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For the woman hiding in plain sight, I see you.

For my children, Shelby, Rebecca, Stella, and Spenser, I love you as is. No matter what.






“There is something in me maybe someday to be written; now it is folded, and folded, and folded, like a note in school.”

—SHARON OLDS








INTRODUCTION [image: ] February 2011


And how much would you say you were drinking, on average?” the nurse standing across from me asked as she leaned against the counter, looking at her clipboard. God, I hated that question. It was worse than being asked what the first day of my last period was, as if I had ever kept track even on my best days. A morning starting with an intake interview was not the best day.

“I don’t know exactly. A lot,” I said flatly.

For close to an hour, I sat in a sterile exam room, getting asked in fifteen ways about the alcohol problem that brought me to the inpatient rehab in February of 2011. Each question—what type, how often, how long, with or without a side of pills or powder—was a hammer to my head, pounding me like a railroad spike, beaten down enough to get run over. That’s how I felt. No one’s going to pull me out of this, I thought as I rehashed my secret drinking life out loud. It was like confessing my worst earthly sins to a priest. And I’m not even Catholic.

“Do you have any treatment goals you’d like me to add to my notes on your behalf?”

Come on, lady. I wanted my life back. I wanted those doctors and nurses to give me back my years of sobriety and erase the horror stories that replaced them.

“No, I can’t think of any right now.” It was almost over. Then something caught her eye.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to a bag on the floor next to me.

“It’s a breast pump,” I said. She looked confused.

“For you?” she asked, giving a little point toward my chest. I hated admitting it. The nurse wasn’t stupid, and neither was I as we looked at each other doing the math. No one gets to my level of drinking in a matter of days. It had been going on for months. Snip-it’s of scenes from my relapse trickled into view behind my eyes, and the pain was excruciating. I can’t do this, it’s too much, I kept thinking. There was no pain reliever, no alcohol to numb me.

“We aren’t set up for that here,” she said.

“Oh, I didn’t know,” I told her, fighting back the avalanche of emotions. “Sorry. I have a nine-week-old baby at home, and I don’t want my milk to dry up.” She said nothing when I cried, “Please? I want to nurse him when I get home.”

But I couldn’t get more words to come out. I sat there hunched over, wiping snot off my nose with my sleeve—the first person to show up at the facility as a nursing mother. By a miracle, the breast pump stayed.

The first thing I noticed about my room assignment was the silence. All the other “clients” were off in classrooms or groups, and I stood there in a maternity top and a sloppy ponytail, feeling worthless. While my belongings were being searched for forbidden contraband like hairspray or dignity, I sat down on the edge of my assigned twin bed and started to wonder what my newborn, my toddler, my preschooler, my daughter in elementary school, and my overworked husband were doing in that precise moment. How were they doing? Better yet, how were they doing without me?

What I would have given to be with Spenser, to see him, touch him. A few weeks before, I was doing just that—holding him close on the couch one afternoon. I lifted him with his full little tummy after nursing him and watched his tiny back arch in a stretch the way his three sisters had done before him. I pulled him in nose to nose with me so I could smell his sweet baby’s breath. I was caught in the perfect moment when I took that deep breath near his lips. I smelled a faint smell of wine, and my heart stopped dead. My life froze.

If I could have sunk down and vanished into that couch down to the ground below me, I would have. But I sat there in a moment I couldn’t escape as I stared at him. What got into me? Who the hell was I? I begged to the silence that surrounded me to let me disappear into a cloud of nonexistence so those who loved me would never have crossed my path.

“Luggage,” a man said with a knock, then walked away. I decided to use the pump before my afternoon schedule began. The rule stated I couldn’t close my door, so I hid on the floor behind my bed and hooked up tubes with cups and funnels like a mad scientist. As soon as I flipped the switch on my 2008-model breast pump, I knew I was screwed. The machine was too loud.

One thing about rehab is people look for drama as a distraction. We can’t help it. It’s almost like a pre-programmed coping skill where we sniff out anything to talk and gossip about because, God forbid, we have to talk about ourselves. So I wasn’t all that surprised when random voices called out from my doorway.

“The fuck?” said a 20-something male voice at my door. I ignored it.

“Are you, like, diabetic or something?” someone else asked a minute later, trying to start a conversation with the back of my head.

“Don’t worry about it, keep walking, please,” I said, getting more paranoid about the people in the hallway.

“She’s the wine mom,” someone muttered right before I switched the breast pump off. I wanted to whip my head around to see who said it but decided flashing myself to a stranger wasn’t the best idea. To me, those words implied giddy day drinking from an actual glass, a circle of friends who planned playdates and always brought a bottle of vino while the kids played outside. It pissed me off. The insinuation that wine was too pretty and innocent to be taken seriously made me cringe. Guess they’re in for a surprise, I thought. I drank wine like a drug addict, fast and alone, and it was never social or fun.

Now this. I sat there on that dirty carpet, holding my warm bottles of liquid gold. Was the hole I dug for myself too deep to even see light at the top anymore? I’d gone missing. No one knew me at all anymore.

I buttoned my bra and adjusted my shirt before I walked into the small bathroom connected to my new bedroom. A surreal emotion crossed over me as I watched the milk meant for Spenser swirl down the drain. I looked at myself in the mirror with familiar disgust. Both sides of the reflection hated each other. It was the collision of my two lives.

On one side was the stay-at-home mother and wife doing just fine after a cross-country move that separated me from family and friends. You could catch me tootling around in my minivan with a pretty smile, struggling with typical insecurities that came with the pressure of raising four young kids. We went to parks and played with sidewalk chalk. We grew a garden and played hide-and-seek. We had dance parties in dress-up clothes after dinner. I asked the same questions every mother did: Am I doing this right? Do the kids feel loved enough? Are they getting what they need?

But my other life was a private hell as an alcoholic so sneaky that even Pete, my husband, never saw me drink. Taking chugs of wine at 4 am from hidden bottles stashed all over the house to make it through the night, shoving it into my diaper bag at the grocery store the next morning, trying to sober up around dinner time when Pete came home from work then passing out after reading bedtime stories only to wake up and do it all over again.

That’s what wine did for me right before it almost killed me.

Was it asking too much to want a do-over? Four times a day, I hooked myself up to the breast pump only to toss out the purest milk I ever produced for the baby I barely knew. I clung to the hope of one day nursing him. But those maternal hormones swerved aimlessly, driving me into fits of uncontrollable sobbing and me longing for the missing parts of my heart, to hold, to smell, to see. It reminded me of what I couldn’t have. The sounds of my daughters’ voices, the pattering of feet. I yearned to feel my tiny son pressed against my chest. I never knew grief like that.

I laid in bed at night replaying the last good-bye with my husband when we embraced before he left me there and drove back home. I wanted him to feel me saying, I’m sorry I ruined your life. I’m sorry I did it again. I’m so sorry I ruined our kids. And when we let go to say our “I love you’s,” what I really wanted to say was, I will fix all of this. I will get better, and when I come back, I will be me again. But I said everything on the inside, which made me feel even more like the outsider I was so used to being.

How did I become someone so unbearable in my skin that the simple act of closing my eyes to try and sleep bolted me up every night in terror? What the hell happened? The reality of my life felt like a nonstop freight train running over me, and as insane as it sounds, I wanted alcohol to save me and buffer all the pain.

