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To those

who trudge the road to happy destiny,

so they don’t have

to drown in a sea of despair.



PROLOGUE


I still can’t figure it out. How the therapist persuaded me to stay in rehab. Maybe it was her smile or the way she motioned for me to sit down, or perhaps it was the way she put her hand on my shoulder when she introduced me to the group. Most likely it happened when I saw her wipe a tear from her cheek after I lied to the group about my black eyes and broken nose.

I sat and listened to the others talk about the trouble they were in, the kinds of drugs they used, what they drank, and how they liked to party because I felt I owed her something for making her cry. I also felt like she wanted me to talk, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t like them. I didn’t drink or take pills so I could party all night. I used alcohol and drugs to help me feel okay, to calm me down, to shut off the voice in my head that told me I was nothing. That’s what drugs and alcohol did for me. But I wasn’t about to tell that to them.

I was going to get up and run when I heard one of the guys say, “Hey Teach, how many sad shit stories am I supposed to tell you before you sign my court paper and let me out of here?”

“As many as you got,” she replied. “And if you’re thinking some judge is the reason you’re here, you’re dead wrong. Drugs and booze are why you’re here, why you’re all here, and I happen to know a lot about both. I also know things will run a lot smoother if you understand your treatment plan doesn’t include me hearing about your favorite color, your astrological sign, or the TV shows you like to watch. What I want you to talk about are your secrets. How about we start with the three that got you here? Everyone has at least three.”

Only three things? I thought to myself. I have way more than three.

I’d never heard a woman talk like her, and I’d never considered that just three things could be responsible for all the trouble I was in. She was scary, but kind of nice. And I was curious. So I stayed.



CHAPTER 1
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I know a lot about trouble. Mostly about causing it and not much about staying out of it. It all started when I was seven and began taking things. At first it was just money and candy, but as I got older, and better at stealing, I began to take things just for the sake of taking things. I tried to be careful about what I took and who I took it from, and I hardly ever got caught. But every once in a while I made a mistake and took something that caused a problem. Like the time I took my brother Robbie’s backpack from the players’ bench and he had to walk home in the rain from baseball practice because the bus driver wouldn’t let him ride without paying. A few days later he came down with a bad cold and almost died from an asthma attack. I wasn’t there to witness the attack, but I heard about it for years. Mom got all choked up every time she told the story of how Robbie was suffocating right in front of her, and she couldn’t find his inhaler because some school bully had stolen his backpack. She never knew it was me who took it. Because after I got the money out I threw the backpack in a dumpster.

I didn’t mean for Robbie to get sick; I just wanted to buy a cherry Slurpee on the way home from school, and I didn’t have any money. Robbie always had money because Dad gave him some almost every day. Dad never gave me money, said a little kid didn’t need any, and the one time I got mad about it and told him it was unfair he said, “Men need to have a bit of money on them in case they get a chance to buy a girl a drink.”

I thought that was a stupid answer and asked Robbie if he would share his money with me, but he just laughed and said, “You heard what Dad said.” I decided from then on to help myself. At first it felt wrong, but once I got started it was hard to stop, and pretty soon I was taking money from Dad’s wallet or Robbie’s gym bag at least once a week. After a while I began to feel good about it. Mainly because it was unfair that Robbie got money and I didn’t. Not only that, I hated that he didn’t have any chores except mowing the lawn on Saturdays and sometimes helping Mom in the garden. I seemed to have lots of chores, including washing the breakfast dishes, emptying the dishwasher, and starting loads of laundry—all of which had to be done before I left for school. Once, after I read The Adventures of Pippi Longstocking, I made a nametag for myself that said “House Slave” and wore it until Dad noticed and made me take it off. “You’re about as far away from being a ‘house slave’ as you are from being a ‘house genius,’” he said.

We all knew the only “genius” in our family was Robbie. Not only was he smart, he also, as he got older, got better looking and popular. He became a goody-goody, the type of person who could do everything really well. He dressed well, spoke well, wrote well, and looked better than most people. I used to wonder how he got that way and if it would happen to me too.

When I was about five I loved him more than I loved anyone else, and I think he loved me too. Even though he was eight years older than me, he was my best friend. He took care of me and taught me how to do things like make toast, tie my shoelaces, tell time, ride a bike, and hit a tennis ball. He even cut the manufacturer tags out of my shirts and pants because they scratched me. I didn’t just like him; I wanted to be him. I used to sit at the bottom of our front porch stairs and wait for him to get home from school to play catch, or to make macaroni and cheese and watch TV with me. When I was finally old enough to go to school, Robbie walked me to Bradford Elementary every day. It was about four blocks out of his way to his junior high, and sometimes his friends would walk behind us and tease him about being my babysitter, but he didn’t seem to care. He wanted to make sure I got to school okay. And I know Mom appreciated it because I’d heard her tell people how helpful he was. I thought Robbie and I would live together forever, and he often told me he’d never leave me alone with Dem.

