cut.


Mistake.


My sister, who was sitting outside at the time, told me you could hear my scream several streets away. Fortunately, my parents, who were already in a vodka-induced coma in their bedroom, never heard a thing. After screaming from the shock of the alcohol and almost passing out on the bathroom floor from a pain that seemed much worse than the actual stabbing, I pinched the cut closed as tight as I could, put some folded toilet paper over it, and then used a couple of feet of white hockey tape to secure my battlefield bandage in place. While archaic, I still felt it was better than whatever treatment my attacker eventually received in that dungeon of a hospital.


The third reason I felt I was the luckier of the two of us was that not long after this guy was discharged from Boston City and recovered, I was told he was found shot in a local park.


His demise is what my friends and I fought off almost every single day as we trolled the streets and alleys, desperately trying to stay one step ahead of those determined to hurt us.


As I tried to recover from the physical and mental pain of my knife wound, the only things I had going for me at the time were a tremendous chip on my shoulder—which pertained to just about everyone—some inherited natural intelligence, and a PhD in street smarts. I had no intention of giving anyone the satisfaction of seeing me fail.


I was born in a hospital in Dorchester, Massachusetts. At the time, Dorchester was an ultratough, blue-collar section of Boston, filled with mostly wonderful, hardworking people; it’s a place I will always be proud to call home.


Dorchester was never the problem. Poverty, homelessness, and hopelessness were the problems; and they were manufactured by two people—and two people only—our “parents,” John Mac Kinnon and Marie Carmel Mac Kinnon. These two individuals were not only full-blown alcoholics, but complete hedonists who saw their three emaciated and damaged children as obstacles to be crushed on their egocentric path to self-destruction.


By the time I was seventeen, our family had moved a total of thirty-four times. For those of you who, like me, are not fond of math, that’s an average of once every six months. None of the moves were voluntary—some, in fact, were quite disturbing and violent.
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A Two-Year-Old’s Introduction to Poverty


My first memory that something was not quite right was implanted in my mind when I was about two and a half years old.


We were living in a suburb on the South Shore of Boston, and the winter’s first snow had arrived. Even at that age, I was fascinated by the weather; so as soon as I spied the very first snowflake, I was begging my brother to let me run outside so I could see, feel, and taste it.


I have few memories from that time of my parents. I mostly remember my brother, Jay, who was a little less than two years older than me. At around four years of age, he was the only “adult supervision” I had.


As we ventured out into the snow, we had nothing resembling proper winter clothing. No coats, no boots, no hats, no mittens.


For some semblance of warmth, Jay put an extra shirt on me. Beyond that, we put socks over our hands. Dirty, smelly socks at that. It was all we had.


My introduction to snow, poverty, and the cruelty of children all came within minutes of running onto the front lawn and laughing happily as I slid, slipped, and fell atop this wonderful, cold white blanket. As Jay and I threw snowballs, made snow angels, and tried to build our very first snowman, a couple of older kids—maybe five years old—came over to join us.


As they began to talk to us, they almost immediately focused on the dirty socks covering our hands. They started laughing and singing something like “smelly mittens, smelly mittens. You’re wearing smelly mittens.”


Jay was more mild-mannered than I was and just ignored them and kept on playing. I did not. I began trying to hit and push them, all the while crying because they were making fun of me.


When I eventually ran back into the house, I have no memory of my mom coming to comfort me or give me a hug. Rather, the only memory I have is of sitting down on the broken and tattered linoleum floor in our kitchen as I continued to cry silently to myself.
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Me, Baby Jesus, and My First Crime


During my third year on the planet and as we bounced from decrepit place to decrepit place, my baby sister, Janice, was born. Because of our nomadic lifestyle and crippling poverty, my sister and brother were the only children I ever interacted with for any consistent period of time; consequently, they were the only “friends” I had. That was about to change.


