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For Heather, Cole, and Matthew


Introduction
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I’ve played the scene over in my head many times. I am standing at the podium, in front of friends and family, and I don’t know what to say. Jon Harmon will be tough to eulogize.

I am nervous and even a little embarrassed as the small crowd stares, waiting for me to start speaking. I search the audience and see my younger sister, Karen, nodding me on. Her lips read, “It’s okay.” My thoughts shift to my older sister, Debi, and I wonder what she would say if she were still alive. I wonder if she would again feel slighted by Dad, since I am the one speaking at his funeral, instead of her, his oldest daughter. Or maybe at some point she got used to it. He always treated her differently. He was always toughest on her.

My mind is blank. The mourners are patient, some lowering their eyes to the floor to relieve the pressure of all of these expectant faces. I hope they assume that my emotions have gotten the best of me. I strain to remember what I’ve heard at other funerals. “Love” comes to mind. But with Dad, love is complicated.

Finally, words pop into my head. “Dad loved loafing around, his dogs, mowing the grass, operating heavy equipment, woodworking, and, of course, trading cars.” The last bit draws a laugh, which gives me a few extra seconds to figure out what else I can say about my father.

But all that comes to mind are the things that I can’t, or at least shouldn’t, say—that Dad is rarely truthful, has never given me a compliment, has never even told me he loves me. My father is critical and cruel.

I shake my head, attempting to push these thoughts out of my mind. I search for something pleasant to add. Then it comes to me, the only thing Dad and I enjoyed doing together: dancing. “Some of the happiest moments of my childhood were spent dancing with Dad,” I say. “When I was young, the two of us danced together all the time. We had two kinds of dances. The first was fast and crazy. Dad would play one of our favorite Motown records and turn the volume all the way up. We’d dance the pony, the twist, the jerk, or the swim, or Dad would just start making up moves that would get me laughing. The more I laughed, the more freely Dad would dance.” I interrupt myself with a chuckle, imagining my limber father bopping around the room.

“Our second kind of dance was a slow one. Dad would play his favorite Ray Charles ballad, and I’d hop on his feet, wrap my arms around his waist, and hold on tight. …” I can’t finish. The memory of us slow-dancing comes rushing back. Dancing was the only time Dad held me. The only time I felt loved. Everything else disappeared when we danced.

I try to regain my composure, locking eyes with Dad’s sister, Shirley. As tears roll down my cheeks, I acknowledge the special bond she had with Dad. Then, in the back pew, I see the wife of Dad’s only high school buddy, and I remember all the stories Dad told about the pranks he and her husband pulled when they were teenagers. I share the one about the time they “borrowed” a tractor, which ended with them in a ditch after a failed attempt to outrun the sheriff.

It’s time to wrap up. I know I should say something about loss. But, like love, loss is complicated, too. What I really imagine feeling when my dad passes is relief.


Chapter 1
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By all accounts, my father was a difficult child who had frequent outbursts at home, school, and church. According to Grandma, the only time he behaved was when he was singing in the choir. Most people knew him as a troublemaker, but when he sang, he shocked folks. They couldn’t believe the soothing voice coming out of this wild boy.

As Dad grew, so did his offenses. “Oh, the things that boy would do,” Grandma would say. “I talked myself blue in the face, but your dad wouldn’t listen.” She told me that on one occasion, a neighborhood boy’s father came to the door and told Grandpa that Dad wasn’t welcome at their place anymore. When Grandpa asked him why, the man said, “Because your son is a bad influence on mine.”

Grandpa asked what he had done, and the man told him that the two boys had rounded up the kittens from the barn and then dunked them in his kerosene. “First we knew of it was when my wife saw your boy hanging them kittens by their tails on the clothesline. Then he took out his lighter and lit them up.”

“When that man told him what your father had done,” Grandma told me, “your grandpa went out back and threw up.” When I heard the story, I nearly threw up myself, and for weeks afterward, I was scared to close my eyes, afraid I’d see those poor kittens squirming on the clothesline in my mind’s eye. But it helped me understand that when Dad said, “You better straighten up or I’ll light your ass on fire,” he really meant it.

What offended Grandma just as much as Dad’s wild behavior was his poor performance in school. “He didn’t care a thing for reading,” Grandma said. When I was fifteen, I’d stumbled across Dad’s Army records and seen for myself that he read at a fifth-grade level.

But however bad Dad was at school, he was just that good with girls. I once saw a picture of him when he was in high school, and I thought he looked just like a 1950s movie star, his dark hair parted loosely on the side and slicked back, except for a small curl that fell on his forehead. He had a perfectly shaped oval face, a strong nose, full lips, and the slightest indentation in his chin. He wore a black letter sweater, a white T-shirt, and rolled-up jeans. I imagined a crowd of young girls swarming him, just beyond the picture’s edge. Grandma would sometimes say he was too handsome for his own good. Dad liked to brag that he could get the girls to do whatever he wanted. “It was simple,” he’d tell my sisters and me. “All it took was a big smile and a little buttering-up.”

When Dad was a junior in high school, something happened. I’m not sure what infraction finally brought the law, but when it showed up, Dad was given two options: Texas county jail or the US Army. In September 1954, just days after he turned eighteen, John Robert Harmon was sworn into the Army, and three months later he reported to Fort Smith, Arkansas, for basic training.

Dad didn’t talk much about basic, just that he hated running laps, doing push-ups, or, worse, scrubbing the latrine with only a toothbrush—all because some other guy had messed up. But he said it was the “Army way” and that the Army way kept him in line. He talked about that, and also about a girl back home whom he wrote to every day. Even years later, he still seemed hurt that she never wrote back.

When he graduated from advanced training in June 1955, Dad’s parents came to the ceremony. “I was embarrassed when I saw them,” Dad would tell me later. “You know, all I could think about was Mom’s weight and Dad’s overalls. I wished they hadn’t come. I sure wanted to be someone else.” That was when he changed his name from John to Jon. It was only a silent “h,” but dropping it broke his mother’s heart.

After saying goodbye, Dad was stationed at Fort Lewis, Washington, where he received his heavy-equipment-operation instruction. Then, in September 1956, Specialist Three Jon Harmon reported for duty at Fort Richardson, in Anchorage, Alaska.


Chapter 2
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The first time I saw a picture of my mother, Erin Lorraine O’Shea, when she was young, I couldn’t believe she was the same woman I knew. She was eighteen and looked proud and refined, elegant, even. The photograph hung above my grandparents’ Victorian couch in their summer home in Gulf Shores, Alabama. In the picture, Mom was sitting on the very same couch, wearing a strapless, blush-colored lace gown with an empire waist, and white lace gloves that went all the way up to her elbows. She had a large corsage pinned to her dress, a class ring on her finger, rhinestone studs in her ears, and a necklace to match. I couldn’t believe how much jewelry she was wearing; I was accustomed to seeing her with only a watch. Her naturally curly hair was styled a little longer and was a little redder, but if I looked hard, I could recognize her eyes and her freckles. Grandpa O’Shea told me the portrait was taken before Mom’s senior prom.

Mom never told me much about her teenage years. I knew that she’d grown up in Mobile, Alabama, and was active in the Methodist Church. I knew that she was close with her older brothers. She told me how difficult it was when all three left for War World II, and how fortunate she felt when they returned.

I barely knew Mom’s parents. She described her mother, Lorena Lee Smith, as a hard woman with a sharp tongue. I never met her, so that’s how I think of her, too. But Mom spoke fondly of her dad, William Lloyd O’Shea, saying he was a kind, levelheaded, and patient man.

When I was sixteen, I went to Alabama for the first time. It was the last time I saw Grandpa O’Shea. On that trip, he told me Mom liked school, that she was a good student. When he said she was one of the few girls in her class who made it through Trigonometry, I could hear the pride in his voice.

After high school, Mom took classes at a local community college and then worked in a physician’s office. But she never talked about any of that. What she did mention was Dee Wells, an Air Force man from Oklahoma. They didn’t date long before Dee proposed.

After the wedding, Dee and my nineteen-year-old mother moved to Anchorage. Mom said Anchorage was rugged and looked a lot like a construction site. “All that snow and the cold,” she said. “Well, it took this Alabama girl some getting used to.”

Mom and Dee stayed in Alaska even after Dee was discharged from the Air Force in 1954. They built a house and had a son, Michael, and, two years later, a daughter they named Debra. Debbie, as she preferred to be called, had Mom’s thick, curly red hair, and lots of freckles, too. Later, when I looked at pictures of Michael, I’d think that he, too, resembled our mother. Of course, it’s possible that he looked like his dad, but then, I never met Dee. All I knew about him, I knew from Mom.

Growing up, I was curious about Dee, and when I asked Mom about her relationship with him, she’d tell me that he would help her feed and bathe the children. Sometimes he’d even change diapers. Mom said Dee would do whatever she asked. They rarely fought, and even though he had bad eyes, he loved to read and play pinochle. To me, Dee sounded like a good man and a good father.

I was a teenager before I realized that Dee was the one who had selected the china we always used for special occasions. The pattern was called Westvale, and I always thought the design looked like mistletoe. Mom treasured the china, and after each use, she insisted on washing it herself, lest one of us break it.


Chapter 3
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In January 1957, just months after Debbie’s birth, the National Guard sent Dee to Texas to take classes at the University of Houston. Mom and Dee didn’t have much money, so, even though she had two toddlers at home, Mom had to work. She took a job with a local physician, Dr. Hale. One of Dee’s sisters, Joyce, moved in to help with the children. Mom was fond of Joyce. “She was beautiful, inside and out,” Mom would say. The soldiers thought so, too. Joyce had them lining up at the door.

With Dee gone, Joyce took his spot in games of pinochle. Sometimes they’d invite neighbors to play. One evening, Joyce brought a date, Jon Harmon, home to play cards.

Dad would become a frequent player on pinochle night, and Mom started looking forward to those Fridays. “I couldn’t help myself,” she would tell me later. “I just couldn’t get enough of your dad. I loved his smell and the sound of his voice, and there was something about that man’s hands. We talked, too. He told me everything about his family and job.”

One night, Dad arrived early. Mom wasn’t ready, and both kids were still in the bath. Dad offered to help, so Mom handed him Michael to dry off and dress. But Dad put up his hands and said, “Oh, no, boys and I don’t get along.” Mom didn’t give his comment much thought. She knew he was fond of her kids. She’d often walk in on him crawling around on the floor with Michael and Debbie, the three of them playing with blocks or a stuffed animal.

After a few months, Mom flew to Texas and told Dee that she was in love with another man. In the story my parents told, Dee never saw it coming, and the “whole thing”—whatever that all implied—was wrapped up in a month.

Mom’s boss, Dr. Hale, had friends at city hall, and they used an abandonment clause to speed along the divorce. My dad was fond of saying that Dee left Mom, but on this they disagreed. Mom knew Dee hadn’t done anything wrong. “The moment I met your dad,” she’d say, “I just knew I didn’t love Dee anymore.”

After the divorce, Joyce moved out and Dad moved in. They didn’t get married right away. Dad wasn’t sure how Mom was feeling. He knew she loved him, but he had one stipulation for her, and I’m sure it took her some time to figure out what to do: Dad didn’t want to raise a son.

By early December 1957, Mom had made her decision. She was on a plane back to Texas, this time with Michael in the seat next to her. Dee met Mom at the gate, and it warmed Mom’s heart when Michael smiled and reached for his dad. Mom kissed her son and got on the next plane back to Anchorage. Mom never saw Dee again, and, following their agreement, Dee would later tell Michael that his mother had died and was never coming back.

Years later, when I was grown and after Mom died, I’d find a folder filled with poems she had written over the years. This one about Dad caught my eye.


His Hands

By Lori Harmon




A cold winter’s night, the first time I beheld

Those long, slender fingers so gracefully composed.

Without a thought, I fell,

Calmly gazing as love arose.

Into my life that was so serene,

Turning everything into turmoil.

Only to realize at last, here,

Was a man of the earth, man of the soil.

Changed from that day hence,

Soon to become one with him.

Adoring, sharing ever since,

Our love has never dimmed.

Came to share our lives,

A daughter, so much joy and glee.



I don’t know when Mom wrote this poem, but it seems she left the final stanza unfinished. Maybe she simply wanted her last word to reflect what she had gained and not what she had lost.


Chapter 4
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My parents were married at Anchorage city hall on December 29, 1957. Dad was twenty-one, and Mom, twenty-four. Debbie, fifteen months old, was the only family member present. Neither Mom’s nor Dad’s parents attended. They weren’t invited. In fact, they didn’t even know their kids were getting married. Three days after the wedding, Dad was discharged from the Army and the newly formed Harmon family left Alaska to begin their new life together. Dad likely thought they would live in Missouri, and Mom was probably hoping to mend fences with her family and move to Mobile, but they would have to figure it out en route. In preparation for their departure, they bought new clothes. Mom was so taken by a dress for Debbie that she spent more on it than she did on the one for herself. What she liked best was that Dad had picked it out.

Before hitting the road, Dad called his parents and sister to tell them he’d gotten married. They were surprised, shocked, even, but they knew Dad. They knew they had no choice but to love Mom and Debbie.

Things did not go so easily when Mom called her parents to tell them about Dad. Grandpa O’Shea refused to come to the phone, and Grandma started right in. She made it clear that as long as Mom was married to Dad, they didn’t want to see her. It would be ten years before she and Mom would speak again, just a few days before Grandma O’Shea’s death. Dad never copped to this, however. Once when I was little, I asked him about our distant relationship with Mom’s parents, and he scolded, “Don’t be ridiculous. We visit them as often as we do my folks.” I knew Dad wasn’t telling the truth. I also knew Mom wouldn’t correct him.

When they ended up in Summersville, Missouri, Mom didn’t have time to mourn the loss of her family, because soon after they arrived, Debbie got sick. She was lethargic, with diarrhea and a high fever. The local doctor said it was a severe reaction to the raw milk she’d started drinking and admitted her to the hospital in nearby Rolla. After a week, she was no better. The way Dad told the story, one of the nurses pulled him aside and said if they didn’t get Debbie to a bigger hospital fast, she might not make it. Against the doctors’ orders, Mom and Dad whisked Debbie away and left for Barnes Children’s Hospital in St. Louis. The helpful nurse called the hospital in advance to let them know to expect Debbie. Dad always finished the story in the same way: “I’ve never seen anything like it. As soon as we pulled in, they grabbed Debbie, and before we knew it, they had needles in her head and her legs. And I’m here to tell you, we made it just in time. They told us her kidneys were about to go.”

Dad was relieved that Debbie would live, but he began to fret about the mounting doctor and hospital bills. My parents didn’t have health insurance, and their savings were just about wiped out. Dad felt like he had no choice but to go back into the Army. In February 1958, Specialist Fourth Class Jon R. Harmon reported for duty at Fort Riley, Kansas.
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I was born ten months later, on December 15, 1958. Mom told me Dad was tickled to death when I came along. He couldn’t wait to have one of his own.

According to Mom, I was named after Sister Teressa, a nun who had helped her during Debbie’s difficult birth, but Dad said I was named after the popular singer Teresa Brewer. Growing up, I went with Mom’s story. She was always a bit easier to believe.

There’s no debate, however, on the origin of my middle name: Jon. I was frequently teased about it. I knew a lot of boys who were named after their fathers, but I never met another girl.

While stationed at Fort Riley, Dad worked long hours and did back-breaking work. He was assigned to build one road after another. For fun, he traded the family car for a new coral-red Volkswagen. Then, just after I turned one, Dad received orders for Germany. We didn’t have a housing assignment, so Dad went ahead of us while Mom, Debbie, and I stayed with Dad’s parents. It was the first time they met me, and apparently they kept saying how much I looked like Dad. He sure liked that.

When we moved to Germany, we lived in a small apartment just outside Kitzingen. A few months later, Mom was pregnant again. I think Dad was happy then, all of us together and certain that the Lord wouldn’t send a son. He was right. In June 1961, my sister Karen was born. Dad said she looked just like his sister, Shirley.

Later, Mom told me that in those days, Debbie’s favorite game was house. Debbie was the mom, and Karen and I were her babies. She wouldn’t let us out of her sight. We all even slept in the same bed. I couldn’t pronounce “sister,” so I called Debbie “Tissy.” When Debbie went to kindergarten, Mom said it nearly broke my heart. All day I pestered her about when Tissy was coming home. The moment Debbie walked in the door, we were off playing school. My parents always said that was why I was smart: Debbie came home and taught me everything she’d learned. But the truth is, I don’t ever remember Debbie and I being that close. I often wonder if Mom romanticized those years in Germany, recalling among her daughters a sisterly bond that never really existed.

Mom didn’t work during our time in Germany. She once told me, “There wouldn’t have been enough hours in the day to work and do what your dad expected.”

I knew what she meant. I grew up understanding that when Dad came home at night, he demanded a spotless house, bathed children, and a “real” dinner on the table. There was hell to pay if anything was out of place.


Chapter 5
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We came back to the States in May 1963, when I was four years old. Dad’s first assignment was to get a vasectomy. I’m not sure whether Mom gave him an ultimatum or it was Dad’s decision. Maybe they both decided they had tested their luck enough—another pregnancy, and it might be a boy. Because Dad was only twenty-seven, the Army wouldn’t perform the surgery, so he found a doctor who would.

After Dad recovered, we moved to Fort Dix, New Jersey. We lived on base in a rectangular-shaped housing complex with a playground in the center. Dad would occasionally take me and Debbie there. I’d sit on his lap as we flew down the long slide, or he’d push me high on the big-girl swing. Debbie would watch us, waiting for her turn, but it rarely came. Dad never had the same energy for her. She’d usually wander home before we did, and eventually she stopped coming out with us at all, preferring to stay inside with Mom and Karen. I hardly noticed—I was too busy with Dad. Sometimes he’d chase me around the merry-go-round, and when he caught me, he’d toss me in the air and teasingly say, “I got you, you little dummy.” Other kids’ parents would raise their eyebrows when he called me dummy. But so long as he had a smile on his face, it was fine by me.

These playful moments with Dad never lasted long, because, no matter how hard I tried, I always did something stupid. I wouldn’t sit up straight enough on the teeter-totter. I wouldn’t keep my hair out of my face. Or I’d talk too long to the friend swinging next to me. When I acted stupid, Dad’s smile would vanish, rolls would appear on his forehead, and he’d say, “Let’s get outta here.” I soon learned I needed to keep a close eye on Dad and straighten up the moment his smile disappeared.
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When I was four and a half, my parents sent me to school. My birthday was after the October 1 cutoff, but they enrolled me in kindergarten anyway. The school had no idea I was too young. Dad had convinced someone on base to forge a birth certificate indicating that I was a year older.

When I was a junior in high school and frustrated because my friends were all getting their licenses while I was still too young to drive, I asked my parents why I was so much younger than my classmates. Mom said it was because I was so smart.

Dad told everyone we knew that I had skipped a grade. What he never mentioned was that it was he and my mom who’d moved me, not the school or my teachers. I never got a good explanation for why they’d done it, and they never did anything like it with Karen or Debbie. They couldn’t really have known whether I was smart when I was only four. To me, it seemed like my parents had been willing to jeopardize my education for bragging rights. Mom never understood why it bothered me. “You love school,” she’d say, and that would be the end of it.

She was right about that. I loved going to school. I liked the way my teachers smiled when I entered the room and patted my shoulder as they walked down the aisle. I even liked taking tests. I didn’t particularly like studying, but I loved the way I felt when I saw a big red “A” on the top of the page. And what sent me over the moon was when my teacher added, “Very good” or, better yet, “I’m so proud of you.”

I never saw Debbie at school, but she must have been just down the hall. I was too busy trying to impress my teachers to notice.
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My kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Dash, was wonderful. I was one of twenty-seven students, but somehow I felt like her only one. Mrs. Dash was kind, huggable, and patient, and I adored her.

On the first day of school, she spotted me holding a pencil in my left hand and walked over to my desk, gently removed it, and placed it in my right hand. She patted my shoulder and said, “It’s a right-handed world, sweetie.”

I hated writing with my right hand, and I worried that my letters didn’t look right, but Mrs. Dash kept moving the pencil. Sometimes, when I thought she wasn’t looking, I’d use my left hand, but as I saw her approaching, I’d switch the pencil back. “That’s my girl,” Mrs. Dash praised as she passed.

She was the first adult to read to me. She had a strong, soothing voice that sometimes put the other students to sleep. But not me. I hurried through lunch, eager to be transported into the stories she read aloud.

One November afternoon, I came back early from lunch and saw that Mrs. Dash had her head down on her desk. I sat quietly at my desk, waiting for reading time. But when the bell rang, instead of getting the book from her drawer, Mrs. Dash stood and, with tears in her eyes, told us to run on home.

At home, Mom was crying, too. She quickly shooed me inside and said Dad was on his way. Debbie, Karen, and I took our places on the couch, and when Dad got home, he slammed the front door, locked both locks, and told us to go to our bedroom. We were in our room for what seemed like hours before Mom finally called us down for dinner. When we finished eating, Dad told us to head on up to bed. There’d be no television tonight.

We followed his order and got into bed, not daring even a whisper, for fear he’d hear us. He always wanted us to be silent, and if he was tense, we knew this unspoken command was even more important. When Dad got mad, Mom shut down and so did we.

The next morning at breakfast, there was more of the same: Mom was crying, and Dad was short. At school, Mrs. Dash finally explained. Fort Dix was on red alert. Our president had been killed.


Chapter 6
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In January 1965, when I was in the middle of second grade, the Army moved us back to Alaska. It was a nerve-racking, 4,500-mile trip by truck and camper. For the 700-mile stretch through the Yukon territory, we drove on snow-covered gravel, and Dad had a hard time keeping the truck on the road. At the beginning of the drive, my sisters and I sang songs to pass the time. Of the three of us, Debbie had the best voice and sang the loudest. But after Dad told us to shut up, we just sat silently, nervously watching the road from the camper window above the truck cab. Every time Dad hit a slick spot, we held our breath until he regained control. We were all relieved when we finally saw the Welcome to Fort Richardson sign in Anchorage.

My parents purchased a flat, grassy lot in Spenard, a suburb of Anchorage, and soon a new mobile home was delivered, mounted, leveled, and skirted. Compared with some of the other homes we’d lived in, the trailer was huge, with three bedrooms, a large eat-in kitchen, a living room, and a bathroom. Two of the bedrooms had built-in bunk beds on one side and a closet and chest of drawers on the other, with a narrow aisle in between. Since Debbie was the oldest, Dad gave her a room to herself. She usually stayed in there with the door closed, desperate to avoid confrontations with Dad. We didn’t play school or house anymore.

Once a week during our first summer in Anchorage, my sisters and I climbed the hill behind our trailer and went to the convenience store to buy candy necklaces. My strategy was to make the necklace last the week, and generally I was successful. My sisters always gobbled theirs on the first day and then begged for some of mine. I never gave in. We didn’t share much, and besides, I didn’t want their germs all over the elastic band that held the necklace together.

Christmas 1965 came quickly, and we were all excited when a package arrived from Grandma and Grandpa Harmon. All of us but Dad. Sensing his mood, Mom promptly picked up the box and motioned for us to follow her into their bedroom. The three of us immediately tore open the package and found an unwrapped gift for each of us. I got a box of pencils, Karen got a small plastic doll, and Debbie got a set of jacks. Debbie didn’t play jacks, so we traded and she went back to her room with her new coloring pencils. I tried to teach Karen jacks, but she wasn’t very good and I got tired of correcting her, preferring to practice by myself.

On Christmas Eve, Grandma Harmon called to talk to each of us. Although she knew me, I didn’t remember her. Just as I was saying goodbye, Dad grabbed the phone and yelled, “Don’t send the girls stuff again. I provide everything they need.”

I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. My friends got presents from their families back home, some twice a year. Mom must not have understood, either. After Dad hung up the receiver, her mouth was still wide open.

We never got another package from Grandma Harmon.
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The long winters in Anchorage were hard work. Often, I awoke to find my windows completely blocked by snow, and every day Dad had to shove open the front door. Once outside, he searched for the extension cord that led him to his truck. Even though Dad explained a couple of times, I still didn’t understand why the truck had to be plugged in at night. “Doesn’t it run on gas?” I asked.

“You dummy,” he teased. “The engine isn’t plugged in. The blanket warming the battery is. If I didn’t plug in the blanket at night, my truck would never start in the morning.”

I smiled back at Dad. So long as he was grinning, I didn’t care what he called me.

I was happiest when the radio weatherman announced it was safe to play outside, even though that meant putting on layers and layers of shirts, pants, socks, snow pants, coats, boots, and gloves. Karen and Debbie would run outside to play with their friends while I spent hours alone, building tunnels in the snow. Then a little boy up the street was killed by a snowplow. For a long time after the accident, Dad made us stay inside.

Occasionally on those days when we were stuck in the house, Mom would roll our hair and iron our best dresses in preparation for an evening at a friend’s house, where our parents played cards while my sisters and I did exactly as Dad instructed: sit quietly with our backs straight and our hands folded neatly in our laps. Dad beamed when our host complimented, “Your girls are so well behaved.” We were dismissed from our post on the couch only after our host asked that we be allowed to go play.

Mom made each of our dresses out of the same Simplicity pattern—short-sleeved and gathered at the waist, with a white Peter Pan collar. Most of the time, they were dark blue with white buttons. To see us, you’d think we were in the Navy, instead of the Army. She usually ordered the pattern in my size and then added a seam allowance for Debbie and lessened one for Karen. Mom assigned us tasks, and I always cut out the patterns. She said I did a good job because I was very precise. I’d had lots of practice with my paper dolls.

Though our clothing was crisp and regimented, and we tried to behave as Dad instructed, all of us in close quarters was challenging. Dad was very particular, and to prevent trouble I’d retreat to my bedroom. But if he was grumpy, even that wasn’t a safe place to be. One night I was in my room, playing dolls, when Dad stormed in. “Teressa!” he yelled. “I’ve told you before about being loud.” I was sure Dad was mistaken; I’d been quiet. But quiet wasn’t good enough. He wanted silence. Dad said I could either take two swats as punishment or forfeit the next outdoor play day. I was pretty sure I’d have to be crazy to choose the swats, but later, during bath time, Mom shook her head and said, “If it had been up to me, I would have chosen differently. Just think, two swats and it’s all over with.”

I was only eight years old, but that day I learned that Mom counted on me to do what was best for her.


Chapter 7
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Two life-altering events took place the summer of 1966. First, I discovered the Four Tops. In the afternoons, when Dad was at work and we could listen to the radio, I would turn the volume on high and dance and sing at the top of my lungs whenever one of their songs came on. I knew every word to every one, and my favorite by far was “Reach Out (I’ll Be There).” I loved how the song started out with a sharp whistle, warmed a bit when the drums entered, and then was smoking hot when the guys and the tambourine joined in.

Dad loved music, and when he discovered I did, too, he bought me 45s of some of his favorite performers: Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass, Brook Benton, Ray Charles, the Supremes, Petula Clark, Percy Sledge, and Dionne Warwick.

When my sisters and I had been good and Mom had cleaned the house from top to bottom and made a proper dinner, then the mood was right for Dad and me to dance. We’d dance wildly, with the stereo blaring and our family laughing. After a while, Mom and Karen would join in, but Debbie never would. She wasn’t coordinated, and she knew Dad would make fun of her moves. It was easier just to watch the rest of us, though sometimes even that made Dad mad. He’d stop dancing and turn off the music. When this happened, I’d blame Debbie for killing my fun. I never understood why she wouldn’t just dance.

The second big event of ’66 took place when a pizza delivery man happened to pull in next door while we were playing outside with friends. We all gathered around the driver because none of us had seen pizza delivered before.

“What kind of pizza is it?” I asked, as my sisters and I followed the man to our neighbor’s house and watched in amazement as the transaction took place.

Moments later, Mom yelled, “It’s time for you girls to come in!” I shot her a puzzled look, because it wasn’t dark, but she kept waving us in. The second I stepped into the trailer, I could see it in Dad’s face: We were in trouble.

“What do the three of you think you’re doing out there?”

My sisters looked at me. They knew Dad expected me to do the talking. “I don’t know, Dad.”

“Are you trying to make a fool out of me?”

“No, sir,” we said.

“Do you know how embarrassing it was for me to look out there and see you all following that man around, like you were beggars or something?”

“No, sir,” we answered.

My knees started to shake, and we knew this meant trouble was coming. Dad hated it when my knees shook. Debbie and Karen started to cry, and I did, too, even though we knew Dad also hated crying.

“Are you crying like little babies?”

We didn’t respond.

“Lorraine, take them babies and put ’em in diapers. If you’re going to act like little babies, then, by damn, we’ll treat you like little babies.”

Mom motioned for us to follow her into their bedroom. “Now look what you’ve done,” she said, while scanning the room. “How in the world am I supposed to come up with diapers?”

Dad was already storming down the hall. “I told you to get diapers on them,” he said, “and I mean now.”

“I’m trying, Jon.” Mom nervously took another look around, scolding us under her breath. She grabbed the pillowcases off their bed and made a diaper for me and one for Debbie and folded a doily from their dresser for Karen’s. Then she told us to take everything else off and march into the living room. Dad had moved the kitchen table into the center of the living room and placed three chairs on top of it. He said they were high chairs and grabbed us one at a time and plopped each of us on a chair.

“I never dreamed I’d have such babies for daughters,” Dad said, as he circled the table. “Lorraine, I think these babies need a bottle. Get ’em one!”

Mom ran into the kitchen. We could hear her scrambling through the cabinets. A few moments later, she arrived with makeshift bottles crafted from her Playtex gloves. Dad ordered us to drink. Debbie immediately choked, and Dad grabbed the leg of her chair. “You better not let one drop spill,” he warned.

I knew the drill. Dad would circle until someone committed an infraction. And no matter how hard we tried, one of us always did. Then the real punishment would begin. I hated the waiting part. The anticipation made my stomach churn. The whippings were always bad, but I just wanted Dad to get on with it.

As he circled, my knees shook uncontrollably and the chair shifted. “If that chair moves another inch,” Dad threatened, “I’m going to light your ass on fire.”

It was only a few seconds before the chair moved again. “Go get the belt,” Dad commanded. I attempted to follow his order, but I wasn’t fast enough for him. He grabbed my arm and threw me to the floor. I held my breath, hoping my shoulder wouldn’t pop out like Karen’s always did when Dad was rough with her. I quickly ran to the closet and retrieved the green belt with the large brass buckle. When I returned, Debbie and Karen were already in line. I took my place in the middle, and Mom took her place, too, busying herself in an adjacent room. She never stuck around for the whippings, but she always stayed within earshot in case Dad asked her for anything.

We stood at attention, watching and waiting until our names were called. Debbie always went first, then me, then Karen. I was glad I didn’t go first. Dad was the meanest then, and he’d always hit Debbie harder and longer than me and Karen. Each time, before Dad began, he warned that if we cried or tried to jump out of the way, we’d only get it worse. When it was my turn, I stepped forward. As if on cue, I heard the Four Tops in my head:


Now if you feel that you can’t go on

Because all of your hope is gone

And your life is filled with much confusion

Until happiness is just an illusion

And your world around is crumbling down, darling

Reach out, reach out for me

I’ll be there with a love that will shelter you

I’ll be there with a love that will see you through



That year, 1966, I began squirrelling away songs that I could easily retrieve when I needed them.


Chapter 8
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For a year and a half, during the rest of second and third grades, Linda Levin was my best friend. She lived in an apartment up the street while her family’s new house was being built. I loved going to Linda’s, especially on Saturday mornings, when Mrs. Levin cooked something special for us while we watched cartoons. Linda called me TC (Top Cat), after our favorite show.

Linda was an only child, and I wondered if that was why her home was so different. No one yelled in the Levin house or ordered anyone around, and there didn’t seem to be many rules, either. No one worried about how I sat, stood, or ate. And if something funny was on the television, Linda and I could laugh as loudly as we wanted. In fact, Linda’s parents usually laughed along with us.

I liked Linda’s parents. They didn’t mind my being around. I think they even liked me and the idea that Linda and I were such good friends. They smiled when we giggled at the same silly things or when we finished each other’s sentences.

Linda’s mom stayed home, like my mom, but she was always busy with the stacks of papers that covered the dining room table. Linda said her mom was helping to raise money for their synagogue, which I already knew was their version of church.

Linda’s dad worked for the Campbell Soup Company and would bring home promotional trinkets for us. These trinkets had one thing in common: They had “Mm! Mm! Good!” written all over them. One Saturday, Mr. Levin said he wanted to show us what he’d brought home but that we couldn’t touch it. On the kitchen island, he laid out a paper dress decorated in rows of red-and-white Campbell’s soup cans. He said it was inspired by the famous artist Andy Warhol. I didn’t know who Andy Warhol was, but I stared at the dress anyhow. When Linda looked at me out of the corner of her eye, I knew we were thinking the same thing: It’s really not that pretty. Mr. Levin carefully folded the dress and assured us it was important. He said that someday it would be worth money.

Linda and I loved to play dress-up, putting on silly costumes and parading them in front of her mom. I liked it best when it was my turn to be the princess and I got to wear Linda’s beautiful fur Eskimo parka.

I never talked about Linda and her family when I was at home. I worried that if my sisters knew how wonderful it was, they’d ask to come, and I didn’t want to share my friend and her family with anyone else.

Linda came to my house only once. It was April Fools’ Day, and we had played a trick on her mom. Linda thought it would be fun to play a trick on my mom, too. I said okay, thinking Mom was home alone and that she would be a good sport. When we got to the trailer, I double-checked to make sure Dad’s truck wasn’t in the driveway. It wasn’t, but when I opened the front door, Dad was sitting in his chair.

“What are you two up to?” he asked. I told Dad we were looking for Mom, and he said she’d gone to the commissary and would be right back. Karen must have been with her, and Debbie, likely sequestered in her room, was nowhere in sight. When I turned to leave, Dad said, “Hey, wait. Grab me a cup of coffee.”

I wanted to hightail it out of there as fast as I could, but I couldn’t say no to Dad. Linda and I went into the kitchen, and I poured the coffee. When I reached for the sugar, Linda whispered, “Why don’t we put salt in his coffee instead?”

I knew it was a bad idea. Dad didn’t like jokes, but Linda egged me on. Instead of two sugars, I put two spoonfuls of salt into Dad’s coffee. I thought we could give it to him and then run, but we weren’t fast enough. As soon as Dad took a sip, he spat it out. “What is this?”

“April fool!” Linda cried.

Dad didn’t skip a beat. “Go get the belt!” I hesitated, and he stared at me. “I said, go get the belt.”

Dad looked mad, but I knew he had to be teasing. He never whipped us in front of people. Whipping was something we weren’t even supposed to talk about. I looked into Dad’s eyes, silently pleading with him to end the game. But then he jumped from his chair and stood towering over me. “I’m not going to tell you again. Get the belt!”

As I walked down the hall, past Debbie’s closed door, I told myself not to cry. That would only make things worse. But tears were falling by the time I handed Dad the belt and he told me to turn around. I told myself, Don’t look at Linda, don’t look at Linda. I did as I was told, and just as the Four Tops were warming up, Dad said, “April fool!” He laughed so long and so hard, he snorted. I finally caught on, and I laughed until I cried some more.

The following Saturday, I went to Linda’s house for cartoons, and when I knocked, Mrs. Levin came to the door, folded my hands in hers, and dropped to her knees. “You know you are always welcome here,” she said, staring directly into my eyes. “You can come anytime.” Linda must have told her what had happened. Mrs. Levin knew our family’s secret.

I thought about acknowledging to Linda’s mom that Dad beat us, but I didn’t move or speak. I was afraid. I knew if Dad ever found out, he would think I was the one who had told on him. I knew his command by heart: “What goes on in our house stays in our house, and it’s nobody else’s business.” Sometimes I fantasized about moving in with the Levins, but the dream was always interrupted by images of what Dad would do to Mrs. Levin’s face.

When Linda’s house was finally done and moving day had arrived, it was time to say goodbye. I knew I might never see my best friend again. The Levins were just going across town, but Dad never let Mom take us anywhere. Linda and I sat outside, eating the picnic her mother had prepared, while we watched the movers carry boxes and furniture down the stairs. I didn’t want the day to end, so I chewed my sandwich and potato chips as slowly as I could. Ugh, bananas, I thought when Linda pulled the last two items out of the basket. Mrs. Levin didn’t know that I hated bananas. I ate mine anyway. I didn’t want to disappoint her. Then Linda and I hugged goodbye and I ran home and threw up.

Dad’s command to keep quiet about our family’s business rang in my head like a school bell. I was beginning to understand that many of the things that happened in our house didn’t happen in others. I was also learning that Dad was unpredictable. He liked the idea of keeping us on our toes. We never knew when the explosion was coming or what would spark it, but we always knew that it was imminent.


Chapter 9
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The summer before I started fourth grade, I fell in love with the new TV show Dark Shadows. Karen was too young to watch it, and Debbie didn’t like it, so I would spend an hour each afternoon watching all by myself. I liked the time alone. Sometimes Mom would join me, and I liked that, too. My favorite character was the beautiful governess, Victoria Winters, but my heart went out to Elizabeth Collins Stoddard. Her husband had vanished. His disappearance, which she kept a secret, frightened her so much that she never left her mansion.

When a new character, Barnabas Collins, was introduced in the fifth episode, I knew immediately he was the one to watch. I didn’t want to like Barnabas, a 175-year-old vampire with sharp teeth and evil in his eye, yet I couldn’t stop watching and waiting for him to strike. I wanted to jump in the TV and warn everyone, I know he acts normal, but you better keep an eye on Barnabas! He’ll suck the life right out of you!

One June afternoon, Dad startled me, as he sometimes did, by arriving home before dinner and during Dark Shadows. Mom, who had been watching the show with me, flew to the kitchen to start dinner, and Dad settled into his chair, waiting for one of us to take off his boots. He didn’t care which of us did it, but usually it was Debbie’s job. The rule was that whoever removed his boots didn’t have to polish them, and Debbie hated polishing Dad’s boots. She could never get them to glisten the way I could. And anyway, I hated taking off Dad’s sweaty, smelly socks, so polishing his boots was fine with me.

As Debbie undid Dad’s laces, Barnabas raised his black cloak and drained his prey. Dad leaned forward in his chair. “What in the world are you watching?”

I could tell he was about to explode. “Nothing, Dad,” I said, and promptly turned off the television and took his boots from Debbie. Dad summoned Mom. She walked in, wiping her hands on her apron. “I will not have that show on in my house,” he said. “It’s blasphemy!”

I didn’t know what “blasphemy” meant, and when I asked Mom to explain, I still didn’t understand. Dad mentioned God every once in a while, but we didn’t pray like the Levins did, and we didn’t go to church, either. Once, at the dinner table, Dad had slapped Debbie for taking the Lord’s name in vain. But I hadn’t understood what that meant, either, and no one had bothered to explain.

The following afternoon, I was pacing in the living room. It was time for Dark Shadows. I knew Mom was in the kitchen, pretending to be busy, and when I asked her what time it was, she sighed heavily. “You’re going to drive me crazy about this show, aren’t you?”

I didn’t answer, but we both knew I would. Mom said we always put her in these situations. It was a no-win for her. After some debate, Mom finally agreed I could watch the program as long as Dad didn’t find out. “You better keep an eye open for him,” Mom said, “and the moment you see his truck, you better get that show turned off. I will not have you getting me in trouble.”

The next day, Mom watched Dark Shadows with me, and during the commercial she asked if Barnabas scared me.

“Are you kidding?” I said. “I know he’s not real.” Dad was scarier than any character on a TV show.


Chapter 10
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Like most little girls in the 1960s, my sisters and I dreamed of having long, flowing hair. Mom agreed that we could grow ours out if we kept it in a ponytail. “You know how your dad hates hair in your face,” she’d remind us. Every night after our baths, we took turns sitting between Mom’s legs as she combed out the tangles and pulled back our wet tresses. This routine was easy for Karen and me, but not for Debbie, whose hair was thicker than ours and tangled easily. She’d squirm, and Mom would tell her to sit still, while Karen and I would hold our breath, knowing how little it took for Debbie to set Dad off.

One night, Dad had had enough. He said Debbie had better stop her complaining, since she was the one who wanted long hair in the first place. And anyway, she was ten and too old to be making such a fuss. Debbie winced, and Dad calmly got up from his chair and went to the kitchen. He returned with a pair of scissors and, one by one, cut off our wet ponytails and threw them into the garbage. “There. Maybe now we can have some peace around here.”

I knew to sit tight and be quiet, but inside I was jumping up and down, fuming at Debbie. Why couldn’t she just have sat still? It was her fault Dad had cut our hair. I was beginning to come around to Dad’s way of thinking—Debbie couldn’t do a thing right.

The next morning, Karen screamed when she looked at herself in the mirror. Fortunately, Dad was already at work. Mom scurried us off to the beauty parlor, and all three of us cried while we received our new pixie cuts. Every so often, I shot Debbie a dirty look. We looked like little soldiers with our hair clipped close to our heads.

Before we left, I overheard Mom talking to the beautician. Mom told her we had been playing with scissors. She said before she knew it, we’d cut off each other’s ponytails. Debbie rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything. In the car, I asked Mom why she had lied when the beautician asked what had happened to our hair.

“Don’t ask such a silly question. You know perfectly well why. It’s no one else’s business.”

When Dad returned home from work, we were waiting, all lined up on the couch. “Look how pretty your girls look tonight,” Mom chirped.

Dad nodded.

“You know,” Mom said, “I think I like their hair better short.”

I was boiling mad at her. This time, it would have been better if she’d said nothing at all.


Chapter 11
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Our dog, Brenda, whom Dad had named after Brenda Lee, joined our family in early 1967, when I was nine years old. Brenda was a poodach, a poodle-and-dachshund mix; we brought her home after a night of pinochle at Dad’s friend’s house. At the end of the evening, Dad’s friend told us to follow him to the basement for a surprise. Downstairs were his dog and six pups. He picked one up and gave it to Karen to hold. She oohed and aahed, and he told Dad sweet little girls like us deserved a dog. We knew better than to ask if we could keep her, but Dad’s friend kept on. “Every family needs a dog,” he said. We walked out with Brenda, and right away I knew she was in trouble. Dad hated being talked into anything.

Brenda was eight weeks old when we got her, and she did what puppies do: whine, pee, and chew. When Brenda had an accident, Dad would rub her nose in it and then toss her into the snow. Brenda soon caught on and stopped peeing in the house, but she continued to chew on everything: her bed, the rugs, the couch legs, and even our fingers and toes.

One night, after returning from a drive, Dad caught Brenda chewing on the corner of one his albums. The moment he reached for her, I ran to my room, but I could still hear her sharp yelps as Dad struck her with a rolled-up newspaper. Poor Brenda, I thought. She was being punished just for being a dog. At the same time, I felt a little better about myself. Dad just needed something to hit. Sometimes it was me. Sometimes it was Brenda. When Dad gave a beating, it eased something festering in him.
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Across the street from our trailer, near the bus stop, was a small plot of grass where I took Brenda on walks and where all the neighborhood kids played. A friend lived in the small white house on the right of the plot, and a retired police officer lived on the other side, in a gray house with a fenced backyard. I never saw the police officer, but I always heard his dog.

Our favorite neighborhood game was tag. The rule was that once you were tagged, you had to stay in the grass area until there was only one runner left. My strategy, which worked pretty well, was to run in a figure-eight pattern around my friend’s house and the policeman’s house, intersecting at the grassy area. That way, with each pass, I could count the number of kids left in the game.

During one long game, I must have passed my sisters, sitting on the grass, a dozen times. I felt great as I made the loop around the policeman’s house, but just as I passed the fence, I felt a sharp pain. I kept on running my pattern, but this time when I saw the other kids, they were all on their feet, screaming and waving wildly at me. Suddenly my legs felt heavy, and when I turned around, I saw a large German shepherd attached to my behind. Fear kicked in, and I started sprinting, but the dog didn’t let go. It wasn’t until Dad ran out of the trailer that the animal released his hold.

Immediately, Dad scooped me up and I saw purplish blood running down my leg. I smelled something foul, and then everything went black.

I woke up in the emergency room with Dad standing over me. “Well, hello there,” the doctor said. “How do you feel?”

I told him my bottom hurt, and he, Dad, and the nurses laughed. The doctor told me that my bottom would hurt for a while and that sitting would to be tough, too. “The good news is, you don’t need stitches, but you’re going to have to keep those deep puncture wounds clean and bandaged. Can you do that?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and the doctor laughed again.

As Dad carried me out of the emergency room, he whispered, “I can’t believe you didn’t even cry.”

The doctor was right: It was painful to sit, even on the doughnut cushion he gave me. For the next couple of days, I did little but stand in the living room. Now, not only did my butt throb, but my back did, too, from standing for so many hours on end.

One evening, a few days after he’d taken me home from the hospital, Dad put my favorite Temptations 45 on the record player.


I’ve got sunshine

On a cloudy day

When it’s cold outside

I’ve got the month of May

Well, I guess you’ll say

What can make me feel this way?

My girl

Talkin’ ’bout my girl



During the weeks when I was healing, Dad still wanted to dance. He was careful with me, picking me up gingerly. I would wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his thin waist, and we’d dance. Not our fast dance, but our gentle, slow one.


