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That which does not kill us makes for a great story.


—Heidi McCrary





Author’s Note


The majority of this story takes place in the year 1970, a time when mental illness was still thought of as something to shove into the shadows. Misunderstood by those around them, people dealing with mental illness were often overwhelmed, and overmedicated by professionals eager to fix the problem. This tale is not meant to make light of mental illness, but rather, inspire those who experienced similar challenges during this era and persevered.


Today, use of the word, crazy is insensitive and inappropriate. After much contemplation, I have left the word in the dialogue of the characters in this book to reflect the times and essence of the story.
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August 4, 2005


New York City


Sunlight slaps me with jarring rhythm, jumping out from behind the abandoned buildings lining the street. “This is how epilepsy gets started,” I say, tapping the top of my head in search of my sunglasses, and sliding them down over my eyes. As the train gathers speed, I lean in against the window to get a better view of the buildings in the distance as they pop up out of the morning fog, one after the other like that old Whac-A-Mole game. At least I hope it’s fog and not the dull-white film covering the windowpane, formed from the sticky fingers of countless travelers.


“See over there?” my husband says, standing up and leaning over the seat in front of us. Our boys both look out their window as he continues. “That’s Yankee Stadium. What do you say we check it out if we have time? It’s a long way from where we’re staying but we can take the subway to the Bronx . . .”


As Jon continues pointing out other New York landmarks, I gaze out my window, drinking in the energy of the emerging city. Jon knows we’re not just here to stand at the top of the Empire State Building or to catch The Lion King on Broadway. Across the aisle, an older woman in a worn housecoat lets out a hacking cough, reminding me just how my window acquired the lovely white filter. I lean back from the glass and look over to the young man who has been sitting next to the woman for at least as long as we have been on the train. He was sleeping but his eyes are open now. He shifts his position away from her just as she lets out another dry cough that comes from deep inside her chest.


“This is our stop,” Jon says, grabbing his luggage. He turns to me and smiles. “We’re going to find it, honey. If it’s out there, we’re damn well going to find it for you.”


“We’ll see,” I say, throwing back a half-cocked smile.


As we step off the train, rolling our suitcases behind us, we’re blocked momentarily by the woman fishing around in her large mesh bag. She pulls out a cigarette and lights it, taking a long drag so that the bright ash on the tip grows before our eyes. She exhales, and I’m hit with a familiar scent: Virginia Slims, the preferred choice for my mother who only smoked using her black cigarette holder even though the cigarettes had filters—all while striking the pose of Audrey Hepburn on a movie set.


Only it wasn’t a movie . . .
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1940


Eschbach, Baden-Württemberg, Germany


“Ich bin home!” Didi called out, kicking the door shut behind her. She tossed her mittens across the floor, watching them land just short of the heater. For the third day in a row, snow had fallen hard outside, making her half-mile walk from school seem longer. It felt good to be inside again. She slipped her boots off and set them on the braided rug, careful to keep the melting snow from landing on the hardwood floor. Thawed ice crystals dripped from her hair as she pulled her coat off. Picking up her satchel, she started for the kitchen, dreading the afternoon chores that she had to complete before getting started on her homework.


Suddenly she stopped and looked towards the kitchen. Someone was crying.


“Mutter?” she called out, setting her bag down. Just past the kitchen table, she found her mother crumpled on the floor in the corner of the room, crying so hard that she gasped for breath between each sob.


“Oh, mein gott,” Didi cried out, covering her mouth with her hands before running to her mother. “Was ist wrong?” she asked, kneeling down to help her up. Her mother raised her hand, and Didi reached out only to be met with a violent slap across her face causing Didi to lose her balance. As her feet flew out from under her, her head slammed against the linoleum floor.


“Wha-what did I do?!” Didi stammered, climbing back onto her feet while cupping her ear in an attempt to stop the painful ringing.


“What did you do? The better question is, what did we do?” Didi’s mother whispered, looking down toward the floor, making no attempt to brush back her long bangs hanging over her eyes. “What didn’t we do?” She gasped for breath and let out another sob. “That is the problem, isn’t it? No one is doing anything to stop it.”


Still holding her ear, Didi stared at her mother who made no attempt to get up and remained sprawled on the floor. Slowly, her mother sat up, and, with her back to Didi, she looked down the hall toward the front door and pointed in the general direction of the street. She let out a long shuddering sigh. “This wasn’t supposed to turn into madness. He boasted about giving power back to the people—back to us. But this . . . this is a nightmare.”


