







Winner of the Outstanding Literature Award in Nonfiction from the National Alliance for the Mentally Ill

“Holman’s passionate book is a fierce testament to the power of love.”

—Glamour Magazine

“There are no commercial breaks in these [pages], no cash prizes at the end—just the quiet reward of knowing that it’s possible to survive true sorrow… and triumph despite it all.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“Rescuing Patty Hearst is a beautifully realized portrait of a seventies childhood set against the backdrop of a devastating illness.… An extraordinary work.”

—Bookreporter.com

“Rescuing Patty Hearst [is an] unforgettable memoir…. Holman’s gutsy prose bespeaks her survivor’s backbone and hindsight.”

—Publisher’s Weekly (Starred Review)

“In lean prose lacking any trace of self-pity, Holman… infuses her nightmarish past with compassion and insight…. Bottom line: Captivating.”

—People Magazine

“Marvelous…. In writing this book, Holman has discovered the child she was, peering out from the dark glass of her mother’s madness.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“[A] wrenching, beautifully written testament to human resilience and the capacity for love.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Holman recounts this time with gut-wrenching honesty and piercing insight, incredulity and wry wit.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Rescuing Patty Hearst is necessarily filled with anger and regret, and yet it’s also rife with love…. Holman’s smart and sensitive memoir is a testament to its author’s strength and fortitude.”

—Detroit Free Press

“Something sets Rescuing Patty Hearst apart from all the other inevitable memoirs of scary childhoods and dark family secrets. It is the phenomenal voice of Virginia Holman, a child held captive by her mother and then an adult held hostage by her past.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Just as [Patty] Hearst reclaimed her former self after her lost days as ‘Citizen Tania,’ Holman is rescuing her own identity.”

—The San Francisco Chronicle

“This book is a heartbreaking testament of Holman’s struggles to overcome a childhood lost to madness and grief.”

—Book (Four Stars)

“Ultimately Holman successfully emerges from a contorted childhood without disowning it, a feat rooted in forgiveness. By her example, Holman’s rescue can be our own.”

—Bust Magazine

“Mesmerizing… Holman writes with precise and moving details to evoke the times, the place, and the state of mind that allows a child to survive when everything in her world is crumbling away…. Rescuing Patty Hearst remains a captivating portrait of the push and pull between clarity and delusion, intimacy and anger, and mothers and daughters.”

—Body and Soul Magazine

“Rescuing Patty Hearst’s… dark story emerges with stark, unsentimental prose, tempered with the weight of hindsight.”

—The Boston Globe

“Holman’s harrowing memoir paints a surprisingly sympathetic portrait of 15 years of fear, anger, and instability.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“What sets this book apart from similar chronicles is Virginia’s voice, that of a brave, smart, tough little girl… her book is an unflinching exploration of the ties, however twisted and tangled, that eternally bind a mother and child.”

—The Hartford Courant

“The… terrors of schizophrenia linger long after one closes the book’s covers.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Few true stories… have the gut impact of this one…. Stories of family insanity are fairly common in fiction… but few survivors have told their stories at such length or with such power.”

—Wilmington Star-News

“Virginia Holman makes the case, to us and to herself, that sometimes letting go can be the healthiest and most loving decision of all.”

—The Providence Journal-Bulletin

“Readers will find themselves releasing their breath only at the end of the short, remarkably taut chapters.”

—Kirkus Reviews (Starred)

“Fascinating.”

—Deseret News

“Beautifully wrought, Virginia Holman’s memoir reads like a somber and gripping novel.”

—The Miami Herald

“With the arrival of Holman’s book, families may be able to find some comfort in knowing that someone else understands the pain and took the time to document a scary disease.”

—News and Observer (Raleigh, N.C.)

“Rescuing Patty Hearst is jolting, sad and revealing—a glimpse of the wrenching, macabre world in which more families than we know must exist.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram











This is a work of creative nonfiction, of memory, of a world as I knew it. Venturing into the past is like taking a shot over the shoulder and the landscape of memory is, at best, viewed through a small and blighted mirror. The names of people and places and certain characteristics have been changed. Specific dialogue, of course, has been re-created in keeping with my recollection of events.
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This book is for my sister and my father, who endured so much and who graciously submitted to numerous interviews and gave their total support to this project.


This book is also for my mother, whose losses are unspeakable.


I never could have written this book without the unstinting love and support of my husband and son. I’m all yours now, boys.
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I don’t know what happened. I am just telling you what everybody thinks happened, what might have happened, what you are saying happened. If that is history, then I am telling you history.

