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|. Introduction

Psychologists Judith Lewis Herman and Joseph Dxotis categorize trauma as
“unspeakable.” Paradoxically, it is only througleaking one’s trauma that one can
begin to heal. Further, Herman asserts that wieemta is spoken, a “creative energy” is
released (2).

One of the ways this energy can take form is menm@moirists write of the
self, but the author of a trauma memoir relies upemain mechanisms in order to access
and speak trauma. This thesis concerns itself théhidea of releasing trauma through
writing, with attention to elements of craft menistis use to speak the “unspeakable.”
Considered here are three memoirs by women whaiexged trauma, discussed in a
foreword to an original creative nonfiction manugtrNot only do these memoirs have
in common the giving of voice to trauma, but thésoaring to light the positive effects

of these women’s shared experience.



[l. Trauma

Herman asserts that traumatic events not only d&mione’s control, they also
“call into question basic human relationships” (FAdditionally, they shatter the
“construction of the self... in relation to others;aken one’s belief system that “gives
meaning to human experience,” challenge faith ioraer of the world, and “cast the
victim into a state of existential crisis” becatnse world is no longer what she thought it
was (51). Everything a trauma victim knew aboutwleld and the people in it is
challenged and changed by a traumatic event, edjyeane perpetrated by another
person. Safety, positive views of the self, andmrepare destroyed (51). Because a
victim’s sense of basic trust is lost, she feed¢aied and alienated, and these feelings
pervade all relationships (51). In personality depment a “secure sense of connection
with caring people” is needed, but when this cotinads severed, the traumatized
person “loses her basic sense of self” and needsbtold identity all over again, as she
did when she was a child (52). The rebuilding ofdamtity is a challenge but memoirs
provide an avenue through which a victim can beganeating her identity. Importantly,
the victim can choose her identity after a traureabise she can control who is and is
not present in her life, which she was unable tasla child. Memoirs are writings of the
self, so rebuilding the self after a trauma israpartant step in being able to write
trauma. Rebuilding the self can be achieved thrdbglcreative energy that is released
when trauma is spoken or written.

According to Herman, when traumatic events invahebetrayal of an important
relationship, the victim’s faith and sense of commityuis even more damaged because of

the social nature of humans (55). The basic strastaf the victim’s self are damaged



during any trauma and she experiences a losssifitrinerself and other people (56).
The sexual abuse victim also experiences a bldwetself-esteem as she experiences
humiliation, guilt, and helplessness; the pre-traudentity is destroyed (56).
“Disempowerment during adolescence,” which femademirists Wendy Ortiz and
Margaux Fragoso faced, “compromises the three niadeaptive tasks at this stage of
life” (61). These tasks include: “the formationidéntity, the gradual separation from the
family of origin, and the exploration of a widercga world” (61). In her reflections in
her memoir, Wendy Ortiz acknowledges that her abiegd advantage of his position of
authority to cause her har@rtiz wrote of the common occurrences of teachdrs twok
advantage of their female students. Watching tesneeading the paper, or listening to
the radio, Ortiz hears “another tragic display ofver dynamics at their worst” (42).
Margaux Fragoso, whose relationship with her ablasted fifteen years, also had to
rebuild her identity after her abuser’s suicidee 8liites in her memoir: “Where exactly
did he end and | begin?” (308).

Herman explains a common feeling in sexual abuseans is shame. Shame
occurs because the victim felt helpless, experigrce&iolation of bodily integrity,” and
suffered indignity in the eyes of another persd@).(&uilt is another unearned feeling
victims experience. A victim feels guilt becauseytibelieve their actions were not
enough to prevent their trauma (53). A possibleausianding of guilt is that it serves as
an “attempt to draw some useful lesson... and toinegame sense of power and
control” (53-54). The idea that one could have dmaee in the face of the trauma is a
better alternative than to “face the reality otuthelplessness” (54). Indeed, Ortiz didn’t

tell anyone of her abuse because she was ashamédfemd of being blamed” (105-6).



Writers of trauma memoir may still be experiendhgse feelings, so to be able to have
control over them and their trauma is importarggeak trauma.

After a traumatic event, a full recovery of a itk identity is necessary for her
to move beyond the trauma. There are many way$iohaa victim can begin recovery,
but isolation is not one of them; the victim ne#us same kind of connection to others
she had when first forming her pre-trauma ider{titgrman 133). Herman asserts that the
victim must be the “author and arbiter of her ownavery” (133). Because trauma robs
the victim of control, the main goal after traursdo reestablish control. The first step in
gaining control is to speak the trauma, sequenitimga narrative psychologists refer to
as an account (Davis 170). A victim account ackeolges how the past has shaped the
victim, but its larger objective is to help thetinc “take control of her life, life
circumstances, and her future,” (Davis 259) whgtviny a survivor must first identify as
a victim. When an author writes her story she Is &b change it from a victim account
to a survivor account, because she has an autlcboade in how her story is told.
Memoirists must first create their victim accoumbe able to transform it, using specific
mechanisms, into a survivor account, from whiclytten explore their trauma and write
it.

Because traumatic memories are encoded as images;amen are comfortable
communicating through metaphors (Belenky 18), traticrmemories have the ability to
become spoken. Karen Foss, Sonja Foss, and Cinfiyn@lay feminist rhetor Mary
Daly’s interpretations of metaphor. Metaphors carubed to “express woman-identified
thought as well as “introduce a new logic’” (gtth Foss 147). Furthermore, metaphors

can “elicit change... and suggest alternative visioaalities, and possibilities” (qtd. in



Foss 147). When a metaphor acts as an alternaissslylity, or introduces new logic,
communication opens up. The possibilities for neéalodjues and new ways to view

events allow people to consider alternate truths.



[1l. Mechanisms

Memoir writers frequently seek to speak traumalifge of fear, helplessness,
and loss of control typify traumatic experienceegifidan 33). Traumatic events are also
capable of disrupting one’s sense of meaning dimeevents overwhelm the individual
(Herman 33). Traumatic memories are different thammal ones. Because the psyche is
protecting itself, traumatic memories “lack verhatrative and context” and are instead
stored as “vivid sensations and images” (Herman\8@wing trauma this way, it is
literally, unspeakable. However, there are spewrigs memoirists can speak their
trauma.

When memoirists write their traumatic experientlesy must employ certain
mechanisms to create the careful analysis a mesntails. One technique memoirists
employ is metaphor. Metaphors create images wraarsaggest cultural and emotional
connotations. To name a trauma as something difféin@an what it is lends control over
it, simply by calling it something else. Additiohglwhen metaphor is used, the distance
between the trauma and the traumatized is widesiece the trauma has been
transformed into something else. The trauma canly@waonceptualized as being stored
in a box, the metaphor, which the author has cdedtee box gives the author the choice
to open or close the lid on the trauma at will.