I’ve got so much honey

The bees envy me

I’ve got a sweeter song

Than the birds in the trees

Well, I guess you’ll say

What can make me feel this way?

My girl.

Talkin’ ’bout my girl



I was surprised when Dad held me even after the song finished. Most of the time, he avoided me when I was sore and bruised. Most of the time, I liked it that way. This time, I felt wrapped up in his love for me. Despite the pain, I slept peacefully each night.

A few weeks later, Dad came home honking the horn on a new, red Rambler. I wasn’t surprised, because he liked to trade cars. Dad told Karen and Debbie to get in the backseat and said, “I thought since your sister can finally sit, we should go for a long ride in a brand-new car.”

I was thrilled with my new dad. He didn’t have to tell me once to stand up straight or pull my shoulders back. He loved his perfect little soldier—at least until the next infraction. When the belt struck my back, I wondered where my new dad had gone. It was easier when he was mean all the way through. It was easier when I just hated him.


Chapter 12
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After nearly three years in Alaska, SSG Jon Harmon’s tour was coming to an end, and in October 1967, his request for transfer to Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, was approved. Dad said it was time for him to go home. His parents weren’t spring chickens anymore. In preparation for our move, Mom and Dad put our lot and trailer on the market. They quickly sold to a couple who wanted immediate possession, so, for our last two months in Anchorage, we rented an apartment.

The apartment complex was a two-story, dark-brown building with stairs that ran up the middle. Our small apartment was on the top floor, and right away a couple of things concerned me. First, the stairs were always wet, and when I slipped, the handrail was too high for me to reach. Every time I started up the steps, I worried I’d fall and crack my head wide open. The other problem was that our apartment had only two bedrooms. Dad bought triple bunk beds for us, and when he set them up, they barely cleared the ceiling. He assigned me the top bunk because Debbie was too big for it and Karen too small. He said that I was just the right size, but every night I feared I’d hit my head or roll out of bed and break my leg.

There was one good thing about our new apartment: I loved our new next-door neighbors, Ron and Carol. They were the bubbliest people I had ever met, and every time I visited them, I learned something new. The first things they taught me about were Playboy and weed.

Ron and Carol always had stacks of magazines on their coffee table, but the one that was always open was Playboy. The first time I saw it, Carol rushed to put it away, but I told her I didn’t mind. I was used to seeing women topless. When Dad wasn’t around, Mom sometimes walked around with her shirt off. She told us she was airing out her breasts. Mom was top-heavy and said there was always a pool of sweat between them in her confining bras. Once, I noticed small bruises on her breasts. When I asked her about them, she laughed. “Things happen in the heat of passion,” she said. “Believe me, it doesn’t hurt.” The thought of Dad rubbing, pinching, or sucking Mom’s breasts nauseated me, and the next time I saw her bouncing down the hall, I averted my eyes.

I didn’t give much thought to the weed, either. Although marijuana smoke smelled sweeter and lingered a little longer, I was used to nasty-smelling fumes. Both my parents smoked cigarettes, especially Dad. He always had one in his mouth; most of the time, he lit a new cigarette with the old.

On Saturdays I’d go over to Ron and Carol’s apartment, plop down on the couch, put my feet on the coffee table, and just watch them. I enjoyed being around them, and, like Mr. and Mrs. Levin, they liked having me around, too. Ron told me I had an old soul. I didn’t know what that meant, but I took it as a compliment. Carol said they’d always wondered what it would be like to have a kid, and that after meeting me, she couldn’t wait.

Ron and Carol also taught me about rock and roll. It was on their couch, as they took hits from a bong, that I first heard the Rolling Stones. It didn’t take long before I was up dancing and my neighbors were laughing their playful, infectious laugh.

Ron and Carol saw that I loved music and they were eager to introduce me to their favorite bands. “We’re going to broaden your horizons, man,” they told me. Each time I visited, they presented me with a new group. I soaked up all of it. One Saturday, we listened to every Beatles album they owned, which was all of them.

When I walked in the next week, Ron warned, “Get ready, chick. We’re about to blow your mind!” They played me the debut album by the Doors, and when we got to the last track, Ron turned the stereo all the way up and we danced to their favorite song, “Light My Fire.”

Each Saturday after that, we ended our visit with the song, and each time, the same thing happened. We’d start out singing and dancing, Ron pretending to play the organ and Carol on the air guitar. But by the time Jim Morrison started singing the second verse, they would be kissing and hugging. Then they’d disappear into their bedroom.

I mentioned the Doors to Mom and hinted that their record would be a great birthday present. I knew it was a long shot because Jim Morrison had long hair on the album cover, and, since my birthday was so close to Christmas, I rarely got birthday presents anyway. Usually Mom would say there was a little something extra under the Christmas tree. This birthday, there wasn’t any Doors album, but Mom did surprise me with a Batman troll.

I was really into trolls that year. Karen thought they were gross. But to me, they were so ugly they were cute, and even though they had bulging eyes, matted hair, and distorted bodies, they still smiled. I had assembled a small collection of trolls that I displayed on the top of the dresser I shared with my sisters. Every time I passed my strange little dolls, I’d pat their furry heads, which would make me smile, too. Sometimes at night when I couldn’t sleep, I’d close my eyes and re-create each troll in my mind. The noises from my parents’ bedroom often interrupted me. Although I covered my ears, I could always hear Mom. I thought about the bruises and wondered about whatever they were doing that could make Mom so happy.

I was pretty confused about sex, and the bruises puzzled me even more. To me, bruises were evidence of wrongdoing and were meant to be hidden and never talked about. But Mom wore hers like a medal of honor, and the sounds she made at night assured me she was right—there was no pain involved. Yet somehow what they were doing felt wrong, and when I heard them, I often became angry. Especially when Mom carried on after I had been punished.

It was at Ron and Carol’s house that I learned about affection. Ron called his wife “honey” and “babe,” and he never left the apartment without kissing her first. When they were on the couch, either they were holding hands or she was lying on his lap. I knew when Ron and Carol went into their bedroom that they were probably doing whatever my parents did. But unlike at my house, it didn’t bother me a bit.


Chapter 13
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Christmas break and my last day in Mr. Hanson’s fourth-grade class arrived. The semester had been relatively uneventful, but I was always nervous at report-card time. Dad expected us to do well, and while he allowed Debbie to get C’s and Karen to get B’s, he wanted me to get all A’s. He liked to brag that I was the smart one. When Mr. Hanson called my name, I walked to the front of the room and tore open my report card before I’d even made it back to my desk. Initially I was relieved when I saw the A’s. But then I turned the card over and noticed Mr. Hanson’s comments: “Teressa has done poorly in her reading workbook this past couple weeks. She has also started to get a little flippant at times.”

I knew Dad wouldn’t care about the first comment. He wanted me to get good grades, but he always said reading was a waste of time. He’d gotten far enough in life with only a fifth-grade reading level, and so would I. If it was good enough for him, it was good enough for me. It was the second comment that worried me. On my way out of the classroom, I asked Mr. Hanson what “flippant” meant. When he chuckled, I knew it wasn’t good. “It means you should take your studies more seriously,” he explained. Now I was sure I was in trouble.

The rule was that when one of us screwed up, we all got punished. Dad said it was the Army way. I didn’t really care that my sisters would get in trouble because of my report card; I’d certainly taken enough lickings on account of their infractions not to fret about what happened to them this time.

All the way home on the bus, I nervously twirled the hair at the base of my neck, and as soon as the bus came to a stop, I ran up the wet steps to our apartment. When I opened the door, Mom was on the couch. “Do you know what ‘flippant’ means?”

“Well, hello to you, too,” she said. Mom placed her crocheting on her lap and patted the cushion next to her. “Yes, I know what ‘flippant’ means. Why?”

“Do you think Dad knows what it means?” I asked, and handed her the report card.

Mom sighed, gathered her crocheting, and on her way to their bedroom muttered, “I wish we could have just one pleasant night.”

After the whippings, I heard Mom tiptoe into our bedroom and climb the ladder to my bunk. She asked if I was awake. I stared at her with anger in my eyes but didn’t answer.

“Don’t give me that look,” she said. “After you’ve been punished, why are you always mad at me? I didn’t do a thing.” That was exactly the problem. When Dad got out the belt, she never did a thing. And with every strike, my anger toward her grew. Sometimes I’d go a week without speaking to her. If she was going to sit by quietly when Dad beat us, then she deserved my silence.


Chapter 14
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Our final days in Anchorage were a blur. I was anxious about leaving but curious about Dad’s family. I wondered what they were like and if Dad would like having them around. It seemed to me that Dad didn’t really like anyone.

Before we left, Mom took me across town to say a final goodbye to my old friend Linda. I hadn’t seen her in months, and when we arrived, Mrs. Levin came to the door in her pajamas, her hair in rollers. I knew she wasn’t expecting us; my parents never called ahead. But Mrs. Levin hugged me, and seconds later, Linda was hugging me, too. She and I spent an hour playing with her new Hanukkah gift: a Baby’s Hungry doll. Before I knew it, we had to leave. Instead of telling Dad where we were going, Mom had said we were stopping by the commissary, because she knew he didn’t like me spending time with Linda and her family. Only later did I learn it was because they were Jewish.

Before leaving Alaska, we celebrated Christmas with a special dinner. I dreaded it. Holidays were just another opportunity for one of us to do something wrong, which we always did. Someone would set the table improperly, chew food inappropriately, swallow too loudly, hold a fork askew, place an elbow on the table, slouch in her seat, scoot a chair back from the table before lifting it first, or stomp while carrying dishes to the kitchen. Dad insisted we look our best, but it was inevitable that one of us wouldn’t get it right. We’d come to the table in a dress that was too short, or with our socks folded incorrectly, or our hair combed the wrong way, or our nails too long. My approach to a holiday meal was to triple-check my appearance in the mirror, eat sparingly, say little, and hope that my sisters did the same.

When it came time to pack for the move, each of us was allotted one box for personal items. I was gently wrapping up my trolls when Mom walked into our room with three small suitcases. Without a word, she began removing items from our dresser and closet and placing them in piles on the floor. “I need to talk to you about our trip to Missouri,” she told us. “Your dad and I are leaving tomorrow.”

When Mom said we would be staying with JoAnne and Ham, I said, “Who?” Mom reminded me that they lived in the white house just down the road. We’d been there a few times, always uninvited. We’d arrive early on a Saturday or Sunday morning, wake them up when we rang the bell, and then sit around, with nothing to say to each other. Sometimes JoAnne would wake up her teenage kids so that they could play with us, which was when they had taken to calling us the three monsters. Only much later would I learn that JoAnne was Dee’s sister.

Karen broke down crying and asked if we would have to stay with them forever. Mom patted her head and said it was just for a week. A week with strangers sounded like a long time to me. Mom told us that at the end of the week we’d take a plane to Seattle, where she and Dad would pick us up. Then we’d all drive to Missouri together.

Later that evening, Mom drove us to JoAnne’s, and we carried our brand-new suitcases to the front door. Ham met us and then directed us up the stairs to the living room. We quickly found our spots on the couch in front of the big picture window. Mom took our tickets from her pocketbook, gave them to JoAnne, and then waved goodbye. I watched as her curly red hair disappeared down the stairs.

The week went by quickly. JoAnne and Ham pretty much let us have and do what we wanted. My favorite thing was making breakfast. Every morning I used their toaster oven to make toasted white bread with strawberry jam. I never thought about making breakfast for Karen or Debbie.

As promised, a week later, Ham took the three monsters to the airport. I was scared to death during the short flight. I was frightened by the immediate, steep altitude change. I feared that I would have to pay for the soda that the attendant gave me. And I was terrified that my parents wouldn’t be there when we arrived.


Chapter 15
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Mom and Dad were waiting for us when we got off the plane at the Seattle airport that January morning in 1968. I’d been so nervous during the trip that I’d sweated through my dress, and so the first thing I wanted to do was to change clothes, but Dad insisted we hit the road and begin the 2,200-mile journey to Missouri.

“Who’s riding with me?” Mom asked.

“I am,” my sisters and I all said in unison.

Mom gave me a little kick and nodded her head in Dad’s direction, her way of instructing me to ride with him. She told us he would be lonely if one of us didn’t go with him. I didn’t believe her for a second. Dad was happiest when no one was around to bother him. Anyway, I didn’t want to ride with him. He drove too fast and smoked too much. Mom smoked, too, but at least she rolled her window down and blew the smoke outside. Sometimes the smoke in Dad’s truck got so thick that my face turned yellow. When Dad noticed, he’d threaten, “You better not puke in my truck.”

Dad always led the way down the highway on our trips, and Mom followed. But it didn’t take long before her car was no longer visible in Dad’s rearview mirror. He’d pull over and smoke another cigarette. When Mom’s car was only inches away, Dad would pull in front of her to regain the lead.

This time while waiting for Mom, Dad smoked two cigarettes. Then he cursed and jumped out of the truck, pacing up and down the shoulder of the road until Mom parked behind us. As soon as she stepped out of the car, Dad was on her. “How long do you think I’ve been waiting?”

Mom said she didn’t know. “I’m not the driver you are. The roads are slick, and the girls are scared.”

“I don’t give a shit,” Dad huffed. “From here on out, I want that Rambler’s fender kissing my bumper. You got that?”

When Dad got back in the truck, I knew the drill: keep my eyes down and don’t say a word. But my knees started to shake. Dad glared at me and then at my knees. “Damn it, Teressa,” he said. “Stop those knees, or I’ll give you a reason to shake.”

But my knees wouldn’t behave, no matter how hard I tried to make them. Dad slammed on the brakes. He told me to get in the back. I was confused. Did he mean that I should go outside?

“I’m not going to tell you again,” Dad said. “Get in the back of the truck!”

I reached down to grab my coat off the floor, but Dad snatched me by my shirt, opened the door, and shoved me out into the frigid Montana air. I stood there, my head spinning. Dad tapped on the gas. I knew if I didn’t jump into the truck bed, he’d leave me on the side of the road. I hunkered down against the cab, with my back against the glass. When Dad took off, my eyes watered and my tears instantly froze.

Off in the distance, I saw Mom’s car and imagined my sisters’ faces pressed against the front window. I kept watching the red Rambler, looking for a sign. But Mom did what she always did: She followed Dad. Just when I thought my fingers might snap, Dad hit the brakes, jolting me against the cab. He got out of his truck, slammed the door, grabbed me by the arm, and plopped me on the side of the road. “Now, by damn,” he said, “you’ve got something to shake about.”

Dad sped off, and when Mom appeared, she threw me headfirst into the back of the car. I huddled there, frantically rubbing my arms and legs until the feeling returned. Every once in a while, I noticed Mom checking on me in the rearview mirror. When our eyes met, she said, “So, what happened with your dad?” But I knew what she was really asking: “What did you do now?”

Debbie and Karen sat still in the front, staring straight out the window, unsure of what to do. I was so frightened, I could barely catch my breath, let alone answer Mom.

Mom always made me feel like it was my fault. “Your actions get you into trouble,” she’d say. “You’ve got to do better.” I wouldn’t admit it to her, but I was beginning to believe that she was right, that everything that happened with my dad was my fault. If only I’d stopped my knees …

The trip was hard, with ten-hour stretches on the road. But it was always better than stopping. Dad was on edge the whole time, just waiting to pounce. None of us could say or do anything right. It seemed like he was just looking for ways to punish us, looking for ways to put us in our place. Even the fact that Debbie was getting taller seemed to set him off. When we stopped, he always had more ammunition. We had to eat, bathe, and sleep under his watchful eye.

Eating meant Karen would ask for hamburgers and french fries, even though she knew we’d be having bologna sandwiches and apples, which we had to chew quietly, careful not to smack our lips. Bathing meant cleaning ourselves in the murky bathwater left behind by Mom and Dad. And sleeping meant being wedged between my sisters while one of them whined that there wasn’t enough space. It was my job to quiet them.

I complained to Mom. “Why do I have to keep an eye on my sisters? Debbie’s the oldest.”

“Your dad assigned the job to you,” Mom said. “Besides, in many ways, you are the oldest.”

I didn’t want any part of being the oldest. It certainly hadn’t gotten Debbie anywhere.


Chapter 16
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Four days after leaving Seattle, we arrived in Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. Dad checked in at work and obtained our housing assignment while the rest of us went to register for school. Debbie was enrolled at Wood Junior High, and Karen and I went to Williams Elementary. I was placed in Mrs. Cantrell’s fourth-grade class.

Our new home was the left unit of a duplex located at 82 Elwood Street. We spent our first day cleaning every inch of the place. Then, after unloading and unpacking, we girls went off to school, Mom organized the kitchen, and Dad reported for duty. He was assigned as a heavy-equipment instructor at Training Area 244. TA244 was a nine-hundred-acre field also known as the Million-Dollar Hole. When I asked Dad why it was called that, he said it was because of all the expensive equipment that was parked there. Dad was a grader-operator instructor, but he told me he much preferred the dozer. Every eight weeks, he trained a new set of recruits, or boys, as he called them. On pinochle night, when the five of us went to a neighbor’s house for cards, Dad told many a mean story about the boys, bragging about how tough he was with them. He made one boy change a five-foot tire all by himself. I sure was glad I wasn’t one of them.

While walking Brenda the following week, I met our neighbors Sergeant and Mrs. Rosa Garcia and their children, Marco and Bonita. They lived in the next duplex over, just on the other side of our driveway. Marco was four, and Bonita was only six weeks old. The first time I laid eyes on her, I thought she was more beautiful than any doll I’d seen in the Sears catalog. Her hair was dark and formed tight curls around her round face, and her complexion was spotless, unlike my freckled skin. But what I liked most about Bonita was how happy she was to see me and that she smelled like my favorite hard candy.

Mrs. Garcia called me Thumper because she said my leg was always bouncing. “Even when you’re sitting,” she’d say, “that leg keeps bobbing.” I spent hours at the Garcia house. Mrs. Garcia let me do things I had never done before, and she never minded if I didn’t get them just right. I’d watch Marco while Mrs. Garcia hung clothes on the clothesline and spend whole days with her in the kitchen, helping her make tortillas and stir the mole sauce. My favorite thing was to give Bonita a bath. I would help Mrs. Garcia wash her and then wrap her in a pink hooded towel. Mrs. Garcia admired how gentle I was with Bonita and told me I would make a good mother one day.

When one afternoon I found white threads running through Bonita’s earlobes, I worried something awful had happened, but Mrs. Garcia said she’d pierced Bonita’s ears. She told me she’d numbed the baby’s ears with ice so that it wouldn’t hurt when she poked the needle through to make the holes. “It’s a tradition in my culture,” she explained. “This is how my mother pierced my ears, and her mother pierced hers.” Mrs. Garcia said that when it came time to take out the strings, Bonita would wear the same earrings Mrs. Garcia had worn as a baby.

A few girls in my fourth-grade class had earrings, but I’d never paid them much attention. Mom’s ears weren’t pierced, and she never wore jewelry, only her functional Timex watch. She said Dad didn’t like necklaces, bracelets, and earrings, but I knew that was Mom’s way of saying they didn’t have enough money to buy them for all of us.

Four weeks later, it was time to replace Bonita’s worn strings with earrings. Mrs. Garcia couldn’t stop smiling as she put in the little gold studs. When Sgt. Garcia came home, he tossed Bonita in the air and cooed to her in Spanish. Although I didn’t understand a word he was saying, I could tell he loved the way his daughter looked.

I must have been thinking it for weeks, but it wasn’t until Mrs. Garcia said, “Of course I’ll pierce your ears” that I realized how badly I wanted my own pair of earrings. She said first I’d have to get permission. When I asked Dad, I could tell he wanted to say no, but I slipped in that Rosa had said it would be an honor to pierce my ears. I knew Dad would like this. He was always happy when other people paid his family a compliment.

The following day, I sat in our dining room with Mom, Karen, and Debbie as Mrs. Garcia held an ice cube to the back of my earlobe. Mrs. Garcia was telling us about her large family in Mexico City, and before I knew it, she was finished with the first ear. Just as she took the ice cube to the second ear, I heard the front door shut. Dad was home.

Immediately, my leg began to bounce. Dad butted right in and told Rosa to step aside; he’d pierce the other ear. She tried to protest, but she was no match for Dad.

When he took the needle, I told Dad I’d changed my mind. But he pretended he didn’t hear me. He held my chin and asked Rosa where to stab. She pointed to the spot but then prepared to leave. She couldn’t bear to watch his unpracticed hands take a needle to my ear. On her way out, Mrs. Garcia said, “Please make it even with the other side.” He didn’t.

Later that evening, my sisters shot nasty glares my way as Dad pierced their ears, too. He knew they didn’t want their ears pierced—they were afraid it would hurt—and he told them that it was my fault, that he had to do it so everything would be fair. He laughed when Karen told me she would never speak to me again. He always got a kick out of it when we got mad at each other.

Each morning and night, Mom soaked our earlobes in peroxide so that they wouldn’t get infected. Even so, dried pus encrusted and discolored the threads in my ears, and the kids at school started making fun of me. After another week, I’d had enough. I asked Mrs. Garcia to remove the threads. “Hang in there,” she said. “If you do, I will give you a pair of my earrings.”

That was all I needed to hear. Two weeks later, when Mrs. Garcia snipped the decaying threads, she replaced them with a pair of her earrings, small gold balls that I’d often admired.

That evening, as I cleared Dad’s dinner dishes from the TV tray, he grabbed me by the hand. “What’s that you’ve got on?”

I turned my head, modeling the earrings for him. “Mrs. Garcia gave them to me.”

“Do we take things from people?”

“No, sir.” I knew the rule, but I explained that I hadn’t asked Mrs. Garcia for them; she’d given them to me as a gift.

“Do your sisters have the same earrings?”

Of course not, I thought. Mrs. Garcia is my friend, not theirs. But that wasn’t what Dad wanted to hear. “No, sir,” I said.

“Then return them.” A second later, Dad was up, spitting in my face. “Did you hear what I told you?” He made me take out the earrings in front of him.

By the time I ran across the driveway and up the stairs to the Garcias’ porch, my gut was too twisted to speak. “Oh, no,” Sergeant Garcia said when he opened the door. “Rosa, Rosa, Ta-resa is here.”

Mrs. Garcia rushed over, and I opened my fist to give her back her earrings. I told her Dad said I couldn’t keep them, and she shook her head in disbelief.

“I will explain to your father. I will march over there right now and tell him.”

Sergeant Garcia whispered something to Rosa in Spanish, and she finally took the earrings from my hand. “No matter what he says, the earrings are yours. You will wear them here. And you can tell him I said so!”

We all knew I wouldn’t say a word to Dad.

After school the next day, Mom was waiting for my sisters and me. On the dining table were three small black velvet boxes. Mom handed each of us a box. “Your dad asked me to get these for you.”

Each box contained an identical pair of gold earrings in the shape of a cross.

“Aren’t they beautiful? You sure are fortunate little girls.”

I didn’t feel fortunate. I felt cheated.


Chapter 17
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In 1968, not long after we moved to Missouri, I met my paternal grandparents, Ottis and Edna Harmon. Though they’d known me as a baby, I couldn’t remember a thing about them. The first time I saw Grandma Harmon, she was wearing a microprint dress under her full apron, thick stockings, and clunky shoes like the school nurse wore. She had short legs and walked firmly. Grandma was sixty-two, and though her hair was gray, the skin on her round face and neck was still taut. Mom had told me Grandma was the oldest of eight and that growing up, she had been like the mother of the house. Dad had said Grandma was a schoolteacher when she met Grandpa. I quickly learned that teaching fit Grandma’s personality to a T. She was firm, honest, and serious. I could easily picture her in a classroom, marching down each aisle, tapping a ruler in her hand.

Grandpa Harmon was tall, lean, and quiet. His thinning white hair was shiny, his face unshaven. When he smiled, I thought he looked just like Festus on Gunsmoke. Grandpa’s lips seemed to overlap, and his jaw appeared loose when he spoke. He refused to wear his dentures, no matter how often Grandma asked him to put them in. His toothless smile made him look older than his seventy-four years, as did the layers of wrinkles where his cheeks and forehead had once resided. Ill-fitting overalls that were never buckled on the right side completed the look.

Grandma and Grandpa had a cantankerous relationship filled with repetitive quarrels, which Grandpa usually lost. (The denture debate was the one notable exception.) Occasionally, I witnessed tenderness between them, but only when Grandpa had one of his headaches. He would sit in his rocker and close his eyes, and Grandma would rub her homemade “magic ointment” on his neck and temples. Grandma’s touch was rough, but Grandpa’s sigh told me he preferred it that way. Sometimes when she tried to stop, he would reach for her leg and pat her calf, and she’d resume.

My grandparents lived in what was even in those days considered a small, outdated home. The front door opened up into a small entryway that Grandpa called the TV room, because the console television took up most of the space, leaving no room for any other furniture. To watch TV, Grandpa would turn up the volume real loud and sit in his rocker in the adjacent room. That sound was always the first thing that slapped you when you got to Grandma and Grandpa’s house.

I didn’t think the TV room was very functional, but I liked the old pictures hanging on the walls. One of them always caught my eye. In it, Grandpa looked like a king. He was seventeen, wearing a wide-striped wool suit and seated in an ornate Victorian chair. The picture was taken on the day he received his very first paycheck. He wore his pride in his smile.

Off the TV room was the guest bedroom, where my parents slept during our visits. It had a funny-looking fabric door that opened and closed like an accordion. Grandma loved the crazy quilt that dressed the bed in the guest room. She told me it was called a crazy quilt because it didn’t have a pattern, and that she’d made it with her mother and sisters when she was young. Despite this story, I didn’t like the quilt. To me, it looked drab and disorderly. Grandma explained that the quilt pieces came from clothing she and her sisters had worn as children. Back then, she explained, kids didn’t wear brightly colored clothes. I noticed Grandma still wore drab garments; only her aprons were colorful.

The family room was sparsely furnished. In addition to Grandpa’s rocker, there was also a “divan,” my family’s fancy word for a raised twin mattress shoved against the wall. People often sat on the divan while talking on the wall-mounted, black rotary telephone.

The kitchen was in the center of the house. It was simply furnished with a small round table and four mismatched chairs, an old gas stove, and a small white refrigerator with a massive silver handle. In the middle of the sink was a strange object I’d never seen before. Grandma explained it was a hand pump that dispensed cold well water.

In the mudroom was a large freezer that was filled with brick-hard white packages marked “Pork,” “Beef,” and “Chicken.” It was also where Grandma kept my favorite treat. On our first trip to Grandma and Grandpa’s, Grandma made us a sour cream–chocolate cake. I watched Debbie and Karen’s eyes get wide when they saw it—Mom never baked, because Dad said he didn’t want sweets hanging around. Grandma saw how much Debbie, Karen, and I enjoyed it, and she made it every time we came to visit after that. I knew she made the cake just for us, but she would never admit it.

My favorite place on my grandparents’ farm was the barn. I loved walking over to it, the smell of moist hay leading the way. I loved watching the young animals inside it learning to nurse and walk. I loved the precision of the stacked hay bales in the loft and the feed sacks stored in the back. And I loved moving from stall to stall, following Grandpa Harmon.

I followed Grandpa everywhere—to the fields, the garden, the smelly chicken coop, and even the dark root cellar. When Debbie and Karen teasingly called me his shadow, Grandpa shrugged his shoulders and gave me a quick wink. A couple times a day, Grandpa would turn to me and say, “Now, T, I’m a-goin’ to the outhouse, and I don’t ah reckon I need your help there.” I’d watch from the mudroom window, and the moment he closed the outhouse door, I’d run to reclaim my position next to him.

I never took Grandpa’s hand on our walks. Once or twice I “accidently” tapped it, but he never took the bait. Somehow, I knew it would be too much for him. Just walking together was enough.

While Grandpa spent most of his time outside, Grandma spent hers in the kitchen. Every so often, Grandpa would walk in wearing only a sleeveless white T-shirt under his bibs. When Grandma saw him, she’d always say, “Ott, you know you’re not welcome in my kitchen without a shirt.” But we both knew he was fixing to shave. I’d grab a chair and pull it close to the washstand, where Grandpa had hung a small mirror and a hook for his leather strop. A large white enamelware bowl with a chipped red rim sat on top of the stand, along with Grandpa’s shaving mug and brush and his straight razor.

“Whatchu lookin’ at?” Grandpa would always ask me with a smile, even though he knew I liked to watch. “You ain’t got nothin’ better to do?”

“Nope,” I’d answer, and Grandma would remind me that “nope” wasn’t a proper word.

“Don’t listen ta her,” Grandpa would say, as he poured hot water from the noisy kettle into the washbowl, dunked a small towel, and then placed the steaming cloth over his face and neck. I thought he looked like a mummy all wrapped up in the towel, and he’d make funny faces at me that would get me laughing.

“Don’t encourage the silly old man,” Grandma would say. Grandpa pretended not to hear her as she scolded him and wiped dry the aged linoleum floor around him.

After Grandpa removed the towel, he’d use the brush to stir his shaving mug and, later, to cover his face with thick mounds of shaving cream, until he looked like the meringue on one of Grandma’s pies. Next, Grandpa would retrieve his teeth from their bedroom. Grandma was one step behind, wiping up dollops of shaving cream. Shaving was the only time Grandpa wore his false teeth. He said it was easier on his cheeks. Grandma would nag him about not having gotten his teeth beforehand. She told him he did it on purpose, just to irritate her.

“I ah reckon you’s right. If I didn’t, you’d have nothin’ to fuss about.”

Standing in front of the small mirror, Grandpa moved his razor up and down the leather strop, sharpening the blade with each run. Once the shaving began, I’d close my eyes. I couldn’t bear to see him nick himself and watch the blood run.

When Grandpa was finished shaving, he’d slap on some Old Spice and ask me if I wanted a feel of his face. “It’s as smooth as a baby’s behind,” he’d say.

“Nope!” I’d reply, jumping from the chair and heading to the family room. Grandpa would follow, rubbing his freshly shaven face on my awaiting cheek.

“What did I tell you about ‘nope’?” Grandma would call after us.
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I met Aunt Shirley and her family during a weekend at Grandma and Grandpa’s. She walked into their house in fashionable bright red shorts and a polka-dot shirt. Her hair was very blond and teased high. The first thing Aunt Shirley did was hug Dad hard. When I saw him hug her back, I thought about how he never hugged me like that, not even when we were dancing. It was my first clue that with Aunt Shirley, Dad was different.

“Girl, where’s the rest of your britches?” Grandpa teased, but Aunt Shirley just waved him off and gave Grandma a peck on the cheek. Grandma’s face immediately turned bright red. She didn’t like to be kissed. With her cheeks still flushed, Grandma introduced Debbie, Karen, and me to our first cousins.

Lavona was nearly thirteen, only a year older than Debbie but far more adult-looking in her bold-printed culottes and cropped shirt. She was tall, had long, ironed-straight brown hair, and wore lots of makeup. She looked like the girls I admired on American Bandstand.

Grandma grabbed eleven-year-old Ernie by the ear. He grinned, exposing a mouth full of oversize, crooked teeth. Then there was Rick, who tried to run off, but Grandma caught him by his collar. Rick was about my age, and I could tell he was shy. LaWanda was the youngest. She had her mother’s blond hair and was small for a six-year-old. She seemed quiet, much like Rick.

After the introductions, we all just stood there, staring at each other. Normally when Debbie, Karen, and I met new people, we stood in line until Dad dismissed us. But Dad was in the kitchen, talking to Shirley. Without his instruction, we weren’t sure what to do.

Uncle Joe broke the standoff. He grabbed Karen and me by our hands and twirled us. He was tall, muscular, and tanned, and I couldn’t help noticing how handsome he was. Whenever Mom saw an attractive man, she’d say, “He’s a tall drink of water.” That’s what I thought when I looked at Uncle Joe. He wore a constant smile, had a jovial disposition, and talked with his hands. I liked how attentive and affectionate he was with Aunt Shirley. I saw him wink at her when Grandpa again poked fun at her short red shorts.

As soon as Uncle Joe told us to go outside and play, Debbie and Lavona ran off together, camping out on the front porch swing. They talked for hours, Debbie fascinated by Lavona’s life in “the city.” That afternoon was the first of many they would spend on the porch swing, whispering together in their club of two.

Karen and I played hide-and-seek with Ernie, Rick, and LaWonda. While Karen was eager to dash around the yard, showing off her speed and her muscles, I quickly learned to be wary of my cousins. Ernie was feisty and often teased Lavona about her nose, Rick about his belly, me about my skinny legs, and Debbie about her red hair. When he and Rick got into trouble for roughhousing, he always managed to talk himself out of trouble, while Rick bore the brunt of the punishment. Uncle Joe would yell at him while Ernie slunk off unscathed.

Dad didn’t get mad. He went the whole day without tensing up or shooting us dirty looks. He was different when Aunt Shirley was around. I suspected part of it was for show. He didn’t want his sister to see that side of him. But he also just seemed more relaxed around her. Dad was still in charge when we were at the farm. He just didn’t have to prove it.


Chapter 18
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I knew that the Levins were Jewish and the Garcias were Catholic. Their homes were filled with religious objects. The Levins had a blue Star of David on their mantel, a mezuzah by their front door, and, in December, a menorah on their dining table. The Garcias hung crosses everywhere and had a large statue of Mary in their living room. Rosa told me Mary was very important to Catholics. When Rosa wasn’t at church, she was either crossing herself or rubbing her rosary beads.

Growing up, I wondered what religion we were. We had a print of Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper that traveled with us on every one of our moves and usually hung in the dining room, but my parents never talked about it. It was Rosa who explained the significance of the event. When I was ten and asked Grandma Harmon what religion we were during a family dinner at the farm, her eyes grew large and the tip of her nose turned bright red. She pushed her chair away from the table and, as she stood up, said in her teacher voice, “You should already know, child. You’re a Baptist.”

Mom kicked me under the table and whispered to Dad that she would take care of it.

The next Sunday morning, Debbie, Karen, and I were on a bus to First Baptist Church, ten miles away, in St. Robert. Mom picked it because it was the only church in the area that provided free transportation. The bus stop was just down the hill from our house.

As soon as we arrived at the church and were greeted by the Reverend Washington and his wife, I knew Dad would say we had no business being there. It was a black church, and Dad didn’t think black people were very smart. He said we couldn’t learn a damn thing from them. Especially his lieutenant. Dad called him stupid and said it just wasn’t right for one of them to order him around. It was meant to be the other way around.

My sisters must have been thinking the same thing, because they asked me what we should do. I told them we had no choice, we’d have to stay. But we’d better not ever tell Dad. If we did, he would just get mad at Mom, and likely us, too.

The reverend’s wife escorted us to our Sunday school class, where we were introduced to Brother Brown. He was an enthusiastic teacher and by the end of the first day he’d taught us the Lord’s Prayer and the names of all the books of the Old and New Testament. I came home and rattled them off for Dad. During the weeks that followed, I began looking forward to the bible verse competition we had at the end of each class. Brother Brown would name a verse, and we’d all rush to find it in the bibles we held on our laps. I usually found it quickly, but I wouldn’t raise my hand; I’d let another student do that, so that I wouldn’t have to read aloud.

When Sunday school ended, we had a fifteen-minute break and then Reverend Washington’s hour-long church service. That first Sunday, I cried during his sermon. I shielded my face with my hands, not wanting the other parishioners to see me. When, of course, they did, they tried to console me by telling me the Lord didn’t mind if I cried. My crying became a habit. Sometimes I could make it through the singing, but I always cried during Invitation. Every time the Reverend called, “Come, come to Jesus,” I knew he was speaking to me. But I didn’t feel worthy. Each week I said to myself, “Next week I will be better.” But each week the Devil intervened and I remained planted in my pew.

Reverend Washington always ended his sermons with the same quote from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Pretty soon, I knew it by heart.


If you can’t fly, then run.

If you can’t run, then walk.

If you can’t walk, then crawl,

But by all means, keep moving.



I’d think of it often, but I had to ask Brother Brown what it meant. He told me Dr. King meant that when things are bad, just keep putting one foot in front of the other. Before you know it, it’s behind you.

It was the first thing I thought of that April when the newscaster interrupted our “regularly scheduled program” to announce that Dr. King had been shot. Mom, Debbie, Karen, and I were glued to the television as the details unfolded. Then Dad got home.

“Where’s my dinner?” he asked. Mom told him she was sorry. She’d been following the news about Dr. King and had lost track of time.

“Turn that shit off,” Dad said. “I’m surprised it’s taken this long for someone to nail the nigger.” Mom winced, as if it were the first time any of us had heard him use the word. “Get my dinner,” Dad demanded.

Mom apologized again, shut off the TV, and ran into the kitchen. She knew Dad expected his dinner to be ready when he walked in the door.

Dad sat in his chair, and Debbie rushed over to remove his damp socks and boots. I took them from Debbie and went to the utility room. I threw his socks in the washing machine and then sat on the floor to polish his boots. “SOS!” I heard Mom say. “That’s it. I’ll make SOS.”

SOS, or “shit on a shingle,” as Dad called it, was the Army’s version of chipped beef on toast. I thought it was a good choice. Dad liked it, and it could be made quickly.

“Dinner!” Dad yelled. Mom told him it was coming. I could hear her making the gravy. The frying pan hissed when she added the milk, and I knew it wouldn’t be long now. Then she gasped. I dropped Dad’s boots and slipped into the kitchen to ask what was wrong. With a panicked look on her face, she told me the milk had soured. She couldn’t make gravy without milk. Mom threw open the cabinet above the stove and pulled down a box of spaghetti. I knew this meant trouble. We had spaghetti often, but only when Dad was on duty. He said it wasn’t real food. By the time Mom handed me the plate of noodles to bring to Dad, my knees had already started to shake. I delivered Dad his dinner and then ran for cover in the utility room. Mom, too, sought an escape and went outside for a cigarette.

When I heard the crash, I knew what he had done. Dad shouted our names, and we all rushed to the living room. He jumped up from his chair, grabbed handfuls of spaghetti from the plate he’d thrown on the floor, and started flinging it all over the room. He tossed a large shard of porcelain like a Frisbee into the television screen and then stormed toward the kitchen. When he grabbed his heel and removed a chunk of the broken plate from his foot, I knew things were about to go from bad to ballistic.

From the living room, we could see Dad in the kitchen, emptying the contents of every drawer and cabinet onto the floor. Silverware bounced as it hit the tile. Plates and glasses, including a few pieces of Mom’s wedding china, shattered. When there was nothing left to throw, he moved to the refrigerator. Bottles of pickles, ketchup, mustard, and mayonnaise smashed and splattered across the room. Finally, Dad grabbed bags of sugar and flour from the pantry and scattered their contents everywhere.

Dad told Mom to get her ass into the kitchen and instructed us to follow. “We’ve been married long enough for you to know what I eat,” he said, his voice frighteningly even. Dad reminded her that he wanted meat, potatoes, and a vegetable for dinner. Then he called her lazy and accused her of spending her days reading while he was working his ass off. I knew that was a lie. Mom had been reading the same library book for nearly a month. And anyway, Dad didn’t spend all day working. Mom told me he played poker in the afternoons. The pile of change on top of their dresser was his winnings.

Dad called us lazy, too. He said he could do in an hour what we did in a day, and that he could do it better. Then he started shouting. “That’s it. There’ll be no more reading in this house! Do you hear me, Lorraine?”

Mom nodded. Then he asked my sisters and me if we understood as well. “Yes, sir.”

Dad approached Debbie. “I better not catch you hiding out up there, doing nothing, with a book in your face. Why, just the idea of it makes me so mad that I could eat nails.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Debbie said, her eyes glued to the ground.

“Right now, I want this house spotless. I want every floor, cabinet, and wall wiped clean. You all created this mess, so you can clean it up.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Debbie said again. I held my breath. When Debbie got nervous, she often repeated the same phrase. As with my bouncing knee, Dad hated it.

“I better be able to eat off this kitchen floor!”

“Okay, Daddy,” Debbie said once more, and then Dad slapped her, hard. I knew Debbie would miss a couple of days of school. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Dad stormed out the front door, and the four of us began cleaning. We never talked much when we were picking up Dad’s mess. Mom would say, “The sooner we clear the mess, the sooner it’s forgotten.” And then we’d all just silently get to work.

When Dad came home a few hours later, we quickly scanned the kitchen and prepared for inspection. Debbie, Karen, and I stood in a line, our shoulders back, looking straight ahead, ready for him to walk inside. But then we heard a horn and Dad yelling, “Hey, I could use a hand!”

We sprinted outside and found Dad in the back of his truck, pushing a large Sears box toward the tailgate. He told Mom, Debbie, and me to hold on to it while he climbed down and instructed Karen to open the front door. Then Sergeant Garcia pulled into his driveway. “Looks like you could use a hand,” he said, and helped Dad carry the box into the living room.

Later that evening, when we were upstairs, preparing for bed, Dad called my sisters and me down for ice cream and to watch The Flying Nun on our brand-new Sears console television. It occurred to me that the ice cream and the new TV were Dad’s way of apologizing. But then I thought better. Nothing was ever his fault. Dad never said he was sorry.


Chapter 19
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After Dad implemented his “no reading at home” rule, I started struggling in school. Mrs. Cantrell, my fourth-grade teacher, told me my test scores were not what they should be. She asked if I was paying attention in class, and I told her I was. She asked if I was taking home my textbooks and reviewing them before tests. I lied and said yes. But the truth was that I was scrounging for minutes before school started in the mornings and during recess and lunch. It wasn’t enough time for me to learn and memorize the material. Mrs. Cantrell told me to try harder. She said that if my grades didn’t pick up, she’d have to talk to my parents.

Three weeks later, my parents and I met with Mrs. Cantrell and the principal, Mrs. Helton, after school. “With school ending soon,” Mrs. Cantrell said, “we thought it would be a good time for us to talk about Teressa’s progress.”

Dad asked if there was a problem. She told him that I was performing at an average level. “Average?” Dad said, his forehead wrinkling. Mrs. Cantrell told him I had a C in Social Studies, Science, and English. She told my parents that if I got some individualized attention, my schoolwork would improve.

Dad’s face shot red as he slowly looked down the row of chairs and landed his glare on me. “She has three C’s? She’s never had C’s before. Do you people know what you’re doing?”

“We are here, Sergeant Harmon,” my principal said, “to help Teressa reach her full potential.” She told Dad that she and Mrs. Cantrell agreed that I was a good candidate for their remedial-reading program.

Dad stood and kicked his metal chair. “My daughter is no illiterate.”

Mrs. Helton told Dad no one was calling me an illiterate.

“You want to put her in a class with retards!”

She told Dad the children in the remedial-reading program were just like me: good students who needed a little extra attention.

Dad grabbed me by the shoulder and motioned to Mom that it was time to leave.

Mrs. Cantrell stood and said, “Our final recommendation is the remedial-reading program. If you choose to disregard this recommendation, we’ll need your commanding officer’s signature on this form.”

Dad growled at them and tossed the paper to the ground. He told them there was no way he’d waste his captain’s time on the uninformed recommendation of so-called professionals.

“Then Teressa will be placed in Remedial Reading next fall,” Mrs. Helton said. “Have a good day, sir.”

Dad shoved me out the door and down the hall. When we got outside, he grabbed me under my arms and hoisted me up until our eyes met. “Get in the car and don’t say a damn word,” he said, before dropping me to the ground.

On the way home, Dad told me he had never been more disappointed or humiliated in all his life. He said he couldn’t even imagine how mortifying it would be to show that paper to his captain. When we got out of the car, Dad saw that I was crying. “Not only are you stupid, you’re a crybaby, too. I want you to go upstairs, now, and write, five hundred times, ‘I am a stupid crybaby.’ And each one had better be perfect, or you’ll write five hundred more.” Then he told me to get out of his sight before he killed me.

I ran upstairs, found my notebook, and spent the rest of the evening writing, “I am a stupid crybaby.” By the time I was finished, I knew he was right.

Ten years later, I would run into Mrs. Cantrell at Wal-Mart. I’d thank her for insisting that I join the remedial-reading class. It had saved my academic life. With a chuckle, she would mention that the form requiring the captain’s signature had been a bluff. I would laugh along with her, but inside I was in awe of her courage. I didn’t realize it at the time, but she was the first woman I ever saw stand up to Dad.


Chapter 20
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Mom quit smoking in the summer of 1968. Then she gained weight. Her classic hourglass figure became fuller, even as her legs remained shapely and firm. I was thankful that there was less smoke in the house after Mom stopped, but louder arguments between my parents countered the more breathable air. Dad constantly berated Mom about her weight and her appearance.

“Get me something to eat, lard-ass,” he ordered her. “That is, unless you’re too damn fat to get off the couch. Do I need to come over there and help roll you off?”

Both Mom and I quickly popped up and headed to the kitchen to prepare Dad’s snack. “It doesn’t help that your father eats constantly,” Mom complained, studying the open refrigerator. She said every time she fixed something for him, she tried to fight the urge, but something always ended up in her mouth.

Mom would resume smoking twice before quitting permanently. Each time, a few pounds disappeared, but as soon as she quit again, they would reappear, plus a few more. The summer of ’68 was only the beginning of what would become years of yo-yo dieting, gaining and losing hundreds of pounds.