I was in the first grade and on the late end of five years old. My parents had enrolled my brother and me in a parochial school in a suburb of Boston. The school was down the street from where we lived, and during my very first day there, I came upon a display of religious symbols and trinkets resting on a table outside the main office of the school. Symbols and trinkets, as it turned out, that were for sale.


As I walked past the table festooned with various Catholic and Christian objects, my eyes were instantly drawn to a tiny Nativity scene made out of plastic, which showcased Mary, Joseph, and the Baby Jesus. I was mesmerized, and for reasons I did not and do not understand, found tremendous comfort in its simple but beautiful—at least to me—presentation.


The colors of the tiny Nativity scene were vivid and warm. I especially remember the blue of Mary’s shawl and the smiling face of Baby Jesus.


When I hurried off to my class and asked my homeroom nun if I could have it, she answered, “No.” She then smiled down at me and announced that I “could buy it.”


At five, I didn’t understand what “buy it” meant. I guess after seeing the confused look on my face, the nun explained that I would have to go home and ask my parents for the money needed to purchase the beautiful little Nativity scene.


When I still looked back up at her with uncomprehending eyes, she said, “You give us four quarters, and we will give you the Nativity scene.”


Oh. Four quarters. Why didn’t she say so in the first place? I knew what quarters were. And better than that, I knew just where to find some.


Still excited after running all the way home, I went looking for my mom and dad and found them both snoring heavily in their bedroom. After several attempts to wake them, I gave up and decided the only way I was going to get that Nativity scene was to liberate the money.


Like most men of that era, when my dad did leave the house for “work,” he always wore a suit. One day, while playing hide-and-seek with my brother and sister, I hid in my mom and dad’s bedroom closet. As I did, I bumped into the suit coat my dad had worn that day, and I heard the distinct and always pleasant chime of coins clanging against each other. Upon inspection, I found that my dad had a large supply of quarters in the small change pocket within the larger side pocket of his suit.


Other than discovering them that day, I did nothing. I did not take even one. I knew what stealing was, and I knew it would be wrong to take the coins without asking.


Weeks later, I again took notice of the Baby Jesus at my school and sparked an instant bond with that tiny little replica. Not with the plastic face or the mold, but with the inherent goodness, purity, and spirituality of what that smiling tiny face represented. I felt a connection and more than that … inexplicably, I felt like I had found a friend.


While only five, I was still a deep little thinker. I looked at everything from every possible angle, mostly, I think, because life had already taught me to look for the traps or the danger in every situation, and it became a survival technique hardwired into my mind.


Because of that, I remember walking out of my mom and dad’s room and sitting on the dirty mattress on the floor of our bedroom, pondering the situation. Why was I so intrigued by the Nativity scene? Why did I feel better, and even a bit safer, just looking at it? And then I thought … what if somebody else got it instead of me?


I needed to get to that Nativity scene and buy it before some other kid did. That meant only one thing: I had to go back to the closet in my mom and dad’s room and take four quarters from my dad’s suit pocket.


And that’s exactly what I did. My clandestine operation was a success. The next day, the first thing I did—even before going to my homeroom—was to run to the table outside the main office to see if my little Nativity scene was still there. Joyfully, it was. I next stepped over to the nun manning the table and handed over my four quarters.


She took the money and wrapped my new treasure in white paper and placed it in a small paper bag. I had never been so happy. I clutched that bag to my chest for the rest of the day.


Ironically, my first real introduction to Baby Jesus coincided with my first crime. And if not a crime, then at least a sin of some sort—a sin I instantly hoped Baby Jesus would forgive.


As soon as school was over, I ran all the way home and went straight to our bare and depressing little bedroom so I could place—and hide—my little Nativity scene in the far corner of our bedroom closet.


Once it was situated there, I found an electric Christmas candle and placed it on the floor next to the Nativity scene. When I plugged in the candle and it actually worked, I could not have been more proud or happy as I watched the soft white light bathe Mary, Joseph, and now my little Baby Jesus in its warm glow. A warm glow, in a dark and filthy closet, that enveloped me and my new friend with at least a modicum of peace and serenity.


