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Praise for


LIGHT IN BANDAGED PLACES


“Light in Bandaged Places  is a brave, beautiful book about overcoming betrayal and sexual abuse by a trusted teacher. Liz Kinchen’s healing journey is an inspiration that will resonate with those searching for answers within progressive Christianity and Buddhist teachings. This insightful memoir is full of painful yet poignant stories that illustrate the author’s quest to find authentic love and her true spiritual home.”


—Vanessa Linsey, author of Metta Mom, A Mindful Guide to Managing Your Mood and Your Brood


“When her connection with her middle school teacher—one that felt safe and mutually-respectful—crosses boundaries into grooming and adulterous behavior, Liz must overcome the confusion and deceitfulness of this early and intimate relationship as she navigates her passage into adulthood.  Light in Bandaged Placesoffers its readers a courageous examination of the long-lasting effects of trauma during vulnerable teen years.”


—Anne Reeder Heck, author of A Fierce Belief in Miracles


“This memoir is a vulnerable account of the sexual abuse Kinchen, the author, suffered at the hands of a trusted middle school teacher.. . . This is an important book for anyone who is suffering with brokenness from the silent shame and feelings of unworthiness. Through her honesty, she shines a light of hope as she goes through the process of bandaging the wounds of betrayal; she sparks a conversation that allowed her to heal her own darkness that will open doors for others too. Powerful and moving.”


—Meg Nocero, award-winning author of Butterfly Awakens: A Memoir of Transformation Through Grief, The Magical Guide to Bliss, and Sparkle & Shine


“Kinchen offers us a meticulously written, honest, and unflinching account of her path from early-on betrayal through her impressively mined history of love to a courageous, exultant emergence. This beautifully rendered memoir invites us into the journey of an intrepid woman’s aching need to not only reclaim her story but, just as importantly, to revive her faith in the holiness of one’s lived truth. It is larger than one person’s recovery; it serves as a benediction for all of us seeking wholeness.” —Nina Carmel, MSW, RYT, CMT, founding director of The Therapy


Center for Mind and Body, guiding teacher of The Awareness Training Program, psychotherapist, and meditation teacher


“Liz’s book is an inspirational story of abuse and overcoming childhood trauma. Her story is that of many survivors who may not see the full extent of sexual abuse till they are older. As she tells her story of childhood, teen years, and adulthood, her book draws you into her story—feeling the pain that she endured, and the confusion, and celebrating her growth. As a fellow survivor, I was reminded of the power of survivors, their incredible gifts and their resiliency. A must-read for survivors and their families.”


—Elizabeth Sullivan, founder of EmpowerSurvivors


“Written with generous vulnerability and uncommon grace, Liz Kinchen’s memoir Light in Bandaged Places is an unflinching exploration of self-discovery, faith, resilience, and love. Kinchen’s hopeful honesty serves as an invitation to us all to allow light into our own broken places and find strength in the mending.”


 —Julie Carrick Dalton, author of The Last Beekeeper


“A deeply personal look at how a predator’s actions reverberate throughout someone’s entire lifetime innumerable ways. Liz Kinchen’s beautifully constructed memoir shines a light on the insidious nature of sexual abuse by a trusted adult. Her thoughtful examination also provides hope for survivors searching for authentic healing.”


—Melinda G. McCall, DVM, author of Driving Home Naked


“Liz shares from deep in her soul the doubts and almost unbearable pain of survivorship from a menacing child predator. While uniquely her own, her story offers light for many others seeking to swim back to the surface after abuse disguised as ‘love.’ The journey to become whole again—to emerge stronger, wiser, and more resilient after suffering—is a universal tale. Read this to feel the strength, power, and courage.”


—Shirley Eichenberger-Archer, MA, author of Pilates Fusion: Well-being for Body, Mind & Spirit


“Light in Bandaged Places  is a moving, introspective, and honest memoir. The first half of the book is the story of abuse by a trusted teacher. In the second half, Kinchen takes us on her journey of healing, from childhood trauma to wholeness. The story is beautifully interwoven with reflections on complex family relationships. Kinchen’s writing is raw, brave, and full of hope.”


—Kathy Elkind, author of To Walk It Is to See It:1 Couple, 98 Days, 1400 Miles on Europe’s GR5 











[image: Logo: She Writes Press]









Copyright © 2023, Liz Kinchen


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2023


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-535-7


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-64742-536-4


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023902533


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


Interior Design by Stacey Aaronson


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.









Dedicated to my husband, Jason—the true love of my life; my three beautiful children, Max, David, and Savannah; and all of the angels in my life who brought me this far. You saved me, and you continue to save me every day.I am forever grateful.
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Amazing grace, how sweet the soundThat saved a wretch like me.I once was lost, but now I am found,Was blind, but now I see.—JOHN NEWTON












author’s note____






I have tried to recreate events, activities, and conversations from my memories of them. Nothing has been intentionally misrepresented. To protect privacy, I have changed the names of individuals and places in some instances and changed or blended some identifying characteristics and details, including physical properties, occupations, and places of residence. Dialogue is constructed from my best memory, journals, and input from others. Many significant people and relationships that matter to me didn’t make it into this story—maybe I’ll catch you in my next book! My intent is to tell my story for the potential benefit of others who have touched similar experiences; it is not to harm anyone. This is for all the girls and the women they grow into.











cover art____






Kintsugi, based in Zen Buddhism, is the ancient Japanese art of using precious metals such as gold to bond together pieces of broken pottery. The cracks are highlighted, drawing attention to, rather than away from, the breaks. Symbolizing healing and resilience, the broken object accepts that its imperfect past makes it more robust, more beautiful, and more precious than before it was broken. The broken, imperfect, and painful parts of ourselves radiate light, gold, and beauty.









