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FORBIDDEN TOUCH



“I know you’re not telling me everything, Jordan. I know you’re frightened, but you must never, never let him touch your body like that again. Do you understand? Do you?”

“Yes, Grandmother.”

“I should have suspected something like this. A boy that age having no friends, not going to any parties, not belonging to any teams, spending all that time alone doing who knows what with himself. I should have known. I did know. In my heart, I knew but refused to admit it to myself. I do bury my head in the sand too much sometimes, but I won’t anymore. I promise you that,” she said, nodding with clear and firm determination in her eyes.

She started for the door and then turned and looked back at me. “Disgusting. Horrible. A disgrace piled on a disgrace,” she muttered, and then switched off my lights, closing the door behind her.

I lay there in the darkness, my heart still pounding….
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BROKEN FLOWER




Letter to the Reader



It was not my idea to write all this down and tell this story. It was my brother Ian’s.

Not long ago, when we saw each other after some time apart, he said, “When people reach our age, Jordan, they always try to make sense of themselves, their lives. They look back and they’re really not sure anymore what was real and what was not. They are shocked to discover that the way they saw a major event in their life is not necessarily the way others who were there saw it, and they begin to wonder if their whole life has been a dream.”

This is an attempt to discover if mine was.

Jordan March







Prologue



My mother didn’t discover what was happening to me until just before my seventh birthday.

At the time I was in second grade and old enough by then to run my own bath and take care of my personal needs without her telling me when to do so or standing over me. I was proud of my independence and how I could successfully imitate my mother by putting just the right amount of bath oil into my tub, scrubbing my body with the same sort of soft brush she used, and laying out my clothing or pajamas neatly on the bathroom table, my fluffy pink slippers waiting eagerly below like two loyal servants.

Afterward, I brushed my hair exactly fifty strokes on both sides as she did hers, patted my face with some of her special skin cream, and went to bed. Most of the time she was there to kiss me good night, but I was always under my blanket by then, snuggling in anticipation of opening the doorway to dream magic, as I called it.

That fateful day, however, my mother stepped into my bathroom after I had prepared my bath and had just sat in the water.

“You’re such a good girl, Jordan,” she said as she came through the door.

She barely glanced at me in the tub before going to the medicine cabinet to search for something. However, when she closed the cabinet door, which was a mirror, she stood there staring into it as if she were looking at a television set and saw an incredible event taking place, like the events on one of those science or history channels my brilliant, thirteen-year-old brother, Ian, liked to watch. The cabinet mirror reflected me in my bath.

She spun around, blinked rapidly, and then very slowly approached the tub. The warm water was spiced with her wonderfully lilac-scented bath oil that I loved to suds up around me with the bubbles touching my chin. I felt dainty and feminine and anticipated her usual compliments about how grown-up I had become.

“Sit up, Jordan,” she ordered instead.

Confused at her sudden harsh tone, I immediately sat straight, thinking she was criticizing my slouching. She always tried to correct my posture or my manners before my grandmother Emma had a chance to do it, because she believed that whenever Grandmother Emma criticized either me or my brother, Ian, she was really criticizing her for not bringing us up properly.

The bubbles popped and the foam fell away from my upper body.

She gaped and then slowly squatted beside the tub and reached over to touch my chest. “I don’t believe this. You’re…developing breasts!” she said. “You have buds!”

Her face contorted, her lips twisting, her eyes seeming to bulge. She shook her head to deny what she saw.

I looked down at myself. I had felt the development, but I hadn’t thought anything of it. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I had stuffed a mental note to ask my mother about it one day, but I had forgotten. There was nothing painful or unpleasant about it.

“How could I have not noticed this? How long has this been going on?” she asked.

Lately, she had rarely been present when I dressed or undressed. My clothing for school was always decided the evening before and if Mama didn’t set it out for me, Nancy, the maid, did.

I shrugged. I really hadn’t marked the calendar on the desk in my room and couldn’t even take a good guess. One day I noticed it and the next day I didn’t. I wasn’t at all like Ian, who took notes about everything as if he were the secretary for human history.

“A while,” I said.

As she continued to stare at me, I could see another thought tightening the corners of her eyes and stretching her lips. She looked even more fearful and brought her hand to the base of her throat.

“Stand up,” she said. “Stand up, Jordan!” she shouted when I didn’t move quickly enough.

I did so and her eyes, which were already wide and surprised, widened even more.

“You’re getting…you have pubic hair!” she cried, as if I had been hiding something behind her back or had performed a magic act right before her eyes.

I looked down and once again shrugged. I didn’t know what it was called, but I knew she had it, just more of it. Why shouldn’t I be getting it, too? After all, she always told me girls were just little women.

“How could I have not noticed it? My God,” she said, and I remember she actually flopped back on her rear and sat there on the tiled bathroom floor staring at me. She grimaced in pain and reached out to clutch the side of the tub. She looked like she couldn’t breathe.

“Mama?” I said. I could feel my throat tightening. Whatever frightened her was nothing compared to how she was frightening me.

She shook her head and put her hand up like a traffic cop, stopping all the crackling and buzzing going on around us.

“I’ve got to think. I’ve got to think,” she chanted. Then she looked at me again, and again shook her head. “You’re not even seven years old yet, Jordan. This can’t be happening. It cannot!” she insisted.

She slapped her hands together as if she was really a magician and could make it all disappear. I looked down at myself almost with the expectation that I would see that it had, and then I looked at her again. From the way her face contorted and her lips quavered, I thought she was going to burst into tears, but she simply stared and bit down on her lower lip to stop the trembling.

“Can I sit in the water?” I asked, embracing myself. I was getting cold and beginning to tremble, too.

“What? Yes, yes. Sit, sit,” she said. “Where has my head been? How could I miss this? What if someone else had discovered it first?”

There was no question about whom she was thinking.

That put a new idea in her head.

Suddenly, she looked at the open bathroom door and rose to close it quickly. I’ll never forget how she looked back at me. It was as if I had turned into something or someone other than her own daughter.

Perhaps I had.

I do remember thinking that I was no longer who she thought I was.

I had no idea how long it would take to find out who I would become.








1

Too Young




My mother grasped my shoulders and even shook me as she spoke. “Never, never let Grandmother Emma see you without any clothes on, Jordan,” she warned in a loud whisper. “Don’t tell Ian and don’t even tell Daddy about this yet. He’s likely to slip and say something. Your grandmother watches every little thing we do in this house as it is,” my mother added, and let me go.

