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We must be willing to let go of the life we’ve planned,
so as to have the life that is waiting for us.
—Joseph Campbell





Preface


When our daughter Hannah was in ninth grade, my husband Paul and I felt like we owned the world. We had healthy children, good jobs, a vibrant social life, and a solid plan for retirement. Six months later our fourteen-year-old daughter shifted from moody to malicious. Another six months and we were out scouring the streets for her in the middle of the night. Six months after that, we were staring down at her in a hospital bed, near death from an overdose.


When Hannah’s behavior turned destructive towards herself and others, we found ourselves in a vortex of shock, upheaval, dread, and shame. Shock because things like this just didn’t happen to nice families like ours. Upheaval because we were completely unprepared to address the terror that our daughter introduced into our home. Dread because we had no idea whether we were taking the right steps to help our daughter. Would our attempts to help Hannah scar her, drive her deeper into addiction, or push her further away? Finally, shame, always shame, at our inability to “handle” our own child, and shame for the things that she did that fell so far from the values with which she was raised.


Over the next two years, we exhausted our financial and emotional resources, grappling with what had gone wrong with our family, and struggling to make it right. Life as we knew it fell apart. We found ourselves lost in the frightening world of therapy, educational consultants, and troubled teen programs, uncertain of how to find the right support and professional services for Hannah. We didn’t know how to save our daughter.


But ultimately we learned, and that is our story.


As we came to the end of our harrowing journey, I found myself spending hours on the phone speaking with other families who had gotten our number from programs, professionals, or friends. Dozens of families contacted us—wounded, looking for a balm, praying for a cure. I never met Melissa, who called, worried about her daughter, but I knew her, and I knew her familiar story.


“My daughter is getting in some trouble at school,” she began tentatively, as they all did. Eventually her story spilled out, all in a rush like she couldn’t stand to linger in the words. “I think she’s using, sometimes she’s completely spaced out, and there’s blood in the bathroom. I think she’s cutting but she won’t show me … I don’t know what to do.”


More than anything, I wanted to assure her that everything would be okay, but we both knew that it was too soon to tell and too hard to know. Instead, I did the only thing I could do. I answered Melissa’s questions as honestly as I could. She asked me, “What happened to your family? How do you know when it’s more than just regular teen behaviors? What programs did you consider? How did you choose? What was it like? What did people think of you? Are you sorry you did it?” Big, important questions that made me feel small and ill-equipped. I gave Melissa the only thing I had. I gave her our story.


I am not a therapist, and do not claim any special expertise in parenting. Quite the contrary. I made many mistakes and took many wrong turns before finding my way back to my daughter. During our two years of treatment, I learned that there can be more than one truth, more than one way of thinking, and more than one path back to love.


While this book reflects our family’s journey, I hope that it helps as you make your own difficult decisions about your at-risk teen. Off the Rails will show you what life “looks like” on the inside of several teen treatment programs, giving you a glimpse of this alternative universe—a glimpse we wish we’d had before committing our daughter into their care.


This book is about teen addiction, but it is first and foremost about my relationship with my daughter, and how we saved each other, with help from our family, and lots of people who supported us along the way. My hope is that our story will bring clarity, community, and courage to those who may be going through similar challenges, or those who know someone who is.


I began writing together with my daughter, but she decided that she wanted to look to the future, not the past. In the end, this book is my perspective of the events that took place over the course of nearly two years, based on both my daughter and my journals, notes, boxes of letters, and hours of conversation. I have worked to acknowledge my daughter’s shifting feelings about her experiences, and her request for balance. I also tried to stay true to her wild spirit, humor, creativity, and her wise and soulful view of the world.


Some names in Off the Rails have been changed to protect the young people who played such an important role in our journey.



Chapter 1


Mom


I watch the ugly bruise form on my upper arm, while I struggle to keep driving on the narrow rural road. Hannah remains poised for battle in the passenger seat, her pale porcelain skin flushed with anger, her lovely, long-fingered hands still clenched into fists. Her pretty cherub’s lips, in a permanent pout these days, part to scream at me, “Fuck you, you fat cunt, eat shit!” Spittle sprays from her mouth to water the bloom of black and blue on my arm. There’s nowhere to pull over, nowhere to run, no way to escape this cage of a car. I’m trapped, just me and this wild creature, and though I look for my sixteen-year-old daughter, I can’t see her at all. Who is this child-woman, and where did she come from? If she’s willing to hit me, what else is she capable of? Will she steal? Will she kill? Am I the mother of a monster?


Hannah


She gets me in the car, and I’m her fucking prisoner, and she thinks she can torture me as much as she wants. She is driving and lecturing me the way she always does when she has me captive. It’s as though all my pissed off feelings roll down from my head into my hand and form a fist, and I hit her. Stupid, right? I almost kill us when I hit her. She swerves into the other lane on our wanky little road out in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere, and I know the look on her face isn’t fear of an accident, it’s fear of me, and that makes me feel good. I watch the bruise form unevenly on her arm, like a map of the terrain we’ve just crossed, and I know that bruise will divide us forever.


Mom


The fact that Hannah was struggling was clear a long time before she ever hit me, before she turned angry, before she started tenth grade and decided that she didn’t want to be anything like the person she was in ninth grade, and way before she became what she called a “therapy kid.”