—Rose Mary Woods,1973

Life ain’t nothin’ but a funny, funny riddle!

—John Denver
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Prologue

Nineteen seventy-four was a bad time to go crazy. The talk in our townhouse complex in Virginia Beach was of the Stockholm Syndrome, the Hearst kidnapping, Watergate, and what the government had done to Martha Mitchell. “I had Viet Cong hold guns to my head, but I never proposed,” spat one Navy man whenever talk turned to the young women in the Stockholm bank robbery who married their captors.

The story I stuck on was Patty’s. That spring the famous photo of Patty Hearst appeared. Citizen Tania’s image was everywhere, her fine soft face turned tough. The beret; her warrior stance; the way she held the butt of the carbine against her pelvis—everything about her thrilled me. I studied the photos of Patty and Tania like reverse before and after pictures from a Mary Kay makeover. Was there any princess left in Tania’s eyes? I secretly hoped she hadn’t been brainwashed and that the kidnapping had been a fortunate excuse to abandon her rich-girl life. I imagined Tania as Annie Oakley, the only other woman I’d seen pictured with a gun. In my eight-year-old mind, Patty was a female Robin Hood. She’d left her palace and come over to our side. Folks laughed when Patty’s father was forced to spend his riches to feed the hungry in California and then whined he’d go broke in the process.

“Don’t you believe everything you hear, Gingie,” my father said as we watched the evening news. He put his big freckled arm around my neck and whispered in my ear, “That man can afford to buy the world a Coke.”

My mother, on the other hand, identified with the loudmouthed Martha Mitchell, the attorney general’s wife who seemed to have walked straight out of a gin-soaked Tennessee Williams play set in the drawing rooms of Watergate era Washington, D.C. Martha, with her blonde bouffant and silk dresses, was the visual opposite of my mother, whose long black hair and black eyes made her look something of a hybrid between Liz Taylor and Cher. When the topic turned to Watergate and the Mitchells, people waved Martha off as “that crazy Southerner.” But my loudmouthed mother admired and defended Martha as much as I loved Tania and when it later came out that Martha wasn’t hallucinating, that she had truly been drugged in a hotel room by the FBI, my mother felt vindicated right along with her. “I’m with you, Martha baby!” my mother exclaimed. “We know the truth, don’t we? We’ll show ’em.” She’d lift her dewy glass of Gallo white and salute the television. “Amen, amen,” she murmured and ticked her fingernails against her wineglass.

I wanted to be Citizen Tania; my mother wanted to be Martha Mitchell. It wouldn’t be long before we both got our wish.


*    *    *

One year after Patty Hearst robbed Hibernia National Bank, my mother lost her mind and kidnapped my sister and me to our family cottage in Kechotan, Virginia.

Her reason was simple. My mother believed she had been inducted into a secret army. My mother, my baby sister, Emma, and I were foot soldiers entrusted with setting up a field hospital.

We lived in that cottage for over three years.

 

2000

Let me start with some history. Mother had just turned thirty-two when the first signs of schizophrenia sprouted in her brain. In terms of the disease, which usually strikes people in their late teens and early twenties, she was a late bloomer. In 1974 my mother had her first psychotic break—I was eight, my sister one, and my father thirty-six. Over five years with active psychosis would pass before she was seen by a psychiatrist early in 1981, hospitalized for four weeks, diagnosed, medicated, and sent home. But by then, her disease had progressed to a stage of severity that would limit effective treatment. Ultimately, this resulted in her permanent institutionalization.

“How could this happen?” This is the refrain I have heard from friends and head-shaking shrinks over the years.

“In an educated, middle-class family?”

“With children at stake?”

“Why didn’t anybody do anything?”

“How is this possible?”

I was just busy trying to get through those years—these were questions I had never had time to ask. For many years I certainly had no answer other than a blank shrug.

Then, in my thirty-third year, I began asking my parents and sister and friends about the years my family was held hostage by my mother’s delusions. Now when someone says, “Why couldn’t somebody help you?” I can say in reply:

“Here’s how. Sit back. Listen. It could happen to you.”

