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Praise for

I WORE THE OCEAN IN THE SHAPE OF A GIRL

“The triumph of Kelle Groom’s memoir lies in her plangent, poetic prose as she lays bare the onset of her alcoholism at age 15, the child she bore and gave up at 19, and her dead-end jobs, upset parents, blackouts, hookups, and, eventually, slow and steadfast embrace of a sober, creative life.” —Elle

“In this glittering fragmented memoir, Kelle Groom reveals in brilliant detail how her life changed with the birth of her son, Tom, and how, in the years that followed, he remained, irrevocably, at the center of everything. These beautiful pages offer a privileged glimpse of a world of secret emotions and thoughts. The reader too emerges transformed.” —Margot Livesey, author of The House on Fortune Street and The Flight of Gemma Hardy

“After reading I Wore the Ocean, you’ll wish that more poets would write their lives in prose­—Groom’s voice feels vital and awake, uncompromising and refreshingly spare. Groom beautifully summons the smallest moments from her memory.” —NPR.org

“So piercing and true that you live the story as much as read it. Part of the book’s emotional wallop is due to how it’s organized—in short, dreamy chapters that skip forward and backward in time, letting you piece together the chronology yourself—and part of it is due to Groom’s exquisite, lyrical prose. . . . [An] extraordinarily moving book.” —Oprah.com

“Closing Groom’s book I hear Eudora Welty and Walt Whitman. . . . The ocean is worn, the girl is shaped, visible.” —The New York Times Book Review
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Praise for

I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl

“Her image-rich prose and unconventional sense of the paragraph surprise and resonate. Dynamic passages, often intentionally unhinged, tug against familiar expectations that paragraphs are units of cohesive thoughts.… Groom writes about herself without pretending and about others without blaming, delivering wide-eyed observations even in low-lit, murky places.… Closing Groom’s book I hear Eudora Welty and Walt Whitman.… The ocean is worn, the girl is shaped, visible.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“At this point, there have been so many memoirs about addiction, you have to wonder if we really need another one. Then along comes a book like Kelle Groom’s I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl… so piercing and true that you live the story as much as read it. Part of the book’s emotional wallop is due to how it’s organized—in short, dreamy chapters than skip forward and backward in time, letting you piece together the chronology yourself—and part of it is due to Groom ’s exquisite, lyrical prose.… With this slim, extraordinarily moving book, Groom is here again—to her readers, this time—fragile, insightful, sober and in search of some much deserved forgiveness.”

—Oprah.com, Summer Reading List

“The triumph of Kelle Groom’s memoir, I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl (Free Press), lies in her plangent, poetic prose as she lays bare the onset of her alcoholism at age 15, the child she bore and gave up at 19, and her dead-end jobs, upset parents, blackouts, hookups, and, eventually, slow and steadfast embrace of a sober, creative life.”

—Elle magazine

“[A] series of beautifully compressed narratives.… As heartbreaking as this book is, Groom writes with a captivating urgency. Her salvation, a result of her tireless quest for clarity, will leave you cheering.”

—More magazine

“Halfway into her ravishing mosaic of a memoir, it’s easy to lose count of the dark nights.… The poetry that describes the horror of her downward spiral is alternately beautiful and terrifying.… Each memory can be held up to the light to reveal another meaning.… In the end, by breaking a decades-long silence, Groom has weathered her dark nights to earn a soul as big as the ocean. As it gradually takes the shape of a girl, a woman and finally a mother, the reader, too, comes away transformed.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“[A] searing yet lyrical memoir.”

—The Boston Globe

“The beauty of memoir in wise hands is that the author can take a stock character (a drunken teen, for example) and twist your perceptions. Groom turns the experiences of a party girl inside-out, illuminating the architecture of willful oblivion. In a few sentences, she renders an evening of carousing—the blurry rush of emotions and images—with the sparky precision of a Rembrandt etching.”

—Oxford American

“[E]xhilarating.… After reading I Wore the Ocean, you’ll wish that more poets would write their lives in prose—Groom’s voice feels vital and awake, uncompromising and refreshingly spare. Groom beautifully summons the smallest moments from her memory.”

—NPR.org

“Kelle Groom’s [memoir] is intimate in a generous, revelatory way.… [T]he reader is enlightened as Groom slowly releases her burdens. Discover: A dark journey through addiction, enlightened by lyrical prose and hard-earned wisdom.”