My tiny Baby Jesus was my new and only constant friend. A friend who was always there for me. Always listened. Who always smiled back up at me from the center of that warm glow of light anytime and every time I ran to him when I was hurt beyond words, when my world was once again turned upside down by the extreme poverty and dysfunction that was our family.


My little plastic Baby Jesus was the very first solid foundation for my two uncertain feet, which were anchored to spindly legs below my bony and malnourished body.
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In Desperate Search of Gold at the End of the Rainbow


At the “mature” age of six, I was fully aware that things were not good between my mom and dad. They fought, they yelled, they smashed vodka bottles against the wall and floor, and they often did so in front of the three of us.


One day in particular, I remember my mom screaming about our lack of money and then running into her room, where she proceeded to cry loudly behind the now-slammed bedroom door.


My mom’s dad—my grandfather George McNeil—happened to be staying with us during one of his rare but always welcome and wonderful visits.


He—along with my Baby Jesus—was one of my true sources of comfort. Constant among the evictions, the pain, the never-ending hunger, and the squalor were his smile and concern, and most of all, his kindness and understanding of situations well beyond our years.


As my mom, his only child, screamed and carried on behind her closed bedroom door, my grandfather gently herded the three of us out into the backyard and out of earshot of this latest parental train wreck.


A thunderstorm had just passed over the tree line of the woods behind our home, and there in the distant sky, a vivid rainbow appeared.


My grandfather wiped down the tattered lawn chairs in our backyard and had us sit. My baby sister, Janice, and I squeezed into one chair and Jay took the other.


Once we were seated, my grandfather pointed at the rainbow over the woods. “There is magic in that rainbow,” he said with a wink and a spreading smile.


I looked at the rainbow from one end to the other to see if I could see what was so special about it.


“I don’t see anything, Papa,” I said in disappointment.


“That’s because you can’t see it from here.”


“Why?” I asked while staring even harder at the rainbow.


My grandfather again pointed to the multicolored bridge in the sky. “Because it’s at the very end of the rainbow. That’s where they hide it.”


“Who hides what?” Jay asked.


“The little people. The leprechauns. And what they hide at the end of the rainbow is a pot of gold coins. Real gold coins.”


My six-year-old eyes instantly went as wide as one of those coins.


“Real gold?” I asked in wonder.


“Real gold,” my grandfather answered as he laughed and tousled my hair.


Days after my mom had retreated to her bedroom to cry about our lack of money and my grandfather had sadly ended his visit, I walked out to our backyard and, sure enough, spotted another magnificent rainbow. Remembering my grandfather’s story—and driven by empathy, imagination, and the realization that I could only count on myself—I decided the one way I could help my mom and our family was to find the end of that rainbow and dig up the pot of gold.


We lived in a sparsely populated area with the dense forest behind our home. To my six-year-old eyes, it seemed the end of that rainbow came down smack in the middle of those woods.


Without telling a soul, I took off at a sprint for the woods. My grandfather had told us that the leprechauns liked to tease the “big people” and would turn off the rainbow so its end and their treasure would not be discovered.


While running through the dense forest and thick underbrush, I tripped over a tree root and tumbled down a pretty steep ravine. When I stopped cartwheeling down the side of the hill, I realized that my face, arms, and hands were cut and bleeding, after going through some kind of sticker bush, and that my little body was bruised as well. Had my head hit one of the large rocks on the way down, the animals would have had their way with me long before my mom and dad knew I was missing.


After getting my bearings and slowly climbing back up the ravine and walking to a nearby clearing—where I thought the rainbow ended—I discovered that it was gone and that the leprechauns had, indeed, turned it off.