All of it had to stop. I had to go home sober and get it right this time. Work harder. Get organized. Make a schedule. Make some friends. Do the steps. Clean the car. Find a church. Start a scrapbook. My entire existence depended on my decisions over the weeks to come.

But it’s hard to stay sober, no matter how much I love my kids, if I still hate myself.






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] 1976–1990


The smoke alarm goes off, and I am screaming across our living room as my parents shout to each other above the noise. I run to a bedroom for safety, turning into a siren myself with a blood-curdling wail as if someone is dying. Maybe me. I am two years old, and my first memory is fragmented with details of the sun shining through the windows and the temperature inside our small house in Detroit.

The first map pin in my life.

Was that the start of it? Did I crack from the sound of a smoke alarm and its aftermath? Could such an insignificant moment set off a tripwire in my little head to start me on a different path? I wondered why I remembered it so clearly, if there was more to it because this is what we do. Rather, what some of us are forced to do when we pick up a pair of imaginary binoculars and look backward toward a land we knew as childhood. Certain memories stand out right away while others gradually come into focus, sneaking into view. Oh yeah, I forgot about that, I think. I don’t remember a lot; some I can’t forget. Nostalgic, often hilarious and heartwarming, but that wasn’t the point for me being there, two again, not this time.

I was searching for clues. I’d gone back to Childhood for a hundred reasons, but this time, I intentionally squinted harder and poked deeper, convinced there had to be something I missed to explain what happened. I had to figure it out but didn’t know what I’d find.

Slam!

It was the way the front door closed that kept me from running to greet my dad. It was 1979, we were living in Minneapolis, and he’d come home every day close to 6 pm carrying his briefcase. If I heard a casual click in the latch, I’d scurry over for a hug, then follow him to my parent’s bedroom so I could help put a wooden shoe tree into each of his leather dress shoes. It was my special honor, but not that night.

“I’m home,” he called out, and maybe it was how his voice sounded that caused me to pause and watch him walk by. My father didn’t say or do anything overtly alarming as my mother began to put dinner on the table, and yet he’d brought home a quiet unease too big for my vocabulary. I didn’t know what it was.

My brother, Peter, three years older than me, walked into the kitchen and squeezed by the washer and dryer to give me a jab in the back. He and I were siblings, rarely friends. Our brother-sister combo, with his teasing and my tattling, sat across from Mom and Dad, and I was nervous.

Be good, I thought, while my dad slid a slice of meatloaf on my plate. A giggle accidentally escaped me when I looked over at Peter’s perfect mashed potato volcano. I knew it was a mistake and nervously glanced at my parents who turned to look at his plate.

“Peter, it’s not playtime,” my mom said. “Just eat.” But when he made one little jab at the mound and melted margarine oozed out, we thought it was funny and stifled our laughs. One slipped out, probably mine, and my father exploded.

“Listen to your mother!” my dad shouted. The boom of his voice startled me, causing firecrackers to go off my chest. I froze.

“Dan, it’s fine,” my mom said softly, but he ignored her, instead watching every move my brother made as Peter tried to eat. I didn’t want to move. I sat suspended, anxiously waiting for the next boom to go off.

“HEY! Sit up straight,” he shouted at Peter. “Shut your lips. And learn to chew with your mouth closed.”

Not a minute later, it was, you hold a fork like this. He used a condescending voice, my dad emphasizing the way he held his utensil out in front of my brother’s face. “It’s not a shovel. Try using your brain.”

All I could do was stare down at my plate, watching fat tears fall like bombs onto green peas scattered around my plate. I cried like I always did, trying to swallow my sniffles to be quiet so my dad wouldn’t look in my direction.

“God DAMMIT, stop your crying,” my dad said to me with a wham of his hand on the table. I did my best. Hide and seek, and bent my head down lower, eyes closed, hoping to disappear. I was four, embarrassed for being such a crybaby.

Stop it, I scolded myself. Be a good girl. I knew it was all my fault. The outburst started with my laugh, not my eight-year-old brother, Peter, and his craftsmanship for mashed potato volcanoes. The thick quiet hung over the kitchen table. I heard forks clink against Corningware plates and my mother’s voice, soft again. When I looked up from my lap, the three of them were eating like nothing had happened. I didn’t understand it. This beautiful mother—the one who knew how to fix, make, bake or sew anything in the world—patched us back together as if nothing had occurred. Invisible needle and thread, I watched her ask my dad if he’d like a second serving and then pick up her beer and take a sip.

“Daddy?” I said later that evening while he sat in the converted garage we called the TV room. In my Tinkerbell nightgown, my hair wet from a bath, I held out a hairbrush in my hand. “Will you brush my hair for me?”

My dad sat in his recliner in front of the television, unwinding with another beer and a box of crackers.

“Ok,” he said, and I crawled onto his lap as he counted along to each gentle stroke through my tangles. “One hundred strokes for your pretty hair.”

The man from the dinner table was gone. This was my nice dad, sitting in “Dad’s Chair,” an old recliner held together by brown-striped upholstery with a broken arm that hung outward because that was my spot, and the chair remembered to save me a space. We watched The Dukes of Hazzard until my bedtime with his arm wrapped around me, a perfect fit. He shushed me when I started to chatter, but I still got the message. He loved me, after all.

But look. Every day wasn’t filled with dysfunctional blow-ups. Mostly, they’d come and go throughout the week in the privacy of our house. I loved my daddy. The unpredictability was part of our routine, balanced by the ordinary life of a family of four in a middle-class neighborhood outside Minneapolis. The best part of living in Minnesota was all the extended family in close proximity. My dad’s folks lived nearby at their high-rise apartment across town. It had an indoor pool, which Peter convinced me had piranhas living by the drain in the deep end. We would gather with aunts and uncles from my mom’s side, where I tagged along with a pack of cousins always up to something. It was all boys except for Jenny, who was older than me, like Peter and another cousin, Henry, were. My idol and undesignated boss of the show, Jenny, once saved me from getting kidnapped on a bike ride in the woods near my house. “The kid or the bike,” some burly teenager said when a couple of them stopped us. It’d be hard for her to explain coming home without one of those, but Jenny was tough and shouted, “Neither!” We took off as fast as her feet could pedal, and somehow, I managed not to fall off the bicycle’s banana seat. It was an act of heroism, but heroic acts were common in our genealogy. We had no idea we were part of a pattern. The generations in our family history where soldiers were the real heroes, since the American Revolution. Our lineage was marked with men who fought in the War of 1812, the Civil War, World Wars, and included the names of our dads, James and Daniel, in Vietnam.

It was a bore listening to family history. Enduring my grandma’s long car drives at a 20-mph pace while she pointed out farms and houses along winding back roads on an endless afternoon. A later generation built a railroad, then another, where my grandfathers worked on the train. I found it dull and didn’t care when I was young.

What gets missed in our talks about inheritable traits? Are there connections beyond eye color that tie us to our ancestors? We already know about genetic predispositions for alcohol addiction. I heard whispers and rumors relating to trauma and felt it stirring from the unspoken horrors of the pain held inside of us and the poverty we experienced.