Dem was the code word we used for our parents when they were fighting, or if one of us could see Dad had been drinking. We’d warn each other with a quick Dem to let the other one know to stay away. The way Robbie said Dem was funny. It sounded like he had a mouthful of mud, and it always made me laugh. Just as funny were the times he’d write it out after he huffed on a cold glass window or used his food to spell Dem on his dinner plate.
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I had a great time hanging out with Robbie, and I got to do lots of stuff I wasn’t supposed to. Mostly things like climbing trees or shooting BB guns at the neighbor’s fence. And if I was with Robbie no one ever said a word to me about going into a PG-13 movie. I even got to see Poltergeist when I was six because Robbie’s friend worked at the theater and let me in for free. Afterward, Robbie swore he’d never take me to another movie because I insisted on sleeping in a chair next to his bed for almost a week. That’s how long it took until the little girl with long white hair stopped appearing in my head every time I closed my eyes.

Besides being a great brother, Robbie was especially good at baseball, probably because he was tall and thin and could run super fast. I liked to watch him play from the backstop area, just behind the umpire and catcher, because it was a good distance from Dad. Dad always stood on the left field sideline because he said the umpire, coach, and players could hear him best from there. I hated it when Robbie’s friends, or their parents, would look over at Mom or me when Dad was yelling at someone. It made me feel bad and sometimes Mom and I would leave because we were embarrassed.

If Robbie had had his way, Dad would never have been allowed to attend any of his games. Dad thought the coach was a “moron” and that the umpire “didn’t know shit about shit,” and one time he called Robbie’s coach a “fucking pussy” and got into a fight with the umpire, who’d stopped the game and walked over to Dad.

“You’re gonna have to shape up or leave,” he said.

Dad grabbed him by the neck and pushed him to the ground. He was just about to kick him when Robbie’s coach ran over and told Dad to back off. Dad said a few nasty things about the umpire’s wife, and then told Mom and me to follow him to the car. I was happy we were leaving, but instead of getting in the car, Dad got a hunting knife out of the trunk and slashed the coach’s tires. He mumbled something about “showing him” as he got into the driver’s seat, and I heard Mom say, “I don’t understand why you have to ruin things for everyone.”

I didn’t see him slap her, I only heard it and then heard Mom scream. I wanted to get out of the car and run away, but I couldn’t make myself open the car door, so I slid down onto the floor and covered my head with my sweatshirt.
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I figured out real early that it was best to stay out of Dad’s way, especially if he was mad at me. I also figured out I’d have to get real good at playing baseball if I wanted to keep hanging out with Robbie, because other than school, that’s the only thing he liked to do. So I got good at pitching—so good that Robbie let me play on his team once. I was happy about it, but the other kids weren’t, and they complained I was too little and not a boy. I thought they might change their minds if I got perfect at pitching, so I kept practicing and going to their games until they let me be a batboy and help some of the guys warm up before games. With my baseball skills and short hair, a lot of people thought I was a boy. A couple of times, when Robbie’s team was short a player and didn’t want to forfeit a game, they let me take right field, but only after I’d put on a baseball cap and one of their team shirts.

I must have been about eight when an official-looking guy took Robbie aside after a game and told him that girls can’t play baseball. On the walk home, Robbie told me I couldn’t play or practice with them anymore. I’d have to join a girls’ softball team—a bunch of crybabies who complained about everything and got hurt a lot. I joined the Shopgood Lassies softball team because Robbie said I should, and even though most of the girls on the team weren’t very good players, we took first place in our division anyway. I pitched a couple of no-hitters my first year thanks to Robbie coming along and cheering me on. He even gave me his old baseball glove at the end of the season.

[image: Images]

The year Robbie started his junior year in high school something weird happened, and things changed between us after that.

I’d gotten out of school early one day and run all the way home to see my cat, Rascal, who was pregnant and had been meowing in a strange way the night before. I was worried about going to school and leaving her alone, even though Mom said she’d be okay. That morning I’d helped Mom make a bed for Rascal out of a cardboard box and old towels. We put the box in my closet because Mom thought she’d be more comfortable there, and she wasn’t too happy about the thought of Rascal giving birth on my bed. I was late leaving for school because Rascal wasn’t interested in the box, and I had to get her out from under my bed three times before she finally stayed in the closet.

When I got to my room after school that day I opened the closet hoping to see Rascal, but she wasn’t there. I looked under my bed to find her with five little black-and-white kittens all snuggled into her belly. They were the cutest things I’d ever seen. Rascal looked tired. She was lying on her side, and when she saw me she licked the kitten closest to her and then meowed a couple of times, as if to tell me how happy she was.

I was so excited about the kittens I could hardly keep my hands off of them. I wanted to tell someone the good news, so I went to the kitchen and called Mom at work, but the receptionist said she was with a customer and couldn’t come to the phone. Then I noticed Robbie’s coat and book bag on the dining room table, so I headed down to the basement to his room.

Robbie’s door was slightly open—enough for me to see that something unusual was going on. And the closer I looked, the more I could see that something bad was happening to Robbie.

Robbie was being murdered by a guy who was straddled over him, pushing something into his behind. I could tell from the strange sounds Robbie was making that it was bad, like the noises I imagined someone would make on their way to being dead. I ran back to the kitchen and dialed 911. I told the operator my brother was being murdered and that she should send the cops right away. Then I went to my bedroom and crawled under the bed next to Rascal and the kittens and waited for the police.

By the time they arrived, Robbie and the guy were in the kitchen eating toast and drinking chocolate milk. I realized right away that whatever had happened between them must not have been the horrible thing I thought it was, because they were joking around and laughing.