It seemed that every day of the summer between ninth and tenth grade Hannah was more distracted and less interested in her old activities. She asked me to drop out of our daughter-mother book group (“All bitches,” she said), she tossed out her beautiful carved and gold-leafed gourd projects (“Crap,” she said), and she gave most of her books to Goodwill (“They’re just cluttering up my head,” she said. “I need to think.”)


I place the books in a box carefully, remembering how we read the alphabet book Chicka-Chicka Boom Boom over and over again, Hannah so serious as she traced the brightly colored illustrations with her pudgy fingers, later making awkward paper cutouts to express her own alphabet. I run my hand over the spines of the cheap set of classics we bought her—well-worn volumes of Mark Twain, Louisa May Alcott, and E.B. White. “I want her to be able to really read them,” I told my husband Paul, and she did, the pages dog-eared and the margins full of doodles and notes. Hannah doesn’t want her newest books either, and I tuck Sharon Creech, Barbara King-solver, and David Sedaris into the box, along with her book club books, the school books, the books that she bought with all of the gift cards, the books she found in used book bins, the books that made her laugh and think and, most importantly, connect with me and Paul over all these years. I pack away the laughter, the adventure, and the connection and seal the box.


Hannah


It’s hard starting high school at fourteen. My birthday is in early October, right at the cutoff, so I’m always the youngest person in my class. I’m almost a full year younger than some of the other kids. I guess my parents talked to my kindergarten teacher about waiting, but they thought I was too smart. Then why do I feel so fucking dumb about how to act in high school? Ninth grade was a nightmare. It was a new school, and I didn’t know anyone or anything about the “right” clothes or the “right” books or the “right” movies. I was just wrong. And there were plenty of mean and nasty people who were always looking for the chance to point that out. The only place I felt safe in ninth grade was the art studio, cuz I could hold my own there. Tenth grade is going to be different. I won’t let those cows make me feel bad any more.


Mom


I don’t know how to help Hannah. I don’t want to be one of those helicopter parents. I can see she doesn’t have a lot of friends at her new school, but she loves the art teachers and the beautiful, naturally lit studio space. I’m relieved when she finally makes some friends. She tells me that they are nice, and that she has been going out to lunch with them regularly. She tells me one of them is a writer, and that the other wants to be a doctor. I relax into the driver’s seat as she talks. It had just taken her a little time, that’s all. Everything will be fine now.



Hannah



Tenth grade starts off okay. I meet some cool kids that aren’t part of the mean girl club. I like them, but by the time back-to-school night comes in October, they’re all hooked up and coupled off. They’re still pretty nice to me, inviting me along when they go downtown for lunch and asking me if I want to go to the park after school. I do go downtown with them once in a while, sitting in the backseat alone, or crammed in with another couple. I don’t know where to look sometimes. I feel like some kind of perv, watching them squeeze and tease and do the kissy thing over lunch. It helps when I get a little high with them, cuz then I don’t care as much that they’re at each other, and I’m alone. I like being a little high at school too, because I’ve landed in some crap classes with a bunch of Mean Barbies. After school, my friends rush outside to get rides from their boyfriends. I’m left waiting on the steps, my little sister climbing and snaking through the railing waiting for Mom to come. I don’t understand why she’s late so often. She quit work to be a pudgy, frizzy housewife. How long does it take to clean toilets and cook dinner? It isn’t all bad to wait though, cuz I really don’t like to be seen in Mom’s BMW—a relic from her old life, a pretty phony ride for the person she’s let herself become. Just kill me, I think as I slide into the passenger seat, if I ever let that happen to me.


Mom


I am often late picking up the kids. The drive to school is pretty long, but that isn’t it. I think I slow down, anticipating the bald hatred waiting for me in that parking lot. Hannah is always alone when I get there. I guess she didn’t get into the same tenth grade English class as all her friends, so she doesn’t see them after school. She gets a new teacher who specializes in Jane Austen, and I am filled with dread when I meet her at back-to-school night.


“This year my students will become familiar with the world of Jane Austen.” My heart sinks as I watch the teacher wave her blunt hands over the imposing stack of novels that the teens will be expected to read. Especially when she starts reviewing the scholarly body of work that she herself has written about Ms. Austen. Hannah’s favorite books that summer had been Full Frontal Feminism by Jessica Valenti and Nudity by our mutual favorite, David Sedaris. Given the fact that her friends are studying contemporary literature while she slogs through Austen with a self-proclaimed expert concerns me. Hannah asks me to go to the school office with her to help her transfer into the other English class. I am open to it, but the vice principal says no. “It will be a great lesson for Hannah,” she says. “It will be an opportunity for her to expand her reading.” Finally, she gets to the point, leaning back in her big blue chair and looking down at her desk. “We don’t have seats available in the other class.” I watch Hannah purse her lips and look to me for support, but I look away. Maybe it will lead to new interests. Maybe she’ll meet new people.


Hannah


You’d think that when I finally meet Dylan, my friends would be happy for me. They aren’t. Suddenly they’re, like, relationship experts.


