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For Sissy, Christopher, and N






’Cause I don’t need a savior

I need you to take me home.

—“Relative Fiction,” Julien Baker









Author’s Note

I have changed the names of most people in this book, and some characters are composites of multiple people. Friends and family with whom I am in contact chose their own pseudonyms. I have used the real names of public figures, particularly Boston Globe journalists. Conversations are written based on my recollection, extensive notes, and personal audio recordings. I compressed and rearranged a few timelines, grouping similar events, to serve the storyline’s arc. Otherwise, this book recounts the truth of my life as I remember it.









Prologue

THIS BOOK IS A BETRAYAL. In appalachia, where I grew up, no one talks about family secrets or sexual abuse or rape or being hit or beaten within an inch of your life or mental illness or going hungry or without heat. Our rugged and ingenious Scotch-Irish ancestors had anarchy baked into their bones. Sharing or showing vulnerability is a sign of weakness, an almost certain death in our land of steep mountains, winding, muscular rivers, and narrow valleys. We don’t talk about the guilt, fear, confusion, isolation, and abandonment we feel in every cell of our bodies. And so, in these hills and hollows, each generation of reticent leaves on our family trees is born bruised.

Mountain culture is rooted in a deep sense of loyalty—Us versus Them. We are raised to be suspicious of outsiders, especially the absentee coal mine owners and landowners who have exploited our families’ labor for generations. We are raised to be suspicious of the factory owners who keep families indebted to the company store just to feed and house their children. We are raised to circle the wagons. We protect one another by silently braving the hardships our kin have endured for generations. We tough it out and don’t complain. We drink and drug to suppress the pain that has been passed down and down and down through blood. We shut up and shut down, in isolation.

But trauma doesn’t heal in isolation. So, I share the details on these pages to speak the unspeakable. To be the woman today I needed as a girl back then.

This book is a betrayal in that I am disobeying the patriarchy. My father controlled me in order to keep his secrets locked away, all the while telling me, “This happened to me, so it’s happening to you.” But he underestimated the power of my hidden words to reveal the truth. Even though, as a child, I could neither grasp nor articulate the effects of his tyranny, I poured my confused, battered heart into my diary to relieve my pain. I didn’t stop writing, filling endless notebooks and journals for decades, until I found my voice and the truth. He thought he had succeeded in shuttering my ability to love and dream. He threatened my life if I were ever to fall in love with someone else: I was his property. But he failed to stop my heart, even though I was numbed for decades by the fear of being hunted in my home and hometown, where the daily newspaper is filled with stories of missing teenage girls and husbands murdering their wives. I am violating that code of silence and dissociation, yet I am here because I am angrier about what happened to me than I am scared of him.

This book is a betrayal in that the life I have created for myself challenges the Appalachian norm that discourages girls from being educated and independent. Instead, girls are taught to be quiet and make the food and fuck the men and boys and become factory girls and not think. I was taught that girls and women were supposed to make everyone else’s life easier than our own.

This book is a betrayal in that I describe how my childhood dreams of going to college and becoming an academic saved my life, leading me away from our small central Pennsylvania mill town, where intellectual curiosity is suspect. Over forty years ago, my mother recognized my academic talent as my way out. She was determined that I go to college far away from my hometown so I could enjoy the educational, economic, and travel opportunities she was denied.

I am sorry to say this book is also a betrayal of my mother. All she wanted was for me to leave home, never to return. To start over. But that has proved impossible for me to do. A part of me never left home despite her insistence that I leave for good. My mother lived vicariously through me as I traveled to India and throughout the United States during college. But after decades of yearning to flee the mountains, I was hit with a persistent wave of homesickness. I loved Boston’s sophisticated, bookish sensibility, yet I longed for bluegrass music, the annual town fair, driving country back roads, and cozying up in my favorite threadbare quilt during midnight August rainstorms, catching fireflies and sleeping on dewy grass under a bowl of stars, then watching the steam rise off the mountains at sunrise. The pull grew even stronger as I started to heal from my abuse. I thought about the kids in my hometown who were suffering the same violence I’d barely survived. I couldn’t abandon them as I had been, left to fend for myself. While leaving saved my life, my heart still yearns for my friends, for the land on which I suffered and from which I escaped. I ache for all I left behind.

This book is a betrayal of my beautiful brain that tried for so long to protect me, shielding me from fully feeling the violence I endured. I’ve pressed my mind to reconstruct unbearable details of violence and to formulate chronological descriptions of unthinkable brutality. As a writer, I am greedy to put words to what I felt and lived through. But there’s a part of my brain that fiercely resists this. Traumatic memory is fragmented and nonlinear for a reason. My brain, like my family, wants me to leave these memories buried. It had done its job, detaching from my body—“playing possum”—so I wouldn’t suffer my perpetrators’ abuse in real time. But I have forced my brain to follow the trail of somatic breadcrumbs I remember—sounds, smells, tastes, and bodily sensations—down the path to my solidified memories. Even as I type these words, my brain fights me, tries to persuade me to give up, then acquiesces, reluctantly loosening its grip and letting the words flow.