 

1974

The spring before my mother’s first psychotic episode we lived in a town house in a complex of town houses and apartments in Virginia Beach. My father worked in a bank in Portsmouth, Virginia; my mother was a stay-at-home wife and mom. My sister was one year old and in a half-body cast to correct her displaced hips, a congenital defect. One day I came home from third grade to find my mother in the den, bent over the sofa, frantically changing my sister’s diaper through the large square cut in the gray eggy-smelling crotch of the cast. Mother had her red, polka-dot scarf knotted in her hair and was dressed in a wool dress I’d never seen before. It had blue stripes and little brass buttons embossed with anchors. Her white nylon gloves, reserved for church or weddings, were laid out beside her purse on the foyer table.

“There’s a treasure hunt,” she told me. “We need to go.” I wondered if this was like the scavenger hunts I’d gone on at birthday parties.

“What do we have to get?”

“It’s a different kind of treasure hunt. We need to follow the color red. It will lead us there.” She put on her lipstick in the hall mirror by holding the golden tube against her bottom lip and turning her head from side to side. She grimaced to wipe a red smear from her teeth.

“Where?” I demanded. “To the party?”

My mother paused and looked confused. She set her hand on her purse and looked as if she might cry. My sister burbled from the floor. Mother suddenly twisted her head and shoulders straight—she had a lovely erect carriage, like Patricia Neal. “To the most magnificent place,” she said mysteriously, and her black eyes darkened. A line of electric thrill ran up my legs and back. Mother hauled my sister up and tried to arrange her yellow ruffled skirt to cover the cast. I grabbed my mother’s purse and gloves from the foyer, and we were off.

In the car we followed the color red. Until I started looking, I’d never noticed before how many things were red. Stop signs, other cars, billboards, fire hydrants. We drove and drove until we were in the neighboring city of Chesapeake. We drove until my excitement faded. My sister drained her bottle of formula, and she began to drool and chew idly on the bottle’s brown nipple. My mother’s scarf slipped from her head.

“When are we going to get there?”

“I don’t know,” she snapped.

“I want to go home. This is stupid.” We were far down a long, newly paved road. Just then I saw a sign. WELCOME TO CHESAPEAKE POINTE. Red balloons were tethered to a red-lettered sign. “This is it!” I screamed. My mother paused at the white split-rail fence and squinted at the sign.

“It may be,” she conceded. We drove in.

Chesapeake Pointe was a community of fancy town homes built on man-made hills. There were no real hills in Virginia Beach, and I imagined that this place was built on a hill of bottles and cans, like Mount Trashmore, the local go-cart track. When we pulled into the parking lot, we were greeted by two sales reps, a tiny blonde woman with blood-red nails and lips to match, and a man whose distinguishing feature was his missing arm. Vietnam, I guessed. They filled my mother’s hands with flyers and floor plans and then ushered us inside the town homes.

The rooms echoed; the ceilings soared. The furniture, walls, and floors were white and shimmery. I hoisted my sister on my hip, or rather, against my hip—her cast held her legs apart in a rigid upside-down U and her feet were held apart by a spreader bar—and we found the kids’ room.

All the furniture was pressed against the walls and the Sahara white carpet invited you to fall to the floor and crawl across it, which is exactly what Emma and I did. I had stopped looking for red when I discovered an enormous plastic treasure chest, filled with plastic toys in plastic wrappers and a roll of jewel-colored lollipops sealed in cellophane that endlessly unfurled. While the grown-ups were in the hallway I stuffed my pockets. My mother walked in the room and shot me a look. I stuck a lollipop in my mouth. Red, of course.

“We need to go now,” she said.

“We just got here!” I whined. Then, low, “Did you find the treasure?”

She looked embarrassed or mad, or both. The man beside her kept talking. Her foot began to rock. She was wearing the most marvelous shoes—blue suede clogs with a three-inch cork wedge. They looked like little boats that could be docked in a marina. “Where do you currently reside? Will you be relocating to Chesapeake soon?” The sales rep fixed his one hand to my mother’s shoulder and she was bending her knees and twisting her body in order to disengage him. I hoisted my sister off the floor and my mother bent down and seized my hand and literally pulled me out of the house. The sales rep followed us to the car and continued his pitch. She didn’t say anything and refused to look at him.

She opened the door and he blocked her by leaning into the door frame with his one arm. “Look here, lady, don’t waste my time. I’m here for people who are interested in buying. You got me, lady? I’m no tour guide.” Then he looked at me in disgust—a look that would become increasingly familiar in the years to come. At that time I was thinking that look meant he was going to take back the lollipops, but he merely sneered as we got in the car and drove down the long hill and out the gates of Chesapeake Pointe.

Rush hour traffic had set in, and the roadways were otherworldly. A rippled haze of exhaust made the pavement float and buckle, and the taillights of the chain of cars flashed and jerked like a slow-moving Chinese dragon. My mother’s face crumpled on itself and her hands trembled.

