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Praise for Unsexed












“From its opening pages, we know Unsexed is going to offer us vulnerability and wisdom mixed with tragedy, which is a particular kind of unflinching honesty: one that has set aside fear in favor of truth. In this raw and gritty memoir, DelVecchio reveals what it means to be a daughter longing for nourishment, a lover wanting to be respected, and a mother who has unwittingly learned exactly how to love. She never claims to have come out on the other side all shiny and happy, only renewed. Sometimes another person’s story reminds us of the will and strength we all have running deep inside—Unsexed is one of those stories.”


—Shuly Xóchitl Cawood, author of the memoir The Going and Goodbye







“Unsexed is a searingly honest, painful, beautifully expressed and ultimately transcendent story about the damage caused by the absence of love, and the healing that becomes possible with truth and courage.”


—Adrienne Moore, author of Seven Tears in the Sea







“Unsexed is an amazingly honest memoir that’s hard to put down. DelVecchio’s ability to render her story with no exaggerations or evasions makes it a page-turning book. The author doesn’t attempt to hide the damage to her own psyche caused by these experiences, and readers will find themselves rooting for her as the book reaches its end. Highly recommended for book clubs, who will find a great deal to discuss.”


—Gabi Coatsworth, author of Love’s Journey Home and A Beginner’s Guide to Starting Over







“A searing memoir that carries the reader from trauma to triumph. Marina’s struggle to reconcile her past, her sexuality, and her own agency will resonate with any reader from the early ’70s second wave of feminism to the more recent #MeToo movement.”


—Pamela Stockwell, author of A Boundless Place
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“Come you spirits that tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here and fill me here, and fill me from the crown to the toe, top-full of direst cruelty! Make thick my blood.”


— Lady Macbeth


“Censor the body and you censor breath and speech at the same time. Write yourself. Your body must be heard.”


— Helene Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa”














PROLOGUE: (LOVE) LETTER TO MY ESTRANGED BODY







I haven’t always loved you. You’re like a child I was forced to give birth to and raise against my will. One I could never abort, given to me by force, through rape and abuse and obligation. I couldn’t give you away, place you in a basket, cover you up with blankets, and leave you for someone else to care for—at a hospital, a fire department, a police station. So I have carried you like a bag filled with jagged rocks upon my back, unable to put you down or abandon you.


You go where I go, a bad memory I can’t dip into a bottle of whiteout to erase from my existence. I have raised you without choice or consent. You are mine and mine alone. A stranger I pretend to know and live with because I cannot kill you, stifle you, make you disappear. You are there all the time, reminding me of trauma I cannot ignore, like an ugly, red, glaring scar that runs from my chin down to my vaginal opening, hiding beneath the carefully chosen clothes I pull over your arms and legs to make you appear normal and palatable to onlookers.


It is because of you that my bones shrink when my children touch my toes, my elbows, my kneecaps, when I disappear into the black folds of darkness when one of them accidentally hits me in the face, or hugs me for too long, the infrahyoid muscles tensing beneath my neck skin, my clavicle pushing against my flesh, vibrating with anxiety, for one moment of relief. It’s because of you I did not have sex for ten years, lying beside my husband each night with a wall so heavy, so fortified with shame and neglect, that it would take years just to dismantle it.


Because of you, I walk the quiet and lonely lengths of my life with fear as my constant companion, a shadowy lover who owns me with force, securing manacles about my throat and ankles and wrists, binding me to him out of terror. You’re the reason I can’t sit beside my mother in her hospital bed without going into convulsions when she inches her body toward my own, clasping her hand in mine. You curl me into you, against my will, when I am touched by her, by my husband, by anyone. But you don’t explain to me the reasons behind your resistance to touch, to physical expressions of love, leaving me alone in my inarticulateness, searching for words that are kind and can explain to the loves of my life why I shrink from them. Why intimacy makes every bone in my body throb with irritation, cracking and bending under the weight of what feels like an anvil pressing down on my lungs, squeezing all the air out of them until all that’s left is a flat mass of matter, fractured and worn out.


There is no peace with you, no reprieve, no pause. No comfort. No love. Just pain followed by more pain that makes me teeter like a toddler off-balance on the precarious balance beam of life constructed out of brokenness, because you never let me go, never let me rest. You slow me down, force me to stay in one place when all I want is to run, to disappear, to die. Yes, to die sometimes. But you won’t let me. You keep me around against my will. You have a mind of your own, and I resent you for it.


