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for Atlas William






After the Telling

IN FEBRUARY 2017, STANDING IN an elementary school cafeteria under a ceiling full of tissue paper–and-cellophane jellyfish, I decided I had to tell my nine-year-old son, Atlas, that I had once been a heroin addict.

I watched the crowd of kids do the Dab in unison to the DJ’s loud dance music. They all looked so much older on the dance floor, so different from the huddle of children squatting over a pile of Legos that they had been just last year.

My friend watched her son bend and twist next to mine. She told me about her impending divorce, holding her baby girl, who squealed with the music.

“I think he’s struggling,” she said, watching her son. She looked gaunt and anxious. I wondered how much weight she’d lost. She shifted the baby to her other hip. “I just want my kids to be okay in spite of our stupid adult crap.”

On the dance floor, I watched my boy trying to catch on to the moves his friends were doing. All the kids’ arms went up in the air and he followed, a beat behind.

If I don’t tell him soon, it could become a lie by omission, a distance between us, a secret that might leave him feeling like he doesn’t really know me.

The girls in my son’s third-grade class pummeled him with balloons, circling him and abandoning their dance steps.

It might take me months to work up to it, but I had to tell him.



A few years before, a writer friend’s kind, musical, lovely twenty-three-year-old son had died by suicide after a long struggle with addiction. Because I know my friend was an excellent, empathic, involved mother who did everything she could to save her son, I began to worry about mine. It was as if the threads of our lives suddenly knit together and now the future awaiting my son and me was terrifying.

I have barely mentioned Atlas to this friend in seven years. She has told me how thoughtless people can be. She said one friend would email her photos of her little boy with the subject line, “This will cheer you up.” Sometimes seeing pictures of this other woman’s seven-year-old in rain boots, on the beach, holding flowers out to the camera, sent my friend to her bed for days.

I did not tell my friend that my son’s therapist would say to me, on bad days, “But your child is not her child.”

I carry the possibility of disaster, the worry about what could happen, even as my friend gets up every day in spite of what did happen.



Yesterday, I saw a very informative video of a little girl demonstrating how to break zip ties binding her wrists with just the laces in her shoes. She was tiny, maybe eight years old or so. But she freed herself easily, with very little effort.

Should I show my son this video? Will he ever have a reason to need this information?

When my boy was three, I taught him that if someone should try to take him, if anyone picked him up and started to carry him off, he should not scream the word help but should instead scream, “This is not my parent!” I taught him to look for a mother with children should he become lost and find himself without me in a crowd.



Preparing to tell Atlas means thinking about that future conversation a lot. He’ll be ten on his next birthday. I am about to try to publish a memoir that spells it out. If I don’t tell, he could hear it from someone else.

My son likes to let people know that his first word was book. As a writer, I love that this was his first meaningful word. What if his first word had been no? And what if I was the kind of mother who would tell the story of his first word being no to get others to laugh at his defiant quality, some inherent naughtiness already present when he was a baby? Could this have changed who he is, how he sees himself?

There is evidence that addiction can be hereditary. When he knows my history, will he grow up and tell a new story about himself, feel an obligation to live out that which he sees as his fate? We want to protect our children from everything.



I have a video about addiction being a faulty coping skill, the result of trauma or neglect being imprinted on the addict.

I read a book about how recovering parents can talk to their children about their addiction.

I see myself sitting next to Atlas, maybe on our front steps.

Here. Come sit with me. Let’s share a tangerine. Let me tell you how sad I used to be and all the ways I tried to disappear and how it almost worked.

These are things my son already knows about me: In elementary school, the other kids called me Cindy Mouse because I was timid. I hyperventilated often from trying not to cry. I liked to line up hundreds of my Fisher-Price people and then spend whole afternoons moving them one at a time, inch by inch, because it helped me think. I was afraid of balls flying at me, girls whispering behind my back, my mother’s temper. I could not ride a bike until I was nine. Once, at summer camp, I was thrown into the deep end of the swimming pool as a method of instruction, probably because the teenage camp counselors were sick of my anxiety. In college, when I could not stop crying, I went to a hospital for one long winter where they locked me inside to keep me safe.

What he doesn’t know: I was a heroin addict on and off for seven years in my twenties and thought I’d never stop.