Didi stood still and waited for her mother to continue, but her mother only let out another sob. Afraid that her mother might strike her again, Didi backed up and kept a safe distance. In a soft voice, she asked, “What are you talking about?”


“Don’t act so innocent. You know what I’m talking about, or at least you should. The Shusters are gone. They took them.” She spun around and gazed at her daughter as if she had just noticed her. She brushed her bangs away from her eyes, but they immediately fell back. “I knew something was wrong when I saw that damn swastika on the truck in front of their house.” She let out an uncontrollable sob. “God damn him and his ideals. God damn him! We should never have listened to his promises! ‘I’m going to bring pride back to the German people!’ he said. He sucked on our fears, and now he’s spitting on us.” She looked back toward the street and whispered, “Dear Lord, what did we do?”


Her mother began sobbing again as Didi walked back into the front room to look out the window. Snow was gently falling and it was starting to get dark out, but she could still see across the street. A car drove by, and everything looked just how it should. She peered down the road over to the Shusters’ house and noticed the snow-covered front stoop. Mr. Shuster was meticulous about keeping the front walk free of snow and ice. The front curtains were open, showing a lighted living room, but no one was moving about inside the house. Everything looked normal, but in recent months it was difficult to call any day normal, where it was common for Jewish children and their entire families to disappear without notice. “They’re being relocated,” was the official answer provided by nervous teachers questioned by students as to the whereabouts of their friends. Thinking back on the day, Didi realized that Elke didn’t show up for school, and as she looked out the window again toward the Shusters’ house, she knew that her friend wouldn’t be opening the front door.


Didi stepped away from the window but before she could walk back into the kitchen, a thunderous explosion shook the house, making her stumble. She steadied herself on the arm of the sofa, and the sharp pain in her ear returned as she looked to her mother for guidance as to what to do.


Meanwhile, her mother stopped crying and her face hardened. Without emotion, she picked herself up from the floor and started rubbing her dress, trying to smooth out the creases. She laughed as sirens blared in the distance. “Of course, there it is—it never stops. They never hurt anyone!” she screamed while raising her shaking fist. “Frieda never hurt a flea, so what in the hell did she ever do to him? What the hell did she ever do to anyone? Tell me what she did to deserve this!”


“Mother, the sirens. Should we go down to the—”


“I don’t care what the hell you do, just get away from me! What do I need with you anyway? You only care about yourself, sassing back, ignoring your chores. Just go.” When Didi didn’t move, she repeated sharply, “Go!”


Didi ran out of the kitchen and pulled the cellar door open, shutting it behind her. At the top of the stairs, she reached for the string, turning on the light as it swayed in the darkness, casting a dancing shadow while Didi made her way down the narrow staircase. She stopped at a small table that held three cardboard boxes containing Christmas decorations, reminding her that her mother had told her to put them away days ago. She moved one of the boxes over and looked around the room, regretting not bringing her satchel down with her. Sometimes the sirens would go off for hours, and with no radio for information on where the bombing was taking place, she had no idea as to how long this one would last. She looked up the staircase, wondering if her mother would soon follow her, but the door remained shut. Didi cocked her head and put her hand to her ear, which was still hot from the slap. She remembered a time when her mother didn’t hit her, but in the past two years, her mother’s anger grew, and Didi seemed to be the closest and easiest target more often than not.


Didi sighed, picked up one of the Christmas boxes, and started toward the back room, but as she spun around, another blast exploded, shaking the house and causing her to trip. As she fell onto the cold cement floor, the box landed with a crash, and a light-blue Christmas bulb rolled out and stopped beside Didi. Heat rose from her ear as a thin stream of blood formed a small puddle on the cement floor beside her. She tried to get up, but her muscles stiffened, and her body shook uncontrollably. As the sirens screamed, her vision faded to black.
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January 17, 1970


Kalamazoo, Michigan


I scrunched my nose at the funky but familiar smell—a mixture of cough syrup, ammonia, and body odor. Few children ever set foot in this place, and probably no more than a handful knew of its existence, but you would find me there as regularly as kids go for dental cleanings. Only there wasn’t a Highlights magazine to be found anywhere in this lobby—sparsely furnished with four mismatched vinyl chairs and two art deco end tables. It was not exactly inviting but not surprising considering the inhabitants. I slid down further into the worn seat cushion of my chair until my feet touched the floor.