The minute I see Dylan, I decide that he will be my boyfriend. I’m still lost and self-conscious at my school after a whole year, but on his very first day, he strolls down the hall sneering at the Barbies and dropping into his desk like it’s a Barcalounger. I make eye contact with him, and he smiles and moves his long blond bangs out of his eyes to get a better look at me. He is definitely less of a geek than most of the boys at school. He’s a transfer from a military school, my little group of friends whisper, kicked out for having a knife. “I know that sounds bad,” he tells me, leaning against my locker later that day, “but it was a fucking pen knife, and I borrowed it to open up a stuck trunk.” He growls the words as he leans in towards me, and my heart races, and I think for a minute that he’s going to kiss me—my first kiss—but he doesn’t, and I am disappointed. I find out over the next few weeks that he’s pretty pissed about the way he’s been treated. He’s pissed about his Mom’s new husband, he’s pissed about his bio-dad’s indifference, and he’s pissed about the attention his new little sister is receiving. Dylan’s just pissed. All the time. Pretty soon he’s pissed at me all the time too, always expecting me to prove to him that he comes first to me, and I guess he does.


Mom


I first find out about Dylan at 2:00 on a Tuesday morning in September. I wake up to a steady buzzing. Thinking that I’d left my cell phone on vibrate, I jump out of bed and fumble to answer a call that, in my mind, can only mean someone has died or disaster has befallen a family member. But my phone tumbles off my nightstand, silent until it cracks on the hardwood floor. By the time I follow the sound downstairs, the buzzing has been replaced by soft flirtatious murmurs coming from Hannah’s room. “Hannah,” I hiss in my best stage whisper, pushing her door open, “get off the phone.”


“I have to go,” she says into the phone, rolling her eyes towards the heavens. “My mom.”


Hannah


I have no privacy. But I have a boyfriend. Now I just have to figure out how to get some fucking privacy.


Mom


I let myself think that Dylan is the problem. In a way, it’s a relief to have something outside of the family to focus on, to lay blame for Hannah’s increasing surliness. I ask Hannah to invite him over. “He’s welcome here, Hannah.” I smile, trying to salvage our relationship. “I’ll make dinner.”


As it turns out, Hannah doesn’t want anyone to come over. “Please,” she drawls, “middle class, middle politics, middle of the woods.” She rolls her eyes to make sure I understand her deep shame at the bourgeois family we have become. Evidently our conventional lifestyle is hipster death. I bite back my retort as she pulls her $28 watercolor pad off her $175 easel. Is this what Paul and I have worked so hard to achieve? I turn away from Hannah’s disdain, trying to remember her as a little girl, climbing on the tractor Paul rented to work on our big property every weekend, to make a home for us. In my mind’s eye, she is wearing his sweat-darkened hat on her curly head and smiling at him with love. But on teenage Hannah, the fedora has turned into a grungy, gray knit cap, and the smile has turned into a sneer.


Hannah


They want me to “bring my boyfriend to dinner.” Hah! I can hardly stand being with them and their middle-class morals, so why should I torture Dylan? Why should I let them judge him the way they judge me? Why should I let them into my life any more than I have to? Why doesn’t she get it? I don’t want to spend time with her. I try to imagine what we would talk about, sitting at the dining room table over steaming plates of the immigrant slop she cooks. “Dylan,” she would no doubt say, “tell us about yourself.”


Then Dylan, in my imaginary discourse, answers politely. “Oh yes, Mrs. Burrowes, I enjoy music and movies and blow jobs, especially when I’m high as a kite.” No, I think I’ll just keep Dylan to myself.


Mom


Finally, something Hannah and I can enjoy together. It’s October, and that means Open Studio time in Santa Cruz, when many of the artists who live in town throw open their doors to visitors. As an “Arts Intensive” student at her high school, Hannah is required to visit studios, to sketch and interview artists. I am looking forward to the day. Art is the place where Hannah and I come together. I love art; it feeds and calms me. Hannah, well, she’s special. Ever since she was a toddler, she has expressed herself through her art. I walked around for years with her sketchbook and pencils in my bag, and it seems as though every family picture includes our little Hannah stained with markers or spattered with paint. I first noticed her unique viewpoint in kindergarten, when the teacher tugged me over to the bulletin board. There, twenty-three children’s drawings of an alligator adorned the wall. One child, our daughter, had rendered only the gaping mouth, teeth, and tongue at the forefront. “Cuz that’s the part I’m scared of, Mommy,” Hannah had explained. By third grade, the school asked us to find a private art teacher for her because she had “outgrown” their program, and so we did. I have loved watching her work through the years, her focus complete, her mouth moving as though chewing on all of the possibilities. Even now, I can get close to her without rebuff when she’s working, as everything falls away for her except her art. Her long, pale fingers wrap around the brush as though it’s an extension of her right hand, her left hand a troupe of brightly colored fingers that periodically have to dance on the canvas, making contact with the emerging image.


Hannah


Open studios are really interesting. As usual, there’s a bunch of crap, but there are also some pretty cool pieces. I look at them and wonder if the artists were high when they made them. I know that my art is a lot better when I’m high. Dylan is helping me experiment with a bunch of different shit to see what kind of buzz works best.



Mom



The studio tours are great, and we end up going to more than the required three. Our last stop is Bruce Telopa, our favorite local artist. I wander around the garage studio, admiring his work while Hannah sketches for her homework assignment. It is lovely and peaceful, but only for a moment. On the way home, an angry fight flares. I am confused, not understanding how it snuck up on us—I didn’t see it coming, not at all, and I don’t know what we’re fighting about. Suddenly at a stoplight, the car door opens, and Hannah jumps out, disappearing into the small but busy downtown area of Santa Cruz, a haven of oddness that masquerades as hip. Her homework assignment will remain unfinished, joining the heap of her paintings—half worked and abandoned in a graveyard of canvas in her room.