—Shelf Awareness.com

“The language of this brooding and obsessive memoir is exquisitely compressed, yet beneath the taut imagery and diction are palpable, powerful surges of emotions. A visceral, darkly lyrical narrative that reads with the immediacy and rawness of an open wound.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[Groom’s] writing is a wonderfully compelling mix of simple and lyrical: there are stream-of-consciousness fragments (‘Chain-link fence, metal door like on a submarine’) and contemplative sentences (‘I hoped that by writing about Tommy, I could find him’).”

—Publishers Weekly

“Groom’s stunning memoir reads more like poetry than prose and leaves the ‘brain singing with neurons like a city at night.’… Her astonishing struggle and unique resurrection illuminate the universal human effort to embrace one ’s self, accepting personal flaws, demons, and methods of survival.”

—Booklist

“Expanded from a much-praised Ploughshares essay, I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl is an unflinching yet deeply poetic memoir that captures the rawness and urgency of addiction as well as the tenderness and heartbreak surrounding the loss of a son. The grace and power of Groom’s voice and the quality of her writing will linger in readers’ minds.”

—Barnes & Noble Discover Great New Writers

“Without an ounce of vanity or self-pity, she here describes that death spiral in the gorgeous, poetic language that is the backbone of this unflinching look at a life saved by forgiveness. What I am telling my friends: Are you a human being? Read this book! If part of what a poet does is alchemy, Groom has got that part of her craft down. And the graceful example set by her aunt and uncle is awe-inspiring.”

—Library Journal, Starred Review

“If any memoir has a pulse running through it, if any work of art contains within it the potential of transcendence, it is in your hands. I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl begins in a kind of glorious, terrible, ridiculous chaos, but then as we get closer and closer to its heartbreaking center and to the narrator herself, the ‘heavy things’ start falling off—of her, of us—a heaviness we didn’t know we’d even been carrying. Kelle Groom has somehow found a container for each bright, hard spark of this life.”

—Nick Flynn, author of Another Bullshit Night in Suck City and The Ticking Is the Bomb

“I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl took my breath, and then my heart, away. That Kelle Groom survived to tell this story of addiction and her descent into hell is a miracle—but so is the deep wide lyrical profundity of the writing—writing as thrilling and moving as the story is redemptive and light-giving. The effect this book had on me is no different from the one I had when I found my first poem, while leafing through the Book of Knowledge in my childhood home. It was by Wordsworth, and my heart stopped as I realized without the words to say: that the smallest moments can hold such meaning, can define without definition, can describe without description what it means to be alive. I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl reminded me of what literature can do.”

—Beverly Donofrio, author of  Riding in Cars with Boys

“In this glittering fragmented memoir Kelle Groom reveals in brilliant detail how her life changed with the birth of her son, Tom, and how, in the years that followed, he remained, irrevocably, at the center of everything. These beautiful pages offer a privileged glimpse of a world of secret emotions and thoughts. The reader too emerges transformed.”

—Margot Livesey, author of  Eva Moves the Furniture and  The House on Fortune Street

“In language as precise and sparkling as the tip of a razor against your skin, Kelle Groom offers an unflinching portrait of a mother yearning for the infant son she gave up for adoption and then lost to leukemia. As honest and moving a memoir as I’ve ever read.”

—Will Allison, author of  What You Have Left and  Long Drive Home
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for Tom


… though the earth tried to hold each one of them upright,

saying don’t imagine don’t imagine

there has been another like you—

—Brenda Hillman,
“Small Spaces”

Charon

You who pull the oars, who meet the dead,

who leave them at the other bank, and glide

alone across the reedy marsh, please take

my boy’s hand as he climbs into the dark hull.

Look. The sandals trip him, and you see,

he is afraid to step there barefoot.

—Zonas, 1st century BC, translated by Brooks Haxton


I Wore the Ocean in the Shape of a Girl



Evidence of Things Unseen


Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.

—HEBREWS 11:1

Morphine makes me weightless, airborne. Like a spider. I rest in a corner of the high ceiling, look down on my body on the white hospital bed. It is just one shot, one needle through my skin. But even nine months pregnant, my frame is small—the weight all baby. So the effect of the drug is a flood in my veins. I’d like to walk down the street feeling this light. I’d like to be a passenger in a dusty car on a dirt road, and see a veil of trees, the clearing inside. Graveyard of cars arranged in a kind of circle. All the engines lifted out, windows dull with dirt. In that clearing I know I could find evidence of things unseen. Me on the bed waiting for my cervix to be effaced. Waiting to open like a door, ten centimeters. Then I can push.

“I can’t believe you did this twice,” I say to my mother after I come down from the ceiling, and a truck stuck in the sand guns it below my belly button. Digs in, stalls, digs. My mother laughs.