“I’m not supposed to tell you this,” Silvia whispered, glancing around like she was searching for someone, but there was no one in the lobby but the two of us. My sister then bent down so we were face-to-face, with our noses almost touching. “Don’t let your guard down for one second while you’re down here all by yourself.” She paused as if afraid to continue. “They keep the craziest patients locked up in the very top of the tower here, and every once in a while, one of them escapes and comes bursting through . . . that door!” With great exaggeration, she threw her finger out toward something I couldn’t see. I pushed the hood of my parka down and turned to see what she was pointing at—a closed door on the far side of the lobby. Hanging above the door, a faded yellow sign warned visitors with one lone word—PRIVATE. “The escapees have been known to sneak up on small children hanging out here all by themselves. They snatch them up and run off with them into the woods.”


“Oh, shut up,” I said, swatting Silvia’s arm away from me. I was finally warming up, so I took my parka off and threw it over the back of my chair.


“Silvia,” Hanna, called out from the top of the staircase. “Come on!”


A sour-looking woman dressed in a thick white cotton dress, even thicker white nylons, and white orthopedic shoes stood at the top of the stairs next to Hanna, my oldest sister. Her black hair was pulled back into a bun with such force that she looked pained. Standing beside this ray of sunshine, Hanna looked even more miserable. I couldn’t say I blamed her.


“Brat. You’re so lucky that you’re not old enough,” Silvia said.


“Being the smallest doesn’t work to my advantage very often. You have to give me this one.”


“I hate you,” Silvia groaned, slapping down on the bill of my baseball cap before climbing the stairs to join the others. As she reached the top, the nurse unlocked a door, and the three of them walked through the doorway. The door shut behind them with a thunderous clank, and with that, the Kalamazoo Insane Asylum swallowed up my sisters.


Good riddance, I thought, pushing my cap back. Looking around, it occurred to me that the next hour would be incredibly boring. Since there was two feet of snow on the ground and it was continuing to fall, I wasn’t going to be venturing outside. I looked back over toward the door marked PRIVATE. Of course, Silvia was just pulling my leg. Right?


A Sunday edition of the Kalamazoo Gazette from the previous month and a Health Matters magazine sat on the end table next to me. Even if I did want to read about prostate cancer, the lighting would have made it a challenge. As the low insistent hum from the fluorescent bulbs drilled through my ears, I sighed and slouched further into my seat.


For the first time since we had arrived, I noticed a man sitting behind the reception desk. His stringy uncombed hair and dull white uniform contrasted sharply with the nurse who was holding my sisters captive. He was watching several TV screens displaying a variety of community patient areas. Or rather, he was supposed to be watching the screens. Instead, his eyelids drooped, and his head bobbed—like that drinking-bird toy that slowly rocks back and forth until his head finally dips into the glass of water. I kept watching, mesmerized. Just when the man was about to hit the top of his desk with his forehead, he jerked awake. Quickly scanning the room, his eyes landed on me staring back at him. Embarrassed, he let out a cough and glanced down at his watch as I just as quickly looked away, only to find myself staring at that damn door again. Crazy people do not sometimes come screaming through that door, snatching up innocent children.


Stupid door.


Still, I had to admit I was relieved to be down in the lobby instead of upstairs in the pulsing heart of the mental hospital where our mother had been spending the last week. With good intentions, our father believed it would be nice for her to see her children. Again, I was thankful that visitors under the age of twelve were not allowed beyond the lobby—my win.


“Son of a—!” I yelled as two hands came down heavily on my shoulders from behind. Jumping in my seat, I turned to find Silvia standing over me, with Hanna walking up. “Don’t you know that you don’t sneak up on someone in an insane asylum?”


“Sorry, kiddo,” Silvia said, snatching my baseball cap.


Hanna took a seat next to me, with a serious look on her face. “Popi asked us to check on you since it looks like we’re going to be here for a while. The doctor is talking about moving Mutti to a hospital in Detroit.”