One way authors are able to write their traumas take control over them as
much as they can to lessen the enormity and pofteedraumas. Herman and Davis
support the idea that control is needed when catifrg trauma. One form of control
authors employ is to choose a specific metaphothititles of their memoirs. Selecting

controlling metaphors as titles allow the authorgvork within the confines of their



chosen metaphor to explore their trauma. Becawsetthumas have been transformed
into a different idea, they can be approached wittioe emotion their trauma truly
entails. This transformation allows the memoirgstontain her trauma within a certain
parameter so she can examine what happened tm ldrat ways she participated, and
how she was changed. This thesis is interestedfigadlg in how women memoirists are
able to write trauma.

The selection of an operative metaphor is an ingmbrthoice because it dictates
how the memaoirist organizes her narrative and Hw@weéader is expected to approach the
story. Wendy Ortiz’s titleExcavation is a metaphor for her unearthing of her past in a
careful, controlled way. Ortiz’'s metaphor positidres in the role of an archeologist,
dispassionately sifting through the artifacts of life. With an excavation as a metaphor,
there is no implied victim, but instead an almas¢stific analysis of buried stories and
events. This metaphor confines Ortiz’s trauma &b tf the objective, where she can
explore and write her story in an analytical waytiZs memoir is by no means void of
emotion, but the emotion is controlled becauséefrhetaphor she employs. It allows her
to distance herself from her trauma since she exasrthe materials of her life from the
position of an archeologist. Additionally, an arclugist connotes intellect, curiosity, and
a sense of discovery of the past. It does not denam@ictim of childhood sexual abuse.

Margaux Fragoso'’s titlefiger, Tiger refers to the animal she pretended to be
when she played with her abuser as a child. It las@s to mind William Blake’s poem
“The Tiger.” Blake’s “The Tiger” was published ihd collection entitleongs of

Experiencewhile another poem by Blake, “The Lamb” was psisfid in a collection



titled Songs of Innocenc&hese two poems often appear alongside eachiothesdern
anthologies, setting up an implicit relationshifpveen them.

Songs of Experienauright represent Peter, the older abuser,Somhs of
Innocencanaysymbolize Margaux, the young, innocent victim. Véghihese
connotations set readers up for the expectatioas older male predator and a young
blameless girl, Fragoso does not portray eitheractar in this way in her memoir. After
Fragoso begins menstruating, she devises a plget foregnant by Peter, who needs
convincing, so that she and her mother have angasieave her father’'s house (Fragoso
252). In this instance, it is the victim who de@s\her abuser into getting what she
wants, but the price she ends up paying is fahtgb.

Her metaphor has taken modern society’s expectafigrhat a childhood sexual
abuse story should be, and made it her own, winigéris the readers’ expectation of
how her story will be toldBecause her controlling metaphor connotes Blakaéy the
implications of this must be considered. In “Thgdri’ the narrator asks about the
creation of the tiger. It is clear that no “immadtand or eye” (Blake 3) could have
created such a creature with such “fearful symméBlake 4) yet there is a sense of
wonder and awe at the creation of such a creafilmenarrator asks: “Did He smile His
work to see? / Did He who made the lamb make th@&ake 19-20). These questions
connote a sense of satisfaction from the creattheofiger, as well as a surprise that the
same entity that created the tiger also createththb. Because Blake’s poem frames the
tiger as a creation rather than something terrflagoso depicts the characters in her
memoir as being created much the same way theviigerby some sort of force which

does not regard its creations as monsters. Imiays Peter the child molester is just



another of God’s creations, much like the tigerdAlme lamb, the memoir’s author, was
created by the same God. The creator of the tigegttze lamb does not judge them, but
Fragoso wonders at the implications of judgment hospital after she tried to Kkill
herself, Fragoso speaks with another patient atpolgstation and rape. She realizes that
everyone in the hospital would hate Peter becaeass & child molester, but she “loved
him still and had protected him from jail. So whklat that make [her]?” (279). Here
Fragoso is aligning the tiger (Peter) with the lafinérself) and judging them equally, just
as the creator of the animals did in Blake’s poem.

Another memoirist, Cheryl Strayed, writes of theeutna of her mother’s
unexpected death and her own deficiencies in saftdgsmourning her loss. Her
memoir,Wild, focuses on her time spent hiking the Pacific CFeail after her trauma.
The metaphor of wilderness represents Strayedksdficontrol over her life following
her trauma. However, her decision to hike the RaCifest Trail shows her exerting
control over her life and how she wants to chahgghe had set out on her hike to reflect
upon her life, “to think about everything that Hadken [her] and make [her]self whole
again” (Strayed 84). Further, Strayed is pleasaédognize that her complicated life
could be made simple; that everything she needartave she can carry in her pack, and
that she can “bear the unbearable,” (92) which esl@ing able to speak the
“unspeakable.”

“The wanting” of things to be different for Straydas a wilderness and [she]
had to find [her] own way out of the woods” (27edause she has set her memoir up as
guest to find inner peace, Strayed uses her metaptexplore her trauma in terms of a

journey, both literally and symbolically. Strayedetaphor calls attention to the visceral



experience of hiking the trail. Since her traumtxassformed into a journey through the
wilderness, Strayed is able to distance hersaitfi finer trauma through metaphaiter
her trauma and subsequent divorce, she chose &tagyeer last name because “its
layered definitions spoke directly to [her] lifedq). The dictionary definitions she list
include: ‘to wander from the proper path... to be lost, to lbeeavild, to be without
mother or father... to move about aimlessly in seafctomethingwhich are situations
Strayed finds herself in (96). Strayed has assexdattol after her trauma by choosing a
new last name that reflects who she was at that poher life. Additionally, using the
wilderness as her controlling metaphor calls aiv@nio the name she chose for herself.

Not unlike authors of other types of writing, dt¢e authors separated their
memoirs into chapters to control how their stotiafolded. The difference is these
authors’ chapter titles represent parts of thawrna. Just as these memoirists chose
specific metaphors for their titles, they also datiberate choices for their chapter titles.
This control over the names of the chapters allotliednemoirists more control over
their trauma. When breaking down a trauma memair chapters, the memaoirist is
simultaneously breaking down her trauma into smalieces. In terms of using metaphor
as a form of control, it makes sense that the mesh@vould name these smaller pieces
of her memoir in the same manner as she namedhbke\memoir. To call these small
pieces — chapters — by another name than the trtheydruly are allows the author to
have control over that particular part of the traum

Ortiz chose to break up her memoir chapters usatgs. Not only does this
decision inform readers of the temporal space shiting in, but it also works well

with her metaphor of an excavation. Chapters wames like “September 1986” and
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“Early June 1989” label her work as an archeologisuld. Additionally, her reflective
chapters are titled “Notes on an Excavation” wHesttds more to the idea of Ortiz as an
archeologist who recorded her findings as she aoress them.

The chapters in Fragoso and Strayed’s memoirsaared according to the
content of the chapter. Strayed’s first chapteréTen Thousand Things” refers to how
much her mother loved her three children. “The ami¢liat she loved us was beyond her
reach,” Strayed writes (13). “It was the ten thawsaamed things in the Tao Te Ching’s
universe and then ten thousand more” (StrayedAls33 memoirist, to name a chapter is
also, in some cases, to use metaphor. Strayesgtshapter is an example of this. Other
chapter titles represent Strayed’s thoughts orfgelat a point in the memaoir, like the
chapter “Splitting” where she notes her “life hgditan two” (35).