Crying now from both the cuts and bruises and from my disappointment at not finding a way to ease my mom’s pain, I headed home. Of course, when I got there, my fear was realized. No one other than my brother and sister knew or cared that I had been gone.


Upon seeing me, eight-year-old Jay took me by the hand and led me into the kitchen, where he did the best he could with napkins and water from the faucet to clean my cuts and wash my dirt-, blood-, and tear-streaked face.
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Crashing a School Bus for My Sister


Soon after my tumble down the ravine and while I was still in the first grade, we were evicted and had to move yet again. This time to an even more remote and rural setting of New England, into a home straight out of an underfunded Halloween movie.


It was especially scary living there because not another house or human could be seen from our house and because—since we had no electricity—the blackness of the nights were only dented by the candles we were given by our parents as our sole source of light … and heat.


Soon after we had moved there, my brother, sister, and I were playing hide-and-seek in the total darkness of the upstairs level after waiting the required amount of time for our parents to pass out from drinking their funny-smelling “water.”


Except … when we snuck out into the hallway, it was not in total darkness. Far from it. From the partially opened door that led to our parents’ bedroom, we saw a bright yellow flickering light dancing about the room.


When my brother and I tiptoed down the hallway and poked our heads into their bedroom, we noticed that they were, in fact, passed out in their bed. Nothing unusual about that.


What did grab our attention, however, was that one of them had knocked a lit candle onto the bed, and one corner of the sheet and mattress was now on fire.


As Jay ran to try to wake them from their deep sleep, I ran down to the bathroom in the middle of the hallway and filled my sister’s red plastic beach bucket with water.


When I got back to the bedroom, Jay had managed to drag our still passed-out mom out of the bed and onto the floor. As he continued to pull her across the bare wooden floor, I hurried over to the growing flames and threw the bucket of water at them.


While all of this was going on, our father did not even stir, as he blissfully snored away.


Once we were sure the fire would not restart, we left them where they were: my mom sprawled out on the floor next to the bed and my dad in the middle of the bed with his head no more than three feet from the scorched and blackened corner of the mattress.


As I looked at them, anger grew within me. While our parents were in the same house with us physically, at three, six, and eight years old, we were about as alone as three children could be.


Worse, actually. If we had really been all alone, we would have been much safer, with less risk of the three of us burning the house down with us in it.


Part of being alone meant that my brother and I had to get ourselves up and ready for school. Part of getting ready was scrounging to find something to eat for breakfast. Our first priority was to at least make sure our little sister had some food.


Unfortunately, our cupboards were almost always bare except for the multitude of cockroaches that scattered every time we opened the doors—in the foolish hope that this time, maybe we would find food.


More often than not, breakfast for the three of us consisted of a few saltine crackers and some brownish tap water that had a strong metal aftertaste and particles that stuck to our tongues. It was that or the always-popular nothing.


At eight and six, Jay and I had already morphed into surrogate protectors of our baby sister, with me taking the more active role.


Janice and I had been soul mates since the day she could first talk. As such, I felt and knew it was my obligation to keep her from as much harm as possible. With that belief ingrained into my little mind, I especially hated the thought of her being all alone with our parents when Jay and I were at school. As the candle incident proved, she could be—and was—in grave danger.


Who would look after her? Who would keep her company? Who would protect her? Once Jay and I left for school, the answer was no one.


When we left, our three-year-old sister was truly on her own with no parental or adult supervision. On top of that, she was in a large, dark, creepy, and decaying house with no electricity and no phone.


My brother and I were the first ones to be picked up on the bus route, so we had to be at the bus stop at seven-thirty. We walked down a long dirt road that led to a small paved road; oftentimes, my three-year-old sister would walk with us to the bus stop and then when we pulled away, she would walk back by herself to that isolated and unlit house.


Depending on the day, our parents either didn’t care that she was walking back alone down a quarter-mile stretch of dirt road, or were passed out from a heavy night of drinking and had not a clue. Either way, it was madness.