“Why would they move Mutti to a different hospital?” This was a new development, and as I tried to weigh the importance of Hanna’s announcement, a weird smile appeared on Silvia’s face. She pulled a brochure out from under her coat and handed it to me. On the cover was a photo of a three-story brick hospital along with a photo of a woman lying in a hospital bed. A doctor stood next to her bed, and they were both smiling, because who wouldn’t be smiling while staying in a mental institution? Just another spa vacation. The woman’s hair was styled, and she looked like she had just finished writing out her postcards. Having a great time. The doctors are so nice. Wish you were here!


I read the caption below the photos. Eloise Sanitarium—Part of Wayne County Hospital. Serving Detroit and beyond. Offering the latest treatments in insulin and electroshock therapy.


“Shock what?” I asked, looking up at Hanna. “Are they really going to shock Mutti?”


“Oh man, Mutti is getting electrocuted!” Silvia said, yanking the brochure away from me. “That should finally fix her or kill her. Either way—”


“Knock it off,” Hanna snapped, grabbing the brochure out of Silvia’s hands.


“Um, Hanna?” I asked, putting my feet up onto the wooden frame of the chair. “Are they really going to electrocute Mutti?” I was suddenly acutely aware of my wet socks inside my sneakers. Hanna had told me to put on my snow boots, but I didn’t listen, and I was paying the price with cold feet.


Hanna reached over and tucked my hair back behind my ear so she could see my face. I let her do it only because she was old—seventeen, and years smarter than me. She took her glasses off and started rubbing the lenses clean with her shirt. They were cool aqua-colored cat-eyes, making me wish that I had bad eyesight and had to wear glasses. “Don’t worry,” she said in a soothing voice. “No one is electrocuting Mutti. They’re talking about moving her to the Detroit hospital for a new treatment called electroshock therapy. The doctor here thinks that Mutti might be a good candidate for it. She’ll go through a series of electric zaps. It’s like jump-starting the brain.”


Silvia leaned over and whispered into my ear, “They’re electrocuting her.” A vision appeared in my mind of our mother lying on a bed with jumper-cables clamped onto her ears, with flames shooting from her hair. “Hopefully they’ll shock the cuckoo out of her!”


“Shut up,” I said, giving her a shove.


“Stop it,” Hanna scolded, shooting Silvia a look, but Silvia responded with another “cuckoo” while rolling her eyes in circles. Hanna turned back to me. “All you need to know is that she’s not getting electrocuted. Electroshock therapy is supposed to help people with epilepsy and other mental problems. Come on,” she said softly, handing me my hat and throwing her coat on the back of the seat over my own coat. “Let’s walk around. I need to find a bathroom.”


I stayed seated, running my finger along the raised English D on the front of my baseball cap. Without looking back up at Hanna, I whispered, “How long will Mutti be in the hospital this time?”


“I don’t know,” Hanna sighed, looking out the front lobby windows, where the snow was coming down harder. “I wish I knew.”
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April 26, 1970


Alamo, Michigan


No one can possibly think of black licorice as a real candy flavor. I can only imagine that this bitter treat was invented back in the covered wagon days when sugar was scarce and folks had to find other ways to satisfy their sweet tooth. I put black licorice in the same category as those butterscotch hard candies our father and every other old person used to keep in their cupboards. I’m convinced that he bought those horrible candies only because he knew they would be safe from his children.


I handed the man behind the counter my quarter, and, reaching over the licorice in the box that held a wonderful assortment of candy bars and gum, I grabbed the last $100,000 Bar. Chocolate, puffed rice, and caramel—nothing fancy on their own but put them together, and bam, sweet music in my mouth. With the candy bar safely tucked away in my pocket, I hopped back on my bike and pedaled down the road to the school, where I was hoping to find a friend or two on the playground. But it was quiet there, which wasn’t surprising since it was still early on a Sunday morning, and frankly, I was OK with not having to share my candy bar.


While most kids were cruising the streets on glistening new Stingray bicycles, I was still pedaling around on a bike with handlebars that didn’t reach for the sky and a seat that wasn’t named for a long yellow fruit devoured by monkeys.


Looking down at my faded blue bike, I touched the cold rusty bell and hit the lever, emitting a scratchy ring that sounded more like an ill Canada goose than a singing bell. Another reminder of being the fourth born.


Fourth.