Don’t turn away. Keep your gaze on the bandaged place.That’s where the light enters you.


—JELAL AL-DIN RUMI,translation by Coleman Barks
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Confirmation—Age 13
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High School Graduation—Age 18

















one

____

ISOLATION AND SILENCE







MY PARENTS BELIEVED GOD WOULD TAKE CARE OF ALL THINGS, including me, when I was lost and confused or needed someone to notice me. Although it was never spoken out loud, the way it worked was that God was to play the role of parent in my young life, and my parents pretty much left the job up to Him.


If someone asked what religion I grew up with, I explained my father was a minister in the strict Missouri Synod branch of Lutheran Protestantism. More accurately, the religion of isolation and the dogma of silence raised me. This was not the gracious silence of a Quaker meeting, with intentional quiet to hear God better. My silence was nonintentional, an artifact of being born into a family with little overt emotional attachment to each other, thus little conversation, contact, concern, or comfort. I knew none of these. I suppose God raised me, which sounds like it should be a pretty great prospect, but to me, He was at best elusive or punishing, or both. This is how the Lutheran Church portrayed Him to me all my young life.


My religion of isolation taught me to avoid feeling disappointed or hurt by not seeking or expecting much from people, believing I had little or no worth, and keeping myself invisible. I learned not to engage emotionally with people or life. Still, I carried inside me the possibility of a gentler, loving God, but I had to find that version of God on my own.
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It was summertime on Long Island, and I had no place to be, nothing I had to do. I was like a feral child, roaming around the rambling house and yard in my bare feet, which were black from wearing no shoes for long and lazy days. My skin was dark, too, from endless days outdoors in the sun. By the end of summer, I was a bronzed shade of honey-laced mocha, which looked almost strange on a white girl. I often drifted over to the fence near the red storage barn to coax some more raspberries from the straggly bushes. Every sun-warmed luscious berry went into my watering mouth.


“Come on, Lisa!” I urged. “Let’s run fast, faster than yesterday!”


I reached back to give her a fond but firm slap on the rump as we pranced around the yard, dodging among bushes, feet clacking when we crossed the asphalt parking lot next to our church. Lisa was my imaginary horse. I switched between imagining I was riding my horse and being the horse. I desperately wished I was a horse. Or rode a real horse. Even more, I desperately wished I had a twin sister who knew all my thoughts and liked all the same things I did. So, when Lisa wasn’t my horse, she was my twin sister. We did everything together, and she filled that empty space inside. Together we were complete. We were perfect.


Tired of running around outside, Lisa and I flopped on the bed, pulled a random Nancy Drew book from the stack of books on the floor, and read for a while.




“I think Bess is a scaredy-cat,” Lisa frowned.


“She’s just not as brave as Nancy,” I countered. “But she’s such a good friend, don’t you think? So loyal. And Nancy loves her.”


“Yeah, you’re right. They make a good team—like us! Let’s go back outside and set up the high jump.”


Clomping down the stairs, we passed Pete’s room. Behind his closed door we heard him strumming his guitar, as usual. He hardly ever came out of that darkened room, and when he did, a strange musty sweet smell spilled into the hallway.


Outside, the white rope waited for us on the ground between two trees spaced perfectly apart.


“You get that end, and I’ll get this end,” I called to Lisa, reaching up to tie my end to the branch just within my reach.


“I bet I can jump higher than you today!” Lisa teased, taking a running start.


“Not this time! Watch me!”


We used the scissor-cut, approaching the rope sideways and throwing first one leg over, then our bodies, until we reached a scary and impossible height. Sure enough, neither of us made it over. But we didn’t mind; we switched to working on our embroidery project, picking up the cloth and threads which waited there on the hammock where we last left them. While we stitched, we made up a play in our heads. We never actually showed anyone; even though there were seven in my family, everyone was too busy or somewhere else. Andy, four years younger than me, never wanted to play, talk, or do much of anything. Pete’s main interaction with me was to hide in my closet after I went to bed and terrify me by leaping out just as my eyes were closing. Judy, seven years older, was always out somewhere with her friends, and my oldest sister, Pat, lived a few towns away with her husband and baby. Mom was at work at the mall, and Daddy just did his own things in his home office or at the church. Even when any of us were in a room together, to me, it felt like I was alone.


So, hanging around at home, it was Lisa and me.
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I lived my whole childhood, from 1955 until I left for college in 1973, in that old white house next to the church, so I got to know its every nook and cranny. It sat on four acres of land, along with our barn-like shed, stuffed with unused and unidentifiable items, like ancient lawnmowers and rakes, car parts, and lots of sagging boxes of papers and files. Between our house and the church, a large square parking lot was filled with cars on Sunday mornings, but the rest of the week it sat empty, allowing me space to hit tennis balls against the church’s white concrete wall. I often watched Daddy hit golf balls from one end of our long yard to the other. I heard the thwack, thwack, thwack as the ball ricocheted among the leafy branches of the tall oak trees, then dropped with a plop onto the packed earth below.