This book is a betrayal of the fate that should have been mine. I am the one choosing to tell the story of what happened to my battered body, despite being told to just take it like a good girl. Instead, I am revealing the truth of our replicated cycles of abuse, addiction, and madness: we passed our collective trauma from body to body as we buried our dead, each filled with our kin’s skeletons and humiliation. Yet, I’ve survived to help others heal. I have lived to tell the tale of the million ways I should have been killed by my father, another male relative, a perpetrator, a boyfriend, a husband, a swollen liver, a needle in my arm, a revolver in my mouth, a slice across my wrist when life got too hard. Instead, I have healed and pulled myself out of a desperate life where I had nothing but questions and into a place where I have found answers not only for myself, but for others forced to walk a similar path. My truth is not unique; survivors are everywhere.

This book is a betrayal because I am still here.







Part 1 Obedience








Chapter 1

IN OUR SMALL MILL TOWN, nestled in the heart of the mountains of central Pennsylvania, the annual weeklong agricultural fair was the highlight of my year. As a child, I looked forward to this week more than Christmas. September would roll around and the old racetrack on the outskirts of town would transform into a magical oasis beneath the glittering lights of what seemed to me the world’s largest Ferris wheel. At the very top, you could look down and see the nearby carpet factory where my grandmother had worked decades ago as a mill girl, spinning and weaving wool that arrived by the trainload.

In the days leading up to the fair, as the air got cooler and the first of the changing leaves started to scatter, a light would spark inside of me and my older sister, Sissy, and especially our mother. Something I rarely ever felt or saw at home. This week also marked a rare bond between me and Sissy, as we navigated the rides and attractions, laughing and screaming.

Our family would usually hit the fair the first or second day and then again during the middle of the week, and sometimes one more time just before everything got packed up, shut down, and moved to the next town. Schools would close for the week so that kids who were in 4-H could present their livestock in competition. Some families had unlimited access to the fair, as they had one of the few, highly coveted lifetime memberships that were issued long ago and used as powerful currency. My mother’s father had one, and while he knew how much she loved going to the fair, he never offered to share it with us.

Come fair time, we would pile into my father’s green pickup truck—my parents, Sissy, and me squeezed together—and drive the route, passing the Methodist church, the kindergarten schoolhouse, and Romeo’s Dairy Bar. It was one of the few occasions the four of us went anywhere together, other than to attend forced family holidays at my grandfather’s farm.

As soon as we would arrive, Sissy and I would scramble out of the cab, grab our mother’s hands, and drag her to the rides as our father trailed behind. The divine scent of fresh-roasted peanuts and powdery sugary funnel cakes landed first, quickly followed by the earthy smell of hay, feed, grain, and manure from the goat and sheep barns. After scooting down the giant slide and gliding around on the swing carousel, we would march across the flashy midway, past the twinkling lights of the carnival games, to the bandstand, where we would dance and clap along to the bluegrass bands and country music singers.

Eventually, our father would split off from us. Free from his command, Sissy and I would first tear through the fun house, admiring our silly faces in the distorted mirrors. Next, we’d pat the cows in the 4-H barnyard and feed the baby goats and sheep at the petting zoo. I always liked how the lambs gathered around me, eating feed directly from my outstretched palm. After, we’d search the education building for our school’s art and shop class exhibits, as one of us usually had a drawing or a woodworking project on display. Our mother stayed nearby, often joining in the fun.

As the sun would start to set, she would steer me and Sissy to her favorite food stands. The choices overwhelmed us: Grotto’s pizza, Top of the Beef sandwiches, steaming hand-cut Gross’s French fries, and sweet birch beer on tap. May’s hot dogs and Kohr’s orangeade. And of course, kettle corn, a favorite splurge my mother could not resist. We always left the fair with a big bag, which we would try to make last as long as possible, knowing that would be it until the following fall when the fair returned.

One time, when I was around seven or eight, my mother brought Sissy and me over to see Mr. and Mrs. Fink, who sold jewelry from a small stand at the edge of the fairgrounds. Mrs. Fink had been one of my maternal grandmother’s dearest friends, and my mom had worked at the Finks’ jewelry stand when she was in high school. We knew how much our mother missed her own mother, who had died young, so any connection to her felt special.

“Well, look who’s here!” Mrs. Fink said, smiling warmly.

Her husband emerged from behind the booth. “You girls are getting so big!” he said. “Pretty as a picture, just like your mother… and grandmother. Oh, she’d be so proud.” And then, much to our delight: “Here, why don’t you all pick out something you like. It’s on us.”