Why would all this anger my grandmother Emma? I wondered. If she did find out, would she tell us to leave her house? Would Daddy be just as angry?

Mama read my fears in my eyes. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to frighten you. It’s not your fault. Everything that is happening to you is just happening to you too early,” she said in a softer voice. “It’s too much of a surprise. It’s just better if no one else knows for now, okay?”

“Okay, Mama,” I said. She looked relieved, but I was still trembling. She helped me into my pajamas and into bed.

Suddenly, something else occurred to her and she went to the dirty clothes hamper in my bathroom. I had no idea what she was doing, but she reached in and began pulling out my socks, panties, and shirts. She held up my panties and looked closely at them before tossing it all back into the hamper.

“What are you looking for, Mama?” I asked her.

She thought a moment and then she sat on my bed and took my hand into hers. “You’re way too young for this conversation, Jordan. I don’t even know how to begin it with you.”

“What conversation?”

“The conversation my mother had with me when my body started to change, but you’re not even seven and I was nearly thirteen before she decided I had to have the most important mother-daughter talk with her. Something very dramatic happened to me first.”

“What?” I asked, my eyes wide with expectation.

“I menstruated.”

“What?” I scrunched my nose. It didn’t sound very good or like any fun.

She was quiet. I saw her eyes glisten. She was holding back tears. Why?

“I’m not going to have this conversation with you,” she suddenly decided firmly, and stood up. “This is just not happening. We don’t need to talk about this yet. Remember my warning, however,” she added, nodding at me. “Don’t let anyone else see you naked. Especially Grandmother Emma,” she emphasized.

My mother hated the idea of our moving in to live with Grandmother Emma. I think the saddest day in her life was the day we walked out of our home and came here. In the beginning she would often forget, make wrong turns and head toward our old home, not remembering it was no longer her house until she nearly pulled into the driveway. On a few occasions, I was the one who reminded her. She’d stop and look and say, “Oh,” as if she had just woken from a dream.

I had lived there five and a half of my six years and eleven months. Ian was just a little more than eight when my parents bought the house. Before that they had been living in one of my grandfather’s apartment buildings. In those days there was supposedly a great deal of hope and promise. After all, how could my father not succeed? He was the son of Blake and Emma March, and my grandfather Blake March had been a vice president of Bethlehem Steel during its heyday, what Grandmother Emma called the Golden Age, a time when Bethlehem Steel supplied armies, built cities, and had a fleet of twenty-six ships. If she had told me about it once, she had told me a hundred different times.

“You have to understand how important it was,” she always said as an introduction. “Bethlehem Steel was the Panama Canal’s second-best customer. Lunch each day for the upper management of which your grandfather was an essential part was held at the headquarters building along Third Street and was equivalent to a four-star dining experience. Each department had its own dining room on the fifth floor and each executive enjoyed a five-course meal.”

Once Grandmother Emma permitted me to look at her albums and I saw pictures of their lawn parties during the summer months. Other executives from Bethlehem Steel and their wives and children would be invited, as well as many of the area’s leading businessmen, politicians, lawyers, and judges. There was music and all sorts of wonderful things to eat. She told us that in those days the champagne flowed like water. She pointed out Daddy when he was Ian’s age, dressed in his suit and tie and looking like a perfect little gentleman, the heir to a kingdom of fortune and power.

My mother always said my father grew up spoiled. Whenever she accused him of it, he didn’t deny it. In fact, he seemed proud of it, as proud as a prince. For most of his young life, he was attended by a nanny who was afraid of not pleasing him and losing her job. When he was school-age, he was enrolled in a private school and then a preparatory school before going to his first university. He flunked out of two colleges and never did get a degree. My grandfather eventually set him up in business by foreclosing on a supermarket, which was renamed March’s Mart, in Bethlehem. It was expected that because the business now had the March name attached, it could be nothing but a success and the expectation was Daddy would eventually create a supermarket chain.

However, Daddy’s supermarket business was always hanging by a thread, or as my grandmother Emma would often say, “Was always doing a tap dance on the edge of financial ruin.” Our expenses grew and grew and our own home became too much to maintain. Since my seventy-two-year-old grandmother lived alone now in this grand house after my grandfather had died, she decided that it made no economic sense for us to live elsewhere. Economics reigned in our world the way religion might in other people’s lives.

Mama always said, “For the Marches, the portfolio was the Bible, with the first commandment being ‘Thou shalt not waste a penny.’”

Even so, my father never had much interest in being a businessman. He hired a general manager to run the market and was so uninvolved in the day-to-day activities that it came as a surprise to him to learn it was on the verge of bankruptcy. My grandfather invested twice in it to keep it alive and after his death, my grandmother gave my father some money, too, but in exchange, she forced us to sell our home and move in with her. Daddy was permitted to have assistant managers, but he had to become the general manager.

After that, Grandmother Emma took over our lives as if my parents were incapable of running their own personal financial affairs. “Practice efficiencies and tighten your belts” were the words we heard chanted around us those days. Once I heard Mama tell Daddy that Grandmother Emma had cash registers in every room in her house ringing up charges even for the air we breathed. I actually looked for them.

It didn’t surprise me that my mother had complaints about Grandmother Emma. I don’t think my mother and Grandmother Emma were ever fond of each other. According to what I overheard my mother say to my father, my grandmother actually tried to prevent their marriage. My mother came from what Grandmother Emma called “common people.” My mother’s father also had worked for Bethlehem Steel, but as a steelworker, a member of the union and not an executive. Both her parents had died, her father from a heart attack and her mother from a massive stroke. Mama always said it was stress that killed them both, whatever that meant.

My mother had an older brother, Uncle Orman, who was a carpenter and lived way off in Oregon where, according to what I was told, he scratched out a meager living, working only when he absolutely had to work. He was married to my aunt Ada, a girl he knew from high school, and they had three boys they named after the Beatles, Paul, my age, Ringo, a year younger, and John, two years younger, all of whom we had seen only once. They were invited to visit us but never came, which was something I think pleased Grandmother Emma.

“Your grandmother thinks your father went slumming when he dated me,” Mama once told me. At the time, I didn’t know what slumming meant exactly, but have since understood it to mean Grandmother thought he should have married someone as rich or at least nearly as rich as the Marches.