When the doorbell rang, I sprinted from the kitchen to the front door and told the policeman I’d made a mistake, that nothing bad had happened and that he should go away. I was whispering and holding the door slightly ajar so Robbie wouldn’t hear what was going on, but he came to the door anyway, asking the policeman why he was at our house. Both the policeman and Robbie looked at me and I felt I had no choice but to explain what I’d seen and why I called. When I got to the part about seeing a naked, sweaty guy on top of Robbie, he interrupted me and told the policeman I was imagining things and what I’d seen was a couple of guys practicing wrestling moves. I mentioned, under my breath, something about the other guy sticking something up his butt and Robbie yelled out, “She’s a retard, a fucking retard! She wouldn’t know a slick wrestling move if it hit her on the head!” The policeman must have believed Robbie, because he left without further questions.

After the cop car drove off Robbie chased me all the way to my bedroom, shouting that I was about to regret the day I was born. I scrambled to get under my bed, but he was close behind. That’s when he noticed Rascal and her kittens. Robbie pulled me out by my feet and then reached over to Rascal. I thought he was going to pet her but instead he picked up one of her kittens, stood up, and started walking real fast down the hallway. Before I knew it, he was in the bathroom and I arrived just in time to see him drop the kitten into the toilet bowl and flush. When I started hitting him and screaming he turned around and squeezed my chin so hard I thought he would crush my mouth.

“If you ever mention a word to anyone about what you think you saw, I’ll flush all the kittens down the toilet.”

He had a crazy look on his face, the same face Dad got when he was pissed off, and I was scared. I couldn’t believe Robbie had turned into a monster. I was worried he’d kill the rest of the kittens, so I got a sleeping bag out of the hall closet and put it under the bed next to Rascal, planning to stay there until I was sure Robbie was done killing kittens. While I was in the closet, I helped myself to a few other things: a flashlight, a canteen, and a big hunting knife. I told Mom I wanted to sleep with Rascal and the kittens; I didn’t say anything about the hunting knife I’d hidden under my pillow or that Robbie had turned into a crazed killer. Mom said it was okay, but I shouldn’t play with the kittens or bother Rascal too much.
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The next morning, on my way to the kitchen I heard Robbie say, “Hey Dad, yesterday I saw Randall in the park smoking.”

I yelled out, “That’s a big fat lie, you were the one smoking.”

Dad called me over to the table and asked me about it. I told him Robbie was the smoker, not me. He made me hand him my school bag. On the outside pocket, he found a half-empty pack of Marlboro Lights and a pink Bic lighter. He looked at me and said in a low, quiet voice, “You’re nothing.”

“Robbie put those in there, I swear to God,” I screamed.

“Should I bother looking through the rest of your bag?” he replied.

I didn’t know what to say so I said, “I don’t care.”

I watched Dad unbuckle the inside pocket, reach in, and pull out a ribbon with his purple-heart medal attached to the end, the one he got for helping soldiers in Vietnam. He held it up and read out loud a word Robbie had obviously written on the ribbon with a black felt marker: “yellow.”

Dad’s face turned red and purple at the same time and I thought veins in his neck were going to explode. I moved slowly backward until I was sitting on the living room couch. I looked over at Robbie and saw him smirk. I looked at Mom and she motioned for me to leave the room. I got up and ran to my bedroom, climbed under the bed, and moved to the very end, by the wall.

I waited until I heard Dad’s car leave before I went out to the kitchen to talk to Mom. She said she found it hard to believe I would have cigarettes and even harder to believe I would take Dad’s Purple Heart. “Maybe you forgot you put them in there? You do that kind of thing sometimes. Besides, I can’t believe Robbie would do something like this.”

I shook my head side to side until she told me to sit down and eat some breakfast.

A few minutes later, as I headed to the front door, I heard her say, “Do you know what the word ‘yellow’ means?”

“Sure I do, it’s a color—like a lemon or a banana.”

“Actually it can mean ‘cowardly’ too. I’ll have a word with Robbie about all this tonight,” she said.

Robbie spent the next year threatening to have a few of his friends beat me up if I ever said a word to anyone about what had happened in his bedroom. He also spent a lot of time in his room with the guy who ran the bowling alley, but only on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, when Mom worked late. That guy was spooky, and I didn’t like him. I wondered why Robbie wanted a friend so much older. After a few weeks, though, I got used to the guy coming over and hearing them grunt and moan.

After Mom came home early from work one day and saw Robbie walk from the kitchen to the bathroom with hardly any clothes on, I began to offer my lookout services to Robbie in exchange for five dollars each time. I promised to knock three times on his bedroom door if our parents called or came home. I made a bunch of money that year, more than sixty dollars.

That was also the year I met my half-sister, Tammy, and the year Dad went to jail for trying to kill his brother Bill.



CHAPTER 2
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I don’t know if my Dad really meant to kill his own brother, but it sure looked like it. It happened when I was eight, on one of the days between Christmas and New Years in 1983. I’d spent most of the morning helping Dad clean up his car garage and putting screws and bolts in the colored glass storage jars Mom bought him for Christmas. He wanted the place to be spic-and-span.

“I’ve invited some of my family over for dinner and I don’t want them to think we live in a dump, so make sure you sweep the driveway and the porch,” he told me when I was helping him carry his shopping from his truck to the garage bar: four bottles of Canadian Club, two bottles of Beefeater Gin, and a six-pack of tonic water. We had two garages: a two-car garage connected to our house, and a much bigger garage, big enough to fit six of Dad’s classic cars inside, behind our house.