Hannah


Ha! Somehow I make it through the morning with Mother-person. I slip out of the car when we get close to downtown. I know Dylan is down here, and my girls too. I know where they hang. I should be able to find them with no trouble.


I almost don’t answer the phone when it rings, but I know she will be a fucking robocaller until I answer, so I pick up. She’s crying and can’t push her words past the sobs. Is that supposed to make me feel bad? I tell her that I won’t get in the car with her, but she can send Dad to get me later. Her hurt is a wave, and it feels good washing over me.
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Mom


I find myself wondering if I could have helped my girls get along better. If I had, maybe they would still be living in the same room, upstairs, near Paul and me. But Hannah and her sister Camilla didn’t get along, and Hannah moved downstairs when she was thirteen, to a room that opens on to our deck, setting up a corner studio and pinning up her finished pieces in a private show by and for herself. It becomes her haven, until Dylan becomes her haven. Now she thinks of it as her jail, and Dylan as her destination.


Hannah


It’s easy to get out at night. The “Brady Bunch” family I live with goes to bed before 11:00, and our dogs are totally useless. All I have to do is walk out of my room as soon as I hear the snores, across the property, and up the long drive where Dylan is waiting. He can’t always borrow a car cuz his buddies freak out about him not having a license. On those nights, I just walk into our little mountain town and meet Dylan there. It’s a dark five miles through a fucking forest, but sometimes I get lucky and someone stops and gives me a ride. One time a dude even gave me some Oxy, dropping the pills into my palm with his sweaty hand, smiling at me with his nasty meth teeth and stinky breath. Okay, I think, rolling the little pills between my palms. Why not?


Mom


People start telling me they “think” they might have seen Hannah out late. I have to know, so after Paul goes to bed, I wait on the deck outside her room, leaning against the wood railing, feeling silly and unsure of myself, like some terrible TV show detective. Before long, the door slowly cracks open, and Hannah’s lovely, long, painter’s fingers curl around the door’s edge, followed by her slender body. Her other hand holds her little black ballet flats and, not seeing me lurking in the shadows, she walks off barefoot, a small smile playing about her mouth.



Hannah



Crap.


She is waiting for me on the deck, like some kind of fucking stalker, and she comes up behind me before I make the end of the driveway, scaring the shit out of me. Does she think she can stop me? I have plans, and I mean to keep them. What can she possibly do to me? Well, I’ll tell you what she can do. She gets in her car and starts driving after me, lighting up the road ahead with her headlights, talking on the phone.


Mom


I call Paul first. He sounds confused and groggy, and I have a pulse of resentment that he is sleeping. “Where are you?” he asks.


I answer, pissed and panicked. “I’m just down the road. I’ll be home soon.” My next call is to the therapist I have started seeing, the one who is going to make me a more effective parent. She tells me I have a right and responsibility to put Hannah in the car and take her home. I drive past Hannah and stop the car, hazards blinking, in the middle of the abandoned road. I try to talk, to reason, to bargain with her, but soon I am gripping her arm, and she is pulling and screaming and collapsing on the ground, her voice reverberating in the quiet of the woods. Foul screams cut through the peace. “Cunt, let me go!”


Neighbors we have never met run down their long driveways, belting robes as they go. “She’s my daughter,” I blubber, as I manage to drag her back to the car.


Hannah


Yeah, I get in the car, but I don’t waste time talking to her. I call the police and tell them I’ve been kidnapped. I tell them I am being abused. I figure that’ll get them to come fast. Maybe I can still salvage my night.



Mom



The police pull into our driveway right behind me, and quickly figure out the situation, watching as Hannah gets out of the car, cursing me. “Fucking bitch, you can’t keep me here.”


The two officers don’t mince words with her, stepping in close and speaking in clipped sentences. “Do you know that it’s illegal to place false calls to the police? Do you know how many dead or raped girls we pick up on these roads?”


I don’t know if they are exaggerating, but I hope Hannah is scared enough to back down. She is not. She tells the officers, “Fuck you!” then she throws a “Fuck you, too!” at me before spinning around and returning to her room. The police officers stand silent, witness to my impotence. I hang my head, not able to look them in the eye, and apologize.


Hannah


How dare she treat me like a fucking prisoner?


Mom


After that night, Paul and I decide to put a GPS finder on Hannah’s phone. It’s easy to do, and it will make my phone vibrate if she goes more than a mile from home. She notices, and resists, but we tell her that we’ve all added the feature, that it’s to help her find her phone if it is lost, a partial truth. I tuck my phone into my pajama top every night, so the buzzing will wake me up if she slips out of the house. Later, to my horror, cancer will grow in that exact spot, as though the pain of being my daughter’s jailer coalesced into a tight, toxic ball. I still feel the memory of those nights every time my hand brushes the scars on my breast.


Hannah


So, walking is out for the time being. Too easy for her to catch up to me, too much drama when she does. But if I can get into a car quick enough, she’ll never know where I went.