Intergenerational trauma and addiction run throughout my family tree, flocked with the unspoken code to suffer in silence. Women and mothers tended farms and raised children while the husbands and men picked up their guns and left to fight a war they didn’t start. The ones who made it home hardly spoke a word about the nightmares of combat. There wasn’t talk about financial stress or family tragedy. What happened to all of their stuffed and silent misfortunes?

My great-grandma, Stella, kept quiet when her husband would disappear from the farm on a drinking bender. She never said a word, a custom passed on from proud Irish women and reinforced by a culture telling us not to acknowledge the terrible things that occurred. It passed along to her daughter, my Grandma Fern. She married a young man named Rona from a nearby farm during the start of World War II. Rona came from a big German family, hardworking parents with eight kids and a familiarity with hard times and booze. Together, my grandma and grandpa had eight children of their own, one of them being my mother, who married the same type of man as the women who came before her.

Is it any surprise that my father comes from a similar background? Both of my parents, then both of their parents stacking together, made one hell of a club sandwich. And I was underneath it. Histories of men and women affected by poverty, politics, farming, and war tapped out a pattern across time like a Morse code my little ears couldn’t yet hear. The message was we didn’t talk about uncomfortable things. Keep it to yourself, work hard, and eat your vegetables. Nobody spoke about problems of depression, alcoholism, suicide, abuse, and all the pent-up rage. They didn’t know how, except for a whisper here and there. Silence can be heavy, and it adds to the pressure inside of a person trying to hold it all in. We say a lot with our mouths shut, but combined with all the unspoken words of my dead ancestors, my bloodline was destined for blow-ups. By the time I came along and added my little twig to the family tree, it was only a matter of time until the tinder exploded.

I adored my mother. She was the most beautiful woman in the world, except for my Aunt Sharon, her sister. But my mom had an agitation under her skin that calmed most nights when she drank. She harbored a nervousness that she’d one day name “worry.” But I’d only ever known it as trouble. Was it my dad? Maybe the weather? I never knew what made her cry. Whispers on the phone about me? Peter and I constantly beating on each other? There was something in her smile that wasn’t right sometimes. I always wanted her to tell me, but I was just a kid and likely didn’t need to know. But between the two of my parents, there was a big space for a little girl to feel a constant threat of danger.

In family dysfunctions and my imaginative afternoons playing Star Wars or “house” with my best friend, Eric, who begrudgingly agreed to marry me, my parents sat Peter and me down one day for the unexpected news that my mom was pregnant. Boy, did they have some nerve. Trying to turn the announcement into a positive experience for me was a flop, and I wanted to wake up one morning and hear the whole “baby in mom’s tummy” thing was a huge mistake. Then later, to find out it was another smelly brother? What on earth had they done? It’d be two against one for the rest of my life. And it made me angry, then sad. For six years, I’d been the youngest, the baby of the family.

What’s going to happen to me? I wondered. If this baby stole my spot, then what would become of me? I couldn’t even bring myself to visit the hospital to see the newborn invader. And maybe that’s where I began to glitch. Adam was born in June. And if that wasn’t enough of an adjustment, one month later, we moved to Texas. Everything happened so fast—the pregnancy, the baby, the move. Can a person slip through the cracks? Because suddenly, baby Adam wasn’t the space invader; it was me. A missing person in my own family, an assistant-mother, and temperamental annoyance. I couldn’t comprehend what was happening until I got there, but what seven-year-old would? I didn’t understand how far away I’d be from my cousins and that it meant I’d only see them one time in the next couple of years. I’d never climb my favorite tree beside the house, build snow forts in the front yard, or boss around my reluctant playhouse spouse, Eric. None of it sunk in until I was a thousand miles away without a single say about it. And no way to go back.

I was lost on a different planet named Plano, Texas, what used to be a tiny town in farmland. But a hike in taxes and some reappraisals pushed the farmers out. By the time we showed up in 1982, Plano’s population was full of professionals climbing the corporate ladder, eager to get rich and raise a family of high achievers like themselves in a safe, award-winning community. I wanted to go home.

When I searched the faces of my parents and Peter, it bothered me how they seemed fine. Because I knew I was not.

“You’re so quiet. Are you nervous?” my mother asked on our way to register me for second grade. I was usually so talkative but didn’t have the words for how I felt.

“I don’t want a new school. I don’t have any friends, Mom,” was what came out.

“It’s going to be fiiiine, Emily. You always have lots of friends,” she said for encouragement, but it felt wrong. I was never a popular kid, and the thought of having to meet new friends sounded terrifying.

Everything about Jackson Elementary was different the minute we walked in the door. I grimaced at the sight of the school secretary with her big, poufy hair and the thick, black liner around her eyes. Her lips were all gooey with a bright red gloss that smudged across one of her teeth.

“Good mornin’, how can I help y’all?” she asked in a high voice. She talked weird.

“Hi, I’m Mary Ellen, and I’d like to register my daughter for school here. We’re new to the area,” my mom said in a professional tone that impressed me.

Down by my feet sat Adam in his baby carrier, so while the ladies carried on in conversation and my mom filled out paperwork, I crouched down in front of my new brother.

“A-boo-boo-ba-ba-ga-ga,” I said to get his attention. By complete accident, the little creature was growing on me. It turns out he was adorable with his bald head, itty-bitty feet and pudgy hands. I stuck out a finger to see if he’d grab hold of it, and sure enough, he made a little fist around my pinkie.

“Emily, back up a bit, okay? Give him some room,” my mom said, so I went and sat in a chair against the nearby wall.

“Oh mah gawwsh, a baaaby!” squealed the secretary, Mrs. Marshall, in her gaudy Southern accent. I rolled my eyes and listened to chitchat about everything “baby,” from outfits to sleep patterns. Even breastfeeding. Hey, talk about me for a second? I thought. All the excitement must have been a real thrill for my brother because he decided at that very moment to take the biggest poop of his seven-week life.

“I am so sorry,” my mom said. Not half as sorry I was, until I heard the word “constipation” come out of her mouth. “Is there a place I can change him?” she asked, embarrassed, then motioned for me to grab the diaper bag for supplies. I wanted that morning like old times with my mom when we’d run errands and stop off at Dairy Queen for a Dilly bar on special occasions.

When we got back in the car, I let out a heavy sigh.

“Do you feel better about the whole school thing?” my mom asked me, and I wanted to scream, Are you crazy? But I just nodded. I didn’t know a thing about how I felt.

We used to talk all the time, but now it felt like work to get a minute of her to myself. I didn’t feel important to her anymore, and if I was, she didn’t have the time to show it.

It’s hard to figure out how to fit into a new place. It’s almost impossible to ask questions when you’re afraid of saying something stupid to highlight that you’re an outsider. No one gives the new kid a handbook of do’s and don’ts for avoiding unknown social catastrophes, but there I was in my hand-me-down t-shirts and homemade dresses with my tube socks pulled up to my knees.

I come from pioneers, something that should have given me some Irish guts for an adventure. My third great-grandparents, William and Eliza, decided to head west in a covered wagon pulled by oxen all the way to Pike’s Peak in Colorado before deciding to turn back and settle on land once considered inhabitable in Nebraska. That’s quite a bold move for a couple of farmers, especially by 1850s standards. Eliza always held my interest, and I loved her middle name. It was Jane, like mine.