Nothing is new about the fourth child. They do nothing the previous three hadn’t already done or at least attempted. They do little that requires new clothes, toys, beds, or bicycles, nor do they inspire parents to pick up the camera. My baby photo album contained four photographs, and I’m suspiciously absent from one of them. Fourth-borns also enjoy being the last one in the bathtub on Sunday nights, and yes, sitting in cloudy lukewarm bathwater that three teenagers already bathed in is as uncivilized as it sounds. In short, the last-born is lucky to get new socks and underpants.


Zipping my previously owned Barracuda tightly against my neck, I stepped into the shade, thankful that as I ran out the door earlier, Hanna yelled at me to grab my jacket. Aside from it being chilly in the shade, this was my favorite time of day—with brilliant white morning glories, still wet from the morning dew, blanketing the playground.


“What are you doing?”


“Huh?” I asked, surprised that I wasn’t alone. “Oh, hi Jenny. You want to seesaw?”


“Do I want to . . . no, why would I do that, dressed in this?” She grabbed the sides of her frilly pink and white skirt and twirled around so I could get the full effect of the taffeta material, making her look like she just stepped off the set of The Brady Bunch.


“So,” I said, trying to look past the ribbons and bows, “I imagine that hanging from the monkey bars is out of the question.”


“Do I look like . . . never mind. How about the swing sets? I can swing with you for a while. But then I have to get back home. Mummy wants to give me a permanent wave.” She paused, and I suspected she was looking for an, “Ooh that’s so fabulous!”


“Cool,” I said, keeping my hands in my jacket pockets.


On the swings, the sun warmed our backs, and I closed my eyes while pushing hard into the air with my outstretched legs. Meanwhile Jenny casually pumped with her long legs and had no problem finding heights I could never attain. She was a year ahead of me at school, and it would seem like we should be friends, but I actually had more in common with her brother who was two years younger than me. Lee had a quirky way about him, and while most kids in school kept their distance from him, I found him . . . interesting.


“And after I get my permanent wave, we’re all going into town for ice cream. The new High Wheeler has a chocolate sundae that is five scoops of . . .”


As she carried on about gourmet ice cream, I stopped listening and focused on a daddy longlegs crawling up the metal pole. Funny how spiders freak me out when I find them in the corners of my bedroom, but watching them do their thing in the beauty of the outdoors is calming.


And then there was Jenny, who was anything but calming. Her family was the closest thing we had to celebrities in this town. Her father owned Paulson AMC Car Dealership in the next town over, and his wife operated Alamo’s only beauty parlor out of their home. Our mother claimed that Mr. Paulson had the beauty salon built off to the side of their house for his wife, not so they could generate extra income by having her do hair, but rather as an attempt to keep her out of his.


“And get this, my daddy had the nerve this morning to ask me to help him get the swimming pool ready for the season!” She laughed as if the idea of her partaking in menial labor was absurd. “Even Daddy had to laugh when I gave him the look.”


I glanced down at my wrist, wishing I owned a watch so I could see how long it took for Jenny to bring up the pool. About three minutes? Because they had an image to maintain, the Paulsons were the only family in town to have an in-ground swimming pool. Never mind that we were never invited to swim in it. As she swung higher into the air, I decided I couldn’t wait for her to get her hair done so I could yank out the permanent wave with my hands. Dragging my feet in the dirt with each swing, I put my hands back into my pockets.


“Is that yours?” Jenny asked, pointing down to my candy bar which was laying on the ground.


“Oh, yeah.” Skidding to a stop, I stooped over to pick it up. “Um, Jenny, would you like part of my—”


“Oh my, I need to get going. Can’t keep Mummy waiting!” She scurried off, leaving me alone and relieved that I hadn’t finished my sentence.


Bored, I walked over to the monkey bars, where I climbed to the top, moving my hands quickly to avoid gripping the ice-cold metal. It was quiet here, the silence broken only by a barking dog and the honking geese overhead. As I watched my breath float away, I hung upside down, imagining myself flying away.
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May 23, 1970


Alamo, Michigan


“Come on, guys. Can you slow down a little?”


“Shh!” Mickey said, looking back to find that I was no longer in lockstep behind him, but instead slowly disappearing into the shadows of the night. In my defense, Mickey was at the age when all of his body parts were growing at different speeds. At fourteen, he was as thin as me but already as tall as our father. Each long stride of his lanky legs required three leaps by me just to keep up with him, and at four foot nothing, I was losing the race.