For Jay and me, it was just life as we knew it. Better that she was with us for a little longer before she had to go back to the house to be alone with our parents.


In anticipation of the bus arriving on this small paved road in the middle of nowhere, we would have Janice wait on the other side near the dirt road while Jay and I stood across the street, about ten or fifteen feet away and next to the tree where the bus would stop. That way, we could still talk to her, but she would not have to cross the street after we left.


After Jay and I boarded the yellow school bus, we would both turn from inside the bus and wave good-bye to our baby sister. As the bus started to pull away on this particular morning, I noticed that Janice was crying and had not turned to head home.


I was sitting in the first green bench seat behind the driver, with Jay across the aisle from me in his seat. At this point, it was just me, Jay, and the bus driver.


I turned from looking at Janice to tap the bus driver on his back and ask him to please stop the bus.


In a very unfriendly way, he said “No,” and kept driving the bus down the small paved road toward his next pickup.


I turned around to look back at my sister and then pointed her out to Jay. He looked at Janice and then at me and basically shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “I know, but what can we do now?”


I turned back in my seat and tapped the bus driver a bit harder on the back and asked him to stop the bus. I wanted and needed to get off that bus to find out what was wrong with my sister.


This time, the bus driver yelled at me as he raised his right arm off the wheel in a somewhat threatening motion.


As I was only six, I employed the next best way I knew to get the attention of an adult. I started crying loudly while begging to be let off the bus.


That tactic did not work, either. In fact, it only made him angrier, and he screamed at me, “Shut up!”


I turned back to look for my sister and saw her still standing there but quickly receding into the distance.


Desperation took over, and I went for what I felt was my final option.


As an undersized, underfed, skinny six-year-old, I climbed up on top of the seat behind the driver and jumped from it to the top of his head and his very large shoulders.


Once there, I wrapped one arm around his throat and the other around his eyes and then held on for dear life. I have a distinct memory of Jay trying frantically to pull me off the driver as the bus started to weave back and forth across the road.


I did get my way … but only after the bus drove into a ditch by the side of the road and came to an abrupt halt.


The bus driver screamed wildly at me and kicked both me and Jay off his bus, telling us we “could never come back on.” I couldn’t care less.


As soon as I was off, I was running back up the road to find my sister and find out what was wrong.


When I reached her, I gave her a hug, and when she finally stopped crying, she said she was scared.


“Mommy and Daddy don’t come out. I want to go with you.”


I tried to explain as best I could that she could not come with us yet because she wasn’t old enough for school. I was terrified for her safety but didn’t want to scare her even more.


I told her that for now, after Jay and I left for school, she was to go back to our room and stay there. I told her to play and talk with her dolls and that they would be her friends until we got home from school. I both ordered and begged her never to come out of that room unless she heard Mommy’s and Daddy’s voices, and they were actually walking around.


Even at my young age, no one had to tell me we had an abnormal, miserable existence and that my little sister was paying the highest price of all.
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A Grandmother’s Love and a Peek at Normalcy


My first real memory of my grandparents’ loving home was of us arriving on their front porch in the dead of the night. We had just been thrown out of our home, and Nana and Papa Mac Kinnon’s smiling faces greeted us as they quickly ushered us in from the cold.


Once inside, my grandmother gently guided the three of us upstairs and toward the bathtub at the far end of the hallway.


As my grandmother ran the bath for our baby sister, I heard the booming voice of my six-foot-three, 250-pound grandfather echoing up from the living room. He was yelling at my mom and dad, with most of the angry words directed at my dad … his oldest child.


As the lecture continued downstairs, my grandmother plopped our sister into the warm, clean water of the tub and soon had Jay and I repeating the exercise.


I don’t know if I smiled up at my grandmother or not, but my first reaction was pure joy as Jay and I sank into the warm water. Since our family almost always existed without either electricity or heating oil, or both, we almost never had hot or even warm water.
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