One afternoon, when she was 25 years old, living out on the prairie, Eliza was home alone with her new baby when a group of native Omaha women walked into the cabin. They picked up her daughter, passing her to one another for a look as Eliza stood by quietly, frozen in fear. She watched as the women walked around the small indoor space, looking through her cupboards. Then, they handed back the infant, took one loaf of bread, and left quietly with no future trouble between them. I guess that’s one way to meet the new neighbors.

Without a single thought of it, I’d gone on my own pioneer adventure. My dad and me in the car with Sparky the cat howling in the back seat headed south down Interstate 35 on a thousand-mile journey to this strange place we’d never been. Our family left behind the richness of our little slice of history and settled in a town with no history of us at all.

Our move seemed too much for me. What lessons were passed down to my mother, letting her adjust so well, but had inexplicably skipped over me? By the looks of things, she adapted to our new world just fine, meeting the neighbors and exchanging phone numbers for future play dates with babies. I was out there flailing in the dust.

On my new street, all the houses were the same size and shape, with varying shades of light-brown bricks. Every yard had one lonely little tree that provided a shifting 3-foot patch of shade from the 100-degree summer heat. Kids my age cared about things I knew nothing about, like clothing brands, who was richer, and how big your house was. Suddenly, it mattered what you weighed, what college you liked, and who was in your friend group. All I knew was I left my Minneapolis neighborhood with quaint houses and massive trees for a suburb where everything was new and a little too perfect. Well, not that perfect.

My dad’s drinking and hair-trigger temper still listed high on my concerns, but again, it wasn’t discussed in the open. I didn’t know what was wrong other than me. Was Plano the perfect setup for a girl like me to crack for good? Or was I already primed before we moved and would have snapped either way? The tug on the string that told me I was an outsider got stronger the more I tried to follow the new rules to fit in. I did the one thing I learned seemed to work the best. I kept my mouth shut about all of it. Get through it.

“Emily, can you run outside and watch Adam for a minute?” It was my mom, breaking me out of my television trance. She’d been sitting outside with a flock of other women, watching their little ducklings ride big wheels and tricycles up and down the sidewalk together.

At eleven years old, stuffing my face with food in the house for an hour or two while watching Little House on the Prairie was a daily ritual. I snuck sleeves of saltines, not wanting to think. I lived in a vacuum, like an invisible breath sucked up the happy days of how it used to be and blew a silent suffering that followed us from Minnesota down our chimney.

“Yeah, sure,” I said, sitting up and watching a snowstorm of cracker crumbs fall onto the burnt orange shag carpet. Out in the kitchen, my mother fumbled around in the bottom cabinet next to the sink. I knew what she was doing before I saw the giant green jug in her hands. I kept walking, unbothered by the daily routine, when her afternoon wine started flowing. My mother’s drinking never looked like my father’s. I walked outside and looked in the mailbox, only to find a miracle. A birthday party invitation addressed to me! Sunbeams shot out of my eyes at the sight of my handwritten name and the fact somebody in my class, who was so pretty and popular, knew it and had written it down.

“Don’t worry, Em. You’re going to have fun,” my mom said as we drove to Kammy’s sleepover.

I was so nervous, second-guessing if the invitation was an accident, and there were too many girls and too much camaraderie for me. I was shy, and my sunbeams were fading. Even the pizza party was a bust when I ended up last in the kitchen, and Kammy’s mom quietly said, “Two is plenty, dear, we’ll be having cake.” Other girls had more than two slices, and I knew why she said it. I wanted to go home, but it was late, and I doubted anyone would pick me up. We opened presents, played games, a Ouija board came out briefly, but the sight of it scared the shit out of everyone.

And then “Light as a feather, stiff as a board” was enthusiastically introduced.

“Can I try?” I asked after everyone else had a turn at trying to float off the ground using only the fingertips of friends. It looked like it worked. Maybe I’d give it a shot.

“I don’t know if you can do it,” said Jill, whose homeroom desk was next to mine at school.

“Yeah. You might be too big,” someone pronounced, followed by a flurry of giggles like I was standing in Munchkin Land. Who said that? Oh, the shame I felt when the pretty witches confirmed I was the fattest girl at the party and thought it was funny.

What is it that tips the scale, where certain moments become childhood trauma for some kids, but others chalk it up as crappy moments and turn out okay? It’s pressure—keeping secrets with yourself that even you don’t understand. Since no one around me talked about feelings, I never learned what they were or how to deal with them. What’s normal? Did other people have them? Imagine it. No friends to confide in, no adult to consult, no books on the shelf, and no computer.

We have academic and medical careers dedicated to children and how trauma impacts their development, but there isn’t much written about the kids who fall in the middle, who are smashed between problems that are disguised as normal life. Our trauma isn’t obvious enough to alert teachers, parents, neighbors or other grownups, so no one gets involved. It’s why there’s this lack of research—our skills are crafted to fool you. To be seen in families with a dysfunctional system was a constant dangerous threat.

“Kids are resilient.” Then a sigh of relief. “She’ll grow out of it.” That’s always the goal. But when Kammy and the girls from the party never talked to me again, I didn’t grow out of it because I didn’t know how. I settled there, getting lucky with a smile and a conversation or two. I learned most of what I knew about life on my own, true or false, by what I experienced rather than what someone coached or advised me during personal conversations.

When girls rejected me, I was the reject. When kids made fun of me, well, I was a joke.

“Hey guys, look! It’s the wall clinger,” I heard a boy’s voice say in the seventh-grade hallway.

I didn’t realize the shout-out was for me until I noticed myself sliding half my body along the walls with my head down. Jeremy, the jock who said it, had a locker next to mine.

“She’s doing it again!” someone jeered for a crowd to laugh if I accidentally swiped against the painted concrete for an entire school year.

If I ever questioned whether the universe was punishing me, puberty cleared that up quickly at Haggard Middle School. I suddenly understood that people weren’t looking with kind eyes at the pretty little girl anymore; they were looking with disapproval at some freak. It’s jarring to watch it unfold and see nice words spoken in my direction diminish in number. I was still myself on the inside, outwardly feeling like an embarrassment. It’s easy to have friends in Plano when you’re thin and pretty with rich parents, but if you are the shy, awkward fat girl with big glasses and a home perm, you’re screwed.

My social calendar was wide open on the weekends to tag or drag along with my parents for one of Adam’s soccer games.

“Mom? Mom!” I called for her attention one Saturday. “Did you pack a drink in the cooler for me?”

The back of my thighs had melted into my lawn chair from my shadeless spot on the sidelines. I had no intention of peeling them off as I adjusted my posture, sweat drops trickling down my temples.

“Sorry, honey, the juice boxes are for the kids. It’s our week,” she said. “Maybe there’ll be a leftover.”