“Go run and find the balls, Lizzie. But don’t move them or pick them up. I’ll meet you down there and you stand next to each one to show me where they are.”


I scampered off, happy to play this ball-finder role for him. “You hit five but I can only find four,” I called as he made his way to the trees.


“Don’t worry, it’s probably stuck in the branches of a tree. It’ll come down eventually, but be on the lookout so it doesn’t fall on your head!”


Sometimes he hit the golf balls in our living room, gently knocking them across the carpet with a quiet quock sound. No ball retrieval was necessary indoors, but he didn’t mind that I watched. Every day he sat in his office smoking, and every afternoon he rested on the green vinyl couch at one end of the living room.


All of it was my playground, including the inside of the church building. There was a big, empty fellowship hall where my brothers and I sometimes ran around. For me, the altar of the fellowship hall was the Coke machine in the corner. For a dime, it would loudly dispense a pale-green glass bottle of ice-cold Coca-Cola. The day Pete raced across the empty hall on a furniture dolly and broke his two front teeth, we had just knelt at that altar rail and sipped its icy sweetness.


Nearly every day after school during my elementary years, I walked from my house across the parking lot to the church. The rich, earthy smell of mimeograph ink wafted from the church office while the machine rhythmically spat out its paper offerings, which became the Sunday service bulletin. Many days, I skipped past the office and climbed the steps to the choir loft in the sanctuary. I took organ lessons and used the enormous electric pipe organ in the church to practice. My teacher was the church music director, which my parents considered a privilege. He was a kind man, but I dreaded those lessons, shamed by my lack of talent. I practiced out of a strong sense of obligation.


The sanctuary was a scary place to me, so dim and still I feared I might hear God quietly breathing. It was neat and tidy, the hymnals neatly tucked in their racks behind every staunch pew. Its orderliness was peaceful to me, so unlike my disheveled home, but I always felt like I did not belong there. I had permission to practice the organ, but part of me was always ready to bolt if I got spooked by an unexpected noise. Lisa wasn’t usually with me when I was in the church. If she was there, she was quiet, too.


When the sun went down in the late winter afternoons, no light came in through the stained-glass windows, and the large space became cloaked in cold and darkness. I tiptoed to the choir loft and sat on the smooth, polished wood bench in front of the electric organ. I rolled open the cover to reveal the double keyboards and turned the electric switch on. I jumped when it immediately came alive, humming and buzzing with electricity and creaking as all the pipes warmed up. My feet could barely reach the row of pedals beneath the console, but I perched on the edge of the bench and played them tentatively, their deep tones vibrating throughout the sacred space.


I was afraid of the organ, but I liked learning the sound of each instrument it could tone, from the brash strings to the smooth reeds. When I practiced my pieces, I made sure to keep the volume low in case anyone stopped by the office; the thought of anyone listening to me was mortifying. I knew my timid playing held no creativity or enthusiasm.


I guess it’s hard to embrace one’s instrument when you are frightened of it and the space it’s in.


This fear of being in the church’s sanctuary was how I felt about God in general. I was fearful and uncomfortable, small and deficient in my relationship with Him. Of course, I went to church and Sunday School every week. How could I not, with Daddy being the minister? I sang in the choir even though I could not carry a tune; I only mouthed the words. I did every activity a child was supposed to do in church. I was an acolyte, a teacher’s helper, and I became confirmed at age thirteen when I was supposed to. I memorized the catechism, could recite all the books of the Bible in order, and I prayed to God at dinner and before bed. But, through it all, I was scared of Him.


I didn’t think God was anywhere except in the sanctuary at church, so when I wasn’t practicing my organ lessons, I freely roamed about the other rooms. I wrote on the dusty classroom chalkboards, peeked into boxes of arts and crafts supplies, climbed up on the stage, and explored every bathroom and closet. These were hours and years spent alone and in quiet, as the church was empty except for evening meetings and Sunday services, when people wearing their finest filled the sanctuary. The rest of the time, the building was mine; when it was empty, I belonged there.


Odd to think that although the church was “God’s home,” to me God occupied a distant and authoritarian place in the sanctuary, just as Pastor Fink, my father, occupied a distant place in my house across the parking lot—and in my life. My father’s connection with God lent him authority in my mind, not any parenting he did. Rather than God or anyone else except Lisa, the church building itself was my friend and companion, and it filled the landscape of these years of my life.


I didn’t know it then, but soon I would find a special friend to keep me company. I had one more year of elementary school to finish before I would meet him.
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Every morning before school, I kept watch at the dining room window and waited for the school bus to pull into the church parking lot. Mom waited with me in her bathrobe, looking tired already.


“Have you got your lunch, dear?” Mom asked. This is what she asked every morning. It was the only thing she asked, as we kept our otherwise silent vigil, as if having that lunch could fortify me from all harm.


“Yes, I’ve got it, Mom.”


She hadn’t even started on last night’s dinner dishes, still dirty and cluttered on the kitchen table. The brown cuckoo clock on the wall, with its two long chains and heavy pinecones on the ends, ticked steadily in the quiet room. I had my coat on, my bookbag packed, my trusty bag lunch of the bologna-and-butter sandwich on Wonder bread, and Twinkies. When the bus finally made its laborious wide turn in the empty parking lot and pulled to a squeaky stop, I scurried out the door.


“Bye, Mom,” I called over my shoulder as I ran down the flagstone walkway, barely seeing her goodbye wave.