However, even though Grandmother Emma scrutinized us like an airport security officer when we entered a room, I didn’t think it would be too difficult to keep my new secret from her. Since we had moved into her house, my grandmother had not once set foot in my room. She didn’t even come over to our side of the house and said nothing about our living quarters except to warn my mother not to change a thing. She had set up imaginary boundaries so that Ian and I were discouraged from going into her side as well.

We were now living in what had once been the guest quarters in what everyone in our community called the March Mansion. It was a very large Queen Anne, an elaborate Victorian style house Grandmother Emma described as romantic even though it was, as she said, a product of the most unromantic era, the machine age. She often went into great detail about it and I was often called upon to parrot her descriptions for her friends.

The mansion had a free classic style with classical columns raised on stone piers, a Palladian window at the center of the second story, and dentil moldings. The house had nineteen rooms and nine bedrooms. Although a great deal had been added on and redone, the house was built in the early 1890s and was considered a historic Pennsylvania property, which was something my grandmother never wanted us to forget. Her lectures about it made me feel like I was living in a museum and could be sat down to take a spot quiz any moment of any day, which is what would happen if she asked me to recite about it to her friends.

Ian wouldn’t mind being tested on the house. He could not only get a hundred every time, he could give my grandmother the quiz, not only about the house, but all the history surrounding it, even the history of her precious Bethlehem Steel Company.

Daddy’s old bedroom was on my grandmother’s side of the house, but we knew the door was kept locked. It was opened with what Ian called an old-fashioned skeleton key. Only Nancy, the maid, entered it once a month to dust and do the windows. I was always curious about it and longed to go into it and look at what had once belonged to him as a little boy. As far as I knew, Daddy didn’t even go in there to relive a memory or find something he might have left from his younger days.

Mama told me this house was full of secrets locked in closets and drawers. She said we were all better off keeping them that way. Opening them would be like opening Pandora’s box, only instead of disease and illness, scandals would flutter all around us. I didn’t know what scandals were exactly, but it was enough to keep me from opening any drawer or any closet not my own.

Ian’s bedroom was next to mine but closer to our parents’ bedroom, which was across the hall and down toward the south end of the house and property. Although they were originally meant to be guest rooms, all of our bedrooms were bigger than the bedrooms we had in our own house. Even the hallways in the March Mansion were wider, with ceilings higher than those in any home I had ever entered.

Along the walls were paintings my grandparents had bought at auctions. There were pedestals with statuary they had acquired during their traveling and at estate sales. My grandmother was supposedly an expert when it came to spotting something of value that was underpriced. When she was asked about that once, she said, “If someone is stupid enough to sell it for that price, you should be wise enough to grab it up or else you would be just as stupid.”

So many things in my grandmother’s house once belonged to either other wealthy people who had bequeathed their valuables to younger people who didn’t appreciate them or know their value, or wealthy people who had simply gone bankrupt and needed money desperately.

“One man’s misfortune is usually another’s good luck,” Grandmother Emma said. “Be alert. Opportunity is often like a camera’s flash. Miss it and it’s gone forever.”

She tossed her statements at us as if we were chickens clucking at her heels, waiting to be fed her wisdom or facts about the house and its contents. The truth was there was so much about it that I, even so young, thought was breathtaking, and I couldn’t help being proud when other people complimented me on where I lived. Even my teacher, Mrs. Montgomery, who had been at Grandmother Emma’s house once, made flattering comments, comments that caused me to be more conscious of its richness.

Some of the grand chandeliers hanging over the stairway, the hallways below, and the dining room came from Europe, and one was said to have once belonged to the king of Spain.

“The light that rains down on us now once fell on royalty,” Grandmother Emma was fond of saying.

Did that mean we were magically turned into royalty, too, when we stood within its glow? She certainly acted as if she thought so. She walked and talked and made decisions like someone who expected it all to be written down as history. After all, the mansion was historic, why wasn’t she?

No two rooms had the same style furniture. Ian and I were often given sermons about it so that we would fully appreciate how lucky we were to be living in the shadows of such elegance and culture. Everything, even the knobs on doors, had some significance and value. She made the house sound like a living thing.

“Each room in a house like this should be like a new novel,” Grandmother Emma said. “Every piece should contribute to some sort of history and tell its own story, whether it be the saga of a grand family or a grand time.”

Some of the pieces of furniture in the same room could have a different background and heritage, as well, whether it be a picture frame, a stool, or a bookcase.

The dining room had a table, chairs, and a buffet that was vintage nineteenth-century Italian and had once belonged to a cardinal. The sitting room, which was different from the living room, had a Victorian parlor settee, a Victorian gossip bench, and a Victorian swan fainting couch I loved to lie on when my grandmother was out and about and wouldn’t see. The wood was mahogany and the material was a golden wheat brocade with a detached roll pillow.

All of her furniture, despite its age, looked brand new and there was always this terrible fear that either Ian or I would tear something or spill something on a piece and bring down the family fortune. Our own grand heritage and glory would be lost, for we were never to forget that this family once paraded through the Bethlehem community with great pomp and circumstance, our family crest flapping in the breeze.

There had often been overnight guests here and grand dinner parties during Grandmother Emma’s Golden Age. She would describe them to us with an underlying bitter tone as if it was our fault she no longer had them. I knew she couldn’t blame us for her not having guests anymore. There was still another guest bedroom downstairs and Daddy’s old bedroom on her side, so there was plenty of room for someone to sleep here. She maintained a maid, Nancy, and a limousine driver named Felix, and a man named Macintire whom everyone called Mac, to oversee the grounds. He lived just down the street, so it wasn’t a question of extra work for her either. Money was certainly no problem, although I often heard my father complain that his mother held such a tight grip on the money faucet, there was barely a drip, drip, drip.

I didn’t doubt that. Grandmother Emma was always criticizing my mother for being extravagant. I thought that was at least part of the reason she stopped going regularly to the beauty parlor and stopped buying herself new clothes. Like someone living on a fixed income, Grandmother Emma would complain about the electric and the gas bills, too.

“If you would stay after your children and have them turn off lights when they are not necessary and close windows when we’re heating the house, we wouldn’t be throwing money out the window,” she lectured. She threatened to fine us for every unnecessary expense.

“They’re not wasteful,” my mother said in our defense. “Especially not Ian.”