Fragoso’s chapter titles are often lines from thapters. This technique puts
importance on those lines, such as her first cihdj@an | Play with You?’” In this
chapter Fragoso meets her abuser for the firstaintkinitiates contact. This question has
child-like qualities and forces the reader to cdasthe implications of this line since it is
written twice. Other chapter titles like “Our LetSecret” or “Tying the Knot” give the
reader an idea of what is to come but still allo@géso to narrate her own story.

When crafting trauma memoirs, another aspect asitige to control their trauma
is pacing. This technique is not unique to memigifmit it allows the memaoirist to
control what readers read and when. Wendy Ortizesi this technique by inserting her
“Notes on an Excavation” throughout her memoirthese “Notes,” Ortiz reflects on
different aspects of her trauma such as when s ¥he La Brea Tar Pits and how the

pits fossilized a woman who lived 10,000 years @$3). The La Brea Woman reflects
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Ortiz in that both were discovered; the La Brea Vdarhy archeologists and Ortiz by
herself acting as an archeologlstt only does her pacing and use of reflectionvaler
to control how her story unfolds, she interjects qwevivor voice into her trauma
narrative. Ortiz also reveals the source of hamtra early in her memoir. The
organization of Ortiz’s narrative places her traumae read almost immediately. This
placement allows her control over her trauma inrttagative since she has exposed it
from the outset. Further, since readers know whiiz’® trauma is from the beginning,
she is able to focus more on the way she tellstogy than on her actual trauma.

Integral to the pacing of her quest narrative, @h8trayed employs flashbacks
throughout her memaoir, which are interwoven into merrative. Each flashback is used
to highlight an element of Strayed’s past before Isgan hiking the Pacific Crest Trail
to illuminate the different reasons she decidedaso. When Strayed first begins hiking
the trail, she continuously questiongtat have | gotten myself into(50). Strayed
wonders at her ability to follow through with theomise she made herself: “It was a deal
I’'d made with myself months before and the onlynthihat allowed me to hike alone”
(51). Recalling this promise prompts her to thifikvby she decided to make the hike to
begin with. “I'd imagined six months ago, back ied@mber, when I'd first decided to do
this” (51). This example allows Strayed to makeftashback a part of her present
narrative.

The flashbacks not only add exposition to Strayé@dsma memoir, they control
the pacing of the narrative so that Strayed rewshi she wants and when she wants.
Strayed’s flashbacks bring in pieces of her pasinfold in the present, which tells a

bigger story. Like Ortiz, Strayed reveals her trauzarly, in her prologue, and then
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expands in her first chapter on how deeply it addder. Since Strayed locates her
trauma so early in her memoir, she is able to eatjmamit throughout her novel through
the use of flashbacks. This organizational techmigfupacing does not make Strayed’s
trauma the climax of her memoir, which gives herenmontrol over her trauma.

Like Strayed, Margaux Fragoso discloses her tramnh&r prologue in an attempt
“to make sense of what happened” after her traumdac (3). With these words and the
placement of her trauma in the beginning of her migrkragoso is free to explore her
trauma with a specific goal in mind. Since read#rsady understand Fragoso was the
victim of childhood sexual abuse, she uses her nrempresent what happened to her.
Fragoso chose to write her memoir in a strictlyoclotogical way. Another important
element all memoir writers must consider is whahtdude and what to leave out.
Because Fragoso’s memoir spans fifteen years, estden to decide what was most
important to the story she told. With her operatimgmoir as a tiger, Fragoso included
scenes from her childhood where she pretended #&atiger. One of the many games she
and her abuser Peter play is “Danger Tiger” whieevgould always play the tiger and
Peter would play different characters she rescB@s34). This instance of Fragoso rather
than Peter representing the tiger supports thetldddPeter and Fragoso are to be judged
the same. The controlling metaphor Fragoso chakbdeto approach her memoir in a
way that would have been different if she had setkanother metaphor to stand in for

her trauma.
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IV. Shared Experience

Memoirists face many challenges when they exploeeself with the intention to
share it with readers. Women memoirists face aitiaddl challenge because they write
in a male-dominated culture. Because we live in@esdy that “emphasizes rationalism
and scientific thought” (Belenky 55), “women’s talklescribed as “hesitant” and
“question-posing,” is devalued (Belenky 17). Wheomren write their memoirs, they
transgress against the dominant culture which viees as having authority, because the
authors are ignoring other voices of authorityaok for truths in the self.

Feminist rhetoricians Mary Belenky, Blythe ClinciNancy Goldberger, and Jill
Tarule hold the view that though women feel as th&ye something important to say,
often they “feel unheard” because of the “male-dwated majority culture” where
knowledge, truths, and values have been constrigteden (5). Whereas generally men
see truths as black and white, women tend to s®eageas (8). Dialogue and an
exchange of views allow people to be understoothein own terms (8) rather than the
ones society imposes on them. To come to a consefswt how to resolve disputes of
truth, women typically agree that mutual undersiiagis most beneficial (8).

The self becomes more important for women whemn tlsecial arrangements
collapse and demands for change are imposed” bethaeyg must now look inward for
truths rather than relying on outside authorit@provide them (Belenky 51). One truth
women must engage with is the truth of the se#firtidentity. An important part in
defining the self is to discover one’s voice adidrauma.

A supportive community is essential to traumatiaesinen attempting to find

their voice and trust their self. Victim identitiaee social constructions intended to make
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sense of a cultural phenomenon. Sociologist JenDif@n explains that when a cultural
phenomenon is socially constructed, sociologists‘larninging our attention to the ways
in which the world is meaningful to us and to hogople interpret their experiences and
themselves” (1601) because meaning is not inhebbehssigned (1607).

Able to influence society’s views, claims-makerawliupon and create images of
victims harmed by a particular problem to gain widediences to care about the problem
(Dunn 1610). Often claims-makers will highlight sgie characteristics of a victim and
gloss over others to portray an image that wilhgathe most attention and sympathy
(Dunn 1610). Because claims-makers have providemhage of what a victim ought to
look like, if a victim does not look and act theythe public expects, they are met with
suspicion. It is only after a victim conforms tetblaims-makers’ images are they able to
prove they are guiltless (Dunn 1611). Since aut@ute, Fragoso, and Strayed refused
in their memoirs to gloss over any unseemly characits they held, they present a
more realistic victim account to readers.