I climbed into the bus and joined the four or five other children already collected in their seats, waiting to complete the journey to our school several towns away.


I mumbled hello to them as I got on, but once I settled into my seat, we were all silent. We lived in different neighborhoods and towns and were in different grades in school. Three Black girls rode the bus with me; two were twins with matching neatly braided hair. I envied their twinness. Their long hair contrasted with my own short bowl cut that I desperately wanted to grow out. The third girl, Angela, was pretty and always had beautiful new clothes at the beginning of each school year, which I also envied. The twins sat together, of course, but the rest of us sat in separate seats. I invoked Lisa to sit next to me on these rides. In a few years, race tensions would mount across the country, and hallway violence became the norm in our schools, but now it was shyness that kept us apart.


We headed off to Nassau Lutheran School, where we all received a strict education in the dogma of the most conservative version of the Lutheran Church in America, just like Daddy’s church. School wasn’t scary like church, but it wasn’t much fun, either, and I gravitated toward the shadows.


The hallways of this school were dreary and dimly lit, perhaps to restrain any excitement we kids might have wanted to express while passing in the halls. Across the street was a fire station, and when the whistle blew, no one could speak or be heard. We just waited it out, covering our ears. The siren did come in handy when we had those Cold War drills that sent us cowering under our desks, hands covering our heads.


Every night for homework, we had to memorize a Bible verse and recite it the next day. I was a conscientious student and did well in school. I conducted myself well, too, always quiet and unassuming, never sullying the halls or classrooms with any childhood exuberance. Only one time was there an exception to this unremarkable record of behavior, when the teacher called me up to the front of the class. She told me to hold out both hands in front of me, palm side down, and I knew what was coming next: the metal ruler.


I don’t know what I had done wrong—maybe I had sinned by memorizing the wrong Bible verse? For ten strikes, I had to receive the blow of the solid, cold ruler on the top of my knuckles without pulling away. I am sure that whatever it was I did wrong, I never did it again.


Even though I was a reasonably athletic child and tried all the sports they taught in gym class, I was usually among the last to be chosen for teams. I liked gymnastics best because it didn’t involve a team I could let down.


One spring day, our school held a field day competition at another school. I was on a relay team with several schoolmates; one of them was Angela from my bus, who was not just a pretty girl but the best girl athlete in my grade. I was nervous and wanted to do well because I was on her team; I was determined to give it my all. Our relay team spread out around the open field, each girl at her station. When the baton came to me, I shot out like a rocket toward the next girl. But then, sheer panic overcame me when I realized I wasn’t entirely sure where the next girl was. Many girls were on the field; everything was a blur. Which girl was mine? I slowed down, then stopped, scanning the field for someone wearing our blue gym uniform, and decided I had found her up the hill. I sped out toward her.


“What are you doing?” shouted my teammates from down the hill. “Here, here. We’re over here! Run this way! Give it to her!”


They waved their arms, pointing to a girl down the hill who was jumping up and down, arm extended and screaming, “Give it to me, here. Come on!”


Mortified, I ran toward her and slapped the dreaded baton into her outstretched hand. Tears streamed down my cheeks despite my desperate attempt to hold them in. Of course, we lost. On the bus ride home, Angela turned her back to me, refusing to look at me or talk to me. She continued to do so for several days afterward. I didn’t know how I could have messed up so badly.


It turned out I had the visual acuity of a bat. We discovered this impairment several weeks later when Mom took me to the eye doctor. I had no idea the world was supposed to look sharp and clear. Fog and haziness were all I knew. After failing many tests at the stuffy optometrist’s office, I consoled myself by choosing a stylish pair of sparkly pink glasses with pointed tips. I noticed I could now see really well.


Using my newfound vision to scan the New York Times magazine section one day, I came across an article that mentioned marijuana. I had no idea what that word meant and couldn’t figure it out from the article’s context, but I got the sense marijuana might be something bad or forbidden. Buttressed perhaps by my new glasses, I gathered up my courage to broach the subject with my mother.


After dinner one night, when everyone left the table, leaving my mother, as usual, to put away the food and do all the dishes, I squeaked out my question, “Mom, what is marijuana?”


She whirled around from the sink. “Why are you asking me about that?” Her voice was surprisingly sharp.


“I read an article about it in the newspaper and didn’t understand it,” I mumbled, taken aback by her tone. Knowing Mom didn’t like anything controversial, I expected tension in this conversation, not hostility.


“That is something you should know nothing about. Don’t think about it, and don’t ask about it again! Just forget about it.”


“Sorry,” I said, and slunk away to my room. The humiliation crushed my heart. So much for my courage. Although I still wondered what marijuana was, I promised myself never to ask my mother a question like that again. Certainly not her, and maybe not anyone. I’d just figure things out on my own. And I’d behave better.













two

____

FINALLY, FRIENDS







IN SEVENTH GRADE, I SWITCHED FROM NASSAU LUTHERAN School to the local public junior high. Right away, I saw Mr. Johnson from afar, although I didn’t have any classes with him that year. He was a popular, well-liked teacher. When I switched schools, they placed me in the B-track along with the kids who got Bs and Cs. Although I was a straight-A student, someone thought this would make the transition easier for me. It did not. They moved me to the A-track in eighth grade, and then life really began for me. That’s when Mr. Johnson became my teacher. Everyone wanted to be in his English class, and I was!