I cupped my hands across my forehead and squinted across the field. My father stood with other proud dads wearing the team’s t-shirt and a handsome smile. He hollered encouraging advice to Adam from the sidelines on a sport he never played. My dad was living the dream at that very moment, and I watched with curiosity as a cluster of little boys ran back and forth, kicking at each other. When the game ended, my mom met Adam with open arms and handed out ice-cold drinks alongside my dad. They looked so happy as I finally got up, peeling the back of my thighs off the lawn chair to walk over and congratulate my little brother on a good game. Was I jealous? If so, I didn’t know it, not yet, because I rooted for Adam along with everybody else. I didn’t hate my little brother; I hated the way my parents loved him.

What did it matter anyway? The magical moment was over by the time we pulled back into the driveway.

“Hey, Phlegm-ily,” Peter taunted me that afternoon in the kitchen. I turned around and shoved his taller, 16-year-old stature as hard as I could in his chest. He laughed and began singing in a Depeche Mode style fat, fat, fat butt phlegm, phlegm-ily, enraging me.

“Hey, ugly stupid jerkface,” I said, “Shut up!” Then he knuckle-punched me in the arm.

“Ouch!” I yelled, “Come on.” His hit was too hard. “Mommm!” I whined, but she ignored us. We kept badgering each other in the kitchen with petty insults that usually sent me running for the lockable door of our shared bathroom to avoid a beatdown. Inadvertently, our racket interrupted my dad’s television show in the adjoining family room until he sprang out of his recliner and headed straight toward us. My eyes widened. Peter and I were used to the unexpected eruptions of my father by now, but where I still instinctively reacted with fear, Peter had grown cold.

“Dammit, you two!” my dad bellowed on his approach. I started to back away. He stood right in front of Peter with his chest out like he wanted to fight, but Peter called his bluff and didn’t move.

“What’s your problem?” he snapped to my father. I shuddered at his audacity, thinking Peter, shut up, what are you doing? My feet were bolted to the ground.

“I’m sick of your shit, that’s what!” My dad stepped forward as he yelled. Peter looked at him with blank eyes.

“Yeah, okay,” my brother said flippantly, then tried to walk away. My dad wasn’t having it, and a thousand prickly pins scattered under my skin at the sight. I stepped backward, looking for my escape, when I saw my dad grab Peter’s arm, and Peter yank out of his grip and walk away.

“Get back here!” my dad shouted at him, but Peter didn’t listen.

My mind raced like a fire, feeling the familiar burn of guilt over the shove I gave Peter in the first place. Where is Mom? I wondered, following their shouting match as it continued toward the back of the house.

The commotion spun me in circles until suddenly, I was bursting out the front door, where’s my mom? I found her in the yard chatting with a neighbor, a plastic wine glass in hand, with Adam.

“Mom!” I shouted. “We need you.” She sprang to her feet immediately. Instead of waiting for her, I raced toward my parent’s bathroom. When I bolted around the corner, I saw Peter crouched over, trying to force himself backward, but my dad had his hand gripping Peter’s head, trying to shove it into the toilet bowl. I let out a scream.

“Stop it!” I screeched before my mom rushed past me. “Leave him alone!” I kept crying out something, but I cannot recall what it was, only that I needed to be there and couldn’t leave Peter until it was settled. But my sobbing, coming from the doorway, became a bother.

“Emily, leave! Get out of here,” I was told.

Peter angrily stormed out and drove off to spend the night out with friends while the rest of us ate dinner, pretending to be a normal family. The guilt overwhelmed me. Again, I blamed myself. I could have stopped it or never started it. What got into me? I should have known better and kept my mouth shut when Peter pissed me off. I should have said the right thing at the right time to keep my dad from blowing up. Some things haunt us for the rest of our lives.

I stayed in my room most of the time after that.

“What’s going on?” my mom asked me one day after school in 9th grade. Her hand reached out and stroked my hair while I hid my face in the blankets on my bed. I couldn’t find words for what had become of me.

“Nothing. Everything. Dad,” I mumbled to the wall, staring at a piece of bubble gum I forgot I stuck near the bedframe. “He hates us, doesn’t he, Mom? Maybe I hate him too.”

“Emily, don’t say that. Your dad doesn’t hate you; he loves you,” she said, but I knew it was a lie. “Hey, what if we start going to church? Try something new, just the three of us, for a change,” she suggested, meaning me, Adam, and herself. Peter had moved to Austin for his freshman year at the University of Texas. We gave it a try.

Somehow, the rows of metal folding chairs felt more comfortable than the typical warmth of wooden church pews. The Methodists were kind and welcoming enough, so we went back each week. I even started going to the youth group, loving the fact no one there knew I was a loser at school. I could be anything I wanted to be, coming out of my shell as a happy girl who fit in and had friends. I kept life inside my house to myself.

A young couple, Debbie and Terry, volunteered with our group, and their happy marriage mesmerized me. When Debbie expressed her opinion or disagreed with Terry, he didn’t turn into an angry jerk. They didn’t fight. They talked, even laughing and holding hands together later. I never remembered seeing my parents hold hands.

“Do you think you could help me with a service project for school?” I asked Debbie over the phone, but I already knew she would. She’d almost become my second mother over the last year.

“Of course!” This meant she’d be coming over to my house, a detail I neglected to think about until the week the work was due. She stopped over after dinnertime on a Wednesday, which was risky considering the constant ticking of the homemade bomb in the shape of my father.

As we spread out papers and poster board in the dining room and during some casual chitchat, I let something slip about my life in that house.

“It’s not the greatest,” was all I said, but she laughed and didn’t believe me.

“Oh, Emily, what problems could you possibly have?” she asked me in a lighthearted way, which was the worst thing to hear from the one person on the planet I trusted. I only dipped my toe into the ocean of truth, and already I felt the coldness of doubt, the fear of being corrected or looking stupid, the questioning of my reality. I paused.

But who could blame her for being clueless? I was 15 years old and an expert on how to live a double life. As long as things looked fine to the outside world, the fact I was dying on the inside could stay undercover. I set it up that way, unknowingly drowning myself. I needed air.

“I think my dad’s an alcoholic,” I blurted out softly. I don’t know why I said it. I’d never said that word before. As her expression turned into confusion, I wanted to suck the words back into my mouth.

“Really? Wait, how much does he drink every night?” she asked, and I didn’t know how to measure something like that. I pictured the kitchen trash can and its nightly build-up of beer cans, then guessed at the number in my head.

“Well, he stops at a bar or drinks in the car driving home after work, but here at the house, around eight beers a night,” I said, unsure if that met the qualifications for a problem or not until I read the cues on Debbie’s face. I knew it wasn’t good.

She looked uncomfortable the rest of the evening.

“I’m sorry,” I kept telling my mom a couple of days later after Debbie called her.

“Emily, you have nothing to be sorry about,” she said, but I saw she was upset, and I knew I had done something wrong. She made an excuse for the two of us to sneak out in the evening for a support group called Al-Anon and Alateen, where we sat in separate meetings. For the first time, I was in a room of teenagers with parents like my dad, and I listened to a kid tell a story about hiding under his bed from his drunk and pissed-off father. I don’t know how he did it—it was such a tragically awful scene to talk about—but he told it in a way that had everyone in the room laughing hysterically. Even I almost let out a snicker. If I hadn’t been so insecure and terrified of being noticed, I might have actually enjoyed the hour when I didn’t feel so different from everybody else.