Taking pity on me, Hanna slowed, allowing me to catch up with her. I normally would have been running circles around all of them, but we had been wandering around Alamo for hours, and I was no longer sure if it was still tonight or tomorrow morning. Our parents thought we were asleep in the pup tent in the woods on our property, so it was only logical that we were now roaming the streets of Alamo like a band of G-rated hooligans—me, Silvia, Hanna, Mickey, and two of Mickey’s friends, Jeff and Robbie.


We kept conversation to a minimum as we walked down the middle of the street. It’s funny how the volume of the smallest sound ramps up at night so even a whisper travels across town. I forced myself to jog, rubbing my eyes, and telling myself that sleep was for sissies. But with each successive slap of my sneakers against the pavement, I was hit with that same lightheaded feeling I had earlier taking a couple of puffs from the Virginia Slims Silvia had swiped from our mother’s cigarette box. With the first drag, I just blew the smoke back in Silvia’s face. I was instructed that if I was going to smoke, I had to do it right, which meant breathing the smoke into my lungs. After I finally stopped coughing, I decided I might have to rethink following in every footstep of my glamorous sisters.


As we made our way to the four-corners, I kept quiet, honored to be tagging along with this ragtag team of teenagers, and I was relieved that Mickey’s pals were too busy vying for Hanna’s attention to notice my presence.


No one would blame Hanna for doing her best to ignore Jeff, a boy who proudly sported a dark smudge above his upper lip masquerading as a mustache and who wore more hairspray than any woman walking out of the Alamo Beauty Parlor. “Hey beautiful,” was his favorite saying, and it was usually spoken while looking into the mirror. But I had to wonder how she resisted the quiet charms of Robbie, a boy with sun-drenched blonde hair and feathered bangs that couldn’t hide his shy grin that could light up all of Alamo.


“Hey Squirt,” Robbie said, turning around. His hands were cupped as he walked back towards me. “I think this guy is yours.” He relaxed his grip to reveal a warm blinking glow.


“A firefly!” I marveled, not because fireflies were unique on any summer night in Michigan, but because Robbie could have handed me a rock and received the same level of appreciation from me. But as I reached for his open hand, the lightning bug flew away, happy to be free again.


“That’s all right, Squirt. We’ll get you another one before the night’s over.”


“Keep up,” Silvia said, pushing me in the back, obviously jealous of the special attention I was receiving. “Hey guys,” she suggested to the group as we walked through the school playground, “what if we TP-ed the school?” She tried blowing a smoke ring, but the smoke simply floated away.


“TP-ing’s for amateurs,” Mickey scoffed, climbing up the monkey bars and perching himself on the top bar. He ran his hand through his hair, pushing his long bangs back. Looking at him under the parking lot lights, I noticed how he resembled our mother, with his dark eyes and straight, almost-black hair framing his face. But because he was more likely channeling Mick Jagger, I’m sure he wouldn’t have appreciated my comparisons of him and our mother at that moment.


“No, we need to do something better, something this town will never forget,” Mickey said, leaping from the top of the monkey bars. “Well, at least not for a while.” Inspired, he grabbed one of the legs of the structure and started shaking the monkey bars. “Come here, everyone. Grab a bar and lift!”


“Seriously,” Hanna said, not doing as instructed. “We’re stealing the monkey bars? And we’re going to take it where?”


“Don’t think of it as stealing. We’re just borrowing it,” Mickey replied with a wink.


And before I could figure out what was happening, the five teenagers all tugged in unison and lifted the monkey bars off the ground. I joined them, pretending to carry my weight as the equipment glided off the schoolyard and floated down the middle of the street. Anyone looking out their front window that night might have thought they were witnessing an alien spaceship passing by their house.


Slowly and quietly, we walked, with the spacecraft finally coming to a landing in the middle of the intersection, complete with a streetlight shining on it like an FBI helicopter flashing a spotlight on that alien spaceship.


“OK, this is good,” Mickey announced. “Set it down.”


“Good,” Hanna said. “This damn thing is heavy.”


With that, she and everyone else let go of the monkey bars, making it land on the asphalt with an echoing clank. Stepping back, we marveled at our handiwork for a moment before scurrying off to the front steps of the church across the street. Congratulatory cigarettes were lit, and everyone took a seat on the steps. A sliver of the sun was showing itself, and I closed my eyes, thinking how nice sleep would be at that moment. Slowly, I pried my eyelids back open, and, trying to shake the sleep, I stood up and started jumping around. Rays from the predawn sun were bouncing off the cross that sat at the top of the steeple, like God was giving us a thumbs-up for a prank well done.