Mr. Johnson was so tall, he appeared to always lean down slightly, but he wasn’t scary. His eyes sparkled, and his face seemed kind and safe when he smiled. He was young and didn’t act formal or old-fashioned like my other teachers. Students knew he was cool, with that crazy, curly, brown hair and mustache. Mr. Johnson had an easy-going and calm manner; his sentences were smooth, and he spoke clearly. He didn’t talk down to us, and he acted like everything was serious but not too serious. But mostly, I believed he was on my side.


Usually, in all my classes, I sat in the last seat along the wall of every classroom. The middle or front of the classroom, unanchored and too visible, was disorienting to me; I may as well be thrown, alone, into the middle of the ocean. I sought my comfort zone of anonymity and invisibility, and my teachers either didn’t notice or didn’t mind. Except one. Mr. Johnson let me keep my seat along the wall in the back but, after a day or two, asked if I could see and hear well enough.


“Yes, I am fine, thanks,” I assured him, not wanting him to force me to move.


“Just let me know if you decide you want to move up closer.” His deep voice sounded friendly and warm, so I didn’t worry that he was unhappy with my seat choice; he just wanted to be helpful.


[image: ]




The day we read Evangeline turned out to be an important day for me. It was the first time I saw a poem that long, and although I tried to follow it, the words and verses were a muddle. I worked to stay with it, though, out of a combination of duty and fear—a duo that was my constant companion throughout junior and senior high. These two kept me focused, gave me purpose, and provided an anchor in the middle of the ocean that was my childhood. I bobbed in the waves out on the ocean, my dependable legs treading water steadily and constantly, keeping my little head just above the waterline. My determination to do well in school kept me within sight of the shoreline, affording me some respite from my unconscious loneliness.


Mr. Johnson called on us one by one down the long rows of seats, and we marched our way through the long poem, each student taking their turn reading the next verse. I put forth a silent prayer that God would spare me from having to read out loud. A few seats in front of me, a girl named Judy Weil read her verse of Evangeline with clarity, feeling, and drama, which seemed old for her age. That put me on edge. Was this how we were expected to read aloud? There was no comment from Mr. Johnson about any of our renditions; he just nodded toward each of us. Now with only four kids ahead of me, my panic rose from my gut, higher and higher until it overtook my chest and lodged itself in my throat. I wanted to melt under my desk and die. I desperately hoped I wouldn’t pee. The humiliation of that thought made me squeeze my legs together and ratcheted up the shaking coursing through my body. I chewed on the ends of my hair, now conveniently long and available for this use. Lightheaded, I prayed for the bell to ring or for some other deliverance to save me from the pending mortification. None came.


Mr. Johnson nodded at me and smiled, and I had no choice. I cleared my croaky throat, peering down at the words swimming on the page, and began to read. As I feared, my words came out pinched and shaky, and I tried to hide it all behind my book. I couldn’t wait to get to the end of each long line, barely having enough breath left to get me through.


It didn’t take long before Mr. Johnson coaxed, “Could you speak up a little louder so we can hear you in the front?” Forcing a little more pressure past my parched throat, I pushed out the rest of the verse.


As the next reader began, shame overtook me. I knew I must have sounded like I was about to cry through the whole long verse. I had to hold back the tears as I imagined the ridicule and judgment of my classmates and teacher. I hated the attention. No doubt they thought I was some sort of weird crybaby, and my ability to imagine any of them as my friends faded into darkness.


When the bell finally rang, I lowered my eyes to avoid the inevitable stares of my classmates. I dragged myself toward the door and out into the relative safety and anonymity of the hallways. Then I sensed a slight tug on my arm.


“Just a minute!” a voice called.


I had no choice but to turn and face my accuser. Judy Weil looked into my eyes and smiled, her long, curly, red hair springing around her shoulders.


“What’s your name?” Judy asked. “I really liked how you read today in class!”


I immediately thought she was mocking me, so I just glanced at her and said nothing. My mind was in a swirl. What was she talking about? How could anyone say that about my reading? Either she was making fun of me, or she was strange. Either way, I wanted nothing to do with her.


Judy persisted, sincere. “No, really, I liked your reading. You read with real feeling. Nobody else did that. What is your name?”


“My name is Liz,” I murmured. I didn’t even like how my name sounded.


“Liz, I want you to come over to my house after school today. Do you think you can?” Judy was positively bouncy.


I thought either she actually meant what she said, or she was carrying her mockery a little far. Not knowing what else to say and feeling pressured by the unexpectedness of it as well as the urgency of getting to my next class, I said, “I guess so. I don’t know where you live.”


“Wait for me by the lockers after school, and I’ll find you. We can walk home. I’m so glad you can come. See you later!” Judy called as we both walked our separate ways.


My heart beat faster as I considered going to the house of someone I didn’t know. What would we talk about? What would it be like at her house? How long would I have to stay? Was it all a joke? Did she mean to taunt me about my reading once she got me to her house? Part of me dreaded the experience. But some small part of me felt noticed and maybe even sought after, with the possibility of a new friendship. Despite my doubts and fears, a little corner of my heart ventured a smile.