Grandmother Emma would only grunt at that. She couldn’t argue about Ian doing anything illogical or unnecessary. If anything, he was looking after wasteful practices on her side of the house. He would venture over at least as far as the switch on the wall and deliberately turn off a hall light. If she complained about having to navigate in the dark, he would say, “I didn’t think it was necessary with so much natural light through the windows, Grandmother. Perhaps you should fine yourself.”

Behind the hand she held over her mouth, my mother might smile at that. My grandmother would shoot a reprimanding look at Ian, who would stare back at her without so much as a twitch in his lips. He had two licorice black eyes with tiny white specks and when he looked at someone so intensely, he didn’t even blink. Mama was always telling him not to stare at people.

“It makes you look like an insect and not a little boy,” she told him. Other boys his age might have been upset about that, but Ian looked pleased. I knew that sometimes he did deliberately imitate creatures so he could better understand them.

“What would it be like to only be able to crawl?” he asked me when I saw him doing it in his room. He’d walk about the house with his forearms pressed against himself so he resembled a praying mantis. Or he would wonder what it would be like to be a Venus flytrap and have to wait patiently for your meal to succumb to deception. He would sit with his mouth open for as long as he could stand it. He was studying carnivorous plants as well as insects. He was truly interested in everything.

Grandmother Emma was often disturbed about something he would do, especially when he stood very still and flicked out his tongue like a snake.

After trying to reprimand him for staring at people, my mother would only shake her head and walk away. Grandmother Emma would do the same. I envied the way Ian could make her shake her head and retreat.

When it came to Grandmother Emma’s criticism of Daddy, however, she was relentless and unswerving. She never failed to tell him he was lazy and wasteful. She found ways to blame that on my mother, claiming she just didn’t inspire him to be better or try harder.

“At times I think you are completely void of ambition and self-respect, Christopher.”

She would say these horrible things to him right in front of Ian or me and even in front of my mother sometimes. Her sharp, surgical comments were never dressed in euphemisms or subtleties. She refused to rationalize or make excuses for Daddy and especially not for my mother and us. On occasion, my mother would try to stand up to her.

“Is it wise to be so critical of Christopher in front of his children?” she once asked her.

“The sooner they learn to base respect upon reality and not false promises, the better off they’ll be. As ye sow so shall ye reap,” she added.

“So do you blame yourself for Christopher’s failings?” my mother dared to follow up.

Grandmother Emma faced her firmly and replied, “No, I blame his father.”

“That woman has an icicle for a spine,” my mother muttered to me.

At the time I was young enough to believe that was literally true. I wondered how she kept it from melting.

There was so much tension and often so much static in our house, or I should say my grandmother’s house, that sometimes, I’d look down the hallway toward the circular stairs and think of the inside of the mansion as having its own weather. I’d imagine clouds or storms no matter what was happening outside. Shadows in the house could widen or stretch so that I would feel as if I was walking under a great overcast sky. Even in the summer months, it could be chilly and not because of too much air-conditioning either. Fair weather days were happening less and less, not that there were all that many after we were forced to move in with Grandmother Emma, anyway. It was no wonder then that my mother was adamant, even terrified, about Grandmother Emma finding out about me.

I suppose anyone would wonder how someone so small could command such obedience and fear. She was just five feet tall with small features, especially small hands, but I never thought of her as being tiny or diminutive. Even in front of Daddy, who was six feet one and nearly two hundred pounds, she looked powerful and full of authority. She had ruler-perfect posture and a commanding tone in her voice. When she spoke to her servants, she whipped her words at them. She rarely raised her voice. She didn’t have to shout or yell. Her words seemed loud anyway because after she said them in her manner of speaking, they boomed in your head. No one could ignore her, no one except Ian, but he could ignore a tornado if he was thinking or reading about something that interested him at the time.

My grandmother was always well put together, too. She never appeared out of her room without her bluish gray hair being brushed and pinned. She liked to keep it in a tight crown bun, but on rare occasions, she would have it twisted and tied in something called a French knot. That was when she looked the prettiest and youngest, I thought, although she was very careful not to dress in anything she believed was inappropriate for a woman of her age. Everything she wore was always coordinated, as well. She had shoes for every outfit and jewelry that seemed to have been purchased precisely for this dress or that sweater. There were butterfly pins full of emeralds and rubies, diamond brooches, earrings and bracelets that were heirlooms, handed down by her mother and her mother’s mother, as well as my grandfather’s mother.

I couldn’t help but secretly admire her. In my mind she really was as important as a queen. When she criticized me for the way I stooped or ate with the wrong knife and fork, I didn’t resent her as much as Ian did when she said similar things to him. I swallowed back my pride and tried to be more like her. I watched how she sat at the table, how she ate, how she walked and turned her head. I think she saw all this because once in a while, I caught her looking at me with the tiniest smile on her lips and I wondered, could it be that she likes me after all?

I was afraid that if she did, Mama would hate me and might even think I had betrayed her somehow.

But I was also afraid that if she didn’t like me, Daddy would be disappointed.

Did she or didn’t she?

In my heart of hearts I knew that finding out would be something I would do on the journey toward discovering who I was. And so with trembling feet, I stepped into my future.
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Our Great Secret




It was spring. We had just ten days left to school. Grandmother Emma wanted Ian and me to go to summer camp, but Ian hated the idea because of all the boring things they made him do, and my mother refused to send me off at such a young age. Now, after she saw what was happening to me, she was going to be even more unyielding about refusing to send me to sleepaway camp.

“That’s absolutely ridiculous,” Grandmother Emma told her when my mother argued against it, using my age as an excuse. “I sent your husband away when he was just five and every summer thereafter.”

“Maybe his failings aren’t all because of his father’s spoiling him then,” my mother replied, and Grandmother Emma bristled like a porcupine. It was just as if my mother had reached out and slapped her cheek. Touch her anywhere and you would bleed.

“It was precisely my getting Christopher away from his father that gave him the few ounces of backbone he has,” Grandmother Emma responded to my mother’s sharp response. “At least at the camps he was made to bear some responsibility for his actions and himself. If he called here crying, I would hang up on him. Eventually, he matured. Somewhat,” she added. She was always careful not to give Daddy a full compliment or say something nice about him without a qualification.

She looked at me sitting quietly on the medieval cross frame chair I was somehow permitted to use in the living room. I was quietly cutting out some paper dolls, but listening keenly to their conversation. As long as you didn’t look at them when they spoke, adults thought you weren’t listening.

“I might not start up the swimming pool this summer,” Grandmother Emma threatened as an added reason to send us off to camp. “It’s a costly luxury just to please two children who are bored silly.”