“Ha!” Mickey boasted, admiring our handiwork sitting in the intersection. “Can you imagine the first guy who drives up to this? He’s going to scratch his head, go home to his wife, and say, ‘Honey, you will never believe what’s sitting in the middle of Alamo Center.’ I wish I could—”


“Shit!” Silvia said, dropping her cigarette. “Ditch it!”


A car drove up to the intersection, and as it coasted to a stop in front of the monkey bars, Hanna grabbed my jacket sleeve and yanked me into the hedges where Silvia was already hiding. Meanwhile, Mickey and his friends moved into the shadows behind the church.


“Shh,” Hanna whispered, placing her hand on my shoulder, while I squirmed, trying to move away from a twig that was sticking into my back.


Silvia carefully bent a branch back and peered through the opening. “The driver’s door is opening,” she whispered. “OK, I think it’s closing again.”


“Thank God,” Hanna said.


“Wait—it’s opening again. He’s getting out, he’s looking around. I think he’s looking at us!” She let the branch spring back and leaned back against the wall of the church.


From behind the hedges, I could see Mickey and his friends standing in the shadows, and they were not exactly invisible in the early morning light.


“Oh, shit,” Robbie said, suddenly aware that the man was coming after them. “Run!”


I started to stand up, but Hanna yanked me back down and turned my head so that our faces were two inches apart. She put her finger up to her lips, and together, we stayed crouched behind the hedges, not daring to move.


The sound of the boys running off was followed by the slower footsteps of the man.


“Get back here!” he shouted after the boys. “I know who you are! I know your parents, and I’m going to tell them what you did! You little shits are going to regret running from me!”


The boys laughed at the man’s threats as they quickly outdistanced him. Unfortunately for us, the man gave up on the chase directly in front of the hedges. He stood, breathing hard as the three of us remained crouched where we were, frozen. As he stood just feet from us, trying to catch his breath, I feared he would spot us through the branches, but the crinkle of paper and the snap of a lighter told us he believed he was alone. Not long after, we heard footsteps walking away, followed by the opening and slamming of a car door. With the sound of the car engine, Hanna relaxed her grip on me, making me realize how scared she must have been.


Silvia peeked through the hedge. “He’s driving around the monkey bars. We’re good.”


“Oh my god, that was close,” Hanna said, plucking a twig from her sweater as we crawled out of hiding. “What if the man actually did recognize Mickey or one of the other boys, and tells Popi? Oh man, Popi will take a gürtel to every one of us.”


“A girdle?”


We turned to see that the boys had returned. Between snorts of laughter, Jeff added, “And who the hell is Boppy? Will they really hit you with a girdle?”


This got Jeff laughing all over again, which triggered an outburst of laughter from Robbie, who looked embarrassed to be laughing but couldn’t help himself. With arms crossed, Hanna let out a long sigh. “Popi is our father, smart-asses. And don’t you get spanked with a gürtel?” Strangely, Hanna’s question got the boys laughing all over again, and I laughed with them even though I had no idea what was so funny.


“Popi” is what we called our father. It’s like Papa, which is German for father. As a result of our mother’s German heritage, we kids grew up speaking Germlish, which is basically English with an occasional German word thrown in because the folks in town didn’t think we were weird enough already. Growing up speaking Germlish, we had no idea we were slaughtering both languages until it was kindly brought to our attention by understanding friends like Robbie and Jeff.


“Can’t say my dad has ever taken a girdle to me,” Jeff said with a wide grin and tears of laughter rolling down his cheeks. “A belt sometimes, but never a girdle!”


And that’s when we learned that while gürtel is German for belt, it had an entirely different meaning in English, which gave Mickey’s friends a visual of all of the Phillips kids being spanked with a women’s undergarment. And so went our life in Alamo.


As the laughter died down, the sun quietly rose, creating long shadows and heavy eyelids. Hanna yawned and started walking in the direction of our woods, and we all fell in line behind her. Finally, I thought, following Mickey and his friends. The only thing I wanted at that moment was sleep. Mickey looked back toward the intersection and reached for my hand. “Car coming our way!” We raced down the road, laughing, drunk on a mixture of hijinks and a lack of sleep.