The need to conform to society’s expectations fermnate because many
women do not align their experiences of trauma withones the claims-makers, and
therefore society, have provided. This disallowefrom claiming victim status in
society and can confuse them as to whether othegtdre truly victims. Dunn has also
noted that women who feel as though they were cierpl their deviant relationships or
were victims of sexual coercion are unwilling taioh a victim identity because they do
not see themselves as free from guilt (1608). Ehisiportant because claims-makers
and society often look for a blameless victim befthrey will believe the victim truly is a

victim.
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However, only seeing oneself as a victim inhibis fiom taking control of her
future and “acknowledging her true strength andage’ (Davis 191). Because the
victim suffered trauma and lived to tell it, shernistead a survivor who possesses the
resources “that enable victims to persevere” (D&9i3). This same strength and courage
not only allows a trauma survivor to take contrbher future, it gives her some of the
tools she needs to construct a memoir where shepssak her trauma. Further, belonging
to a supportive community is important for womemmog&ists who write about men and
authority.

To find one’s voice requires trust in the self déimel belonging to a supportive
community that will accept one’s voice. Once worfiad their voice, some want to use
it to “make a difference to other people and inwweld” (Belenky 133). Women without
the shared experiences of others can broadenek@rience base because they have
encountered new knowledge. Because women “findsiee to believe than to doubt”
(Belenky 113), writers’ stories are accepted athgwhich can generate new truths.

Belenky et al. assert that “society teaches woraguut their trust in men as
defenders,” (57) and that men “hold the power... lagke the ultimate authority” (58).
However, there exists failed male authority. Thas$ of trust in male authority” (58)
leads women to seek out others with shared expaseri-or these women, truths are no
longer handed down from men in authority, but raii@red and “grounded in the
firsthand experience of others most like themsél{&3). Belenky et al. note that in the
twentieth century, “only one out of twelve publishend acclaimed writers” were women
(17), suggesting an alarming lack of female voiog$e literary community and a need

for more. Memoirs function as firsthand accountsa personal experience. This means
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that women are able to look to memoirists who hgavee through a similar experience
for truths. Women are able to gain knowledge byeobag the self and others because
they “draw comparisons between their own and gbeeple’s experience” (85). Because
women rely on a sense of connectivity, a sens@ariesl community is important,
especially when attempting to define truths.

Women memoirists can be seen as transgressorsatf@mdominant culture
which views men as having authority, because thieoasi ignore other voices of
authority to look for truths in the self. When thginion that our society “values the
words of male authority” (Belenky 146) conflictsttva woman’s opinion of truth, a
disagreement arises. Many women feel that wheroati#gs begin to inflict their
opinions on them, the experience is hostile (8&thBr than an “invitation to growth,”
women see these authorities as attempting to afiitesilence the voices they have
worked so hard to gain (88). When women’s memaesahout failed male authority, the
view of them as transgressors can increase frorddh@nant standpoint.

However, women memoirists who have experienceddaihale authority can use
their memoirs to gain back some of the control alkem them. Two such authors,
Wendy Ortiz and Margaux Fragoso, wrote of the ¢arfeale authority they experienced
as victims of childhood sexual abuse. Herman suggkeat the women who are able to
find meaning in their trauma “that transcends thet$ of personal tragedy” are the ones
who are able to recover most successfully (73)ofgiog to Herman’s assertion, Ortiz,
Fragoso, and Strayed have recovered from theimaawsuccessfully because they have

shared their “personal tragedies” for others torlend grow from (73). These authors
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have realized the value in opening their livestteecs and have decided to share their
“personal tragedies” in the hopes of positivelyeafing others.

Joseph Davis discusses the positive effects afiditig support groups and
reading autobiographical accounts by women who baea through, and survived,
trauma (178). Trauma memoirs can legitimize thertra victims have experienced, and
provide an “immediate, deeply personal, unqueshbnsincere, and often highly
charged testimony to the profound, long-term consages of abuse and the possibility
of their successful resolution” (Davis 178). Daargl Belenky et al. both see value in
women reading others’ accounts as a referencempare their own experiences (178,
85). An additional benefit to reading others’ trauaxperiences is that the reader no
longer sees her behavior as “weird, idiosyncréiaeyed, or shameful” because she can
see others who had been victimized reacted in aimi&ys (Davis 186). These shared
experiences among women reinforce their sensdfadrsg may provide the push to

create a victim account to begin recovery fromearma.
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V. Ties to My Creative Portion

These memoirs share firsthand lived experiencet@flana, as does the thesis
manuscript forwarded here. This manuscript concelnridhood sexual abuse, and
employs some of the methods discussed here fomgatontrol and speaking trauma.
The manuscript utilizes flashbacks, and reflectgeions control the pacing. Like the
previous memoirs, the trauma is revealed earljpéiarrative to allow exploration into
what impacts the trauma had and how it was abbectar.

This manuscript does not yet operate from a cdiigpimetaphor. As it
progresses, an operative metaphor would allow fooee focused organizational
approach from which to speak trauma. This manusexiplores not only issues of failed
male authority but also failed authority in gengaadd the failure of adults in power to
own up to truth and responsibility. By speakingtitgh, this manuscript allows power to

be gained back from a disempowering situation.
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Freshly Fourteen
Preface

| didn’t care about her. | didn’t care about anytm. | cared only for myself at
the moment in which | was living. | didn’t recogeiker in my journals. She was more
like a movie or a memory of dream. It would take years to feel anything, positive or
negative, for her. It would also take me years®that my dad was actually an
irresponsible pothead. He was an adolescent ibdbdg of a fifty-year-old. Though my
feelings for my mother remain mostly negative, | moav able to recognize the struggles
she went through and contemplate what made heéhaetay she did. | am beginning to
feel pity and understanding toward my mother.

The “her” | didn’t care about in my journals ig@ally me at fourteen. Me at
fifteen and sixteen and even all the way up to whem now. | didn’t care about her
until recently, when | started reading my jourreatsl | realized how stupid, ignorant, and
naive she was. | realized she wanted so many temgesperately that she made so
many huge mistakes in trying to get them. | seevsefooled, tricked, and lied to her
whole life. | see she needed more than anyone apwuddher. | see that | can try to give

her now what she needed then.
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| was sixteen and dressed what | thought was nfcelihe forensic meet that day.
After the school van dropped my classmates andffme my high school parking lot, |
waved goodbye to everybody and got into my cdt,sstiiling and happy from the high-
scoring performance | had given. | fingered thg timedal | won before slipping it onto
my key ring, not knowing my life was about to charigrever. The weather was nice so |
cracked my windows and sunroof as | drove homeaisgnalong with the radio. | wanted
to get home quickly to change out of the stiff bkg. | needed to change into my work
uniform. No matter how many times | washed my wahkts, they still smelled like
bread and pickles. But they were comfy. | had gogfeod at parallel parking out of
necessity, and | hummed the last song | had heatdeoradio as | walked up to my
house. When | got inside | went to my room andedssay things on my bed. | wandered
out to the living room to see who else was there.

| went towards the bedroom in the back to brag abouforensics meet and the
medal. Through the closed bedroom door | could heanice. | softened my steps and
moved slowly, hoping to eavesdrop on a juicy cosagon.