Mom



In the end, it isn’t the buzzing of the GPS tracker that alerts us to Hannah slipping out, it is the dogs. Generally useless, they are alert for once, barking their disapproval as Hannah makes her way up the driveway in the dark night. This time Paul is awake, and pulling on jeans, he slips into his car and follows her, making it to the top of the drive just as she pulls away in a car we don’t recognize. He calls me, panicked. “I’m losing them, you’ll have to track her with the GPS. Hurry.”


The GPS is accessed through our phone carrier account, and I haven’t used it before. By the time I get my computer on, manage to log into our account and then the GPS feature, forgetting our password, Paul screaming, me fumbling with the keyboard, they are out of sight. “Tell me where they went,” he says brusquely, letting his anger at my ineptitude show. I try to give him directions, taking him on a wild ride along twisty mountain roads, dead ends, one-way streets, and unmarked driveways. Oh, he finds her. It is a high fence, but he can hear them, and smell them, the sweet drift of pot and the small fire pit guiding him in like runway lights calling an airplane down.


Hannah


OMG it’s so creepy … my Dad’s forehead and eyeballs looking over the fence like some weird pedophile. I could die when he calls my name, and it gets worse. Pushing out of the rickety lawn chair, I try to muster some dignity. Walking out of the gate in the dark, I fall right into a bramble-filled ditch. Sniggers follow me to the car. Dylan is getting so pissed at me. I’m worried that he’ll find someone cooler, with more freedom. I can’t let that happen. I won’t let that happen.


Mom


“Sweet sixteen?” I snort. After arguing, Paul and I have decided to give Hannah a birthday party. Well, Paul has decided.


“We have to keep letting her know we love her,” Paul insists. “We have to give her a way back to us when she’s ready.” He is adamant. “Sixteen is a landmark birthday, and I don’t want her looking back and thinking she was short-changed.”


I give in, reluctantly, thinking that we are the ones who are being short-changed. How do you give someone a birthday party when they don’t want anything to do with you? We rent the party room at her favorite vegetarian restaurant and ask one of her new friends to invite people. The black lacquered table is low to the ground, Japanese style, with soft cushions in bright colors scattered around the floor like a field of flowers. White paper globes float above white place settings, the subdued illumination mingling with the glow of candles on the table, creating a pillow of light in the dark room. Camilla and I put a little cellophane goodie bag containing a movie ticket at each place setting, black bow holding a single red mum in place. Paul gives the restaurant his credit card to run. Then he takes my hand. Time to leave.


Hannah


Sixteen now, but they still treat me like six. I’m thinking I can at least get out for the night and celebrate my birthday. My girls tell me they have a surprise planned for me.


Mom


I let Paul pull me out of the restaurant by my hand, feeling like I’m being pulled out of Hannah’s life. Camilla holds my other hand, and we pretend this is normal.


Hannah


Everyone is here! We have gobs of great veggie food, and tickets to a show downtown. The timing is great, we finish eating and walk right over to the theater. After the movie we head to the park and get lit, big time. Perfect evening until I find out that it’s sponsored by the folks. Fuck them! Why can’t they let me have anything to myself? Now that I’m sixteen, I’m going to have to lay down the law. They will not run my life this year.
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Mom


We settle into a routine. Every morning I knock on her door. Every morning she responds, “Fuck you.” Every evening is a battle over homework, over going out, over money, over everything, anything. Thanksgiving comes, and I sit at the dining room table grasping for gratefulness. We have a spattering of family there, and my two polite, ambitious, and accomplished nephews sit across from me, filling the silence with lively stories. They are so handsome, so well-meaning, so happy that I am envious. Why have they turned out so well? What didn’t I do? Should I have been tougher? Easier? More distant? Less? I can’t even look at my own daughter. I am distraught. I smile at the boys and offer more mashed potatoes.


Hannah


Un-fucking-believable. My Eagle Scout (no, really, they are Eagle Scouts) cousins grace our table and charm the shit out of my mother. I can see the wistfulness in the glances she tries hard not to send my way. Really? She would rather have them?
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Mom


December comes, and it’s tough. As advertising reaches its frenzied, seasonal peak, our situation at home becomes as grim as the Grinch’s world. Hannah’s grades hit an all-time low, but every day she begs to go downtown with her friends. We try to tie her outings to her grades, fishing around for some way to motivate her to work harder at school. The English class is the worst. Hannah hates Austen, and she hates her tyrannical English teacher. She does little or no work in the class in a misplaced attempt to gain power. In return, the teacher does everything in her power to make Hannah uncomfortable. She sits on the edge of Hannah’s desk and tells Hannah gory, detailed stories about butchering (Hannah is a vegetarian), she confronts and embarrasses Hannah in class (did the teacher think this was motivational?), and she stands right at Hannah’s shoulder during in-class essays (did she suspect cheating or was she trying to intimidate?).


I deeply regret not helping Hannah fight the school’s decision when she tried to change classes earlier in the year. I watch, realizing too late that Hannah is not expanding her horizons or learning a valuable lesson about how to get along with people. What she’s learning is that the school administration and her parents are unwilling to help, even when she does things properly. I learn a lesson that year too. Schools are not about children. They are about expediency, and lip service often stands in for sincerity. I learn that for every teacher who is a hero to a child, there is one who is cruel and uncaring and destructive. I berate myself for not choosing a public school, or maybe pledging more generously in the fundraising drive to curry favor with the administration. I sit at the parent association meeting, clenching and unclenching my jaw as they congratulate themselves for being so progressive and student-centered.