Mom’s first diet regimen began early each morning. After preparing Dad’s 5:00 a.m. weekday breakfast of two slices of bacon, three fried eggs, two pieces of buttered bread, and coffee, Mom swallowed two doctor-prescribed diet pills and drank the remainder of the coffee in the percolator.

Somewhere she had read that vacuuming was good exercise, so, before seven, my sisters and I routinely awoke to the growl of the Kirby vacuum cleaner and Brenda’s persistent barking. The vacuum’s suction was so forceful, I worried the daily ritual would strip the varnish from our aged hardwood floors. The Beast, as Debbie, Karen, and I called the vacuum, intimidated Brenda, but she wouldn’t back down. The dog would run circles around the machine, stopping only for a head-to-head confrontation when Mom turned it off.

From my top bunk, I followed Mom’s morning ritual. After she vacuumed the avocado-green carpet under the dining room table and then the living room’s gold one, I would hear a hiss and would know she’d sprayed Endust onto the dust mop and was making her way up the wood steps. I’d count—1,001, 1,002, 1,003—and Mom would open our bedroom door. “Time to get up,” she’d say, and then she’d tell Karen to lift her covers so she could dust under the bed. When I heard “upsy-daisy,” I knew Mom had moved into Debbie’s bedroom.

“I’m going to need everyone’s help this morning,” Mom would say every few days, as she made her way back down the stairs. We knew this meant she wanted our assistance in the kitchen, and it was all we could do not to complain. We wiped down the cabinets and cleaned the stove and refrigerator at least twice every week, and it never seemed necessary. Mom would remind us that Debbie had gotten in trouble during the previous week’s inspection for leaving traces of dust on the packaged foods and I’d gotten in trouble the week before because the spices weren’t in alphabetical order. “If we work together,” she’d say, “we’ll do a more thorough job and finish quicker.” I’d just roll my eyes. No matter how careful we were, Dad always found something wrong.

While my sisters and I ate cereal, Mom made another pot of coffee and poured herself a large cup. Her breakfast consisted of one individually wrapped piece of simulated chocolate. She took small bites and washed it down with coffee. When we asked why we couldn’t eat chocolate for breakfast, Mom told us the chocolates were really medicine that swelled in her stomach, making her full for hours.

It took the whole morning to clean the kitchen. We emptied every cabinet, wiped the interior, and then scrubbed each white metal door. We quickly towel-dried the door before smear marks appeared—marks that only Dad could see. Sweat dripped off Mom’s brow as she washed every can. Karen dried them, and, after carefully examining each one, I stacked them in neat rows in the cabinets. Debbie dusted each box before I placed them in the cabinet above the refrigerator. Unopened boxes were easily stacked, but opened boxes were a challenge. If the tab wasn’t securely trapped under the slit, the box might pop open. More than once, a good inspection turned bad when Dad opened the cabinet to find that a box top had done just that. “You’re just inviting bugs,” he would say. But I never saw a bug in our house.

At least once a month, we thoroughly cleaned the stove. Mom carried the heavy grates, racks, and drip pans upstairs to soak in the bathtub. Then Mom and Debbie scrubbed them clean with Brillo pads while I washed the stove knobs at the kitchen sink. Dad didn’t allow us to use Easy-Off Oven Cleaner. He said he didn’t like coming home to the smell, and besides, using it was taking the easy way out.

Mom tackled the inside of the oven by herself. She’d put on one of Debbie’s stretchy, double-knit headbands so the sweat wouldn’t run into her eyes. “Yuck! You can keep it,” Debbie would say when she noticed the headband wet and its color darkened.

During one inspection, Dad found dust behind the stove. Until then, it had never occurred to any of us to clean the back of it. After that, we started pulling the stove into the middle of the kitchen, Windex-ing the exterior, and then carefully pushing it back into its place. We always received more demerits on the stove than on anything else in the kitchen.

Every day at noon, we ate the same lunch. Mom prepared Karen’s peanut butter–and–grape jelly sandwich on white bread, a small serving of Fritos, and a large glass of milk. Debbie made her own lunch, which was the same as Karen’s but with sweet iced tea, instead of milk. I hated peanut butter, so I had an American-cheese sandwich with sliced sweet pickles. I always dried the sweet pickles on a paper towel so that the bread wouldn’t get soggy. Mom would eat half a carton of low-fat cottage cheese with sliced dill pickles, carrots, celery, and cucumber. She’d top it off with Wish-Bone Italian dressing and pickle juice. I thought it looked disgusting and didn’t know how she could stand eating it, but Mom chewed slowly, as though savoring every bite.

In the afternoons, my sisters and I watched television or went outside to play. Sometimes I went with Mom to visit a neighbor. Every mother on our street seemed to be on a different diet, and they were always eager to share frustrations and tips. There was the “jiggle the fat away” diet, which involved a machine massaging away the fat. There was the Diet Pepsi diet, which demanded nothing but a soda for breakfast and another for lunch. There was “the drinking man’s diet” of meat washed down with martinis. A few mothers gave up their diets for the Trim Twist Board. You could eat whatever you wanted and then twist the board until the calories disappeared. Mom never tried these diets or bought the Trim Twist Board. She preferred the coffee, cottage cheese, and simulated-chocolate starvation diet.

Usually, though, Mom used the afternoons to finish cleaning the house. At least once a week, she would empty the refrigerator and freezer. Sometimes I would help her consolidate condiments because Dad liked to have only one bottle of any item open at a time. Mom would wipe down the fridge and defrost the freezer with a pot of boiling water. On other afternoons, she’d hang out laundry on the line or sweep the driveway. Dad liked the driveway to be just as pristine as the kitchen.

Despite our meticulous cleaning, it was never truly possible to be ready for Dad’s inspection. If he arrived home “in a mood,” he would give out demerits. The only questions were how many demerits we’d receive and how we’d be punished. Generally, punishment for three or fewer demerits did not include a whipping. Instead, he would deliver one of the following orders: Stand on your tiptoes with your nose against the wall; run around the house fifty times; do sit-ups; wash and wax the car; or police the yard. Policing the yard was Dad’s favorite, and it meant many different things: picking up garbage, raking leaves, and gathering wheelbarrow loads of rocks. If you didn’t perform the punishment to Dad’s satisfaction, then you’d get a whipping.

Dad was happiest when Mom was thin. When she gained weight, he grew more critical. He stopped calling her Lorraine and started calling her Lard-Ass, Shit for Brains, Fat-Ass, Chubs, and Blubber Gut. My sisters and I watched in silence as the pounds accumulated, knowing that the more weight she gained, the more whippings we’d receive.

We never talked about the way Dad treated her when she gained weight. But years later, in the folder where I found Mom’s poems, I discovered one in which she talked about how it made her feel.


Feelings

By Lori Harmon




Have you ever once looked inside

To see what really is me?

How come physical appearance rides,

And overcomes the good I know you can see?

I cannot entirely be undesirable or untouching.

Don’t you know harsh words can scar as much as the knife?

A few kind words or just reaching,

Out for me, can make my life.

Yes, I am heavier or fatter, whichever you perceive.

What if the shoe was on the other foot? Would I

Be unkind, hurt, cold, and harsh names you’d receive,

From me the one who will love you till she dies?

Love can conquer and endure all,

For I do conquer and forget.

Rejection, being pushed away, words that fall,

For life without can’t be met.

You say if only I was thin,

You’d be more attentive and proud.

Would you be satisfied even then?

Why is it important how I look to a crowd?

Is it so hard for you to say, “I love you”?

Or do these words apply,

To the feelings that are my due?

When endearment comes, it makes me cry.

Throughout our remaining life and chance

Whenever I pass on to the other side.

Will you remember me for my physical appearance?

Or for the real me inside?




Chapter 21
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Dad never took Mom out on dates, and they rarely spent any time with other couples. Once Dad came home, he said he didn’t want to be messed with. He even hated it when a neighbor knocked on the door and invited him over for a beer.

Dad rarely drank. Sometimes a six-pack of Miller would sit in our refrigerator for months, awaiting company. Occasionally Mom would ask if he wanted a beer, and his answer was always the same: “No, I really don’t like the taste.”

But Dad was a different man after a couple of beers. He’d smile, laugh, and entertain. If Mom could get him to a party and the neighbors could get a drink or two in him, Dad really put on a show.

One night in August, Sergeant and Mrs. Smith invited several neighborhood families over to play cards. They transformed their dining room into a casino with streamers hanging from the ceiling. The dining room table had been replaced by three card tables: one for poker, with Sergeant Smith dealing stacks of brightly colored chips; the second for cribbage; and the last for pinochle. My parents joined another couple at the pinochle table while my sisters and I sat on the living room floor and played Yahtzee with Sergeant and Mrs. Smith’s daughter, Joyce, who was in our Sunday-school class. Even though Joyce was older, most afternoons she and I played hula hoops together or listened to her parents’ records and danced. Joyce had told me they were saving a new album for this night, and I couldn’t wait to hear what she’d picked.


What you want

Baby, I got it

What you need

Do you know I got it?

All I’m askin’

Is for a little respect when you come home

Just a little bit



I jumped to my feet and grabbed Joyce’s hand while we danced to our favorite Aretha Franklin song. Joyce was a good dancer. I loved the way her body moved and tried to imitate her style. Soon everyone was dancing. Dad did his fast, silly dance, and Mom laughed. As the music grew louder, everyone yelled, “R-e-s-p-e-c-t.”

When the song ended, Karen, Debbie, Joyce, and I went back to playing Yahtzee. But Mom and Dad kept dancing. Dad wrapped his arm around Mom’s waist and reached for her hand. She began stroking his back with the music.


You’re a no-good heartbreaker

You’re a liar and you’re a cheat

And I don’t know why

I let you do these things to me

My friends keep telling me

That you ain’t no good

But oh, they don’t know

That I’d leave you if I could



Dad pulled Mom closer, and she rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. They moved slowly together, swaying with the beat. A saxophone and trumpet answered Aretha’s call as the gospel-inspired organ soothed her fear. Aretha’s rich, velvety voice was already strong, but you could tell that she was just warming up.


I guess I’m uptight

And I’m stuck like glue

’Cause I ain’t never

I ain’t never, I ain’t never, no, no

Loved a man the way that I, I love you



My parents moved as one, bending deeper. Dad’s hand pressed firmly on the small of Mom’s back. She tucked her head tightly against Dad’s throat, becoming nearly faceless. Aretha’s voice was raspy, vulnerable, and broken as she sang:


Some time ago I thought

You had run out of fools

But I was so wrong

You got one that you’ll never lose

The way you treat me is a shame

How could you hurt me so bad?

Baby, you know that I’m the best thing

That you ever had



Mom’s eyes briefly met Dad’s, and he wiped her cheek with the back of his hand. He held her securely, both arms locked around her waist. Content, Mom returned to the position her tears had outlined on Dad’s damp shirt. The piano pounded, Aretha grew louder, and my mother hugged Dad tightly.


Kiss me once again

Don’tcha never, never say that we’re through

Cause I ain’t never, no, no

Loved a man the way that I, I love you



My sisters and I watched, paralyzed by the gentle sight of our parents slow-dancing. A baritone sax pleaded, a guitar rang, and the trumpets called out until everyone could feel the pain and passion as Aretha cried:


I can’t sleep at night

And I can’t eat a bite

I guess I’ll never be free

Since you got your hooks in me



As the music ended, Dad dipped Mom and kissed her firmly. When his nose was pressed tightly against her cheek, his mouth nearly swallowed her. I heard Dad say, “I know I don’t say it often, but I love you, Lorraine.” This was the first time I saw Dad show Mom affection. And it was the first time I saw Mom carry herself with confidence. She strutted around the rest of the evening with her head held high.


Chapter 22
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The fall of 1968, we spent nearly every weekend at the farm, remodeling my grandparents’ home. They hadn’t asked for Dad’s help. In fact, they hadn’t wanted to change a thing. But Dad gave them no choice. He told them, “By damn, people will know I take care of my own.” Dad’s plan was to install modern plumbing in the kitchen and put on an addition large enough to accommodate a full bathroom. The kitchen faucet installation went smoothly, and I think Grandma was even pleased with the upgrade. Her shoulder had never been strong after a black widow spider had bitten her, and now she no longer needed to struggle pumping water every time she filled a pot or cleaned a dish. But the bathroom was a different story.

On Saturday mornings, Dad loaded up his truck with construction materials. My sisters and I rode in the back with them to make sure everything stayed put. Each week when we arrived, we’d find Grandma outside, “fussing.” Dad would avoid her, and we’d unload the truck. Dad would get to work demolishing the wall off the kitchen, and we would load debris into wheelbarrows and dump them in the back of the truck. Grandma followed us, removing from the wheelbarrow bits and pieces of garbage that she insisted could be repurposed. Dad grimaced every time he saw her salvage something from the pile, but he didn’t say a word. He just kept chipping away.

Grandpa stayed away during the demolition phase. He’d walk the fields or work in the barn. But after the new bathroom was closed in, he wouldn’t take his eyes off Dad’s work. He moved a kitchen chair into the hallway and watched as Dad wired, plumbed, and finished the bathroom.

Once Dad was finished, my grandparents rarely used the new bathroom. Grandma banned my sisters and me from using the toilet during the day. At night, she carefully monitored our toilet paper usage, frequently following us to demonstrate how to fold the two sheets of toilet paper that were adequate to do the job. She instructed us to place the soiled paper in the small trash can next to the toilet and forbade us to flush the toilet. Only Grandma was permitted to do that, and she did so only at the end of the day, right before she went to bed.

Grandma was frugal about lots of things. She’d look over our shoulder when we turned on the faucet and insist that we cleaned our plates at meals. Once, when she asked me to peel potatoes, she made me repeel the peelings. Dad watched me, laughing.

My grandparents’ kitchen was always stocked with items plainly wrapped and marked: “Cheese,” “Butter,” “Peanut Butter.” Grandpa got them from a small brick building, and instead of paying for them, he just showed the cashier his driver’s license. When I asked Grandma why he didn’t pay for the food, she said the government had more than it needed and giving it away was better than its going to waste. I thought this made sense, but Dad got mad every time he saw these items.

He told Grandma that if she needed food, he’d buy it for her. He didn’t want people seeing her in the welfare line. Grandma ignored Dad and continued to collect their monthly allotment.

Dad was always touchy about food, but never more so than after a weekend at Grandma and Grandpa’s. It was like that government cheese haunted him for days after a visit. Mom said it was because growing up, Dad didn’t always have enough to eat. Grandma said it was because Dad didn’t like to be reminded of where he came from. Dad said he worked hard so that we wouldn’t need to take charity from anyone. I didn’t know what to think. But I did know to keep quiet. One time when Debbie complained that there was nothing in the house to eat, Dad shoved two slices of bread into her mouth and made her choke.


Chapter 23
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As autumn turned to winter, Debbie, Karen, and I got to know our grandparents better. We learned that Grandpa, like Dad, never said “I’m sorry” or “I love you.” We learned that Grandma, like Dad, was happiest when she was left alone. It never occurred to us to wonder what Mom’s parents might be like. We’d still never met them.

Then one day in early December, we came home from school and found Mom crying in the bathroom. Debbie knocked and asked what was wrong, and Mom said her mother had called. She was dying. We didn’t know what to say, so we just stood there. When Mom finally came out, she walked right past us. A few minutes later, we heard her banging around in the kitchen.

A week later, I knew something was up. Dad was eating with us at the table, instead of in front of the TV, where he usually sat. He told us Grandma O’Shea had passed away and that he and Mom would leave the next day to go to the funeral. While they were gone, Grandma and Grandpa Harmon would take care of us.

When Mom woke us up the next morning to say goodbye, she gave Debbie a quick hug and whispered to Karen to be a good girl. She told me that Mrs. Garcia had asked if I could stay with them, and Dad had said yes. She said the Garcias had something to tell me and that I’d have to be strong.

After school, I was eager to get to the Garcias’, but first I had to stop at Girl Scouts to collect my newest badge. A lot of the girls worked on badge assignments together or with their parents, but I did most of mine alone in my room. After I completed a task, I’d leave my handbook on the table for Mom’s signature. Occasionally, she would sign tasks I hadn’t completed. When I’d ask her about it, she’d say I was close enough. Sometimes after Dad had punished us, Mom would check off yet more assignments I had not done. Even so, I loved adding new badges to my sash.

When I arrived at the Garcias’ and showed Mrs. Garcia my new badge, she hugged me and said she was proud. While she cooked dinner, I watched Bonita and played Matchbox cars with Marco. I thought of Karen, who liked Matchbox cars, too, especially the green-and-yellow wrecker truck that she used to pull other cars out of a pretend ditch.

The next day was Marco’s birthday. Mrs. Garcia decorated the house with streamers and hung a donkey piñata from the dining room ceiling. She invited all the children from the block, including my sisters. We played pin the tail on the donkey, which Karen won easily. None of us could hit the piñata, even with Mr. Garcia guiding our swings. Finally, he gave it a few swats, then handed the bat to Marco to deal the final blow, and the rest of us ran around the room, gathering the candy that fell from the donkey’s belly. Mrs. Garcia served us enchiladas and chicken soup topped with avocado slices. I wasn’t sure I’d like avocado because the texture was similar to bananas’, but I ate so much that I had to undo the top button on my pants. After ice cream and cake, my sisters left and I cried. I was so happy they hadn’t spoiled the day.

Late that evening, I overheard Sergeant and Mrs. Garcia talking in the next room. “Rosa,” he said, “her parents return soon. You must tell her before the truck arrives.”

“Tomorrow,” Mrs. Garcia said. “I will do it tomorrow.” Mom had warned me that Mrs. Garcia had some bad news. I was sure I must have done something wrong and was now in trouble, but I couldn’t figure out what a truck might have to do with it.

When I got home from school the next day, Rosa was waiting for me at the table, a cup of tea in front of her. She drank hot tea like Mom drank coffee, a pot at a time. In front of the seat next to her was a bottle of my favorite grape soda.

“Hola, Ta-resa,” Mrs. Garcia said, and I knew her to be nervous. She spoke to me in Spanish only when she was upset. “Thumper, I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

Sergeant Garcia had orders for Vietnam. Rosa, Bonita, and Marco were going to Mexico City to stay with family. I’d been expecting bad news, but this was worse than anything I’d imagined. It was so awful that it didn’t even occur to me to feel relief that I hadn’t done anything wrong. Either way, losing my friend felt like the worst kind of punishment.

Three days later, after my parents had returned from Mobile, a moving van was parked next door. I watched as the Garcias emptied their house, wondering which box had Marco’s Matchbox cars and which Mrs. Garcia’s beautiful earrings. When I went to say goodbye, Mrs. Garcia had a grape soda waiting. We hugged and said goodbye. “Ta-resa, you must promise me,” she said, as she slipped her earrings into my hand, “promise if someone with power asks, you will tell!”

I knew that she was instructing me to tell someone Dad was beating me. “I promise,” I said. But it was a lie. I wouldn’t tell anyone our family’s secret. I’d keep dancing with Dad.


Chapter 24
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After the Garcias left, I stopped eating. When I tried, the food just wouldn’t stay put. Mom said I had a nervous stomach and that it would pass. She ruled out solid food and forced me to drink shakes that hung heavily in my gut, only to exit later. I didn’t purge; I didn’t have to. I was painfully thin and began fainting, especially if I stood quickly. I’d wake to Debbie and Karen standing over me, yelling my name. My teachers, the principal, and the school nurse questioned me about the fainting and my diminishing size. But I didn’t know what to tell them. I just didn’t want to eat.

Eventually the school nurse contacted Mom and insisted I see the base pediatrician. He drew blood, I fainted, and when I came to, I was in a bed in the children’s ward. I was given a diet of clear broth and Jell-O. When the doctors saw that my system could handle that, they fed me crackers, rice, and apples.

Mom stopped by the ward each morning. “Hey, TJ, how are you feeling today?” she’d ask. Mom called me TJ only on special occasions, when we were happiest. But as far as I could tell, there was nothing to be happy about. The Garcias were gone and I was in the hospital. My spirits lifted only when my Girl Scout leader dropped off handmade get-well cards from my troop and the nurse taped them on the end of my bed.

Doctors in white coats came by each day, poking my stomach and making notes on their clipboards. Sometimes a doctor in an Army uniform would stop by my bed. She’d pull a chair close and ask lots of nosy questions. “How do you feel about being away from home? Anyone you miss the most?”

I told her about Brenda, and she said Brenda was an unusual name for a pet. She asked if anything else was different about my family. I told her no. I thought about the promise I’d made to Rosa. And I thought about telling the uniformed doctor. But I knew that if I told, Dad would know what I’d done and that the moment I got home, he’d give me the beating of a lifetime. A voice in my head said, She doesn’t have any power. She doesn’t even wear a white coat. If I told this woman our family’s secret, she wouldn’t be able to protect me.

A week after I was discharged, a woman dressed in street clothes visited. She said she worked for the coatless doctor and wanted to see how I was doing. Even though it was the middle of a workday, Dad and Mom sat next to me on the couch.

“Will you eat something for me?” the woman asked. I told her I wasn’t hungry.

“Let’s get an orange from the kitchen and eat it for our guest,” Dad said.

I followed his instruction and ate the orange, but only after I’d removed every thread of the bitter white pith. I knew that in the end, Mom was probably right. The beatings were my own damn fault.


Chapter 25
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When I got home from the hospital, Dad bought me a new Marvin Gaye record and we danced. One afternoon he came home with a new box of Legos, and he and Karen spent hours stacking one knobby plastic brick after another. If music and dancing was my thing with Dad, Legos were Karen’s. Debbie and Dad didn’t have a thing. He just called her an idiot. Sometimes I wondered if he was right. She was slow at grasping things and easily manipulated by other kids on the block.

When Debbie was twelve, a few neighborhood girls invited her to go shopping after school. We never had any money, but Debbie was flattered they’d asked. At the makeup counter, the girls drooled over lipstick and blue eye shadow. One asked Debbie if she’d buy the makeup for her. When Debbie said she didn’t have the money, they told her just to slip the items into her pocket. Debbie was stopped at the exit, and the store called Dad.

When she got home, Dad slammed and locked the front door. His eyes were bulging, and his teeth were clenched. My knees started to shake, but Dad didn’t tell us to get in line or to go get the belt. He just grabbed the first thing he saw and started beating my sister. Dad beat Debbie with the vacuum cord until she bled.

It was the first time he’d drawn blood. He had always been careful to avoid that, making sure not to strike the same place twice. He’d start high on our shoulders and arms, gradually move down our backs, and finish just below our bottoms. This routine served as our guide; it helped us estimate the number of lashes we had left.

When Dad was finished beating Debbie, he stormed out and took off in his truck. Mom helped Debbie to her feet and tended to her wounds. Karen and I wiped the blood splatters from the wall and hardwood floor. As we cleaned, I thought about the tools we all knew Dad was accumulating in the shed. Burned deep in each wooden handle was Property of the United States Army. After Karen and I finished cleaning up Debbie’s blood, I went to Dad’s shed, grabbed one of the tools, and placed it on the dining room table. When Mom walked by, she wouldn’t look me in the eye. She just said, “Teressa, you better get that back in the shed before he gets home.”

By that point, I should have known: Dad was boss, and the rules he made for us didn’t apply to him.


Chapter 26
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It was around then, in the spring of 1969, shortly after I’d turned eleven, that I started to notice how women reacted to Dad. The wives of friends and neighbors, saleswomen, and even the checkout ladies acted differently with him than with Mom. Sometimes they giggled and twirled their hair. Other times they couldn’t stop smiling and staring.

One night during a pinochle game, I noticed Jan, the wife of one of Dad’s soldiers, playing footsie with him under the table when she thought no one was looking. Jan was twenty-five and beautiful, with crystal-blue eyes complemented by lime-green eye shadow and thick black eyeliner. She’d drop by often to borrow a cup of sugar or a couple eggs. Sometimes she’d ask Mom if she could borrow Dad, claiming she needed help with the stove or washing machine while her husband was on duty.

After pinochle, when Jan and her husband had gone home, Dad told me that I was going to start babysitting for Jan. He said she needed a break. Her little boy was wearing her out.

The next day, Dad and I went over to Jan’s. Jan handed her son to me, and I sat on the couch, holding him, with Dad on one side of me and Jan on the other. She asked if I would babysit after school on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Before I could even open my mouth to answer, Dad said, “That’ll work.”

As soon as I arrived the following Tuesday, Jan rushed for her car. As she pulled out of the driveway, she yelled, “Don’t worry, I’ll be back before my husband gets home.” And she was. The same thing happened on Thursday, and for weeks after.

I knew something fishy was going on between Jan and Dad. Mom did, too. One night, after I’d been babysitting for about two months, I overheard them talking. Dad said that Jan kept coming on to him. He told Mom that her weight made it hard to resist Jan’s advances. He said the whole thing was wearing on him, but he didn’t have it in him to end it. He told Mom she’d have to do it. When Mom said okay, I almost screamed. I wanted to rush down the stairs and shake some sense into her. At that moment, I wasn’t sure who’d disappointed me the most: Mom or Dad.

The next day, Mom marched over to Jan’s, and when she got home, she had a big smile on her face and told me that there’d be no more babysitting. Dad smiled, too, and said, “Let’s all go to Shirley’s tonight for dinner.”

As usual, Grandma and Grandpa Harmon met us there, and Mom brought a dish to share. But Aunt Shirley did most of the cooking. The smell of onions, garlic, and peppers greeted us at the door. Usually the only vegetables Dad would eat were green beans or corn. But when Aunt Shirley served him a stir-fry, he ate it. At home, spaghetti wasn’t real food, but when Aunt Shirley baked lasagna, Dad piled it onto his plate. I wished I knew Aunt Shirley’s secret. I wanted it for myself.

Once, I dreamed that I found Aunt Shirley’s bottle of secret, magic potion. It was in a blue velvet box, hidden under her bed. In the dream, I took some of it and sprinkled it over Dad every night as he slept. Each day, the potion worked perfectly. It transformed him into a decent man. It stopped him from cheating on Mom, from calling her Lard-Ass, and from whipping us.


Chapter 27
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Grandma asked me to stay with Grandpa during spring break while she went to Iowa to visit her mother. She said, “Grandpa’s no good by himself. The man hasn’t learned even the simplest of things.” I’d only just turned eleven, so Grandma’s request made me feel all grown-up.

Before Grandma left, she taught me how to prepare Grandpa’s cornbread and eggs. Unlike the thick, round cornbread Mom baked in her iron skillet, Grandpa liked his fried like pancakes. Grandma showed me how to pour the batter into little rounds and wait for bubbles to appear on the surface, before flipping them. Then she showed me how to fry his eggs. Grandpa liked his yolks bright and runny, while Dad preferred his pale and hard.

Grandpa’s routine was the same each day, and so was mine. After I made him his breakfast, I’d watch as he tore pieces of cornbread and either dipped them in a slurry of sorghum molasses and butter or mopped up the yolk on his plate. When he was finished, I’d wash the dishes and make up my bed on the divan while Grandpa went to the barn to do chores. Midmorning, he’d go to town to meet friends at the general store and I’d wait for him on the front-porch swing. When I saw his old blue Chevy truck, I’d go in and start lunch: more cornbread, a can of Vienna sausages, a wedge of government cheese, and some of Grandma’s lime pickles, which she stored near the back door in a gray crock covered with an old, cracked plate. Grandpa would soak small pieces of cornbread in a tall glass of buttermilk; after cleaning his plate, he’d drink the buttermilk and spoon out any remaining clumps of cornbread. Then he’d rub his belly and say, “I’ve done saved the best for last.”

Grandpa spent the afternoon checking the fields and the garden and gathering eggs. Then he took a nap in his rocker. I was loneliest when he was sleeping. I wished I’d slipped a book into my suitcase, but I didn’t want to get in trouble. I never knew when Dad might insist upon an impromptu inspection.

When Grandpa woke from his nap, he headed to the barn to put the cows and pigs down for the night, and I started dinner: fried meat, mashed potatoes, a jar of Grandma’s vegetables from the root cellar, and more cornbread. At dinner I, too, crumbled cornbread into a glass of milk, saving the best for last.

On Wednesday night, Grandpa and I went to Midvale Pentecostal Church. It was a plain church with small wooden benches and a raised pulpit. Everyone there was older, closer to Grandpa’s age than to mine. But they seemed pleased to have me.

“You Johnny’s girl?” they asked.

“She sure enough is,” Grandpa would say to each person who asked, a big, toothless grin spreading across his face.

Grandpa must have liked showing me off, because out of the blue on Saturday morning, the day before Grandma was due home, he asked, “You fancy a trip to town?” I nearly tripped on my chair getting up so fast.

A handful of men dressed in overalls greeted Grandpa outside the general store. He told me he’d known most of them for more than fifty years, and then he told his friends about our week—how I was cooking and caring for him while Grandma was away. When Grandpa ushered me inside the store, his friends followed.

The woman behind the counter asked, “What are you all up to? No good, I reckon.” And everyone laughed.

When Grandpa told the woman he wanted to get me something, my jaw dropped. She said the only thing they had that would fit was a shorts outfit. I knew Grandpa wouldn’t like that. I remembered how he’d made fun of Aunt Shirley’s shorts. But, to my surprise, he nodded, and she handed me the package and showed me to a small dressing room in the back.

The top fit perfectly, and the shorts weren’t too short; they hit me just above my knees. When I showed Grandpa, he said, “That’ll do.” He paid the lady, and I wore the outfit home.

That night, Grandpa and I watched his favorite television program, The Porter Wagoner Show. He especially liked it when Porter sang duets with Dolly Parton. But those parts made me want to plug my ears. We liked very different kinds of music.

On Sunday morning when Grandpa and I got home from church, Grandma Harmon was in the kitchen, preparing lunch. When Grandpa touched her hand, her cheeks turned red. She told me to go change my dress before it got dirty, and I returned wearing my new shorts outfit. I twirled and said, “Look what Grandpa got me.”

She barely looked before she turned to Grandpa to ask, “Did you get something for the other two?”

“Edna, the girl was here fur purdy near a week!”

It didn’t bother me. I went on about my business. I paid her no mind. As Mom used to say, she couldn’t help herself.

For a second, I worried Dad might take away my shorts outfit like he had Mrs. Garcia’s earrings, but then I thought better. I knew he secretly loved the way Grandpa doted on me.


Chapter 28
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In May 1969, Dad’s tour at Fort Leonard Wood was nearing an end. I’d overheard several late-night conversations, so I wasn’t surprised when Mom told us we were headed back to Alaska. I was sorry to be leaving Grandma and Grandpa Harmon. Dad was different when they were around, and I wondered if Grandpa would miss his shadow as much as I’d miss him. The one upside was that I’d get to see Linda Levin again.

After school ended, we said goodbye to Grandma and Grandpa and Aunt Shirley’s family, too. Then we began the long trek to Anchorage. During the trip, my sisters and I again spent hours in the camper, on the bed above the truck cab. Four days later, we arrived at JoAnne and Ham’s home. I knew what their kids were thinking: Oh no. The three monsters are back.

Early the next morning, Ham made waffles and Karen put so much syrup on hers, they floated. Usually Dad got angry about that sort of thing, but he didn’t say a word. He was too distracted. I didn’t know what was bothering him, though.

After breakfast, Dad left to report for duty. I’d planned to ask Mom if she would take me to see Linda sometime that morning, but before I could, Dad returned, fuming. He told us to get in the camper. We knew Dad was fighting mad, but not at us. He didn’t scream or yell or hit us. He told us what to do, and we followed his orders. For the first time, his anger wasn’t directed at us. Knowing that this could change in a heartbeat, we were perfectly quiet, perfectly obedient.

Three days later, we pulled into our grandparents’ farm. When we walked in, I could tell by Grandma’s face that she wasn’t expecting us. She said the adults needed to chat and told us to go outside and play. Later that evening, it was Grandma who finally explained to Debbie, Karen, and me what had happened. There weren’t any orders for Fort Richardson, Alaska. Dad was to report for a one-year tour of duty in Vietnam. At the time, I thought it was some awful bureaucratic mix-up. Dad used to say all the time how inept the Army paper pushers were. But later I found out he had known all along. He thought that if he just showed up in Alaska, they’d let him stay. He thought he could tell even the Army what to do.

There were only two weeks before Dad had to leave, and we had a lot to do. He didn’t want us in Fort Leonard Wood without him, so first he had to find a place for us to live. He thought it would be better if we were close to his family. Grandma called everyone she knew, asking about a place to rent near her and Grandpa. Finally, she found one seven miles away and an hour south of our old home at Fort Leonard Wood. We’d be living in Eunice, population 150. The whole town was Gaston’s filling station and convenience store, a post office, and Eunice Baptist Church. That was it.

The house was a half mile from town, on top of a hill. The property was fenced; from the gate, you could see the two-story house. Everything about it was white: white siding, white walls, white cabinets, white doors. Even the aged wood floors read white when the sunlight touched them. You could see every speck of dust in that white house. I knew it meant we’d be spending every spare moment until Dad left cleaning.

There were two bedrooms, a living room, and the kitchen on the first floor. The finished attic was one large room with a window on either end. It was only May, but already the air was warm and heavy. Even when the windows were open, it felt ten degrees hotter than the rest of the house.

Debbie was the first one to realize there wasn’t any indoor plumbing. In the kitchen, she pointed to the hand water pump just like the one Dad had removed from Grandma’s house. There was an outhouse out back that clearly hadn’t been used for a while. When Dad opened the door, the smell made me gag. He peeked into the hole and said he’d found the culprit: a dead raccoon. Karen started to cry. She was the only person I knew who hated outhouses more than I did.

From the outhouse, I saw two massive metal doors. It looked like the entrance to a bomb shelter. Dad said it was the basement. We’d never had a basement before. Dad said it was where we’d go if a bad storm happened. It was also where the old-fashioned wringer washing machine was stored. It was connected to the only electrical outlet in the house. When Debbie asked about the large metal container that looked like the trough Grandpa filled with water for his cows, Dad said that was our bathtub. Karen started crying again.

The day after we arrived, the utility company came and ran a long black wire to the pole behind the outhouse. Dad spent the next few afternoons fishing electrical wire up from the basement to the rest of the house. He told us the new electrical box had room for one outlet per room and no overhead lighting. We’d have to use kerosene lamps instead. I asked Dad if our air conditioner could be installed upstairs. He laughed and said we’d just have to make do.

“Make do.” That’s what Dad kept telling us. He insisted that if he was going to sleep in a hot, humid place, then we should, too. He wouldn’t have access to a telephone, so neither would we. It was like he wanted to make sure things were hard while he was gone, every struggle a reminder of how much better it would be once he got home. If Mom was concerned about doing our laundry, cooking our meals, and taking care of us in our new old house while Dad was in Vietnam, she didn’t say a word.

Before Dad left, he and Mom made one last trip to Fort Leonard Wood. Mom stocked up at the commissary, and Dad went shopping at the post exchange (PX). Debbie, Karen, and I were standing in the driveway, awaiting Dad’s orders, when they got home. He opened the tailgate, and we knew to begin unloading the brown paper bags. But, to my surprise, Dad instructed my sisters to unload the groceries and told me to follow him. He carried a package up the stairs, and I did as I was told, tailing him and rewinding the day to figure out what infraction I’d committed. When we reached my room, he told me to sit down on the bed, and I was shocked when he unwrapped a portable record player and plugged its cord into the room’s sole outlet. It was the first time Dad had ever bought anything just for me.

My jaw dropped when I saw the picture of John, Paul, George, and Ringo on the record player’s lid. Dad hated the Beatles. He called them long-haired freaks. “It was the only one they had,” he explained, and then he put on a new record, The Best of the Bee Gees. He said the guy at the PX had suggested the album. “But I don’t know,” Dad said, looking at the cover. “These guys look like stupid flower children to me.”

Dad didn’t like the first song. I told him I did, and then he laughed, squeezed my shoulders, and wrapped me in his arms.

“Thanks, Dad,” I whispered, as we walked down the stairs. He didn’t say a word. I could tell he was choked up.

He left for Vietnam a few days later. On the way to the airport, we stopped by Grandma and Grandpa’s house so that they could drop us off and he could say goodbye. Dad had an early flight the following morning, and my parents were spending his last night at a hotel near the airport. Dad shook Grandpa’s hand and hugged Grandma. I heard her say, “Son, I pray I see you again.”

Dad pulled away. “Don’t be silly! Of course I’ll be back.”

I knew Dad was going to war, but it had never crossed my mind that he wouldn’t return. At school, my classmates were sometimes called to the principal’s office, where their mother and the chaplain waited. But I knew my name would never be called. I knew our enemy was no match for Dad. He was the meanest, toughest guy in the world. They didn’t stand a chance.


Chapter 29
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During the summer of 1969, the Harmon girls spent a lot of time at Grandma and Grandpa’s farm, helping Grandma in her large garden. Something always needed planting, picking, or weeding. But none of us really minded. Grandma grew tender when her hands were in the soil. She’d lead us down each perfectly groomed row, identifying the plants. They all looked the same to me: bright green. She told us they were so healthy because Grandpa had enriched the soil with manure. “You see, not even waste is wasted around here.”

Mom followed Grandma’s every move in the garden. Grandma liked strenuous work, and Mom wanted her to know she was a diligent worker, too. One steamy morning, Mom said it was too hot for Grandma to be outside. We would do the garden chores. Grandma asked if we could manage, and Mom told her she’d taught us well. That day in the hot August sun, we picked row after row of green beans. Every hour, Grandma appeared with a small bucket of cold water. She’d plunge a metal dipper into the pail and offer us a drink. Usually I hated drinking after people, but it was so hot I didn’t care. When we had picked the last row, I lay flat on my back in the grass. I was relieved to finally be finished with green beans, but picking was just the beginning. Now they’d have to be canned.

Grandma assembled us in the kitchen, giving each of us a different task. Debbie washed mason jars. Karen and I snapped the beans. Mom examined and cleaned the screw bands and heated the Ball lids. Grandma packed each jar with beans, added a teaspoon of salt, and then filled the jar with hot water. Then she placed them in one of the three enormous pressure cookers, each with a heavy, wooden-handled lid she kept on top of the stove. When we heard the sharp whistle of the pressure cooker, that meant the beans were done. After the jars cooled, Grandma tested each seal. If the lid bounced back, it hadn’t sealed. She found one that was unsealed and served those for dinner. I’d never tasted better green beans.

After dinner, when we were cleaning up the kitchen, Mom told Grandma we were joining the Methodist church fifteen minutes away, in Houston. It was as though her day of hard labor had given her the confidence to break the news to Grandma. And to us. Since Dad had left, Mom hadn’t mentioned anything about church. “It has quite a bit to offer,” Mom told Grandma. “The girls can be with kids their own age.” Grandma seemed just as surprised as we were. She reminded Mom that Dad had grown up in Montvale Church and expected that we’d go there as well. But Mom wouldn’t budge. She was taking us to her church.

Our new church was entirely different from the one Mom and Dad had sent us to years before. First of all, everyone was white. At our old church, people would stand and clap when the choir sang and when the preacher gave his sermon. Someone in the pew was always talking, crying, or yelling. At the Methodist church, everyone was calm, collected, and quiet. It was like the difference between recess and class.

Mom was visibly chipper at “her” church. She smiled for the first time since Dad had left. She told me she’d found peace. “Bad thoughts don’t creep into my head when I’m here. Somehow I know your dad is safe.”

Mom’s church had the opposite effect on me. While the minister spoke or the congregation recited the Lord’s prayer, I also thought about Dad. But, instead of finding solace, I wished he’d never come home. I knew these were sinful thoughts. Brother Brown used to say when evil thoughts entered your mind, the devil had a hold of you. “You’ve got to shake him loose,” he’d said, and I tried.

I told Mom I was upset at her church. It was too quiet, and my mind wandered. I didn’t want to go back. She told me to give it time. “We’ll get involved. You’ll see—it’ll all work out.”

Mom joined the choir, and Debbie and I began attending youth classes, for which Karen was too young. After a few weeks, the youth minister presented me, Debbie, and the others from our class to the congregation during morning service. As we stood, draped in white robes, in front of our proud church community, my thoughts again drifted to Dad’s dying. This time I saw him trapped in a burning barn, unable to escape. Be a good girl. Shake it loose, I thought.

When the minister finished his presentation, the congregation came, one row at a time, to welcome us to the church. In my mind, I heard Dad cry out as his skin turned red. I knew if the congregation could see my thoughts, they wouldn’t be shaking my hand. That day I left church not as a treasured member of the flock, but as a self-loathing sinner.


Chapter 30
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I didn’t mind that the house in Eunice had an outhouse, meager lighting, no telephone, and only limited television, but I did miss soaking in the bathtub. When we were at Fort Wood and Dad was on duty, Mom allowed us each to take a bath in clean, fresh water. Debbie would always go first, and I could tell it was nearly my turn once the smell of Prell shampoo flooded the air. When she dashed by with only a towel twisted around her hair, I’d go into the bathroom, already full of steam, and begin my ritual.

I’d first wash the tub with Top Job. I liked its gentle citrus smell, not quite as overwhelming as Pine-Sol’s. Once I’d scrubbed it clean, I’d fill the tub, sit on the rim, and run my hand under the water, imagining I was beside a pool beneath a waterfall. I liked my bath water hot, so hot it made my skin itch. I’d soak for as long as I could—until Mom knocked on the door and told me it was Karen’s turn. When I’d leave the bathroom, wearing my blue baby-doll pajamas, Mom would shake her head and point to my blotchy red arms and legs. “If you’re not careful, you’re going to scald yourself.”

Bathing in Eunice was different. Early every other morning, Mom would drag the bathtub up from the basement and put it in the backyard. Together we’d haul buckets of water from the kitchen and fill it. By midafternoon, the sun would have heated the water halfway, and once it was dark, it would be warm enough to bathe. One at a time, we took our baths, fighting the mosquitoes and crusty june bugs.
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That August, I started sixth grade, Karen began third, and Debbie entered eighth. In Summersville, kindergarten through twelfth grade was housed in the same building, which meant that Debbie, who was nearly thirteen, and Karen, who was eight, and I passed each other in the halls every day and saw each other in the cafeteria. On the first day, Mom drove us to school and dropped us off at the principal’s office, leaving the secretary to take us to our classrooms. When she knocked on my classroom door, everyone stopped and stared. My new teacher, Mrs. Woolsey, led me to the front of the class. “Everyone, we have a new girl!”

A new girl. I’d been enrolled in four schools in the past six years, and I’d never been introduced that way before. In the Army, changing schools was routine. But here, most of my classmates had been going to the same school their entire life. Soon I learned that “new girl” meant “outsider.” I was glad when the day was over. When I got home, Debbie and Karen said they were new girls also.

Early the next morning, my sisters and I waited at the mailbox for the school bus. Mom watched from the front porch, drinking her coffee. When the bus arrived, rows of bobbing heads were peering through the open windows. It looked like we were going to be new girls on the bus, too.

As soon as Debbie boarded, the whistling began. Her cheeks turned as red as her hair. The bus driver told the boys in the back to sit down and shut up. They didn’t listen. “Hey, Red. If you’re looking for a seat, my lap is available!” a high school boy called out. The bus driver stood and yelled, “That’ll be enough of that!”

The boys stopped until we pulled up to the school an hour later. Then the heckling resumed. “Head on in there. You’re their problem now,” the bus driver said, as the rowdy boys rushed past. Debbie, Karen, and I waited for everyone else to get off before we left our seats. Once we finally did, the bus driver smiled and said he’d see us in the afternoon.

After three days of tormenting, I told Mom about the mean boys on the bus. She said they were just being teenagers and that we’d better get used to it. When I complained that we had to spend two hours a day on the bus, instead of the forty minutes it would take for her to drive us, she said, “I deserve some alone time.” It had never occurred to me that Mom might need quiet time—that, like we were, she might be relishing this time away from Dad and his demands, even as she feared for his safety.

Before the week was up, I was thankful that Mom had forced us to ride the bus. It was there that I met Randy Joe Smith, the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. He was the same age as I was, and just as tall, with bright blond hair, steel-blue eyes, and a kind, broad smile. I’m not sure who was more bashful. Neither of us had the nerve to speak or sit next to each other. We spent most of our time sneaking peeks. But all the other kids on the bus knew we were smitten.

Every afternoon, the bus stopped at Gaston’s Store in Eunice for a bathroom break and a snack. After the first week, I never again got off. The bathroom smelled worse than our outhouse, and I didn’t have any money anyway. But the kids in the back always got off, and so did Randy Joe. When the driver was ready to leave, he’d lightly tap the horn and the boys would get back on the bus. As Randy Joe passed by me, he’d slip a Snickers bar onto my lap. Before he could even make it to his seat, the boys in the back were teasing. “Got another Snickers for your girl, Smith?” Then, in unison, they’d say, “Ooooooooooh.” Both of us just kept our heads down.

Mom would wait for us at the kitchen table, and while she drank her coffee and my sisters ate their after-school snacks, I’d eat my Snickers, savoring every bite. Mom didn’t seem to mind that a boy was buying me chocolate. Once, when Karen teased me about Randy Joe, Mom told her to leave me alone. She said only a real sweet boy would spend his money buying a girl chocolate.