Judy did find me at the lockers later that day, and on the walk to her house, she was talkative and lively. She wondered why she hadn’t seen me before. I told her about Nassau Lutheran School, and that in seventh grade I was in the B-track with a completely different set of kids. Judy understood then that I probably didn’t know anyone in my classes, and I think it must have doubled her resolve to befriend me.
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Like my house, hers was big. However, unlike mine, her house was in a development where all the houses on the street were the same: Long Island–style split levels. These homes had dozens of families with children who went to her local elementary school together. I imagined the boys in a stickball game in the front yards after dinner on summer nights and the girls playing hopscotch drawn in chalk on the sidewalk, like on TV.


Judy bounced into her house and sang out, “Hi, Mom! I’m home! I’ve brought a friend with me. Come and meet her!”


She flung her books and lunchbox at the foot of the stairs with confidence and grace, like she did this every day knowing her house was happy to see her. She was bouncy and sensitive at the same time.


Her mother came up from a lower level to greet me. “Hello. My name is Darle Weil.” She shook my hand. “Welcome to our house. What is your name?”


“Liz,” I whispered, not having much more to add but impressed with her immediate warm smile.


“Well, welcome, Liz. Do you girls want a snack? I just made some oatmeal cookies. Evelyn, Margie, and Danny will be home a little later, after their voice lessons.”


Her mother spoke with a slight accent, which I couldn’t place; it made her words clear and lyrical. She wore her salt-and-pepper hair in a loose bun on the top of her head; I wondered how it stayed up there. Her face was friendly and relaxed, her eyes sparkled, and she held herself with a subtle poise, as though she knew every part of her mattered.


After we ate the warm cookies with milk, Mrs. Weil suggested Judy show me around their house. We went down the few steps leading to the den of their home, which was a well-used room with books, games, and things sprinkled about, yet it was clean. It seemed to carry itself as though everything about it had importance.


We made our way upstairs to Judy’s room, which she told me she shared with her sister, Evelyn. She asked me if I liked listening to music, to which I replied with some degree of confidence, “Yeah, I do. I like Bob Dylan and Joan Baez and Judy Collins. How about you?”


“Oh, yes. They’re my favorites. That’s great—we like the same music! I just got this album by Don McLean. Do you know him? There’s a song I want you to hear.”


I didn’t know Don McLean, but I listened carefully when Judy placed some headphones on my head. She let the whole song play so I could hear it all, and she watched me as I listened to a song about a man who lost his way but was hopeful that he’d return to the one he loved—my kind of lyrics. Judy played a few more songs for me, and then told me about a neighborhood where her family and some other people from a place called the Ethical Humanist Society worked on weekends. There was a shelter or youth center in disrepair, and they were painting and fixing it up so kids who lived in that tough neighborhood could use it. I had never heard of anyone doing that—certainly not anyone I knew—and I was impressed again. What kind of family does that together? I wondered to myself.


“Maybe you can go with us sometime,” Judy offered.


“Sure,” I said with some doubt in my voice that I wished was not there. It was just so different from anything I’d ever done. It seemed a little beyond my grasp.
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Several days later, Judy invited me to stay for dinner. I was worried about this because I rarely ate at anyone else’s house, plus I was a fussy eater. But my curiosity was stronger than my fear, and I agreed.


I was surprised and then dismayed when a garden salad— the first course (a first course?)—appeared on the table before each of us. I could eat a garden salad with no problem, but as I inspected more closely, I saw my salad had dressing on it. I had never eaten salad with dressing before, and a weight crept into my chest. I always thought salad dressing was for adults. At the Weil dinner table, each person was given their own plate, already filled with dressed salad. In contrast, my mother would set a large bowl set in the middle of the table from which we could help ourselves—or not. There I was staring down at this unknown, and undoubtedly inedible, plate that was all mine.


Then the talking began. Everyone talked. The four kids talked about their day in school. They talked about current events and their opinions about the news. At one point, Mr. Weil asked me what I thought about the two candidates running for president. I barely knew the candidates’ names, so I had little to add to this part of the dinner conversation. Mr. Weil switched to asking me about my family and myself, and I did pretty well with those questions, all the while pushing lettuce around the plate, searching for any pieces that might have escaped the dressing. There were none. I ventured a small bite, which confirmed my steadfast belief I did not like salad dressing; it stung my mouth. My strategy was to continue pushing the salad around politely until something else happened.


I waited for the rest of the meal to be brought to the table. But it was not forthcoming. After a while, everyone had finished their salad except me, who still faced a full, even if scattered, plate. Eventually, the conversation quieted, and people began to look at me and my plate.


Mr. Weil cleared his throat a little, saying, “You see, in our home, we have a rule that no one at the table receives their next course until everyone has finished what is on their plate. This way, we are all eating together.”


My stomach clenched. They couldn’t mean it! Surely, they weren’t going to force me to eat something I didn’t want to eat. I wanted to push myself, yet I knew I couldn’t do it. Shame burned hot around my eyes. This all served to confirm what I already knew: I didn’t belong there.


“Oh,” was all I could say.


No one else spoke until Mrs. Weil queried with curiosity, “Don’t you like the salad, dear?”


“I do like salad, but I’ve just never had it with dressing before,” I offered quietly.


“Oh, I see. Well, then it looks like you’ve given it a try and didn’t like it. We’ll move on.”


Danny piped up, “That’s not fair! She has to eat it! We all have to.”


Silence and a frown from Mr. Weil. Was he frowning at me?


I peeked with trepidation at Mrs. Weil and then at Judy, my two allies at the table. I wanted to shrink under the table. This meal was a disaster. I knew I should never have said yes to stay for dinner. I had no business doing something like that.