My mother shook her head. “You’re so kind, but that’s not necessary.”

“Please,” Mrs. Fink insisted. “I want the girls to have something special.”

Sissy and I carefully weighed our options, scanning the counter filled with trays of delicate gold chains, sparkly bangles, and elegant hoop earrings. I chose a heart pendant necklace, and Sissy selected rhinestone studs. We were thrilled to receive these treasures; such gifts were usually reserved for birthdays or Christmas.

As we continued chatting, we noticed our father walking out of the nearby “Girlie Show” tent, where, I would later learn, scantily clad young women danced on platforms. He made his way over to the booth and, without so much as a hello to the Finks, shot us a look that said Time to go… Now.

Beyond sad to have to leave, I turned to the Finks and said, “Thank you again,” as I clutched the necklace and hugged them both goodbye. Sissy and I knew better than to ask our father for more time. We knew we were lucky to be there at all, considering what our life at home was like.

As we settled back into my dad’s truck, I could smell a trace of whiskey on his breath. I stared out the window, wondering whether my father would be able to find me if I hid inside the fairgrounds in a fort constructed from the hand-stitched quilts on display in the arts and crafts building. I had become very good at hiding from him.

Driving home along the dark roads, I licked the remnants of kettle corn sugar and salt off my fingertips. Soon, the Ferris wheel lights would dim, the gates would lock, and the cows would fall asleep in their stalls. And we would arrive back home, having had an all-too-brief reprieve from our regular lives.






Chapter 2

THE HOUSE I GREW UP in used to be a funeral home. At least that’s the story my parents told Sissy and me. We never knew for sure whether this was true. Back then, I trusted everything my parents told me. When they explained the living room windows were taller than those throughout the rest of the house so that caskets could be passed through, I believed them.

Downstairs in the basement, a drain marked the middle of the cement floor. This had been the embalming room, my parents explained. The drain was there to wash away the chemicals that were used to prepare the deceased for burial. “Not only chemicals, but blood and hair,” my father would add. My parents also claimed there was still a casket in the crawl-space attic, a relic from the previous owners, but I never saw it. Either my parents eventually removed it or I just never looked hard enough. I hated going into the attic and never ventured in too far. The short, steep stairs always creaked under my feet, and the exposed pink insulation made my skin itch. Only once did I muster the courage to look in the way back, curious to get a glimpse of the wooden box large enough to fit a body inside. All I saw were the frayed cartons containing our fake Christmas tree and ornaments, along with plastic Halloween jack-o’-lantern buckets. I didn’t like to linger there because I feared getting locked inside. The latch was only on the outside, and there were no windows to crawl through if I needed to escape.

Right after they married in 1965, my parents had bought the house for $8,500 using money they’d received as a wedding gift from my mother’s family, on the day before her twentieth birthday, and two years before Sissy was born. I imagine they got the house for a steal. They’d both come from desperate situations—the house, regardless of its true provenance, was a step up in the world.

My mother, a shy, lonely child, was the only daughter of a pious woman who volunteered at her church in addition to working at the local carpet mill. Before meeting my grandfather, a World War II veteran and businessman, my grandmother had been engaged to another man who was killed in the war. Her deep faith remained intact, and she went on to marry my grandfather and start a family, her prayers answered. My grandmother’s religiosity was in her blood. For generations, that side of the family served as leaders in the Pennsylvania Dutch church, building churches and founding religious communities. Sadly, my grandmother’s faith could not save her from dying suddenly of a burst ovarian cyst—what my family referred to as “woman problems”—at age forty. No one even knew she was sick. My sixteen-year-old mother found her dead in bed.

My grandfather quickly remarried a shrewd, bitter widow whose daughter, also an only child, was my mother’s high school classmate. His new wife was filled with animosity toward my mother, and my grandfather never stood up for her. Instead, they both erased my maternal grandmother’s presence from their new family. Her name was not allowed to be mentioned and her possessions were packed away when they moved to his new wife’s farm, where she and her daughter had lived with her rich late husband. Only my late grandmother’s pig-shaped cookie jar, which my mother was forbidden to touch, sat in full view on the kitchen counter, a taunting reminder of her newfound second-class citizenship.

My mother hated living in the country. After being in the center of town for her entire life, she missed the freedom of being able to walk to school, work, and church. Instead of friends walking by, wild animals now passed by her front porch, her father keeping a shotgun at the ready in case of a bear or coyote attack.

Hoping to leave home and go as far away as possible, my mother had dreams of going to college in Hawaii, but her father insisted she didn’t need higher education because she had a good job. Since high school, my mother had worked at a textile factory about a mile away from the carpet mill where her mother had worked before she died. Girls in our hometown were expected to be economically dependent on their families, support their husbands, and raise children, not have lives or minds—let alone bank accounts—of their own. So, following suit of many women in our town, my mother married my father—who had grown up in the mill town next to hers—right after high school. They’d met and fallen in love at Dixie’s Starlight Gardens roller-skating rink, a few blocks away from where she worked.