Debbie also had a bus suitor. His name was Ernest, and every morning he’d call out, “There she is, my pumpkin, Debbie.” Ernest never combed his hair or wore shoes. Whenever he scratched his head, little white flakes fell on his shirt. No one ever sat next to him. Debbie couldn’t get by him fast enough on her way to the back of the bus to sit with the high school boys. I never understood why Debbie sat with them. They were mean and made fun of her. When I asked her about it, she said they were her friends. But when she invited them to her thirteenth-birthday party, they all said they’d be there and then none of them showed up. Mom baked a cake, made caramel apples, and decorated the house with balloons, streamers, and a banner. Debbie put on her shortest dress. But Ernest was the only one who came, calling for “pumpkin” as he rode up to the house on his donkey. Mom told Ernest the party was over, Debbie locked herself in her room, and Karen and I took down the decorations and put the cake and the caramel apples in the fridge.

One afternoon, a few weeks after Debbie’s birthday, I swore I heard Dad’s voice as we got off the bus and walked up to the house. From just outside the front door, Dad’s voice was loud and clear. Debbie looked stricken. Karen just stared at the ground. We walked inside, all holding our breath. Once we were in the living room, Debbie pointed to the reel-to-reel tape player.

“I love you, Lorraine,” Dad said in a low, throaty voice we’d never heard before. Mom was sitting on the couch with her eyes closed, rocking from side to side. “I know I don’t say it often enough, hon, but I do love you. My arms love you. My toes love you. My entire body loves you.” When the tape was over, Mom rewound it and listened again. She played it again and again and again. Every day after school, we’d hear Dad serenading Mom with his recorded “I love yous.”

“It’s gross!” Karen said, trying out her new favorite word.

“I don’t care. I’m going to listen to this as often as I want,” Mom snapped back.

But I thought Karen was right. I’d never heard those words said in our house before. It just wasn’t done, not by Mom or Dad. They didn’t tell us, and they didn’t say it to each other. Something about hearing it made my skin crawl. Or maybe I just wondered why nobody ever said “I love you” to me.


Chapter 31
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A few months after Dad left, we went to the farm to help Grandma can apple butter. She took pride in everything she canned, but she was most proud of her apple butter. This year’s batch was especially important. Come summer, it would be judged at the Summersville Centennial Celebration.

The canning process began early in the morning. Grandma, Mom, Debbie, Karen, and I peeled and cored apples for hours. Grandma used a blend of Jonathon and golden delicious. She said they made the best flavor and had the most natural color. She kept a close eye on us as we prepped the apples. She noticed I was “coring a mite light.” When I asked her what that meant, she said, “You’re leaving the sweetest part of the apple behind. Right next to the core.” A few minutes later, when she told me I was cutting too close, I gave up and went outside to help Grandpa make a small fire in their backyard pit. When the fire produced just the right amount of smoke, Grandpa centered a sturdy pot stand over it. He showed me how to set the stand at the proper height—high enough to prevent the apples from scorching, but low enough to keep the pot boiling.

When the back door swung open, Grandpa helped Mom and Grandma carry out a huge, empty vat. It was heavily charred on the outside and a tarnished green color on the inside. Grandma rubbed the inside with a handful of salt and then rinsed it until the copper sparkled. When I told her how pretty it looked, she said pretty didn’t have a thing to do with it. She said the inside of the pot had to be copper. Anything else would turn the apples gray.

After Grandpa placed the vat on the stand over the fire, everyone began dumping apples into it. Finally, Grandma filled it to the brim with water. Slowly, the mixture came to a boil. As the apples cooked down, we added more, until all five bushels were bubbling in the vat.

Then the stirring began. Grandma told us we’d have to keep the apples moving or the bottom would burn. My sisters and I, like witches around a cauldron, took turns stirring with a paddle that Grandpa had made specifically for apple butter. It was hours before the cooked apples turned into a golden-colored mush. Grandma showed us how to press the mush through a colander with a wooden pestle. It was hard work, so we took turns. When one of our arms gave out, another sister stepped in. Even though Karen was the youngest, she was the strongest and could stir for much longer than either Debbie or I could.

While we stirred, I overhead Grandma ask Mom if there’d been any news from Dad. Mom told her sometimes days passed before she got a letter, but then there’d be four or five envelopes waiting in the mailbox. Grandma wanted to know what it was like for him over there, but Mom reminded her that Dad wasn’t allowed to tell us exactly where he was or what he was doing. Grandma said she doubted she’d ever get a word from him. It was true that Dad never wrote to anyone except Mom, and I could tell it hurt Grandma’s feelings. I knew how she felt.

After all the mush was strained, it went back into the vat on the fire to boil. Once it was bubbling, Grandma added her secret spices and more sugar than I ever dreamed she could afford. When she added a few drops of oil of cinnamon, the smell of apple pie instantly filled the air.

Once again, Grandma told us girls it was time to stir. She said this time, because sugar can burn easily, we couldn’t let up for a minute, or the whole batch would be ruined in a flash. Hours later, Grandma said, “Girls, do you hear that?” My sisters and I moved closer to the hot, bubbling vat. “Hear her holler?” We listened to the thick mixture boil: bull-lop, bull-lop. “When you hear that, you know the apple butter’s done.”

Late into the evening, we formed the familiar canning assembly line in Grandma’s kitchen. “This is a big batch,” Mom said, filling mason jars. “I bet we’ll put up over thirty-five quarts.”

“No,” Grandma said, “there’s no more than thirty here.” As usual, she was right.


Chapter 32
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While Dad was away, Mom was determined to get as skinny as Aunt Shirley. She began exercising routinely. She took long walks, sometimes disappearing for hours. During these outings, Mom would pick up returnable soda bottles that she found along the roadside. Every Saturday morning, my sisters and I would lug them down to Gaston’s, cash them in, and divide the proceeds. I saved my portion for new 45s, which I played all the time on my Beatles record player. My sisters grew as tired of hearing my Bee Gees album as they did of Dad’s “I love yous.”

When I wasn’t playing my records, I was reading. Each Friday after school, Mom took us to the library. She’d check out four harlequin romance novels for herself. I didn’t understand how she kept track of which she’d read. The covers all looked the same to me: a beautiful woman with long, flowing hair, and a shirtless, muscle-bound man in the background. Debbie read one teen series after another. Karen and I would fight over Highlights magazine, arguing about who would get to solve the Hidden Pictures puzzle first. I checked out the books my remedial-reading teacher recommended. My favorite was Charlotte’s Web. Later, I told Grandpa Harmon what had happened to Wilbur and asked him not to tell me when he sent the pigs to the butcher. He laughed and said, “Young’un, ya think them pigs put themselves in the freezer?”

Mom, Karen, Debbie, and I developed a routine. We went to church. We took cold baths outside. We sat together at the kitchen table after school each day. We returned the bottles Mom collected on her daily walks. We read. We helped Grandma and Grandpa Harmon on the farm. Then, right around Christmas, as 1969 was coming to a close, a short, old, white-haired man interrupted our routine. Debbie, Karen, and I came home from school one day to find him and Mom standing by the mailbox. Mom had her arm around him and was so excited that she was nearly jumping up and down. My sisters and I just stared. We didn’t know what was going on. “Come say hello to your grandfather,” Mom instructed. He didn’t look anything like Grandpa Harmon, and it took me a moment to understand who he was. This man was Mom’s dad.

Mom told us to hug him. Then Debbie held his hand all the way to the house. To me, Grandpa O’Shea seemed like a stranger. I’d never even seen a picture of him. But the longer I looked at him, the more I noticed the resemblance. Mom had his short fingers and his naturally curly hair. He and Mom also had the same little bump at the base of their neck. I realized my own little neck bump must have come from him.

That night, Grandpa did most of the cooking. He made shrimp jambalaya, which Mom said was one of her favorites. I’d never had it before, but Mom told us that when she was a kid, he’d cooked it often during shrimp season. While we ate, Grandpa O’Shea asked questions and we answered them. He learned that my middle name was Jon, and I told him about my favorite book. He nodded as though he had read it, but I didn’t think he had. When I asked him why he hadn’t visited before, Mom jumped up from her chair and nearly took off my head. She told me to hush. Grandpa avoided the question and instead talked about Mom’s family. I learned Mom was 100 percent Irish, which meant I was Irish, too, or half Irish, at least. It had never occurred to me that I came from anywhere other than Dad.

The next night, Grandpa O’Shea cooked again, this time shepherd’s pie. I didn’t tell him that I didn’t care for it, or that I didn’t like it when foods touched each other. What I did like was the soda bread he made every day using our fresh Summersville milk.

The milk in Summersville was very different from the cartons Mom bought at the commissary. It arrived warm from a farmer down the road. He sold it in a glass bottle that looked like a giant mayonnaise jar. After the milk cooled in the refrigerator, a thick layer of rich cream rose to the top. Sometimes we gave the cream to Grandma Harmon for our favorite sour cream–chocolate cake, but most of the time we just shook it back into the milk. That was what I liked best, and I drank it by the glassful.

I don’t know if it was Grandpa’s cooking or the Summersville milk, but by the beginning of 1970, I’d gained a few pounds. Even Grandpa Harmon noticed. “It’s good to see ya with a little meat on your bones.” Debbie had gained a couple pounds, too, but no one was talking about that.

Before Grandpa O’Shea left, Grandma and Grandpa Harmon came over for dinner. Grandpa O’Shea made Irish stew out of an old goat Grandma had in her freezer. The seven of us sat around the table, eating quietly, and I wished it could be like this always.


Chapter 33
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We spent weekends with my grandparents. During the week, we went to school. With Dad gone, things were calm.

One winter afternoon, the school bus arrived at Gaston’s, just like it always did. Before the bus driver could even pull the lever to open the door, one of the boys from the back stopped at my seat. “Aren’t you a Harmon?” he asked. I pretended he wasn’t there. “When I was in town at lunch today, they brought in a Harmon over at the funeral home. You know, a dead Harmon.”

I knew the boy was mean, but this seemed especially cruel. Before I could get up the nerve to tell him to stop bullying me, I heard another boy yell, “Leave her alone!” Randy Joe was standing in the aisle, glaring at the mean boy. Immediately, the bus driver stood, ordered the two of them off the bus, and asked my sisters and me to stay where we were. I thought that was odd. We never got up.

After the boys from the back had left, the driver looked at Karen and me and waved Debbie forward. “Girls, isn’t that your mom?” He pointed to the parking lot, where Mom was standing by Dad’s truck, waving us over. She had never met us at the bus stop before, and a twinge of panic swelled in my throat. My sisters and I gathered our books, unsure of what was happening. On my way to the truck, Randy Joe rushed out of Gaston’s and called out my name. I stopped and turned as my sisters continued over to Mom. Randy Joe looked me squarely in the eye and placed a Snickers directly in my hand. “I’m so sorry about your grandpa,” he said.

I was already sobbing by the time I caught up with my sisters. “What happened?” Debbie asked.

“Pop is gone,” Mom said, wiping her eyes and passing the Kleenex box to me. Mom was the only one who called Grandpa Harmon Pop. She told us he had gone out to the field to fix a fence. He was digging a new post hole and had a heart attack. Mom slammed her fist on the hood of the truck. “I told him to wait. I told him I’d help tomorrow.”

As I climbed into the truck, it hit me like a slap in the face. Grandpa was gone. There’d be no more walks, no more trips to town, no more watching him shave. There’d be no more rubbing our bellies and slurping down the last of our cornbread and milk.

The next day was a blur. Mom took us to the farm. Aunt Shirley’s family and two of Grandma’s sisters were there. Mom said Dad had been granted emergency leave. She headed for St. Louis to pick him up.

I spent the evening rocking in Grandpa’s chair, trying to keep it warm. From the kitchen, I heard what Grandpa would’ve called “hooting and hollering.” It sounded like a party. I didn’t understand how anyone could be laughing. This wasn’t a time to be having fun. As I continued to rock, a fiery sense of betrayal burned in my gut. When I jumped up and marched into the kitchen, the room fell silent. I stared at Grandma, my anger stamped on my face.

“Oh, now, don’t go making anything of this,” one of Grandma’s sisters said. “We’re just hens that have escaped the chicken coop.” She explained that they didn’t get together often. There was just so much catching up to do. Grandma said they were visiting—sharing stories and celebrating Grandpa. But I knew that was a load of crap. I’d heard their hooting and hollering.

Hours later, lying on the divan and listening to the chatter, I was still fuming. Carry on, I thought. When my dad gets here, he’ll put a stop to it. He’ll tell them this isn’t the time for all their foolishness. Shame on them.
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The next day, Dad arrived, shattered. He was shaking and sobbing uncontrollably, clinging to Grandma. I’d never seen him broken like this before. This man wasn’t my father. I wondered what the Army had done with my dad.

“I was such …,” Dad started, and then had to stop and take a deep breath. “I was such a rotten kid.”

Grandma patted his back and told him what was done was done. No sense dwelling on it now. I was struck by her calm, collected manner. Later, I asked Mom why Grandma hadn’t broken down. Mom said, “Her back goes up when she’s pressed against the wall.” When I asked Mom what that meant, she said, “Your grandmother is very strong.”

An hour later, Aunt Shirley arrived, and Dad hung on her, too, burying his face in her shoulder. “I was a lousy son to him.” Aunt Shirley told him to hush. She hadn’t been a perfect daughter, either.

Watching Dad hug his mother and sister, I wondered why he didn’t hug me. He must have known that I was devastated, too. I cried all day long, but it was almost as though my sisters and I were invisible to him. The only people he could see were Mom, Shirley, and Grandma. I wondered if unconsciously he was avoiding us so that we wouldn’t see him in this weakened state, because he didn’t want us to doubt his fortitude.

Grandpa’s wake was at Midvale Church. I sat next to my sisters in the front pew, and we watched people as they passed by Grandpa’s casket. Some patted his folded hands; others kissed his forehead. Grandma recombed his hair, parting it on the correct side. I loved and missed him, but I didn’t want a thing to do with that casket. The gray body lying in the box was not my warm and gentle grandfather.

After the guests had paid their respects, they offered condolences to our family. Everyone asked Grandma about Grandpa’s last moments. I must have heard it a hundred times. “Ott went out to the field to fix the fence. He was afraid the cattle would get out. I was doing dishes, and when I looked out, he was crawling on the ground. I ran out and helped him inside and into his chair. His last words were ‘I think my ticker is about to give out.’” Every time I heard the story, I pictured Grandpa closing his eyes and rocking away.

At the funeral, in the small chapel across from Big Creek Cemetery, the congregation sang Grandpa’s favorite hymn, “Come Home, It’s Suppertime.” The part I liked best was the refrain, “Come home, come home,” and the final line, “We’re going home at last.” Several men were chanting, but I heard only one, deep voice. When I discovered that the strong, steady baritone was my father’s, I had a hard time believing it was coming from him. For the past three days, he’d been distant, crumbling in my grandmother’s arms. Now I felt he was back, standing right next to me.


Chapter 34
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After Grandpa’s funeral, Dad didn’t have to go back to Vietnam right away. He was home for a month, and after just one week, he called a meeting. I cringed. Nothing good ever came out of a Harmon family meeting.

Dad began with a lesson. He held two cans of spray deodorant and told us to examine them. Then he asked if they were identical. Karen and I didn’t answer. We knew one contained less product, but we also somehow knew this little exercise was for Debbie. As we awaited her response, I wanted to jump in and say, “I know, Dad. Things are not always what they seem.”

After Debbie had answered satisfactorily, Dad placed three photographs facedown on the kitchen table. My sisters looked at me. My role during family meetings was to ask questions, but I had no clue what game we were playing. Dad flipped over the first photograph. It was a picture of him with a young Vietnamese boy in an old T-shirt, worn shorts, and flip-flops perched on his knee. The boy looked about my age, but Dad said he was older. He was just small for his age, because of malnutrition. The next photograph was of the same boy, sitting next to Dad on a large bulldozer. This time the boy had on a new collared shirt, khaki shorts, and tennis shoes. The last photograph showed Dad and the boy with a new haircut in the barracks.

“We call him Tom,” Dad began, “but no one really knows his name.” He said Tom had been left at the front gate of the army base and that he’d taken the boy under his wing. Dad chuckled when he told us that Tom was always under foot, following Dad wherever he went. He said Tom was a hard worker and very obedient. He said my sisters and I could learn a thing or two from Tom.

Again, Karen and Debbie looked at me. Their eyes instructed me to say or do something, but I couldn’t think of a thing. Mom said, “Girls, can’t you figure it out?” We shook our heads.

“You’re getting a brother!” I studied Mom’s face. Tears were welling in her eyes. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but I suspected they weren’t tears of joy.

I was flabbergasted. I hadn’t seen this one coming. Dad said it wasn’t for sure, there was still a lot of paperwork to do, but that he’d do everything he could to bring Tom home with him when his tour was over. He’d be home for good in three months and had to complete the application before then.

When he finished explaining, Dad and Mom just sat there staring at us, awaiting our response. I couldn’t think of a thing to say, but I wondered if Tom knew what he was getting into. Had he seen the real Jon Harmon? Did he know our family’s secret?

Disgusted by our silence, Dad shook his head and adjourned the meeting. Mom gathered the pictures and taped them to the refrigerator door. I was surprised Dad let her. In the past, he’d always pulled down any pictures or report cards she put there. He said it made the kitchen look messy. Now that these photographs of Tom were on the fridge, I wondered what else would change when he arrived. Would I like him? Would he protect me like other older brothers did? Would we laugh and play together, or would I just tolerate him like I did my sisters? I couldn’t help feeling hopeful. After a few days, I told Mom I was happy Tom was coming home with Dad.
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Before Dad returned to Vietnam, he surprised me with a new album, Rainy Night in Georgia, by Brook Benton. We had two of his other albums, but this one was my favorite. There was something special about the title track. Every so often, his voice would dip real low, into a deep baritone that sounded a lot like Dad’s.

When Dad brought home the record, he put it on and we danced. I’d grown too tall to wrap my legs around his waist, so he took my hands and helped me onto his feet. I closed my eyes and pressed my cheek into his flat belly. We moved slowly to the soothing sounds of an organ and guitar. I liked our new slow-dance routine. I could cling tightly to Dad without having to look into his face.

As the song played, Dad withdrew. I could feel him pulling away, allowing more and more distance to creep between us. Abruptly, he pushed me off his feet and walked away. I wasn’t sure what I’d done wrong this time.

Later than evening, I sat at the top of the stairs, listening to my parents whisper below. “They’re only breasts,” Mom said. I overheard Dad telling her that my pubescent body had caught him off guard and made him feel uncomfortable.

I’d never liked my breasts. They’d just shown up without any warning, like uninvited guests. Mom said there was no use trying to hide them, but I tried anyway, wearing tight undershirts to compress and conceal them. Now, after hearing my parents talk about my new body, I really hated them. They’d ruined the one thing my father and I were able to share.

“She’s still your little girl,” Mom said to Dad.

“No, not really.”

I knew then we’d never slow-dance again. From now on, when my father touched me, it would be only with his belt.
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A few weeks later, after Dad had gone back to Vietnam, the pictures of Tom disappeared from the fridge. When I asked Mom what was going on, she said it just hadn’t worked out. Once again, I couldn’t believe it. I asked her if she was surprised, and she said no. Mom said that if Dad could’ve guaranteed that Tom would stay exactly the same, then he would have brought him home. But boys grow up and test limits. That’s what Dad was afraid of. “We’re a one-man household,” she said. “There’s just not room for another.” She told me she’d learned a long time ago that Dad couldn’t raise another man’s son. I wondered what she meant, but something told me I shouldn’t ask.

Instead, I went to my room and cried. I was sad that I wouldn’t get a brother to protect me, but I was also sad for Tom. Dad had played with him like I did my paper dolls, dressing Tom up and parading him around and then abandoning the boy once he tired of him.


Chapter 35
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In the spring of 1970, Mom became obsessed with researching Dad’s lineage. She dragged us from one old graveyard to another, searching for Harmon headstones. Grandma said Dad’s people were buried at Big Creek Cemetery. There, we found his grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. But Mom kept looking. Sixteen miles away, at New Hope Cemetery in Solo, Missouri, Mom found twenty Harmon tombstones dating back to the early 1800s. Every weekend we’d pile into the car and return to Solo to look for more. Mom said she wanted us girls to know where we’d come from.

As we drove home from Solo in the pickup one afternoon, the car in front of us stopped abruptly. Mom slammed on the brakes and instinctively flung her arm in front of me and my sisters. Her elbow was pressed to my chest, and I pushed it away forcefully. I couldn’t say why, but I hated when she did that. Mom snarled at me and pulled over.

“Why’d you push my arm away?” I didn’t answer. “I guess you’d rather hit your head on the dashboard?” She kept staring at me and asked why I was always so mad at her. I just shrugged my shoulders and stayed silent. Two weeks later, when Mom hit the brakes hard to avoid hitting a squirrel and again threw her arm in front of me, attempting to protect me from the dashboard, I once more shook her off and blurted out, “Why bother?” We drove the rest of the way home in silence. Mom wouldn’t look at me, but I could see tears rolling down her cheeks. Usually when I saw someone cry, it got me crying, too. But not this time. I was sick of Mom’s pretending to protect me. When the threat was real, she never intervened.
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On the final day of school, my sisters and I rode the school bus for the last time. Dad was coming home, and we were moving again. The only person I was going to miss was Randy Joe Smith. I hadn’t told him that I wouldn’t be on the bus next year, but the bus driver must have said something. We never said goodbye, but as I walked up the driveway, I turned back and saw him leaning out the window, waving at me. I waved back.

Three days later, in early June, it was time to leave for St. Louis to pick up Dad. Mom packed the car and dropped by the farm to get Grandma Harmon, and then we drove to Aunt Shirley’s new house. Shirley and my cousins couldn’t wait to show it off. Rick and Ernie wanted us to see the basement with its game room and bar. Lavona and LaWanda wanted us to see their purple bedrooms. Aunt Shirley was especially proud to show off her brand-new white velvet couch.

Early the next morning, Mom went alone to the airport, dressed in the skirt and top she’d made specifically for the occasion. She couldn’t wait to show Dad her trim new figure. She’d reached her goal of 130 pounds and was now just as skinny as Aunt Shirley. When Mom and Dad came home from the airport, they were holding hands. We hadn’t seen that before. It was the first of many changes.

After Vietnam, Dad was different. He smiled a little more and was a little friendlier to people. He didn’t fly off the handle as quickly as he used to. That summer, there were fewer inspections and fewer whippings. He also eased up on the no-reading-at-home rule, although we still understood that we should do any reading when he wasn’t around.

The changes weren’t all good. Dad came home with some new quirks, like the game he played when one of us asked his permission to go to a friend’s house, to ride our bike down to Gaston’s, or to spend the weekend with Grandma Harmon. Almost everything we did required his permission.

The game started with finding the right moment, which was usually shortly after he finished eating. As I picked up his dishes from the TV tray, I’d ask if I could interrupt him. He’d never answer right away. Occasionally, he’d wait just a few minutes and then glance at me, which was his way of acknowledging my presence and asking what I wanted. But most of the time, it felt like hours before he looked my way. Sometimes I’d tire of waiting and just give up and walk away.

He also came home from Vietnam with a new rule that when he was awake, everyone was awake. That meant most mornings we were up and about before the television stations. The reverse rule also applied. When Dad was ready for bed, everyone else was, too. Sometimes, like our first night back from St. Louis, it was still daylight when he said it was time to hit the hay.

I’d soon learn that Dad’s view of the Army had changed, too. He said Vietnam had left a bad taste in his mouth. He started counting down the days until he could retire. He had five years left. I’d never thought about Dad’s not working, and now the idea of his being home all day sent shivers down my spine.


Chapter 36
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At the end of the summer, it was time to leave Eunice, Missouri. Dad had orders for Fort Belvoir, Virginia. He told us that Grandma Harmon couldn’t manage the farm on her own, so she’d be coming along with us. But first, the Army had to declare her his dependent. Every day, Dad complained about all the paperwork he and Grandma had to complete. The kitchen table was covered with medical records, tax returns, personal statements, and a Transfer of Deed certificate. At the bottom of the deed, I recognized Grandma’s precise signature on a line above her typed name: Edna Lavone Clark Harmon. Where Grandpa’s signature belonged was a thick black X. When I asked Mom about it, she told me Grandpa Harmon had left school after the second grade and never learned how to read or write.

I wasn’t sure whether it was a good idea for Grandma Harmon to live with us. She always liked having something to do and was used to keeping busy, but I knew Dad wouldn’t let her lift a finger. He said it was time for her to rest. It sounded like a nice idea, but I knew it would make her crazy. At the same time, I liked the idea of her moving in. Food was one of the things that often started the trouble at home, and Dad never said a word about Grandma’s cooking. He certainly never threw any of it on the floor. Maybe things would be calmer if she lived with us, especially since Dad’s mood usually improved when Grandma was there. The change wasn’t as extreme as when he was with Aunt Shirley, but still, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t beat us in front of her.

Days flew by, and still we had no decision from the Army. Every afternoon, Dad would check the mailbox and then storm into the kitchen empty-handed. Finally, he drove to Fort Wood to inquire in person. When he returned, he slammed the kitchen door so hard it nearly fell off its hinges. I knew something was terribly wrong.

“Lorraine, where are you?” Mom came running into the kitchen. Dad asked if she’d sent Grandma’s paperwork by registered mail. Mom said she hadn’t because he’d said it was too expensive. I knew Mom was right. I’d heard him tell her how stupid she was to have suggested registered mail, that it would be a waste of money. But I also knew that Dad wouldn’t own up to his mistake. He was never wrong.

“You idiot! Can’t you read?” He told her the directions clearly stated it had to be returned via registered mail. Mom said she was certain it was fine. Surely they’d received the application. “Get it through your thick skull! The paperwork is lost. They never got it.”

Frozen at the kitchen sink, I watched the veins in Dad’s neck bulging and turning blue. When he started circling the room, I knew things were only going to get worse.

“You know how much I hate this red-tape shit,” Dad said, pounding his fists on the counter. He swiped his arm across the table, sending the papers flying. Then he grabbed a kitchen chair and tossed it through the window, missing my head by a matter of inches.

“I suggest you start on that paperwork. And this time, dumb-ass,” he shouted, as he flung open the back door, “send the goddamn thing registered!”

This was the first time Dad had exploded since he’d gotten home from Vietnam. I knew it wouldn’t be the last. Things would be just as they had been before he’d left.


Chapter 37
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Although we still had no official word from the Army, Dad told Grandma Harmon she’d be moving to Virginia with us. I never thought to ask Grandma if she wanted to go; I just assumed she was following orders like the rest of us. Before she left the home where she’d raised her family, she wanted all of her grandchildren to spend one last night on the farm. On Saturday, Dad dropped us off, along with a few bags of groceries. Later that afternoon, Lavona, Ernie, Rick, and LaWanda arrived.

It didn’t take long for Ernie to start joking around and teasing us. “Bawk, bawk, bawk—there goes Chicken Legs,” he said as I walked by. Somehow, he’d learned about the boy on the bus, and he poked fun at Debbie, calling her Pumpkin. He tried to get under Karen’s skin by calling her a “little imp,” but she paid him no attention. Karen never cared what people thought of her.

Grandma was always tolerant of Ernie’s teasing, until someone started to cry, and then she’d say that was enough of that. Sometimes it was LaWanda who’d cry, but most of the time it was Debbie. Even before Grandma intervened, Lavona would step in to defend her. Lavona loved Debbie like nobody else.

After just a few hours with us, Grandma was exhausted. LaWonda had skinned her knee and Karen had hurt her shoulder when she fell out of the tree next to the house. Grandma rested in Grandpa’s chair, and as she rocked, she told us we’d run her ragged. She said she was too old to keep up with all the fuss. A few minutes later, when I got stung by a bee, she was up again. She came outside to find me clutching my foot in the grass. She also found that somebody had committed the ultimate offense and pooped behind the outhouse.

Grandma stormed back into the house and quickly snatched LaWanda by the shirt before she could escape. Then she yelled at Lavona to get her brothers and Debbie and Karen and meet her in the backyard. After everyone arrived, she instructed us to follow her. My foot still throbbing from the bee sting, I hopped behind the others. Once we were all gathered behind the outhouse, Grandma pointed to a fresh mound of poop and an excessive heap of soiled toilet paper. I wasn’t sure which of these two infractions riled her more.

Grandma grabbed each of us by the shoulders and escorted us one at a time closer to the crime scene. She told us to take a good, hard look. When my turn came to inspect the poop, I thought it was quite a remarkable load. It must have come from one of the boys.

Grandma then lined us up from oldest to youngest. She paced up and down the line. “Which one of you took a bowel movement behind the outhouse?” We all bit our upper lip. When no one answered, Grandma shot us a familiar stern frown and we all knew she was serious. But when Rick started laughing, we couldn’t control ourselves any longer, and we all burst out giggling. Grandma stomped her foot and told us it wasn’t a laughing matter. But we only laughed even harder.

Grandma again asked for the culprit to step forward. Certain she’d get it out of us, she told us we were going to stand there until someone confessed. She started with the oldest, and with her face just inches from Lavona’s, Grandma asked if she’d done it. When Lavona said no, Grandma carefully examined her expression. If Lavona was lying, Grandma would know.

Down the line Grandma went. By the time she got to me, even the tip of her nose was flushed with exasperation. This time, as Grandma studied my face, my conscience was clear. When I did poop at Grandma’s, I, too, preferred going outside. The hole in the outhouse was so large, I feared I’d fall in and drown in the dark pit before anyone figured out I was even missing. But I knew how to do it so as not to get caught: I’d leave several smaller deposits, which dried quickly. Then I’d return later to kick them into the grass.

When none of us confessed, Grandma was beside herself. Whoever had done it wasn’t going to turn himself or herself in. Frustrated, Grandma stomped off without a word, heading toward the fruit trees that lined her garden. Rick broke formation and followed her, perfectly mimicking her perturbed stride. Grandma must have had eyes in the back of her head, because, without turning around, she told him to get back in line. Rick kept advancing and said, in his best Grandma impersonation, “You better get yourself back in that line, boy!”

“I mean it!” Grandma said. Rick mimicked Grandma again, grinning wide.

“Don’t mess with me, boy!” Grandma threatened, now turning to face him. “I’m not teasing!” she said through gritted teeth.

Rick looked over at us, sighing. “She’s not teasing.” And we laughed hysterically.

That pushed Grandma over the edge. She snatched a twig off an apple tree and began chasing Rick, who took off running. He taunted her, slowing down until she was just within reach, before taking off again. Grandma soon tired, and Rick grabbed her and gave her a big bear hug. The smallest crack of a smile appeared on Grandma’s face. But she didn’t dare let us see. She covered her mouth, pretending she was about to sneeze.

Rick got back in line without Grandma’s having to ask, and she walked back and forth, halfheartedly swinging at our legs with the switch. Now she was smiling, playfully taunting one of us to confess. As she passed Rick, he laughed so hard he snorted, and even Grandma couldn’t help but chuckle.

After that, whenever we cousins got together, one of us would always get right up in another’s face and tease, “Did you poop behind the outhouse?” But the guilty party remained silent. Years later, Karen would finally confess that she’d done it.


Chapter 38
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In late summer 1970, the weekend after that final night on the farm, we packed our belongings, loaded the truck and car, picked up Grandma Harmon, and headed for Virginia. This trip was different than the ones that had come before. Grandma offered to ride with Dad, and he didn’t dare speed with her sitting next to him in the cab. Debbie, Karen, and I rode with Mom, watching the farmland turn into mountains. Before we knew it, two days had passed, and we were in Virginia.

We spent our first night there at the house of one of Dad’s friends. Dad said they’d worked together in Germany. Of course, I didn’t remember him or his wife. That evening, she made us dinner, and Dad ate the chicken casserole and steamed broccoli without saying a word. For dessert, she’d prepared the most colorful pie I’d ever seen. It was made with three different flavors of Jell-O cut into small mosaic pieces and blended with Cool Whip. Everyone raved about it, including Dad. Later that night, Grandma told me the pie was so sweet, it made her teeth quiver.

The next morning, Dad went to Fort Belvoir to report for duty. Within a few days, he’d decided the DC area was no place for us. He hated the traffic, the postwar sprawl, and the fort’s proximity to so many “undesirable” neighborhoods, by which he meant predominantly black ones. He told us the area was unsafe and that he’d had enough. He was going to visit a guy he knew at the Pentagon and request a transfer. I was pretty sure this would end up like his attempt to avoid Vietnam—a lost cause. But this time his plan worked and he was transferred back to Fort Leonard Wood. After just a week in Virginia, it was already time to return to Missouri.

While we were packing up our things again, Grandma said, “I’m so turned around. I don’t know where I am or even know which way is up.” I felt sorry for her. My sisters and I had gotten used to how quickly everything could change with Dad’s whims.

When we arrived in Fort Wood, the Army still hadn’t made a decision about Grandma’s dependency, so we qualified for only a three-bedroom house. This meant my sisters and I had to share a bedroom. Grandma felt bad about crowding the three of us, but Dad insisted.
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Going back to Fort Wood was kind of like going home. The Army had assigned us a house at 85 Elwood Drive, only three doors down and across the street from our previous address. The first time I walked in, I looked at the house across the street and remembered all the hours I’d spent there with the Garcias.

Dad was reunited with Sergeant Gene Bongiovanni, an old friend from Germany whom Karen dubbed Sergeant Buncha Bunnies because she couldn’t pronounce his last name. And we went back to school with some of our former classmates, Karen in the fourth grade at Williams Elementary, I in the seventh grade at Wood Junior High, and Debbie a freshman at Waynesville High School. It was the first time I hadn’t been in the same school as either of my sisters, and I was excited for a fresh start, even if some of the faces were old ones.

When I entered junior high, I was focused on getting good grades. Dad told me if I got all A’s and B’s, I could go to college. The idea of leaving my family made me determined to make the honor roll every semester. If that meant sneaking books home and studying after Dad went to bed, so be it. This was easier to do with Grandma around to distract Dad. Sergeant Buncha Bunnies helped, too. He had hot Italian blood, but he was rational and was good at talking Dad down. When Mom called for Gene, he always came. Sometimes Mom even scheduled an impromptu visit by Gene when she learned that one of us had misbehaved. When Gene arrived, he and Dad sometimes went out to the shed to putter around with Dad’s tools. Other times, they went for a ride or for a beer at Gene’s favorite bar.

I did everything I could to stay out of the house and away from Dad, picking classes with meetings or practices after school. Dad allowed me to go, as long as I had transportation home. I joined band because Dad said that if I did, he’d buy me a trumpet or a saxophone. I’d long been drawn to the saxophone. When I listened to music, I could always pick out its tender sound, even when the horns were blaring. But Dad hated having to listen to me practice. After only a week, he stormed into my bedroom and told me to stop making those awful sounds. Six months later, after my first band concert, Dad complained that we sounded like a bunch of wounded geese. He was so disgusted, he never attended another concert.

My old friend Joyce encouraged me to try out for drill team, and I made it. We practiced our formations every day after school, until we moved in unison and on the correct beat. My favorite routine was the one we made up to “Stop the Love You Save,” by the Jackson Five. It was really more like dancing. Afterward, Joyce told me I was the only white girl on the team who could really dance.

We performed our routines on Friday nights at the boys’ basketball games. Most of the other girls brought their parents to the games to watch us dance. One night, our teacher forgot her 45 record of the song we were supposed to dance to—Isaac Hayes’s “Shaft”—and didn’t have time to go home to get it. We thought the problem was solved when one of the girls said her mom could bring their album. We lined up on the basketball court, ready to show off our routine. But once the song began to play, we realized it wasn’t the right version and all our counts were off. We looked so unprepared. I was red with embarrassment through the whole thing. When we finished the routine, the song kept playing and our teacher had to turn off the record player. I had never been so happy that my parents didn’t attend my performances. Dad would have berated me for days.

On Saturdays, I went to Girl Scouts. I loved the leader, Mrs. Green. She planned sleepovers, trips to Silver Dollar City, and weekly dances with a Boy Scout troop. Mrs. Green picked the music, and she’d always play my favorite Carpenters song, “They Long to Be (Close to You).” I loved Karen Carpenter’s deep voice, but my favorite part of the song was halfway through, when her brother played two simple piano rolls. Whenever it came on, the same Boy Scout would ask me to dance. He’d grab my hand and wrap his arms around my waist. I’d hang on to his neck and close my eyes. Other than Dad, he was the first guy I'd slow-danced with, and I learned then how much I loved to be held. Mrs. Green must have taken note of my enjoyment—sometimes, after the song finished, she’d play it again and we’d keep dancing.

Even though I was rarely at home, I could tell that things weren’t going well for Grandma. She hardly slept. I often heard her get up at night, make her way down the stairs, and spend hours pacing in the living room. During the day, she stayed in her bedroom with the door shut. One night at dinner, she told Dad that she felt like she was in everyone’s way.

“Who said that?” Dad asked, ready to pounce. Grandma said no one had said anything. She felt like the walls were closing in on her. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.

Dad told her she might feel better if she didn’t spend so much time in her room, but Grandma insisted he’d never be able to understand how she felt being around so many people in such a small house. “It’s just too much. Just too close.”

Later that night, Dad told us to give Grandma more space. I had already stopped going into her room in the evenings to hug her and say good night. The last time I did, I startled her, and she curled up tightly in the bed and turned away from me abruptly, without a word.

A few nights later, when Grandma got up in the middle of the night and headed downstairs, I heard Mom follow her. I got out of bed quietly and sat on the landing, listening to them talk. Grandma told Mom that she had trouble sleeping because of the things her father had done to her when she was a child. Grandma never used the word “rape” or “molestation”; she called it “inappropriate relations.” I knew fathers did a lot of things to hurt their daughters, but I never thought they’d do that. As I listened to the details, I thought about how what her father had done was far worse than anything mine did.

Mom cried as Grandma told her story, but Grandma spoke very matter-of-factly. She explained that it would be easier for her to be at peace if she was alone. Mom must have said something to Dad, because within a few weeks, he’d sold the farm and used the money to buy a mobile home so that Grandma could move into a small trailer park just outside Summersville, Missouri. I started to understand what Mom had meant when she said Grandma was strong.
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Years later, when I was grown up and out of the house, I told Mom what I’d overheard that night. She was surprised that I knew, and disappointed, too. She told me Grandma didn’t want anyone to know. I pushed her to recount what Grandma told her. For some reason, I needed to hear Mom say the words.

“Yes, your grandmother’s father molested her for years,” she confirmed.

I told Mom that, awful as it was, I was glad I knew. It helped me understand why Grandma was so distant, why she often recoiled when I tried to hug or kiss her good night. Mom told me how terribly sad it all was, because it affected Grandma her whole life. She’d never gotten over it. Mom shook her head in disgust when she told me that Grandma’s mother hadn’t done a thing about it. She said Grandma grew up counting down the days until she could get a job and move out of the house. Becoming a teacher was her way out. “Can you imagine such a life?”

I stared into my mother’s clueless eyes. “Yeah, Mom. I think I can.” I kept looking at her, awaiting the obvious follow-up question, which never came.


Chapter 39
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My first attempt at the honor roll didn’t go as I’d hoped. In the fall of 1970, when I got my first-quarter grades, I had two B’s. Not B-pluses, but plain old B’s. I knew I could improve my grade in Social Studies by studying harder, but the B in Life Science would not be so easy to bring up. Before the last test, I’d read each chapter twice and memorized every item on the study guide. I’d still gotten a C. The questions on the exam were asked in a different way than the study guide asked them, and I just couldn’t seem to sort through all the information I had memorized quickly enough. I also had trouble transferring the answers from the exam to a computer card; I wasted time checking and rechecking to make sure my responses were aligned.

But Life Science wasn’t all bad. I liked my lab partner, Mike. He lived four houses up the street from my family, and we often hung out together after school. Most of the time, he watched while I jumped rope or hula-hooped. Occasionally, we just sat on the curb and talked. One day after school, Mike came running down the street, holding his recent birthday present, a pogo stick. I had wanted one so badly that when I saw it, I snatched it right out of his hand. Mike didn’t care. He just laughed, helped me onto the stick, and watched as I began to bounce around the sidewalk, the grass, and the street. It took a while, but soon I got the hang of it and my jumps became more rhythmic and deliberate.

One morning, Mike showed up at our front door and asked if he could walk me to school. He offered to carry my saxophone, and I agreed because it weighed nearly as much as I did. Then, early in November, our science class went on a field trip to a nearby park. We were supposed to gather leaves from as many different trees as we could identify. When we stepped off the bus, our teacher, Miss Nash, told us to find our partner. Kids quickly paired off and ran for the woods. Mike glanced my way, and I knew we were thinking the same thing: That’s weird—they aren’t lab partners.

Mike and I took our assignment sheet and followed the others into the woods. Our heads buried in the instructions, we soon stumbled upon the first couple making out under a tree. When we interrupted them, they shooed us away angrily. We must have seen five or six more couples making out before we completed the lesson. When we finished, we returned to the main trail and waited for the others on the edge of the road, kicking rocks into the grass. Out of the blue, Mike said my name, and as I turned toward him, he planted a kiss that fell mostly on my cheek. I quickly turned away and went back to kicking rocks, trying to pretend the awkward exchange hadn’t happened. But when Mike said my name again, I turned more slowly, offering him a better shot. I liked his kiss, especially the way he held my face with his hand. Mike must have whispered my name five or six more times before we caught a glimpse of Miss Nash making her way toward us.

After school, Mike and I walked home together. I couldn’t look at him. I was beginning to fret about the kissing and what Dad might do if he found out. Dad always said he could spot a bad girl a mile off, and the knot in my stomach told me I’d been one that day. I was so nervous that by the time Mike dropped me off at our front door, my clothes were damp with sweat. I ran upstairs to the bathroom to towel off. I removed my sticky smocked top and jeans and dropped them into the tub. As I patted my flushed face, neck, and chest with a cool washcloth, I heard a knock on the door.

“Open the door,” Mom said. “There’s blood on the stairs. Did you hurt yourself on the field trip?”

I told her to leave me alone—I could take care of myself. But when I went to flush the toilet, what I saw startled me. It looked like a bowl full of strawberry Kool-Aid, and my toilet paper was brightly stained. I wondered if Mom was right— that I was so preoccupied with Mike that I hadn’t noticed I’d cut myself.

Mom hammered on the door again. I still didn’t let her in, but I told her what I saw and she began to laugh. I told her it wasn’t funny, but she only laughed harder. I was fuming. Mom said to calm down, that what had happened was normal. It had just happened sooner than she’d expected. When I finally opened the bathroom door, Mom called for Debbie to get her sanitary belt, and as she showed me how to attach the Kotex, she explained what was happening to me. Then she gave me our house rules. “Never put soiled Kotex in the bathroom trash. Your dad wants those things taken immediately outside to the garbage can. And make sure you wrap it up good in toilet paper before you go down. He doesn’t want to see any part of it.” Mom opened the bathroom door, and on her way out, she said, “And remember, good girls don’t wear tampons!”

That evening, as I made my way to the garbage can, Mom grabbed my arm and pulled me toward Dad’s chair. “Guess what, Jon?” Mom said, a phony grin plastered on her face. “Your little girl became a woman today.”

I watched as Dad examined my tightly closed fist. He rolled his eyes, shook his head, and frowned. I felt certain that he somehow knew about the kissing, and that my period hadn’t come that day by coincidence. Dad really could spot a bad girl a mile off.


Chapter 40
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The second quarter of Life Science was even more challenging than the first. I seemed to do worse on each exam, leaving more and more questions unanswered. After my second C-minus on a test, I went to talk to Miss Nash. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Learning critical thinking is like flipping a switch. One day, the light will just turn on.” When I told her Dad expected me to get a B, she said I could get extra credit for doing small tasks for her. Anytime the office called on the intercom with a request, she would nod and I’d be on my way. After exams, I’d take our computer cards, along with her master, to the office to be graded. Then I’d wait while the secretary ran the cards through the machine and return to class with the graded exams.

The first time I stopped by the bathroom before taking the exams to the office was out of necessity. But every Friday after was for a different purpose. I’d sit in the bathroom stall, and, with the master in front of me, I’d nervously fill in the circles with the pencil I’d hidden in my sock. After a couple of weeks, I grew bolder, correcting nearly all of my mistakes while intentionally leaving a few circles open. Soon enough, Miss Nash caught on.

“Teressa, come out from there,” Miss Nash ordered one Friday afternoon. I froze. She told me she knew I was in there; she could see my shoes under the door. I wanted to lift my feet and somehow flush myself down the toilet, anything to disappear. She said she knew what I’d been doing in the bathroom stall and that it was time for me to come out. I couldn’t bring myself to open the door and face her, but Miss Nash threatened to get the janitor. She explained how embarrassing that would be for both of us. For the first time, it occurred to me that what I was doing affected her. It made her look bad. I hung my head and opened the door. She asked for the computer cards and my pencil and then told me to follow her to the principal’s office.