The contrast of walking to the car with sore cheeks from all the smiling compared to my mother walking next to me with red, swollen eyes and wads of snotty Kleenex in her hand from crying created a burden of shame that hid inside my chest. The place where I was finding connection with a bunch of misfits was the same place breaking my mother’s heart, like a birth and a death all in one space.

My dad unofficially designated me his enemy the day he found out about what I told Debbie and where my mom and I went on our weeknight outings.

“Either she snaps out of this, or she’s leaving!” he bellowed from my parent’s bedroom.

“Come on, Dan, where would she go?” my mom said back.

“Send her to a relative! Hell, send her to boarding school for all I care!”

In a house our size with hollow doors, Adam and I heard the fighting, never saying a word to each other about them. I sat in my bedroom listening to my dad blame my mother and me for all the misery in his life. He boomed that he’d give to me exactly what I’d given him, “jack shit.” Still, I pretended my dad would wake up the next morning and be different like he was in that armchair back in Minnesota brushing my hair. Maybe this time, he’d even apologize and mean it. He’d love my mother and give up the booze. He’d choose us. I even imagined my mom coming in and telling me everything would be okay and that she would finally be happy. I waited, but none of that happened.

By 15, I was already asking myself what happened to my family? Why can’t I get it right for once? Where did I go wrong? I hated how I still wanted the same fairy tale of a happy family. It was the same dream every woman on my family tree seemed to want, but for some reason, I messed things up. Forget all the effort of trying to figure out the unspoken rules and be good all the time, I’d just settle for proof I was lovable. That I wasn’t alone.

Six months later, our house was still a war zone, with my dad unable to put a cap on his drinking. My mom stopped me in the kitchen on a Friday afternoon.

“Hang on, I need to talk to you,” she said with seriousness in her voice.

“Now what?” I said with an eyeroll.

“I have something to tell you about myself,” she started to say. “And I’m not sure you’re going to like what you hear.” I stood there waiting.

“Emily, your dad’s not the only alcoholic in this family, I’m…” But I cut her off, refusing to let her say the worst words any mother could say to their child.

“What?!” Feeling all the blood go up to my face. “Are you KIDDING?” I shouted in an awful panic. She’s lying, I thought.

“I’m an alcoholic, too,” she said through a sob, reaching her hand out for me to hold. My mom wanted to love me through the emotional apocalypse, but I wanted none of it. I shook my head to shake off the words and wanted to run away from all of it. I wished I had somewhere to be with friends I didn’t have.

“Emily, wait,” she pleaded, wanting to talk more, but it was too late. I stormed out the back door.

It made little sense; alcoholics were mean and loud and unpredictable, but my mother never spewed hatred in my face in a drunken rage or humiliated me in public. She was generous, kind, and timid.

When I looked back, my memories deceived me. The entire perspective changes when you remove the elephant from the room. I overlooked my mom—the same affliction I felt she’d done to me. The truth came through so clearly that I felt dumb to have missed the constant gallon jugs of wine and daily morning headaches. Broken wine glasses across the kitchen floor because she drank too much. The times I thought she wasn’t listening to me like she was somewhere else because she was drunk. Her glazed look late at night because she was drunk. The calmness on stressful days at home because she had wine to numb her nerves.

The human brain can only stuff itself with so much before it all overflows and infiltrates areas that trigger a response, seemingly out of nowhere. I ran out of methods to survive. And I was overflowing.

I wanted to start over with everything, so I began every nightly prayer with an apology for bothering Him. Because if, by some chance, God saw me lying in my bed surrounded by such a mess, then He already knew I didn’t look like those other kids at church. I felt unworthy of a private conversation, like I had cut in line in front of the good kids, who didn’t have unanswered prayers. But me? I’d been bad from the beginning.

What if God was already disappointed in me?



“What did you just say?” my dad asked, glaring at me from across the table.

Right away, my brain flooded with confusion. I was a little girl again, stomach churning. Did I say something? What did I say? I might have mumbled something, but I couldn’t recall what it was. Friday nights were notorious for my father coming home late, half-cocked and ready for a fight so he could storm out and head to his favorite bar.

“Nothing,” I said, trying not to look at him.

“You got a problem with me?” he snapped loudly. I just shook my head and stole a glance at my mom.

“Can I leave the table?” I whispered pleadingly to her. “Can I eat in the dining room? Just for tonight?” She shook her head, not really as an answer, but as a warning to convey, lower your voice, Emily. You will set him off, please! I was desperate. So was she.

“No.” The answer came from my dad. “You think you’re too good for us?”

For the next thirty minutes, we sat hostage to the escalation of anger that eventually sprang him up from the table in a screaming fury. He was mad if we said something and mad if we didn’t. Any attempt by my mom to calm him down only made things worse. Dishes banged while he shouted insults to us about how hard he works and how miserable we make his life when he comes home. Chairs and drawers slammed and crashed like background percussion, and I just sat there with my head bowed in a silent cry while it all went to hell. Like old times.

“I hope you’re happy.” His parting words before the back door slammed left us whiplashed from the cyclone.

I went straight down the hall to the bathroom, locked the door, and stood there. Then, without a thought, I stuck two fingers down my throat and gagged myself over the toilet. Nothing happened. I bent over and did it again, gagging repeatedly from my fingers reaching down my throat until I started throwing up everything that happened at dinner and then some. When I stood back up with a pounding head and watery eyes, I was empty. Gone were the emotion-attached memories I couldn’t understand. Gone was my father’s anger, my mother’s silence, and the generations of unacknowledged tragic pain I didn’t understand but somehow felt. My throat burned from the bitterness. But the relief I felt afterward—that hollowness and peace—became the answer I’d been searching for.

Everyone’s got secrets. And I had mine.



Back in Minnesota, only two blocks away from our house, where I’d drag my feet and whatever doll I happened to have with me, I’d stare longingly out the front window, watching my mother drive away for the day. The minute she was out of sight, my babysitter, Nancy, opened a door just off the kitchen, and a feeling of yuck would fill my stomach.

“Okay, Emily, here you go. I’ll call you when it’s time for lunch,” she’d say, and like a good girl, I walked down the stairs every time to a dimly lit basement, where a matching old couch and recliner, a television, and a corner bathroom I never used became my playroom for the next eight hours. At lunchtime, a light beamed down from the top of the stairs, and Nancy’s voice called me to come eat.

“Emily? Come on up. I made you a grilled cheese sandwich.” And I rushed up the stairs, pausing at the top while my eyes adjusted to the sunlight. She had a daughter my age who occasionally ate lunch with me, and I always wondered why I wasn’t allowed to play with her. I chewed slowly, or at least tried to, but eventually ended up back down in the basement with Tom and Jerry cartoons.

It was so boring that even now, I can still feel the slowness of time and how it startled me like a surge of electricity when I’d see someone else was suddenly down there—an older boy, maybe late teens. I kept my eyes glued on the television when he walked in front of my show, unzipping his jeans on his way to the bathroom to shower. When that door reopened, a billow of steam would waft out with the bright light behind it. He walked toward me with his hand on the tuck of the towel at his waist, and my stomach got really sick inside. I gripped my hands together, pushed myself back into the couch until I felt almost frozen, and then poof. The memory stops. What remains is a blank spot, like a film cut concretely, and every time, my recall ends the same way.