My paternal grandparents had their first son when my grandmother was a teenager and my grandfather, in his early twenties, was still married to his first wife. He eventually divorced and married my grandmother, who was a silk mill girl and a prostitute, weeks before their second son was born. Two more sons followed, including my father, who was the youngest of the four boys. Years later, when my father was an adolescent, my grandfather left my grandmother for a younger woman. Destitute and alone, she and her brood moved to local, low-income housing, where they settled into a small brick building with scarce heat and an outhouse. My father and his brothers survived by sticking together; their Scottish clan instincts kicked in. Colloquially known as the Bloody Third ward, this barbaric part of town was so called because men would show up for work at the iron mill on Monday mornings covered in bruises and gashes from the brawls that spilled out of the numerous neighborhood bars over the weekend.

Both of my parents’ family trees were riddled with intergenerational trauma. On my mother’s side, my grandfather’s mother died at twenty-five while giving birth to her second child, a daughter, who did not survive. In his grief my maternal great-grandfather quickly remarried and had five more children, including a daughter who died before her first birthday.

My father’s side of the family experienced even more tragedy. Two of my paternal grandfather’s brothers, both World War I veterans, died by suicide decades after the war. One by shotgun and the other by hanging. A third brother died in a psychiatric hospital, where my great-grandfather’s first cousin was also a patient. When a fourth brother died of natural causes, his son, my great-grandfather’s nephew, drowned himself in a creek on the outskirts of town. My father’s father was one of fifteen children, four of whom died as infants or toddlers. While losing multiple young children was common in the early 1900s, the family’s grief seemed to plague each successive paternal generation.

Growing up, I was unaware of this history. I didn’t know these family patterns of strife had been established decades ago, that they were being repeated over and over and over again. I was, however, always aware of a darkness surrounding us. This gloom was fitting because we lived next to the village cemetery in the middle of town. I obeyed the superstition of holding my breath when passing the graveyard so I wouldn’t inhale any dark spirits. But on steamy and close summer nights, Sissy and I outran the haints as we caught fireflies in canning jars amidst the tombstones that carried the names of the handful of families who made up generations of residents in our no-stoplight town: Boone, Sharrow, Fedder, Edwards. We would then scamper steps away to a second cemetery next to the Holy Spirit Methodist church, where I walked every Sunday with our next-door neighbor, a teacher named Vida, clutching the quarter my mother had pressed into my hand for the offertory. Sissy used to go to church, too, but stopped because she hated how the parishioners gossiped about each other more than they prayed. Sometimes I felt like an outsider there because I didn’t have nice church clothes. But I loved singing “Jesus Loves Me,” “In the Garden,” and other bluegrass hymns so much that I didn’t care. I wasn’t sure who this Jesus person was—I was just glad to know somebody loved me.

My father was a self-proclaimed “heathen,” and my mother refused to go to church. I always believed she did this to protest God, who had taken her mother away so young. The fact that she continued to subscribe to her mother’s church’s newsletter and married my father in that same church indicated she still cared deeply about that faith community. The volunteer fire hall directly across the street from our house completed this rectangle of tragedy. The wailing sirens often woke me at night, signaling most of the community men to come rushing to keep our small village safe.

My father, tall and rugged, with a baby face masked by a full mustache and beard, was one of the few men in our town who did not hurry to the fire hall when the sirens howled. He was not the sort to involve himself in such civic affairs, which struck me as odd. “Neighbor” is a verb in working-class Appalachia. People don’t have much, so everyone pitches in with what little they do have—food, time, a truck—to help the community. I liked this about our neighbors. It made me want to be a nurse when I grew up, giving aid and comfort to others. Most fathers offered their time as firefighters, Little League coaches, or church youth group chaperones, but my father wasn’t the volunteer type. Rather than contributing to the neighborhood, he preferred retreating to the privacy of our home, where he was the king of his castle. Newly married with two young daughters, and a homeowner, my father was now drenched in status and power he could never have imagined as a child, brawling his way through the Bloody Third with his three older brothers.

We lived in a hamlet of fewer than eight hundred people, a tiny community tucked into the corner of our small industrial town with a population of about twelve thousand. Sissy and I spent most of our time playing with the three kids who lived across the street. They were among the few neighborhood kids with whom our father allowed us to socialize. We moved in a pack, tearing through alleys on our bikes, holding cannonball contests in our rusty aboveground pool filled with water from the volunteer fire truck’s hoses, romping on muddy Susquehanna riverbanks, and pushing past twilight playing freeze tag most summer and fall nights. These were the times when I was most adventurous, peaceful, and carefree. The squishy river silt slipping through my toes and cool water splashing around my ankles soothed my often fearful mind. And filling my lungs with crisp mountain air helped me exhale instead of holding my breath in fear. Being outside freed me of the confines and secrets of my house.