I mopped his big garage floor and swept the driveway and sidewalk like he asked me to, all the while trying to remember what I’d heard from Aunt Flo about their family.

Aunt Flo was Dad’s twin. She and Uncle Hank lived in a big cottage house about a mile from us. It was a lot more fun being at their house than mine and they didn’t seem to mind having me stay, so I did, every chance I got. Aunt Flo was always busy with her garden and Uncle Hank was always busy talking to his friends and neighbors. I liked to listen to him talk. He sounded a little like Latka on the TV show Taxi.

I often heard Uncle Hank and Aunt Flo talk about their families, so I knew that my Dad went to a Catholic high school, that Aunt Flo once considered becoming a nun, and that their mother was Irish and very sweet and their father was Dutch and Scottish and didn’t like kids. I also knew they’d grown up on a cattle farm just outside of San Bernardino and that Dad had joined the Marines when he was eighteen to get away from his father.

I was excited about meeting Dad’s other sisters, my aunts, and wondered if they’d be anything like Aunt Flo. I think Mom was excited about them coming over as well because she got up really early and cleaned every room before she started making dinner.

Dad didn’t seem happy about the dinner or about seeing his sisters or brother. He was grumpy and asked me to make him a drink at about 3 p.m., just after I finished cleaning the dirty shot glasses he’d left on his garage workbench. I mixed his whiskey and water “kind of weak,” the way Mom always told me to.

“This isn’t a drink, it’s water,” Dad said. “Leave the bottle on the bench and go get changed into one of those dresses your mom is always buying for you. My sisters are snobs and you need to look presentable. And keep your fingers out of your mouth—got it?”

I went to my room to put on my new red velour jumper, and to put Band-Aids on the all the fingers I’d bitten that morning.

Four of my six aunts arrived in the same car at 5.30 p.m., and Dad started yelling at them before they even got into the house. He thought they’d parked too close to our garage door and he wanted them to move. He was also pissed off about the little poodle they’d brought along.

“Why can’t you leave that mutt at home, Gert? It doesn’t need to go every goddamn place you do,” he growled at Gert who’d driven and who had a beehive hairdo that was so high she had to hold it in place as she got out of the car.

Since it was their first time at our house and they didn’t know Dad’s rules about parking, I told the tallest one I could move the car for them. They all looked at me, and one of them asked if I knew how to drive. That’s when Dad yelled out, “Damn right she knows how to drive! She can hit a baseball out of the park, too.”

They each took my hand and introduced themselves as they got out of the car and headed toward our front door. It was easy for me to remember Gert (the one with the beehive and the little black poodle) and Violet (the shortest one), but I got Ivy and Angelis mixed up. “ Don’t worry, I have a hard time remembering all of our names myself,” Ivy laughed as she squeezed my hand.

I moved their car a few feet back and then went into the house to help Mom. “It’s weird how much they all look alike. I can see Aunt Flo in each of them, but not much of Dad,” I told Mom.

“Wait until your Uncle Bill gets here, he’s the spitting image of your Dad,” she said.
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The sisters were all tall, thin redheads. They walked the same way, they all spoke alike, with a low tone that was familiar to me, and they had a unique cackle-laugh that I sometimes heard in myself. They were all beautiful, but none of them was as glamorous as Aunt Flo.

I was happy to meet them, and I made them all a Harvey Wallbanger before I left them in the dining room with Dad to go help Mom in the kitchen. I was mashing potatoes when Dad came in and poured himself a tall glass of whiskey.

“That asshole brother of mine is late as usual. Let’s not wait for him. They’re all hungry and I’d like to get this over with as soon as possible.”

“You shouldn’t drink like that today,” Mom said to him.

“Don’t tell me what I shouldn’t do,” he sniped.

My aunts said all kinds of nice things when Mom and I brought the fried chicken and mashed potatoes to the table, but no one said anything while they ate, which made me wonder if they’d noticed the gravy was burnt. We were almost finished eating when Dad said, “Listen up, I’ve waited long enough for my share of Mom and Dad’s house. I’ve got a son signed up for Cal State and it’s expensive. Don’t you think it’s time for Gert and Rose to move out and get their own place so we can settle up?”

Gert put her fork down and made a big huff sound before she called him a greedy, selfish crackpot. “If I’d known you were inviting me over here to bully me into moving out of my home, I wouldn’t have come,” she said.

“It’s not your home. Mom and Dad left the house to all of us. Why do you need to live in such a big place anyway? Christ, if we sell it, you’ll get enough money to buy a nice condo that doesn’t need all the maintenance of Mom and Dad’s house,” Dad replied.

“It’s not about the money. Mom wanted Rose to stay at home for as long as she could and you know it,” Gert said.

“Jesus Christ . . . Mom’s been dead for ten years!” Dad yelled.

“You’re still as mean as ever,” Gert snapped.

I could hear their youngest sister, Violet, crying—we all could—but they didn’t seem fazed by it, didn’t even offer her a tissue, and I was too scared to do anything, so I just kept my head down and picked at the Band-Aid I’d put on my left thumbnail earlier.