It’s been hard to care for you and even more difficult to love you. You’re draining, sucking the remaining drops of energy I have through my pores, a painfully tedious process that never ends.


I should love you. I should care for you in the way I care for the bodies of my two children. After all, I wouldn’t have been able to push them into this life without you, without your strength, your immense tolerance for pain. I know I should worship you and think of you as belonging to me, advocating for me, but I often want to mute you, to wish you away.


I have even tried killing you. More than once. If it weren’t for my kids, you and I wouldn’t own a space in this life. I stay for them. That kind of loss would change them, make them as dark and as cavernous as I am, trapped inside your shell. If it weren’t for them, I’d have done away with both of us a long time ago.


Since I can’t seem to find the power to kill you off like a villainous character in a book, I am now trying to know you, not as I was taught to see you, as the bastard I never wanted to raise, but as you are. As you want me to see you. As you want to be known.


In the same ways that I have wanted to be known by my mothers. Athanasia, my birth mother, who taught me that women’s bodies could be served to men for a price and who taught me to fear your desires. And Ann, the second one, who adopted me without knowing me, without loving me, rejecting the experiences that brought me to her, damaged and starving for everything she would deny me. She taught me self-loathing and self-control. How to turn off warmth and deny myself love.


Neither mother saw me, birthing in me a hunger to be seen, to be loved.


But today, I stand before this mirror, bare and vulnerable, hoping that through my uncovering, I will locate the reasons for my misgivings, my punishments, my refusals of you as you desperately hold onto the hem of my pants like an orphan clinging to the only person assigned to you as your mother. It is the same way my two mothers refused me, modeling my treatment of you.


Our story then, yours and mine, begins with our mothers, their relationship to their bodies and their relationship to you and me. It is perhaps the origin of our relationship, a union of forced endurance I am still trying to unravel and understand to love you.


And in the end, I suppose, to love myself.














PART IAthanasia, The Whore-Mother


















WHORING FOR CHICKEN







I don’t remember the first time I had sex.


But I do remember the first time my mother, Athanasia, had sex for money. For food, really. A sumptuous scented, piping hot, roasted chicken doused with Greek herbs that made my mouth water and my stomach grumble with longing.


I was four, and it was during the summer of 1975, in the poor, abandoned construction sites of Peristeri in Greece. This is one of my earliest and most profound memories, cocooned with protective gear and locked in the back of my memory box, where I keep all the early recollections of my childhood.


Crowded and bumping against each other, they are all fragmented images, riddled with blood and violence and sex and childhood neglect, and I had to paste them together the way one attaches puzzle pieces they found in the attic from a childhood long past. Some images are missing, while others are tattered, with ripped-off corners that don’t seem to fit anywhere. Even the cover of the box that housed them is gone, missing the visual model needed to see what all the pieces, when put together, would look like. Loose and scattered, I laid them all out on the table and reconstructed where they belonged, the pattern often dependent on a rough estimate of my age.


Homeless at the time, I recall the night my mother walked into the building we found refuge in, still under construction and abandoned by the crew during the evenings. Her words reached for me like thick ivy, unruly and knotted, rolling and coiling their way from her lips to my ears, wrapping around me with smooth precision, sucking the air out of my lungs.


“I did it,” she told Kristos, her pimp. Her lover. The man she would spend the next thirty years of her life with. She didn’t look at him, or me, as she tossed the bag of food at his feet.


The tantalizing scents of broiled chicken invaded my nostrils with force, promising to fill the hungry, lonely, caved in spaces of my stomach with sustenance. With relief. My limbs jerked with want, but I forced them to be still, like stones set on the cold, hard, unfinished floor of the building. The smell of a cooked meal moved me, tantalized me, but I was unwilling to show weakness to the two adults I loathed.


My mother. Her pimp.


The two people I had to rely on for my survival. To show them I wanted—needed—something they could provide was dangerous. What would they want in return? What more would they take from me?


“I did it,” were the only words she said. At least, the only words I remember her saying. The only words that stayed with me, reminding me not to forget where I came from. What she was. How dangerous she was to trust and love. Words that came out in a clipped tone surrendered to the stony and rigid spaces of the building that would shelter us for the night.


I knew what my mother meant with those words. She traded her body for our dinner. Until then, I hadn’t known men would give up meals for sex. That sex was a commodity with that kind of value. Sex for money, yes. I had seen it, been around it. But food for sex and sex for food? That was a first.