At age five, my son started having meltdowns several times a day and tantrums when he had to go to his father and stepmother’s house. I told him stories about my own meltdowns as a child.

I told him about the time I lost my shit on the school bus because my mother had shoved me out the door in the pouring rain in boots I hated and did not want to wear. Before the bus even left my street, I was hyperventilating in my seat. The bus driver stopped the bus and made my older brother come to the front to sit with me, thinking that would calm me. With everyone staring, I could not get control of myself. My son listened to this story, still wiping away his own tears. The next day, as we sat at the table drawing together, he said, “Mom, what was wrong with the boots?”



It is only now that I am thinking of how to tell him about my past that I realize how much danger I was in back then.

When I was twenty-four, I broke my jaw in three places when I fell off the railing-less second floor of my loft space because I was drunk. The nurses discharged me with a little kit that held wire cutters and pliers. They told me to carry it with me at all times while my jaw was wired shut in case I got sick. I shoved it in a drawer and forgot about it.

The week I was unwired and could open my mouth again, I suddenly had this vivid image of what it might be like to vomit with your jaw wired firmly shut. For the first time, I realized that a person could die like that and it wouldn’t be a nice way to go. I was so self-destructive and so rarely sober that I either didn’t care if I died or I was incapable of thinking things through to their likely conclusions.

I spent years trying to kill myself. Now I want to live forever, at least long enough to see my child grow into adulthood and not need me anymore. In my opinion, I am all that my son has, his only responsible parent. He is sensitive the way I was and I feel a pressing need to arm him with my understanding and kindness until he is strong enough to handle the cruelty and meanness in this world without inflicting it on himself as a way to try to cope with it.



On the radio, I heard a report about pediatricians who are being trained to treat refugee children. They talked about a five-year-old Syrian boy who was afraid to go outside, who cowered and hid whenever he heard sirens. His father said that sirens meant bombs to the child and no amount of reassurance from his parents could convince him there were no bombs in America. They could try to feed him the information they thought he needed to alter himself for this new environment but they could not make him believe it. Did they worry that he would stay this way forever? Or were they so happy to know he was no longer in danger of dying in the rubble of a collapsed building that they did not give more than a passing thought to his now-unnecessary fear?



I’m not afraid my son will love me less. I am not afraid of his judgment. I am afraid of his sorrow. I am afraid of the part of him that feels everything so intensely. He gave half of his book fair money to the only child in class who had none, even though it was against the rules to do so. How torn he must have been, my son who likes to follow rules, when faced with the sadness of one boy having nothing while everyone else bought new things.

Maybe late at night when he can’t sleep, he will struggle to put me in a new costume of someone who is haunted and trying to destroy herself. The effort will alter something inside of him, some little place that used to be safe from pain but is now cracked open.

The world is inhospitable and can make us want to disappear, and knowing this could prepare him enough to save himself. But what if the information about my past works not as a warning but instead as a blueprint?



If the worst thing actually happens, then what? Is surviving trauma a constant settling and readjusting, an effort to accept that which is unacceptable? But how far can that go? Are there things we cannot adjust to? Or do we recalibrate for absolutely everything that can happen to us?

My ten-year-old had no money for the book fair, but he came home with books anyway.

My son became an addict and died far from home, but I have sweet memories.

Bombs destroyed our life but we made it to a new country so it’s okay if my kindergartener lives under his bed.



At the elementary school dance, my son and I waited in line for the photo booth. I paid the five dollars, pulled back the curtain, and sat down inside with my child. A sign said there would be three shots taken with a countdown on the screen before each flash.

Three, two, one, and the shock of yellow light washing over us, exposing us, blinding us.