“You forget,” she says. Pulls her chair closer. We’re both mothers now. In the circle that the bed makes for us, she’s not mad at  me for not marrying, not appalled by my sexuality, my basic biology, my lack of restraint. She’s helping me count contractions, her knees a few inches away from me in her beige pantsuit. One of the outfits she wears to teach first grade. At school, the children all sit in a circle around her. Once, her school gave her an award; they took her picture as she leaned against a tree, smiling. Now it’s 1981. Despite the pain, I’m happy to be here with her. There’s an easiness, as if we’re on a brief vacation together, like friends. She’s younger than I am now, about to hold her first grandchild, about to let me give him away. My mom will never touch him again. She’ll blow up the snapshot of my son that my aunt and uncle will mail to us, frame it, place it on the dresser in her bedroom. The enlarging process increasing the light in the photo, so that he’s surrounded by glowing circles, like snow is falling on him at night.

My son has his eyes closed now. He’s close to leaving my nineteen-year-old body. Ripples wash over his skin that no one has ever touched, except me. We’re still together. My darkness keeps him safe, fed. My body does everything right: carrying, feeding, singing a water song. My heart counted on like a lullaby. In the outside world, my practical skills are limited—I don’t know how to keep house or manage money, sometimes I can barely speak. But in my son’s world, my body has everything he needs. I belong to him.

I’d had an overwhelming need to push for what felt like a long time, but the nurses kept saying it was too early, “Don’t push.” When a nurse looks between my legs, she’s surprised. “The baby’s coming,” she says. “Push.” Her tone is controlled but urgent. They need to move fast. The medical people still have to get me into the delivery room. They scoot me onto a rolling bed, push me down the hall into another room. My mother goes to sit with my dad in the waiting room. I don’t know who decides I’m going to do this alone. Even my own doctor isn’t on duty. The hands that lift me are speedy, rushed. My bare feet are put into cold metal stirrups, which feels frightening. As if something is about to happen that I will not be able to stand unless I am restrained. A lamp is floodlight bright. I’m glad to push. A couple of minutes go by. I scream once. It’s a surprise—no planning, no slow intake of breath. The pain is surprising; my skin about to rip open from my baby’s head pushing out. The threshold keeps being raised. I scream again when I tear. And my son is in the world. I thought he would be red with blood or white or wrinkled. Maybe they washed him before I saw him? His skin looks like the skin on apricots. It might have been all the carrot juice I drank. He looks as if he’s had a lifetime of good meals.

Then, they take him away. It’s probably strange to him too, the first time we’ve parted since he was an unseen spiral twirling inside. A doctor takes a needle and thread and sews me up. I’ve been given a numbing shot, but I can still feel the tug of each stitch. The way he makes it tight.

Nurses lift me onto a rolling bed again, take me into a ward of the Navy hospital. One side of the hall is maternity; the other side for women with gynecological problems. Our side is lit up, shining. I fall asleep. But in a few hours, a nurse wakes me up. “Your baby’s hungry.” My body weeps as if a horse had kicked me between my legs, or bitten me with its huge horse teeth. I am sure that no one in my state should stand up. “You need to stand up,” the nurse repeats. “Your baby needs to eat. It’s been four hours.” My hospital gown is a bloom around my body. I sit up. My feet hang off the bed, and the nurse gives me her arm. She doesn’t smile. She’s a Navy nurse, a member of the military. I can feel a pool inside my body, a slosh of blood. My breasts leak through my gown. I clutch the nurse’s arm. My feet cold on the floor. She walks.

I follow her down the middle of the hall to a room of glass, where we turn right, until we come to a room without glass, a door. I stand inside, teetering beside a sink. Rocking chairs behind me against the wall. “Wait here.” She leaves. She comes back with my baby. He is wrapped in a white blanket, that material that feels as if it has clouds in it, hilly and airy at the same time. Someone has wrapped my baby’s hands in white gauze, so he won’t scratch his face with his fingernails. The nurse points to the sink, the pHisoderm. I soap myself, rinse. Pat my hands dry with a brown paper towel.

My baby’s eyes are still closed, and they’re big. The arc of his eyelids are little beds where I rest my eyes. He’s the most peaceful baby I have ever seen. It’s Mom, I want him to know without my saying so. The nurse doesn’t know he’s being adopted. She doesn’t know the mistake she’s making. The doctor will come to me later and say I can’t hold my baby again, can’t feed him. “It could cause you permanent emotional damage,” he says. I’m in the TV room when he walks in to tell me this. It’s night. The doctor’s day is done, but he wants to let me know this now, so I won’t expect to feed my son again.  The Greatest American Hero is on the TV screen. The actor has the curly yellow hair of an angel, flying around to help people out. “Can I still look at him through the glass?” I ask. The doctor acquiesces. “But just once a day,” he says. I’m in the hospital for three days. And it’s only this day, this morning, that the nurse will say, “Hold your arms like this,” as she holds my son close to her chest. And then she holds him out to me.