My sister, who was normally placid, began to cry. I unwrapped a yellow lollipop for her and she sucked on it between sobs until she fell asleep, her sticky hand jammed in her mouth, the lollipop tangled in her hair.

We turned onto a four-lane byway and the car in front of us stopped without warning. My mother slammed on the brakes and she began crying in earnest and so hard that she turned off at the next exit and pulled over to the side of the road. She didn’t speak. I handed Mom a green lollipop. “I know the way,” I lied. “Let me tell you.” I was tired and scared and I wanted to go home and yet I was sure I could find our way back. Mom stared out the window, and I could tell she wasn’t really looking at anything. Then I saw that she was looking at the empty reflection of herself in the glass. I took the lollipop back from my mother, unwrapped it, and handed it back to her.

“We go down this road on field trips. I’ll tell you how to get there.” She blankly turned the key and started driving. I began looking for signposts of my own. The pink dairy building—turn here, I said. Then the Esso billboard—soon things really did begin to look familiar. There was the Be-Lo, the road my dentist’s office was on, there was our town home complex, there was our town house. My mother pulled into our parking space and slumped at the wheel, pale. I was full of myself, so pleased I had found our way home.

My father was waiting on the stoop, one hand jammed in the front pocket of his Levi’s, the other fishing dead bugs out of the front porch light. I leapt out of the car. “We were lost on our treasure hunt, but I found our way home! All by myself!” He looked at me, puzzled, and walked over to where my mother now stood, tears streaming down her face. My father unstrapped my sleeping sweaty sister and handed her to me.

“What’s wrong? What’s happened?” he asked my mother. They leaned their heads together and he cupped the back of her head with his hand. “Oh, Nathan,” I heard her wail. And she began to sob and sob.

Later, I remember her being in bed and my father telling me that she was sick. I said she was sad and confused and Dad said those things could sometimes make a person sick. My eight-year-old mind reasoned she was sad because the adventure had turned out so badly; because there had been no magnificent place or reward for following the color red.

Now I know she was sad and scared for a different reason—she was having a delusion, and she knew she was having a delusion. She was disintegrating into madness, but she wasn’t so far gone, yet, that she wasn’t fighting it. Her tears were proof of that.

 

2000

Do you remember the first time you heard the voices?” I ask my mother. We’re sitting beside a small fishpond in the Catholic nursing home where she now lives. I’ve just now started asking questions of my parents. For many years my mother has been too fragile and my father has flatly refused to discuss the past, but things have changed. My mother is relatively stable and my father has agreed to try to answer my questions.

My mother’s gaze is fixed on the orange flashes of the Japanese carp in the water. I’ve come on this visit just so I can ask this one question and the mere thought of asking it provokes a fear that raises the hair on my arms.

“The very first time you heard the voices, do you remember when it was?” I blurt it out, unable to bear the weight inside me any longer.

She turns her face to me and smiles, exposing the wide lazy gap between her front teeth. “Oh yes.” I feel my breath halt. Mother rests her hand on my arm. Her fingers look just like mine, small, but not shapely. The backs of her hands are dry and wrinkled; her palms a tight pink that looks almost polished. “It was the most glorious day. We were living in Virginia Beach. I went to the cleaners to drop off your father’s shirts.”

“What did the voices say? Were they scary voices?”

“No. The voices told me to drop off your father’s shirts at the cleaners. They said, ‘You’ve got a good-looking husband. Take his shirts to the cleaners.’” I laugh; I can’t help it. I’ve been terrified of asking this question, thinking it might trigger something horrible in my mother or me, and I expected the voices to say creepy things, unnerving things. Something as strangely ordinary as “Take his shirts to the cleaners” never crossed my mind. Then she holds out her hand in front of her as a shield. “But the colors. Oh, Gawd!”

Schizophrenics often see auras around colors and objects. For my mother it was red. For Van Gogh it was the stars in the night sky.

“So the voices didn’t bother you? They didn’t scare you?”

“Not until later,” she says and pulls her long graying hair off her neck. “It’s too hot out here. I need to go back to my room.” Visit over. Class dismissed.

 

1975

To our friends and neighbors in Virginia Beach our disappearance must have appeared to be the typical domestic variety—a now you see them, now you don’t sort of affair. What must they have wondered? Was Mother’s leaving some flash of whimsy? A longing for liberation? After all, it was the age of Betty Friedan angst, and women on TV and in magazines were breaking the yoke of twentieth-century wifedom, getting divorces and jobs.