I may have been small and young, but sex was not a new phenomenon for me. My mother had sex with men while my father, John, was out at work collecting trash and depositing it into the truck as it rolled from one city corner to the next in our neighborhood.


One man, in particular, passed by my small body on the steps leading to our home. When we had a home. Before my father left us. This man was a recurring fixture, parking his motorcycle and bouncing up the stairs that led to the home we all shared with my mother. Stavros, my older brother by a year, called him “the fisherman,” because the stink of fish emanated from his pores, forcing our noses to scrunch up against our unwashed faces. Sometimes, he brought us ice cream, and my brother and I licked the milky sweet substance as if it were the only thing we had eaten that day. Probably because it was.


Our mother met him at the door, smiling, her arms pulling him to her, their bodies crashing, hips grinding. Our ears listened to the sighs and sounds of their sex. The laughter that followed their lovemaking. Their sex was fun and light, and Stavros and I, witnesses to our mother’s infidelity, looked at each other with discomfort and then looked away. We were complicit. He took our mother into his arms while we ate the ice cream he gave us. We licked it until it was all gone, disappearing into the grumbling caverns of our stomachs where our guilt and collusion lay in wait, ready to strike with accusatory whines.


This was before my father left us to move in with his sister. Before Kristos took his place as father and protector. Corruptor. The man who reminded me of my place as a girl, encumbered and unprotected.


The sex that Kristos and my mother had was not fun. Not light at all. They had sex in front of me, while I pretended to sleep a few inches from them, my small body embracing the tiny bundle of my baby sister, Eleni, to keep us warm, her cooing barely drowning out the grunts and moans of their coupling.


Their sex was wild, hard, without the laughter I once encountered between her and her lover, the fish-smelling motorcycle man. It was a struggle, a battle for possession. They each smoked a cigarette afterward. They lay on the blanket, naked, unconcerned with concealing their privates or the stench of their antics, filling me with loathing, nausea rising to my throat. I remember the way my bones went rigid, too, and how I took deep breaths to loosen them.


It hurt when my limbs clenched like that, like some sort of vice kept them still and motionless, cutting off the blood from circulating to the rest of my organs needing warmth. Like my fingers, growing cold and painfully straight so I couldn’t even curl them into fists to pound against his chest or her grinning mouth.


I wanted to run, to look away, but my body wouldn’t move. It froze in place, in time, like an icicle waiting to melt away by natural means, with no volition in sight. I had no control over what happened to me. Over what happened to my body. I only had control over what I ate and from whom I would take food. This collusion of food and sex has changed me. The association between sex and food, sex and need, sex and desire became this enmeshed knot of roots and vines that still thrives in the pit of my stomach and burns my own sex.


So fearful am I—still—of using my sex for trade that I have become meticulous about when I have sex and with whom. In fact, I married the first man I had sex with, and it took me a year and a half to trust him enough to go all the way. Twelve years into our marriage, when I no longer felt safe to love him, to be loved by him, I refused to have sex with him. To do so, to have sex without love, would mark me with my first experiences with sex—my mother and her lovers, my mother and her pimp, my mother and her johns.


I was unsexed. For ten years in my marriage, I was in control. I was safe.
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“One thing about whoring: It put a chicken on the table,” is a line that grabbed me by the throat while reading Jeannette Walls’s memoir The Glass Castle. She was a hungry child, her parents nomadic and unstable creatures who couldn’t keep their jobs, stay sober, or raise their three children with enough food on the table or security in their lives to sustain them.


This line comes from a time when Walls ate dinner at Kathy’s house. Kathy’s mother was a prostitute who always had food in the house, and upon eating all the meat off a chicken bone, Walls made this statement, almost forgetting that Ginnie-Sue, Kathy’s mother, had brought home that chicken by selling her body, by putting herself in danger, by having her body severed from her identity for survival.


Jeannette Walls’s own mother, while unhinged and unforgiving, was not a sex worker. Walls never had to watch her own mother sell her sex for food. Her connection to food and sex was through a stranger, a prostitute’s ability to care for her kids, but this woman was not her mother. As hungry as I was as a child, no amount of chicken, roasted or otherwise, could make me tip my hat to an industry that rendered women invisible, erased, as they lay beneath men for food, for money, for anything that reduced them to objects of singular servility and self-abasement.