“She should have her dessert tokens taken away!” Danny didn’t want anyone to remove the dreaded plate without a fight for his rights. I had no idea what dessert tokens were, but I got the impression that in the Weil household, you had to follow some rules to get them. I wondered what further unknown rules I was destined to violate before I could go home.


Then, Mr. Weil said, “Liz is our guest, Danny. And she doesn’t have to earn dessert tokens. Maybe in her house, they do things differently. You just pay attention to your own dinner, and don’t worry about other people. You know what is expected of you.”


The tense moment passed, perhaps for everyone but me. Next appeared a plate, again served to each person at the table, filled with meat, rice, and string beans. There was gravy on the meat. I hated gravy. And I never ate cooked vegetables of any kind except beets warmed up from the can. Ever. The pit in my stomach expanded, allowing no room for anything that I might be able to force down my throat. Now we were discussing plants and what needed to be put into the ground before the winter came. They asked which kind of flower each person liked the best. Another topic I could contribute almost nothing to; no one had ever asked me what my favorite flower was, so I was unprepared for the question. I picked at the rice and pushed the gravy off the meat to hide some string beans. By the time everyone else was done, I again sensed the eyes around the table moving in my direction.


Again, the Weil parents took pity, this time not bothering to query whether I liked the food. My plate, with its accusatory evidence, was mercifully whisked away by Mrs. Weil. When everyone’s plate was cleared, and a luscious chocolate cake appeared, Mrs. Weil cut individual slices.


“Liz, can I serve you a piece of cake? I just made this today. It’s a favorite in this house.”


“No, thank you,” I demurred, aware of the aforementioned tokens, of which I deserved none.


“I want to share my slice with Liz,” Judy chimed, smiling and keeping the peace. I gratefully accepted.


Finally, the dinner was over. Every Weil child had their own set of chores; one cleared the plates, one the glasses, one wiped down the table, and Judy loaded up the dishwasher. I did anything I could to be useful and to not interfere too badly with the assignments, lest I inadvertently break a table-clearing rule. Judy and her dad drove me home, and I thanked them again for inviting me to dinner.


“We’ll do it again real soon!” Judy declared with certainty and an optimism I wished I could have shared.


I went into my house, relieved to be in an environment I knew, where no one expected anything of me, and I would not have to engage in lively conversation about topics I did not know enough about. I went up to my room, shut the door, and was alone with my deep embarrassment. Despite my humiliation, I was amazed at what I had witnessed in the Weil household. I didn’t know families could be like that. They had rules, but the rules kind of made sense. And what a variety of food! Even if I didn’t want to eat it, how great that they had different courses, served each person their own plate, and had homemade cake for dessert. It was great that all the kids helped clean up, and no one complained. It was great they talked so much. It was great the parents asked a lot and knew a lot about their children’s days at school. It was great Judy seemed to like me, despite my naivety and shyness and my being so thoroughly different from all of them. All these thoughts swirled around in my head and my heart, and I didn’t know what to make of it all.


Perhaps I was inspired by Judy’s organized and tidy household, but I began to notice my own unkempt, if not downright dirty, home through a new lens. The thought of bringing a friend to my house for a visit filled me with horror. One day I decided to take action. I detested the bathrooms the most (and indeed they were quite detestable). I made a deal with my mother; if she bought me a pair of rubber gloves and all the supplies needed, I would take over the responsibility of cleaning the little bathroom closest to my bedroom. She would no longer have to worry about it. I was generously assuming it might have figured prominently in her list of worries.


She vaguely agreed to my offer. “If you feel you want to, dear.”


I eagerly began my new duties, relieved to have some control.
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In the late winter, Mr. Johnson organized an organic gardening club and taught us how to pot seeds. Although I hated to sign up for things after school because I’d have to talk with kids I didn’t know, I wanted to work in a garden. I thought I’d try to grow an organic garden behind my garage at home and had a lot to learn. I loved the musky smell of tomato plants and the large yellow flowers hiding beneath the giant cucumber leaves. I began to look forward to Mr. Johnson’s class and to working in the garden. I liked him. Lots of kids did, especially the girls. He helped me feel better about being in a new school, where I still didn’t know many people and had made only a couple of friends besides Judy. Bonnie, Sophie, and Joan were Organic Farm Club members and also in some of my classes. Like me, they were conscientious students who got good grades, and they slowly invited me into their world. Mr. Johnson went out of his way to encourage my interest in the club and often asked me to stay after the other kids left to help him clean up.


One day near the end of the school year, Mr. Johnson surprised us all. “I have some news, guys, that I’m pretty sad about. Next year I’ll be teaching at another school, closer to my home. I’ll need you to take care of this garden and keep it growing. Watch those weeds!”


We all groaned.


An anchor was yanked away from someplace inside me.


“But you are all welcome and encouraged to write to me. I’ll write back, I promise! I’ll want to know how you’re doing in your classes, and you can keep me up to date on what you’re growing in the garden.”


After everyone else left that day, I lingered behind as I usually did. Mr. Johnson and I sat on the wooden bench surrounded by pots and hoses.


“You know, I’m really sad about you leaving,” I said, glancing down. “I hope you like your new school.” I might have sounded calm, but inside, my heart raced and my hands were hot and buzzing. The prospect of not having Mr. Johnson around each day hit me hard. I felt lost and almost scared, and that scared me, too.