“I caught Teressa cheating,” Miss Nash told the secretary. “Tell the principal I’ll be back if he needs me, but I don’t think that will be necessary. Will it, Teressa?”

“No, ma’am,” I said, still unable to look her in the eye. The secretary pointed to a chair and told me to sit there until she could find the principal.

When he walked in ten minutes later, my palms were sweaty and my head was buzzing. The secretary whispered something to him, and he told me to follow him into his office. “So, Miss Harmon, why are you here?” I told him I’d cheated on my science test. He asked me to explain how I’d done it, and I described going to the bathroom and filling in the answers on the computer card. He asked me how I had come by the answers, and I told him they were on the master that Miss Nash had given to me and that I was supposed to take directly to the office. He said, “So, out of all of her students, she trusted you to do this.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. Then the principal asked how I’d repaid Miss Nash for her trust. “By cheating,” I replied, my eyes on the ground. He asked me if I’d told her I was sorry. When I said no, he gave me a pencil and a sheet of paper and told me to write her an apology. He was going to call my parents. I sat for a long time, laboring over the note and postponing the inevitable.

When I finally walked out of the principal’s office, I swallowed hard. Dad was sitting in a chair, fiddling with the sergeant insignia pinned to his green cap. The principal ushered Dad into his office. When I handed my apology note to the secretary, she told me I must have done something very wrong. “They don’t normally call soldiers when they’re on duty.”

After just a few minutes, Dad and the principal returned. “It’s a tough lesson,” the principal said, “but one we all have to learn.”

Dad put on his cap and marched out of the office, and I ran after him. We drove the first mile in silence. Then he said, “You know what you did wrong, right?” And before I could answer, he did so for me. “You got greedy.”

My mind swarmed. At first I couldn’t process what Dad was saying. But by the time we got home, I’d figured it out. Dad wasn’t upset that I’d cheated. He was upset that I’d been caught. He didn’t care if I was smart. He wanted me to be clever.

That would be the last time I was sent to the principal’s office, but not the last time I cheated.


Chapter 41
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Thanksgiving Day 1970, Mom prepared our “feast.” Now that Grandma Harmon was back in Summersville, our holiday meal looked like most of our meals, but we had turkey, instead of chicken, and the potatoes were sweet and baked, instead of fried. Neither Debbie nor I particularly liked sweet potatoes, but Karen hated them. I didn’t mind the taste. It was the texture, just like bananas, that was off-putting. But what we liked and disliked didn’t matter to our parents. Whatever they put in front of us, they expected us to eat. When I saw Mom with a cookie sheet full of foil-wrapped sweet potatoes, I swallowed hard. “Put ’em on their plates,” Dad said, almost gleefully. When Mom plopped a piping-hot potato next to my turkey, it was so overcooked that the top fell in and the bottom went flat. Karen said she didn’t want one, and I held my breath, waiting for Dad to smack her face. But he didn’t. Instead he said, “Too bad.” I could tell that wasn’t the end of it. The one surefire way to guarantee you’d get something was to tell Dad you didn’t want it.

Debbie ate her sweet potato fast, trying to be finished with it as quickly as possible. My strategy was to cut a long slit down the middle and then squeeze the ends together to create an open pocket. Then, when Dad wasn’t looking, I used my fork to smash the flesh against the skin, making it look as though I’d eaten most of the potato. Karen didn’t touch hers. I nudged her under the table, and when she stubbornly refused to look at me, I knew we were in for trouble.

After Karen finished everything but the sweet potato, she stood and asked to be excused. Dad told her she had to finish her plate first. Defiantly, she reminded him she hadn’t wanted the sweet potato. Dad told her to sit down and take a couple bites, and then she could be excused. I about choked on my dry turkey when Karen said, “I don’t want to.” Dad told her to shut up and sit down. She sat down but refused to take a bite, even moving her plate off to the side. Dad pushed the plate back in front of her.

I stood up, my knees shaking nervously, and asked to be excused. Without even looking at my plate, Dad told me to sit down. He said none of us was going anywhere until Karen ate some of the sweet potato. I sat down and kept my eyes glued to the table.

Mom picked up her knife and made a slit in the top of Karen’s potato. She added a large dollop of margarine and salt and pepper. Mom told her to try it now. She said it would taste better. I wanted to kick Karen hard under the table when she again said she didn’t want to. “Take a bite!” Dad yelled. She picked up her fork and moved it around the inside of the potato, then licked it and put it back down. Leaning across the table, Dad threatened, “Don’t make me come over there. I’m going to tell you one more time. Eat the damn sweet potato!” He pounded his fist, and Debbie and I nearly jumped out of our seats. But Karen didn’t move. The two of them locked eyes. Dad told her she’d better eat or she’d wish she had. Karen shook her head and said, “I don’t like them.”

“Lorraine, get me the belt,” Dad said. Mom pleaded with Karen to take a couple bites. Dad glared at Mom and pointed upstairs. When Mom returned with the belt, Dad grabbed it out of her hand and placed it next to him.

After studying the belt for a bit, Karen picked up her fork and scooped up some sweet potato. But when she put it in her mouth, she started to gag. Dad warned her that she’d better swallow, and she did. But seconds later, the bite, along with most of her Thanksgiving meal, was floating on her plate.

When Dad told Mom to take Karen’s plate away, I thought it just might be all over. Dad had won. Karen had taken a bite. But I should have known better. Dad told Mom to get Karen another plate and put the same potato on it. “But it’s covered in …” Before Mom could finish, Dad smacked the table with the belt. Mom returned with a new plate and the old sweet potato. Debbie and I started to cry. Dad told us to shut up.

Karen stared at the potato for what seemed like hours, and just when I thought Dad or Karen might soften, he’d whack the belt on the table and order Karen to eat. I knew it was just a matter of time before Dad shoved that potato down Karen’s throat or told all of us to get in line.

Suddenly and without warning, Dad told me and Debbie to get to the dishes. We couldn’t get out of there fast enough. It was Debbie’s week to wash and mine to dry, and after the kitchen was sparkling clean, we tiptoed past the dining room and ran upstairs to our bedroom.

Later, long after dark, I heard Karen get into bed. Although I was falling in and out of sleep, I was pretty sure there hadn’t been any commotion downstairs. Somehow Karen had won the standoff. Dad had met his match.


Chapter 42
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After Christmas, in early 1971, Mom returned to work. She got a position doing payroll for a company in Waynesville. Though we were on our own in the afternoons, she always called about the time we were expected home from school. So when I walked in one February afternoon and the phone was ringing, I assumed it was Mom. Instead, I heard my Girl Scout leader’s voice. Mrs. Green said she’d already talked with Mom and was coming to pick me up. I should be ready in my uniform. She lived just down the road, so I barely had my skirt zipped when I heard the horn. I flew out the front door with my shoes in my hand. I felt thrown together, but she told me how nice I looked in my uniform.

When we pulled into the semicircular drive, I recognized the large flag and the huge speakers that always played taps. We were at the commanding general’s office. I wasn’t sure what we were doing there. Dad had once told a story about what had happened when one of the lieutenants had been called to the general’s office: He never came back to the unit. I tried to figure out what I’d done wrong, knowing it must have been bad. My knees began to shake. Mrs. Green patted my shoulder and told me not to worry—I was going to have my picture taken with the general.

When we walked in, the specialist told us to go right in. The general was ready. Mrs. Green whispered to me to stand proud and put a big smile on my face. We walked into the large, dark-paneled office, where two other Girl Scouts and leaders were already waiting. General Bradley tapped me lightly on the head and told the photographer we were ready.

The photographer arranged us around the general, took a couple shots, and then left, saluting on his way out. Before it was time for us to go, the general congratulated us. He explained that every year he had the privilege of kicking off Girl Scout cookie sales with the Brownie, Junior, and Cadette Scout who represented the best in our scouting community. Then he shook each of our hands. “Keep up the good work,” he said.

A week later, the picture appeared in the Fort Leonard Wood Guidon. Dad said my uniform skirt was too short. Mom didn’t say anything at all.
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“What time is it?” Mrs. Green asked us at our next Girl Scout meeting.

“It’s Girl Scout cookie time!” we shouted in unison. After reviewing the rules, she announced that this year there’d be a cookie-selling contest. She explained that the scout who sold the most cookies in our area would win a week of Girl Scout camp. I’d never been to an overnight camp before. The idea of being away from my family for a whole week sounded too good to be true.

That evening, I told my parents about the contest. I said I had only eight weeks to sell as many cookies as I could. Dad gave me permission to sell cookies after dinner, but he told me not to get my hopes up. He warned me that someone would sell more. I nodded my head, but inside I was gearing up to prove him wrong. I was going to camp.

Every night after dinner, once I’d finished my chores, I grabbed the map I had ripped from the back of the phone book, my order form and pen, and my Girl Scout sash, and headed out to sell cookies. On the weekends, I packed a lunch and waited for Mrs. Green to pick me up. Saturday mornings and Sunday afternoons, we set up a stand at the commissary. Almost every soldier who walked by ordered a box of Thin Mints.

After a couple of weeks, I’d sold so many boxes that I had to pick up another order form from my leader. By the following week, that one was full, too. After eight weeks of selling cookies, I tallied up the forms, stapled them together, and handed them to Mrs. Green. She smiled widely as she thumbed through page after page. She wished me luck and told me she’d call if I was the winner.

Every day for a week, I asked Mom if Mrs. Green had called her at work, and every day she said no. Another week passed without any word, and I was beginning to think that Dad had been right. Someone else had sold more.

But the next day, when I got home from school, Mrs. Green’s car was the driveway. She told me it had been very close but that I had won. Then she handed me the application form and a list of items I’d need for camp.

I couldn’t wait for Dad to get home so that I could tell him I’d won. I’d showed him. I thought maybe he’d even be proud of me. I should have known better. He didn’t say “good job” or “congratulations.” Instead, he said Mrs. Green had lied. The camp wasn’t free. Here was a whole list of things he’d have to buy.

Three months later, in July 1971, we all piled into the car and my parents and sisters drove me to Girl Scout camp. I was surprised Dad had relented and agreed to let me go. The summer was a hot one, so my parents rolled up the windows and turned on the air-conditioning. During the two-hour drive, my sisters and I got dizzy from all the secondhand cigarette smoke. But when I finally saw the large Welcome to Camp Mintahama banner draped from the front porch of the lodge, I perked up immediately.

At camp, everything was so easy. Mornings spent hiking, swimming, and boating were easy. Afternoons spent crafting, cooking, and lying in the sun were easy. Evenings spent eating, talking, and laughing around the campfire were easy. Even using the outhouse and sleeping on a wobbly cot were easy. But by far the easiest thing was my instant friendship with my tent mate, Jan Dillon. From the first day, she and I were inseparable. “Aw, come on,” leaders and campers teased, “you guys must have already known each other.”

Jan and I had a lot in common. We both were going into the eighth grade, made good grades, wanted to be teachers, and loved music and Girl Scouts. At camp, we chose the same activities and chores, worked on the same patches, and admired the same Junior Scout leader. It wasn’t until Jan started talking about her big white house and her close-knit family in St. James, Missouri, that I realized how very different we were, too.

Jan never asked me about my family—it was almost like she knew not to—and I didn’t tell her anything. When Dad picked me up at the end of the week, he instructed me to get my stuff and get in the car. On the drive home, I wondered what Jan thought about the fact that I hadn’t even said goodbye.


Chapter 43
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When I got home from Girl Scout camp, things at home got worse. Mom and Debbie were gaining weight, and Dad was on them all the time. Debbie was fifteen and developing a figure similar to Mom’s, with full arms and a round belly. Dad always yelled at Debbie about the way she looked. He told her if she didn’t watch it, she’d be fat and ugly like Mom. Dad even bought a scale and started having surprise weigh-ins. As Mom’s weight gain leveled off, Debbie’s continued to climb. I didn’t understand why, but instead of eating less, Debbie ate more, sneaking food upstairs. During inspections, Dad always found the wrappers she’d hidden under her bed, and then we’d all end up in trouble. Each time, I was furious with Debbie, and when Dad left the house I’d start in, yelling at her to stop eating so much. The more Debbie ate, the less I did. Whenever I got mad at her, she’d tell me to shut up. I was lucky—I had skinny legs. I didn’t tell her that I hadn’t yet eaten that day.

Halfway through the summer, Debbie brought home her first boyfriend. He was a year older and had his driver’s license. Mom knew Dad didn’t want boyfriends in the house, but she let him come over anyway. Dad must have sensed something was up, because he started popping in more often during the day. I told Mom that allowing Debbie to bring home a boy had disaster written all over it, but she said that Debbie deserved to have some fun.

A few days before school started, I was upstairs in my bedroom, straightening things up before Dad got home from work. Through the window, I could hear Debbie and her boyfriend talking out back. I knew Dad could walk in at any minute. Alarmed, I ran downstairs and reminded Mom that it was nearly four o’clock. Debbie’s boyfriend had to leave. Mom said they were having such a good time, she hated to break it up. She suggested I be the lookout and yell for her when I saw Dad’s truck coming down the road. Mom assured me the boy would be gone by the time Dad walked in the front door.

I sat on the front porch and played jacks while I watched for Dad. Then I heard a piercing scream. Dad must have parked up the street and walked through the woods. As Debbie’s boyfriend’s car burned rubber, I ran inside and saw Dad dragging Debbie into the house by her hair. “What were you doing out there?” he asked, slamming the back door. “You think you’re all grown up, don’t you? You think smoking out there with that punk makes you cool?”

“No, sir!” Debbie said. Dad pushed her toward the dining room table and told her to sit down. He said he wanted to see just how cool she looked. He slid his cigarettes and lighter toward her and told her to fire one up. She lit a cigarette and quickly placed it on the ashtray that lived in the center of the table. I watched from the doorway, frozen. Dad was in such a rage that he didn’t even see me.

“Hell no! You’re not going to sit and watch it burn. If you’re going to smoke, by damn, you’re going to do it right!” Dad told her to take another drag. Debbie took a quick puff and blew out the smoke. Dad grabbed her and pulled her across the table toward him until their faces were only inches apart. “I’m going to get real close just in case you didn’t hear me the first time. Now take a drag and hold it!”

Debbie took a drag, and when she tried to blow it out, Dad told her to hold it until he said it was time to exhale. Dad made her smoke cigarette after cigarette, and after half a pack, her face turned the same color of yellow as a bruise when it was almost gone. Dad asked her if she was feeling dizzy. Debbie nodded. Her eyes seemed to be floating in their sockets and she started to gag. Suddenly he had her by the neck, pulling her into the kitchen. He called for Karen, Mom, and me to follow.

Debbie threw up in the sink and then started to cry. Dad told her she’d better shut up, and after the second warning, he shoved her head deep into the sink and turned on the faucet. As the water ran down her face, Dad mocked her. “You’re crying like a baby. Guess you’re not so grown up after all.” Debbie tried to pull away, but Dad had hold of her head with one hand and held her wrists behind her back with his other. He told her not to move. He plugged the drain, and when the sink was full of water, he immersed her head. When he let her up for air, she pleaded with him to stop, but he only plunged her head into the water again. When she came up the next time, she promised she’d never smoke again. I stopped counting the number of times Debbie’s head went up and down. I thought this time he was going to kill her.

After countless bobs, Debbie started choking and her face was bright red. When she started to gag again, Dad released her, and she vomited all over the kitchen floor.

As he dried himself off with a kitchen towel, Dad said, “Now she’s learned her lesson.” He turned to me and Karen. “I better not catch either of you smoking. You got that?”

“Yes, sir,” we said.

“Now, get to cleaning up.”

I gagged several times as I wiped up the mess and rinsed the vomit-filled rag. Mom was working next to me, but every time I looked at her, she avoided my glance. When I finally caught her eye, I was surprised to see that she was burning mad. “You know, when you girls aren’t around, your father and I never fight.” Mom had been the one to allow Debbie’s boyfriend to spend time around the house. She’d been the one who refused to tell him to leave. But now that Dad had caught them, it was all Debbie’s fault. I started to wonder if she wanted my sisters and me out of the house as much as I wanted to get out. That was fine with me. It only strengthened my resolve to make the honor roll. As far as I was concerned, if Mom wanted Dad to herself, she could have him.


Chapter 44
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Eighth grade started out well. First semester, my grades were up, and I felt confident that I was on my way out. But second semester, things changed.

On a Thursday in early January 1972, right after winter break, I heard my name called over the intercom, and my teacher told me to go to the office. Mom was waiting for me, crying. She told me Grandma Harmon had died. When we got into the car, Mom explained what had happened. Grandma had been walking to the landlord’s house to pay the rent on her trailer lot, when she’d slipped on some ice and hit her head. Neighbors had called an ambulance, but by the time it had arrived, she was already gone.

Like Grandpa’s, Grandma’s wake was at Midvale and the funeral was at the chapel across from Big Creek Cemetery. Grandma’s sisters flew in from Iowa, but their visiting was quieter. And this time, Dad didn’t sing. He could barely talk without breaking down.

After the funeral, Shirley’s family and ours met for lunch. Before we could even sit down to eat, Dad started yelling at his sister, accusing her of something to do with money. He thought more should go to him. Aunt Shirley asked him to calm down, not to be this way. But this time, even she couldn’t persuade him. He told us we were leaving and to get in the car. Aunt Shirley pleaded with Dad to stay, but he didn’t even turn around. Shirley grabbed Mom by the arm and asked if we would still come to Grandma’s trailer in the morning. Mom agreed to try to get him there.

The next morning, Mom was able to persuade Dad and we met Aunt Shirley and her family at Grandma’s trailer. Aunt Shirley told us Grandma had written down several things that she wanted to go to each of us. It didn’t take long before there was a disagreement over who was to get what. Dad stomped his foot and said he wasn’t going to argue over every piece. Shirley told him that was exactly what he was doing. She suggested Dad just pick out what he wanted. For some reason, that made Dad even angrier. “You’re not going to do that to me!” he shouted. “I’m out of here.”

On the way home, Dad said he was never going to talk to his sister again. I panicked, unsure what we’d do without Shirley’s calming presence. I remembered all the times Mom had called on her when things got real bad. Now we had only Sergeant Buncha Bunnies.


Chapter 45
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Three weeks after Grandma’s funeral, Dad called a Harmon family meeting and told us the Army was sending him to school at Fort Benjamin Harrison in Indianapolis. I was caught off guard. I hadn’t overheard any late-night conversations about a move. He said he was going to become a recruiter, and that after eight weeks of training he’d be stationed wherever there was an opening. I asked Dad when we were leaving, but he said it didn’t make sense for the whole family to move for just eight weeks. Only he and Mom were going to Indianapolis, and my sisters and I would be staying with friends.

“What friends?” Karen asked. Dad told her we didn’t know them. He’d met the man in Vietnam but had never met his wife. The man was already back in Vietnam, and we would stay with the man’s wife and their three kids in New York.

“New York!” Debbie cried. “You mean I have to go to another high school?” After a year and a half at Waynesville High School, she was finally starting to make friends. Dad told her to stop whining. He didn’t want to go to school after all these years, either.

I was mad. I didn’t want to be dumped with strangers. Later, while helping with dinner, I huffed when Mom told me we’d be leaving at the end of the following week. “Stop your pouting,” she said. “Your dad is doing this for our family.” Mom said he was giving up a job he loved for a job that wouldn’t get him sent to Vietnam. She told me he’d do anything not to be away from us again. I considered whether Mom really thought I was that stupid. Dad had told us on a number of occasions that no matter what, he wasn’t going back to Vietnam. It had nothing to do with our family.

Two weeks later, in the middle of February 1972, we arrived in Newburgh, New York. The initial meeting was uncomfortable, almost embarrassing. Dad’s friend’s kids weren’t excited about the new living arrangements. I don’t think their mom was, either. After brief introductions, Mom gave the woman some cash and our birth certificates. The woman said she’d register us for school on Monday. Then my parents left for Indiana.

Their mom was short and fit and had long red hair. She worked as a waitress and spent a lot of time in her bedroom. She had two daughters and a son. One daughter was a year older than I was, and the other was much younger than Karen. The son was Debbie’s age. The family lived in a duplex on a cul-de-sac that was a short bus ride from our new school. I quickly learned that our new school was going to be tough. I was behind in math and music, and I really missed the drill team.

I didn’t get to bring any of my records with me to New York, so I was stuck with the oldest daughter’s collection. There wasn’t one Motown record in the bunch. Instead, she played two albums nonstop: Carole King’s Tapestry and America’s A Horse with No Name. I quickly grew tired of America and the way the lead singer whined, but I fell in love with Carole King’s rugged, soulful voice. My favorite song was “You’ve Got a Friend.” I’d listen to it while sitting on the porch, playing jacks with the neighbor boy. He had a heart condition that left him unable to run and play like most kids. It also turned the tips of his fingers blue. I thought he seemed just as lonely as I was.

The weeks dragged on, and the awkwardness never waned. We were left mostly to fend for ourselves, including for meals, and it was always uncomfortable rummaging through a stranger’s refrigerator and cabinets, looking for something to eat.

Eight weeks later, after Dad completed his recruiter training, he and Mom came to pick us up and we drove to Dad’s next assignment, in Milford, Connecticut. Debbie, Karen, and I started at a new school, our third that year, and Dad began his new job, wearing a tan dress uniform every day, instead of his green fatigues and jump boots. We lived in a small military housing area located not too far from the beach. Our house, 2 Alpha Street, was like most of the military housing I’d lived in, except it had a large, steeply sloping backyard.

Just when we got settled in our new home, Dad had an accident.


Official Statement of Accident

On or about 1700 hrs, Monday, May 22, 1972, I, SFC Jon R. Harmon, was in the process of mowing my lawn in the government housing area located in Milford, Connecticut.

I had stopped to make an adjustment on the mower and had insured that the power take-off was disengaged before I got off the tractor. The lawn at 2 Alpha Street is mostly downhill. As I got off the tractor, my foot slipped out from under me, causing me to fall forward. My falling motion caused me to strike the power take-off, thus engaging the mower. As I continued to fall, sliding forward, my hand slid under the mower, coming in contact with the blade.

Because there was no military hospital in the immediate area [and because of ] severe loss of blood and the nature of the accident, I was taken to the Milford Hospital emergency room. There, Dr. Keegan was called to do surgery on me.



I was standing in the kitchen when I heard Dad yell, “Open the door!” I opened the screen door and immediately saw the pool of blood in his cupped hands. I wanted to help, but I couldn’t move. Dad pushed me aside and ran to the sink. He grabbed a dish towel and tied it around his wrist. I watched as the white towel quickly turned pink. “Get another towel,” Dad ordered. I opened the drawer and handed him a towel. “No, you’ll need it,” he said. “Get ’em. They’re right outside the door.” I didn’t understand what he was telling me to do. He raised his voice. “Open the damn door! Wrap them up in the towel. Then find your mother.” I opened the back door, and on the ground were the tips of two of his fingers. I started to get light-headed, and I knew there was no way I was going to be able to bend over and pick them up without fainting. Out of nowhere, Debbie appeared. She snatched the towel from my hand and picked up Dad’s fingers, and I ran off to find Mom.

Debbie found the car keys and Mom’s pocketbook and ushered Dad out front. Before I knew it, Mom and Dad were driving off.

Several hours later, Mom returned home and gave us an update. Dad was in surgery. They were trying to sew his fingers back on. She said she was home to wash off the blood but would then head back to the hospital. Mom said she didn’t know how long she’d be gone, but she was leaving Debbie in charge. It would be Debbie’s responsibility to wake us up, make our breakfast, pack our lunches, and get us off to school. When the neighbors found out what had happened, they brought us dinner every night. I loved the stuffed clams my friend Pia Tamillo’s mom made. It was the most sophisticated dish I’d ever seen.

A week later, Dad came home from the hospital with a bag full of pills. Being with Dad on pain meds was like living on a different planet. We went where we wanted, ate what we wanted, wore what we wanted, stayed up as late as we wanted, and watched whatever we wanted on television.

After a couple of weeks, Dad needed more surgery. His fingertips had turned a bluish-green color and had to be removed. He spent the rest of the summer in and out of the hospital with complications. I knew that even with the meds, Dad was in pain, but I didn’t feel any sympathy. I thought he deserved it.
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While Dad was nursing his hand, I was getting ready for high school. When school started in September 1972, I was completely overwhelmed. I struggled to understand the material the teachers sped through. What they referred to as review was all new to me. The first time I walked into Band, I was shocked by the number of saxophones. In all of my previous bands, there’d never been more than six alto-saxophone players, but now there was an entire semicircle of us in the movie theater–size auditorium. On the first day of school, I learned that the student population was more than one thousand. There were so many of us, they had to stagger start times and lunch periods. Freshman had to arrive the earliest and ate lunch at eleven o’clock. Debbie, then a junior, started classes an hour after I did and rode a different bus.

I was also overwhelmed at the first school dance. I’d asked Dad for permission to go, and, to my surprise, maybe because of the meds, he’d said yes. But before I left the house, he issued another one of his warnings about sex. Boys would just use me and then throw me aside once they got what they wanted. I wasn’t interested in having sex, but I wondered how he could be so sure.

Once I got to the dance, I was lost. There were so many kids on the gym floor that even if someone had asked me to dance, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to find a spot. The sweaty bodies and din of their chatter made me feel dizzy and a little claustrophobic. All I wanted to do was find a chair and listen to the music. When I heard Bill Withers’s new song, “Use Me,” I was immediately calmed. I loved his songs because they always had a message. This new one had just come out a few weeks earlier, and though I’d heard it already, I hadn’t really listened to it. As I leaned against a wall in the gym, I faded out the crowd around me and focused on the words.


My friends feel it’s their appointed duty

They keep trying to tell me all you want to do is use me

But my answer to all that use me stuff

Is I want to spread the news that if it feels this good getting used

Oh, you just keep on using me until you use me up

Until you use me up



It was clear to me that this song was about sex. I was reminded of Dad’s warnings. He’d said boys would use me if I let them. But he hadn’t said anything about how I might like it. I wondered what that would feel like. Or if it would even be possible.


My brother sat me right down and he talked to me

He told me that I ought not to let you just walk on me

And I’m sure he meant well, yeah, but when our talk was through

I said, “Brother if you only knew, you’d wish that you were

in my shoes”

You just keep on using me until you use me up

Until you use me up



I started to wonder if this was how Mom felt. Though Dad never hit her, he threw things and raised his voice so loud that the windows shook. But was it somehow worth it for Mom?


Oh, sometimes yeah it’s true you really do abuse me

You get me in a crowd of high-class people and then you act

real rude to me

But oh baby … when you love me I can’t get enough

And I want to spread the news that if it feels this good

getting used

Oh, you just keep on using me until you use me up

Until you use me up.



After the third verse, it hit me that this song could have been written about my parents. They always had sex after Dad beat us. And when they did, they were even louder than usual. Mom would cry out in pleasure, and Dad would yell out all sorts of things. Once, I swore I heard him say, “I know I shouldn’t do it.” Our pain was somehow their pleasure.


Talking about you using me, but it all depends on what you do

It ain’t too bad the way you’re using me

’Cause I sure am using you to do the things you do

Uh-huh to do the things you do



When the song was over, I realized Mom was never going to leave Dad. She loved using him, too. In her mind, her moans at night made everything else all right.


Chapter 46
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When Dad’s hand healed, he had very little grip strength. The local surgeon prescribed daily physical therapy, and the Army mandated it be done at the military facility in New Haven. Because of his accident, the recovery time, and now traveling three times a week for therapy, Dad was unable to meet his recruiting quota for July through December. Worried that his service record might be blemished, he made another trip to visit his buddy at the Pentagon and arranged for us to move back to Fort Leonard Wood. Dad was done with recruiting. He would be back working as a heavy-equipment instructor at the Million-Dollar Hole.

My sisters and I wondered where on Elwood Drive we might land this time. To our surprise, Dad didn’t want to live on base. He wanted to buy a house in a nearby town. “I’m a short-timer,” he said. “Only two more years.” He told us it was time he started thinking about where he might want to plant his feet when his time in the service was done.

In January 1973, Dad and Mom bought an old white farmhouse in Crocker, Missouri, a small town about forty-five minutes from Fort Wood. The main house had two stories, with two bedrooms upstairs and the living room, kitchen, and dining area downstairs. The attached garage had been converted into a small family room, with the only bathroom, and another bedroom, which my parents would sleep in. I was thankful that now I would no longer have to listen to them at night.

The house was set back a couple hundred yards from the main dirt road. One of the first improvements Dad made was to fill the long driveway with truckloads of limestone chat gravel and plant one hundred shrubs along each side. One of my chores required dumping a bucket of water on each bush every week. A full bucket seemed to weigh as much as I did, and I had to alternate arms. Mom told me just to fill the bucket halfway, but I was bound and determined not to make more than one hundred trips to the spigot. Each time I finished the chore, my arms felt like rubber and my back ached. Dad told me to stop complaining. It was good for me. He said my arms were puny; it would build some muscle. Debbie’s arms were too fat, and mine were too small. I wondered what he thought was just right.

The first day Debbie and I walked into Crocker High School, everyone around us stopped. It was a small school, with only about fifty kids per grade, and by the looks we were getting, I was pretty sure they hadn’t seen many new girls. I was a second-semester freshman, and Debbie, a junior.

To say that I didn’t fit in at Crocker High School would be an understatement. The girls avoided me, and the boys spoke to me only when the girls weren’t around. Socially, I was so out of the loop that I was certain the girls must have made a pact to ignore me. I was thankful that at least the schoolwork wasn’t that challenging.

For weeks, I felt isolated. I talked to no one. Then one day, Sharon Searcy approached me just before lunch. I’d seen Sharon before. She was in most of my classes. “You wanna go over to Don Sinclair’s with me?” she asked. Don’s was the filling station across the street. Everyone went there for lunch.

Sharon was shy and self-conscious. She didn’t feel quite tall enough or skinny enough, and she hated her hair. While the rest of us ironed ours and parted it straight down the middle, Sharon’s naturally curly locks grew in a circle that started from her crown and swirled around her head. No matter how she tried to style it, it always returned to its natural shape.

I liked hanging out with Sharon, and pretty soon I started spending time at her house. She was the only kid at home, and it was clear she was adored, especially by her dad. Her mom had had polio as a child, and both Sharon and her dad doted on her. Mrs. Searcy always baked something special when I came over, and I could tell her parents were glad that Sharon had a new friend.
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In April 1973, about a month before the school year ended, Debbie was called into the high school office to register for her senior classes. To assure that she’d meet the graduation requirements, the principal requested a copy of her transcripts from the other high schools she’d attended.

Debbie knew where to find them. Mom had a three-ring binder for each of us where she kept important documents like report cards, class photos, and any certificates or awards we’d earned. We never looked through these binders. If we needed something, we asked Mom for it. But this time Debbie decided she’d get the transcripts from her binder herself.

“Teressa and Karen, you’ve got to come here,” Debbie called out. I knew something was wrong. She never called for us like that. We walked into the room, and she told us to sit down at the table. Then she put her birth certificate on the table in front of us. It said she had been born in Anchorage and that her mother was Erin Lorraine O’Shea Wells and her father was Frank Dewitt (Dee) Wells. There was a long silence as Karen and I stared at the paper. When I finally looked up, I saw that Debbie was calm. There was no emotion on her face. Just a numb, glazed look.

Then Debbie handed us an old photograph of her with Mom and another child, who looked just like her. As I stared at the photo, my head spun, trying to figure out what this meant. I started by attempting to formulate a timeline. Mom and Dad had always been vague about how they’d met and when they’d gotten married. I’d assumed this was because Mom had been pregnant at their wedding and they didn’t want us to know. But now I realized they were hiding something else, something much bigger. I’d never really thought about it before, but the facts I knew didn’t add up: Dad was twenty-two when I was born, which would have made him twenty when Debbie was born and nineteen when Mom got pregnant. But Grandma had told me Dad hadn’t arrived in Alaska until he was twenty. How could Dad have been Debbie’s father if Mom and Dad weren’t even in the same place when Mom got pregnant?

Debbie didn’t bother with the math. The birth certificate was proof enough for her. She sat down at the kitchen table, quiet and still. But behind her eyes, I knew her head was spinning, too. We were waiting quietly at the table when Mom returned from the commissary. When she walked in, we just stared at her. Debbie didn’t yell or scream or wring Mom’s neck, like I would have. Instead, she just asked, “Who is Dee Wells?” and then, after a pause, she pointed to the photograph. “Who is this boy?”

Mom was caught off guard. “What have you done?” she asked, and snatched the picture from Debbie’s hand. She told us to go to our rooms. She’d call us down after Dad got home.

Debbie went to her room, and Karen and I went to ours. Karen was too dazed to speak. She wasn’t quite twelve, and I wasn’t sure how much she’d understood. But I could tell it was enough for her to know that our family was even more messed up than any of us had suspected.

I lay flat on my bed, welcoming the additional processing time. I vowed that by the time Dad got home, I’d have my ducks in a row. I’d do my job at this family meeting. I’d have plenty of questions for them.

Dad’s truck rumbled down the driveway an hour later. But it was another hour after that before we were called downstairs. Our parents were seated at the table. In front of them was the binder, open to the page with the old photographs. Dad shook his head and reminded us that snooping led only to trouble. I couldn’t believe he was trying to teach us a lesson, when this time it was all too clear that he and Mom were the ones who’d done something wrong. He said now we knew something that he’d never wanted us to, but I still wasn’t exactly sure what it was that we knew. Before he explained, Dad said he wanted to make one thing perfectly clear: He hadn’t been involved in any of the decisions and arrangements. Before he even finished the sentence, I knew he was hiding something. We all knew he was lying. When Dad was around, Mom did exactly what he told her to do.

Unlike at other Harmon family meetings, this time Mom did most of the talking. She told us that when she was young, before she’d met Dad, she’d been married to a man named Dee and they’d had two children: a son, Michael, and Debbie. I asked Mom if it was Michael in the photo, and she said it was.

Mom told us Dee was a good man, but that the moment she’d laid eyes on Dad, she’d known she didn’t love Dee anymore. When I asked Mom if she’d still been married when she’d met Dad, he butted in and said it was none of my damn business. I’d gotten my answer. They’d had an affair.

Mom told us that soon after Debbie was born, Dee went to Texas for school. Again, Dad butted in and said Dee had abandoned Mom. He told us Dee had left her alone in Alaska with two kids. Dad’s words smelled bad. I knew there had to be more to the story.

Debbie didn’t look at Mom or Dad. She just stared at the photos.

When I asked what had happened to Michael, Mom told us that he’d missed his father and cried for him every night. She said she’d given him up. “It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do,” she said. Then I remembered what Mom had said about Tom, and how she’d learned a long time before that Dad couldn’t raise another man’s son, and how we were a one-man household. It hit me that Mom had chosen Dad over her son.

Mom kept talking, but I could hardly look at her. I had always thought she was weak, but now I knew she was spineless. She never took her children’s side. I wanted to get up and slap her and scream, “Shame on you! You knew the real Jon Harmon from the very beginning!”

Whatever morsel of affection I’d had for Mom was gone forever.

As she talked, I intervened with my own questions when I could. When Mom described how wonderful it had been to meet Dad’s parents after they’d married and left Alaska, I asked her how it had gone with her parents. She said they hadn’t gone. They hadn’t forgiven her yet. I asked if they hadn’t forgiven her for marrying Dad or for giving up Michael.

At this, Dad rose up out of his chair, leaned across the table, and glared at me. “Now, I’ve about had it with you,” he said. “I told your mom I’d sit tight and let her tell you all this stuff, but that’s enough of your smart-ass attitude.” He repeated, this time more loudly, that Mom hadn’t given Michael up. “He wanted to go with his dad.” I thought back to what Karen was like when she was that age. She could barely decide which toy she wanted to play with, let alone which parent she’d want to live with.

Dad thought he was such a good liar, but I could always tell when he wasn’t being truthful. It was the way he’d pinch his eyes and stare through you, rather than at you. And it was the way his expression dared you to go ahead and challenge him.

As Dad went on trying to convince us, my mind wandered to thoughts of Mom’s parents. This was why we never saw them. This was why Mom had hushed me when I’d asked Grandpa O’Shea why they never visited. They’d never forgiven her.

Mom went on to say that while we were upstairs, she’d called Dee. He was surprised to hear from her. He wanted Debbie to visit him in Texas as soon as school was out. I asked Mom if Michael would be coming to see us.

“He’s a little angry right now,” she said, and explained that he was nearly nineteen and had lived most of his life believing she was dead. She was sure that with a little time, he’d get over it and want to see her. I was pretty certain she was wrong.

Finally, Mom seemed to remember Debbie and asked her if she had any questions or wanted to say anything. Debbie just looked at Mom and said, “I always knew I didn’t belong.” When my parents said nothing, I shouldn’t have been surprised. But somehow I was.


Chapter 47
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When the school year ended, Debbie went to Texas to meet her father and brother. Before she left, Mom took her to St. Louis to buy new clothes and a suitcase. Mom even bought her some makeup. I wondered if the shopping trip was Mom’s way of saying she was sorry, or if she just wanted Debbie to have these things so that Dee and Michael would see that she had a good life. It was a question I knew not to ask.

We didn’t hear a thing from Debbie during the two weeks she was gone. But when she got back, she couldn’t stop talking about the trip. She knew better than to mention it in front of Dad, but she told Mom, Karen, and me all about her other family. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who wondered what she’d told them about us.

Debbie described Dee the same way Mom had, quiet and kind. Debbie also added that he was short and his hair was already turning white. She said that after he picked her up from the airport, he couldn’t stop hugging her.

Debbie described Michael as handsome, tall, and muscular. She said he was much bigger and stronger than Dad. I wondered if she was thinking how a big brother might stand up to and protect her from Dad, like I’d wondered about Tom.

Debbie told us how nice everyone had been to her during her visit. “They bent over backward to make me feel comfortable, especially Dad.” We were all surprised that she’d called Dee Dad, and for a second Debbie seemed to be embarrassed, like she’d made an awful mistake.

Mom asked, “What did you call him?”

Debbie looked her right in the eye. “He told me I could call him that.”

Debbie said her dad had remarried when Michael was four. He and his new wife had two kids. She was proud that she was Michael’s only “real” sister.

As Debbie told us about her other family, Mom kept interrupting. She was especially curious to know more about Michael. She wanted to know about his interests and if he’d ever asked about her. Debbie said he wanted to be a dentist and that no, he hadn’t brought her up.

Listening to Debbie was like listening to a different person. She seemed happy, confident, and optimistic. Texas had offered her a glimpse of a new and different life, and she clung to every moment as though it were something precious. But when Debbie told us she planned to change her name to Debbie Wells, Mom shattered the fantasy. She reminded Debbie that all her important school and medical records were under the name Debbie Harmon. “Besides, it would be disrespectful to your dad,” she said. “After all he’s done for you.” I opened my mouth to object, but before I could speak, Mom pointed her finger at me and said, “I don’t want a word out of you.” Her hand began to tremble as she insisted that Dad was a good father. He gave us clothes on our backs, food in our bellies, and a roof over our heads. He’d made it so we’d never wanted for a thing. “You are Debbie Harmon,” she said, before heading into the kitchen to start dinner.

Dad never asked Debbie about her trip. After she got home, he went out of his way to avoid her. The two of them barely spoke. Meanwhile, Mom became fixated on the phone. She jumped every time it rang, and if she left the house even for a minute, the first thing she asked when she returned was if anyone had called. We all knew she was waiting to hear from Michael. Finally, when he did call, he told her that he didn’t hate her—he just didn’t want to see her.

Mom didn’t talk about Michael anymore after that. But it must have been around that time that she wrote this poem.


Michael, My Son

By Lori Harmon




Oh, Michael, Michael, my son,

How can I make you come?

To see me, meet me, and know what I am, Forgive, forget if you can.

Listen to my part and maybe you’ll see,

There’s always two sides to a story.

Now an adult, on your own besides,

You should understand what goes on inside.

We were only eighteen and nineteen,

Children yet, in so many ways, it seems.

Looking back, in love with love,

Reason for it all I have asked from above.

There was no other man or other woman,

When the decision and my stand.

Absence did not make the heart fonder,

It only made it apparent as I pondered.

To get a divorce and start anew,

I searched, I cried, finally I knew.

A woman’s place on Earth is to give and not receive,

This, my son, I sincerely believe.

A sacrifice I had to make,

Not realizing the courage it would take.

Determined to never go back on my word.

The Lord gave me strength, my prayers were heard.

Putting others before the love I knew,

My firstborn, oh! How I loved you.

Selfishness told me to hold tight,

But my heart showed me what was right.

To separate the children I must,

Your father deserved his son and my trust.

Crying for your father in your sleep,

I must give you to him to keep.

No decision is easily met,

Pain and sorrow but my promise I kept.

And so the tears came in my sleep,

For the love of the son I could not keep.

Keeping in touch throughout the years,

Sometime far away, sometimes I was near.

Aunt JoAnne was there with the news,

Passing on to me little clues.

That you were well, growing up so fast,

Eighteen years came to past.

Pain of a different kind, at last I could,

Talk, see, hear my son if he would.

Having so much of you, wanting only what was left,

Fulfillment, the promise I had kept.

Letters, presents you didn’t get, telephoning my only way,

To tell you I loved you or say, “How are you, son, today?”

Not letting me know where you had gone,

Not even your voice on the telephone.

Giving me the comfort I craved,

For, son, I am no longer so brave.

Only to see before I die,

Forgiveness showing in my son’s eyes.

But if you cannot find in your heart a place for me,

I leave you to your life and accept what must be.



Acceptance was harder for Debbie, who refused to settle back into her old life without a fight. She kept the Harmon name but changed the spelling of her first name to Debi. I wondered if that small change was meant to hurt Mom. If it did, Mom never said a word. I think she was still too heartbroken over Michael to realize she might be losing Debi, too.


Chapter 48
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For weeks after Debi returned from her trip to Texas, whenever she thought she was alone, she looked through her binder. I’d often walk in on her staring at the old pictures. When she noticed me, she’d close the binder and return it to the cabinet, on top of mine. I started to wonder whether my binder held secrets, too. One afternoon, I decided to investigate.

Plenty of it was unsurprising: report cards, class pictures, award certificates, copies of the honor roll, and band concert programs. Tucked in the back flap, I found the fake birth certificate my parents had used to get me into kindergarten early. There were also several old photographs from our time in Germany. Most, I’d seen. Then I came upon a new one. In it, Mom was standing in the kitchen. She was very pregnant and holding Karen on her hip.

I was confused. Karen was the youngest. How could Mom have been pregnant again? I would have been four at the time, but I had no memory of another baby. Had there been an accident?

I put away my binder but was still holding the photograph when Mom came home an hour later. “Look what I found today,” I said.

Mom snatched the picture away from me. “Where’d you get this?”

I told her I’d found it tucked in my binder.

She looked at it for a moment and closed her eyes. “You girls are going to be the death of me. We’re just recovering from Debi’s find. You mustn’t tell your father you know.”

“Know what?”

“About him.”

I was stunned into silence. “Him?”

“All you need to know is that it just didn’t work out. It wasn’t meant to be.”

She refused to tell me anything else and made me promise not to say a word to Dad. I agreed, not because she asked, but because I knew he wouldn’t tell me any more than Mom would.

And somehow I already knew what had happened. Mom had given birth to another boy after Michael, and my parents had decided to put him up for adoption. Once again, she’d chosen Dad over her child. And this one was his. Even though it wasn’t the first time Mom had given up her child for her man, I couldn’t believe it. Mom would always do exactly what Dad told her to. I vowed never to be that kind of woman.

I wondered what it would have been like to have a brother in our house. I also wondered whether, as he had grown, so too would have the violence. Sometimes I played out the interactions between Dad and my little brother, and every time it ended up with one of them shot and the other in jail.


Chapter 49
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During the summer of 1973, Debi and Mom spent a lot of time hanging around the kitchen, watching the phone, and wishing it would ring. Mom hoped Michael would change his mind. Debi hoped her real dad would invite her to live with his family. But neither ever called, and every time the phone did ring, Mom and Debi sank lower. I couldn’t bear to be around them, so most mornings I’d call my friend Sharon and ask if she and her dad would pick me up so we could spend the day at his farm.

I loved the farm. There were some animals, a few acres planted in hay, and a small barn that seemed always to have a new litter of kittens. Sharon’s dad was glad to have us around, especially if we were willing to help out. I never minded the work at the farm, and in late July, when he asked if we’d lend a hand harvesting the hay, we were both excited. But before we could help, Sharon’s dad would need to teach us to drive.

We got into his old pickup truck, and he drove us into the middle of an empty field, where we could practice without worrying about other cars. I’d never driven before but was pretty sure I’d do fine. I’d spent years closely watching Mom and Dad behind the wheel, eager to one day get my license and, with it, a sliver of autonomy. But Sharon’s dad’s truck was different than any of the cars my parents had driven. The pickup had a tall gear shift sticking out of the floorboard. While Sharon mastered stick after our first lesson, I never quite got the knack of keeping my eyes on the road, one hand on the wheel, and the other shifting and clutching at the same time. I kept grinding the gears, and the truck kept dying. But practicing on the truck must have taught me something, because by the time I got to the tractor, it all began to make sense.