Hannah


I hate school, and the way they treat me there. Skipping school seems easier than going to school some days. I never plan ahead, not really. On school mornings I relax in the bathroom with the door locked. I pluck my eyebrows, work on my gauges, and consider my wardrobe choices until Mom and Camilla bang on the door. Then I scream, “I’ll take more time if you don’t leave me the fuck alone!” And I do. By the time I make it to the car, my mom and sister are sitting in stony silence. By the time we get to school, we are late, my sister furious, my mom shaken from her freeway fun. Camilla runs, but I saunter around the corner of the building towards the front door. The saunter is my tool. I know Camilla will be long gone before I ever turn the corner. And usually the front desk person is gone too, off eating her granola or some such shit. That’s when I decide. Is my homework done? What is Dylan doing? Is it a good day to go and be free, be me?


Mom


It sounds pathetic, but I never knew that I shouldn’t trust Hannah. I wonder how many parents have fallen into the same trap. She’s a good kid, has always been a good kid, surly these days and a little mischievous, but she’s just going through regular teen stuff, school stuff, boyfriend stuff, right? I read books about hormones, and about brain development—the loose dendrites in her frontal lobe. Not her fault. Just biology. A beehive head, I call it. Hannah is not amused. She calls me an idiot. She is right, of course. The warning flags are raised and waving. Her hair-trigger temper, bouts of deep depression see-sawing with manic energy, her open contempt for school, the growing clutter in her room, mysterious burn marks on her arms, and her constant need to be out. Red flags? Hell, her behaviors are more like klaxon horns and flashing lights. I am blind, deaf, and dumb.


Hannah


When I skip school, I usually head downtown. It’s amazing there. The Santa Cruz scene is so cool. Everywhere you look, no matter what time, there is this wave of weirdness. Rich west-siders posing as hippies mix it up with street people wearing garbage bags. Protesters share their corners with drug dealers. Make hemp legal! Wanna buy some hemp? Street musicians dot the walk with musical droppings, hoping for what? A few bucks to pay for their rooms at the co-ops? Discovery and fame? And the kids! Bright hair in oranges, blues, and greens. Pierced parts with silver, bone, and gold. Tats on their arms, their necks, and peeking out of their waistbands. And always, the rich smoky scent of weed hanging in the air, swept away when the sea breeze comes through, then creeping back in like fresh-baked bliss.


Mom


I used to love to go downtown. It’s great people watching, and there’s a wonderful farmers’ market there on Wednesdays. Sure, I run into aggressive panhandling from time to time, but as long as you’re there during business hours, it’s pretty safe. It was after Hannah started begging to go there every day, after she jumped out of the car to be there, that I started looking at the streets with new eyes. The weed, the begging, the lewdness on the streets. Hanging out downtown had crept up on us, just the way the rest of Hannah’s behaviors had. “Mom, I’m going to a movie with the girls” turned into “Mom, drop me off at the cookie place, that’s where we’re meeting,” and finally “Mom, I finished my homework at school so I’m just going to walk downtown with everyone; we’re going to get a pizza before the movie.”


Maybe I know something is wrong, and don’t want to see it. When we go along with what Hannah wants, our home is pleasant. When we push for rules and restrictions, it is hell. Screaming, slamming, throwing, breaking, and finally that day in the car, the day when my daughter finally crosses the line and hits me.





Chapter 1


Mom


I watch the ugly bruise form on my upper arm, while I struggle to keep driving on the narrow rural road. Hannah remains poised for battle in the passenger seat, her pale porcelain skin flushed with anger, her lovely, long-fingered hands still clenched into fists. Her pretty cherub’s lips, in a permanent pout these days, part to scream at me, “Fuck you, you fat cunt, eat shit!” Spittle sprays from her mouth to water the bloom of black and blue on my arm. There’s nowhere to pull over, nowhere to run, no way to escape this cage of a car. I’m trapped, just me and this wild creature, and though I look for my sixteen-year-old daughter, I can’t see her at all. Who is this child-woman, and where did she come from? If she’s willing to hit me, what else is she capable of? Will she steal? Will she kill? Am I the mother of a monster?


Hannah


She gets me in the car, and I’m her fucking prisoner, and she thinks she can torture me as much as she wants. She is driving and lecturing me the way she always does when she has me captive. It’s as though all my pissed off feelings roll down from my head into my hand and form a fist, and I hit her. Stupid, right? I almost kill us when I hit her. She swerves into the other lane on our wanky little road out in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere, and I know the look on her face isn’t fear of an accident, it’s fear of me, and that makes me feel good. I watch the bruise form unevenly on her arm, like a map of the terrain we’ve just crossed, and I know that bruise will divide us forever.


Mom


The fact that Hannah was struggling was clear a long time before she ever hit me, before she turned angry, before she started tenth grade and decided that she didn’t want to be anything like the person she was in ninth grade, and way before she became what she called a “therapy kid.”


It seemed that every day of the summer between ninth and tenth grade Hannah was more distracted and less interested in her old activities. She asked me to drop out of our daughter-mother book group (“All bitches,” she said), she tossed out her beautiful carved and gold-leafed gourd projects (“Crap,” she said), and she gave most of her books to Goodwill (“They’re just cluttering up my head,” she said. “I need to think.”)