The afternoon sun was trying to push its way gasfitosted window of the
plastic back door to my right. | remember thinkihg/as odd that the bedroom door was
closed, because it rarely was. Something impodeasecret was happening. At first all |
could hear was the voice. It was difficult to démp what the voice was saying, but the
closer | came to the door, it seemed to be speaidtigconviction. It was bold, matter-

of-fact, and enunciated every syllable as thoughdgrto prove a point on a pulpit. Once
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| got close enough to the door, | was able to bewaking out the words. | was surprised.
| recognized them. They were my words.

“I looked over at Madisyn and she was staring at’ ineeard the female voice
say. | instantly knew what she was talking abobt @as reading an excerpt describing
in vivid detail a blowjob | had given.

My stomach plummeted. | felt my ears begin to bamd ring. | felt as if | was
having an out-of-body experience. | had no cordx@r my limbs. | was a puppet with a
drunken master controlling my strings. Hoping toidvmaking my presence known, |
quietly crept back from the door, facing it as thbut was a wild animal whose eyes |
could not break contact with. | used the kitchdsgdo steady myself, and once | reached
the living room carpet, | turned and sprinted ia dther direction.

At that time | had no idea what would eventuallg e happening. All | knew
was that | was in deep shit. My secret affair wasomger a secret. | didn't know how
this was going to be handled. | also had no idaalthad stepped into a line of familial
tragedies. It would take me years to glean whatrmétion | could about my family’s
past and the heartache that entailed. The trgtili€soming in bits and pieces. It is a
puzzle with no picture as a guide to help me toethe.

After | made my way to the other end of the houigelt safer in my own room.
But | knew | needed to leave before the voice wasedeading. | knew what else
happened in the scene the voice was reading. dhadea of what scene came next. |
tore off my nice clothes and wiggled into my workiform before | snatched my car keys
and purse. | had become quite good at being snealyleft my room and walked

quietly through the living room. | opened the fraloior with the technique | had
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perfected over the past couple years. | took mg tiommake sure the door made no
sound, and kept my ears trained toward the bedreimthe closed door. The last thing |
wanted was to be seen and questioned.

Once the door was shut behind me, | jogged to myied zipped out of my
neighborhood. My mind raced and | couldn’t stomkinng about what | had heard. |
couldn’t focus on what to do next. | just replaykd words over and over in my head.
How could I spin this into a benign lie? How colkkep my secret when its record was
in the hands of someone else? What would happere®The ten minute drive to work
had never seemed so short. | walked through thringidoor at least half an hour early
for my shift. A coworker, Nellie, told me as soalacame in that my dad had called and
asked for me.

“What did he say?” | asked anxiously.

“Something about a family emergency.” | told heravhhad heard through the
door through the tears of fear and dread that Idcoot squelch. Nellie knew about the
sexual deeds and what this new revelation haddheipto do. She offered to cover my
five-hour shift. After enough time had passed thithbught the effect of crying would be
absent from my voice, | called my house phone nurabd my dad picked up.

“Hey,” | started, pacing the back room, lookingla dirty black and white tiled
floor, “Nellie said you called?”

“You need to get home immediately,” he demandeslyhbice full of an unusual
urgency.

“But | have a five-hour shift. | can’t just up atehve,” | tried to reason. At that

age, a five-hour shift was a big deal. There wimd af money to be made and not many

23



of my coworkers would have been willing to pickig on such short notice, if at all.
Even though Nellie had already agreed to workwas doing everything | could to not
go home.

“Your grandpa is in the hospital, and if you wamste him again | suggest you
get here fast,” my dad lied. My maternal grandfatied been suffering from brain
tumors. | knew he was not in the best of healththat he had been doing well recently. |
recognized the lure my dad was throwing to me aas saddened that he was lying.

| knew he was the one to whom the voice had besdling, and | knew the voice
was my mother’s. They both knew my secret. | conldgine my dad either laying or
sitting on their bed, my sexual activities flyingham from my mother’s mouth. |
imagined there were a lot of sighs, deep breatit gattural sounds. He probably
covered his eyes a lot and shook his head in deslzeid wore an expression which read
he did not know what to say or do.

My dad had never lied to me, except for the tirsked him about the truth
behind Santa Clause and the Tooth Fairy. Somethinghother had said shortly after
one Christmas raised my suspicions so | went irckeas my dad to ask about Santa. He
admitted that Old St. Nick was indeed a farce. $ @a devastated as an elementary
school child could be after realizing Santa wasieny. What else had | been lied to
about? Who else was imaginary? | once again saughty dad to ask another question.
He told me when | was older that he could not stargke any more of my crocodile
tears and quickly assured my younger self thaTtiah Fairy was, in fact, very real.
This was the only time | knew of that my dad hadi io me and it broke my heart that he

was doing it again now on my mother’s behalf.

24



| tried again to explain the plight of my five-hashift, but he simply ordered me
to come home and hung up, leaving me defensetas®ki a while before | gathered the
courage to leave work. | walked around and crielirg Nellie and Michaela what |
should do. I have no idea what they told me, bhatiember Michaela asking if |
normally wore eyeliner. “No,” | answered, confusédook me a few minutes to ask her
why she wanted to know. It amazes me how my minslwa@rking at that time. My
parents knew at least some of my secret, yet |&datt know why Michaela had asked
about my eyeliner habits.

“Because if you did,” she explained, “it’s all gonew, and your parents would
probably see that.” She knew the situation | wa$ lnad told her about my mother’s
reading as soon as she came into the store. Shéhevéisst of my friends to know how it
all began over two years ago. After | recorded irst kiss in my journal, | called her and
gushed about it. She was almost as excited as.| was

My rapist is eleven years older than | and will @& register as a sex offender
anywhere he lives. | was barely fourteen when éxeial abuse started. I've grappled
with what word to use to describe my situation.eAftearly a decade, I've decided rape
is the most appropriate term, according to theetpan which I live.

But | am ambivalent. | don’t believe it fully capas what happened between
Jeremy and me. Any word | choose to categorize Wappened will bring with it certain
connotations and expectations. “Rape” makes mé& tfia crying woman, trying in vain
to fight off her attacker. “Sexual abuse” bringsrtg mind a small child, unable to stand
up for herself, and perhaps not realizing whatiggening. “Relationship” seems too

generous. It makes me think of small gifts, ingalees, dates, and hand holding. Though
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a woman can, and does, have a certain type ofaeship with her rapist or sexual
abuser, it is not the kind | would want. | now realJeremy did indeed mislead me to get
what he wanted, but | wanted it too. Am | reallyiectim? Was | more of a co-
conspirator? | believe | am a little of both.

Jeremy was a few days shy of his twenty-fifthhdey, married, and had an
infant daughter when | recorded our first inappiaierencounter in my journal. | had
turned fourteen a couple months before.

| don’t remember the first time | saw him. It mididve been when he was
carrying furniture into his new trailer. He and e moved in next door to my family
when | was in the fourth grade, and | was immedigiessessed by a childish crush on
him. He was short and stocky, muscled and tan fs@mking construction. His tattoos
gave me the sense he had a rebellious side andathbe smoked his cigarettes made it
look cool and easy. His eyes were hard to ignone. Aright, clear blue of them seemed
as though they held the waters of the Caribbearnanldusky voice was nearly hypnotic.