Her arms are like bridges, transporting my son to me in this breathing world. I feel as though my vision could fill with white clouds at any moment, that I could fall to the floor. I feel that someone should be steadying me. But then the weight of him is in my hands. And it is like carrying him inside my body—something I already know how to do. There is no thought of letting go. The bones in my arms use all their hardness, my blood, my skin itself, all the force in my body holds him, will keep him safe against any harm. My legs are metal. “You can sit in the rocking chair,” the nurse says. I relax against the cushion beneath me, the chair’s wooden bars supporting my back like little trees. “Hold his head up,” she says, and hands me a bottle. The nurse leaves. We’re quiet. My son and I like it, not rushing. I introduce myself for real: “It’s Mom.” He likes me. I place the bottle on his little rose mouth, let him take the nipple in his mouth. But he’s not hungry yet. A little milk comes out on his lips. I don’t know how much time I have. I say, his name, “Tommy.” I’m the first one to call him by his name. I say, “I love you.” I want to take my time, tell him everything. But he’s so content. We rock a little. Hang out. We would have been so good together with silences. The nurse comes back.

I never feed him again. No matter how many Kleenexes I put in my bra cups, despite the pills I take to dry up my milk, it leaks through all my clothes. My small breasts become so heavy and hard they are like mini basketballs. I could feed ten babies with this milk. During the day, a nurse brings a heat machine, a bright electric sun, and shines it between my legs to dry my stitches. The curtains are drawn. I can hear my aunt and uncle outside the cloth, the joking about my suntanning machine. They are kind, jubilant to become my baby’s parents. His eyes are still closed. During the day, I break the doctor’s rule and stand at the glass for every feeding. I dismiss the doctor’s warning about causing damage to myself. I need to see my son. It’s like the need to push when he was being born. There’s no choice. Watch a nurse hold my boy in her arms. Sometimes she stands while she feeds him, sometimes she sits. When she’s standing, she holds him up high, as if showing him to someone—a king. Here he is. The nurses scowl at me. But what can they do? One nurse comes to me at night, opens my curtain. She sits on my bed as if she is my friend. “Would you like to talk?” she asks. “No,” I say. Maybe she was doing something extra, trying to be nice, helpful. But I am in no mood for pity. At the glass, I watch the nurse give my son a bottle, my breasts leaking dark quarters through my bra, my gown. I stand there, and watch him held in her hard arms and think, I can do that. I can do that.

On the fourth day, I am discharged. The air is tense when my family arrives—my mother and father, my aunt and uncle—because they are afraid. They are afraid that I will take him in my arms and not let go. That we will hitch a ride out of town, and I will bleed all over the front seat, massaging my uterus with one hand. Trying to bring it back to size. Calm the blood down. My breasts have all the food my son needs. And finally he’ll be able to latch on, to relieve this pressure, this store of milk I’ve been saving for him. The nurse shows my aunt and uncle my son’s belly button, she explains how to care for it, where we connected. She opens his blanket to do this, my naked boy. My aunt has clothes for him. She has a baby snowsuit. It envelops him in cushy plastic. Like an Eskimo baby. My mom is motioning me out of the way. But the nurse who never smiled, she says, “No matter who is adopting the baby, the mother takes him out of the hospital.” The mother, the mother. That’s me. I’m visible again. It’s a rule, so no one can disagree. I make my arms into the shape of a cradle. The nurse places my son in my arms. His snowsuit is soft and puffy. He looks comfortable nestled in there, eyes closed. I’m not yet afraid of doing anything wrong, of holding on to him. I know this is just for a few moments, and it’s not private, but I’m so grateful to have him back. Light and space around us, despite the others crowding. I walk down the white hallway. They are all around me, anxious. But we are calm. Then the front door is open, and the air blows cold on us. I’m at the threshold, stepping onto the hospital porch, and my mom commands, “Hand Julia the baby.” And I do. But it is as if I am an orange, an apple, some fruit with skin that a knife has been taken to, cutting. The watered air around me is the seen world. The porch has a few wide steps, as if the hospital was just a house. My aunt is smiling so wide, her smile is all I can see of her face, except her eyes locked down on him. In the world, he belongs to her now.