If I could pinpoint the exact moment in time, in childhood, that I became estranged from my body, the moment my mother admitted she had sex for food was it. It washed over me with the understanding that one woman’s body could be used outside of her own pleasure. I concluded that if I didn’t feel attached to my body, then it couldn’t hurt me. If it didn’t belong to me, then I wouldn’t feel anything when someone else was using it the way I experienced men using my mother’s body.


I don’t think my mother offered her body out of her own choice. She had not prostituted herself before. Athanasia willingly gave sex to the men who came before Kristos. I remember the wanton way her hands coiled around the fisherman’s neck, pulling him to her. That was desire, want, choice.


But when she brought the chicken to Kristos, she tossed it at him. There was no smile on her full lips when she said the words, “I did it.” They were words that said, Here, I did what you wanted. Eat your fucking chicken. She sat next to him on the floor with some distance between them, and though I glued my eyes to her face, she did not look at me. Or him. Only at her hands, ringing the hem of her skirt around the knuckles of her thick, dirty fingers. Her shoulders were hunched, as if she had curled inside her own body for shelter like a turtle.


This is not the woman I feared when my father lived with us. Her body was no longer strong, lithe, heavy with pride and power. Curved and small, her body was now weak as it waited for Kristos to toss scraps of chicken flesh to her. She peeled the pink meat off the bone slowly, almost against her will.


My fear of her diminished at that moment, slinking tentatively toward the man I would fear for the rest of my life, even long after I left him behind in the tenements of Athens, Greece, capturing him in the faces of American men, my heartbeat pounding as if incessant sheets of rain dropped like sobs from the open sky, loud and unrelenting, every time a man, any man, raised his voice to me, stood too close to me, or towered over me.


With feet tucked beneath me, I could hear my stomach grumbling for the meal my mother’s body purchased for us with her sex. It occurred to me then that I was on my own. I would have to protect myself, and I would have to protect my body with singular exhaustion and vigilance, because the once-powerful force that had been my mother was subdued by a man, by this one man who planned to stay for a long time. I trembled at the thought of what he could do to me, to the body that carried me, vulnerable, bony, and frail. I was in danger. Because of my body. Because its fragility could be used against me—to hurt me—and I didn’t know how to protect myself. I wasn’t strong enough. Big enough. Clever enough to outsmart him.


My body, with its interminable needs, made me weak. Weak like my mother when the tables turned, and she found herself on her knees, Kristos’s fists looming over her crumpled form. I hated it for its susceptibility because it cost me my freedom, my self-reliance. Even as young as I was back then, I was aware of the dangers of women relying on men for food, and more than anything, I loathed my body’s hunger and how easily it yearned for the scraps Kristos threw at it, to pacify it, to make me indebted to him through my body.


My fingers reached out to grab the dregs of chicken he tossed in my direction, as if I were an animal. I willed my body to stop, to resist the hunger pangs as they knotted and squealed from inside of me. I told myself that I could find food for us the next day, but my fingers reached for the fleshy thigh bone and shoved it into my mouth. Ignoring my need to spit it out, my mouth clamped over it and bid my jaw to lock the food in place.


I owed him now. Kristos. I was his. My mother, my sister, and I belonged to him. If we took nothing from him, we owed him nothing. But we were too hungry, too weak to know better. To resist.


The combination of chicken and sex is when self-loathing was birthed in me. I can sketch the lines back to that moment, that struggle between my body’s hunger and my will’s resistance to being fed by and indebted to an evil man who threatened to sell my body as soon as I was old enough.


“I will teach you to be a woman. A good woman. Like your mother,” Kristos promised me at night, whispering the words in my ear as I lay on the hard ground of empty buildings we fled at dawn, or on the soiled mattress we all shared once we found a small and cheap apartment to live in. He winked at me over my mother’s bare shoulder, his hard, brown fingers caressing her bony clavicle, running a long, yellowed fingernail over her pale skin. He laughed when I clenched my jaw and turned my body away from him. My mother’s snorts joined his mockery of me, a hollow, cackling sound that ripped me open at the seams, reminding me I would find no comfort in or protection from her.


I have starved my body in ways that wear it down each day, reminding it who is in control. I am. Not it. It’s just a body, and I have erased any value the world, with its coarse men and sexist predilections, has assigned it. My body belongs only to me. And this is how it should be. The only way I can exist in a world that finds sex to be the only value women possess.