He and Heather soon became friends with my paresish allowed me to spend
time around him during shared dinners or casuale@ations on the large deck he built
for his home. Jeremy never treated me like thaldhias, and | appreciated that. It made
me even more intrigued by him. He would joke witk as he would my parents. He
didn’t ask about school, as adults often did, blked to me about the music we both
liked.

Jeremy was to be my first date. He told me he wtakkd me to the movies as my
parents looked on, smiling. | was thrilled. My fidate! With a handsome man whom |

was very much interested in. In my room that nigimentally constructed what | would
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wear. The date never happened. He probably forgbild even promised it. What did
end up happening was far beyond what my imaginationld have ever allowed me to
think.

According to the research I've read, people whal teg story may say without a
doubt that | was a victim of sexual abuse. Any s¢xontact between an adult and a
minor is illegal. | agree that | was a victim oksal abuse, to an extent. But my
experience with childhood sexual abuse and rapewessy and confusing and not as
clear-cut as what the media portrays on TV. The kihere there is clearly a damaged
victim and a monster of a child abuser. | knowved through it.

Women from all walks of life are raped. Old, yourigh, poor, educated,
married, promiscuous, chaste, black, white, andyes@or in between. | live in the Bible
Belt, where rape, stereotypically, doesn’'t happen.

Rural Kansas has always been my home. | can’t ineaghat it would be like to
live somewhere where | couldn’t experience all fegiasons. Summers are hot and
humid, especially when there’s a storm on the Wi humidity makes breathing a
chore and my undergarments sticky and my hairyriExery year, when it's over a
hundred degrees in the shade, | always remark Hovgét how hot it gets. The opposite
can also be said for winter. Each January, ast¢lelony coat around me, | realize | have
forgotten how cold it gets here, too. Though a fwfiacgdnow from a single storm isn’t
common, it’s not rare either. Below zero wind ahithake my fingers hurt and my body
shake a little too dramatically.

| spend hours driving up and down I-35. For mogngfdrive, it's scenic. | pass

small towns. | pass fields of cattle and horse&ré&lare trees and wide prairies full of
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long grass and wild flowers. Where | drive, howeVvelon't pass any corn or wheat

fields Kansas seems to be known for. Our stateflatures a large sunflower on it, our
state flower. | have never seen one of these nmusirellow-petaled things, the face as
large as a hand. The sunflowers | do see growustets, the blooms no bigger than a
rose. My state isn't as flat as the stereotype ssigg There is rarely a time | can see more
than a couple miles ahead of me unless I'm onla hil

Tornadoes are a threat, Bse Wizard of Omakes clear, though | have never
seen one myself. Kansas is located in Tornado Aay the tornado sirens blare most
often in spring. The dusk sky turns an eerie gegghrain rushes to the earth in torrents.
Hail usually comes right before the calm, which neethe tornado is close. I've been
through this pattern enough times to be mostly nanébf the destructive wind tunnels,
though I've seen their damage on TV. As a child,fangily would make the twenty-
minute drive to my grandparents’ house when thensisounded. My dad grabbed his
baseball card collection while my mother toted ymetalbums to the car. My
grandparents had a basement and my family livedtrailer park which didn’t have
sufficient shelter.

Growing up, my neighborhood was the kind whereoifl ywanted to play with
another kid close to your age, all you had to de walk down the street until you came
upon a yard with an unsupervised youth in it. Thiy oule on which the neighborhood
seemed to unanimously and unofficially agree waswhen it got dark, all children
were expected to be home. Other than that, we $iatlah freedom as we could want.
Besides our imaginations, there were two pointsiterest just outside the trailer park’s

borders.
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The first was a set of winding bike trails in theads overlooking the Kansas
River. The dirt ramps and trails had been madébkids who came before us. As far as
we were concerned, they had grown in the woodeaat¢es had. | watched with a
jealous awe as other kids flew through the airmmirtbikes. | was too scared to go fast,
afraid | would lose control and hurt myself. Ashald, going off the dirt ramps as fast as
my shaking legs would allow my bike to go gave heedame type of thrill as
experimenting with pot and the opposite sex woatdrl in my early adolescence.
Although people’s homes must have been no moredharhundred yards away at the
most, the dense foliage and lack of man-made stresiassured us we were hidden away
from the grown-ups.

The second location, from which my brothers andd bfficially been banned
from going, was a bridge that held up the frequeuased train tracks and allowed a slow-
flowing stream to pass through into the river. Oficse we went anyway. Going to the
bridge was such an unforgivable offense that whgryoungest brother came with our
middle brother, Brandon, and me, his beloved tieyeas used as leverage to keep him
quiet. We would threaten to throw it away if hedtolur parents we had gone to the
bridge. He never told. The colorful graffiti, whicmly went about a fifth the way up the
walls, always interested me. When taking in theeubéellly of the bridge as a whole, the
graffiti seemed so congested since it was conftnedhere people’s arms could reach.
The north side of the bridge was where the napa#l of the creek was, and when my
brothers and | soaked our feet in it, little fisbwd come to investigate. This was a place
| would visit throughout the time | lived in theatler park, either with my brothers,

friends, or alone.
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| had been breaking my parents’ rules since | veagy. They tried to protect me,
to keep me from drowning in the river where theeltilails were, to keep me safe in my
seatbelt in the car, to keep disease away via nation. My parents protected me from
obvious threats, threats that never ended up lguntie. My mother had taught me to be
mistrustful even of police officers. | was to neagswer the door if one knocked. What
she and my dad didn’t think to warn me of lived n@aor to us. Our neighbor, who was
married with kids and good friends with my paremtas someone they trusted. | was
someone they trusted. The three of us were so naive

Just as the bike trails, the bridge was anotheeplehere childhood exploration
gave way to adolescent curiosity. Unlike the bileglt, the bridge was much more
heavily secluded and nearly impossible to snearup would later learn the teenagers
called this place Smoker’s Tunnel. They would geré¢hto get high. The steep drop off
and narrow trail used to reach the bridge only nmexdging at it more satisfying. The
concrete which formed the base and floor of thddaihad broken off in large sections as
the ground underneath had eroded away with timentnally, an essential piece of this
floor fell away into the concrete graveyard belawd the only other way of getting
under the bridge was too dangerous for even usttygark kids to brave. By the time the
floor had crumbled away, | stopped visiting thedlgg so frequently. Besides, what more
could this place offer me? | had gotten drunk aigth khere, played dangerously with
fireworks, and even had sex with an on-and-off beyd. The scar on my ankle makes
me laugh at this memory. Since there were only lmagks and concrete, | had rubbed

away the skin on my ankle bone in the throes ofiédy clumsy, Vodka-fueled sex. | had
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a car by that time, which was much more interestiag the serene, man-made waterfall,
and it allowed me more freedom.