When I held the damp strip of photos in my hand and my kid went back to his friends on the dance floor, I stared at our faces. My son looked like the sweet boy he was at three and four and five. His face was open, his smile joyful, his eyes bright. In each shot, my expression is serious and I lean toward him with my mouth open, as if I am rushing to tell him everything he needs to know about this world. He smiles at the camera, blissfully oblivious. This will be the last time he poses with me unaware of who I was in the years before he came to me with all the wonder and joy I had no right to ever hope for. I look at us in the strip of photos, certain that we will still be able to recognize each other after the telling.
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Slides
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MY FAMILY DIDN’T HAVE PHOTO albums; we had slides. My father was usually the photographer and the projectionist. I can still hear the sound of the carousel moving through our memories, shining the images on the wall in a dark room. Ka-sheek. Ka-sheek. Going through old boxes of slides, I find a few of the whole family and wonder who took the camera from my dad’s hands and snapped the picture.
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I am the only addict in my immediate family. My father was addicted to cigarettes and tried but failed to quit many times. I wouldn’t say he was an addict in the way that I was, but he lost his life to smoking. He never saw me in recovery and he never met his grandchildren.
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The slides are photos of his tomato plants, his golf trips in the eighties with men in monochromatic pastel colors on vast stretches of perfect green, our house after record-breaking snowstorms, the graduations and proms of me and my brother, a few vacations and day trips we took as a family, and deer hunting with male relatives in upstate New York.
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This is my mother, brother, and me pretending to be locked in the stockade at Old Sturbridge Village in the late seventies on a hot summer day. All three of us look sweaty and miserable in the photo, as if we really are prisoners.
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I find a slide from a trip we took to Washington, D.C., with another family when I was three. My mother likes to tell a story from this trip about how the little girl from the other family wet her pants and I wouldn’t let her borrow a spare pair of mine.
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There are a few slides from birthdays. I see this one and guess that I am being told to sit like a lady in my dress. Beloved toys are scattered in these photos, newly unwrapped. This brings back a flood of memories, as if my toys were my true connections back then.
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Baby Alive, with her hard plastic limbs and movable mouth, boxed with a bottle and diapers and packets of baby food. The toy company, Kenner, claimed that its focus group of little girls found the toy both irresistible and disgusting. The commercial had this line: “Baby Alive needs a diaper change! She really dirties it!” I remember the smell of her slippery yellow hair. I also remember the chemical taste of her baby food. Of course I ate it.
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I remember the way the colors of my Big Wheel faded into muted versions of themselves before the end of the first summer I owned it.
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I had a collection of Madame Alexander dolls from other countries, but I had to play with them in secret because they were collector’s items and I wasn’t supposed to ruin them. I named them and created an apartment building for them on a wicker bookshelf in my room.
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I loved my Fisher-Price people the best. I used them like a drug, a way of soothing the edges of my anxiety. I would line them all up and make them pass through their play town, moving them one by one, inch by inch. This tedious activity that I knew not to perform in front of others calmed me, helped me think. I would sometimes crave it when I was away from home, and I still feel a kind of peace just remembering the feel of the plastic figures in my hand.
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I don’t know why I was so anxious. We lived in a normal house in a normal neighborhood. I had plenty of toys, neighborhood kids to play with, parents who were home with us every night.
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My extended family on my mother’s side lived two hours away and we saw them often.
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We saw my dad’s side of the family in the summer.
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On the surface, things seemed fine. But something was wrong.
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I look through the slides, studying my face as a child, searching for some kind of clue.
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I go further back. In so many of the images, my face looks worried or sad. There’s no easy answer to be found, no one clear reason.
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Everyone’s unhappiness filtered down to the smallest member of the family and the residue sat inside me, with nowhere else to go. It rotted for years and years.

My feelings were unacceptable, a burden and bother to others. As a child, even as a very young child, I knew that I felt things too intensely, in a way that was clearly not normal, and it angered and embarrassed people around me. I found ways to numb out early on, to interrupt emotion. I learned that it was useless to try to explain how I felt or what I needed, so I tried to take care of myself the best way I could.
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I went to camp in the summer and felt terrorized. I was afraid of the water, afraid of the dark, afraid of fire. One year on a hike, someone pointed out poison sumac. I grabbed leaves of it and rubbed it all over my face and arms, thinking this might keep me home for the rest of camp. It didn’t work because it probably wasn’t poison sumac after all.
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I think my family didn’t know what to do about me.
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My anxiety morphed and changed as I grew, from bitten nails to insomnia to eating issues. I tried to grow up around its parameters, drawing and writing to escape its symptoms and demands.
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I find a curious graduation photo in the pile of slides. I seem to be standing away from my peers, away from the bleachers. I’m holding my diploma, so the ceremony must have ended. I don’t recognize the suited men in the photo and have no idea why one of them is grabbing my arm and the other looks on with concern. My face in the photo is glued to the hand on my arm and my smile looks frozen, fearful. I look at this photo and imagine the man saying something like, “The world is going to eat you alive and everything that you are afraid of and more will happen to you.” He probably said something closer to, “Hey, congratulations, good luck in the future.” To my ears, back then in 1985, it was the same thing.