“Do what you want. I’m not sending Jordan to a sleepaway camp,” my mother told her, digging her heels into the ground.

“Ridiculous,” Grandmother Emma said, and walked away.

Mama looked at me, her face flushed with a crimson shade of rage and fear. She knew I understood why she was so determined not to send me off.

Despite the way my mother had reacted to the changes in my body, I was happy she and I shared a secret, a secret no one else in our family knew. It made me feel very special, even a little more grown-up. Everything else about Mama, Daddy, Ian, and me was pretty much out in the open, especially, as Mama had said, for Grandmother Emma to see or hear. There was little she didn’t know about us, if she wanted to know it. She certainly knew all about our finances and whatever we bought. My mother couldn’t do much in the house or even in the community without her finding out about it. She knew what we ate and if we ate. She knew all our clothes and shoes. She usually knew our daily schedules, too, even when we had our dental appointments. All the bills went through her hands at one time or another, it seemed. She especially knew if my father and my mother had an argument. How could they be mad at each other and not show it in front of her?

Lately, there were more and more arguments between them, too. Daddy always seemed to have a reason to go somewhere. He claimed there were endless food shows and conventions. Rarely, if ever, did he ask Mama to go with him. Grandmother Emma thought that was my mother’s choice and was always critical of her not being more involved in his business.

“You could at least go down there and watch the cashiers and packers,” Grandmother told her. “Didn’t you used to work at a supermarket after high school?”

“I only worked there part-time to earn money for college, Emma. It hardly qualifies me to be a supermarket manager.”

“Nevertheless, you know what to look for. I’m sure we’re being robbed daily,” Grandmother Emma told her. “You could watch for that. You know all the tricks.”

“What do you mean, I know all the tricks? I didn’t rob from anyone,” my mother said, her light gray eyes sparking like shiny new dimes. “I worked hard for everything I had. We all did in my family, especially my father, who like his fellow workers, was exploited.”

Grandmother Emma looked at her, raised her eyes a little as if my mother was living in a fantasy, and walked away. No matter how good or quick my mother’s answers were, she never felt she had defeated my grandmother.

“Her skin is so thick. She doesn’t bleed,” my mother mumbled.

Could that be true? I wondered. I never had seen Grandmother Emma bleed or groan. I never saw her sick, in fact. If she didn’t feel well, she wouldn’t come out of her bedroom. Everything was brought to her until she was better. It was from her behavior and attitude about illness that I often felt guilty for having a cold or a sore throat, and when I had a minor case of the measles, I thought I surely had embarrassed the whole family.

I suppose this was why I had such a panic attack when I had cramps in my stomach and felt a warmth between my legs that turned out to be blood. It happened only a week after my mother had made her discoveries about me in the bathroom. I touched myself and then brought my hand into the glow of the small night lamp I had to have turned on beside my bed when I went to sleep. The sight of blood on my fingers took my breath away. Now I was certain something terrible was happening to me, something my mother had feared.

I cried out for her, which I knew immediately was stupid. My room was so far away from her and Daddy’s bedroom neither could hear me. Ever since we had moved into Grandmother Emma’s house, I was on my own when it came to nightmares. By the time I would get up, if I had the courage to do so, and walk out and down the hallway to my parents’ bedroom, the nightmare had lost most of its terror.

Daddy was always wrapped too tightly in his cocoon anyway. I remembered going to their bed when I was only four and shaking him to get him to wake up and comfort me. He merely groaned and turned over without opening his eyes, and when I cried, he just waved his hand over his ears like someone chasing off flies.

“Carol, see what she wants,” he would moan, and turn over so his back was to me. Sometimes Mama heard him; sometimes she was in too deep a sleep herself and I had to wake her. I hated the idea of waking her more than waking my father. Even at that age, I had the sense that she cherished every minute of sleep because it was so difficult for her to get to sleep. She was always worrying so much about everything.

Groggy, but full of comfort, she would put me back to bed and stay with me for a while. In the morning, she always looked the worse for it, worse than I did or felt, and I was ashamed of my fear and my nightmares. Ian said it was ridiculous to be afraid of a dream.

“Just blink your eyes and pop it out of your head,” he told me. “Besides, bad dreams can be interesting. Wake me up if you want. I don’t mind hearing about them even if they seem terrible to you.”

This was different. I couldn’t run to him. I knew instinctively that it was part of Mama’s and my secret. Wake her or not, she had to be told. I started to get out of bed and then I worried that I would drip blood all over the rug and on the hallway floor. Nancy, the maid, would tell Grandmother Emma. Mama always said Nancy was an informer and a snoop, “an apple polisher who would sell out her own mother for one of your grandmother’s compliments.”

Ian agreed with Mama. He thought that the reason Nancy’s ears were so close to her head was that she kept them against the walls so much.

For a while I just sat up in bed, wondering what I should do. I was tied up in indecision. Finally, I rose and, squeezing the blanket between my legs, hurried to my bathroom. I closed the door and put on the light. When I dropped the blanket, I nearly fainted. My pajama bottoms were soaked in blood.

I’m dying, I thought. It made me dizzy and nauseated, and the cramps were still strong. I quickly took off my pajama bottoms and reached for a towel. For a few moments, I just stood there with it between my legs. My heart was pounding, but I didn’t know what to do. If I went into the hallway like this, someone could see me, and even if I got to my parents’ bedroom unnoticed, the commotion could wake up Daddy. Mother had been adamant about my not telling even him. What if Grandmother Emma was awakened? What was I to do?

I decided to curl up on the bathroom floor. At least if I dripped blood, it could easily be washed off the tiles, I thought, and hoped and prayed I hadn’t dripped any on the rug when I came in here. It was cold on the floor and hard, but I was so sick and felt so tired, my eyes closed.

The morning light spilling through the window in my bathroom didn’t wake me, but the shaking in my body did. I opened my eyes and saw my mother squatting beside me. She was in her robe and slippers. Her mouth was contorted as if she were the one in pain and not me.

“Jordan,” she said. “Oh, Jordan. When did this happen?”

“Last night,” I said, sitting up and grinding the sleep out of my eyes. I looked down at the towel, shocked myself at how dark and wide the stain was.

“I saw your bed,” she told me. “We have a lot to do. We don’t want anyone else to know about this. I can’t believe this is happening. I’m running you a bath,” she added, and started to do so. “Just sit there.”