It will never belong to men like Kristos, who took ownership of my mother’s body as if it were a one-room apartment he was renting out. He sold it to other men, making her stand on the street corners while he hailed down cars, shoved his head through open windows, bragging about my mother’s tricks and skills, promising them a good time. When cash was exchanged, he opened the door of the car and let my mother inside, waving her off. Eleni and I hung around in the background, waiting for her to return. We sat on the corner of Athens’ streets, the sun’s rays beating against our faces with the unrelenting force I imagine my mother’s johns used on her.


I came to know my mother as only a body, a feminine one with breasts and thighs and secrets between her legs that men sought, willing to pay cash for a few moments of being cradled by it, as if returning to the womb of the women who brought them into this world. What did their mothers teach them about women’s bodies? What did their fathers teach them? Where do men learn that women’s bodies are expendable, commodified, disembodied from the women who come attached to the skin and the bones bending beneath the weight of men’s demands?


It is dangerous to be a woman. This is the earliest lesson I learned, and my body’s existence confirms its victimization because it’s not me that men have wanted. It’s my body they have paid for in dinners and movies and drinks at the bar. My breasts and thighs and sex exist to them as if they are separate parts that could be used and consumed, clutched in male hands and eyes without my consent. These parts can be taken from me, while still attached to me, and I would have no say. No strength to fight men off, no right to keep what is mine.


How does that happen? How did it happen to my mother? Where was the monster I knew, whose brutality was fed by the weaknesses of her husband and children? There was only complacence now perched upon my mother’s shoulders, like a muted songbird, its tongue cut off, a glaze of surrenders peeking out from its unblinking eyes.


Where does consent come into the picture of a sex worker with a pimp? He gives his consent for the consumption of her body, takes the cash, offers her services to strangers as if the body he serves belongs to him. It might as well belong to him. It no longer belonged to her, and her primary function was to use it to fill his pockets with money and power.


Watching her body, soft and bountiful, move beneath the weight of his own virile one, her arms forced above her head by fists that kept them pinned there, her face averted to the side, her eyes nebulous, as if she weren’t even present, taught me the skill of leaving one’s body behind during one’s ravage. That the two could be separate, living apart, one seemingly unaffected by the other.


She modeled my first and earliest detachment between a girl and her body. After all, her body was not her own. It did not belong to her. It belonged to the men who sought her out for her tits and ass and paid her for them, scratching their groin on their way out. When you give your body away like that—to every set of hands and eyes and thighs that demand it and desire it and pay for it—how can it belong to you? How can you love it?


Sex has not been normal for me—easy or pleasurable. I have been deeply affected, scarred in places that fortify themselves against men and the pleasures they seek in women’s bodies—with or without the woman being present or happy or fulfilled. Places that never allow me or my body pleasure, our desires muted and repressed by what we have seen and known. My life’s battle has been to keep what’s mine, my body enshrined in forced innocence, against its will, fortified against hands and mouths and penetrations that would render it used and foreign and not mine. An otherness that others would define and possess.


And I would rather die than let that happen.














(M)OTHERING GIRLS







Girls learn to perceive their bodies from their mothers.


This is at the root of the unhappy pairing between me and my body. Since I have had two mothers, I have two working models that define how I interact with the shame I carry with me wherever I go. But the first mother, Athanasia, is the one who taught me to fear my sexual body, to see its dangers and vulnerabilities, and I drew shame in shapes and scribbles all along my skin long before I could speak or write about it in words.


My birth mother starved my body long before I could fend for it. And in so many ways. She didn’t feed us. Care for us. Touch us. Or love us. An angry and volatile woman, Athanasia had five children’s bodies to feed, and mine was her fourth. By the time I came along, she was not around to defend us, shelter us, or feed us. She was too busy escaping her own pain, abandoning a home full of starving babies and a husband who married her for them.


It wasn’t until my thirties that I found out her brother, Dimitri, arranged their marriage. He wanted her taken care of so he could marry the love of his life, Efthalia. But no one would have her.


At twenty, she was unhinged and volatile, muttering beneath her breath, a wild look in her eyes promising to unleash the rage that lived like a fiery dragon in her belly. My father, John, was older by twenty years and desperate to marry, to have a family. So he looked the other way, concentrating on her youth instead, on the rounded hips that bragged fertility and birthing rights, securing him with four children and five miscarriages in a little over a decade.


Her body was too busy to care for us, feeding its own hungers with an array of men who took her away from her family and returned her home late at night. My father was too weak to bar her from entering the home that he inherited when he married her. It was her bride price. He watched men drop her off outside of our home, his pallid and wasted features taking in her laughter, trickling fast and free like water gushing down a stream that stopped short as soon as she opened the door to our small home in Peristeri, a broken-down suburb in the poor part of Athens.