Vida was like a grandmother to Sissy and me. In addition to taking us with her to church every week, our neighbor also made us pancakes after we finished trick-or-treating each Halloween. Our real grandmother Birdie died when I was five, taking her last breath in the hospital bed set up in our living room. Before that she lived with us for two years, wearing a flimsy nylon nightgown all day, cussing and chain-smoking unfiltered Pall Malls in the kitchen, her hair in tight pink plastic curlers as she marinated our Sunday pot roast in Pabst Blue Ribbon. Birdie never talked about her husband, my paternal grandfather. I only heard his voice once, when my father yelled at him, “Get the hell out of here!” after he showed up on our doorstep, unannounced, with bikes for me and Sissy the Christmas morning after Birdie died.

Two blocks down were the Kings. My father was friends with Niño King, who, like my father, had a brood of older brothers and an absentee father. A teenager in high school, he considered my father to be part father figure, part brother. Despite their closeness, my father always referred to him as a “spic.”

Like my father’s mother, Niño’s mother had worked as a prostitute. Now known as Crazy Helen in our neighborhood, Mrs. King would pad into our yard, barefoot in her nightgown, and start yelling, her sentences rambling and incoherent. My mother always shepherded us kids inside whenever she appeared. “Poor Mrs. King,” she would say. “She must have stopped taking her special medicine again.”

My father would sometimes have men come over to drink beer and work on cars in our detached garage at the back of our property. Niño and his brothers would usually be there, too. These gatherings would take place during the day on the weekends, and sometimes late into the night, all the while our German shepherd, Hondo, named after the John Wayne western my father revered, standing guard. The next morning the garage would be littered with longneck beer bottles, cigarette butts, and my father’s Styrofoam coffee cups filled with spit—the remnants of his Skoal chewing tobacco. He had a ubiquitous pinch protruding between his bottom lip and gums. A mechanic’s well had been dug into the left side of the floor so that one or two men could slide down the rough concrete steps to repair the car from below. Dank and dark like our concrete basement, the tight pit reeked of motor oil and booze spilled on filthy blankets tossed on the slab stairs.

When they weren’t working on cars, the men would shoot endless baskets through the rusty hoop attached to the exterior wall just above the garage doors. My father loved basketball, and had made the high school team, but his mother made him quit to get a job. Food and heat were higher priorities than a varsity letter. I often wondered whether my father would not have become such a hardened, cruel man if he’d been able to keep shooting hoops as a kid.






Chapter 3

I HAD READ IN THE baby book my mother kept about me that “Where’s Daddy?” was the first complete sentence I had ever spoken. I don’t think she realized that I asked this not because I wanted to find him, but because I didn’t want him to find me.

Most days, my father would stop at a bar on the way home from work and drink Jack Daniel’s with his friends, laughing and telling stories. By the time he walked in the door he was fueled with liquor and rage, looking for Sissy or me. He’d ambush whomever he found first, pounding us with clenched fists and flexed forearms, being careful not to leave any bruises on the more visible parts of our bodies. Punches to the stomach and knocks to the sides of our heads were standard. Choking happened on a less regular basis.

Throughout my childhood, closets were always my favorite hiding places. Every afternoon, as soon as I saw or heard his truck pull around the corner to our house, I would scamper to find the closest location to hide before he could pummel me with his calloused hands and work boot–clad feet. I fled most often to the entryway closet between our living room and kitchen. Our heavy winter coats muffled my father’s belligerent rants, and the smell of wet wool muted his whiskey stench. I liked crouching behind the rows of shoes, imagining the snow boots as a line of soldiers standing at the ready to defend me. And if my father did happen to look for me there, I knew I could escape his gaze by burrowing into the back corner.

I also excelled at tucking myself into the old chifforobe in my bedroom. I would climb in and curl into a ball, forehead resting on my scraped knees. My clothes weren’t as heavy as the coats in the entryway closet, yet they still dimmed the sound of my father’s fury. As I hid, I hoped a secret door would open to a magical world like I’d read about in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, but to my great frustration, one never appeared. I did, however, find comfort in knowing our fluffy white cat, Schnooks, birthed her kittens in this spot. I considered her maternal instinct proof that this was a safe haven in our chaotic home.

But sometimes I wasn’t fast enough to escape into a hiding place when my father targeted me, so I had to figure out how to manipulate him to lessen his abuse.

“Go ahead, I deserve to be hit,” I pleaded, standing next to my father as he sat on my bed.