I heard her gathering up the blanket from my bed and then pulling off the sheet. She gasped so loudly, I had to rise and look out the door.

“What’s wrong, Mama?” I asked.

“It went right through to the mattress. I’m going to have to turn it over so Nancy doesn’t see it.”

She struggled with it, but she didn’t want me to help her. I was so involved in watching her work—turn the mattress, put on a new sheet, bundle up the old, and check the rug—that I didn’t notice the water in the tub. It started to run over the top.

“Mama, the tub!”

“Oh, damn,” she cried, and rushed in. She turned off the faucet, but water continued to spill over. “We’ve got to get this all up. If it seeped through and leaked down to the ceiling, your grandmother would have us executed.”

She started to soak up the water with towels and I squatted beside her and helped, shaking and terrified at all the trouble I had caused.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I said, the tears chasing each other down my cheeks. Everyone was going to hate me, especially Daddy because Grandmother Emma would somehow blame him, too.

“It’s all right. Don’t cry. We’ll be all right,” she said. She repeated it under her breath like a prayer. “We’ll be all right. Keep calm.”

It took nearly six towels, but we were able to get the floor dry.

“Get into the tub,” she told me.

I slipped into the water. My stomach grumbled so hard, I thought it would cause the tub to overflow. Mama looked at me with so much pity in her eyes, I was positive I was going to die. Would I be buried in the March section of the cemetery or far away from everyone, even Mama’s parents, because I had been such an embarrassment?

“Just relax, honey,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.”

I was afraid to move. Once, when I had cut my wrist on one of my toys, Ian told me I came close to cutting an artery and, “When you cut an artery,” he said, “blood could shoot out so fast, you’d deflate like a balloon with a hole in it. Your body is about seventy-five percent liquid, which includes your blood.”

Thanks to him I had one of my worst nightmares soon after that.

Mama returned with two large garbage bags. Through the bathroom doorway, I saw her force the blanket and the stained bed sheet into them along with my pajama bottoms and the towel I had used. She tied the bags and went out again. When she returned, she had something else. It looked like a white cigar. For a long moment, she stood there gazing at me in the tub. Then she raised her eyes to the ceiling and bit down on her lower lip.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” she said. “I can’t.”

I started to cry again.

“No, no,” she said, kneeling at the tub. She brushed my hair back with her hand. “It’s all right. It’s not your fault, Jordan. We’ll be fine.” She retreated, closed the toilet seat, and sat on it.

“I’m going to have to show you how to use this,” she said, holding up the white cigar. “It will seem messy and unpleasant to you, but it’s very important because it will prevent what just happened from happening again. We’re going to have to keep track of the day this started and the days afterward, too. We’ll mark your calendar by your desk in a secret code that only you and I will know, okay?”

I nodded.

“Am I going to the hospital?” I asked.

“No, no. What happened to you happens to all girls, only usually much later. It’s just starting early, very early,” she added.

“Why does it happen?”

“Remember when I used that word ‘menstruation’?”

“Yes.” I also remembered how angry she became and how it had brought tears to her eyes.

“Well, that’s what this bleeding is called when a woman has it. Woman,” she repeated, and looked up at the ceiling while she took another deep breath. “She’s only just becoming seven years old,” she added, still looking up as if she were having a conversation with God. She took another deep breath and stared at me. I waited. What else would she tell me? I was holding my own breath in anticipation.

Then she shook her head. “You don’t even know how babies are made and here I am starting this conversation.” She sighed deeply and shook her head once again. “For now, Jordan, just get out and dry off. I’ll show you how to use this. I’ll help you every month.”

“Every month?”

“Yes. That’s why we have to mark the calendar, honey. We’ll just make a small dot with a red pen so we both know what it means, okay?”

“But…won’t I die if all this blood comes out of me every single month?”

“No,” she said. “It’s supposed to come out of you, only, as I said, not this early in your life. And we don’t know. It might not happen again for a while. This,” she said, holding up the white cigar, “will keep it from flowing out of you and I’ll tell you what to look for in anticipation.”

“What’s that mean?”

“You’ll know when it’s going to happen. But as I said, it might not. This is so unusual. Let’s hope,” she said, and helped me out of the tub.

Then she showed me how to insert what she called a tampon. She told me I had to know because I had to change it for a fresh one every four to eight hours. The whole time she cried, especially when she made me do it myself. She hugged me to her and I cried without knowing exactly why I should. As long as I did it correctly, she told me, I wouldn’t even know it was there. Having anything alien in my body, though, made me feel funny. How would you forget it was there?

Afterward, she gathered up the wet towels and then she took the garbage bags out of my bedroom and quietly snuck down the hallway to the stairway to put them in the garbage bins. She got me a new blanket from the hallway closet, too.

I dressed and brushed my hair. My stomach felt a little better, but I was still tired and a little dizzy. She returned and sat on the toilet seat again, taking my hands into hers.

“You can’t let anyone know about this either, of course. It’s part of our great secret. Because what’s happening to you is so unusual, I will speak with Dr. Dell’Acqua about it immediately. We might have to go see her, but I still don’t want anyone else to know about it just yet, Jordan. You have a few days left to the school year. Be sure you don’t tell any of your friends. Promise?”

“I promise, Mama,” I said, even though she didn’t need me to promise. Since she had emphasized how important it was for me to keep it a secret, I was fearful of anyone knowing about it, too. But I couldn’t help but wonder if any of my school girlfriends had already had the same thing happen to them and if they had promised their mothers they would keep it a secret, too. All of us were walking around with our hearts locked.

“You’ll take some to school with you in your purse, but don’t let anyone see them, and you’ll ask to go to the bathroom and change it. Okay?”

I nodded and she took deep breaths as if she couldn’t get her breath. For a moment, it frightened me, but she stopped and quickly smiled. She kissed me.

“Let’s just go down, have our breakfast, and pretend none of this happened,” she said.

Pretend it didn’t happen? Could I do that? What if I got stomach cramps in the middle of breakfast and groaned too loud or the tampon fell out? All sorts of horrors occurred to me.

“You’ll be all right,” Mama said once more.

We both heard Daddy walking in the hallway. Sometimes, he wore a pair of very expensive western boots and they clipped and clopped louder than shoes.

“Your father’s up and dressed. I’d better get dressed myself,” Mama said, and hurried out to do so. She took the folded wet towels with her.