The Boy with His Mother Inside Him

Before Mark and Julia leave for the airport, before Tommy leaves us for good, they come to my parents’ house, our house, for a couple of hours. We leave the hospital. We all get into one car. I have no memory of the ride, of being in the car with my mother and father, Mark, Julia, and Tommy. It must have been tight—five adults and a baby in one car. It might have been a station wagon. Maybe I was in the backseat. It’s as though I disappeared when I gave Tommy away—I can’t even see myself.

At our house, we all sit in the living room. There’s an open box of doughnuts on the kitchen counter. Mark and Julia have been staying here with my parents and my brother while Tommy and I were in the hospital. He’s in my mom’s arms when he opens his eyes for the first time. She’s the first person he sees. Unless he opened his eyes in the car, after I’d disappeared. Or on the walk into the house. Sometime before the photograph of him looking up at her in sleepy astonishment. My mom smiling, holding him close in her arms. Both of them in the brown rocking chair. He’s wearing a soft aqua outfit that covers his feet. A tiny, yellow Win-nie-the-Pooh is to the left of his heart. My brother, smiling and newly mustached, holds my son too. Up high, so they’re face-to-face. Tommy holds two fingers to his own mouth, looking at my brother.

Someone says, “It’s your turn, Kelle.” They aren’t going to let me go in the car with them to the airport. When Mark and Julia get up to leave, head toward the door that leads into the garage, I’ll get up too. I’ll walk with them. My mom will say, “No, you’re not going. This was your time.” After the door shuts, I can hear Tommy crying. It’s the first time I’ve heard him cry since he was born. He’s loud. He doesn’t stop. The car doors open, slam, slam. He’s still crying. It’s the last thing I hear.

When someone said, “It’s your turn,” and handed Tommy to me, I knew he wasn’t mine anymore. That they were all watching, uncomfortable smiles, afraid I won’t give him back. In a gold chair, I hold him so lightly his head drifts out of my arms, touches the arm of the chair. I was trying to show them I could be trusted. Show them I could let go. Someone gasped, and I thought, this shows I’m no good at this, I can’t even hold him, keep him safe. I envied Mark and Julia their parenting classes, the way they held him right, close to their chests, their future.

When Mark and Julia take Tommy away in the car, with my parents, I tell myself they’re going to the 7-Eleven. I say it over and over, to give myself a chance to get to my room and lock the door. “They’ll be right back. They’ll be right back.” Only my brother is home, banging on the door. “Are you okay?” he keeps asking. But I won’t be able to say anything. Facedown on the carpet, hanging onto the floor. It feels like it’s slanting, like the floor is a roof. I’ll be screaming without making any noise.

That day, I wore a pink dress with red flowers, as if I were going to a wedding, a party. Not like a mother. More like Isabelle Adjani in Camille Claudel when she goes crazy, red lipstick smeared. While we were still together in the gold chair, I tried to play with Tommy’s toes through the terry cloth, as if he were an older baby to be entertained, not just born. In the one photo of us together, I hold one of his feet in one hand, the palm of my other hand cups his other leg, his bent knee. He has one arm against me, the other reached out to the side, into air. His head is barely resting on my white cardigan, almost as if he’s levitating. But he’s at ease with me, nearly asleep in the red flowers.



Constellation

I was afraid I’d hurt him. Before he was born, I was afraid that I would hurt my son. That there was something wrong with me, an evil gene inside my DNA. I didn’t always believe this. I had loved babies. When I was a young child, a baby in the room had a magnetic pull on me. In my own baby book, under “Favorite Things,” my mother wrote “Babies.”

When I was eleven years old, I started babysitting for a neighborhood family. The boy was about eighteen months old. His sister was in first grade. I was fine until the boy cried. I don’t remember hitting him so much as I remember the anticipation, and the red mark. I wanted to spank him, but I also wanted to comfort him. I loved being the consoler, that the boy could be soothed by me.

I hated being hit myself. After the first time I spanked the baby, I couldn’t wait to do it again. I’d sit on the couch and hope he would cry. Hope I could check on him. Spank him. Comfort him. His sister looked at me once suspiciously. This made me nervous. The baby was born brain-damaged, but no one told me this until much later. The last time I agreed to babysit for this family, it was daytime. The baby was in his high chair, and he’d spilled his milk on the floor. I was going to yell when the doorbell rang, my mother appearing. She’d said, “It’s okay, he’s just a baby.” And she mopped up the milk with a paper towel. I had never seen this before, a spill forgiven, or anything else. Another afternoon, I was in our front yard, and the baby’s parents saw me, called me over. They were sitting in lawn chairs in their garage, the baby with them. When I approached, he began to cry. “No, no, we’re not going anywhere,” the mother said, laughing. As if that was why the baby was crying.