I would pick apart that memory, toying with the red string that might connect me to my later madness to wonder, Was I molested? That zone of adulthood insanity, in institution after institution, where I obsessed over things my childhood brain blocked out, wanted facts and proof. Sometimes, it still does, although I’ve grown to trust the child who instinctively knew not to tell her mother anything about my days at Nancy’s house. We know why. Still, was a babysitter’s basement only a remnant of string or something already unraveling? I didn’t know, but it was always there, on a shelf in my mind. And it’s possible that my mother’s drinking problem was on that shelf, too.






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] 1991–1992


Okay, what’s going on with Emily?” the doctor asked, flipping through the papers I filled out in the waiting room. He wasn’t sure who to address, me or my mother. I smiled politely from the exam table, suggesting I was perfectly fine.

“I caught her throwing up the other day. She’s losing weight,” my mom said, disturbed and worried like it pained her to say it out loud. She sat in a chair across from me on the brink of tears. “She doesn’t look well, not to me.”

“I see. How long has this been going on?”

It wasn’t supposed to go this way. The secret was never meant to come out; it was supposed to be mine, just for me. But I blew it by forgetting to lock the bathroom door. My mother caught me, and the poor woman went directly into despair. To salvage the mess, I listened to the doctor give a brief lecture on ways I was damaging my internal organs while he drew my blood. Like a good pupil, I nodded along with a look of concern, promising to wise up and quit being so foolish. I offered a lie of hope to the mother I loved, but I never intended to stop.

How could I tell them that what I was doing actually made me feel better? That the blood-shot eyes, fatigue, even the dried cracks in the corners of my mouth were all worth it? The world out there was nicer now. This was hope, not a crisis; leave me alone. No doubt I was naïve about a thousand things going on around me, but one fact was clear—people see you when you’re thin. You’re capable of being pretty when you’re thin. Thin meant you were likable. And God, I wanted you to like me.

Even my dad showed occasional signs of promise.

“We’re still going this weekend, right?” I asked my dad nervously. Our relationship developed into a tenuous game of Hot Potato where we tossed each other verbal grenades and then waited to see what happened next.

“Yep!” he said that Monday, but by Friday he made plans to go fishing on our Saturday.

“We’ll go when I get back,” he promised me. I didn’t know how my feelings still got hurt anymore.

He walked in Saturday evening while I sat waiting at the kitchen table, and our eyes met under the florescent kitchen lights. He was wasted. Denial can be so powerful we ignore what’s right in front of our face.

“Can we still go?” I asked him even though my mom was shaking her head in the background. “We can at least look around for a little while.”

At the dealership, an unlucky salesman got swept up in the grandiosity of my drunk father, overinflating his voice, his pride, and his pocketbook. I tagged along, uncomfortably watching the show of him pretending to be the big man on campus. To do otherwise would be tossing out a grenade and risking a public explosion. Inside the lobby, I sat alone for an hour until my dad emerged from an office with a proud grin on his face and headed out the front door.

“What happened?” I asked him as we got back in his truck.

“I bought you a car; what do you think happened?” my dad asked, pulling out onto the street. Grab a grenade, pull the pin. Toss. Boom.

“Dad!” I said, too loud for the proximity, but I couldn’t afford the car the salesman convinced my father I needed. “I didn’t want that one. I told you I don’t have enough money for the payments, we didn’t even talk.” Another BOOM! because I said too much. He was shouting at me and driving down the highway like an intoxicated maniac, so I immediately started crying and apologizing. The sound of my voice infuriated him more, and in the middle of a sorry, I looked at the traffic in front of us.

“I don’t think you should be driving,” came out of my mouth followed by the realization I said something utterly forbidden. He swerved over and slammed on the brakes in the middle of the road near a concrete median separating six lanes of traffic.

“Get out,” he told me, and I looked out my passenger window at all of the cars whizzing by. He wanted to put me in my place and scare me. Screw it, I thought to myself. If he wanted to play games, I’d play. I opened my door and jumped out to the sound of whooshing vehicles and honking horns.

I made my way a mile or two back to the dealership, where a few salesmen still lingered after hours. I called my mom from an office phone, then sat and waited outside on the steps for her to come get me.

It was actually a nice night. The stark contrast between my dad and the men in loosened neckties standing behind me like watchdogs overwhelmed me with so many feelings. Part of me wanted to turn around and tell those men not to worry. My dad wasn’t coming back for me.

Somewhere that night, he was shutting down a bar with strangers, and long after I’d fallen asleep, he crept back home to sleep it all off like he did every single time. Later I wondered, when he walked to his bedroom, did he pause by my door to see if I made it back home? Did he think about me at all?

I’d be hard-pressed to find a teenage girl who didn’t argue with their parents, but we didn’t fit the standard family model. We’d never heard stories or bought books explaining how alcoholics lead double lives. I knew nothing about addiction; I just saw two versions of my parents. But addiction to alcohol is a fluid sickness. It seeps in slowly, coming up through the floor cracks and sneaking out of nail holes that hung pictures of us on the walls. It wasn’t just the ones who were drinking. We all got soaked. We all lived double lives.

Families like mine have unspoken rules: don’t talk, don’t trust, and don’t feel, but the oversimplifications, while helpful, left out how exhaustingly complicated it could be. My guard was always up. I was always pushing down anxious energy, deciphering cryptic messages and passive mannerisms, keeping a close eye on every mood. In truth, I had no concept or understanding I was participating in “The Cycle.” It was just me against him. Both of them. It. I was fighting some elusive enemy that kept ruining the family portrait I painted in my head. Never did I tie a string between my parent’s alcohol addiction and myself. No connection existed beyond the thought of, “I’m never going to be like that,” and I meant it. It’s only now, decades later, that a shred of understanding is offered as to why someone like me, living inside a bomb factory, started drinking.



“Just try a sip,” said a voice from the front seat, handing me a red plastic cup.

There I was, my junior year of high school, squeezed against the window in the back seat of a car next to my friend, Tracy, and two friends from her school across town. I swallowed down the grape taste of something called Purple Passion, most likely found in a gas station refrigerator bottom shelf somewhere next to Mad Dog 20/20.

It was 1991 and when Pearl Jam’s new song started playing through the speakers full blast, I smiled because I thought it was a sign.

“I—I’m still alive,” I sang along, exactly how I felt when a weight lifted off me and a tingling sensation trickled up my neck and into my ears. This is the buzz I heard about.

It was fun driving around and going back to someone’s house later to hang out, but I didn’t know the group and couldn’t add to the stories they told and laughed over. I still thought they were funny. The entire night would have been forgotten if it weren’t for the alcohol, for how it made me feel. Because, like every alcoholic’s story told before me, I liked the effect. What I didn’t like was coming home at the end of that night. In the strange space between my two worlds, a knotted feeling pulled me in opposite directions. I’d joined the drinking club. But the bowels of an alcoholic home were nothing like my lighthearted night with friends. I thought the feeling in my gut was a sign I was different from my parents. I didn’t know it was my own knot, attaching me to the beginning of the same rope choking us all.