After what had happened to me and what we had done, I was actually afraid to go down to breakfast without her. I was terrified that Grandmother Emma would take one look at me, point her finger, and say, “You had a menstruation! Get out of my house!”

Of course, she didn’t. She barely gave me a passing glance at the table. She was too involved with Daddy and information she had about his supermarket. One of the employees had broken a bottle of mayonnaise and apparently not done anything about it quickly enough. A customer, an elderly lady, had slipped and fallen and broken her hip. Grandmother Emma’s attorney, Mr. Ganz, had called to tell her he had received the summons for a lawsuit the woman was starting against March’s Market.

“You can’t imagine how embarrassed I was telling Chester Ganz I knew nothing about it. I could hear how dumbfounded he was in his silence. He knows how I run my business affairs.”

Although Grandfather March had given the supermarket to Daddy, it was still part of a corporation that Grandmother Emma controlled. I didn’t understand what all that meant, except I saw it meant Grandmother Emma could still tell Daddy what to do.

“Why didn’t you tell me about all this, Christopher?” she asked him. She leaned over the table toward him, clutching the papers in her hand.

Daddy continued to butter his toasted bagel with such concentration, it looked like he would not answer. Ian looked more interested than Daddy did and tried to read what was written on the papers Grandmother held. She snapped them out of his view with a flick of her wrist.

“Well?” she demanded.

Daddy paused and looked like he was trying to remember the reason himself. Grandmother Emma held herself so stiffly, she looked like she had been turned into a statue in anticipation of Daddy’s reply.

He shrugged. “To tell you the truth, Mother, I forgot all about it,” Daddy said.

“You forgot?” She looked at the rest of us to see if we were just as amazed. Mama looked down. Ian was full of curiosity and I was afraid to look back at Grandmother too long. Sometimes, she gave me the feeling she could read faces the way other people read books.

She slapped the papers on the table. “You forgot we were being sued for negligence? You’re not ashamed to sit there and say such a thing?”

Daddy bit into his bagel and then shrugged again. “I forgot,” he said as casually as he had a moment ago.

Grandmother Emma turned to my mother and glared at her as if Daddy’s forgetting was also my mother’s fault. Mama put her fork down and fixed her eyes on her in preparation to do battle. My heart thumped so hard, it felt like it was going to pop through my ribs. Something terrible was about to happen.

Daddy caught the exchange of looks. “What’s the difference anyway?” he asked. “The insurance company will take care of it.”

“The difference, Christopher, is that in this family, we don’t keep important things from each other.

“Especially,” she added, her eyes moving toward me, “from me!”

I looked quickly at Mama, who shifted her eyes just as quickly away.

Grandmother Emma saw that. I knew she did. Her eyes were soaking in suspicion like little sponges as she glanced from Mama to me and back to Mama again.

And I was never as afraid of what would happen next in this house as I was at that moment.
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Too Early, Too Quickly




The moment I returned from school that day, my mother told me Dr. Dell’Acqua wanted to see me as soon as possible. That same afternoon in school I had a close call in the bathroom because Missy Littleton almost saw what my mother had given me. I didn’t close the stall door fast enough. As it was, my girlfriends were curious about why I was so quiet all day and not interested in anything they said or did. I kept to myself as much as I could out of fear someone would finally notice the new things about me. I had never been as self-conscious about my body.

“I made your appointment for tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at school.”

One look at my face would tell her or anyone, for that matter, that I was petrified.

“Don’t worry. No one will know why I’m coming for you. It doesn’t mean you’re sick and dying,” she added quickly. “There are things we should do, however, to be sure everything is all right and will be all right.”

I said nothing. I hadn’t been to Dr. Dell’Acqua very much aside from our shots and an occasional sore throat or earache. Dr. Rene Dell’Acqua was the same doctor Grandmother Emma had. In fact, Grandmother had convinced Mama we should use her as our doctor, because she was “more sensitive to female problems,” whatever that meant. Dr. Dell’Acqua was a tall, slim, dark-haired woman with soft dark brown eyes and a smile that put me at ease quickly whenever I did go to see her for anything. Because of Mama’s tone of voice and obvious concern, I was more nervous about going to see the doctor this time, even more nervous than when I knew I was going to get a shot.

“It’s time for us to tell Daddy about this, too,” Mama told me.

With the school year ending, Daddy was talking about taking us all up to the family cabin on Lake Wallenpaupack in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania, where we had a motorboat, too. It had been our week’s summer vacation even before we had moved in with Grandmother Emma. She continually talked about selling the property since we rarely used it. My grandfather Blake had used it often because he was a fisherman and enjoyed bringing his business associates to the lake for what she said he called FFWWs, Freedom From Wives Weekends. From what I understood, Grandmother Emma didn’t care. She wasn’t fond of the cabin and rarely went up there. She told Ian and me it stank from cigar smoke.

“The stench is in the walls of the cabin and even leaving the windows open all winter won’t get rid of it. Besides, how anyone can enjoy being at the mercy of mosquitoes and other bugs is a mystery I’ll never solve.”

Ian enjoyed going there for exactly that reason. He liked to explore nature and didn’t get all that many opportunities for it at home. He, like Daddy, wasn’t interested in fishing, except to capture a fish for a study. He’d rather examine the inlets and bushes, walking about with his magnifying glass and bringing specimens back for his microscope. He pressed them into a book and kept a library of creatures.

The cabin was a cozy three-bedroom, but it meant we would be more intimate and the chances of Ian and Daddy finally discovering what was happening to me were far greater. For that reason as well, it was time to share our secret with Daddy.

“I don’t want to take you to Dr. Dell’Acqua without your father being aware of it anyway,” Mama said, and decided to tell him about me right after dinner.

Although my father was very different from his mother, he was like her when it came to spending time with his children and being involved in their everyday lives. I understood from what I could garner from tidbits of my father’s history that Grandmother Emma was always too busy with her charity events and social life to devote herself to motherly duties. Once, I heard Daddy tell Mama that he was sure he was an accident. At the time I had no idea what that meant. All I could think of were car crashes or falling off bikes.

For the most part, Daddy left our maintenance and needs up to Mama. Ian and I could count on the fingers of one hand how many times he had accompanied her to our school to listen to our teachers talk about us. He was always too busy for this or too busy for that. Even Grandmother Emma complained about how he neglected us.