I decided not to sit for them anymore. It was the year Shaken Baby Syndrome was named, a constellation of signs. I’d shaken the baby a little, but I don’t remember the shaking being hard. Because my real desire was to spank the baby, and then provide solace. But years later, when I saw a British au pair in court for killing a baby by shaking it, a mother or father charged in the death of a baby shaken, I was shaken, I felt the reprieve. But first I’d imagine the baby in the news in my hands, shaking it, and then the limpness afterwards. I’d imagine standing in court with nothing in my hands. The emptiness where the child had been. This must be what a murderer feels: adrenaline, horror.

I never told anyone what I’d done, but I remember learning from my mother that the neighbor’s baby had brain damage. She mentioned it in passing while she washed dishes at the kitchen sink. “It happened at birth,” my mom said. But in the moment between hearing the boy had brain damage and learning he’d been born with it, I thought I had caused it. There was a window over the sink that looked out on the house of the family across the street. My mother was a little distracted with the water and dishes, but she raised her head, looked at their house with sympathy.

Though I babysat for many years afterward, I never hurt another child. Ever. Why him? Why the first baby? The boy. A few years later, I babysat for a family with two small children, including a two-and-a-half-year-old boy who had a terrible disease. One fall, and he could bleed to death. His parents were huge, obese. Their cupboards were open—cookies, candy. An array of chocolate. They told me I could eat anything I wanted. Outside was a jungle gym in their backyard with more dirt than grass. I hated going outside with their kids, afraid the baby would make one wrong move. I thought of his blood pooling out, inside his body, outside his veins, me calling the emergency number. But what choice did his parents have? It’s not as if they could have afforded to hire a health care worker to watch their kids. They probably went out to a movie or dinner. When I was there, the children were in constant motion, running around the small, dark house. Who would begrudge their parents a few hours to themselves, out of here? I discovered their huge stacks of pornography. In the bathroom, they kept the magazines in a basket. But in their bedroom, the knee-high stacks were against the walls, a barricade of porn. I’d never seen anything like it. Fleetingly, I’d lock myself in the bathroom to study the photos, the positions of the bodies like a game of Twister. The older child banging on the door, and every second I left the baby unattended, he could have an accident. I’d flip the pages, thinking, Don’t fall, don’t fall.

In my early twenties, I went to my parents’ new home, which was in the same large development where we’d lived when I was eleven. The baby I’d hit had grown up. He was about fourteen then. He had learning difficulties, and my mother, after teaching first grade all day, was tutoring him. They sat together in my parents’ living room, at the round table we’d used every day. Heads bowed together over his paper. He lifted his head and looked at me with a shining smile, almost a crush, as if I were beautiful. I don’t even know his name. I don’t know how to ask for forgiveness. The baby is in his thirties now.

We’d moved when I turned fourteen. A brief move from Orlando to an army base in El Paso, just the first half of eighth grade. Out there in the desert, I felt even less grounded. There were no neighborhood kids my age. I had one friend from school, but we weren’t that close. My role model became the girl in Go Ask Alice. Years later, I found out the supposedly true story wasn’t true, that the book was written by several adults, not a fifteen-year-old-girl. I wanted to drink like her. The girl in the book felt more real to me than anyone else, her loneliness. I was drawn to the way drugs unlocked and brought her into the world. At the end of the diary is an epilogue that says the girl died from a heroin overdose. I knew I’d have to be careful when I was older, that there would be drugs I wouldn’t be able to take.

We’ll move from El Paso to a beach in Florida for a few years, another military base. The obese porn collectors lived here. They didn’t have alcohol. But the neighbors who called me Helen did. I hadn’t corrected them the first time they’d called me the wrong name, and later it became impossible to tell them their mistake. I didn’t want to embarrass them. As Helen, I would try not to wake up their child, but I loved to hold her. Her room had a rocker, and all night, I’d rock her until the lights from her parents’ car shone in her window as they came up the drive. Some nights, I’d steal their alcohol instead. They had the 1975 Cat Stevens album with the poster of him singing in Hawaii, a lei around his neck. I’d play the record over and over, assessing how much was gone from each of their liquor bottles, where it would least likely be missed. I liked to bring a bottle with me, pour their alcohol, save it for later to drink with my best friend, Sharee. Underage, it was always work to get alcohol outside of a party. Finding someone to buy for us, or trying to pass as older to buy it ourselves. We’d walk across the street to the beach with other kids who lived on the base, Kathy or her band friends. Sit beside the ocean, pass a bottle around. Just the sound of the waves coming in. I never liked drinking alone. It’s June 1976, the year of my first alcoholic blackout. I’ve just turned fifteen.