I was grateful when Mom walked into the dining room a few minutes later with a large bread pudding in her hands and broke up the argument. “Let’s not talk about this right now. I’ve made your mom’s bread pudding, and my little helper here”— she winked at me—“made a nice vanilla custard.”

We ate dessert in silence, and when Uncle Bill arrived, just after we’d finished, Dad went outside to meet him. That’s when things got loud. I heard Dad’s truck start up, so I went outside to see what was going on, and it looked to me like Dad was trying to run over Uncle Bill as he was running back down the street to his car. It also looked like Genie, the secretary of Dad’s car club, was sitting in the front seat of Uncle Bill’s car.

Dad missed Bill, but not by much, and the truck kept going and didn’t stop until it hit the house across the street. It smashed the Kendricks’ living room window and only came to a stop when the top of their porch fell down onto the hood of the Dad’s truck.

I watched Dad try to reverse the truck, but it wouldn’t move. The wheels just spun and smoked, and pieces of grassy lawn flew everywhere. Mr. Kendrick came out of his house with a baseball bat. He knocked out Dad’s front and back lights, smashed what was left of the windshield, and dented the hood and the doors, all the while screaming at Dad, “I’m gonna knock your fucking block off!”

My aunts stood on our driveway with my mom, Robbie, and me, all of us watching. And I’m pretty sure the entire neighborhood, including my friends the twins and their parents, were out on the street watching as well.

“Oh shit!” I heard Mom say really loud at the very same moment I heard the sirens. One fire truck and two cop cars arrived in the next minute and parked right in the middle of the street, blocking our view of Dad’s truck and the Kendricks’ porch. We all walked down the sidewalk until we were almost to Uncle Bill’s parked car. That’s when I noticed how much Uncle Bill looked like my Dad, but with hair. It’s also when Mom noticed Genie in the front seat next to Uncle Bill, watching the action in the Kendricks’ front yard.

“Of course. It’s all about her!” Mom screamed as she turned and ran into the house.

The cops spent a while trying to convince Dad to unlock his door. “Sir, you need to unlock the door now,” I heard one of them yell out.

After a few minutes of waiting, the cop signaled a fireman over to Dad’s truck, and I was more scared than ever as I watched him break the door lock with an axe and pull Dad out of his truck.

They pulled his arms back, handcuffed him, and pushed him into the backseat of their squad car. One of the firemen had to hold Mr. Kendrick back because he took a swing at Dad when the cops were handcuffing him and almost hit him. I wished he hadn’t missed; I really wanted Dad to get clobbered, just once, real hard.

Robbie took off with one of his friends who’d arrived in time to see Dad get arrested, and everyone else (except the Kendricks and the firemen) went back to their homes or cars, except for Uncle Bill. He got out of his car and came into the house to tell Mom he was going to press charges. I was at the door when he arrived on the porch.

“Where’s your mom? I want to talk to her,” he said.

“I’ll see if she wants to talk,” I replied as I turned around to see if she was in the kitchen.

“Why’d you bring her to my house? You know better,” Mom yelled out from the kitchen.

Uncle Bill walked into the kitchen, so I leaned against the sink and pretended I was getting a glass of water.

“We’re getting married,” Bill said.

“Ha! Give me a break. She’s not going to marry you. She’s just using you—and I wouldn’t have minded one little bit if you’d both been run over,” Mom replied.

From my place in the hallway I could see my uncle smirk and then I heard him say, “You know, Susan, you’ve always been dumb as dirt.”

Mom fired back, “Dumb enough to know a Nothing when I’m looking at it.”

He turned to walk out the door, and she threw her beer bottle at him, hitting him on his left shoulder. I thought Uncle Bill was going to turn around and clobber Mom, but he kept walking. He didn’t even slam the door on his way out.

I brought Mom another beer like she asked me to. She drank most of it in one go. “I just don’t know what to do anymore,” she cried out.

I was scared, so I called Olive, Mom’s best friend since junior high school, and told her about Dad and asked if she could come over.

“I can’t come over right now, honey, but hand the phone to your mom and go find her bottle of Xanax, probably in her bedroom or in her purse,” she said.

I gave the phone to Mom and then sprinted down the hallway to get her medication. After Mom had finished talking to Olive, she looked at me with sad eyes and said, “I’m sorry about today,” then swallowed two Xanax. I sat next to Mom on the couch while she dozed off, all the while thinking about Uncle Bill and Genie and wondering why Genie hadn’t told me she was going to marry my uncle. It had only been about a week since I’d helped her with the decorations at the annual Classic Car Club Christmas party, the same party where I saw Dad kiss her under a piece of mistletoe. I thought about calling Aunt Flo to ask her about Genie, but I was afraid I’d wake up Mom.



CHAPTER 3
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In my opinion, if my dad had just been a bit nicer, everything would have been perfect. But he didn’t have much niceness about him. I used to think it was because of his age. He was forty-five when I was born on June 1, 1975, and I don’t think he really wanted me. Robbie was born just after my parents got married in 1967, and it was pretty obvious they wanted him, because his baby pictures were all over the house.

Dad worked for a big company as a salesman and traveled a lot, sometimes for a week or two. If he wasn’t at work, at a car auction, or at one of his club shows, he was in his big garage restoring one of his cars. I was allowed to be in the garage, but only if I kept myself busy and didn’t ask him “stupid” questions. He said I specialized in asking stupid questions, so I’d do my best to keep my mouth from moving and stay out of his way unless he needed me to hold something or hand him a tool.