“I don’t see how you could possibly be busier than your father was, Christopher, and yet he had so much more time for you than you have for your children. You shouldn’t leave so much to your wife,” she added, which was her main reason for complaining. She wouldn’t miss an opportunity to say, “Don’t forget. As ye sow, so shall ye reap.”

He always promised to do more and take more interest, yet when it came to disciplining us or following up on a complaint Grandmother Emma expressed about our behavior, Daddy would pass on the duty to Mama as if she had hatched us all on her own.

“Look after your kids and keep them from being so messy,” he might say, which were words right out of Grandmother Emma’s mouth.

“Your son was disrespectful to my mother again,” he would tell her.

“My son? My daughter? My children, Christopher? Where were you when all this happened?” she would shoot back at him.

“Obviously out of my mind,” he might say.

Once I heard my mother mutter to herself right after one of these arguments, “Some people are just too selfish to have children or even get married to anyone or anything but their own shadow.”

She often talked to herself or if she spoke to me, she didn’t expect me to understand or remember, but I usually did, and there was never any question Ian understood. I would go to him to explain and he always did.

That night after dinner, Mama came to my room to wait for Daddy. He was groaning and moaning that he had things to do and might even have to return to the supermarket office.

“I need you, Christopher. Just come to Jordan’s room,” Mama insisted.

Daddy came walking quickly into my room. He paused just inside the doorway, looked at the two of us sitting on the chairs by my student desk, and put his hands on his hips. “Okay, Caroline, what’s going on now?” he asked. Whenever he was displeased, he called Mama “Caroline” rather than “Carol,” which was what Grandmother Emma always called her.

He was in a white shirt opened at the collar and a pair of dark blue jeans with his light blue boat shoe loafers and no socks. Even though he was supposedly indoors most of the time, he had what Grandmother Emma called a Palm Beach tan. When she asked him about it, he confessed to going to a tanning salon regularly. On his right wrist, he wore a thick gold bracelet and on his left, his Rolex watch, a watch that had belonged to his father.

There was never a question in my mind that Daddy was one of the handsomest men in the whole city. He had Ian’s black eyes and wavy dark brown hair he wore a little too long in the back and sides for Grandmother Emma’s liking, but unlike her or even Mama for that matter, he did not care to dress appropriately and look his age. He liked it when people told him that although he was forty-two, he could easily pass for a man in his late twenties.

“You’d better come in, close the door, and sit, Christopher,” Mama told him, and nodded at the small settee across from us.

He smirked, closed the door, looked at the settee, and then with an expression of annoyance, glanced at Mama before sitting. He sat back, his right arm over the back of the settee, his left arm at his side. Both my parents sitting in my Tiny Tot children’s furniture looked funny to me. It was rare to have them in my room simultaneously. I couldn’t help but smile, which he thought was confusing.

“What is it, already?” he asked.

“Recently, I noticed some dramatic changes in Jordan,” Mama began.

Daddy’s eyebrows rose and closed toward each other. “Changes?”

“In her body. Changes that have come too soon.”

“Like what?”

Mama leaned over and unbuttoned my blouse. Daddy gaped.

“As you can see, she’s developing breasts.”

He sat back, his mouth slightly open. “Is that bad?” he asked.

“My God, Christopher.”

“Well, I don’t know about female development, for God sakes.”

“It’s not only this,” she said, closing my blouse. “She has pubic hair, and now,” Mama said, swallowing back and holding in her tears, “she has had her first period.”

“What? You’re out of your mind. The kid’s not even seven years old. I know that much at least.”

“You’re right. It’s not normal. That’s why I’m taking her to see Dr. Dell’Acqua tomorrow,” Mama said.

Daddy was quiet. Then he brought his arm off the back of the settee and leaned forward.

“Does my mother know about any of this?” he asked in a loud whisper, as if Grandmother Emma kept her ears to the walls or Nancy had been sent up to do so.

“No, no one knows but us. I’d rather it be kept that way for as long as possible, Christopher.”

“Of course,” he said, and sat back again. “That’s very wise. Well, what does Dr. Dell’Acqua think about all this?” he asked, waving his hand at me as though I were a pile of trouble.

“She wasn’t overly concerned about her beginning breast development and pubic hair growth, but when I told her she had experienced menarche—”

“Men what?”

“Her first period. When she heard that, she was convinced Jordan is experiencing what is known as precocious puberty.”

“Which means what?”

Mama looked at me, obviously deciding how much more to say in my presence.

“She’s becoming a woman too early, too quickly.”

“You mean, a kid this young could have a baby!” he exclaimed, raising his voice.

My eyes nearly rolled out of my head. I turned to my mother, anxious to hear her answer.

“Let’s not get into any of that just yet, Christopher. Physically, Dr. Dell’Acqua’s afraid of her having an accelerated growth spurt that will cause her bones to stop growing and result in her being a stunted adult.”

Daddy grimaced as if he had bit into a rotten apple. “You mean she’ll become a dwarf?”

Mama looked at me again to see my reaction to Daddy’s responses. “You’re not helping the situation with this sort of reaction, Christopher.”

“Well, what’s she want to do?”

“Dr. Dell’Acqua wants to begin with blood tests. She also wants her to have a cerebral CAT scan. There are different types of precocious puberty and we have to determine which she has, what’s causing it, and then treat it.”

I’ll never forget the expression on Daddy’s face when he looked at me then. He made me feel as if he thought I was a freak. The distaste and disgust in his face brought tears to my eyes. I felt as if I couldn’t breathe.

“Regardless,” Mama continued, maintaining her firm demeanor and control, “she is going to have great psychological and emotional difficulty and we’ll have to give her all the support and care we can. She might even need professional therapy.”

“Therapy! A seven-year-old kid?”

“With divorces and other marital problems these days, that’s not as unusual as you might think, Christopher. In any case, that’s what Dr. Dell’Acqua told me even before she has looked at her. Jordan will have difficulty adjusting to the changes and the impact they have on her mentally. Besides,” she said with a deep sigh, “her body is beyond a seven-year-old’s so you have to stop thinking in terms of her age.”

“Stop thinking in terms of her age? That’s weird. This is horrible,” Daddy said.

My lips trembled and I let out a small moan.

“You’re scaring her, Christopher,” Mama said, glancing at me and then putting her arm around my shoulders.

He looked away and then turned back quickly. “Anything like this ever happen to anyone else in your family?”

“Not that I know of, Christopher. Why does that matter now anyway?”

“Was it something that you might have done wrong when you were pregnant with her?” he followed without a blink.
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