To drink was to live, as far as a high school social life was concerned. I even made a few friends out of the deal when word went around one Friday night someone’s parents had gone out of town. It’s why my house was packed with people who didn’t know me, but by the night’s end, I was sucking face with Matt, our student body president. He even put his hand up my shirt and touched my bra. A major first for me. When we stared into each other’s eyes, I was convinced we were transmitting love messages about being together 4EVR.

“I have to go, but you’re awesome,” he whispered at the end of the night.

Monday morning, I walked into school, starring in a teenage rom-com playing in my head. Finally, the cool crowd. But as I walked the crowded hallways between classes and saw the same kids who were in my house spilling schnapps on the carpet, they wouldn’t look at me. Worse was seeing the girls. We talked so easily like friends that night, and how coldly they stared right through me, like I wasn’t even there. Matt was no different. I watched him avoid me until the last second then glance in my direction, only a quick head nod in passing. I was erased, by them all, like some sort of mistake. It was a bad ending reminiscent of Kammy’s birthday party all over again. I never looked at him, at any of them, again.

In my run of bad luck, I got fired from my job at a pizza place. Better said, I was told to resign immediately by my manager when twenty bucks went missing from the same register he opened when he took a pretty girl to lunch. I was so appalled by the accusation that I might have called his wife if I had the phone number. It all turned into a nice opportunity for a fresh summer job before my senior year.

I decided to work at an outdoor day camp with kids doing outdoor games and crafts, a little fishing, and singing cheesy camp songs. I found out on my first day that the other twelve counselors were college kids, meaning a safe escape from high school faces for a couple of months.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” asked one of my new friends, Amanda, after work one day. We sat with two other girls on a blanket at the park while a few of the guys tossed around a football close by.

“Ha! No,” I said with a little eye roll.

“Seriously? I don’t believe you,” she said.

“I’ve never had a boyfriend. Never even been on a real date,” I told them.

“Are you fucking joking? Guys around here must be insane,” Dani chimed in, and it put a smile on my face.

“Chad’s totally into you, I can tell,” said Amanda with a devilish look, and my heart skipped a beat. “So you better be prepared for a first date.” She had a teasing voice that made us laugh.

She was right.

“Hey, Emily, do you have plans this weekend?” Chad asked after camp.

“Not really,” I told him, feeling awkward suddenly.

“Okay, so Saturday. Can I buy you dinner?”

No one had ever asked me on an official date. Chad was a cute guy, with blonde hair and a nice tan, but not someone I’d particularly choose, were there more options. I knew nothing about dating, romance, the process or the timelines.

“Wow, you look really pretty tonight,” he said across the restaurant table.

“You’re lying, but thanks,” I said, brushing off the compliment because it felt uncomfortable. But also, nice. My idea of a love story was The Little Mermaid and Footloose, a tell-tale sign of why I froze when he reached across the table and gently caressed my forearm before holding my hand. No one had ever touched me like that.

I think he really likes me, I began to believe. That night ignited the possibility that there was something lovable about me. It felt sophisticated and mysterious to date someone older, and as the weeks went on, I thought we were falling in love. Maybe things were different on his end, and he got razzed for having a girlfriend still in high school. Maybe his friends made fun of him for dating a virgin all summer long, and that’s why we started talking about sex right before he went back to school. But it wasn’t because of love, not when boyfriend and girlfriend meant pool parties, drinking, petty fights and making out to second or third base. When summer was over, Chad went back to college for his sophomore year, and I went back to high school as a senior, still together but in separate directions.

Then, in early September, Chad came home for a weekend visit and without a warning or discussion, we took the plunge. Or did we?

Wait a second, I said to myself, driving home that night. Was that… sex? Did I just have sex? Because honestly, I wasn’t sure. It happened so fast. He put it in, he took it out, and it was over. I thought there must be more to it. My curfew was midnight, the reason I raced out of his parents’ apartment so fast, but there wasn’t much to say about the experience. It felt more like a dot of punctuation at the end of a long sentence. It’s probably why we never talked about it.

He called me later that night, and I could tell from his voice he was smiling. We kept it short.

“I love you,” he said, causing me to inhale sharply and wiggle my toes because I wanted to scream with excitement, Hooray!

“I love you, too,” I said, and I meant it. We both let out a sigh of relief before we said goodbye and hung up.

But age makes a difference when it’s 17 and 20. Weekend visits slowed down as college campus came to life, but I told him, “That’s fine! No problem,” and laughed it off like no big deal. The heat of summer cooled into fall when a worry took up residence in my mind. By late October, or was it early November, I wasn’t laughing anymore.

I drove home during off-campus lunch after making a quick stop. In the hallway bathroom, while no one was home, I stared down at a pee stick with double red lines, but my brain could not believe it. No. This can’t be right. This isn’t me. Do it again. The second test from the box, studying the instructions, the agony of waiting. Another positive test, thinking, I’m a good person, a good student, this doesn’t fit me.

Suddenly, my body felt so hot, and my vision lost focus, and I slunk down to the cold bathroom floor. I sat there, afraid to open the door and let the truth out, listening to my ears ring and watching my future life pass by until poof. Nothing.

I can’t be late for English today, was my next thought. I’d never been tardy to a class, not even once. I sat at a red light, trying to snap myself back. I am pregnant, I thought, but I couldn’t quite get the information to move over out of the way. I am pregnant? When I sat down to take the English test, I stared in a fog at the paper, watching words blur into black-and-white clouds of nonsense. Pull it together, or you’ll fail.

Everyone around me needed to know I was fine, a good person. And good people were good students, and good students made good grades. I took a couple of deep breaths to muster up 45 minutes’ worth of focus. I took the test in a familiar fog reserved for girls like me who roamed high school hallways—the swallowed-up ones with pretty smiles.

Seventeen was supposed to be the age of fresh anticipation where our future was finally ready to leap out of grade books and into young adulthood. Girls like me looked the part by being polite and quietly attractive, blending in nicely with the background. Bad things were happening in our lives, but not bad “enough” to end up on anyone’s radar in a school with 2,400 students. How unfortunate to be so well-disguised that we didn’t even recognize the same pain on one another’s face. Maybe if our circumstances were obvious—dead parents, a severed leg—someone would have seen us, but we hide things for reasons.

Chad didn’t want a pregnant girlfriend. That’s why he gave me the money. I kept the pregnancy a secret. I couldn’t bring myself to tell my mother because, in my eyes, it was another burden for her to withstand, another heartbreak, another sad story about the daughter she loved so much.

My mother was never shy to mention her intelligence and accolades. She was the 17-year-old senior in high school I may have hated, the popular class president who joined all the clubs and graduated 2nd in her class. My grandma Fern had already graduated by that age. She lived at home to help on the family farm and taught grade school part-time. To compare myself to those women and come up remarkably short devastated me well beyond the limits of my understanding. It felt as though I’d cast a permanent mark of shame on all the women who’d outdone me now and in the generations before me in my family.

I remembered reading somewhere about Fern’s great-grandmother. She moved the entire family farm to another state from the utter disgrace of her unwed daughter getting pregnant because the risk of judgment was too high. It translated now to mean everyone would hate me. Would they publicly shame me? Shun me out of town? My head swam with childish-sounding questions that pulled at a primal need for survival and made things like rejection or abandonment feel life-threatening. The young were not created to survive on their own.
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