“I took the chocolate from the cupboard,” I confessed, even though I hadn’t. My four-year-old self knew I was trapped and the damage would be even worse if I tried to defend myself, so I lied to get it over with quicker.

“I knew it was you,” he spat as he stood up to unfasten the metal buckle on his belt. His weight left an outline on my smooth, Bambi-themed bedspread.

“I know. I’m bad,” I admitted. I’d learned that he would not beat me as hard if I agreed with him. I already believed what I was told. That my actions fueled his rage, even though I hadn’t done anything wrong this time.

“I’m glad you know the truth,” he said as he yanked the brown leather strap through each loop of his work pants, biting his bottom lip like he always did when he got ready to strike.

“Uh-huh.” I nodded as I kept my eyes on the matching curtains, covered with pictures of Thumper and Flower playing in the woods.

Accepting my concession, my father sat back down, bent me over his knee, and flogged away. My buttocks stung and my eyes filled with tears with each thwack.

When the lashing was over, he stood up and put his belt back on. My manipulation had worked. I was bruised and sore, but still alive.



I also figured out a way to hide from my father in plain sight that would serve me well for the rest of my life. He never touched me when I was reading, my head buried in a book.

“Butchie”—the nickname he had given me; clearly he’d been hoping for a boy—“you just sit there on that couch reading for hours on end,” he observed one crisp, fall Saturday morning.

I sensed that my father admired my studiousness. While academic excellence was not at all a priority in our culture and poor kids were not expected to be smart, he was proud he’d produced an intelligent child and often liked to claim ownership over my “brilliant brain.” “Yup,” I confirmed, not looking up from my page. Each weekend, I lost myself in the pile of books I’d checked out of my elementary school library. I imagined myself racing around on Ralph’s bike while reading The Mouse and the Motorcycle or exploring the Hundred Acre Wood with Winnie-the-Pooh and Christopher Robin. Just then I was picturing myself skulking through New York’s Upper East Side, looking for clues, as I inhaled Harriet the Spy. I was marveling at Harriet’s secret notebook when my father mumbled something and tapped the book to get my attention.

“What’s up?” I asked as I marked my page with my right index finger.

“I said, I’m going to catch minnies in a bit, if you wanna go,” my father repeated, standing next to the couch. He towered over me, smiling in his hunter-green-and-black-checked flannel shirt, Wranglers with a ring worn on the right back pocket from his ever-present Skoal can, and dusty work boots. His dark brown hair peeking out the back of his favorite trucker hat.

“Nah. I just want to keep reading. I’m at the good part.”

Taking me trout fishing or catching minnows for bait most weekends was a strategy my father used most often to get me alone. I loved fishing, standing in my child-size hip waders with my fishing pole that my father had bought for me, listening to the tall, creaking trees swaying in the breeze and skipping stones, slick from the cool, bubbling water pooling around me, but hated the way he would sometimes yank me out of the truck by my hair. And the things he would make me do to him in the cab after we parked in the woods far away from anyone else. Things he said only “perfect little girls” got to do.

Without replying, my father walked into the kitchen. He left me alone. Without consequence. A jolt of power thrummed through my body as I experienced the safety and sanctity of the written word. Books were my savior.

Watching baseball was another passion that kept me out of harm’s way. For reasons I’ll never understand, my father always left me alone when I was watching or listening to my beloved Philadelphia Phillies. Sometimes he would watch with me—my mother and sister weren’t at all interested in baseball—but mostly I would watch by myself. I would cheer whenever shortstop Larry Bowa, my favorite player, turned two with second baseman Manny Trillo. And the antics of the Phillie Phanatic, the team’s new goofy mascot, always made me laugh. Baseball, a pastoral sport driven by math, soothed my brain and body.



My town library card was my first passport to a trusted and peaceful refuge from the reality of my treacherous family life. I considered stowing away at the library the first time I thought about escaping from home. My father had just ripped through our house on one of his rampages. It was sunny and the spring afternoon air was cool, with plenty of daylight left before the sun would set. Yet, as I flopped open my small floral suitcase on my twin bed, I realized I had nowhere to go. The library was closing soon, and nowhere really for me to hide. Nor would any extended family member ever take me in. Defeated, I returned my suitcase to my closet. I was stuck here.

Resigned, with nowhere to go, I cherished my library visits even more; they were the only time I could safely relax. Sometimes, when my mother dropped me off, I’d stop at the entrance and look back at her waiting in the car. For a moment I would consider asking her to join me. But I never once invited her inside. The library was my sacred space, and I preferred to roam the elegant stacks alone. This was the one place where I knew I would always be safe. At the library, adults didn’t hit their children. Instead, I’d often see kids burrowed in their parents’ laps, reading on the children’s room sofa. Our house was filled with booze, not books. An antique dictionary and a set of bright orange encyclopedias, a slim new volume awarded each week by way of money my mother earned at the grocery store, were the only books we owned.