After our lesson and for most of the following week, Sharon and I just sat on the tractor fenders as her dad cut acre after acre of hay. We didn’t talk much. We could hardly hear over the tractor and the mower. We weren’t really helping, but I was happy to be outside and Sharon’s dad seemed glad for the company.

After the hay was cut and the sun had dried it out, it was time to bale. I drove a tractor at the front of the assembly line, raking the hay into uniform, straight lines, just like Sharon’s dad had instructed. Behind me, he was on another tractor, maneuvering the baler, a job that required perfect timing because you had to keep the baler centered over the raked pile of hay while maintaining a consistent speed. The machine sucked the hay and spat out rectangular bales wrapped tightly in two pieces of twine. Behind the baler, Sharon drove the truck with an attached flatbed trailer. Older high school boys hoisted the heavy bales onto the trailer, while another, stationed on the trailer, was responsible for stacking them neatly. Once the trailer was full, Sharon would drive to the barn and she and I would watch as her dad and the shirtless boys unloaded the bales and restacked them in the barn.

We baled hay for a week, and when it was over, Mr. Searcy gave Sharon and me a nickel for every bale in the barn. When Dad found out how much money I’d made working on the farm, a small smile snuck across his face, like he was finally proud of me.

I spent the money on fabric and asked Mom to make me a new smocked top. I felt proud every time I wore it, not because I especially liked the pattern, but because I’d earned it.
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I wore my new smock top the first day of tenth grade. Debi, now a senior, had a locker just around the corner from mine, and though we often saw each other in the halls at school, we never spoke.

Dad had a rule that we weren’t allowed to date. Karen was only in seventh grade and didn’t particularly care about boys, but Debi and I were always trying to figure out ways around Dad’s rule. At first, Mom tried to persuade him that it was only natural for teenage girls to go out, but he wouldn’t budge. If we wanted to go out with a boy, we’d go to a friend’s house and get picked up from there.

Soon after school started, Debi started seeing a boy who refused to sneak around. He was a year younger than she was and drove a blue Volkswagen Bug that was so low to the ground, he tripped every time he got in and out. Kids made fun of him for it, but he just laughed along with them. One Friday night, he knocked on the front door. Debi answered, and the two of them went out. Dad just sat in his chair and watched Debi leave. Maybe he was starting to figure that since he wasn’t her real dad, Debi wasn’t his problem, but I couldn’t believe she’d been so brazen as to have a guy come pick her up at home.

A few months into the school year, I stopped seeing Debi in the halls. She and her boyfriend started skipping school. Debi would ride the school bus with us in the morning, and then, after morning roll call, they’d leave for the day and return just in time for last period. After the final bell, Debi’s boyfriend would walk her to the bus and we’d ride it home.

One afternoon, after this had been going on for a week or so, Karen, Debi, and I weren’t allowed to ride the bus home. We tried to board, but the driver told us, “I can’t take you girls home today. You’ll have to go to the office.”

Debi’s boyfriend walked us upstairs, where the secretary was waiting. She pointed her finger at Debi and her boyfriend. “We know the two of you have been leaving every day. School policy is if one family member skips class, no one can ride the bus.”

“Can I call our mom to come get us?” I asked the secretary, knowing we’d be in trouble if we didn’t get home before Dad.

“You can try, but I just called your house and nobody answered.” My knees started to shake, and then stopped when Debi’s boyfriend said he’d drive us.

When he dropped us off, Mom was on the phone with the school secretary, and I knew Debi was in trouble. Karen and I immediately went upstairs to our room. We wanted no part of this.

Over my music, I could hear Debi yelling, pleading with Mom not to tell. “Why do you have to tell Jon?” Debi asked. I cringed, knowing that when Debi called Dad Jon, it only made Mom mad. Sure enough, moments later, I heard Mom slap her. When Dad’s truck turned into the driveway half an hour later, Debi was still crying.

A few minutes later, Dad called for Karen and me to come downstairs. He grilled us, asking if we’d skipped, too. We stood at attention, shook our heads, and said, “No, sir.” He questioned Debi about where she’d gone and what she’d done. Debi answered, but I wasn’t listening. It didn’t pertain to me. Unlike with past offenses, I was sure this infraction was all on Debi. I was so certain that my knees didn’t even shake when Dad ordered me to get the belt. So when he commanded us to line up, I was stunned. “Wait a minute,” I blurted. “Why do I have to get in line? I didn’t skip school!”

No one had ever talked back to Dad during a beating before. He glared at me, his eyes burning with anger. But I didn’t look down. Something in my gut told me it was finally time to fight. Dad moved within an inch of my face. “Get your ass in line.” I did as I was told, but I wasn’t giving up.

As Dad started striking Debi, I pled my case to Mom. “This isn’t right,” I said. “You know I did nothing wrong.” It didn’t occur to me to fight for Karen also. As far as I was concerned, she was on her own.

Mom wasn’t going to stand up for either of us. She just didn’t want me to make it worse. “Teressa, be still,” she whispered.

“I don’t deserve this. Why don’t you do something?” I knew Dad could hear me. I made sure of it, talking over Debi’s crying.

“There’s nothing I can do. You’re only making it harder on yourself.”

Dad stopped hitting Debi. He told me if I knew what was good for me, I would shut the hell up.

“Please, Mom!”

She shook her head. “Just bear down. Before you know it, it’ll all be over.”

“That’s what you think? Then you get in line!”

Mom started to cry. Dad grabbed my arm, and I looked him squarely in the eye. “I didn’t do anything wrong!”

“Don’t you tell me what’s right and wrong! Who in the hell do you think you are?”

This time, as Dad beat me, I didn’t play a song or try not to cry. This time, I screamed at the top of my lungs. This time, with every strike, I was getting it twice as hard: one strike to my back from Dad and another to my self-worth from Mom. Even when I was right, I wasn’t worth defending.


Chapter 50
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We hadn’t lived a year in the white farmhouse in Crocker when Dad announced we were moving across town. “I want more land,” he said. “The new house has three times the acreage.”

It was only a couple miles away, on a gravel road just off the highway. And it was new, built just five years earlier. There was no garage, but there was a carport and a large metal building in back that Dad made into his woodworking shop.

The house was all brown and brass. We had brown cabinets, carpet, curtains, and paneled walls. Every door and cabinet knob, light fixture, and faucet was polished brass. I didn’t like how dark it was, and I don’t think Mom did, either. The first thing she did every morning after Dad left was open the drapes to let in some light.

Dad started renovations on the house soon after we moved in. It had only two bedrooms and one bathroom, so he added another bedroom and a master bath. Every day after school, we had a list of renovation chores to do before Dad got home. Usually my job was to sand the trim and stain it brown while Karen organized Dad’s tools and Debi swept and cleaned up.

In February 1974, just about as soon as the renovation was done, one of Mom’s brothers, Vernon, came to visit with his wife and her daughter. We’d never met him before, and the first thing I noticed was how affectionate he was. As soon as he got out of the car, he ran to Mom and hugged her for a long time. He even hugged Dad, and after Mom introduced him to me and my sisters, we got a big Uncle Vernon hug, too.

His wife was more standoffish, and his stepdaughter acted like she couldn’t bear to be in the same room with him. Whenever he said anything, she rolled her eyes. I thought she was rude to treat him like that. Unlike Dad, he hugged, winked, and doted on her and on us. His stepdaughter didn’t know how lucky she was.

Uncle Vernon had a big laugh and a big presence. Whenever we walked by him, he’d pinch us teasingly. After a few days, his pinches moved from my arms to my rib cage, close to my breasts. It made me feel uncomfortable, and I mentioned it to Mom. She brushed off my concern. “Don’t be silly. I grew up with him pinching me all the time. He doesn’t mean a thing.” But I started to understand why his stepdaughter didn’t like being in the same room with him.

I began avoiding him, too, but he always seemed to be next to me, whether I was in the car, on the couch, or at the kitchen table. At dinner one night, Uncle Vernon had his hand on my thigh. I knew it was no use to mention it to Mom, so I just counted down the days until he left.

When finally the time came for him to leave, I was in bed, pretending to sleep. Uncle Vernon let himself into my room and shut the door behind him. I instinctively popped out of bed, forgetting I had only my nightgown on. He told me he just wanted to say a proper goodbye.

The moment he pinned me against the wall and cupped my breasts, I knew I should scream. When his huge tongue entered my mouth and then licked my face, I knew I should scream. When he pressed himself hard against me, I knew I should scream. But I was afraid. I knew Dad would be the first one through the door. And I knew he’d rip Uncle Vernon’s head right off.

Then the bedroom door opened. But it wasn’t Dad. It was Uncle Vernon’s stepdaughter. “I knew you’d be in here,” she said, with venom in her eyes.

“I was just giving her a big goodbye kiss,” Uncle Vernon said. “Tell her. Tell her I was just saying goodbye.”

But I didn’t say a word. All I could think about was his sticky saliva all over my face.

“We got a little carried away,” Uncle Vernon whispered, so that his stepdaughter wouldn’t hear. “We’d better not tell.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Let’s go!” his stepdaughter said, as she walked over and slapped his shoulder.

The moment they were gone, I used my nightgown to wipe off my face. Then I went to the bathroom and took a scalding bath. As I soaked, watching my skin turn bright red, I thought about how Dad’s belt was better than Vernon’s tongue.


Chapter 51
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I didn’t plan to tell anyone about Uncle Vernon. I might have said something to Sharon, but now that school had started, we were spending less time together. There’d been a new development in her life. She had started dating an older boy, and almost immediately they were inseparable. On the outside, I was happy for Sharon. Her boyfriend was cute and nice, always doing special little things for her. But inside, I was lonely and jealous. Luckily, another new girl moved to town.

I was on my way to class when I saw Phyllis bouncing down the hall and into the high school office. If I had caused a stir, this girl promised to start a tidal wave. She was stunning, with long, thick blond hair, green eyes, a perfect hourglass figure, and an approachable smile. The girls at school were just as aloof to her as they’d been to me.

Phyllis, or Phid, as I called her, lived in a trailer out in the boonies. Phid’s mom, Velma, was short and always wore her hair pulled back and puffed up high. She didn’t say much to me. Most of the time, she just sat in her chair with her Tupperware glass full of instant Nestea at her side. I was surprised when Phid told me her mom couldn’t drive. I thought everyone knew how. Phid’s little sister, Janine, was only four. She had very blond hair and was shy. She didn’t have much to say, either.

The first time I met Phid’s stepdad, Jim, I knew I didn’t like him. I could just tell he was mean from the way he looked at me. Phid told me sometimes he’d disappear for days, leaving them stranded out in the woods. When he was home, he mostly just sat around and barked orders. But when he drank, he got cruel. I never saw him hit Phid, but when he was drunk, he could spit out names that hurt her just the same.

After our new-girl connection wore off, the similarities in our troubled home lives kept us close. We didn’t talk much about what was happening, but we both knew what the other meant when she said she’d had a bad weekend.

Even though I was desperate to get out of my house, Phid preferred to hang out there. She had a way with Dad. When Phid was around, he was funny and playful and on his best behavior. And if she asked, we were allowed to do almost anything. When he found out that Phid’s mom didn’t drive, he volunteered Mom to pick us up and drop us off wherever we liked—the high school, the teen center, even the pizza parlor.

I had Phid to myself for only a few months. By November, she’d started dating Richard, a tall boy with long auburn hair. He was a couple of years older than we were, but we all knew him. His dad was the principal.

Immediately, Phid was nuts for him, and, just like with Sharon and her boyfriend, it wasn’t long before they were inseparable. Phid knew I was lonely and stuck at home, so she asked Richard to get his older brother, Ray, to ask me out. Ray and I never did anything just the two of us, though. It was more like he agreed I could tag along. The four of us went out several times, and Richard and Ray told jokes all night long. Phid and I laughed our heads off riding around in their yellow Ford Pinto. She would plead with them to stop, saying that she was about to pee her pants. That just egged them on more.

Phid and Richard got serious very quickly. A little over a year later, after she got pregnant, I’d stand up for her when they got married. We’d all heard the stats. I knew teen marriages rarely lasted, but I was sure this one would.


Chapter 52
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Near the end of my sophomore year, about a year after Richard and Phid started dating and long after Dad finished our new bedroom and bathroom, he started up work on the house again. He updated the kitchen and the old bathroom and installed a wood-burning furnace. He dug and stocked a large pond and cleared acres of timber that we’d split and stack by the back door to feed the furnace.

One Saturday morning while we were clearing timber, a neighbor stopped by. Dad was busy with the chain saw and didn’t hear his truck approach. The neighbor was angry and marched right up to Dad. He said we were cutting timber on his land. Dad got mad fast and ordered the man off our property. A week later, a large envelope arrived by registered mail. The neighbor was suing us. My parents hired a lawyer, who told Dad the neighbor was right. The person we bought the property from had misrepresented the property lines. Dad and Mom sued the previous owner, but he had no money. To settle the case, the previous owner offered his only asset, a house in Rolla, Missouri. Dad accepted, which is how we ended up swapping houses. We gave up the house in Crocker and moved to the new house in Rolla, forty miles away.

I couldn’t believe we were moving again. Dad said he couldn’t stand looking at the neighbor and knowing he’d been wrong and the neighbor had been right. Also, the roads from Rolla to Fort Leonard Wood were better for him to get to work. They were interstate the entire way, instead of winding two-way roads. Neither he nor Mom seemed to care what it would mean for us. We’d have to switch schools yet again.

I complained to Mom, even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good. “What if Dad and the neighbor come to blows?” she asked. “If we were to stay here for you girls, would you want that hanging over your head?” I couldn’t believe she was suggesting that I should be responsible for Dad’s actions when she always claimed her own innocence.


Chapter 53
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We moved into the house in Rolla in May 1974, days after Debi graduated from high school. Just like Karen and me, she didn’t want to move, either. She’d just started dating a mechanic who worked at the local auto-body shop. He was four years older and managed a car-racing team that competed at the Rolla Speedway. On Friday afternoons, he’d pick up Debi and take her to the track. She didn’t love watching races all weekend, but at least it got her out of the house and away from Dad.

After Debi graduated, Dad made the house even more miserable for her. They got into it almost every day. “I work. Your mom works,” he’d yell. “And by damn, now that you’re not in school, you’re not going to just sit around on your ass all day.”

Debi started volunteering as a candy striper. Mom worked down the street from Rolla Hospital, so she’d drop Debi off in the morning and pick her up on her way home. Debi loved the work and one night at dinner announced that she wanted to become a certified nursing assistant. The next day, Mom brought home a pamphlet about classes at the local technical school. The first thing Dad said when he saw it on the table was, “How much does it cost?”

Debi kept her mouth shut and let Mom do the talking.

“It’s a good investment,” Mom explained. “After Debi finishes the courses, she’ll start getting paid a real salary.” Dad walked out of the room without another word, but Mom must have pressed him about it, because the next morning he wrote a check.

The school was on the other side of town, so Debi couldn’t carpool with Mom anymore. “How am I supposed to get there?” she asked, a whine in her voice that even I could detect.

But before Mom could make any suggestions, Dad jumped in. “That’s your problem,” he said, his face starting to redden. “Now that you’re grown, you’ll have to figure it out for yourself.”

When Debi’s boyfriend learned that Dad wouldn’t help her get a car, he loaned her one of his. I expected Dad to be grateful, but instead he complained about the car every day. “I don’t want that old clunker in my driveway. Park that piece of junk on our lot next door.”

A few weeks after she started school, I found Debi sobbing in the bathroom. Normally, I would have turned away, but there was something desperate about the way she was curled up on floor. “What’s going on?” She told me that out of nowhere, her boyfriend had broken up with her. “He said I wasn’t the one.” She was crushed and moped around for days. She had been certain she’d marry him. He must have felt bad about the breakup, because he let Debi keep his car for as long as she needed.

Dad continued to berate Debi about the car and started looking for ways to make things more difficult for Karen and me, too. Soon after the new school year began, he reinstated his no-reading-or-homework-at-home policy. He wanted us to make him and the family look good with strong grades and hard work, but he was even more concerned about our dependence on him. If Debbie didn’t have a car, she couldn’t go to school and get her degree. If Karen and I weren’t allowed to read or do homework at home, it would slow us down. Instead, it made me even more determined to get good grades.

But Rolla High School was more challenging than Crocker. I had to work hard for my A’s and B’s, sneaking in study time in the afternoons before Dad got home from work and in the mornings after he left. One day, when I wasn’t able to finish my accounting homework in time for class, my teacher, Mrs. Priest, asked me what was going on. She was a firm, no-nonsense teacher and, because I trusted her, the only person I ever told about the no-homework-at-home rule. “That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard,” she said, and suggested a conference with Dad. I told her it wouldn’t help.
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Midway through the first semester of my junior year, I met Jeff Harrison. Jeff was the first boy Dad allowed me to officially date. When they met, Dad said Jeff was acceptable. I knew it was mostly because Jeff had short hair. “You’re not dating any damn hippie,” Dad would say. To Dad, a hippie was any boy whose hair touched his ears.

Jeff ’s hair was short because he was an athlete. His basketball coach made him buzz it so that it wouldn’t drip sweat in his eyes as he raced up and down the court. Jeff wasn’t an especially good student, but he was a varsity star and popular. One day at school, he stopped me in the hall and asked pointblank, “How’d you like to go out with me?”

I was elated but then immediately nervous to tell Jeff that my dad allowed me to go out only one night per week. Jeff accepted the rule without question, and we started going out every Friday.

Since we had only the one night, Jeff would pick me up early. I’d get off the bus, do my chores, and change my clothes, and then he’d be there to take me to Tim’s Pizza, where everyone hung out. Most of the time, we were gone before Dad even got home from work.

One Friday, Jeff was running late. When Dad got home and Jeff still wasn’t there, I started to get nervous. I’d seen how Dad acted around Debi’s boyfriends, and I couldn’t bear the thought of him being rude to Jeff and staring at the two of us with a scowl on his face.

As Karen took off Dad’s boots, I stared at the door, ready to jet out of the house as soon as the doorbell rang. When it did, I bolted. But Dad stopped me on the way out.

“Have that boy come in.”

“We’re running late,” I lied. “Jeff ’s parents are waiting for us.”

“I said, have that boy come in.”

Jeff came in and sat down on the couch, respectfully waiting for Dad to begin the conversation. But he just silently stretched in his reclining chair. The silence continued, and then, out of nowhere, Dad started laughing.

“I’ve changed my mind. You can’t go out tonight,” he said, with a shit-eating grin on his face.

Jeff looked at me inquisitively, not sure what was going on.

“You didn’t finish your chores.”

“I did. I cleaned both bathrooms and vacuumed the floors.”

“But you didn’t kiss my feet.”

Jeff chuckled uncomfortably. But I knew Dad wasn’t kidding. He was going to make me kiss his feet. I was mortified.

For a moment, I considered refusing. The thought of being humiliated like that in front of my new boyfriend made me queasy. But more than anything, I wanted to get away from Dad, and I knew the only way to do that was to comply. I bent over and kissed Dad’s feet as quickly as I could and then yanked Jeff out the door. Jeff was stunned. “I feel like knocking that prick’s teeth out,” he said once we got outside. Behind us, we could still hear Dad laughing.


Chapter 54
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Around the same time I started dating Jeff, Debi found her own Jeff, Jeffrey Taylor. His sister-in-law, Pam, worked at the hospital with Debi. Pam was the hospital hairdresser, and she took a fast liking to Debi. They ate lunch together every day and went to the movies every Saturday night. One Saturday, Pam suggested a double date with her husband and his brother. They went to JCPenney to buy new outfits, and when they came home, Pam did Debi’s hair. When the men came to pick them up, Jeffrey told Debi she looked beautiful. Her cheeks turned as red as her hair.

Jeffrey was a preacher’s son. He was finishing up a degree at the local engineering college. Dad said it made him act like he was better than everyone. He treated Debi with respect, but Dad didn’t care for that, either. When Jeffrey brought over new country albums for us to listen to, Dad said he couldn’t stand the wailing and would go out to piddle in the garage. The only thing Dad liked about Jeffrey was his brand-new 1975 Buick Riviera. Pretty soon, Debi was spending weekends with Jeffrey’s family in Illinois. I don’t think she ever asked for permission; Jeffrey simply announced that they were going, and that was it.

After Jeffrey graduated and before Debi completed her nursing program, she left Missouri and moved in with Jeffrey and his parents. Debi didn’t ask for Dad’s permission for that, either. Jeff just told Dad, Debi packed her bags, and then she was gone.

After Debi left, we didn’t keep in touch. It never occurred to me to call or to write. Mostly, I just thought about how it was one less person around to get me into trouble. But I also envied her. She was lucky to have gotten out.

One night a few months into my junior year and after Debi had left, Jeffrey showed up at our house. He told Dad he needed to speak to him privately and then requested his consent to marry Debi. I wondered if Jeffrey had asked Dee, too, and if he and Michael would be at the wedding. If they were, who would walk Debi down the aisle?

Debi was elated when she called to tell us she was getting married. Before hanging up, she said Jeffrey’s father wanted to speak to Dad. Reverend Taylor told Dad how happy he and his wife were to welcome us all into their family. He said their house was our house and that he hoped we’d stay with them the weekend of the wedding.

After Dad got off the phone, he said now he knew where Jeffrey got it. “The whole lot of them are holier-than-thou.”

Jeffrey and Debi were to be married in Reverend Taylor’s church. The reverend would preside over the ceremony, and Pam would stand beside her as maid of honor. Debi asked Karen and me to be bridesmaids. Mom offered to make our dresses, but when the box of fabric arrived, I was horrified. I hated the bold-colored floral print against the dark gray background, and I knew it would turn my white skin yellow. When I complained to Mom, she cut me off. “Nope, there’ll be none of that. It was Debi’s choice, and, by damn, this is her day.” When I tried to protest, Mom interrupted. “You should be honored that Debi wants you to stand up for her.”

Dad scoffed. “What a waste of money. The whole thing is just for show.”

I thought he was right and busied myself picking out a pattern for the dresses. If it was all just for show, then at least we could wear something stylish that would flatter Karen’s and my small frames. When we tried them on, I liked the way they fit—long and flowing, crisscrossed at the chest, and tied in a big bow in the back.

We drove up to Illinois for the wedding, and Dad complained the entire way. “I have half a mind to turn this car around,” he ranted, still fuming over the phone call with Reverend Taylor.

“Oh, Jon,” Mom said. “You know you wouldn’t miss your daughter’s wedding for the world.” But I wasn’t so sure. It was just like Dad to pitch a fit.

When we arrived at Reverend Taylor’s house, Debi met us at the door. She was so excited and talking so fast that I could hardly understand what she was saying. Then I heard her say “Michael.” He was coming to the wedding.

Dad walked Debi down the aisle, and everyone in the church stood up. I looked around to try to catch a glimpse of Michael. When Reverend Taylor asked, “Who gives this woman away?” Mom stood, and, in unison, she and Dad said, “We do.” I was too busy scanning the pews for Michael to notice if she and Dad were smiling or crying. But at the end of the brief service, when Jeffrey raised Debi’s veil and kissed her, it was impossible to miss the joy on Debi’s face.

During the reception in the church basement, a young man approached us, and I knew it was Michael even before he introduced himself. He had Debi’s coloring and Mom’s nose. He smiled at Mom, gave her a quick hug, and apologized for being late. Mom was grinning from ear to ear. When he went to shake Dad’s hand, Dad hugged him instead. Then Dad escorted Michael around the room with one arm draped over his shoulder. If it hadn’t been a dry wedding—Dad had told us the Taylors were teetotalers—I would have thought Dad was drunk. I wondered if the spectacle warmed Mom’s heart or embarrassed her as much as it did the rest of us. After Michael finally broke free from Dad, he stayed away from us for the rest of the night. I realized that must have been Dad’s goal all along.

After breakfast the next morning, Dad couldn’t get out of there fast enough. We were silent as he complained about the weekend all the way home. But nothing he said could remove the smile that was plastered on Mom’s face. Maybe she was smiling because she’d always said she couldn’t wait until we were grown and out of the house; now she had one down, two to go. Or maybe it was because she’d finally laid eyes on her son. If he’d agreed to come to Debi’s wedding, knowing Mom would be there, then maybe he didn’t hate her after all. I figured it was probably a little of both.

Nearly a year would pass before I’d see Debi again.


Chapter 55
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Once my Jeff and I became a “thing,” I started spending more time with his family and less time with mine. I didn’t realize it until later, but I was taking the same escape route as Debi had.

Jeff ’s family lived in town, in a split-level brick house with a basement-entry garage. Their house was about the same size as ours, but it was less brown and more modern. As soon as I met Jeff ’s parents, John and Janet, I could see where my boyfriend had gotten his looks and his mannerisms. John and Jeff were about the same height and shared a smile, a penchant for winking, and a walk that involved gallantly swinging their arms forward and back. Jeff ’s thick and wavy hair, he got from his mother, a short, full-figured woman who looked a little like Mom. That is, if Mom had dressed more fashionably.

Jeff ’s older sister, Tina, was always busy, trying to finish high school and care for her newborn son. But his younger sister, Shelley, followed Jeff and me all over the house, padding around behind us like a puppy, until Jeff either shooed her off or yelled for his mom to do it for him. I didn’t tell him that I kind of liked having her around. My sisters and I never really cared to be around each other. When we were, it usually just meant that we were more likely to get in trouble for something one or the other of us had done.

When Jeff ’s parents invited me to spend Thanksgiving with them at his grandmother’s house in St. James, Missouri, ten miles from Rolla, I thought Dad would pitch a fit, but no one seemed to care. After the sweet-potato incident, we had abandoned the charade of a big family meal. Mom still roasted a turkey and made pumpkin pie, but we didn’t sit down and eat together. So, in 1974, I spent Thanksgiving with Jeff ’s family, eating his grandmother’s wonderful food and happily listening to her tell stories that she occasionally punctuated with a midsentence belch. I never once thought about Karen, at home alone with Mom and Dad. I was having too good a time, and anyway, she wasn’t my problem. If she didn’t want to be there, she could find her own place to go.
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Jeff and I never talked about going steady, but when class rings arrived, he gave me his, and his letterman jacket, too. I wore the jacket to every one of Jeff ’s basketball games.

Jeff ’s parents went to all his games, too, and they’d often drive me. Whenever they would come to my house to pick me up, John would come to the door and Dad would look him in the eye and shake his hand. I’d never seen Dad act so civil before.

The drives were always lively. Janet would make conversation and ask me questions about the school and the drill team, which I’d joined earlier that year. On the way home, Jeff would ride with us, instead of on the bus with his teammates. He was usually exhausted, and he’d lie in my lap and smile up at me. His smile would turn into a frown when his dad started picking at him about the game, pointing out how he could have played better. Jeff would roll his eyes as his dad went on. Eventually, Janet would say, “Okay, I think that’s enough,” and his dad would listen and lay off. I wondered if Jeff knew how lucky he was to have a mom who spoke up for him.

Once we got back to Jeff ’s house, he and I would get in his car and get pizza. Or we’d just go to our favorite spot, park, and then climb into the backseat and make out.

One night after an early December game, Jeff and I parked in our favorite spot and started kissing, just like we always did. But then he stopped and pulled away from me. “I love you,” he said.

The words “I love you, too” fell out of my mouth, and then he said that I was the one and that we’d be together forever. His words made me tingle, and I forgot all about kissing. We started playing out our future together. We’d go to the same college, and then Jeff would play basketball and I’d become a teacher, just like I’d always dreamed. Then we started talking about sex. He already knew I was a virgin, and for the first time, I got up the courage to ask him if he’d ever had sex. “Yes,” he told me gently. “But never with someone I loved.” He didn’t ask me if I was ready, but something about the few moments of silence we shared must have led him to believe that I was. “I don’t want our first time to happen in the back of my car,” he said, and I nodded. “My parents and sisters will be out of town on Saturday,” he continued, “and since that’s your birthday, I thought that might be special.”

The following Saturday, on the day I turned sixteen, Jeff and I sat in his car, around the corner from his house. As soon as his parents drove away and the coast was clear, we pulled into the garage and headed to his bedroom. Both of us quickly undressed and slid under the covers. His room had concrete walls and no windows, which made it pitch black and freezing cold. He suggested we turn on the light or open the door, but I didn’t want to do either. We pulled up the comforter, but even that felt to me like a sheet of ice. I couldn’t stop shivering. I wrapped myself around him, trying to warm up. As we held each other, fear began to creep its way in. I was afraid it might hurt, but I was even more afraid of being caught. I fretted over every noise. “What was that?” I kept asking, and Jeff would explain that it was the furnace, or the water heater, or the neighbor’s car. When the family dog scratched at the door, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Jeff ’s every move also made me flinch. I could tell I was hurting his feelings, but I couldn’t help it, even as he kept telling me to relax. When he climbed on top of me, I hoped that I’d soon be calling out with pleasure, like I’d heard Mom do so many times before. But as soon as that thought popped into my head, Mom was all I could think about. Instead of pleasure, I felt a new wave of anger wash over me with every one of Jeff ’s thrusts. I was angry that she could feel so good when we’d been in so much pain. How could she block all of that out? How could she look at Dad and not see what he’d done to us?

Once it was over, all I felt was disappointment.

Jeff drove me home and grabbed my hand before I could get out of the car. “Did you enjoy it?” he asked. “Were you able to let go?” I shook my head, and he promised it would be better the next time around.

But it wasn’t. Every time we tried, the same anger surfaced. But I got better at hiding it.


Chapter 56
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That spring, Jeff took me to prom. I had a blue halter dress that I knew Dad wouldn’t approve of because I couldn’t wear a bra with it. Instead of dealing with Dad’s reaction, I planned to take my things to Jeff ’s house to get ready.

I was heading into the bathroom to get my makeup, when I walked in on Karen forcing herself to throw up. I knew she’d been doing it for a while, but this was the first time I’d caught her red-handed. Every night at dinner, I’d eat a bowl of raisin bran and watch her eat anything and everything she could get her hands on. Sometimes she ate so much that she had to stop and exhale, before picking up her fork and starting in again. Then she’d run to the bathroom and I’d hear her gag and throw up. I was sure she’d stuck her finger down her throat. Dad noticed it, too, because he started making her eat in front of him. He’d tell Mom to make her a plate and then stand over her with a belt in his hand, threatening her until she swallowed every bite. For the next thirty minutes, he wouldn’t let her out of his sight. This went on for weeks, until Karen swore she’d stopped purging.

But she hadn’t stopped. Mom continued to find remnants floating in the toilet. She kept bugging me to talk to Karen about it, even though I told her it wouldn’t do any good—Karen didn’t listen to me. But Mom wouldn’t let up.

The next night after dinner, I followed Karen into the bathroom. “Mom’s on to you. We all know what you’re doing in here. You better stop before you get us in trouble.”

“Just shut the door and go away,” she said flatly, and without even looking at me. When I tried to get between her and the toilet, she knocked me to the ground. “Who do you think you are?” she hissed. “You’re skinnier than me. Go eat your raisin bran.”

Something about that comment stung. I ate cereal not because I wanted to be skinny but because I didn’t like food. In fact, I was self-conscious about how skinny I looked. I was five eight and only 108 pounds, but my parents never worried about how thin I was.
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In the spring of 1975, after twenty years of service, Dad retired from the Army. He said he wasn’t going to serve one more day than he had to. We all cringed when he announced his plan: “I’m just going to sit in my chair and do nothing.” For a while, that’s exactly what he did. He’d turn on the TV in the morning and sit in his chair until night, barking for one of us to change the television station or get him a snack. He got out of his chair only to go to the bathroom. Thankfully, that lasted just a few weeks. Pretty soon, he got tired of “loafing,” and by midsummer he’d gotten a job detailing and transferring cars for a local automobile dealership. Dad told us it was a stupid, flunky job but that he couldn’t care less. He’d always liked being around new cars.

At the dealership, Dad met Cathy, the office manager. She was an attractive blonde in her late twenties, married, with two young children. I wouldn’t have known who she was, what she looked like, or that she had kids if she hadn’t invited us all over for dinner one night.

The moment I laid eyes on her, I remembered Jan from years before and knew what was going on. Dad had that same look in his eye, and Cathy acted silly, carrying on like a giddy middle-schooler, laughing at Dad’s dumb jokes just like Jan had.

Soon enough, Mom began explaining Dad’s overnight absences. “Oh, he’s doing some training in St. Louis this weekend,” or “He had to transfer a car at the last minute, and it’s too dark for him to drive back.” What kind of training did he need to wash or drive a car? And since when did Dad not drive in the dark? He’d spent his last few years at Fort Wood, driving to work before the sun came up and coming home after it had gone down. I didn’t buy his lame excuses. I wondered if Mom did because she was so desperate not to see what was really going on.
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Jeff ’s family moved the summer between our junior and senior years. He told me they were leaving one night when I went over to his house after finishing up a hot and sweaty shift at the new A&W Root Beer. By the time he broke the news, his dad had already rented an apartment in Springfield, one hundred miles away. His mom and sisters were staying until the house sold, but Jeff had to leave sooner so that he would be eligible to play sports. His new school was big and had a good basketball team, which he thought might improve his chances for a college scholarship.

When it was time for Jeff to leave, I stood next to his mom in the driveway and tried not to cry. I fell apart as soon as his car was out of sight. Janet put her arm around me and told me I could come visit anytime I wanted. But I knew Dad wouldn’t let me.


Chapter 57
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After Jeff moved, I moped. Then Dad announced we were going to Gulf Shores to see Grandpa O’Shea. The trip wasn’t to cheer me up. It was because Grandpa was sick, and Mom wanted to see him before it was too late. To my surprise, Dad said that Aunt Shirley, Uncle Joe, and LaWanda were coming with us. In fact, we’d drive together in Uncle Joe’s motor home. I hadn’t known that Dad and Shirley had even spoken since the blowup after Grandma Harmon’s funeral. I was pretty sure Shirley had been the one to patch things up. Dad never said he was sorry.

After a pleasant trip playing games, stopping to sightsee, and eating at fast-food restaurants—all things my family never did on our road trips—we pulled into Grandpa’s driveway in Gulf Shores. I laughed when I saw the street sign: O’Shea de Lane. Mom said most of the driveways around here had silly family names.

When Karen and I stepped out of the air-conditioned motor home, we nearly fainted. It got muggy in Missouri, but this humidity was something else. Grandpa’s little cottage was cooler than it was outside, but you could still feel the dampness in the air. Grandpa mentioned that we might go for a swim after lunch, and I couldn’t wait for the chance to jump in the water. After lunch, we changed into our bathing suits and headed for Mobile Bay.

It was only a short walk through the woods from Grandpa’s cottage to the bay. As we walked down the sandy trail, the bottoms of my feet started to burn. I wished I’d worn my flip-flops, like the others. When we passed a small cabin, Grandpa said, “I thought the girls could sleep here. I’ll open it up on my way back.”

A few minutes later, the yellow flies appeared. They were bigger than any flies I’d seen before, and their bite stung worse than a mosquito’s. They attacked in large numbers, and it was impossible to shoo them away. The tops of my feet were soon covered in bites that immediately began to swell. When Grandpa O’Shea saw them, his eyes got big. “Hurry on down to the bay. The saltwater will kill the red and dull the sting.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I took off running. When I hit the water, my feet stopped burning from the sand and the fly bites, but all of a sudden, my right arm was on fire. I felt like a hundred wasps were stinging me at once. I looked at my arm and saw a blob of goo attached to it. I screamed and ran out of the water. When the stinging subsided, the burning began, and a huge welt covered my arm. “Get back in the water!” Grandpa yelled. I did as I was told. Then Grandpa picked up a large shell from the beach and began scraping off the goo. He told me it was a jellyfish. After he had removed all the tentacles, he splashed saltwater on my wound and told me to keep my arm submerged. Mom had gone back to the house to get vinegar for my arm. Both Mom and Grandpa assured me it would kill the pain. But it didn’t do a thing.

Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, I heard Uncle Vernon’s voice calling from a boat. It caught me off guard. I knew he had a cabin near Grandpa, but nobody had mentioned he’d be here. As soon as I saw him, I could feel his hands groping my breasts and his mouth on mine. This time, I was going to stay the hell away from him.

That night when we had dinner at Grandpa’s cabin, Uncle Vernon was there. I tried not to be in the same room with him, so it was from the living room that I listened to him and Mom doing dishes and making plans for the following day. Uncle Vernon was going shrimping in the morning, and then we’d all go out on his boat. “I’ve got some water tubes,” I heard him say. “I’m sure the girls would love to ride them.”

While in the living room, I noticed a framed photograph of a woman I’d never seen that Grandpa kept on his antique end table. When I asked Mom about it later, she said, “That’s my mother. She was a tough bird and a big yeller. By the time she finished screaming at you, you’d wish you’d had a spanking.” I wondered if this was why Mom always stood by silently when Dad hit us.

After dinner, Mom gave everyone their sleeping assignments. She and Dad would sleep in the spare bedroom in the cottage; Aunt Shirley and Uncle Joe in the motor home; and Karen, LaWanda, and I in the bunks in the small cabin that Grandpa had pointed out earlier. I was eager to get to our private cabin until I realized that we were the only ones who didn’t have air-conditioning.

The next morning, after breakfast, Uncle Vernon came up to the house with the shrimp. Grandpa and Mom stayed behind to clean them while the rest of us headed for the bay. We spent the morning taking turns riding on Uncle Vernon’s boat. Not all of us could fit on it at once, and I wasn’t taking any chances. I didn’t get on the boat unless Dad or Uncle Joe got on first.

Grandpa fried shrimp for dinner, and his cooking was just as good as I remembered it from when he had visited us while Dad was in Vietnam. I ate and ate until I had to unbutton my pants. “Watch out,” Mom said, with a smile on her face. “If you’re not careful, you’ll turn into a shrimp!” With Shirley there, Dad was in good spirits, too. As I watched my parents laughing with their siblings and Grandpa, it occurred to me that this vacation was as close to normal as we’d ever been. It must have been particularly special for Mom. She was with her family, and everyone was getting along.

After dishes, we all walked to the beach to see Uncle Vernon’s cabin. I wondered where his wife and stepdaughter were and imagined how glad at least his stepdaughter must have been to have a weekend without him. The cabin was beautiful. He had just finished remodeling, and it was the nicest, most modern home I’d ever been in. While the others enjoyed a beer inside, LaWanda, Karen, and I sat on the deck with Grandpa, listening to the tide come in. Grandpa started dozing off and then announced, “I’m tired. I’m going home.” We girls were sleepy, too, so he said he’d walk us to our cabin on his way back to the house.

We were just climbing into bed, Karen in one bed and LaWanda and I in the other, when the adults arrived. Aunt Shirley and Uncle Joe were the first ones in. “It’s so tight in here,” Uncle Joe said, with a laugh, “we’ll have to say good night in shifts.” My parents came in next, and as they walked out, Uncle Vernon walked in.

“Didn’t we have a good time today?”

“Uh-huh,” we said.

“I’m so proud of the way you all took to the water. You were like little fish.”

Karen and LaWanda giggled, but I didn’t even want to look at him. I pretended to be asleep.

“Well, then, I’ll say good night.”

Before I knew it, Uncle Vernon was bent over me and started kissing LaWanda. As soon as I heard that sickening, slurpy sound, I was back home in my bedroom with his huge tongue in my mouth. Before he could lick her face, I rolled over and elbowed him in the gut as hard as I could. I watched his mouth fly open and his eyes bulge. He started coughing and slumped over. I thought he was going to fall flat on his face. Finally, without a word, he stood upright and made his way out the door.

“Did you see that?” LaWanda said, after he’d left. “He had his hands all over me, and he kissed me! I mean, he really kissed me.”

I just nodded, unable to speak. I knew I should have told someone what he’d done to me. If I had, Dad might have killed him, but then he wouldn’t have kissed LaWanda, who was now crying. I held her until she fell asleep.

LaWanda was braver than I was. When I woke up the next morning, she’d already left our cabin for breakfast. I walked up to the house and found all the grown-ups except Uncle Vernon sitting silently in Grandpa’s kitchen. Without a word, we gathered our belongings, packed up the motor home, and left Gulf Shores.

We never saw Uncle Vernon again, and Dad forbade us to mention him. “I don’t want to hear that sick bastard’s name ever again,” he warned us on the drive home.

I was ashamed that my silence had allowed LaWanda to get hurt, but I took some pride in the fact that the last time I saw Uncle Vernon, I got him good with a sharp elbow to the gut.
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My senior year at Rolla High School was lonely. Now that most of my school credits were completed and Jeff was gone, I had a lot of extra time on my hands. To fill it, I signed up to help in the counselor’s office during last period. It was monotonous work filing documents and alphabetizing folders, but it gave me a chance to talk about my college options with the counselor, Mrs. Harmes. She said that with my grades, I’d be a shoo-in at Southwest Missouri State (SMS), a good school that was reasonably priced. She winked when she told me it was located in Springfield, where Jeff had just moved. That was all it took to convince me.

Mrs. Harmes helped me assemble my transcripts and the required letters of recommendation. Mom said she’d take care of filling out and mailing in the financial-aid forms while I completed the rest of the application. I was filled with pride as I wrote my name, address, and other details on the application form. I really was going to college.

While working with Mrs. Harmes, I grew close to the office secretary, Marion Record. She was chatty and loved to talk about her church. Every Monday, she would tell me how personal and moving Sunday’s sermon had been. Mrs. Record also liked to hear me talk and asked me loads of questions about my family. At first, they were the same kinds of questions everyone asked: How many sisters and brothers do you have? Where do your parents work? How long have you lived in Rolla?

Then one day, when I was bent over to file a document in a bottom drawer, my shirt pulled up, exposing the small of my back. Mrs. Record saw that it was covered in bruises and was horrified. I tried to tell her it was nothing—I’d been stupid and fallen down the stairs.

It was only a partial lie. I had been stupid. Dad was doing a bathroom inspection and berating me for not having dried out the sink after I cleaned it. I was only trying to tell him that I had wiped it dry and that someone must have come in after I finished and used it. But I should have known better than to speak up when Dad was in a mood.

Mrs. Record wouldn’t let it go. After that, she started asking more questions about Dad. Instead of just asking about his job, she asked if he was hard to get along with and if he drank. She asked me to name the kindest thing he’d ever done for me, and I couldn’t come up with anything. That worried her.

I knew Mrs. Record was zeroing in on our family’s secret. But with only a few months left of high school, I was sure I’d be able to keep it to myself.
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Since the beginning of the school year, Jeff had been coming to see me a couple times each month. I never told my parents when he was in town. I’d just spend the night at a girlfriend’s house and he’d pick me up there. Then we’d go to our favorite parking spot or, if we had some money, to the local Super 8 motel. We’d have sex and then go to a movie or to a friend’s house. On Saturday, I’d go home in the morning, tell Dad I had to work at A&W, and then meet up with Jeff again.

The only weekend my parents knew Jeff was coming was for Homecoming. I’d been nominated for homecoming queen, and it was customary for each nominee’s boyfriend to escort her to the football game, the parade, and the dance. I cringed when I learned it was also customary for our fathers to escort us onto the football field during halftime, when the winner was crowned. I didn’t want Dad anywhere near me, especially not where everyone could see us.

He complained when I told him he’d have to escort me, and he complained even more when I told him he’d have to wear a suit. Mom winked at me and said not to worry, she’d take care of it. She also said she’d make my outfit, a skirt and blazer that I needed for the football game and the parade. I’d already used my tips from work to buy my dress for the dance.

The next weekend, Mom met Aunt Shirley in St. Louis to shop for fabric for my outfit. Mom came home with a dark-blue-and-pink plaid wool that Aunt Shirley had picked out. Aunt Shirley was the most fashionably dressed woman I knew, so when Mom asked if I liked it, I told her anything Aunt Shirley liked, I liked. When Mom finished my suit, I asked her again about Dad’s. She assured me she had it covered.

The night of the football game, Dad arrived only minutes before he was supposed to escort me onto the field. I was mortified when I saw him. The other dads were dressed in black suits. He was wearing a baby-blue leisure suit and an open-collared shirt in a wild print.

I could see the other girls chuckling. One covered her mouth with her hand. The dads weren’t much better. They just stood there gawking. But I couldn’t blame them. He did look ridiculous. I would have laughed myself if he hadn’t been my own father.

When Laura Tryon won the crown, I was relieved. I didn’t want any pictures of Dad and me.
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The first person I told that I was pregnant was Mrs. Record. I’d wanted to tell Phid when we’d gone to Silver Dollar City with Richard and their new baby, but we’d never had a moment to ourselves. After Phid, Mrs. Record was the only person I could imagine confiding in. I knew she wouldn’t scold me or ask how I could have been so stupid. I’d learned in Biology II: Human Physiology that a woman was fertile about a week per month and that if you didn’t want to have a baby, you should avoid intercourse during that time. I had miscalculated.

When I told Mrs. Record, she wrapped her arms around me and asked if I was sure.

“I took some urine to Planned Parenthood.”

“Oh, honey,” she said, as she stroked my head. “How are you feeling?”

“Scared,” I whispered through tears.

“You should talk with my pastor. He’s so good with young ones, and don’t worry, he won’t tell a soul.”