At work, | wasn’t reminiscing about the bridge agathered the courage to go
home after my dad’s phone call. After putting &fé inevitable for as long as | could, |
finally went to my car and began driving. There \@asexit | had to take to get off the
highway, one that veered off to the right. The si@ait told me to slow from sixty to
thirty before | exited. The city added that sigteaf school bus tipped over. Between the
exit and the highway was at least a thirty-footpdwath only a guardrail as old as who
knows protecting drivers from the lush greeneryds all grass, no trees, and constantly
manicured by the city. | had always thought it \eadrastic contrast in elevation as
compared to the road the state allowed fourteenaglda to drive on.

The exit itself was higher than the area surroundinthere was a steep drop-off
on both sides. As | was coming up on it, | wonddredl much time | could buy myself if
| didn’t turn the wheel. Would my parents forgebabwhat they had read if my car kept
going straight, leaving the asphalt and flinginginte the deep valley of grass? If | was
hurt enough to be hospitalized for a few days @neweeks, would their concern about
my survival overshadow the information they hadaiered? | pictured myself hooked
up to numerous cold, beeping machines which tado#ople who knew how to decipher
them how my body was doing.

| was so desperate to avoid going home to faceangmps, | actually visualized
my body all torn up in a hospital. | would have daimost anything not to go home. As
it turned out, | was too much of a coward to tdtat thance, and | pointed the wheel

right when the time came.
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My mother had me at twenty. I've looked throughtyies of myself as a baby.
She snapped them, using up rolls of film at a timeapture the different faces | made.
When my two brothers and | were younger, she todae the kind of mother you'd
expect to see featured in a parenting magazinewdhkereative, hands-on, involved.
Every Christmas season when | was young, my matlagle homemade candy, fudge,
and treats to be shared with our extended famigmember her allowing me to crush
the peppermints she would use in one recipe. | evsitilon a barstool at the peninsula
which separated the kitchen and living room in toaiter and watch as my mother
moved seamlessly from one recipe to the next, newering anything. The ample
countertops and kitchen table would be full of tsea various stages of completion.

This side of my mother was the one that wouldn’ekpected to let her daughter
sneak around with the neighbor who was eventualhy ® prison for it. My mother’s
good side would have been ever watchful for sniedl vague explanations, or the way
her daughter began showing her sexuality. This tfpaother would have monitored her
daughter’s clothes more closely to ensure theretvas unseemly amount of cleavage.
This type of mother wouldn’t have let her dauglterraped for over two years. But my
mother was not always this type of mother. Whenvsaen't the good mother, she
struggled with the demons of her past. She simplyccnot get rid of them, no matter
how much beer she used to try and drown them.

My childhood had two sides: the one my family shdwee world, and the one
which we kept secret. Though our neighborhood \aés enough for kids to wander and
play alone for hours, my parents once locked us &id of the house to they could get

high with some of their friends. My story’s pieaisn’t add up the way they ought to for
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a sexually abused girl. My neighborhood, upbringpayents, and personality don’t
typically lead to what happened to me, what is etgueto happen to a girl in my
position. But they did.

The way my mother behaved when she was good shohklre produced my
affair. My childhood was mostly good. | had two gats in the home. | was friends with
my brothers. My girlfriends were fiercely loyal afuh. | did the types of things normal
teenage girls did. | got good grades, had a jabyqal sports. There is no way my
upbringing could possibly lead to a sexual relatlop with a man nearly twice my age.
My early life is the opposite of the stereotypegofs who have been raped. There is an
unaccounted-for idea that something in their elddme lives opened the door for sexual
abuse. This is simply not true.

Some research I've read has unearthed a correlagioveen difficult home lives
and sexual abuse or rape. However, my psychol@ph&s’s voice from community
college plays in my mind: “correlation does not &grausation.” The upbringing of the
girls in these studies suggests that their earbslied them to see the world differently
than other girls, and to make decisions those d@iksrwouldn’t make. They put
themselves in positions which led to their abudeer& is probably some truth in this, but
| very much doubt any woman wants to be raped.

| wonder if anything in my early life might havediéo my sexual abuse. Do | fit
into any of those categories the researchers eegifoBoth my parents wanted to see me
do well. I was always clothed and fed. There wasesphysical abuse, sure, but not
anything that put me in the hospital. But what d@boy need to please my mother? What

about the affirmation | seemed to need from othévsat about my mother’s drinking
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and wrathful temper? What about my dad’s constaté ®f being stoned? What about
his frequent absences? Did any of these thingsputn a path to sexual abuse?

My mother wasn’t a monster. She could come closmtowhen she was
drinking, but for the better part of my childhodtksacted as though photographers from
Ladies Home Journahight show up unannounced to snap pictures obittieday
parties and snacks she had created. She kepttise blean, kids fed, and bills paid like
most mothers. But | never saw any of my friendstimees take such care in creating
Halloween cupcakes, making homemade Valentine’sdaags from construction paper,
or tallying the number of trick-or-treaters whoitesl each year like mine did.

Christmas morning always brought excitement anddeo as to what was
wrapped and stacked so neatly under the tree. Beifgrparents found out my brothers
were allergic, we had a live tree which we decata® a family. There were the
ornaments we kids had made, strings of popcorngtwimy youngest brother, Bronson,
was photographed eating off the tree, and coldntinking lights. My mother taped up all
our school-made snowmen, reindeer, and Santa@nsatn the kitchen cabinets.

There was, however, a protocol for Christmas mayrie were not allowed to
wake my parents until seven. My brothers and | @aid in front of the tree, real or not,
and wait with the impatient anticipation of teariogen wrapping paper. We could not
get started until a pot of coffee was brewed, stedriearned how, | made the coffee to
cut down on wait time between my parents’ arousdlgift time. Once my mother was
in place with her camera, we were able to begih witr stockings.

Every year, without fail, there was a toothbruskeach one. Santa was apparently

very concerned with our periodontal health. We kidsild pass out the presents to their
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respective owners and wait for the go ahead frormmagher. She would sit in a recliner
with a trash bag in front of her so we could claarwe went. She reused paper boxes
from one year to the next, a habit | picked upwedhad to be careful not to damage
them. Only one gift was unwrapped at a time, wikleyges on the person opening it. This
was to make the morning last longer. After eacim iteas revealed, we were to hold it up
next to our smiling faces and allow my mother teuwtnent the moment. Maybe that’s
where | got my need for documenting.

The wrapping paper from Santa was always diffetteand the kind my mother
used, and his ‘a’s were written with the hook ahdeenask my mother’s handwriting.
She was thorough in keeping Santa alive. One ygatad sought out a grey hair from
his moustache and neatly placed it on the lip efglass of downed milk to help keep the
idea of Santa going. My brothers nearly wet theresethat Christmas morning. Since |
knew the truth about St. Nick, | smiled and agréed it was indeed amazing.