I felt sophisticated when I visited the library. The brick building was located among the shops and restaurants that lined the quaint main street. I marveled at the tall apartment windows above the storefronts, daydreaming of living in my own book-lined flat one day. Compared to our postage-stamp village twenty minutes away, downtown was a metropolis, and I wanted to be part of it.

Walking up the library stairs was like ascending into a shrine. The dark wood banister and delicately carved newel post evoked a feeling of richness, both monetary and cultural. Working with one’s hands, especially to carve wood and forge iron, was well regarded in our mill town. The library was still and quiet, the smell of paper conveying a balance of gravity and imagination. The requisite silence reinforced the sense of entering a sacred space.

Even though I could have borrowed any book I wanted from the library, I considered some titles off-limits. I coveted the collection of small, square Beatrix Potter books propped on the front windowsill, so petite and pastel, but didn’t dare bring those books into my home. I believed they were only for rich people. The benevolent, proper, British Peter Rabbit and Tom Kitten would seem askew in my blue-collar house. Though I did not allow myself to check out those books, I still stole a few moments each visit to run my fingers across their thick, glossy pages and spines, each tiny volume a talisman of a literary life.

I knew my aspiration of living at the library was impossible, yet, as I lay under the soaring, ceiling-height windows, cozy on the children’s room window seat, with my body and mind safe and relaxed, I fantasized about curling up on these cushions and reading well past my bedtime.






Chapter 4

WHILE I HAD MY FATHER’s long and athletic body, I had inherited my mom’s big blue eyes, elegant fingers, and gentle demeanor. Beautiful and demure, my mother wore her light brown hair short, highlighting her mischievous smile. Sissy also wore her brunette hair short, her big gray-blue eyes standing out against her pale skin.

There was tremendous chaos and fear in our house; however, there were also comforting times spent with my mother in the kitchen, although not as often as I wished. One thing that Sissy and I held sacred was our time baking with our mother. It was also when Sissy and I knew we had to be on our best behavior with each other. A truce from our usual battling would be called when it came time to combine butter, eggs, sugar, flour, and vanilla in our maternal grandmother’s set of 1950s white-and-turquoise milk glass Butterprint Pyrex mixing bowls, which our mother handled with such care.

She had a huge cookie cutter collection, and we made sugar cookies decorated with colored frosting and candy according to each season. Orange turkeys for Thanksgiving, green trees and white angels for Christmas—our mother’s favorite holiday—and pink hearts for Valentine’s Day. I liked the crunch of the sanding sugar we sprinkled on the Christmas trees, but I found the cinnamon dots we used for Rudolph’s nose too spicy.

Despite never having known her, I sensed my grandmother’s peaceful presence in the kitchen while we baked. Laughing and dancing around the kitchen together, in between making and decorating the cookies, felt a lot like love.

My mother was also imaginative; I loved being creative with her. She often let Sissy and me pick out fabric for the beautiful clothes she sewed for us. Her sewing machine sat on her mother’s vintage pedal Singer stand, where I would pretend I was sewing as I pumped the treadle with my feet. She had an absolute gift for creating lovely outfits for us. However, I found it odd that she did not make any of these beautiful clothes for herself. In the few pictures I’d seen of her as a child, she wore refined, impeccable smocked dresses and tailored wool coats as she clung to her stunning, fashionable mother. But now, she wore a simple uniform every day of plain long-sleeve shirts and pants. As if her goal was to try to not stand out, preferring to blend into the background.

“What’s that on your leg?” I asked her on one of the few occasions she wore shorts in the summer. The August heat was stifling.

“That’s just a little mark. I have a skin condition, so I bruise easily.”



One Sunday, my mother, Sissy, and I were cooking our usual pot roast dinner when my father came roaring through the back door. It was impossible to know whether he’d been drinking or was just enraged—he didn’t reek of whiskey like he did when he was drunk—but I had never seen him so angry. My father didn’t say anything as he lunged for Sissy—he always went for her first if we were together—and blocked the stairway door as she tried to run up to her bedroom. Using her sharp wits, Sissy squeezed by him, opened the door, and scrambled upstairs, down the hall, and into her room to hide. Our father was steps behind. The old single-pane windows rattled as my mother and I ran after him.

Sissy slammed her door and locked it. His face red and sweaty, our father ripped her door off its hinges as if the slab of solid wood were a mere slip of paper. He strode across Sissy’s small bedroom and pressed her adolescent body against the wall, his palm wrapped around her neck. Sissy clawed at his fingers, trying to loosen his grip, but she was trapped as he pushed her up the wall by the throat, her feet dangling in the air.