The woman who gave birth to me possessed a strong body. It was short and stout and full of power. Full of violence. This is how I came to know her body as a child inside my four-year-old trembling one, seated at the kitchen table beside my two older brothers, Stavros and Nikos, hands folded on my lap, eyes averted from the domestic storms of a childhood bathed in blood and gore.


Her fists pounded against my father’s face, her knuckles drenched in his blood. Her legs, thick and muscular, kicked him in the stomach when he fell to the floor from the impact of her rampage. She laughed at him, at the tears filling up his eyes, a high-pitched screech rising from the pit of her taut stomach up to the full-breasted chest that heaved with fervor, past the throat canal that arched upward with self-satisfaction. I could tell even then that this power she had over my father—to pummel him, to make him cower to his knees, weeping like a child—was a surge of pride for her, a woman who never had much power to begin with.


She was the most formidable person I encountered in those days, until Kristos came into our lives, and watching a woman devour a man with her fists taught me that power has nothing to do with one’s gender. Women aren’t weak. They’re not frail or the softer sex.


Power has to do with how much rage swells inside of us and how much of its monstrous torrents we allow to overwhelm us and those we care about, knocking us all down with an interminable force we can’t overcome. Our bodies channel that rage, vibrating with its charge, helpless to its spasms and surges. We learn that the damage that remains gives us physical strength we hadn’t ever imagined. Strength people told us we couldn’t develop because of our sex and our diminutive size.


It must feel good, though, having such power, a lightning bolt expanding inside of you, tearing away the facade of flesh and bones that we have been told cannot compare to men’s. I wouldn’t know, but I imagine that’s how my mother felt when she unfurled her wings of fury upon my father, a small, timid, tired man who didn’t fight back.


He left instead.


The first memory I have held onto despite my adoptive mother’s insistence that I forget was the day my father escaped his wife’s abuse. I was four, and my two older brothers and I watched from the round kitchen table as my mother grabbed my father’s head and brought it down hard against the corner of the stainless-steel sink. My brothers and I looked down in shame, tears flooding our eyes. We averted our gaze from the scene that took place only a few feet away from us and away from each other, biting our lips and praying for it to end. This brutality against our father was a common occurrence.


We knew better than to intervene. He was older, bigger than us, and we waited for him to muster up the courage he needed to fight back. To lash out. To punch her back.


But he never did. That kind of rage did not live in his bones.


His body slid to the floor instead, his fingers wiping the blood from the open gash on his forehead where the corner of the sink had sliced and separated the skin. My mother ran to their bedroom, a small space separated by a plastic partition with a door handle screwed to it, and returned with her red stiletto.


While my father was still on the floor, shaking his head from the shock of the impact, my mother lunged at him, released a high-pitched wail from her mouth, and stabbed him on his back with the sharp heel. When his body arched back in agony, she struck him again, this time on the corner of his left eye, blood spilling loosely, sliding down his cheeks, his mouth, the white lapel of his shirt, the bright red stain widening and expanding across the cotton fabric. A stain that would remain fixed and permanent in my memory bank, reminding me of the volatile roots of my childhood that not even adoption could reverse.


Covering his bloodied eye, my father cried out in pain and ran toward the front of the house. We heard him banging on the thin door of the home adjoining ours and belonging to our aunt Asimina, my mother’s sister, who lived next to us.


While Nikos, my oldest brother and the second born, ran after him, Stavros and I remained in our seats, afraid of what would come next. We could hear our aunt open the door, gasp at the bloodied sight of our father, and pull him into the safe and quiet spaces of her own home.


“Oh, John! What has she done to you?” Pity peppered her words as she pulled him into her home and closed the door behind them.


He didn’t return. He found refuge in his sister’s arms and home, and she took care of him until he died of lymphoma, three years before I reunited with my family.


He didn’t take us with him, either. He left without a word, and my brothers and I no longer had his body to stand between his wife’s rages and our helplessness. Her hands showed us no love, no tenderness. Just roughness, five-fingered arrows darting toward our cheeks at the slightest provocation, staining our pale skin with scarlet strips of savagery.