I place the books in a box carefully, remembering how we read the alphabet book Chicka-Chicka Boom Boom over and over again, Hannah so serious as she traced the brightly colored illustrations with her pudgy fingers, later making awkward paper cutouts to express her own alphabet. I run my hand over the spines of the cheap set of classics we bought her—well-worn volumes of Mark Twain, Louisa May Alcott, and E.B. White. “I want her to be able to really read them,” I told my husband Paul, and she did, the pages dog-eared and the margins full of doodles and notes. Hannah doesn’t want her newest books either, and I tuck Sharon Creech, Barbara King-solver, and David Sedaris into the box, along with her book club books, the school books, the books that she bought with all of the gift cards, the books she found in used book bins, the books that made her laugh and think and, most importantly, connect with me and Paul over all these years. I pack away the laughter, the adventure, and the connection and seal the box.


Hannah


It’s hard starting high school at fourteen. My birthday is in early October, right at the cutoff, so I’m always the youngest person in my class. I’m almost a full year younger than some of the other kids. I guess my parents talked to my kindergarten teacher about waiting, but they thought I was too smart. Then why do I feel so fucking dumb about how to act in high school? Ninth grade was a nightmare. It was a new school, and I didn’t know anyone or anything about the “right” clothes or the “right” books or the “right” movies. I was just wrong. And there were plenty of mean and nasty people who were always looking for the chance to point that out. The only place I felt safe in ninth grade was the art studio, cuz I could hold my own there. Tenth grade is going to be different. I won’t let those cows make me feel bad any more.


Mom


I don’t know how to help Hannah. I don’t want to be one of those helicopter parents. I can see she doesn’t have a lot of friends at her new school, but she loves the art teachers and the beautiful, naturally lit studio space. I’m relieved when she finally makes some friends. She tells me that they are nice, and that she has been going out to lunch with them regularly. She tells me one of them is a writer, and that the other wants to be a doctor. I relax into the driver’s seat as she talks. It had just taken her a little time, that’s all. Everything will be fine now.



Hannah



Tenth grade starts off okay. I meet some cool kids that aren’t part of the mean girl club. I like them, but by the time back-to-school night comes in October, they’re all hooked up and coupled off. They’re still pretty nice to me, inviting me along when they go downtown for lunch and asking me if I want to go to the park after school. I do go downtown with them once in a while, sitting in the backseat alone, or crammed in with another couple. I don’t know where to look sometimes. I feel like some kind of perv, watching them squeeze and tease and do the kissy thing over lunch. It helps when I get a little high with them, cuz then I don’t care as much that they’re at each other, and I’m alone. I like being a little high at school too, because I’ve landed in some crap classes with a bunch of Mean Barbies. After school, my friends rush outside to get rides from their boyfriends. I’m left waiting on the steps, my little sister climbing and snaking through the railing waiting for Mom to come. I don’t understand why she’s late so often. She quit work to be a pudgy, frizzy housewife. How long does it take to clean toilets and cook dinner? It isn’t all bad to wait though, cuz I really don’t like to be seen in Mom’s BMW—a relic from her old life, a pretty phony ride for the person she’s let herself become. Just kill me, I think as I slide into the passenger seat, if I ever let that happen to me.


Mom


I am often late picking up the kids. The drive to school is pretty long, but that isn’t it. I think I slow down, anticipating the bald hatred waiting for me in that parking lot. Hannah is always alone when I get there. I guess she didn’t get into the same tenth grade English class as all her friends, so she doesn’t see them after school. She gets a new teacher who specializes in Jane Austen, and I am filled with dread when I meet her at back-to-school night.


“This year my students will become familiar with the world of Jane Austen.” My heart sinks as I watch the teacher wave her blunt hands over the imposing stack of novels that the teens will be expected to read. Especially when she starts reviewing the scholarly body of work that she herself has written about Ms. Austen. Hannah’s favorite books that summer had been Full Frontal Feminism by Jessica Valenti and Nudity by our mutual favorite, David Sedaris. Given the fact that her friends are studying contemporary literature while she slogs through Austen with a self-proclaimed expert concerns me. Hannah asks me to go to the school office with her to help her transfer into the other English class. I am open to it, but the vice principal says no. “It will be a great lesson for Hannah,” she says. “It will be an opportunity for her to expand her reading.” Finally, she gets to the point, leaning back in her big blue chair and looking down at her desk. “We don’t have seats available in the other class.” I watch Hannah purse her lips and look to me for support, but I look away. Maybe it will lead to new interests. Maybe she’ll meet new people.


Hannah


You’d think that when I finally meet Dylan, my friends would be happy for me. They aren’t. Suddenly they’re, like, relationship experts.


The minute I see Dylan, I decide that he will be my boyfriend. I’m still lost and self-conscious at my school after a whole year, but on his very first day, he strolls down the hall sneering at the Barbies and dropping into his desk like it’s a Barcalounger. I make eye contact with him, and he smiles and moves his long blond bangs out of his eyes to get a better look at me. He is definitely less of a geek than most of the boys at school. He’s a transfer from a military school, my little group of friends whisper, kicked out for having a knife. “I know that sounds bad,” he tells me, leaning against my locker later that day, “but it was a fucking pen knife, and I borrowed it to open up a stuck trunk.” He growls the words as he leans in towards me, and my heart races, and I think for a minute that he’s going to kiss me—my first kiss—but he doesn’t, and I am disappointed. I find out over the next few weeks that he’s pretty pissed about the way he’s been treated. He’s pissed about his Mom’s new husband, he’s pissed about his bio-dad’s indifference, and he’s pissed about the attention his new little sister is receiving. Dylan’s just pissed. All the time. Pretty soon he’s pissed at me all the time too, always expecting me to prove to him that he comes first to me, and I guess he does.