I’d had my first taste of alcohol the year before, and I’d been drunk, but had never lost my memory. There’s a party, and I arrive late. Sharee and Kathy already there. “You need to catch up,” Kathy said. She opens a cabinet under the kitchen sink, reaches into a cache of bottles, sets several on the counter. In a tall juice glass, she pours me a drink from seven bottles.

I love the burning, how the drink is nearly undrinkable—a potion that changes me, makes me unafraid. The glow that spreads through my body like the moon on the ocean. Before I black out, I kiss my best friend’s boyfriend. A girl runs down the street screaming. Hours later, I come to on my doorstep. It’s nearly 2 a.m. Still hot out, humid. A friend of Sharee’s has walked me home. Tall, he’s something to lean on. His face shines in the heat. The porch light comes on over our heads. My dad opens the front door. Furious.

He’s never seen me drunk, but he comes from a family of alcoholics. His mother, some of his siblings, other relatives I don’t know at all. A father who beat him. He’d been epileptic as a child, and I had a feeling it was from being hit. The epilepsy vanished when he was older (and the hitting stopped). Another relative had been blind as a child, but gained his sight when he was older. Could blindness and epilepsy be side effects of violence? How the body copes? Alcoholism and abuse seemed tied in my father’s family. Many years later, I learn that my dad’s father isn’t his real father, that there’s no blood relation. It’s some of my dad’s siblings who have the Groom blood—his half brother stabbed to death in a bar fight, half sister disabled by a life of hard drinking—who seemed to have stood little chance of survival. My dad moved us away from his hometown, and we have little contact with almost all of his relatives. We keep our distance. My dad has a nice family, a studious, quiet daughter. That night, when he opens the door and sees me drunk and propped up by a sweaty, disheveled boy, it’s as if I’ve risen up from his city, those people he’s fled.

My dad’s face so dark, I know I only have a few moments. Deserting the boy on the porch, I run past my mother in her long, high-necked nightgown. She’s a tiny, still figure from another century, Victorian, aghast. I hurry down the narrow, unlit hall, hoping to make it to my room before my dad catches me. My brother’s bedroom is at the end of the hall, just past mine. His door opens. I shut mine, lock it just before my dad’s fist hits it. The impact so loud, I jump as if he’d actually hit me. Breathe out. No matter what, I know not to unlock the door. My brother’s voice soft in the background. Sleepy at first, rising in concern. My brother’s panicky voice muffled under the sound of my father pounding my door. My father yells, “Let me in. Let me in.” I don’t. I know he isn’t himself. There’s a big window in my room. If he makes it in, I’m going out into the night. But after an hour, it’s quiet. I lie down. Sleep.

Four years later, when I’m nineteen and pregnant, I’ll worry that some gene, some violent tendency has been passed on to me. My dad had somehow been spared both alcoholism and abusiveness. But what if I’m like those people he came from, the alcoholics who never recovered, who hurt their children?

As my pregnancy goes along, my fear lessens that I’ve inherited some kind of abusive gene. By the time my son is in my arms, I feel like those people who can lift cars off the injured, superhuman. I feel the opposite of harm. I hadn’t known what it would feel like. I hadn’t known that I would run you down if you tried to harm him, that I would lift a spear, an ax, use the strength of my body, my teeth, nails, to save him. But by then, I’d already decided to give him away.



Godzilla

A truck blares when I swerve into the opposite lane. I grin at my passenger, a man from Kentucky. “Sorry.”

“Sure. You know we’re on the wrong side of the road?”

“What? Right.” I change lanes. He raises his eyebrows and shuffles his feet in the newspapers and bottles on the floor. He watches me out of the corner of his eye. His band had left Orlando last week to go home to Kentucky. For some reason, he’s still in town. With no transportation. I’d moved back to Orlando when I turned eighteen, after being placed on academic probation my first semester of college in Massachusetts. My grades had picked up the next semester, but my parents still thought I should come back to Florida and try community college instead. Live at home. Their new house is in the same development I’d lived in as a kid, near Tangerine Avenue. I’ll graduate from community college the next month, in April 1982.

“You sure you’re okay to drive?”