My mother was a fury, her black hair tangled, dangling like wild weeds about her weathered and menacing features. I often curled into my own body for shelter from her attacks, but it betrayed me with its quivering. It betrays me still when I am fearful or anxious, and it’s one thing I loathe most about my body. This telling of tremulous fingers and weak-kneed impotence is often conveyed to my enemies. I wish my body would carry me with grace and strength, but I suppose it has as much to learn about tolerating me as I have about tolerating it.


My body is bent and fragile, like a plant with watered down roots, overwrought by a toxic environment that does not care for its health or potential. I continue to grow and thrive, breathing with force, bending and twisting with every gasping inhalation of polluted air surrounding me. My survival is forced because I know no other way.


My father’s absence fractured what remained of our family. His leaving led to the loss of my brothers, Stavros and Nikos. I remember the last day I saw them, their thin frames holding them up with false pride, concealing the pain they felt in being put on a bus headed to an orphanage for boys, all of them neglected by their families either through death or poverty. It makes sense to me that school officials and social workers banded together and took them from my mother, who couldn’t bother to feed us, or wash our clothing, or send us to school.


The same thing happened with my oldest sister, Maria, who was the first to tumble out of our mother’s womb. She was born with club feet and fingers, her forehead long and wide enough that it did not match the Koutrogiannis kids’ features. Her impediments resulted from the use of thalidomide, a drug prescribed to my mother for her nausea while Maria was in utero. My mother rejected her defects, leaving her in soiled sheets and diapers for hours, offering to sell her to the gypsies.


That’s one scenario.


Another is that without my father around, my mother could no longer feed extra mouths, so she sent Nikos and Stavros off as wards of the state. But she kept me and Eleni around. Because we were girls. Because we were the youngest. Because Kristos would prosper from us. From our sex.


Or perhaps she sent my brothers off to punish our father for not returning to us. After he left and refused to come back, my mother dressed us up, wiped the dirt off our faces, and took us to his job site. I remember that day, seeing his shoes crusted with dirt, the hem of his pants wrinkled and worn, the hands I adored, long, strong, veined, and familiar.


I ran to those hands, wrapped my arms around his thighs, and held my breath until I felt his fingers touch the top of my head. When they did, I inhaled the tobacco-filled scent of him, pushing my head deeper into the curved knuckles of his hands, as if my hair and his fingers were roots from the same tree, and when they recognized their kinship, that they belonged together, they would enmesh and entangle, becoming one strong, virile vine, surging with oxygen. Maybe even love.


But his fingers pulled away, and when I raised my eyes, I watched them quiver and shrink from me.


“You’re not my daughter,” he said to me in a husky voice I hadn’t heard before. “You’re not mine.”


He walked away then, his back a crumbling wall of bones that began to wear away and disintegrate into the dirt and gravel still holding me up. I remained rooted to my spot, empty of him, like a gangrenous limb, amputated by force. My brothers pried me from the spot, pulling on my arms with agitation. They, too, were angry and abandoned. He left them behind as well. None of us had enough power and love to bring him back to us. We came with our mother, and he was willing to sacrifice his kids so as not to encounter her again.


I remember the day my mother and I walked my brothers to the bus stop, the day she sent them away. I waited between them, holding their hands, watching them shuffle their tattered shoes in the dirt, and then waving to them as their faces and bodies disappeared into the bus that would take them away and never bring them back. Following my mother back home, I knew nothing would ever be the same without them. I had no one older to watch out for me anymore.


A few months later, my mother gave birth to Eleni. Eleni was the fifth baby, but she wasn’t my father’s. Maybe that is why he left, too. Athanasia was pregnant with Eleni when my father deserted us. Stavros says Eleni belonged to the motorcycle man—who disappeared at the same time.


Eleni did not have our golden features, the blondish-brown hair and light-brown eyes we inherited from our father. She had ink-black hair and equally dark eyes that slanted like a cat’s. Only four when she was born, I became a little mother to her, holding her in my arms, feeding her, soothing her whimpers before they turned into blistering cries threatening to pry open my own wounds, stifled sobs pouring out of me like unbound waterfalls. I was in charge of her while our mother fed sex to her johns and Kristos pocketed her earnings.


Tears didn’t help in my world. They were just more weight, and I carried enough already. My baby sister. Losing my brothers. My father. Living with the man who took his place, keeping away from his hands and eyes and mouth when he demanded I kiss him on the lips. There was no room inside me for soft things like tears and longings. I braced myself only for strength, cold and hard and menacing to the touch.


I braced myself for the storm that was to come without forgiveness or reprieve. And all of it without my father. Without a whisper of his protection or gentleness. The only gentleness I had known as a child, that ironically, came from a man. My baba.