“It will be fine for me with a much shorter commute, which is better for my family. Our kids start kindergarten and first grade this year, so working closer to home is good. But I’m also sad about leaving, and I want you to know that I meant what I said. I want you to write to me. I will miss you, too. Especially you.”


Yes! I thought. I’m not making it up. He does like me. Tell me more. Tell me I matter to you!


“You are a really special young lady. Look,” he said, taking a pencil and paper from his shirt pocket. “Here’s my address. Write to me. Once you do, I’ll write back. I have your address. But here is another way we can keep in touch, at least over the summer. I’ll be teaching summer school at the high school here in town. You can visit me there if you want, when my class gets out at noon. Come by any time. I often go to the beach when class gets out. You and your friends could come.”


That was great news! My hope lifted. I could easily visit him at the high school, and I definitely would. I’d be around all summer, and it was just a mile walk down the turnpike to the high school. “That’s a great idea! I’ll do that sometime. When do your classes start?”


I tumbled out of the greenhouse and went to find Bonnie, Sophie, Joan, and Judy. We all agreed to visit him.


“Sure! Sounds cool,” said Bonnie and Joan immediately.


Sophie agreed. “Yeah, I think I can do that.”


Judy said she’d have to check with her parents about their summer plans, but she never came with us.


The first day of the summer session, Bonnie, Sophie, Joan, and I went to see him. We hung out in his classroom for a while, drawing with chalk on his blackboard, talking, and laughing. Then we girls walked over to Bonnie’s house for lunch. Bonnie was easy-going and always opened her house to us; she was always ready for adventure.


Mr. Johnson had told us to come back again and bring our bathing suits. We’d head out to Jones Beach for the afternoon. I loved that idea and couldn’t wait. Sophie was usually busy, which left Bonnie, Joan, me, and Mr. Johnson. We swam in the salty waves and sunned ourselves. We girls covered our bikini-clad bodies with baby oil to get darker tans. Mr. Johnson stopped at Carvel on the way home and bought us ice cream. That cold, soft chocolate would glide along my tongue and slip down my throat. It was perfect. Those trips to the beach in the hot days of summer were fun, and we thought we were pretty cool to be going there with Mr. Johnson.


One day, no one else could go. I thought I shouldn’t go, either, but Mr. Johnson said it was okay and he’d take just me. Excellent! I was only a little nervous about having to talk to only him all day. But I thought he would probably come up with things to say. On the car ride, he asked, “So what books are you reading this summer?” He already knew I loved to read.


“Dr. Zhivago,” I replied with enthusiasm.


“Excellent book. Tell me what you like about it.”


“I’m learning a lot about Russia and the war, although it’s confusing sometimes. Lots of names to keep straight.”


He laughed. “Yeah, it’s not a light read. Good that you’re tackling it, though. I admire that.” The radio was playing, “The Times They Are A-Changin’” by Bob Dylan.


“I love Dylan,” I interjected.


“He’s a modern-day prophet.” Mr. Johnson nodded his head, then asked, “What do you think about what’s happening in Vietnam?”


There he caught me up short.


“I don’t know. It seems pretty bad.” I gazed out of the car window, and he changed the subject to vegetable gardening. He was easy to be with and talk to, and I felt comfortable with him, even a little bit chosen. We went to the beach, just the two of us, many times that summer. I had more conversations with him than with anyone besides my girlfriends. In some funny way, I sensed he was my friend, even though he was my teacher. I adored him and loved being with him. I dreaded the end of summer.


One afternoon I skipped into the house after a beach day with Mr. Johnson and noticed my father was not in his usual spot, asleep on the green couch in the living room, but awake and watching television. He called out in a clear voice as I walked in.


“Come in here, Lizzie. I want you to see this.” I heard scratchy men’s voices saying things that were unintelligible and saw on the screen the image of a barren landscape.


“History is being made right this minute,” he said, communicative for once.


“What is that? What are they doing? Who are they?” I was full of questions.


Dad gently shushed me and explained. “We sent two men to the moon, and they have just landed.”


I sat down with him, and we continued watching together in silence. I did not fully comprehend what I was seeing, but I clearly understood it was very important to my father, important enough to keep him off the couch and alert that afternoon. And he was sharing it with me. I was happy just for that. These days, when he wasn’t out visiting people in the hospital, he was smoking Chesterfields and drinking in his office or asleep on the couch.
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I was sad when school started up again. Although it wasn’t hard for me, I hated it anyway because I had to fit in with all the kids. I carried a dull pang in the pit of my stomach when I walked into the building, passed kids in the halls, or sat at the lunch table. Everyone seemed to know each other. I didn’t even want to be like them. I was not popular, loud, or chatty, and I never was interested in anything they talked about. They were having fun, and I wasn’t. They belonged, and I didn’t.


I missed Mr. Johnson a lot, even though we wrote letters back and forth. My ninth-grade English teacher was a little strange. I wrote a term paper in English on Folk Rock (both Bob Dylan and Joan Baez were my heroes) that the teacher said deserved “the accolades of publication,” whatever that meant. He also told me I had “the grace of a gazelle.” I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or an insult, until I looked up what a gazelle was. I guess it was a compliment, but I thought it was an odd thing to tell me. He was odd, with a big ring on his pinky finger and not at all like Mr. Johnson.
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