Our abduction, however, was wholly unlike Patty Hearst’s clear-cut and dramatic departure from domestic life. In Patty’s world there were good guys and bad guys, but then the bad guys turned out to be kind of cool. “Urban guerrillas.” It was like the stories of people kidnapped by Indians who decided to stay and become part of the tribe. Anyway, until my mother told us, my sister and I hadn’t a clue we were being kidnapped. I simply came home from school one afternoon and my mother told me we were going to our cottage in Kechotan for a couple of days. She said my father would join us there.

I recall asking only one question:“You sure you know how to get there?” I asked not only because of Mother’s recent tendency to forget where she was, but because she had driven to the cottage by herself just once before, the previous winter, to put camellias on her mother’s grave. Though it was only an hour and a half’s drive to Kechotan, it was a much longer trip than my mother was used to taking. She had learned to drive only four years before.

“Would you get in the car, Miss Smart Aleck!” She swatted at me with her straw hat. I dropped my book bag inside the front door and did as she said. There was nothing in her manner that made me uneasy. I do recall that she seemed especially happy. I suppose because she suddenly had a purpose, a job, a mission. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, the voices that had at first told her to drop my father’s shirts off at the cleaners were now telling her that she had been chosen to help serve her country in a secret war. Her mission was to set up a field hospital at the cottage. Hundreds of orphaned children would travel to our cottage at night. We were to treat their injuries and evacuate them to safety.

But right then, getting into the car, I knew none of that. I just sang along with the songs on the radio as we drove out of Virginia Beach. Our dog, Ralph, hung his huge gray head out of the passenger’s side window, his drool streaking across the back window of the Beetle. His tail thumped up and down and Emma tried to grab it in her little hands. Our cat, Oliver, dug in under my mother’s seat and yowled.

“Good-bye, Oyster Pointe Village,” my mother called as we left our townhouse court. “Good-bye, pool. Good-bye, Be Lo. Good-bye, Tammie Sugarman’s house.” Good-bye, good-bye. She was ecstatic. I became caught up in my mother’s farewell litany and shouted out good-bye to every billboard and hitchhiker and seagull until I was giddy beyond calling.

When we hit the Hampton Roads Tunnel, John Denver was singing “Thank God I’m a Country Boy” and my mother sang louder and harder than I had ever seen, waving her head in the wind, laughing so hard tears squeezed out of the corners of her eyes. Emma was in the backseat, clapping her hands and growling, her latest trick. She sounded like a puppy.

“Here we go, Gingie,” my mother announced as we descended into the mouth of the tunnel. I held my breath and began to count to see how long I could last. The car went dark, the radio signal disappeared, and we went under.






Part One

Kechotan, Virginia

 






1975

We are inside the tunnel. It’s a filthy place, like a big yellow-tiled bathroom with soot on the walls and bad lighting. I wonder if the tunnel ever leaks and how I will get out if it begins to flood. I imagine crabs burrowing between the bricks of the tunnel and speedboats zooming over top of us. I imagine that the tunnel has detached from the bridges and we are really floating underwater like the lost island of Atlantis.

I never make it past 68 because my chest burns and aches. I gasp in a scorching mouthful of air. My cousin Darby can hold her breath to 102 and I am determined to beat her or pass out trying.

It isn’t until we are almost out of the tunnel that we see light and the exit up onto the other side of the bridge. The radio magically pops back on, and I turn around. I am amazed to look back over the wide green bay. We were just deep under all that water, able to breathe. My sister is asleep.

“Emma’s asleep,” I tell my mother.

“She must’ve thought it was night inside the tunnel.”

On the other side of the tunnel the mood in the car changes. Mother clicks the radio off. We are silent as we drive into Kechotan, the town where my grandmother grew up, and onto the land where my grandfather had built her this cottage out of shipyard scraps.

Every trip to Kechotan my mother tells me, “You were born of pioneers and pirates.” As a child I imagined the pioneers in tricornered hats. I thought the pirates were the doubloon and parrot-shouldered variety. Later I’d understand the pioneers were cattle farmers who drove their herd across the marsh at low tide to eat and mate and the pirates were common thieves, their booty nothing more exotic than salt pork.

Soon we pull up the long driveway and get out of the car. Ralph bounds away after some quail in the brush. Here there is no sound of another car or other people. The air smells scrubbed and clean when wind blows through the bank of bayberry trees near the marsh. Cicadas hiss from the pines.