I became a really good helper. I was especially good at polishing hubcaps, oiling tires, and cleaning leather car seats with toothpaste and old T-shirts, just the way Dad’s friend Mike from the car club showed me. I also swept the floor, kept both of the garage fridges stocked with beer, and taught myself how to siphon gas from one gas tank to another with a garden hose Dad had cut up for just this purpose. Although it took me a few months to get it right, and I got myself drenched a few times, I didn’t mind because I loved the smell of gasoline. Sometimes, when I thought I could get away with it, I’d put a little bit on a rag and take it to bed with me.

Dad’s garage had several workbenches, two old leather recliner chairs, a mechanic’s pit, two beer fridges, and a bar with every type of whiskey in the world, as he used to tell everyone. His friend Mike gave him an old jukebox and helped wire its speakers into the ceiling of the garage. It only had fifty songs on it, and they were mostly Glen Campbell tunes, but Dad always let me choose which one to play. We both knew the words to every song, and it was fun to sing along with Dad while he sang along with Glen. I told Dad he had a much better voice than Glen Campbell and he agreed, but he said Glen was one hell of a bagpipe player, and his guitar playing wasn’t bad either, “and that’s why Mr. Campbell is so famous.”

Restoring cars and country music weren’t the only things Dad liked; he also liked “Bourbon, Cigs, and Big Tits.” I know this because it was written out on a blackboard sign hanging on the only wall of his big garage not decorated with Playboy centerfolds. He had every one from the years 1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, and 1978, and a few from the olden days, 1967 and 1968. I knew all “his girls” pretty well and I liked the dark ones best, the ones with the rounder boobs. It seemed to me they had friendlier smiles, nicer than the cute little smiles of the blondes or the smirky grins of the redheads. Dad liked his blondes the best, and the bigger the boobs the more he liked them. “No use having great tits and hiding them under clothes,” he told me one day when I was about eight and Mrs. Benson had just driven her 1972 red Chevelle up to the open doors of Dad’s big garage to get see if he would check her oil before she drove to San Francisco to visit her sister. It was the first time she’d ever seen the inside of the garage, and when she saw Dad’s collection of centerfolds all over the walls her mouth dropped open. She put her hands on her hips and in a real scary voice said, “What the hell is all of this? Are you crazy?”

“Those are Dad’s posters, not mine,” I said, really fast and really loud.

Dad just laughed and took a long drag of his cigarette. After he put some oil in her car, he said, “When you wanna get rid of this thing let me know. I’ll give you a decent price.”

“When you wanna get rid of those disgusting pictures on your walls let me know. I’ll do a decent job,” she replied.

“They’re just boobs. We all got ’em.” He grinned as she pulled away.

He told me after she left that I should pay more attention to what I ate and get lots of exercise because it might help me develop a “decent rack.”

“A good set is the ticket into the Playboy mansion, and even if you don’t become a centerfold bunny, I hear the tips at the club are pretty good,” he said.
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I found out that I had a half-sister, Tammy, by accident when I was in third grade. She was Dad’s daughter from his first marriage, and she was twenty-three when I was born. I met her when our teacher, Mrs. Hodge, left to have a baby, and she substituted for our class. The first day back at school, after Christmas break, we all had a bag of jellybeans on our desks and a little note explaining that our teacher’s baby had come and she wouldn’t be back the rest of the school year. When the substitute teacher wrote her name on the blackboard I thought it was interesting that we had the same last name. On my way out to recess I stopped by her desk.

“My last name is Grange,” I said.

She smiled at me and said, “Is your dad’s name Randall too?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Well, Randall, we’re half-sisters. It’s nice to finally meet you.” She smiled big as she put her hand out to shake mine.

I thought she might be teasing me, but I shook her hand anyway and smiled right back at her. I stared at her the rest of the day, and the more I did the more I saw how much she looked like Dad—and when she laughed while reading a page from Charlotte’s Web, she sounded just like him.

When I got home from school that day, I asked Robbie if he knew anything about Dad having other children, “Yeah, I think I heard something about Dad being married before he met Mom and having a kid. I don’t know for sure, though. You should ask Mrs. Benson, ’cause she’s the one who told me,” Robbie said.

“Why would she know about Dad having another wife?” I asked.

“I was mowing her lawn one day a couple of years ago when she came home with some lady who she introduced as Mrs. Grange. Then she said something about me meeting my half-sister someday.”

Mrs. Benson lived right behind us in an old house that Dad called a “fucking dump.” It had lots of overgrown trees and bushes, and the front porch was stacked high with old furniture and appliances, but Mrs. Benson didn’t care. She didn’t like my dad, either, but she did like me and I could always count on her to tell me the truth about things. I headed to her house to speak with her about Tammy, but no one answered the door.

I couldn’t wait for Mrs. Benson to get home to get more information, so I called my Uncle Hank and Aunt Flo. When Uncle Hank answered I blurted out really quick, “Do you know if my dad had another baby before Robbie, because my substitute teacher says we might be half-sisters.”

“Oh, my. You’ve met Tammy, have you? I’d better put Flo on the line, honey,” he said.