The following afternoon, Mrs. Record took me to her church and escorted me to the pastor’s office. Even though he’d never met me before, he hugged me and then asked me to shut the door and sit. He told me Mrs. Record was waiting for me right outside, and that she had told him about my situation. He knew I was afraid and asked if I had prayed about it. I shook my head. I didn’t tell him that I didn’t pray anymore. He told me that fear was the devil’s work and God’s love could melt it away. After that, I stopped listening. When I’d tried prayer in the past, it had never worked. God hadn’t saved me. Things had only ever gotten worse.

After our talk, Mrs. Record took me back to school. She asked if the visit had helped. I lied and told her that it had. But I was just as scared as I’d been before. I still didn’t know what to do. So I did the only thing I believed I could: I put it right out of my mind and pretended it wasn’t so.

[image: Image]

When I boarded a bus to Springfield three weeks later, Mom knew I was going to see Jeff but didn’t know why. Dad thought I was headed to Columbia to visit the captain of my old drill team.

Jeff was at basketball practice when my bus arrived, so his mom and grandparents came to the bus station to pick me up. I was quiet in the car, answering their questions about school and my job but saying little else. I worried that once I started talking, my secret might just spill out.

Once Jeff got home, we had a quick dinner and then went to a dance at his school. I thought about telling him on the way, but I didn’t want to put a damper on the evening. I knew he was looking forward to introducing me to his new friends, and I didn’t know how he was going to take the news. I knew he wouldn’t yell or hit me, but still, I thought he might be mad.

The dance committee had selected a great band, and Jeff and I danced all night. He had several beers, but he didn’t seem to notice that I wasn’t drinking. I was glad not to have told him yet, grateful to have another normal night together. Except all I could think about was the right way to break the news.

When we got back to his house, everyone was asleep. He asked me if I was hungry. That could have been my opening. I could have said, “Yes, I’m always hungry now.” Instead, I just said “yes” and left out the rest. We went into the kitchen, made sandwiches, and ate in silence.

After we finished, Jeff went to the sink to wash his hands. As he picked up a dish towel to dry them, he turned and asked, “What’s wrong? You haven’t really been yourself since you got here.”

“I’m pregnant,” I said without pause, grateful to Jeff for handing me the opportunity to tell him the news. He was silent, and his jaw dropped ever so slightly. “I’m so sorry,” I told him. “I feel like it’s my fault. I should have gone on the pill.”

At first, Jeff said nothing. Then, as though shaking himself awake, he hugged me and said it was going to be all right. “It’s as much my fault as it is yours,” he said. “I didn’t use any protection, either.” Somehow, for the first time, it occurred to me that it wasn’t my responsibility alone. Jeff and I were in this together.

Jeff wanted to wake his parents and tell them. He was sure they’d help. They’d already been through a similar situation with his sister. But I wasn’t ready. I didn’t want to see the disappointment in their faces. I swore Jeff to secrecy, and he agreed we’d give it another couple of weeks and then decide what to do. I’m not sure what I thought would change.
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By the time I got home from Springfield, most of my friends had received their college decision letters, but mine still hadn’t arrived. Every afternoon when I got home from school, I asked Mom if there was anything from SMS. “No, nothing came today,” she replied, day after day.

After another week, I started to worry and asked Mrs. Harmes, who had a contact in the admissions office. When I walked into work the next afternoon, I knew from Mrs. Record’s long face that something was wrong. Mrs. Harmes told me that SMS had no record of my application.

“I’m sure Mom made a copy,” I said. “I’ll find it and send it in.”

“It’s too late, Teressa. The school has already made its decisions.”

I couldn’t hear her through my tears. “I’ll bring it in tomorrow,” I said.

When I got home that afternoon, Mom was still at work, but I knew where to look. Having abandoned the binders, she now kept our important papers in the antique secretary that Dad had just refinished. I pulled down the drop desk and searched each pigeonhole and opened every drawer. When I finally found the folder with my application, I was relieved, until I realized that it wasn’t a copy but the original. I thumbed through the pages in disbelief. Stapled to the back was the financial-aid form. Mom hadn’t filled it out.

“Did you think I wouldn’t find out?” I screamed as soon as she walked in the door, throwing the folder at her. Mom glanced at the floor where it had landed but said nothing. “How many times did I ask you about my application, and how many times did you lie to my face?”

“I didn’t know what else to do. I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“You’re right—I don’t understand. Why didn’t you mail my application?”

Mom took off her shoes, put on her apron, and walked into the kitchen, as though to start preparing dinner. When she opened the refrigerator door, I slammed it shut. “How many times did you guys tell me if I got A’s and B’s, I could go to college?”

“I don’t know, Teressa.”

“I do. Hundreds.”

“I know you’re disappointed. There’s just no money.”

“That’s why I gave you the financial-aid form,” I said, the anger dripping from my teeth.

“That form asked for all kinds of personal information. You know how your dad feels about that.”

“No one in the admissions office gives a crap! They don’t even know you! They see hundreds of them a day.”

“You know how your dad feels.”

I wanted to pull my hair out. “I counted on you, Mom. I did my part,” I cried. “Don’t you get it? This is my way out.”

“It can’t be helped. Your dad—”

“You can’t blame this all on him,” I said, tears pouring down my face. Mom tried to reach for me, but I slapped her arms away. “Mom, why don’t you ever fight for me?”

That night, I couldn’t sleep. As I tossed and turned in bed, I thought about how now I had no way out. But I also, for the first time in weeks, couldn’t get the pregnancy out of my head. I hated the saying “like mother, like daughter,” but in this case, it was true. Mom didn’t want to deal with the consequences of her not sending my application, and I didn’t want to deal with my pregnancy. We both had our heads in the sand.
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I dreaded explaining to Mrs. Harmes what had happened. But when I walked into her office the next day, I barely had time to open my mouth before she was trying to comfort me. Maybe she saw the devastation in my face. Or maybe she just knew that by April, applying and getting into college was hopeless. “It’s not the end of the world,” she said. But it sure felt like it to me.

“Maybe it’s for the best,” Mrs. Record said after Mrs. Harmes had gone into her office. “How were you going to handle school with a baby?”

I told her I wasn’t sure. Though I was nearly three months along, my body hadn’t yet given me away, and somehow it still didn’t seem real. Mrs. Record asked me if I’d told my parents yet. I knew I was running out of time.

Every day for two weeks, Mrs. Record asked me the same question, and each time, I gave her the same answer: no. Finally, one day Mrs. Record grabbed me by the hand, pulled me into the vacant office, and shut the door. “This can’t go on any longer. It’s time we call your mother.”

I knew she was right, so I dialed Mom’s number at work. When I told her the news, Mrs. Record was patting my hand. To my surprise, Mom said she’d been wondering, because she’d noticed I hadn’t had a period the previous month. She told me she should be the one to break it to Dad. He was off that day, and she’d leave work right away. When I hung up the phone, I was half relieved and half terrified about what Dad would do. “I’ll be praying for you,” Mrs. Record said when I went home at the end of the day.

“Thank you,” I said. “But if I’m not in school tomorrow, please send someone after me.”

When the school bus pulled up to our house, I could see Dad through the big picture window. He sat in his chair, watching my every step as I walked up the driveway. When I opened the back door, I expected him to be standing there with the belt. He wasn’t. Mom and Karen were sitting silently at the kitchen table. Karen’s blank stare told me she knew. “Go in there,” Mom mouthed, and pointed to the living room.

Dad didn’t yell, and he didn’t hit me. In fact, he didn’t even look at me. When I walked into the room, he just kept staring straight ahead, like I wasn’t even there. I took my spot next to his chair and stood at attention, as I had so many times before. And, just as they always did, my knees began to shake. But Dad didn’t start yelling. He just stayed quiet, until finally he turned his head to look at me. “So, your mom tells me we’ve got a whore for a daughter.”

I’d known that was coming. But when he said it, something in me hardened. “No,” I snapped back. “It’s worse. You’ve got an uneducated whore for a daughter.”

Dad jumped up and was in my face, enshrouding me in his repulsive cigarette breath. “Don’t for a minute think I won’t knock you flat on your ass.”

He kept going, calling me white trash and a slut. He said the baby I was carrying was a good-for-nothing bastard. I could take his insults. But I wondered when he was going to start hitting me.

Then there was a knock on the door. Mom flew out of the kitchen and answered it. There was Dad’s old friend Gene Buncha Bunnies. Somehow Mom had known that Gene was back at Fort Leonard Wood, and, just like before, when we needed him, Mom called and he came running.

Gene set down the six-pack he was carrying and embraced Dad, whose fury began to calm almost immediately. Mom suggested that Dad and Gene go catch up on the front porch while she cooked them dinner, and Dad said okay. I still didn’t understand how some people—Gene, Aunt Shirley— cast such a spell over Dad. But I wasn’t asking questions. I was just eager to get away. As soon as they closed the door behind them, I ran to my bedroom. Gene had saved me that night, but what about the next day and the one after that? I knew I had to leave. I didn’t see another option.

After I was sure my parents were asleep, I tiptoed into the kitchen, got a large plastic bag from under the sink, and stuffed it with clothes. I grabbed my purse on my way out the door.

It was 2:00 a.m., and I had no idea where I was going. I just kept walking until I saw a house with the lights on. Everyone called it “the party house,” and, true to form, there was a party going on. When I stepped in, I recognized an older boy who’d graduated a few years back but still came to football games. We’d never talked before, but that didn’t stop me from walking right up to him and asking him for a ride.

“What’s going on?” he asked, looking at my garbage bag.

“I’m leaving.”

“Where you headed?”

“St. James,” I said, before I even had time to think about it.

He laughed. “You’re running away to St. James?”

I agreed it sounded strange. He said he didn’t want any trouble, and I assured him there wouldn’t be any. I explained he wouldn’t even have to go that far. Jeff ’s grandparents lived right off the interstate.

“Then if anyone asks,” he made me promise, “I didn’t take you anywhere. Hell, I don’t even know you.”

Twenty minutes later, just shy of the St. James exit ramp, he pulled over. He said he wasn’t taking any chances. I’d have to walk the rest of the way. He advised me to stick to the main roads until daylight. It’d be safer that way. It wasn’t until that very moment that I felt scared. I’d been so focused on getting away from Dad that I hadn’t thought about anything else. “It’s only a couple of miles,” I whispered to myself once I got out of the car.

A truck passed by me as I walked up the ramp. I thought about how, with my plastic bag slung over my shoulder, I must have looked to the driver like some kind of hobo with no money and nowhere to go. And then it occurred to me that that was exactly what I was.

After I crossed the overpass and turned onto the street, everything turned pitch black. Fear gripped me. I wished I wasn’t out in the dark, alone. Then I heard Carole King’s voice in my head and started singing. I quietly sang every song from Tapestry until I reached Jeff ’s grandparents’ house, a little after five. As soon as I stepped onto their front porch, the fear left me. I decided not to bother them until I saw a light turn on inside.

After I knocked and Grandma Harrison opened the door, tears started pouring down my face. Before I had a chance to explain what I was doing there, she said that Jeff had told them about the baby, and asked that I not be angry with him. I wasn’t angry. I was relieved.

Before they went to work, Grandma Harrison made me pancakes and sausage and Grandpa Harrison called Jeff ’s dad to let him know I was there. They agreed that Jeff would come and pick me up as soon as he was finished with school. They instructed me to get some sleep in the meantime.

It was 12:30 p.m. when the phone woke me. I let it ring several times before answering, petrified that it might be Dad.

“Is that you, Teressa?” It was Mrs. Record’s voice on the other end of the line.

“Yes,” I said, immediately regretting having not called her. Though she’d never asked me outright if Dad hit me, I knew that she knew he was dangerous.

“Are you all right? Did he hurt you?” Mom had called the office to ask if I was in school. After they’d gotten off the phone, Mrs. Record had called Jeff ’s mom, who had told her where I was and given her the number. “I’m worried about what your parents might do. Because you’re only seventeen, they can cause trouble.”

Later that afternoon, when Jeff came to pick me up, he asked me to marry him.
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When we told Jeff ’s parents that we wanted to get married, they said they’d support us. But they were clearly disappointed. They wanted us to be kids and to go to college.

John suggested that he call my parents to let them know I was safe and invite them up so that the six of us could discuss what to do. I wouldn’t be eighteen for another seven months, after the baby was born, and Missouri law said that I’d need Dad’s consent to get married. I couldn’t believe it. Even though I was no longer under his roof, Dad was still in command. I begged Jeff ’s parents not to call mine just yet. I needed more time to figure out how best to approach Dad.

Mom called the Harrisons every morning for the next week, asking if they’d heard from me. Each time Janet answered the phone, she’d look at me and I’d shake my head. I wasn’t ready yet. Janet would tell Mom they hadn’t heard from me and didn’t know where I’d gone. But when Mom called the following Saturday, John answered the phone, and he told her I was there and had been all along.

Two hours later, Dad showed up at the Harrisons’. He didn’t knock. He just stormed into the house, pointed at me, and said, “Get your shit.” When I started to cry, he told me to shut the hell up.

John suggested that we all sit down and talk about what to do.

“Talk!” Dad shouted. “There might’ve been a time for that, but not now. I’m not going to sit down with liars.”

“I know we shouldn’t have lied. We just—”

“Damn right!” Dad yelled. “We’ve been worried sick. Thinking she might be out on the street somewhere. Dead, for all we knew.”

“I’m sorry,” John said.

“That’s the first true thing you’ve said all week. You are a sorry …” Dad bit his lip and turned to me. “I said, get your shit.”

I went to get my things, and Jeff followed. “You can’t go with him,” he said. “Who knows what he’ll do?” I heard Dad storming down the hall. When Jeff stood in front of me, Dad jumped at him and grabbed him by the shirt. Before I knew it, John was there, trying to pull Dad off Jeff, and everyone else was screaming. I was screaming at Jeff to let me go, and Janet was screaming at John to be careful. Then Mom came running through the door, screaming out Dad’s name.

John came to his senses first. He held his hands up in the air, as though surrendering. “Let’s all just calm down.”

To my surprise, the room fell silent. Dad took a step back from Jeff and then took a deep breath. A few moments later, he approached John. “Listen carefully, because I’m only going to say this once. If you don’t let us leave right now, I’m not going to be responsible for what happens next.”

Nobody said a word when Dad ripped the bag of clothes from my hand. “Now, get your ass in the car!”

After I complied, sliding into the seat next to Karen, Dad sped off, running stop signs and red lights, all while glaring at me in the rearview mirror and yelling at the top of his lungs. My knees were shaking uncontrollably, and I knew that if he caught a glimpse of them, he’d pull over and knock the crap out of me. Instead, he just kept driving like a maniac. When we hit Interstate 44, Dad started weaving in and out of lanes at a hundred miles per hour. I put my head between my knees. I was certain he was going to kill us all, and I couldn’t watch when he did.

Then Karen poked my leg and pointed at Dad. “By damn, you better answer me!” he said.

I had no idea what the question was, but I said, “Yes, sir.”

“So, what did the whore, the jackass, and the two liars decide to do?”

“Jeff and I are going to get married.”

When I said that, Dad started to laugh, a nasty, threatening laugh. “You think that’ll last?” When I didn’t answer, he huffed, “Anyway, how’s that going to happen without me?”

“If you won’t sign the papers now, then we’ll get married later. After I’m eighteen. No matter what, we’re getting married.”

“If you say that again, I’m going to pull over!”

“Jeff and I are getting married.”

But Dad didn’t pull over. Instead, and without slowing, he drove into the median and turned the car around. An hour later, he pulled into the Harrisons’ driveway and told me to get out of the car. Then he threw the contents of my bag on the lawn and peeled off.
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Two weeks after Dad dumped me at the Harrisons’, Jeff and I got married.

Instead of the beautiful party I’d sometimes let myself imagine, the wedding was a slapdash affair. Mom went to the only bridal shop in Rolla and bought me a dress that I didn’t have a chance to try on until the day of the event. It was a cheap-looking, yellowy-white garment two sizes too large. I wondered if Mom had bought me something big and awful on purpose. She knew I hadn’t gained a pound.

Instead of feeling happy to be marrying Jeff and to finally be escaping Dad, I let my nerves get the best of me. Dad had said he might not come and had threatened to tear up the consent form he’d signed. Mom had assured me he wouldn’t tear up anything, and John had promised to walk me down the aisle if Dad didn’t show. I thought that might be better anyway. I just kept imagining all the fights Dad might start. I was so anxious that I spent the hours before the ceremony throwing up in the church bathroom. Then, as I was putting on my makeup, I passed out.

“Teressa, Teressa. Are you okay?” I heard, and woke up to find myself lying on the tile floor, with Debi standing over me. It had been close to a year since we’d seen each other, and I hadn’t even thought to invite her. Mom must have called her. She helped me up and got Janet, who gave me a Tylenol and a hug. My head throbbed anyway.

When I came out of the bathroom, Dad was standing there. My stomach turned over, and I couldn’t tell whether I was relieved or disappointed. He was dressed in the same baby-blue leisure suit he’d worn on homecoming night.

Dad and I hadn’t talked since that day in the car, and I could tell that he was still seething. He wouldn’t even look at me. He just stuck out his arm. But when I slid mine through his, he started to cry. By the time we reached the altar, he was bawling so hard, he couldn’t even answer when the preacher asked, “Who gives this woman to be married to this man?” Mom jumped up and said, “We do.”

My head was still pounding, and I wasn’t sure I was going to make it through the ceremony. I was so light-headed, Jeff had to literally hold me up. The preacher noticed and asked if I was all right. I nodded. He said he’d keep it short.

After the ceremony, the Harrisons hosted a small reception at their house. All I wanted to do was lie down. My gut wasn’t up for celebrating. The thought of taking even a bite of cake nauseated me. I warned Jeff not to shove a piece into my mouth. It might come right back up on him.

No one was in a particularly celebratory mood, and no one stayed long. Dad didn’t cause a scene. He just stood off in a corner all by himself and pouted. Debi and her Jeffrey left right after the ceremony. They said they had to get back for church the next day. And though I’d spotted Karen at the church and at the Harrisons’, we didn’t speak. She didn’t look well, either. I think she was still in shock that I was pregnant and that Dad had allowed the wedding to happen. Or maybe things at home were worse than they’d ever been. But I didn’t let myself think about that for too long.

Jeff and I went to the Lake of the Ozarks for a quick honeymoon but were back in time for school on Monday. Mrs. Harmes had worked it out with the principal at Jeff ’s school: I was still going to graduate from Rolla, but I could finish out my last week of classes in Springfield. Once I was finished, Mrs. Record mailed me my diploma. Tucked inside was a $20 bill and a sweet little note wishing us luck.
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Jeff hadn’t gotten any basketball scholarships, so once school was over, we both got jobs. He sold shoes at a men’s clothing store, and I worked for a temporary service doing clerical work. It was all I could get. My pregnant belly was starting to show.

We offered to pay John and Janet rent, but they told us to save our money; we were going to need it for the baby. They were right. It took every dollar we had to pay for my first doctor’s appointment, and I nearly fainted when the clerk gave me a bill for the delivery. She told me that since we didn’t have insurance, we’d have to pay in advance. Jeff and I spent the night agonizing over the doctor’s fees. Neither of us was able to sleep.

The next morning at breakfast, John could tell something was wrong. When he asked what it was, I broke down in tears. We’d been so preoccupied with Dad that we hadn’t even thought about money. We had no idea what to do, but John did.

That afternoon, Jeff called the Army recruiter, and two weeks later, he left for basic training. I stayed in Springfield and worked, but now I could go to Fort Wood for prenatal care. After basic, we moved to Fort Benjamin Harrison in Indianapolis for a few months for Jeff to receive his unit clerk training. Once he finished, Jeff learned he’d have to do an overseas tour, but the Army didn’t yet know where. He’d be stationed at Fort Wood until the orders came through.
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I was eight months pregnant when we returned to Jeff ’s parents’ house in Missouri. The first thing I did was check in at the ob-gyn clinic at the hospital in Fort Wood. After my examination, the doctor told me it wouldn’t be long now—the baby would arrive soon. He said he didn’t want me in Springfield; it was too far from the hospital. Jeff and I both knew that if we were to follow the doctor’s orders, we’d have to stay with my parents in Rolla until the baby was born. The idea made us both sick, but we agreed that we should do what was best for the baby.

Dad and I hadn’t talked since the wedding, but Mom had called a couple times while we were in Indianapolis. I told her as little as possible about our plans, but she kept bugging me about spending time with them. She said everything that had happened had been forgotten. It was water under the bridge. She said it wasn’t fair for us to spend so much time with the Harrisons. The baby would be her and Dad’s grandchild, too. I knew they’d let us stay.

The first few days with Mom and Dad were tolerable. Dad and I mostly avoided each other. He’d taken a job at the post office and had to be at work very early, and Jeff left at the crack of dawn to get to Fort Wood on time. Usually I didn’t come out of my room until after they’d both gone.

Most mornings, I saw Karen before she rushed out the door, always a few minutes late. She was in high school, and sometimes we filled the air by talking about her classes. She didn’t like school, so she rarely had much to say.

Later, we’d all eat dinner together, but nobody ever said much. Then I’d help Karen with the dishes and sneak into my room to read. I had a stack of parenting books that I hoped to finish before the baby came.

After a week of this, Dad started getting upset that he, Mom, and Jeff were all going to work while I stayed at home. He said it wasn’t right that I sat around all day, doing nothing. So he started leaving me lists of chores, somehow overlooking the fact that I was already taking care of the laundry, the grocery shopping, and the cooking. His lists instructed me to vacuum or wipe down all the furniture in the house, take everything out of the cabinets and thoroughly scrub them inside and out, dust and then Windex all the light fixtures, and bleach the grout in the bathroom. These lists were his way of regaining control. It worked. I felt powerless.
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I woke up early in the morning on November 8 in a pool of sticky fluid. I was glad Dad had already left. I knew he would have pitched a fit that I’d soiled the mattress. But I wished Jeff hadn’t already gone, too.

I showed Mom, and she agreed my water had broken. She said I couldn’t have picked a worse day to give birth, as though it had been my choice. She had to get payroll out by noon, so she would head on in to work and see what she could get done. She instructed me to call the doctor and find out how quickly I needed to go to the hospital.

At 8:00 a.m., I called the clinic, and the nurse said I should come right in. I told her I wasn’t having any pain, but she said it didn’t matter. “Once your waters break, the clock starts ticking. One way or another, we’ll need to see that baby in the next twenty-four hours.”

I tried to call Jeff at work, but I knew he wouldn’t be there. He’d already told me he and his captain would be out of the office all day. Then I called Mom with the news. She told me there was no way she could leave work. Dad would have to take me. I might have argued with her, but instead I had my first contraction. Mom said she’d call Dad right away.

When he arrived, several minutes later, I was standing at the door with my bag. He pushed right by me and told me to get some towels.

“Towels?”

“Yes. Get two, and put them in your pants. I don’t want that crap all over my car seat.”

When we got to the hospital, Jeff was there. Mom had somehow gotten hold of him, and he’d rushed over. I was glad he was there, because as soon as we arrived, Dad said he was heading home. It could be hours, and he wasn’t going to just wait around.

I was happy Dad was leaving. The last thing I wanted was him pacing the floor, telling me how to act or what to do. He thought Lamaze was voodoo anyway. He called it a bunch of silly huffing and puffing. There was no way I was going to be able to concentrate with him around.

Jeff and I walked into the emergency room, and he nervously told the receptionist that I was about to have a baby. She made a call, and a nurse from Labor and Delivery came down, put me in a wheelchair, and rolled me upstairs.

As soon as I changed into a gown, the contractions picked up. The pain caught me off guard, but I was determined to have a natural birth. I didn’t want to risk anything harming my baby.

Jeff and I didn’t talk much during labor. I concentrated on my breathing while he fed me ice chips and held my hand. After a couple hours of what the nurse called “unproductive labor,” she told me I’d have to take a drug to move things along. She said it was in the baby’s best interest. The drug intensified the contractions. They started coming so fast, one on top of the other, that I didn’t have time to recover in between. It made Jeff so nervous, he had to leave the room. I wasn’t surprised. “I’m no good with pain, blood, and guts,” he’d once said, shaken up, after one of his basketball teammates had split his forehead open on the court. And then, later, after I’d gotten pregnant, he’d admitted he was uneasy about being there while I was in labor. He’d said he’d rather be in the waiting room. After that, I’d known that I was going to have to do this on my own.

A couple hours later, I was wheeled into the delivery room. When the doctor asked me how I was doing, I told him I’d thought I was prepared for this, but now I was scared to death. I had no idea what to do next. He instructed me that when the next contraction came, I should push as hard as I could. When I did, I screamed in pain. One of the nurses chastised me. She said screaming didn’t help. Then I heard her say to the other nurse that this was what happened when children gave birth to children. The doctor scolded her and told her to leave the room.

During the next contraction, the remaining nurse supported my back and told me to push as she counted to ten. After each contraction, she praised my progress. Then the doctor said, “Just one more push, and your baby will be here.” That was all I needed to hear. The next contraction, I pushed so hard, I thought my eyes were going to pop out of my head.

When the nurse placed my baby girl on my chest, tears poured from my eyes. As I lay there, filled with amazement and joy, the nurse brought in Jeff. He asked me how I was feeling, but all I could say was, “Oh my God, oh my God.” I couldn’t believe I’d done it.

Jeff wanted to hold her, too, but I wasn’t ready to let her go. As I held her, I studied every inch of her tiny body. I told her I was her mother and that she had nothing to fear. I would protect her.

For the first time, I realized how scared I’d been that my baby might be a boy. I knew how Dad felt about boys. But now I had a perfect baby girl. I didn’t have to worry about what Dad might threaten.

Her birth was like my rebirth. I thought about what Mom had said, how everything that had happened before was water under the bridge. Now, everything really was different. I was different.


Chapter 64
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We named our daughter Heather. It was a name Jeff and I had picked out together, and it wasn’t borrowed from anyone. Not a Harmon or an O’Shea, a nun, or a recording star. I didn’t want her to be connected to the past. I wanted to liberate her, make a clean break. We were starting over. We were a new family. We’d be a better family.

But when Heather and I were discharged from the hospital, we went back to my parents’ house. I didn’t want to, but I knew it was the sensible thing to do. We still needed to be close to the hospital for follow-up visits with the doctor.

I tried to set some rules immediately. I insisted that when it came to Heather, I needed to be asked about everything. She was mine, and I’d be the one to take care of her. I’d feed her, bathe her, change her, and rock her to sleep. When she cried, I’d be the one to soothe her. To my surprise, my parents didn’t put up a fight.

Heather and I spent most of our first days at home alone in the house. Jeff, Mom, and Dad left early for work, and Karen had school. Each morning, I breastfed her, which wasn’t as easy as I’d expected. Heather didn’t instinctively latch on, and I struggled just to get comfortable. By the time she finally began to nurse, she was so tuckered out, she’d fall asleep. When she woke up, I’d try to feed her again and then give her a bath. Then she’d take another, longer nap. That was when I’d take a quick shower and start a load of diapers. When the diapers came out of the dryer, I’d dump them on the couch and start folding them, but I’d get to only two or three before falling asleep myself. The sound of Heather fussing in the other room always woke me.

The days started out okay but got challenging in the afternoons when Heather started to cry. No matter what I tried— feeding, rocking, holding, even another bath—nothing seemed to calm her. One day when I was at my wits’ end, I swaddled her tightly, just like the nurses had shown me, and turned on the stereo. The moment she heard the music, she began to calm down. I could feel all the tension in her little body fall away. I couldn’t believe music soothed her, too, just as it always had done for me.

I searched through my records until I found the perfect song for us: Stevie Wonder’s “For Once in My Life.” I hugged Heather closer to my chest when he sang,


For once in my life, I have someone who needs me

Someone I’ve needed so long

I could feel the truth in his words.

For once, unafraid, I can go where life leads me

And somehow I know I’ll be strong.



That was my goal—to be strong, to break the cycle and liberate my daughter. But even as Stevie Wonder sang, I could feel how much we had working against us. It was like trying to keep air trapped inside a balloon when knotting it; some always escapes.


Chapter 65
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When Heather was six weeks old, Jeff and I went to Springfield to spend Christmas with his family. Jeff and I were happier there. Without my parents around, we could both let our guard down and relax. Jeff was glad to spend time with his dad and eat his mom’s cooking. I trusted Jeff ’s parents with Heather, and now that I’d given up on breastfeeding, most mornings Janet took the early feeding so that I could get a little extra sleep.

A couple days before his leave was over, Jeff checked in at work and was told his orders had arrived. He’d been assigned to a small base in Giannitsa, Greece, for the year. I’d never heard of it, and when I looked it up on the map, it seemed to be in the middle of nowhere. It was closer to Macedonia than to Athens, the one place in Greece that I had heard of. Jeff said he didn’t know it, either, but he’d asked around and learned that although the Army guys stationed there took turns guarding the base, no one was shooting at them. That was supposed to be good news.

John and Jeff whispered about my staying behind, but I wouldn’t hear of it. I knew it made sense for Heather and me to stay, but I needed to get away from Dad. Though he hadn’t had a blowup since Heather had been born, I knew it was just a matter of time. Things were calm, but I couldn’t take any more storms. I wanted to start my new life, and that meant following Jeff and trying to become a family. Heather and I were going to Greece.

Jeff left before we did, and Heather and I stayed an extra week with his parents. Because Giannitsa was so rural, the Army didn’t support dependents. That meant we’d have to pay for housing and there’d be no commissary or hospital on the base. The closest facilities were in Athens—a plane ride away. Jeff would have to find us a place to live.

When he called a few days after he arrived, I could hear the relief in his voice. He told me there were a few young American families living there, all in the same building. He’d already leased a small, furnished apartment.

As soon as we got off the phone, I started calling the airlines about flights. I found out I’d have to fly an entire day to get from Chicago to Athens. But first I had to figure out how to get up to Chicago. The next time I talked to Mom, she told me that if I’d come home for a couple days, they’d get me there. I didn’t want to leave John and Janet, but I couldn’t turn down her offer.

Everyone was in tears when I left Springfield. We all knew it would be a year before we saw each other again. Jeff ’s parents didn’t have the money to travel to Greece, and we certainly didn’t have the money to come home. Janet said Heather would be walking by the time she saw her again. I was sad to leave the security and safety of the Harrisons’ home and scared that now I’d be on my own, unable to rely on them when something came up or I needed a break. I felt angry that to finally get away from Dad, I also had to leave them.

When I got back to Rolla, Mom wanted to know everything about my time with the Harrisons. Without thinking, I told her about Janet’s having taken the early-morning feedings. The next morning, Mom was in my room early, asking to feed Heather.

“You could get some sleep,” she offered.

Initially, I said no. When we were with Mom and Dad, I didn’t want Heather out of my sight. “It’s our last day,” she pleaded, so I reluctantly said okay.

I didn’t go back to sleep after Mom left the room with Heather. Instead, I popped out of bed and put my ear to the door. For a while, all was quiet. And then I heard a sound from Heather that I’d never heard before. I bolted out the door and into the living room. Dad was in his chair, and Mom was sitting on the floor next to him. Heather was on Dad’s lap, and every time he blew on her belly, she giggled uncontrollably.

“Isn’t it the most beautiful sound in the world?” Mom said when she saw me.

It was. Heather’s laughter was wonderful and contagious. Every time she giggled, we all did, too.

“Your dad made you giggle the first time, too,” Mom said. “Oh, he could always get a chuckle out of you girls.”

When Dad blew on Heather’s chubby arm, she laughed so hard, she snorted, and we all laughed until we cried. A part of me wanted to dive into the chair and snuggle with Heather and my parents, burying myself in this display of affection. But I knew it was fleeting. It wouldn’t last. It never did.

“You girls would wait all day for your dad to come home and play,” Mom said. “The moment the poor man walked through the door, you three were on him, horsing around on the floor.” I knew what she was really trying to tell me: See? He’s a good, tender man. He’s a good father. And for once, I didn’t roll my eyes at her. As I watched my parents coo over Heather, I saw the images that my mother held on to.

Later that afternoon, we left for Chicago. Dad was taking flying lessons, so he and his instructor flew us to Chicago. “Wasn’t that something?” Mom said, as we boarded the small plane, still basking in the morning’s tenderness. “Your dad sure has a way with little girls.”


Father and Daughter

By Lori Harmon




Throughout all time,

The saying has been said.

A man needs a son

To carry on his name,

So it’s not dead.

But it’s a daughter

Who lies closest to his heart.

Upon her birth,

When he first beholds her tiny hand,

Not once thinking,

One day he’ll give it to another man.

He watches her bloom into womanhood,

Marveling at the life he’s created.

Placing her upon a pedestal,

So highly rated.

Kissing away all those doubts and fears,

That she stumbles on the pathway of life.

Then one day the time has come,

She’s chosen the one she wishes to wed.

The pain is so great it’s so hard to bear.

Another is becoming the center of her life,

Another is taking his place.

The wedding march is playing,

Down the aisle they come,

Tears running down his face.

The years pass and the pain dulls.

He adjusts to the fact he’s no longer number one.

But then one day the cycle is done.

For as he reaches out to clasp another tiny hand,

Heart bursting with love.

His granddaughter is placed in his loving arms.

Once more he revolves in a little girl’s charm.



I’d read this poem years later and think about how Mom and I were living in two different worlds. She’d created her own characters and story line. Maybe it was self-preservation. Maybe it was what kept her sane. But I was on my way to writing a different story.


Chapter 66
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Thirteen hours later, Heather and I got off the plane in Athens. Jeff was there to greet us. He said I looked great, but I wondered if that was just the time apart talking. I’d gained fifty pounds when I was pregnant, which the doctors said was a good thing. Thirty pounds for the baby and twenty for me. I hadn’t lost much of my twenty, and I didn’t like that I couldn’t see my hip bones anymore. It was hard for me to believe that Jeff could like my new, fuller body.

After I hugged him, I immediately handed over Heather. My arms needed a break. We couldn’t afford to buy her a seat, so I’d held her the entire trip. The airline stewardess felt sorry for me and had given me a box for her to sleep in. But I’d had to hold that, too.

I was so tired I felt like I was in a trance, detached from my body. Jeff and I talked as we made our way through the airport and into a taxi, but I felt like I was just going through the motions. It was like I was watching someone else.

Jeff ’s captain had given him the weekend off, and he’d gotten us a hotel room near the beach. Jeff thought I should eat something before crashing, so we went to the hotel’s restaurant and ordered fish and a cucumber salad. I was relieved to see that the menu was in both English and Greek, and that our young waitress spoke English. She said that in Athens, most people our age did. I was glad. I hadn’t learned a word of Greek. In fact, the idea hadn’t even crossed my mind.

We watched the waves while we ate. I stared in amazement when I saw men and women taking off their bathing suits to rinse them in the ocean before putting on their clothes. Jeff said he’d gotten used to it. It happened all the time.

After a weekend in Athens, we flew to Thessaloniki. A van was waiting to drive us the thirty minutes to our apartment in Giannitsa. The driver was an American soldier who was also stationed at the small army base. He told me he’d been in Giannitsa for six months. He described it the same way Jeff had: as a small farming village with few restaurants, shops, or even cars. He added that most people used their tractors for transportation. What I didn’t yet know was that, unlike in Athens, very few of the locals spoke English. When I told the driver that I didn’t know any Greek, he said that would make things more difficult. I looked at Jeff, who just shrugged.

The first morning in the apartment, Heather and I barely moved when Jeff got up, showered, and left for work. She’d even slept right through her fussy time. Later, I awoke to the smell of hot bread. When I opened the shade in the living room, I saw that we lived across the street from a bakery. I hadn’t heard of jet lag, but as I walked through the small apartment, I knew my equilibrium was off. I climbed back into bed, and Heather and I slept for most of the day, waking only to eat. When Jeff got home, he was surprised to find me still in my pajamas in bed. I apologized and said I just didn’t feel like myself. He shrugged it off and said it was no big deal.

The next morning, I was determined to start developing a routine for Heather and me. I woke up early, gave her a bottle, and then wrapped her in a blanket and headed across the street to buy some bread. As I walked into the bakery, the busy store went silent and everyone stared.

The man behind the counter said something to me in Greek. When I didn’t understand, he showed his irritation with a curt shrug. I asked him if he knew English, and he shook his head no. I pointed to a crusty loaf of bread and showed the man the coins in my hand. He took what he wanted and handed me the bread. As I was leaving, an elderly woman dressed entirely in black spat on the floor. “Amerikanikes,” she sputtered.

Shaken, I took Heather back to the apartment and stayed there until Jeff returned. I told him what had happened at the bakery, and he said, “Yeah, the captain warned us about that. He said the locals don’t really want us here. He says most of them are communists.”

Communists or not, the smell from the bakery was impossible to resist, and Heather and I braved it every morning. After a few weeks, when Heather was four months old, she started eating the bread, too. I’d soak it in formula and then put small pieces in her mouth. She’d gum them hard and then suck them down. Watching Heather eat was the best part of my day. It always made me laugh.

Otherwise, I was struggling. Except for Heather, I was alone all day and also on the nights when Jeff had guard duty. The other families who had been there when Jeff had arrived were now gone, and Heather and I were the first of the new batch to show up.

I felt tired all the time. When Heather napped, I slept, too. And I was having a tough time accomplishing menial tasks. I bought a whisk broom to sweep, but it was useless. The straw was thick and coarse, and I couldn’t get it to do a thing. I couldn’t find a place to buy dustpans, so I used the cardboard from the backs of my notepads. Simple chores overwhelmed me. Everything was different from what I was accustomed to.

There was no Laundromat in town and when I asked the landlord if there was a washing machine in the building, he laughed at me and said Greek women used the bathtub. Each day, I hand-washed Jeff ’s fatigues and Heather’s diapers. Once, I didn’t rinse all the soap out of her diapers and Heather got a terrible rash. We both cried every time I changed her.

Grocery shopping was the most overwhelming task of all. What I thought was beef turned out to be lamb, and what I thought was chicken I’d learn later was pigeon. I stuck to eating feta sandwiches, olives, and the stuffed peppers from the bakery across the street. I felt bad that I wasn’t cooking, and I apologized to Jeff every night when he came home, but he said he didn’t mind. He was happy to eat on base with the other soldiers.

The first time he said this, I felt grateful. But after he repeated it a few times, I realized that we were living in two different worlds. His was on the base with the other soldiers, and mine was in the apartment, alone with Heather. He was always tired when he got home at the end of the day and eager to spend his final bit of energy playing with Heather. He didn’t have anything left for me, and I didn’t have much for him, either.

For days, Heather and I would leave the apartment only to go to the bakery. But when I ran out of her formula, I knew it was time to venture beyond our block. I put her in the stroller, and we headed out to find the supermarket. Heather and I drew a lot of attention as we made our way down the hill to the town square. Passersby and the old men sitting outside the coffee shop whispered and pointed. I felt their glare and walked faster.

I felt like I was back in high school, walking down the hall on the first day. It occurred to me that there weren’t many new girls here, either.

I circled the town square twice, looking for the grocery store. No luck. As I made my way back up the hill in defeat, I noticed several small shops on either side of the road. One displayed bins of fruits and vegetables, the next sold cigarettes and other boxed items, and another had a slab of meat hanging from a hook and chickens flapping in a crate. The next store I saw had milk, eggs, and cheese. I was sure I’d find Heather’s formula there.

When I walked in, I immediately wished I’d remembered to bring the English-Greek dictionary that Jeff had brought home for me. I didn’t know the word for milk, let alone formula, and, as I feared, the attendant didn’t have a clue what I was asking for. Then I pointed to Heather’s bottle and the woman said, “O-hee.” I knew that meant no. Making sure she’d understood, I grabbed Heather’s bottle, unscrewed the nipple, and pretended to pour into it. More loudly, she said, again, “O-hee!” Then she stepped from behind the counter, grabbed a bottle of milk from the cooler, and pretended to drink it. Then she pointed to Heather and poked my breast. “Katalavaineis?” she said.

“Nai,” I said, meaning, “Yes, I understand.” Tears welled in my eyes.

I wasn’t sure if I was crying because I felt guilty for not breastfeeding Heather or because reality had begun to set in. I was in a foreign country where I didn’t know a soul and couldn’t speak the language. I wasn’t cooking for Jeff, and now I was also failing to take care of my baby. As I left the shop, I started crying harder. I was helpless. We didn’t even have a telephone, I realized. If something were to happen to me or to Heather, I wouldn’t know what to do. The only phone in the apartment building was in the landlord’s apartment, and his mother wouldn’t answer the door if he was out.

I was still crying when Jeff came home. He was surprised when he saw me. I hadn’t bothered to try to hide my distress. I hadn’t washed my face or powdered my nose. I looked as miserable and defeated as I felt, and I could tell he was alarmed. He said that even after all we’d been through, he’d never seen me like this.

It made me want to scream. How could he not see how alone I was? Why couldn’t he try to help? Heather was his daughter, too. This was his home also.

The next day, Jeff ordered formula from the unit clerk who did commissary runs. I didn’t thank him. It was the least he could do. Now I could feed Heather more easily, but the relief I felt about that was replaced by a slowly simmering resentment toward Jeff.


Chapter 67
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Things began to improve a few weeks later, when the other American families arrived.

The new cook for the base and his wife were the first to arrive. They moved into the apartment next door. I asked if he’d go shopping with me, and he agreed. He explained to me what the strange vegetables were and how to cook with them. He said lamb was better than beef, and he showed me how to roast it with garlic and rosemary.

I learned to shop in the afternoon, when the street vendors were out. I’d snack on bifteki, a small beef patty flavored with oregano, thyme, and garlic and wrapped in pita bread, or souvlaki, chunks of lamb with a mint-and-yogurt sauce.

The more I interacted with the shopkeepers, the more I wanted to be able to speak with them. So I worked on my Greek, learning the names of most of the meats, vegetables, and fruits that I bought. The shopkeepers became more patient with me, even helping me with my pronunciation.

A week later, when the captain’s wife and kids moved in, things changed more drastically. On their first Sunday in Giannitsa, the cook invited everyone to the base for Sunday brunch. It was such a success that the captain’s wife asked the cook to host it every week. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven the following Sunday when the captain said I could use the base’s washer and dryer.

I was doing laundry when I met Pepe, a Greek woman a few years older than I was. She took an immediate liking to Heather, and Heather to her. Heather reached out her arms for Pepe every time she saw her. To me, Pepe was sophisticated and worldly. She’d learned four languages in high school and had gone to college. Sometimes she talked about political issues in countries I’d never even heard of. I was thrilled when she told me that she and her boyfriend, Sergeant Shipman, a fellow American who worked at the base with Jeff, were moving into an apartment in our building. Once they did, Pepe and I were nearly inseparable.

Every morning after Jeff and Shipman left for work, Pepe would call me from her balcony. “Teressa. Coffee. Come.” If I didn’t respond quickly, she’d yell again, “Teressa, bring her to me.” I’d carry Heather downstairs, and Pepe would open the door, hand me my coffee, and reach for Heather. Pepe spoke to her in Greek baby talk. Heather giggled. And even though I couldn’t understand a word, I loved every minute of it.

After coffee, Pepe and I bathed Heather. When her feet hit the water, she’d start kicking with excitement and Pepe and I would laugh. After we rinsed off Heather’s little body, I’d pull her out of the tub and attempt to put clothes on her, but she was so excited she wouldn’t stay still. She knew what was coming next. It was Heather and Pepe’s favorite time of the day: time to dance.

Once I wrangled her into a onesie and set her free, Heather would crawl to the coffee table, pull herself up, and bounce while Pepe danced circles around her. Heather was the only American in the apartment building who loved traditional bouzouki music. Sometimes, if the GI upstairs had been on duty the night before, he’d yell, “Shut that shit off!” But Pepe paid him no mind. She just kept dancing around Heather.

The bath and the dancing wore Heather out, and she’d take a nap, sprawled in the middle of Pepe and Shipman’s bed. While Heather slept, Pepe and I talked and listened to American music. She loved Marvin Gaye, too, and had all of his albums. Occasionally I’d bring over my records, which the soldier who made runs to Athens got for me there. I didn’t know what would be available or even what new records were coming out, so I’d just give him some money every month and tell him to buy me anything new that wasn’t country. But I didn’t have a record player of my own, so I had to listen on Pepe’s. My favorite was the Steve Miller record the soldier had brought me. I must have played it a hundred times before Pepe finally admitted she couldn’t stand it.

With music playing in the background, I’d ask Pepe questions about her family, friends, and country. And then I would listen while she told me about Greece’s many problems. The way Pepe told it, all of them had to do with the Turks.

During one of our discussions, Pepe told me that she was pregnant and she and Shipman were getting married. She was four months along, and I couldn’t believe that she’d waited so long to tell me. Pepe just shrugged and said not to take it personally; they were only just now telling people. I told her I understood, but I also wondered if maybe we weren’t as close as I’d thought.

Pepe said getting married was nothing, but she was scared to death about giving birth. “It’s not like in the States. In Greece, it’s done the old-fashioned way. Here, mothers must suffer.” She also worried that having a baby might change her physical relationship with Shipman. “That’s how we communicate.” I didn’t tell her that everyone in the building had heard them converse. They were louder than my parents.