“Of course, I’m fine.” He’s staying in one of the motels near the topless bars on the highway. My friend Sophie had spotted him at the bar, recognized him as the singer in a band. She liked the drummer, asked me to go over, find out if he was still around too. He wasn’t.

“Damn, I was hoping,” she said. It’s really the bartender, Bill, whom I want. But he’s not there. When I tell Sophie I’m giving the singer a ride, she gets mad. “Then you’ll get home at six in the morning, and your parents will be bitching for days. Let him find his own ride.”

“I’m taking him.” The next morning, when I talk to Sophie on the phone, tell her I spent the night with the singer, she said I was becoming an alcoholic.

“You don’t care about yourself anymore,” she says. I don’t know what she means. Why going home with this guy crossed some boundary between heavy drinking and alcoholism. I’m hurt, and Sophie says she’s sorry.

I’d controlled my drinking while I was pregnant—no more than two glasses of wine a night. A magazine article said wine was good for you. In the last six months of my pregnancy, I dated a British architect who had a serious, live-in relationship with a woman in California. Temporarily working in Orlando, he’d met me in the train car restaurant where I worked when I was three months pregnant. Victoria Station. It must have reminded him of home. Pregnant, my drinking stabilized—I couldn’t hurt the baby. After work, the British man and I go to dinner some nights, or out for drinks. At his house, we watch old TV shows I’ve never seen, like Get Smart. Once, I sat in his lap, not looking at his face, while he asked why we didn’t have to use birth control. I told him I was already pregnant. It seems weird to say how loyal he was to me, this guy who was cheating on his girlfriend. But he’d held me tighter when I said I was pregnant, and he stayed with me even after I began to show. Strangers in bars congratulated him on the baby. The first time, he’d looked surprised, but then he just went with it. Smiling, saying thank you. It was the most normal relationship I’d ever had. That was a year ago.

Since I gave birth, I can’t drink enough fast enough. I drink twelve to fourteen shots a night. Beer is too slow. Every night I’m just trying to get somewhere, and the only thing that stops me is passing out or throwing up. There’s no reason to stop.

I like the singer’s solitariness, the quiet tones of his voice. In the future, when I’m in a recovery meeting, trying not to drink, a girl will say, “Sleeping with someone seemed like a good way of getting to know them.” It made sense to me. I’m also attracted to him because he can sing. I’ve watched him from the floor. But mostly, I’m drunk, and drunk I can’t stand to be alone. If he’d been less kind, less welcoming, I’d probably still have gone with him for the distraction and comfort. The company.

I don’t know what’s happening to my son, especially since he got so sick. No one tells me anything directly. My aunt and uncle tell my parents that Tommy has leukemia, that he’s being treated. My parents discuss it. I feel as though I don’t have the right to ask questions. As if I’m an embarrassment. A ghost mother. There’s no way I can call my aunt and uncle. I’d like to ask, “What is happening? How is he feeling?” He can’t be dying. There are so many basic things I don’t know. Is he in pain? I offer Kentucky Man a ride home.

In the room, he asks if I want to get high. “All right,” I said. We sit on the end of the bed and watch a small black-and-white TV. It crackles. Pot is too calm a drug for me, dull, but it seems unfriendly to turn him down. A gigantic, fake-looking, prehistoric animal chases thousands of tiny Japanese people through the streets of Tokyo. Black-and-white movies make me feel tired and a little bereft, the time before color. As a kid, I’d been sick with asthma a lot, stuck home, watching old movies on television. In front of them, I am convalescent again. He clicks on the table lamp. Some light hits the curtains from a street lamp in the parking lot. The TV’s a light too, with snow.

I like that he has very long hair, as if he’s arrived from the past. We could be in the past. Before I gave Tommy away. Before he got sick. But we aren’t—it’s March 1982. I try to stand up, but my muscles don’t feel strong enough to lift me an inch, never mind out the door. I’ve never had pot affect me like this—maybe there’s something else in it. I don’t ask. It’s after two in the morning. I scoot slowly backward across the thin bedspread until I feel my head rest on a pillow. Lift a lukewarm beer from the nightstand. I don’t know where it came from. Did I bring it? Take a sip, close my eyes. I’m glad the man is relaxed, glad we’re high. Godzilla stomps about—he was scary when they made this movie. It had been just a few years after the United States dropped bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In a magazine I’ve seen a woman giving a victim a bath in a round wooden tub. The victim missing limbs from the nuclear air. It might have been birth defects from the blast, the aftereffects. But all I can see is the woman who holds the injured one with tenderness, even the light is tender, yellow on her skin and wood and water. She looks like she’s singing, like her song is a bath.
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