Damen Avenue

A LONG TIME AGO, I lived in a neighborhood in Chicago called Wicker Park. This was before addiction, before rehab, before bridges were blazed and blackened. Living there, I had to walk up Damen Avenue every day to catch the train.

Wicker Park is completely different now, but back then, under the L tracks at Damen and North and Milwaukee, the Busy Bee was still there serving breakfast to hungover twenty-somethings and neighborhood working people. The Red Dog was where we sometimes danced. Leo’s Lunchroom, on Division, was the best deal in the neighborhood, and Urbis Orbis served all-day coffee refills. My asshole ex-boyfriend had a tattoo shop in the Flat Iron Building on Milwaukee and I’d have to look at his stupid neon sign whenever I went up that way.

If you’re reading this and you happened to live in Chicago anywhere between the late eighties and the mid-nineties, you are probably nodding your head and picturing these places. Maybe you’ve eaten toast and scrambled eggs at the Busy Bee and tipped the nice Polish waitresses. Maybe Hans poured you a drink at the Red Dog. Maybe you even got a tattoo from my awful ex-boyfriend, who was a pretty good tattoo artist, from what I heard.

Not a full-blown addict yet, this was when what I was doing could be called self-medicating, mostly with alcohol, plus any drug I stumbled upon, but nothing set on a regular schedule of doses. Nobody had said the word rehab yet; I hadn’t even thought it at that time.

I lived in various apartments in that neighborhood. Across from the Rainbo Club for a while, then I moved to Noble Street and then Blackhawk and then Hoyne, where I lived with a friend, a young single mother, and her two small children. We had opposite work schedules and our lives intersected just enough to make it work. The children were beautiful and funny, and although I was only twenty-five, I was so sure I’d never have my own kids that I viewed it as my one window into what I would be missing.

Chicago is a city full of terrible memories for me. And then there is one pocket of time when I walked up Damen Avenue every day.

Springtime. Beautiful weather. Sun shining. I stroll up the street, in no rush. In an empty lot on Damen that I passed daily, on this one perfect day, someone had left a couch in the tall grass. A piece of furniture in decent shape, not torn up or filthy or wet or anything, just sitting in the lot, upright, like it had been carefully delivered.

And maybe the next day or a few days later, I walk by the same overgrown lot and someone had added a coffee table. Placed right in front of the couch as if anyone might put her feet up or set down her cup of tea.

And another day passed, or maybe a couple of days. I see a floor lamp added. An armchair. A bookshelf. A rug. A side table. A coatrack.

There was a living room arranged in the weeds, which had been stomped down a bit with all of the moving of furniture. It was like you could just sit down for a while if you needed to think things over, before you made a mistake.

I never really have anywhere to be in the memory. I never discuss it with anyone walking by and no one stops to stare but me. I just stand there, seeing the items in the empty lot.

I don’t know who did it, if it was one person or a bunch of people who decided to add things. Maybe they were Raymond Carver fans and loved his story “Why Don’t You Dance?” The story goes like this: a middle-aged man sets up his furniture on his front lawn to sell it when a young couple comes along, interested in the items.

I like to think that Damen Avenue setup was a community effort. I want to think of that city in just this one way, my only true Chicago. Me, standing in the sunlight, the breeze in my hair, stopped on the cracked sidewalk, long before addiction almost killed me, long before I wanted addiction to kill me, the city full of possibility and spectacle.

Maybe someone is reading this who set the rug down, brought the armchair, who arranged the end table just so. I like to imagine that, too. Someone out there somewhere whispering, That was me, I was part of that, I remember, too.

I’ve sat through movies because they were filmed in places that I knew. I have leaned forward in my seat in a dark theater, hungry for something familiar, the house, the street, the park, the skyline, the cliff by the ocean, the way the clouds are only that shade of gray there. I’ve looked for a landscape that I recognize the way I might search for the face of a loved one in a crowd.