Pepe’s parents came to Giannitsa several times to help furnish the apartment and discuss wedding plans. They were a close, tight-knit family. But I noticed they visited only when Shipman wasn’t around, and I wondered if they were avoiding him. I asked Pepe if her parents had spent much time with Shipman.

“Some,” she said. “He stays in our home when he visits.”

“So, they like him?”

She tilted her head, as though to chastise me. “Greeks aren’t like Americans. We aren’t prejudiced,” she said, trailing off. “Well, we do hate the Turks, but we have no problem with blacks.”

I didn’t tell her that wasn’t what I had meant. I wondered if her parents had noticed in Shipman the same things I had, like the way he smacked her behind and talked down to her in front of people. What troubled me the most was the way she had to beg him for money. I didn’t think Pepe should have to put up with that. But, like Mom, she never set him straight. And I knew it wasn’t my place to encourage her.


Chapter 68
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Three months after we got to Greece, spring arrived. The streets became livelier, with more people and even tractors. When Heather and I walked around town, women stepped out of their shops to greet us. They touched Heather’s face and squeezed her cheeks. After the local photographer displayed in his shop window the picture he’d taken of the two of us, strangers would stop me and ask, “Lalakis?”

“Nai,” I said. Yes, that’s us.

The warm weather and friendly attention put a smile on my face, but only momentarily. I was preoccupied. I’d missed a period.

I didn’t say anything about it to Jeff, but I told Pepe. She said there was no use in worrying until I knew for sure, and insisted we get a pregnancy test. I didn’t know if they sold take-home tests in Greece. There weren’t any at the local pharmacy, and I couldn’t ask anyone at the detachment to look for one in Athens. Fortunately, Pepe knew where to go. When we walked into the clinic, Pepe explained the situation to the nurse, who handed me a small plastic cup.

When she called us into the doctor’s office, I was nervous, but I thought surely the test would be negative. Jeff and I hadn’t had sex in weeks, and I was on the pill. So when Pepe told me I was pregnant, translating the doctor’s message, I broke down in tears. Pepe tried to console me, but I just couldn’t stop crying. She hugged me and said she knew how I felt. “Believe me, the shock will wear off,” she whispered in my ear. But I wasn’t shocked. I was afraid. I tried to explain that to Pepe. “What are you afraid of?” she asked. I told her I didn’t know, but really I just didn’t want to admit my fear that another child would make me feel even more isolated. Jeff and I hardly saw each other, and apart from my coffees with Pepe, I spent all my time alone with Heather. I knew Jeff would be excited to grow our family, but I worried that another baby would cut me off from the world even more.

After we left the office, I swore Pepe to secrecy. Then I tried to put the pregnancy out of my mind, just like I had the last time. But my body was already giving me away. My breasts were beginning to swell, and my appetite was soaring. I knew I’d be showing soon.

Fear paralyzed me. I didn’t answer Pepe when she called in the mornings, and I barely spoke to Jeff when he came home at night. When I was alone, I routinely found myself shaking my head and talking to myself. “You just can’t do it,” I’d say under my breath.

Every time Heather cried, I wondered how I’d be able to manage a second child. Even during my favorite moments with her, when we danced, the same thought crossed my mind.

I would look at my body in the mirror and see how much it had changed after just one pregnancy. My breasts didn’t sit as high as they used to, and my stomach was no longer flat. I wondered what a second baby would do to my nineteen-year-old figure. And what would my eyes look like after another two years without sleep?

My body wasn’t the only thing I imagined forever changed. I also wondered about my future. By the time we got back to the States, Heather would be more than a year old. If we found money for a babysitter, I could go to college. Or Jeff could watch her in the evenings and I could go to night school. I could get my degree and be a teacher, like I’d always planned. But if I came back pregnant, the life I’d imagined would be gone.

Getting pregnant with Heather had allowed me to escape my family. I was afraid this pregnancy would lock me down in my new one.

I tried to talk to Jeff but could never get up the courage to tell him how I really felt. It would mean telling him how alone I was, and I knew he didn’t like to see me fall apart. I’d have to admit to him and to myself that even though our life was better than the one I’d had growing up, it wasn’t the one I wanted.

As the days passed, I had to decide what to do. When I told Jeff, he didn’t yell, but his voice took on an icy tone that I’d never heard before. “You’re being selfish,” he said. “Why do you get to decide?” I didn’t have a good answer for him. But I was certain that the decision was mine.

When I told Pepe my choice, she jumped into action. Abortions were legal in Greece, and she said she’d go to the doctor’s office right away to get an appointment. But first I had to tell Jeff. He was dead set against it, but I told him I was going to do it anyway.

Pepe went with me to the appointment. The doctor gave me a pill and told Pepe to tell me it wouldn’t put me to sleep, but it would take the edge off. Then she took Heather into the waiting room and everything went silent.

That night, after it was over, Jeff didn’t say a word to me. He took Heather, and I got into bed. When the pill wore off and the cramping began, I tried to tell myself it was just another period. But, of course, it wasn’t.


Chapter 69
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Days after the abortion, Jeff still wasn’t talking. At least not to me. He’d confided in someone on base, who spread the news around. Everyone knew what I’d done, and I could feel their judgment at Sunday brunch. After that, I didn’t go back to the base again. When I ran into Shipman around the building, he pretended not to see me.

As Jeff and I grew more distant, I leaned on Pepe even more. She understood. She told me to forget about the guys on the base. They were single men. What did they know about having kids? She said that in my shoes, she would have done the same thing. We spent more and more time together, grocery shopping at midday and drinking iced coffee every afternoon.

As the weeks passed, Pepe’s belly got so big, Shipman started calling her Humpty Dumpty. She didn’t know the reference, so I told her about the nursery rhyme. I expected her to get mad at Shipman for making fun of her body, but she just laughed about the nickname and then got serious. “What a terribly tragic story to tell a child,” she said. I’d never thought of it before, but I had to admit she was right.

A few days later, when Pepe was almost eight months pregnant, she left for Kavala. “I hate to leave you, but I can’t do this without my mother,” she told me. She made arrangements for me to use our landlord’s phone to call her on Friday mornings. “Make sure to bring Heather,” she told me. “I’ll want to hear her voice.”

For two months, Pepe and I talked on the phone every Friday. The baby—a boy—was born in Kavala. She named him after her father. I wished I could dance with him the way Pepe had danced with Heather, but I knew all I’d get to see would be pictures. Pepe said Shipman would bring a few when he returned to Giannitsa.

Pepe told me about the delivery and swore she’d never have another kid and make herself go through it again. I told her about Heather’s first steps. I missed Pepe terribly. Our Friday-morning calls were my favorite part of the week. The days between dragged on forever.

Then, in November, just nine months into our time in Greece, Jeff received new orders and it was time for us to go back to the States. I’d had almost no contact with my family during this time. Mom sent a few letters, but I didn’t respond. Karen didn’t write, and neither did I. Difficult as things had been, I finally had the distance from them that I’d always wanted. But distance had also grown between Jeff and me. I didn’t know how things would go after we got home.

Jeff ’s new orders were for Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas, but he was going to take four weeks off first. Our plan was to spend the time with his parents. I couldn’t wait to see them and have them help me with Heather, who, now that she could walk, was even harder to care for. But I also worried that Jeff might have told them about the abortion and that now everything would be different. To distract myself, I thought of all the new music I’d get to hear. I’d missed so much while in Greece, and I couldn’t wait to catch up.
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It took us four plane rides to get home. I’d thought flying with an infant was hard, but wrestling with a toddler was even harder. She kept saying “down,” over and over again. Jeff and I took turns walking her up and down the aisle until the stewardess gave us a dirty look and we returned to our seats. Then Heather would start to cry.

We expected the Harrisons to pick us up in St. Louis, but when we stepped out of the Jetway, Dad was waiting. He didn’t even say hello to me or to Jeff. Instead, he reached for Heather, who eagerly told him her new word: plane. Dad explained that she was about to get on another plane. He was flying us to Rolla. I was stunned. I couldn’t believe that we were coming home to the same life I thought I had left. How could this have happened? The Harrisons wouldn’t have told my parents our plans.

Then, like a flash, I could hear it all: Mom calling Janet to orchestrate the change of plans, telling her they’d been having trouble getting our mail but knew we were returning soon, and then asking Janet for the details. I could hear Mom saying that Dad had his pilot’s license and would be happy to pick us up to save the Harrisons a long drive.

We made our way through the airport, none of us saying a word, until I finally broke the awkward silence. “Where’s Mom?”

“She wouldn’t fit.”

I could hear the contempt in his voice and knew he was referring to Mom’s weight. She had been thinner when we’d left. She must be heavy again.

The sight of the little plane frightened me. It was even smaller than the one he’d flown us in nine months before, and he’d had an instructor then. Dad told me to get in the back and to strap Heather in next to me. Jeff climbed into the seat next to Dad and immediately started asking questions about the gauges.

“How many flights have you done solo?” I asked, interrupting their conversation about specs.

“Look, I know what I’m doing,” he growled, without turning around.

But I wasn’t sure. I thought of our drives to Alaska years before, remembering the way Dad had sped through icy conditions. At least this time when my knees started to shake, he couldn’t see.

After a bumpy landing in Rolla an hour later, we piled into Dad’s new, tan Oldsmobile Cutlass.

Mom was standing at the door when we pulled into the garage. “It’s about time. Bring me my granddaughter.” As she stood in the doorway, I could see that she had gained the weight Dad so despised.

Mom hugged me and Jeff and then grabbed Heather. I was surprised not to see Karen there, and maybe even a little disappointed. Mom must have noticed, because she told me Karen was out with friends. Thinking back to when I’d spent Thanksgiving with Jeff ’s family and left Karen alone with Mom and Dad, I knew she was just doing what she needed to do to get out of the house. It comforted me to realize that she could take care of herself, just as I’d always assumed.

It was dinnertime, but all three of us were exhausted and went straight to bed. We slept like rocks until seven the next morning, when Dad threw open the door and said it was time to get up. He instructed me to change Heather’s diaper and then bring her to him in the kitchen. Who the hell do you think you are? I thought. But I didn’t say a word. I just followed orders.

As I was wiping Heather’s breakfast off her face and hands, Karen walked into the kitchen and surprised me with a quick side hug. After so much time apart, I was struck by how similar we were. Karen was now thinner than I was and sported a new hairstyle, but we had the same face. Then, when Karen spoke to Heather, I remembered we sounded the same also. Heather must have noticed, too, because she kept looking at Karen and then at me, trying to figure out how my voice could be coming from another woman’s body. It made me feel an unfamiliar tenderness toward Karen. But after a few minutes she was gone, rushing off to work. Things were the same between us as they’d always been.

Jeff and I had planned to buy a used car in Springfield from a lot where his dad could get us a good price. But now it made more sense to buy something in Rolla and then drive to Springfield. That way, we’d have our own transportation. We could leave whenever we wanted. After breakfast, I told my parents our plan and asked to borrow the car. Dad said he should go with us; we’d get a better deal. But I refused. This was our money and our car. I didn’t want him interfering.

“Why don’t you leave Heather here?” Mom asked, but the thought of it made me sick.

“She doesn’t know you guys. She might get upset if we leave,” I said, as I picked up Heather and headed for the car.

Jeff followed, watching as I strapped her into the car seat. “I think it’s a good idea to leave her,” he said. “She might get tired or fussy.”

I couldn’t believe it. He knew what Dad could be like. “I’m not leaving her here with him.”

“I think you’re overreacting. I know he’s an asshole, but have you seen the way he fawns over Heather? He’d never hurt her.” Jeff had glimpsed Dad humiliating us, but I’d never told him about the beatings. He had no idea what Dad was capable of. “Oh, I forgot,” Jeff snapped. “You make all the decisions when it come to our kids.”

I pretended not to hear.

The dealership didn’t have many options in our price range. We picked something fast, signed the paperwork, and were driving home before we knew it, Jeff driving Dad’s car, and Heather and I in our new one.

When we got home, I could hear Dad yelling, “I said eat it!”

“Hey, we’re here,” I called from the back door. “Heather’s awake.” I didn’t want Heather to witness my dad yelling at Karen. When the three of us stepped into the living room, Karen was sitting in the middle of the floor and Dad was standing over her with a belt in his hand. Karen did as she was told and took a bite of the green pear he’d given her. Then he told her to chew it up and watched as she swallowed it. He warned her that he’d better not find it in the toilet later.

No one looked at us. Karen said something so quietly that we couldn’t hear. But Dad did,, and he struck her with the belt. He hit her again, and then again. I was mortified. What was he doing? He’d never beaten one of us in front of other people before. Now, with each strike, he was giving away our secret. Our whole childhood, he’d warned us not to tell anyone. It wasn’t anyone’s business, he said. I’d always followed these orders, too ashamed to tell even my husband. But now Dad was revealing it to Jeff himself.

Jeff was scared stiff. He couldn’t move or say a word. He just stood there with his mouth hanging open. When our eyes finally met, I knew we were thinking the same thing. What if we’d left Heather behind?

Heather started to scream, and she buried her head in my chest. “That’s right,” I whispered. “Look away. Please don’t remember this.”

Suddenly, I snapped into action. I told Jeff to take Heather and get in the car. He didn’t move. He just kept staring at Dad. I put Heather in his arms, opened the back door, and pushed them out into the garage. Then I went into the bedroom, stuffed our suitcase, and walked out the front door. I didn’t think about Karen. Just Heather. She wasn’t safe in that house.

That was the last time I’d see or talk to my parents for years.


Chapter 70
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Jeff and I didn’t talk about what had happened at my parents’ house. We were silent during the two-hour drive to Springfield. Then, all of the violence we’d witnessed seemed to melt from our minds when we saw Jeff ’s parents standing on the front porch, waiting to greet us with big, welcoming hugs and birthday presents for Heather. We sat together in the living room and watched her rip off the wrapping paper. This was the homecoming I’d envisioned. This was the homecoming Heather deserved.

We spent ten days celebrating a storybook Christmas with Jeff ’s family. Janet had bought so many presents, it took most of the morning to open them. Afterward, I ate homemade cinnamon rolls until I thought I was going to burst. Everyone else did, too, and we all passed out early.

On New Year’s Eve, John and Janet had a party. They invited a few neighbors, and Jeff invited one of his old friends who still lived in the area. We danced in the living room until 1:00 a.m. When Janet played some of their Motown records, it reminded me of all the times I’d danced with Dad. I thought about how I used to love wrapping my legs around his waist and resting my head on his shoulder as he twirled us around the room. The thought of getting that close to him now made my skin crawl.

A few days after New Year’s, we packed up our car and a small U-Haul trailer filled with items the Harrisons had given us and headed out for El Paso. We didn’t talk much. Without other people around, we didn’t have a lot to say. Once we were away from the many distractions at Jeff ’s parents’ house, all of our troubles came flooding back—the distance that had developed between us in Greece, the quarrels about the abortion, and everything that remained unsaid about Karen’s beating. Neither of us wanted to revisit any of that, so I turned on the radio and played with Heather while Jeff drove.

Things got even more tense when we ran into a snowstorm in Oklahoma. The car and trailer were sliding all over the road, and I noticed that the interstate was empty. But Jeff just kept driving. I broke the silence and told him I wasn’t taking any chances; we’d have to pull over. He wanted to push through, but I put my foot down.

“You always have to be the boss,” he said, and pulled off at the next exit. We had to stop at three motels before we found a vacant room.

The next day, after twelve hours on the road, we arrived at Fort Bliss in El Paso, staying the night in a room at the guest house on base. The next morning, we rented the first apartment we looked at, not because we loved it but because neither of us had the energy or the interest to keep looking. It was located just outside the main entrance of the base, behind a sea of fast-food restaurants.

The apartment complex was filled with other military families. I became fast friends with one of our neighbors, Kim, the wife of a much older sergeant. Kim was young, like I was, but Vietnamese and knew nearly as little English as I knew Vietnamese. As the days passed, I noticed she didn’t get out of the apartment much. Remembering how difficult it had been for me in Greece, I started knocking on her door to invite her on a walk with Heather and me. Whenever she opened the door, I smelled wonderful, exotic aromas coming from her kitchen and breathed them in. She must have noticed, because pretty soon she was bringing over one delicious soup after another at lunch.

Heather and I didn’t interact as much with the military couple on the other side of us, but Jeff did. That was where he bought marijuana.

Jeff ’s pot habit began slowly. At first, it was a Sunday-afternoon activity. Gradually, it grew to include Friday nights and Saturday afternoons, when he got home from playing golf. Soon, nearly every day after work, Jeff was in the bathroom, smoking dope with the exhaust fan running full blast.

I didn’t talk to him about it. Hell, I might have tried some if I hadn’t hated the smell so much. Instead, when Jeff headed to the bathroom, Heather and I went to the pool. By the time we returned, he’d be asleep. I didn’t mind. Sleeping was all we did in bed anymore. We hadn’t been intimate since before the abortion. I didn’t talk to Jeff about that, either. I just assumed that neither one of us could bear a repeat of what had happened in Greece.

Months passed, and I thought about signing up for some classes. I also fantasized about leaving. I wondered if Jeff would even notice I was gone. Instead, I stayed put. Days passed and turned into months and then years. Heather turned three, and it was time for her to start school. The night before her first day, I got a call from Mom.

It was the first I’d heard from her in years, and I certainly hadn’t made any effort to get in touch. When Mom wrote a letter months after we’d arrived in El Paso, she didn’t mention what had happened. She pretended like nothing had. I remembered what she had always said: “Once the whipping is over, everything is forgotten.” But it never felt that way to me. I didn’t bother to respond to her letter.

When she called, I could hear panic in her voice. Mom asked if Karen could come for a visit. She said she’d been stirring up trouble. I asked what was going on, but Mom wouldn’t say. She just broke down and cried. “Please. Everyone needs a break.”

I said okay. It wasn’t Mom’s tears that persuaded me. It was the sharp pang of guilt I had in my gut. Karen was stubborn and confrontational, but I knew what it was like in that house. Every so often I’d thought about calling and offering her a safe place to live, but I think I worried what it would be like to bring part of my old life into my new one. Things with Jeff weren’t especially happy, but at least I had more control. And there was never any threat of violence. Heather was safe, and so was I.

Two days after Mom called, I made dinner while Jeff drove to the airport to pick up Karen. After we ate, Jeff went to the bathroom to smoke, and Karen, Heather, and I headed to the pool. I noticed how terribly thin Karen looked in her swimsuit.

When I asked her what was happening at home, she told me only bits and pieces. It took three days for me to piece together the whole story.

After I’d left, Dad had gotten worse. Everything she did set him off, and there were no more demerits, only beatings.

“It got so bad, I started running away,” she said. “But somehow Mom always convinced me to come home.” Then things would be fine for a while. It was most tolerable when Dad worked nights, doing overnight duty at a post office out of town. I knew what this meant but couldn’t tell if Karen also understood that he was having yet another affair. I wondered how young this one was.

Then, finally, Karen had had enough. She’d walked into school after a particularly bad beating and gone straight into the counselor’s office. She shut the door, closed the blinds, and took off her shirt. She told the counselor she wasn’t going back home.

I couldn’t believe what Karen was telling me. I was in awe of her courage. I would have been humiliated to show someone my welts and bruises. For me, they were a source of shame, but Karen had turned them into a source of power.

After Karen went to the school counselor, she was assigned to a foster home. When she called Mom to tell her, Mom said, “What have you done?” and hung up. For Mom, it wasn’t Dad but Karen who was the culprit. Mom was more worried about Dad’s going to jail than she was about her daughter’s wounds. I wasn’t surprised.

Karen’s foster mom was a nurse who quickly caught on to Karen’s eating disorder. She took Karen to the hospital, and because she was a minor, the hospital had to notify Mom and Dad when they admitted her.

“Dad walked into the hospital room crying,” she said. “He was all bewildered, asking me what I’d done to myself and to him. Then I just blurted out that everything was his fault.” He gave her a phony apology, saying he was sorry for anything she thought he’d done wrong. And then he asked her to come home. “I told Dad I would if he’d promise never to beat me again,” Karen said.

As I listened to her story, I thought about the guts she had to confront Dad like that.

Karen explained that things had been better these past few months; there hadn’t been any beatings. But the tension was building. She could feel that things were about to explode, and she knew she had to get out of there before they did. Then she told me her plan. “I’ve made up my mind. I’m joining the Army. Maybe Dad will finally be proud of me.” I couldn’t believe that after everything, she was still looking for Dad’s approval. Why was she making decisions based on him? I wondered if, without realizing it, I’d been doing the same by staying with Jeff. I was trying to prove to Dad that I had been right—getting married was the correct thing to do.

Days later, Karen returned home and enlisted. The idea of her going into the Army scared me, but I told her to go for it, to do whatever it took to get the hell out. Karen had made a decision, she’d taken a stance, just as she had when she’d turned Dad in. I knew it wouldn’t be long before I’d have to do the same with my marriage.


Chapter 71
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Karen stayed for three weeks, and once she went home, we left El Paso. Jeff ’s tour of duty at Fort Bliss had come to an end, and he’d requested to finish the last few months of his four-year enlistment at Fort Leonard Wood. He said he wanted to go home to his family. It made me wonder what he thought Heather and I were.

Jeff didn’t mind commuting, so we rented a small house in St. James, only minutes from Jeff ’s grandparents, who hosted a family get-together for us to celebrate our return. Jeff ’s parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins came, as did my parents, who lived only a few miles down the road. If Grandma Harrison had known about Dad, she would never have invited my parents; she was fiercely protective of her family. But I never said a word, and I guessed Jeff never had, either. I wondered if he was as embarrassed to have seen Dad beating Karen as I was that he had seen it. Or if he’d just decided not to think about it. We had still never discussed it.

Dad was rude at our homecoming party and avoided everyone except Heather. He played with her on the floor while the rest of us gathered around the table to eat. Mom acted like he was doing a nice thing, giving me a break from looking after her. But when Heather was with Dad, I never paid attention to anything else.

A few weeks after we got back to Missouri, I ran into Phid at the grocery store and learned that she lived only a couple of miles down the road. We’d lost touch while I was overseas; during our two years in El Paso, I had wanted to reconnect but had been ashamed to tell her about the abortion. We’d talked about it as an option when she’d gotten pregnant, and she’d told me her faith wouldn’t allow it. I was afraid Phid would be disappointed in me, and I couldn’t bear that.

I could tell Phid and Richard were happy. They were meant for each other. I loved the way he beelined for her every time he got home, like she was the only one in the room, and I loved how Phid giggled when he patted her behind. I don’t think Jeff and I ever had that kind of excitement. Increasingly, we’d learned just to tolerate each other.

Phid and Richard now had two daughters. Their oldest was a year older than Heather, and as soon as we started spending time together again, the two of them became good friends, too. They’d play together for hours. Phid and I saw each other nearly every day, taking our girls for walks or drinking tea in the kitchen while they played in the yard. When I mentioned going back to school, Phid was supportive. And when I realized I needed to first get a job so that I could earn money to pay for the classes, she said she’d watch Heather for me when I was at work. I took her up on the offer. Using the skills I’d learned taking care of our family finances, I got a job as a bookkeeper at Rolla State Bank. After that, we lived on Jeff ’s check and saved mine.

Rolla was a small town, so it didn’t take long for Mom to find out about my job. When she called me at work to congratulate me, she said she was sure it was her connections that had gotten me the job. One of the vice presidents had worked with her. I could have kept my mouth shut, but I wanted her to know I’d done this on my own. I told her I’d scored higher than anyone else on the employment assessment test.

Mom had spent years telling us she couldn’t wait to have us out of the house so that things might finally be calm, but now that we all were, she couldn’t seem to let us go. She started showing up early in the mornings as I was getting ready for work, offering to drive me downtown. “I’m guessing you need a ride,” she’d say. “I know Jeff takes your car.” Every day I would tell her I’d already made arrangements with a coworker who lived a block away, and every day she’d still show up. Finally, she got the message, but she continued to call each morning. “Just making sure you’re awake,” she’d say when I picked up the phone.

She also kept looking for excuses to see me. Sometimes she would invite us over for dinner. To appease her, we’d go occasionally but would never stay for long. She’d always give me a dress or a doll she’d made for Heather. During these visits, I never mentioned my college plans. I didn’t want my parents to interfere.

Jeff dealt with these visits better than I did. He’d chitchat with Dad and even hug Mom when we arrived and before we left. Mom always tried to hug me, too, but I’d pull away. Once, when I was younger, I’d needed her embrace. But not anymore.

Meanwhile, Jeff had starting spending nights at Fort Wood. He said it was to save time and gas money. I didn’t ask questions. I had a pretty good idea what was going on, but I didn’t care if he was being unfaithful. We’d lost our connection. We never fought—I don’t think either of us cared enough to fight—but we both knew our marriage was crumbling.
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After nine months working, I’d saved enough to start classes at the University of Missouri at Rolla. When I signed up, I learned a grant I’d applied for would cover three of them. The bank VP allowed me to take time off during the day to go to class. It was much harder than I’d thought it would be, and the homework took longer than I’d expected. Between going to work and caring for Heather, I managed only nine hours per semester. It was going to be slow going, but I was determined to see it through.

When Jeff got out of the Army, he worked in Rolla for the gas company that his dad managed. Even though he was the boss’s son, John told him he’d have to start at the bottom, as a maintenance trainee. I don’t think Jeff cared. He was just happy to be a civilian again. The Army was not for him.

Between my work and school and Jeff ’s new job, we spent even less time together and he started going to Springfield on the weekends to see his parents and his old friends while Heather and I stayed home.

As the weeks went on, I knew Jeff had returned home only when I saw his dirty clothes on top of the washing machine. Tired of a marriage that meant little more than chores, I asked him to move out. He wasn’t surprised. “I saw it coming,” he told me. I wondered why, if that was true, he’d never bothered to say anything.

Jeff moved to Springfield, and I didn’t talk much with the Harrisons after that, which made me sad. Heather and I would miss them, even more than we would Jeff, I thought. I filed for divorce around midterms. The proceedings were civil; he didn’t fight me for full custody of Heather. By the time finals rolled around, Jeff and I were called to the courthouse for our final divorce hearing.

After the judge declared our marriage dissolved, Jeff and I had lunch at the café across the street from the courthouse. It was awkward. Even after months apart, we found little to say to each other. After lunch, he walked me to my car, hugged me, and then said goodbye.

As soon as Dad heard of our divorce, he called me at the bank. “I told you marrying that boy was a stupid thing to do,” he said when I picked up the phone. He couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t wait to say “I told you so.” But I didn’t care what he thought. My life was now, finally, my own.


Epilogue
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After my sisters and I left home, the Harmon house unraveled. Dad filed for divorce, choosing Marlene, his coworker at the post office, over Mom. They’d both lost their jobs because of the affair—something about a big blowup in the office—and when that happened, Marlene told Dad either he’d have to get the divorce he’d long promised her or she’d leave him. When Dad chose the divorce, he left Mom in disbelief. “There’s no way he’ll go through with it,” she told me on the phone one day. “You haven’t seen me in a while, but I’m losing the weight.” She refused to acknowledge the reality of the situation. As always, she couldn’t see what was right in front of her face.

As the paperwork progressed, Mom fell apart, so I invited her to come for a visit. I should have known better. From the moment she arrived, all she could talk about was Dad. “You know, every morning when I wake up, I still look for him there,” she said one morning.

Mom was still visiting when we got the news that Dad and Marlene had married. Instead of shutting her up, it made her obsess even more. “He’ll be back,” she said. “I know you don’t believe me,” she continued when she saw me roll my eyes, “but you mark my words. He will be back. I’m the only one who truly loves him.”

I couldn’t hold my tongue. “Why would you want him back? You’re finally free.”

“I know you think your dad was tough on you girls, but he never laid a hand on me,” she said defiantly.

“He beat the shit out of us, and all you can say is he didn’t hit you?”

“I’m just saying he was a good husband.”

By then I should have known it was hopeless, but a part of me was still crushed. I’d always hoped that at some point Mom would come around. But now Dad had left her, and still she stood by him. I wanted to scream at her, “How dare you sacrifice me!” but I kept my mouth shut.
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In 1987, when Mom was fifty-five, she had her first heart attack. She never did lose the weight, and it had done irreversible damage to her heart. The coming decade would bring two more heart attacks, along with a host of other ailments.

Debi, Karen, and I didn’t talk much during these years, but when we did, it was about Mom. Karen chided me for not helping more, and she eventually convinced Mom to move to Charlotte to be near her and her husband, whom she’d met after finishing basic training and married just a few months later. Heather, now twenty-one, was sad to see Mom go. They were closer than Mom and I had ever been. I worried about their relationship, but I never told her why. I still wanted to protect Heather from our family’s dirty secret of abuse. And I didn’t want to threaten her relationship with Mom. Heather lit up whenever Mom entered a room, and Mom paraded Heather around like a new doll, showing her off to all her friends and coworkers. When I was young, I loved how Grandpa Harmon doted on me, and I didn’t want Heather to miss out on that kind of relationship.

Mom’s final heart attack came fourteen years after the first, in December 2001, and when Karen told me to come, I knew this was it. When I arrived, I was shocked to see her awake but on a ventilator.

Karen must have read my face. “Hold on,” she said. “I know about the DNR order. Mom agreed to this just until you got here.”

Mom nodded and then pointed to her mouth.

“Do you want me to tell them to pull the tube out?” Karen asked.

Mom nodded again.

Karen and I stepped into the hall while the technician removed Mom’s breathing tube. “Where’s Debi?” I asked.

“I sent her home to Texas,” Karen said. I knew this meant Debi was in trouble again, but I didn’t ask. It was better not to know.

Mom didn’t die right away. Karen and I spent the next few days in the hospital with her and nights sleeping at Karen’s. Just a few weeks earlier, we’d had a long talk and agreed that we’d been adversaries long enough. We wanted more. We wanted to be sisters. I knew it would require patience.

A few days later, when Karen told me I didn’t need to stick around any longer, that she could handle Mom’s final days, I acquiesced because I didn’t want to jeopardize the new relationship we were starting to build.

During my final visit with Mom at the hospital, Karen suggested I give Mom a bath. I couldn’t believe that Karen would put me in that position. It had been a long few days. I’d done a lot of compromising and a lot of keeping my mouth shut. This instruction just about tipped me over. I wanted to yell, “Enough is enough! I’ve gone along with everything, but this is too much. I’m not going to bathe Mom. It’s too intimate, too tender, for us. And thanks for asking, but I don’t need any final words. ‘Goodbye’ is enough for me.” But I did as Karen said.

After I filled the washbasin with warm water, I began bathing Mom.

“Was I a good mother? Have I let you down?” she asked.

“I don’t want to get into it.”

“Do you still blame me?”

“Mom, I don’t want this to be our last conversation.”

“What should I tell my maker, then, when He asks?”

“Tell Him we’re just fine.”

And part of me meant it. I willed myself to forgive her, not because she deserved it, but because I did. I just wanted peace. I wanted to finally move on.

Mom passed away four weeks later, on January 13, 2002, just two days after her sixty-ninth birthday. After she died, we learned that her will divided her estate between her daughters. Dad, who, despite the divorce, had long assumed he’d be the sole beneficiary, received nothing. Finally, she had chosen us over him.
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It was two years before the rest of us would see each other again. Karen, Dad, and I went to Houston for a funeral. It was our third trip to Texas, and it seemed like the only time we went there was for a funeral. The previous visits had been before Mom died, to bury Debi’s two daughters. Her oldest, Sarah, was born two years after Heather, in 1978, when Debi was married to Jeffrey. Debi found her blue one morning in the crib, and Sarah spent the remaining decade of her life in a vegetative state. The doctors could never explain what had happened, but Debi blamed herself. She nursed Sarah at home, and the stress of caring for a severely disabled child eroded her marriage to Jeffrey. The second funeral was ten years later, after Debi had remarried, and was for Allison, whom Debi lost at twenty weeks’ gestation. I never knew what happened, and neither Debi nor Mom would ever talk about it. It was as though they’d taken a vow of silence. This time, Dad, Karen, and I were in Houston to bury Charles, Debi’s second husband.

Country music played in the modest chapel. As I approached Charles’s open coffin, I saw my sister and her and Charles’s two boys. Debi had been obese for most of her adult life, but now she couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. I didn’t recognize her sons, either. They’d been small children the last time I’d seen them, and now they were teenagers. As I studied my sister, I noticed that her head was bouncing, but not to the beat of the music. It was fainter, like a bobblehead pulsing on the dashboard. When I went to hug her, I noticed her enlarged pupils. She was clearly high.

After the service, we followed Debi home. The smell was the first thing that hit me when I stepped into her kitchen, and my hand instinctively covered my nose and mouth. The sink and counters were heaped with dirty pots and dishes, but the stench was coming from someplace else. When we walked into the dining room, the carpet gave way and my shoes were covered in muck. In the corner, black plastic bags were piled high and purplish-gray mold ran up the wall and onto the ceiling.

“Oh, I haven’t taken it out yet,” Debi said, when she saw that we were staring.

“For a year? For crying out loud!” Dad said, as he reached for a bag. “Call them boys over here and let’s get ’em out.”

“No!” Debi said, as she rushed to remove the dripping bag from Dad. “If we put the bags out, people will come by and take them. I’ve seen them. They wait till I put it out, and then they take my stuff.”

“Dammit, Debra,” Dad said, pacing through the sludge. “It’s just garbage!”

Debi’s home was a disaster, the precise opposite of the spotless house Dad had insisted upon when we were growing up. I knew he no longer had the will or the energy to throw a fit or the authority to tell us to get in line. Now, I was more afraid he’d trip and fall or pass out and land facedown in the muck. Anyway, we’d switched roles. Now Karen and I were in charge.

“Let’s get out of the dining room,” Karen said, pinching her nose. “Can we sit somewhere?”

Debi ushered us into the living room, where the floor was littered with dog feces.

Dad pointed to a pile. “Deb?”

Debi yelled at her youngest son, “Get that!” As if there were only one.

Some teenagers, friends of Debi’s boys, were lounging on the couch. “Get up,” Debi said, “and let my dad and sisters sit down.”

The instant Dad sat, hundreds of fleas sprang from the couch cushions. When we left a few minutes later, I was in shock, Karen was heaving, and Dad was in tears. By then, tears weren’t unusual for him. As he’d gotten older, crying fits had replaced his violence.

“I can’t believe she lives like that,” Karen said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“It’s just plain laziness,” Dad sobbed. “Nothing but laziness.”

For Dad, what he saw upset him more than the funeral. Witnessing her house in that kind of condition was a nightmare. It was also a huge slap in the face. This wasn’t how people were supposed to live. Hadn’t he taught her better?

But it wasn’t laziness. It was drugs. Debi was addicted to Darvocet, Percocet, and Tylenol with codeine. Her doctor prescribed these opioids to her after she hurt her back at work. When he cut her off, she found other sources. Now, she needed help.

I called her the following week with a plan. “I had a long talk with Dad, and we’re willing to help. We’ll get the place cleaned up and get you caught up on your mortgage—”

Debi interrupted, “I need the money, bad. Send it right away.”

When I told her we wouldn’t send the money unless she did her part, she got mad. “Do my part? What are you talking about? You don’t want to help me. You don’t even like me. You know you always thought you were better than me. You thought you were smarter and prettier, too! You’ve always been so mean to me. Do you know how many beatings I took for you?”

After we got off the phone, Debi called Dad to complain. Later, he scolded me for being so harsh with her. Of course, it was Dad who’d always been the harshest with all of us. But that was lost on him. I knew he’d never draw a line from his treatment of Debi to her current behavior, but I certainly did.
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After Charles’s funeral, Karen and I officially joined forces. We talked weekly and worked hard to help Debi. Trying to manage her addiction meant more interaction with Dad, too. Mostly, I called him for help. Debi always needed something. When her gas or electricity was about to be shut off, I called Dad. When her car died and she needed another, I called Dad. When her boys needed clothes, I called Dad. I knew it was pushing him, draining him, but I didn’t care. Money was all he could offer that was of any value to me. It was the least he could do.

Once, when I called to tell him to send money for her prescriptions, he said, “I think I’ll pass this time.”

“Think again,” I told him, and, without putting up a fight, he sent a check. The next time I called, he didn’t answer.

Months later, he called me. He was crying so hard that he could barely speak. It took several attempts before he could get it out. He said he was lonely. “I’ve always had a tough time being alone.” Now that he was divorced again, he had no one to talk to. “I’ve tried to talk with Karen, but it’s never been easy,” he said. “Do you know why she’s always been so pissed off at me?”

I had a pretty good idea and asked him if he’d ever apologized.

“I’ve apologized for everything she thinks I did wrong.”

“That’s not an apology,” I said coldly. “You’re going to have to apologize for abusing her.” It was the first time I’d said the a-word to Dad. I waited for him to protest, but he didn’t. He said he’d call Karen and tell her immediately, before he lost his nerve.

It was a day before I heard from either of them. When finally Dad called, he said his conversation with Karen had gone well, and then he broke down. When he caught his breath, he said, “Do I need to say it to you, too?”

“No,” I said, preferring nothing to the inevitable hour of emotional torture of listening to him wail, waiting for him to get the words out. His willingness to apologize to Karen was enough. It felt like a breakthrough. I wanted it to be a breakthrough.

Dad’s health was failing, and this seemed like an opportunity to wipe the slate clean before he died. So, for the next five years, I acted like we had a normal relationship. I called him frequently, celebrated his birthdays, and invited him to holidays, birthdays, and other celebrations. Each visit, something went wrong. He’d tell a little lie about what things had been like when we were growing up, or he’d avoid sharing the whole story, intentionally leaving out sections that reflected poorly on him. But I’d let it slide, wanting too much for things to be normal.
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Debi died from complications of chronic drug abuse in March 2017. Afterward, Dad asked to come for a visit. His crying had gotten even worse, and he told me he needed help getting rid of the tears. I agreed but insisted he see a doctor and follow through on whatever treatment was prescribed.

“You’re not thinking about locking me up, are ya?” he asked.

“It crossed my mind.”

Dad laughed. “You thinkin’ about throwing away the key, too?” I didn’t answer, but the thought had occurred to me.

Dad was weepy when he arrived. Maybe I should have been sympathetic, but I had little patience for his tears. I craved restraint, perhaps as he had when my knees had started to shake when I was a child.

He wanted to talk. “Lately I just can’t stop thinking about stuff,” he said. “The past. It’s eating me up.” He started to sob. “I was such an ass to my family. I can’t stop thinking about it, and the thing is, here I am, asking my kids for help. After the way I acted, it’s the last thing I wanted to do.”

Hours later, he was still crying. “You know,” he said, “if your mom was still here and she weighed three hundred pounds, I wouldn’t care. It took me so long to realize—”

“That she was more than her weight?”

“Yeah. I was so stupid.” He paused. “Do you think I’m going to hell?” Lately, Dad had been thinking more about dying. He’d even started reading the Bible.

“That’s a heavy one, Dad. You better ask your preacher about that.”

“But I want to know. If you were me, what would you do?”

“I guess I’d be on my knees, asking for forgiveness.”

“You don’t know how many times I’ve done that.”

“Well, ask another time. If you’re not struck down by lightning, I think you can assume you’re forgiven.” My sarcastic tone undermined his sincerity, and the crying picked up. I knew he wanted me to tell him everything was okay, but I wasn’t going to let him off the hook.

Dad kept up his end of the bargain and saw a doctor, who sent him home with a prescription. To my surprise, the medicine worked. After a few days, Dad’s tears dried up and his old demeanor came back. Lies replaced his tears. I had accepted long before that my father spoke in half-truths, but now it was more like quarter truths. He lied about everything, from petty things, like the time it had taken him to drive from his house to mine, to family history, insisting, for example, that it was his mother and not I who had been the first Harmon to graduate from college. I stopped listening to him and started nodding. It infuriated me, but I wanted to avoid a confrontation. To pass the days without exploding, I went for a lot of long runs.

When a well-intentioned friend invited Dad and me out to dinner, my tolerance for his lies ceased. I said nothing when he lied about having served in the Korean War (he was sixteen when the war ended), or when he talked about his two years in Vietnam (he’d spent only ten months overseas), but when he lied about our family, I couldn’t hold my tongue.

“We didn’t move around much,” he said. “It would have been better for my career if we had, but I always tried to do what was best for my family.”

“Dad, we moved every two or three years,” I countered.

“Wow, that must have meant a lot of schools,” my friend said. “Was that hard?”

“It was,” I said, “especially in high school.”

“My kids’ teachers always told me they were ahead,” Dad interjected. “All my kids were pretty smart.”

I wouldn’t let this go. Neither he nor Mom had ever acknowledged how difficult it had been for my sisters and me to arrive in a new school. “Actually,” I pointed out, “when we moved to the East coast, I was behind in music, math, and science. I had never worked so hard just to be average.” I knew I was irritating Dad and pushing him further than I had in years, but I pressed on. I wanted to finally call him out for the liar he was. “It was pretty demoralizing. I started the year thinking I was smart, and then when we moved, I learned the other kids were on a whole different level.”

Dad glared at me. It had been years since I’d seen that look on his face, and it made my knees shake. I knew he wasn’t going to explode in the restaurant and that he wouldn’t dare hit me, a fifty-year-old woman, when we got home. He knew that if he tried, I’d fight back. This time, he’d be the one who ended up hurt. But still, things were back to the way they’d always been. His tears had masked it for a time and had made me think he was changed. But now it was clear as day: He was the same mean man he’d always been.

Suddenly, I identified with my mother. I’d spent the past few years seeing the Jon Harmon I wanted to see. I wanted him to be better, to have evolved. I wanted peace and order, my comfort zone. I’d always thought I was smarter than Mom, better, even. But I’d done the same thing she had because I thought overlooking Dad’s shortcomings would be easier for me.

Dad left my house the next morning, but before he did, he demanded from me one more thing: that his ashes be spread over Mom’s grave after he died.

Even before his truck was out of the driveway, I called Karen to tell her.

“Mom would love it,” Karen said, “that she was right.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I can see her face now, eating it up!”

I imagined what it would be like, Karen and me driving down to Gulf Shores, Alabama, finding Mom buried next to her parents, and saying a silent prayer as we sprinkled Dad’s ashes over her grave. Looks like you were right all along, I thought. Your man is coming back. I imagined that Mom would finally be able to rest in peace.
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My father did many things to try to break me. He did not succeed. One powerful gift he gave me, however, was a love of music. Music protected and sustained me through my childhood. It also transported me to different worlds. Sometimes they were in my head; sometimes they were real—my dad dancing tenderly with me to “My Girl,” my parents dancing intimately to “I Never Loved a Man,” and Pepe dancing with Heather to Greek songs. Music opened up a world full of love, one I wanted to live in and never leave.

And somehow, I have. A year after Jeff and I divorced, when Heather was four years old, I reconnected with a boy I’d known in high school. Marc and I had both attended Rolla High School but didn’t have our first date until I was twenty-one and working at the Rolla State Bank and he was twenty-two, just graduated from college and heading to medical school a state away. The first time we went out, he opened the car door, listened when I spoke, stood when I excused myself from the table, and said good night by walking me to my door and gently touching my hand. He didn’t take his eyes off me the whole night. At first, his direct eye contact made me self-conscious. I worried he could see right through me. I wasn’t sure who he thought I was, but I knew it was only a matter of time before he figured me out and realized I wasn’t good enough for him.

Three months later, after Marc left for medical school, he called to ask if I would come for a visit. When I took a moment to think, he said, “Don’t worry. I’ve already asked my parents. They’ll watch Heather for us.”

Us, I thought. Oh no. I’m in trouble now. After that, I visited Marc every month. In between the trips, we talked daily, and each week I read to Heather the letter he’d written her.

Six months after we started dating, Marc came home for Christmas and asked me to marry him. I said yes, but two weeks before our nuptials, I called to tell him the wedding was off. “Marc, I have to be truthful. I’ll only disappoint you.”

“Teressa, do you think so little of me?” Marc asked through tears. “I know you’re scared. I am, too, but please don’t leave me.”

On our wedding day, May 16, 1981, Phid stood next to me. The following week, we met with an attorney and Marc began the paperwork to adopt Heather.

During the first three years of our marriage, I spent hours on Marc’s lap, he brushing my hair while I told him about my childhood. Whenever I got stuck inside a particularly difficult memory, he encouraged me to go on. Slowly, I felt stronger and one step closer to normal. Long before I wrote this book, I told Marc my story.

We created a family together—with Heather and our two boys, Cole and Matthew, who came in 1986 and 1988. We built a home that looks nothing like the one I was raised in. Now, we don’t have inspections and our spice cabinet isn’t in alphabetical order (even if the jars are still lined up with the labels facing forward). When we disagree, we don’t raise our voices. And though I’m still always watching my weight, I know if I gained a hundred pounds, Marc would still pet my head and tell me I’m beautiful. As when I was a child, music has always been present in our home, but no longer is it an escape. I also still play songs in my head. The one that comes to mind most often is “You’re the Best Thing That Ever Happened to Me.” The song speaks to the joy that Marc gave me in the wake of my upbringing, of being raised by my sergeant father. When Marc and I dance to the song, I feel loved and it reminds me of how lucky I am to have found him.
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