FATHERS AND PIMPS







Sexual hunger gnawed at my birth mother’s insides. She had been taught by men, unfortunately, that her value rested in her sex. The only way she could express love or be loved was through sex. I did not grow up with pangs of desire for sexual coupling. Men do not hold the answer for me, the missing piece that fits perfectly, lovingly into the chasms of my own longings.


My own hungers lie in love. I long to be loved. To feel loved. It’s the thing I never got. And the only thing I’ve ever wanted. To be mothered and loved and cared for. Although I found this in Richard, after a while, it faded, and I am learning men’s love is not maternal, not present unless sex also accompanies it. Men cannot love me the way I want them to, without sex, without transactional purpose.


I am more like my adoptive mother, Ann, in this. She was closed off to men, to sex, to love even. The only people in her life that she loved were her parents. When they died, months apart from one another, Ann attempted to recapture that love by becoming a mother. Since she was too haughty and thought herself above the likes of men, often mocking their existence and pseudo self-importance, adoption was the only way for her to be a mother, to love without giving one inch of herself, her body, or her heart.


I have learned from her how to stop love from entering my body, how to shut off the valves of feeling with the ease of twisting a pipe’s knob when the toilet water overflows and promises to spill soiled liquids onto the floor, the carpet, the scale used to weigh the emotional baggage strapped to the squishy parts of my stomach, calling itself stress, anxiety, depression, or just plain old aloneness.


In comparing my two mothers, Ann, the second mother, afflicted with equal parts narcissism and self-assertion, is the one I respect. I emulate her, not in all things, but in independence and self-repression. Both were faulty maternal beings, but as women, Athanasia was more malignant than Ann in defining femininity and womanhood for me.


The asexual parts of Ann spoke to me of power and self-determination outside of a woman’s dependence on men. And this was a radical perspective of female independence in the seventies, but a most profound difference I needed to help me see that not all women needed men to survive life. Not all women relied on their sex to make men happy or to find an equal footing in a world that consistently placed women beneath men and children. There were some women who did not use their sex at all. Like Ann.


This was an important lesson for me as a girl child, especially once Kristos, my first mother’s pimp, kicked in the doors with his black boot and entered our lives as if he owned us.


I don’t know or remember where he came from. The first time my birth mother brought him home is not a memory I hold close to my chest, and after years of being silenced by my adoptive mother, who didn’t want to hear about the people or life I led before she took me, I don’t hold many memories of him.


The few memories I have held onto, perhaps to remind me of the dangers I can find myself in as a girl, a woman, are fragmented assertions of power and conflict between an adult man and a little girl. The winner was obvious to everyone but me, and whenever it came to him, I mouthed off like an unwitting fool.


In one recollection, I see him grabbing me by the throat, lifting me up off the floor, and pinning me against the wall. He brought his face close to mine, so close that I could smell the sourness of his breath as he gritted his teeth and cursed me out. I think he cursed me out. I don’t remember many words between us. Only a few. And they came later, when I was older, and my memories were more inclined to stick. He was angry, his knuckles digging into my throat, my mother screaming at him to put me down, to let me go. I removed my gaze from his, only to collect the image of her pounding her fists against his back until he let go and watched me drop to the floor with a small thump. He eyed me for a bit, for good measure I’m sure, and then stormed off.


“You’re not my baba,” is the refrain of my childhood’s song. I spit the words at him every chance I got. He slammed his boom-box against my head every chance he got, reminding me of my place as a child, a girl, overtaken by a force I was too small and too young and too unprotected to match.


I was four when Kristos took his place at the head of our family, when he displaced my father and the quietude I found only in him, in the palms of his hands as they touched the top of my head, massaging calmness into my thoughts with just his fingertips. This is how I remember my father. He was soft and good. And weak, yes, but not all men are born hostile and loud and brash. My baba was the opposite, and I loved him for it.


And I hated him. For leaving us. For not taking us with him. For forcing us to navigate the formative years of our childhood splintered from each other. For telling me I wasn’t his kori. His daughter. For not knowing, or caring, that when he left, another man, quite unlike him, would join our mother and drag us to the ends of debauchery and corruption.


My baba was safe after he left, cared for by a doting sister while his children were separated and cared for by strangers not invested in their mental or emotional health. He was an abandoner. A deserter. And yet, I would have given anything for one more moment with a man like him to remind me I could find goodness and safety in men.
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