I asked Aunt Flo the same thing, and she hesitated for a few seconds before she said, “Yes, she’s your sister. Well, half-sister, but I’d better not say anything else. Your dad wouldn’t appreciate it. You know how he is.”

She also said I should keep Tammy a secret. “There’s no reason for you to tell anyone about her, especially your dad. He’s probably not in a very good mood after going to jail and I just don’t think he needs to know.” I promised I wouldn’t mention her to Mom or Dad, but it was going to be pretty hard since Tammy was going to be my new teacher until the end of the school year. And I didn’t for a long time, but I did look through a photo album that Dad kept on a shelf in his big garage to see if I could find a photo of Tammy. There weren’t any. The album was full of car photos, plus a few from Vietnam and one of Dad at the beach holding hands with Uncle Bill’s fiancée, Genie.

After I put Dad’s photo album away, I went to my room and wrote a few things in my poem diary. Nice things about Tammy, because I knew I couldn’t mention her to anyone and I needed to tell someone how happy I was about having a sister.

I wondered if there were other sisters or brothers of mine somewhere, and I thought about my parents and how they never talked about their parents or siblings. I asked my dad about it once, on the drive home from a car event. “My parents are dead and the rest are pretty useless,” he told me. “If you want to know about Mom’s you’ll have to ask her because I can’t remember their names. Now stop talking.”
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A few weeks after Tammy started as my third grade teacher, I told Mom I’d gotten an A on my math and history test, and while I was at it, I told her about my teacher-sister. I told her everything I knew, including what she looked like and how she had a nose like Dad’s and a little snaggletooth like mine.

“How do you know for sure that she’s your sister?” Mom asked in a very quiet voice.

“Aunt Flo said it was true.”

Mom pinched her lips together. “I wish she’d mind her own business.”

“I made her tell me, Mom, she didn’t want to,” I replied.

“Well, I’m happy that the cat’s finally out of the bag on this one, and I’m glad she’s nice to you, but let’s not tell your dad.”

Mom was much better at keeping secrets than I was. She had lots of them, including things about her family that she rarely told anyone. What I knew about her family I learned from eavesdropping on her phone calls with Olive. Mom often called her at night after a few glasses of Ernest and Julio, and that’s how I knew Mom’s parents lived in San Diego, that her younger sister, Evelyn, was married to a preacher, had four girls, and lived in Utah, and that her brother, Tony, taught high school in Boston and had three boys.

Mom could talk to Olive for hours, and I often hung out in the kitchen pretending to do my homework so I could hear what she was saying. Sometimes she talked about work or her family, but mostly she complained about Dad and how she hated his car club buddies and the amount of time he spent in his garage building cars. And once I overheard her tell Olive she thought Aunt Flo was a royal bitch. “I just don’t get why he doesn’t talk to anyone in his family except for her. Sure, they’re twins, but have you ever noticed how he’ll argue with me until the cows come home, but not Flo—whatever she says goes.”

That was the truth. Dad never fought with Aunt Flo, and he just about went crazy when he found out that his other sisters who came to dinner at our house had also gone to the police station with Uncle Bill the next day to make official statements about Dad trying to run him over. Dad spent days on the phone yelling at them.

Aunt Flo was pretty mad about what had happened too, but she didn’t go to the police to complain. In fact, she helped Dad by sending Uncle Hank down to the jail to bail him out because Mom didn’t have enough money. A few days later, a letter arrived at our house, from Aunt Flo and addressed to Dad. I didn’t read it, but I was in the kitchen when he did, and it must have said something bad about his drinking because after he squished up her letter and threw it in the trash he took all the booze out of the house and his garage and poured it down the laundry room sink. I think he drank more that day than he poured out, though, and Mom and I had to clean up his mess after his tirade was over.
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I was proud of myself for keeping Tammy a secret for so long. For five months I didn’t tell anyone about my sister except for Mom, Uncle Hank, Aunt Flo, Mrs. Benson, and a few people at my Saturday arts and crafts class. I felt like I’d found a big treasure and I didn’t want anyone to take it away.

Then one day toward the end of school year, for no good reason, I spilled the beans and mistakenly told Dad. I was sitting at the breakfast table reading Mom the list of people I’d invited, or was planning to invite, to my ninth birthday party at the roller rink, and I don’t know why I said her name but I did. Dad stopped reading his newspaper, reached over, grabbed the list out of my hands, and re-read the names. When he got to my teacher’s name he said, “Who the fuck is Tammy Grange?”

“She’s my teacher, and I think she’s my sister, too,” I said. “I’ve already invited her to my party.”

I knew before I’d finished talking how Dad was going to respond to this news. I watched him get up and walk to the hall closet. He took out his overcoat and then in a low voice he said, “Absolutely fucking not. She doesn’t exist.”

This is the same thing Dad said about lots of people he didn’t like, including our mailman, the guy who took care of the lawns at the park down the block, the principal of my school, and our neighbor, Mr. Kendrick, and once he said it about me after I accidently scraped some paint off the back door of his Falcon at a classic car exhibition. Dad’s friend Mike walked over to me when I was climbing into the backseat to get away from Dad and said, “Don’t pay attention. He’s drunk, and drunks say dumb things.” I didn’t tell him that Dad was more or less drunk all the time, and it was hard not to pay attention to him.