Mother opens the combination lock that secures the house—24-36-26. The smell that pours from the cottage is cool and dank, like the smooth underside of a garden rock.

I set my sister on her blanket under a pine tree with a box of graham crackers and her favorite toy, an avocado-green plastic flour scoop. Though she was out of her cast, she wasn’t walking or crawling much and could be trusted not to go far.

The cottage is a tiny place—a seven-hundred-square-foot cabin constructed by my grandfather for short-term summer inhabitancy. Its foundation is two inches of poured cement that also serves as the floor. The metal shower stall was purchased at a battleship auction. The front door handle is an elbowed pine branch. A curious fact:The house has no ceilings. The tops of the walls end where regular walls stop, but above them is two to three feet of space and unpainted rafters. The previous summer I had discovered how to hitch my foot on the door handle of my room, pull myself to the tops of the wooden walls and balance myself astride the walls in the house—one leg in my parents’ bedroom, the other in the living room. The perfect perch to spy.

“First,” my mother declares, “we have been ordered to sanitize the premises.” She opens the hood of the Volkswagen and pulls out buckets and bottles of ammonia.

My mother shakes out several bandannas from her bag and ties one kerchief-style on my head. Then she does the same for Emma. “There.” She says it with relief and satisfaction, as if she’s just put the finishing touch on the Mona Lisa.

“What do you mean ‘we’ve been ordered’? Who ordered us?”

“That’s for me to know, missy. You just do as you’re told. You take orders or they’ll court-martial you and put you in jail. And I am your superior.”

My mother has never spoken quite this way before and it jars me. I suddenly feel trapped between thick walls of glass. Her words are as strong to me as a blow to my face, but they also have an unexpected narcotic quality that temporarily eliminates the heat in my body and evaporates my soul. On any other day I wouldn’t hesitate to fight her, but today, I do as I am told.

I say to myself: She is your mother. You will do as you are told.

Inside the cottage cobwebs thick and ropy with dust hang under tabletops and shelves; birds nest in the rafters. There are old crab shells and minnow husks in the corners, from last fall’s floods. Mother and I throw sitting covers over the sofa and chairs and set Emma down with a few toys.

We haul the mattresses from the bunk beds into the sun to bleach out the mildew. Then Mother cuts up all of her underpants and we scrub the floors down with ammonia and clean the windows with vinegar and newspaper until they sparkle. Mom unpacks two small cans of paint and two new brushes and we carefully paint the glass of each window in the cottage solid black. “Now,” Mom says, “it’s like our very own secret hideout. When we’re here at night, we can have the lights on and no one will know.”

I wonder how much turpentine it is going to take to clean the windows again.

My cousin Darby runs down from her house two acres over. My mother’s brother, Chuck, built his house on his share of the family property just to the north of us. To our south is the home of my dead grandmother’s sister, Pearline. She keeps to herself, like all the old-timers in Kechotan. She almost never talks to us, but she brings over things from her garden. I hardly know a soul in town who isn’t kin.

“Are you down for the weekend?” Darby asks me. Mom is in the bathroom, arranging the shelves. “Can you play?” Darby is eleven, just two years older than me, but she looks even older. She’s thick-legged and freckled, and with her short shorts and bandanna halter top, she could easily pass for fourteen. I toss my broom and dustpan in the corner and head out the door the way I always do when we’re down at the cottage for a weekend, but Mom comes after us.

“Darby, we’ve important work to do today and Gingie must stay here to care for young Emma. I’m so sorry.” My mother is speaking with a British accent all of a sudden. We think she’s making a joke and so Darby and I crack up and keep going. Mother grabs my arm and begins walking me back to the house. I must be putting up a good fight, because she’s got me underneath my arms and is pulling me backward through the pine needles. I can see the path of my drug feet and I can tell I’m kicking: There’s wormy black earth turned up from where my heels strike. Darby starts crying and yells at my mother and then flees for her house. Once we’re inside the cottage, Mom bolts the door.

“Can’t you see what we have to do? Other people will not understand. You cannot talk about the secret war. We are on a mission. You have been called to help. This is very important. Your government has asked you to help. You will do what I say.”

There are tears and fighting and I vow to myself I will try to get out of the cottage by pretending I’m asleep and then sneaking out.

Caught, I feel Mother wrap her arms around me and even though I struggle to get free I can’t.

“I love you, you know that, I would never do this if I didn’t love you. You must help. This is important. You will understand.”
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