Run, get out, you’re next, a voice warned from deep in my belly. My father never hit me in front of my mother or Sissy, but today might be different, as his haphazard fury and strength seemed to have reached a new height, like a tornado tearing through our home. I spun away from my mother and sprinted through the hallway, down the stairs, and out the back door, and screamed for help as I ran down our backyard walkway.

Without warning, my mother grabbed me from behind, pulling me back toward the house. I could see the pleading in her eyes.

“Shhh… Kathy. What will the neighbors think?” she whispered in my ear, holding me tightly against her.

Her complicity rankled me. Doesn’t she want to get away from our father, too? Why doesn’t she want anyone to know our father was hurting Sissy?

Before today, I’d reasoned that my mother never tried to stop our father from beating Sissy and me because she feared him, too. But now I realized that she just wanted to hide what was happening. This time. Every time.

It was in that very moment that I knew no one was going to protect me. The terrible things that happened in our home were private, nobody else’s business. That this was simply how life was. No one must ever know.






Chapter 5

AS THE LIGHT STARTED TO fade on a late august evening, I was playing on our rusty backyard swing set, pumping my legs trying to swing high enough to touch the rising moon with my toes. Hondo playfully nipped at my sneakers whenever I whizzed by him, lolling on the ground. Sissy and our mother were busy inside, hemming the blue dress she had made for Sissy’s upcoming first day of first grade. Jealous of her new outfit and school supplies, I was already eager to start kindergarten next year.

But in that moment, I was inhaling the smell of fresh-cut grass and the juicy cheeseburgers and fresh-picked corn my father was grilling for supper on the brick grill he’d built last spring. I also looked forward to going on the swings at the nearby town park the next day. Our mother had promised to take us for one last summer romp. Pushing up on the seesaw and rocking back and forth on the metal yellow duck bolted to the ground by a giant spring were my favorite things to do there; I always wanted to be in motion.

While my days were filled with trips to the park and playing with neighbors, my nights were something altogether different. My father often woke me hours after I had gone to sleep and loaded me into his pickup or took me to our garage behind the house, though the details of what happened to me after that were vague. As we crossed the threshold of the garage or pulled out of the driveway, my mind would go from groggy and confused to complete darkness, like a switched-off light. The next morning, trying to remember what had happened, I would reach for a picture, straining to bring it into focus, but my brain would keep me from holding on to it.

The moments preceding the truck and garage, however, were quite clear.

On those nights, I often woke to the smell of rubbing alcohol and the feeling of a cold cotton ball wiping my bicep before I felt my father’s rough hands prick my arm with a needle. Or he’d wake me up with instructions. “Here, drink this,” he’d whisper in the dark, handing me a plastic bottle filled with a gooey liquid that tasted kind of like the cough syrup my mother gave me when I was sick, only stronger, leaving a harsh taste in my mouth. I knew from the other times he’d had me drink the same fluid during the daytime that it was a shimmering bluish green, the color of peacock feathers. This had been going on for as long as I could remember.

Knowing he had startled me awake, he would whisper, “Shhh, we’re going to a party,” his voice eager. My body would go limp as my father took off my nightgown and changed me into clothes, my mind sputtering in and out of consciousness like a flame in the wind as he carried my listless body outside.

Other times, I got into his truck on my own. He would sternly rush me to get dressed, knowing that my fear of being beaten would stop me from resisting or asking where we were going. On rare occasions, he would use kindness to get me to go. Early one Saturday morning, he coaxed me to climb in with the promise of going to nearby Wilkes-Barre to buy a bathing suit I’d coveted.

No matter how my father would get me out of bed, I always woke up in the morning wearing my nightgown but no underwear. My hands would cup the soreness between my legs. I’d have no idea what had happened. My brain struggling to patch together various slivers of memory—flashes of glaring headlights on the highway, empty beer bottles, tall trees, an abandoned warehouse, a movie theater, and our backyard garage; wisps of smells of motor oil, wet grass, whiskey, beer, and cheap cologne filling my nose; the sounds of running truck engines, cars whooshing by, crunching leaves, and men laughing. All of this appeared in my mind’s eye as if part of a spliced-up home movie I could not follow.







Chapter 6

WHEN I WAS SIX, MY father discovered I had a crush on my neighbor Bobby, who was a year older. He watched from the doorframe of my bedroom as I changed from school clothes into my favorite blue cotton dress and wedge sandals, instead of my customary grass-stained Hee Haw overalls and mud-caked Kmart sneakers. I even brushed my shoulder-length hair, a stark contrast to my usual tangled, towheaded-tomboy look.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” my father demanded. In one swift motion, he yanked me forward, grabbing and turning my left wrist to expose the tenderest part of my arm. Then he snatched his ever-present pocketknife from his green work pants. I stood frozen as he dug an X into my forearm. Despite the pain, I was too shocked to scream.
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