I felt like I’d ruined everything by telling Dad about Tammy, and I didn’t know what to do. On my way into the classroom that day, I stopped at my sister’s desk and told her I’d mistakenly mentioned her to Dad and he wasn’t happy about me inviting her to my party. I couldn’t help but cry when I said it.

“Oh sweetheart, don’t be upset. I wouldn’t have been able to come anyway. I’m going to be out town that weekend.”

I felt so much better after she said that.

A few days before my party, she gave me a cupcake and a small photo album with about twenty pictures in it, and she marked the one she liked best—a picture of her and Dad at a beach when she was just a baby. Dad was holding her up in one hand and holding a beer in the other, and they were both smiling. There were also a few pictures of her as a little girl, without Dad, and she sure was cute.

She looked a little more like Robbie than me, except her teeth, which were exactly like mine. In the back of the album, there was a picture of her and her mother swimming at a lake and another photo of them sitting on a dock holding hands and laughing. The last picture in the album was a photo of Dad from a long time ago. He was wearing a military uniform and standing in front of a car kissing a blonde woman. I guessed the woman was Tammy’s mother. He looked so young and happy in the picture, happier than I’d ever seen him. When I finished looking through the photo album, my sister told me our dad got hurt in Vietnam and had to stay in a special hospital for a long time. “I was only eleven and I really didn’t understand what had happened to him, but he never came home and I never saw him again,” Tammy said.

I felt bad for her, especially because she seemed so sad about it. I wondered why Dad went to a hospital and never went home to Tammy and her mother.

That night, when Mom and I were at the kitchen table making up gift bags for my party, I told her about the photo album and what my sister had said about Dad being in a hospital after the war. I hadn’t noticed that Dad had come in the back door and could hear us until he said, “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll mind your own fucking business and keep your trap shut.” The glass of whiskey he threw barely missed my head before it smashed against the wall.

“You’re gonna cut yourself,” Mom said as I bent down to pick up pieces of broken glass. “I’ll clean it up. Why don’t you take your list and the birthday bags to your room and get ready for bed?” she offered gently.

I cried all the way to my room. I really wanted to slam my door shut but I didn’t because I could hear Dad in the kitchen arguing with Mom and I knew I’d get in big trouble if I did.

Mom knocked on my door just as I finished putting the magic trick cards in each of the birthday gift bags. When I didn’t answer she opened the door and stuck her head in. “I really don’t know why your dad acts like that. I do know he’s got a lot going on at work and he’s worried about money. Robbie’s college is going to be expensive and he owes Mr. Kendrick thousands for the damage to his house.”

I stared at a gift bag.

“Can I come in?” she asked.

“I guess,” I said.

Mom handed me a glass of water and a piece of one of the blue pills she usually took at night. “Here, swallow this. It’ll help you forget everything and sleep. I’m about to do the same thing.” She shook her head up and down slowly and walked backward all the way out to the hallway.

While I waited for the pill to work I wondered if my sister would still like me even though my dad didn’t want anything to do with her.



CHAPTER 4
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Olive and my mom’s hairdresser and friend, Ken, came over the night before my birthday party. They brought me a new pair of roller skates and a big chocolate cake. They also brought a few bottles of champagne to celebrate Olive getting a new job.

After we’d eaten cake and they’d finished the second bottle of champagne, Olive looked at me and said, “Hey, I hear you’ve got a secret sister.”

I looked over at Mom and frowned. She grinned and said, “Sorry.”

“I guess she’s not a secret anymore, and she’s only my half-sister and my teacher for another week. But she can’t come to my birthday party tomorrow because Dad hates her,” I said.

“Oh honey, try to remember that your dad hates almost everyone, not just your sister. He can be awful sometimes. Absolutely awful!” she shrieked.

Ken rolled his eyes and nodded in agreement.

Mom smiled at me in a way that told me she agreed with Olive, all the while doing her best to pull the cork off the top of the third champagne bottle. “Ya know, he wasn’t always awful, and he never used to drink much,” Mom said.

“In your dreams.” Olive laughed.

“He used to be such a gentleman, and I don’t think he drank at all when I first met him,” Mom said.

“Ya know, I’ve been doing your hair for years, and I’ve heard about your house, your kids, and your boss, but you’ve never told me the story of how you two met,” Ken said.

Mom sat down at the kitchen table, filled her glass to the rim, and told a story I’d never heard before: “I was a senior in high school and working part-time as a waitress at the officers’ club in San Diego. He arrived with his wife and little girl one day for the brunch buffet. He was so charming and handsome, and he looked at me like I was the only person on earth. I had an instant crush on him. One Sunday I served him a stack of pancakes and dropped a bottle of syrup right in his lap, and when I reached to get it he grabbed my arm and didn’t let go until I looked him straight in the eye. Then he slid his hand away so slowly I got goose bumps all the way up my arms and my legs went weak. It was a good thing his wife and daughter had gone to the bathroom and didn’t see us, because I would have died of embarrassment.

“He showed up most Sundays for brunch from then on, always with his wife and little girl, who must have been about eight or nine. But one Sunday, he arrived alone and asked me to his house for dinner. I thought he was offering dinner with him, his wife, and daughter, so I said sure. But they weren’t at his house when I got there, and I told him I couldn’t stay but then he kissed me and I couldn’t make myself do anything but kiss him back. By the end of the night I was in love,” she said.
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