Mom


I first find out about Dylan at 2:00 on a Tuesday morning in September. I wake up to a steady buzzing. Thinking that I’d left my cell phone on vibrate, I jump out of bed and fumble to answer a call that, in my mind, can only mean someone has died or disaster has befallen a family member. But my phone tumbles off my nightstand, silent until it cracks on the hardwood floor. By the time I follow the sound downstairs, the buzzing has been replaced by soft flirtatious murmurs coming from Hannah’s room. “Hannah,” I hiss in my best stage whisper, pushing her door open, “get off the phone.”


“I have to go,” she says into the phone, rolling her eyes towards the heavens. “My mom.”


Hannah


I have no privacy. But I have a boyfriend. Now I just have to figure out how to get some fucking privacy.


Mom


I let myself think that Dylan is the problem. In a way, it’s a relief to have something outside of the family to focus on, to lay blame for Hannah’s increasing surliness. I ask Hannah to invite him over. “He’s welcome here, Hannah.” I smile, trying to salvage our relationship. “I’ll make dinner.”


As it turns out, Hannah doesn’t want anyone to come over. “Please,” she drawls, “middle class, middle politics, middle of the woods.” She rolls her eyes to make sure I understand her deep shame at the bourgeois family we have become. Evidently our conventional lifestyle is hipster death. I bite back my retort as she pulls her $28 watercolor pad off her $175 easel. Is this what Paul and I have worked so hard to achieve? I turn away from Hannah’s disdain, trying to remember her as a little girl, climbing on the tractor Paul rented to work on our big property every weekend, to make a home for us. In my mind’s eye, she is wearing his sweat-darkened hat on her curly head and smiling at him with love. But on teenage Hannah, the fedora has turned into a grungy, gray knit cap, and the smile has turned into a sneer.


Hannah


They want me to “bring my boyfriend to dinner.” Hah! I can hardly stand being with them and their middle-class morals, so why should I torture Dylan? Why should I let them judge him the way they judge me? Why should I let them into my life any more than I have to? Why doesn’t she get it? I don’t want to spend time with her. I try to imagine what we would talk about, sitting at the dining room table over steaming plates of the immigrant slop she cooks. “Dylan,” she would no doubt say, “tell us about yourself.”


Then Dylan, in my imaginary discourse, answers politely. “Oh yes, Mrs. Burrowes, I enjoy music and movies and blow jobs, especially when I’m high as a kite.” No, I think I’ll just keep Dylan to myself.


Mom


Finally, something Hannah and I can enjoy together. It’s October, and that means Open Studio time in Santa Cruz, when many of the artists who live in town throw open their doors to visitors. As an “Arts Intensive” student at her high school, Hannah is required to visit studios, to sketch and interview artists. I am looking forward to the day. Art is the place where Hannah and I come together. I love art; it feeds and calms me. Hannah, well, she’s special. Ever since she was a toddler, she has expressed herself through her art. I walked around for years with her sketchbook and pencils in my bag, and it seems as though every family picture includes our little Hannah stained with markers or spattered with paint. I first noticed her unique viewpoint in kindergarten, when the teacher tugged me over to the bulletin board. There, twenty-three children’s drawings of an alligator adorned the wall. One child, our daughter, had rendered only the gaping mouth, teeth, and tongue at the forefront. “Cuz that’s the part I’m scared of, Mommy,” Hannah had explained. By third grade, the school asked us to find a private art teacher for her because she had “outgrown” their program, and so we did. I have loved watching her work through the years, her focus complete, her mouth moving as though chewing on all of the possibilities. Even now, I can get close to her without rebuff when she’s working, as everything falls away for her except her art. Her long, pale fingers wrap around the brush as though it’s an extension of her right hand, her left hand a troupe of brightly colored fingers that periodically have to dance on the canvas, making contact with the emerging image.


Hannah


Open studios are really interesting. As usual, there’s a bunch of crap, but there are also some pretty cool pieces. I look at them and wonder if the artists were high when they made them. I know that my art is a lot better when I’m high. Dylan is helping me experiment with a bunch of different shit to see what kind of buzz works best.



Mom



The studio tours are great, and we end up going to more than the required three. Our last stop is Bruce Telopa, our favorite local artist. I wander around the garage studio, admiring his work while Hannah sketches for her homework assignment. It is lovely and peaceful, but only for a moment. On the way home, an angry fight flares. I am confused, not understanding how it snuck up on us—I didn’t see it coming, not at all, and I don’t know what we’re fighting about. Suddenly at a stoplight, the car door opens, and Hannah jumps out, disappearing into the small but busy downtown area of Santa Cruz, a haven of oddness that masquerades as hip. Her homework assignment will remain unfinished, joining the heap of her paintings—half worked and abandoned in a graveyard of canvas in her room.


Hannah


Ha! Somehow I make it through the morning with Mother-person. I slip out of the car when we get close to downtown. I know Dylan is down here, and my girls too. I know where they hang. I should be able to find them with no trouble.
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