When you live in a small town, it’s only a matter of time before the news of the day (or night) becomes the topic of conversation where grownups converge, like the town church or beauty salon. Or if you’re a real man-about-town, the Marathon Station.


As Ernie Harwell broke down the day’s baseball game over the radio, Dale and Kevin discussed the day’s business over a Chevy engine. “They’ve had a lot of groundballs so far today. Here’s a pitch on the way. Swings and fouls it off. It’ll reach the seats over back by the Tiger dugout—caught by a young lad from Taylor, Michigan.”


“You know he just makes that shit up,” Dale said from under the hood. “Harwell doesn’t know who the hell is sitting in those seats. I love that guy. The Tigers wouldn’t be the same without him.” With a strong yank, he pulled the battery out from under the hood of the Chevy and grabbed a brush to scrub the battery acid caked onto the cables while Kevin rummaged through an industrial-sized toolbox.


Our father leaned against the open garage door, taking it all in. He never did talk much. With an exceptionally high IQ, he never felt the need to show off his superior intellect, preferring instead, to have the people of Alamo think that he was simply a quiet man—an identity that put few demands on him from a social aspect and allowed him to soak up tidbits of information that the guys at the Marathon were only more than happy to share with anyone within spitting distance.


“So, Rob and Beth’s son was called up for duty a couple of days ago,” Kevin said, pulling out a wrench, and buffing grease off of it with a dirty towel. “Apparently, Beth went crazy when Robbie’s draft number came up on the television set. Rob had to hold her down to keep her from throwing the television across the room.”


“You served, didn’t you, Larry?” Dale asked, looking out from under the hood.


“Yes, sir.”


The guys at the Marathon Station called our father “Larry,” his first name. At Fuller Transmission, where he worked nights, he went by the nickname “Smokey,” but he referred to himself as “Merle,” his middle name, which was also the name our mother used for him.


And with all of us calling him “Popi,” it was amazing he responded to anything at all.


“Overseas, right?”


Larry nodded.


“See any action?”


“Little bit.”


Sensing that Larry wasn’t going to share any war stories with them, Dale went back to installing the new battery. “Well, I heard that Beth said that she’ll be damned if she lets the government haul her son overseas. I wouldn’t be surprised if she takes that sissy kid and heads to Canada. She should be damn proud to have a son fighting for our country.”


“Does Rob know he married a Commie?” Kevin asked.


“He does now,” Dale answered, wiping his brow as he stepped back from the car. He put his hands on his hips and stretched, making his back crack. “Kids today don’t have the same sense of duty we had growing up. Isn’t that right, Larry?”


“No, they sure don’t.”


“And the pitch. He swings, hits the ball. A hard bounce toward third base—caught by Jones who throws it to first. He’s out! And that finishes the second inning. A great play by Dalton Jones.”


“Let’s hope Lolich doesn’t throw the game away today like he did on Wednesday against the Blue Jays,” Dale said.


As the game went to a commercial break, the owner of the Chevy, sitting quietly on a rusty metal chair, waited for a pause in the conversation. “You guys will never believe what happened to me this morning,” he said, slapping his knee. “So, I was driving home after third shift when I come up to the intersection here. And what do you think I saw? A set of playground monkey bars sitting smack-dab in the middle of the damn intersection!”


Dale popped his head out from under the hood.


“If I had been going any faster, I might have crashed into it!”


“No shit? You saw that, too?” Dale asked. “I had to enlist three guys to help me carry the damn thing back to the schoolyard. Did you happen to see who did it?”


“Hell, yes, I did,” the man nodded, waving his hands around. “There were half a dozen of them! Older boys.” He spit on the floor and wiped spittle from his chin with the back of his hand, relishing everyone’s attention. “Well, I wasn’t going to let them get away with that, so I jumped out of my car and chased after them. I think there were six of them, maybe eight. Almost caught one of them—nearly tore his tennis shoe right off his foot!”
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“Heidi McCrary delivers an unforgettable and unflinching coming-of-age novel about
the ties that bind siblings in their complicated family struggles. Chasing North Star
examines the pain—often terror—of growing up with a narcissistic, mentally ill mother.”

—DIANA Y. PAUL, author of Things Unsaid
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