If my years in Chicago were a filmstrip of still images, linked and rushing together, I can say that more than two decades of time passing have left me with the ability to cut out and splice together a few seconds of a purer, happier memory, separated and standing alone now. The blip on the screen where I can catch a glimpse and feel flooded with something better than regret or shame.






We Waitresses

I WENT BACK TO CHICAGO for the first time in more than ten years because I wanted to show my son the city where I went to college and spent much of my young adulthood. We stayed in a hotel on Michigan Avenue, near the museums I thought he’d like, and far away from the neighborhoods where most of my bad memories lived. I wanted to fly in and out, like a tourist, like someone who had only good, new things to see.

But our hotel was near Ontario Street, where I’d worked in a restaurant during the worst years of my life. Let’s call this restaurant Scales. It was the kind of place that catered to convention visitors, orthodontists from Dubuque and Kansas City, salesmen from Omaha and Toledo. I never thought the food was good. It was raw oysters and prime rib, overpriced lobster tails and vacuum-packed escargot. This was not farm-to-table, a menu based on local, fresh ingredients. Instead, everything served came frozen in boxes, carted off a truck parked in the back alley.

I applied for the job when I moved back to Chicago after a long stay in a psychiatric ward when I was twenty-three. Bloated from all the psychotropic drugs they had me on, I didn’t fit in my clothes. I had cut my hair off right before the hospital. I felt as far from who I had once thought I was as I could ever imagine. I wanted to work at Scales because I knew I would not have to worry about memorizing the ingredients of gastronomic masterpieces or fussed-over wine lists curated by a degreed sommelier. I could just make money as the mess that I was until I shifted back toward myself, if that was even possible anymore.

The chef was not trained; he was some guy named Fabrice who hit on all of us waitresses and bullshitted the small-town clientele, those pharmaceutical executives and anesthesiologists letting loose during their yearly big-city convention. I watched his hands, when he spoke to me, the way you might watch a bee out of fear it could land on you and sting you.

The restaurant, dwarfed by the high-rise buildings around it, was a town house with two floors, a bar and casual tables at basement level and a fancier dining room above. There was a mezzanine level for the entrance where a giant window faced the sidewalk, the name Scales painted on the front, the glass showcasing a bin of crushed ice cradling crab legs, giant Indonesian shrimp, and tightly closed oyster shells.

While working there, I went back to school part-time and took an independent study with the writing teacher I’d had before the hospital. This happened to be a not-yet-famous David Sedaris before he moved to New York, when he was teaching at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. I wrote a story based on Scales. I imagined a waitress named Bird, a total wreck of a girl, and I put her with a construction guy who was hired to rip out a wall in the upstairs dining room in the middle of the night after the restaurant closed. I don’t have a copy of the story anymore, but I remember I gave the worker a gun and I named him Guy and at the end of the story, just when you think Guy is a danger to Bird, she picks up his gun and holds it straight out, posing with it, and she says to Guy, “How do I look?” I remember David saying that Guy had “no idea who he has just armed.” And I realized that Bird, who was some piece of me the way characters always are, was absolutely fucking crazy. I didn’t even realize how crazy she was until I knew how David saw her. They say that when you dream, everyone in the dream is some part of you. Story characters are the same.

In the story, I wrote about rats flowing into the dining room the night Guy tears the first section of wall down. At the real Scales I never saw rats, but we suspected they might be in the walls. The building was old. Late at night, when the music was turned off and we were checking out, we heard strange noises in the drywall sometimes. The dining room and the bar looked okay in the dim lights, but the kitchen was filthy and coolers were always breaking down. It was small, dingy, and full of pipes crossing the ceiling, like the inside of a submarine. We had to move carefully around each other just to retrieve dinner salads or pick up food on the line.

We all smoked through our shifts. In the wait stations behind the dining rooms, mostly hidden from customers, we left our burning cigarettes in overflowing ashtrays so we could just return to them for another drag after opening a bottle of wine or taking an order. This was the early nineties when restaurants had smoking sections. At Scales, only four tables at the very front of the second-floor dining room were technically nonsmoking.
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