Brandon found out about Santa’s existence at dchi@an turn did Bronson a
favor by letting him know as well. Even though mgtimer knew all of her kids were
fully aware that Santa was a lie, we still receigéts from him every Christmas
morning. They were always in different wrapping @aghan my mother’s, and the ‘a’s
were still fancier than my mother’s.

| wasn't thinking of how great my mother could t=elalrove home. | was more
concerned with how terrifying she could be and mowch | did not want to be doing
what | was doing.

| figured | would be grounded once | got home, sfoke | went, | drove a block

further than my usual turn and parked in an empbggry store’s parking lot. The car |
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drove then had a six CD changer, but it was irtrilngk. | popped it open and retrieved
the compact metal casing wherein my favorite CDsevi@used. | knew my parents
would more than likely take my car away, so | wdrtteat least have my music available
during the long stretches | would serve in my robkmew the circumstances
surrounding the words | heard my mother read hagdttential to reveal earth-shattering
consequences, yet | did not react in a way th&atefd that. My mind worked in a very
logical way. | had to deal with one thing at a tirdéhatever was most pressing got
bumped up to the top of my priority list. In theaalloned grocery store’s parking lot, my
mind decided the CDs called for more attention tiie@npersonal hell | was about to go
home to.

Before my secret was discovered, my family had bk&mping secrets for
generations. It seems we are a family of secreysgiat-grandmother, Ruth, was tall
and loved to wear flashy, gaudy costume jewelrgnesof which she gave to me when |
was young. A Methodist, Ruth had a love affair vatman her father did not approve of.
Their relationship resulted in a love child, Badgany maternal grandma. Ruth’s father
sent her away to have my grandma. A man of inflae@@randpa Barnum (of Barnum
and Bailey’s Circus) had an obituary printed in tlesvspaper so Ruth would believe her
lover was dead. Ruth signed a paper agreeing soupvmy grandma for adoption in
return for food and shelter at the place her fasleet her. Grandpa Barnum, learning of
the paper, took my grandma, his first grandchitteoshe was born.

At first, Grandpa Barnum kept my grandma becausgidh@t think Ruth could
take care of her. Once Ruth married an acceptaate randpa Barnum gave my

grandma back. That mad died, and my grandma wakgduaway once again. She lived
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with different family members throughout the coyrtiyt spent much of her childhood
traveling with Grandpa Barnum.

When Grandma was around twelve, she tracked hdrandbwn. Ruth was
living in Kansas City with her new husband, The &ah Grandma left Minnesota to
live with them. The General officially adopted myagdma, but didn’t behave as a father
should. He abused her verbally, physically, andigltx He told her if she didn’t do
what he asked he would send her to an orphanagetiimg grandma didn’t want to live
through again. For her own survival, Grandma wémgawith her living situation and
kept it a secret. After high school, she movedtoubom with some girlfriends.

She married my grandpa, Andy, once she turned yw@ame. Grandpa had family
secrets of his own. His brother-in-law had sexuabiysed his younger sister. The family,
wanting to avoid a scandal, kept it secret and werds though nothing had happened.
The family would get together regularly, includitige brother-in-law. My grandpa never
told my grandma about what the man had done.

When my mother was around twelve, my grandma teldlne secret regarding
The General, to protect my mother. Grandma becanreasingly anxious about the state
of her secret and went to see a psychologist feicadThe second visit to the doctor
included my grandpa. The psychologist told him mgngilma had control over the events
that were revealed in the office, and that he wagmreact once they left. Not knowing
what the events were, grandpa agreed. The dodtbhitm what grandma had told her.
The General’s abuse was laid bare for my grandgadwa. Grandma planned on telling

Ruth about the abuse, but my grandpa snatchedwsat from her.
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Grandpa, who had been working for The Generatnstd into my great-
grandparents’ house, cussing and throwing his twafen, quitting his job. Ruth had no
idea what was going on and the two couples becatnenged.

Grandma was pissed. Her husband had not done whabmised he would do,
and she never got the chance to tell her mothartahe abuse. The relationship among
the four of them remained strained for years aedetlivas no contact until my mother
and uncle decided they wanted their grandparerg@sfov a holiday. Even though my
mother knew what The General had done to her magherstill wanted a relationship
with him, which boggles my mind. When | found oluystantly hated The General.
When my grandma told me recently he was moved $pibe care | thought, “Good. |
hope he dies soon.” My grandparents consented tdemgly with the visit, as though
there was nothing they could do. Visits became nreguent, though they must have
been laced with tension and negative feelings fnoyrgrandparents.

| wonder what made my grandparents allow The GéaedRuth back into their
lives. If my husband confided in me that he hachbmelested by a family member, there
would be no contact between that person and ued&tow can someone allow their
wife’s abuser into their home, share conversatiand,eat a meal, like everything is
normal? “People will do almost anything to keep fdraily unit intact,” my grandma’s
psychologist had told her. Maybe this was the nbrmafamily needed, was used to. |
don’t know how the couples could interact with eatter the way they did, but that was
how it was. Grandpa had already gone through iatiegawith his brother-in-law after he
knew that man had abused his younger sister. Petiedidn’'t know another way of

acting but to keep secrets. Though everyone but Rutw what had happened between
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my grandma and The General, there were still hplgit-togethers. That secret, though
exposed, lived on. | had no idea of my family’s gdicated history as a child. All | knew
was we went to Ruth and The General’s every yaaftianksgiving, and they came to
my grandparents’ on Christmas day. It seems neadyy family member had their own
secret to bring to the table. | didn’t have one et mine would lend to the tradition of
secrets and living with and through those secrets.

My conception was what kept my parents togethénénnfancy of their
relationship. Dad had told me when | was a teendngdthe had been thinking about
leaving my mother before she announced the pregnafet enormous guilt, believing |
was the reason he had decided to stay with hehédassured me he had wanted to.

My father, a plumber, met my mother at a sandwiobp where she worked, and
a date ensued. Their Catholic wedding was planreliple years later, but the surprise
introduction of my small beating heart led thenelkape to Las Vegas. My parents moved
from my grandparents’ house into a new trailehia biggest trailer court Kansas could
boast and created two boys before we moved intuaéhwhen | was seventeen. Even at
a young age | sensed my role in our family.

| was a semi-caregiver and the “good” child. Fansaeason, | had a nurturing
instinct that came quite naturally to me, and mynger brothers profited from it,
especially when my dad’s union job took him awayrirhome and we were left to deal
with my mother. Even when he was home, my fathatccoot always protect us from
her.

One morning before school | was in our kitchen ribarsink. | didn’t need to

turn on a light. The sun was bursting through tivedews. My mother appeared out of
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nowhere, as she had the eerie ability to do antthowt a word, walked up to me and
slapped the left side of my face. The other sidempface bounced off the edge of the
Formica-covered countertop. | could not have beererthan four feet tall since my face
met the counter’s unforgiving edge so squarelgnrhiediately began to cry as the skin
around my eye started to slowly swell and begiflaishy parade of showing off the
different colors it was able to produce, as thotighimpact was an alarm clock, waking
the men in charge of a Macy'’s day float.

My mother grabbed my chin and turned my face t& l@iomy eye. She went to
the phone to inform my elementary school that | Mdae absent that day. | was more
upset that | would be missing out on the schoalis@amon roll breakfast that | had
signed up for than | was about being slapped ajded by my mother, because | wasn't
surprised by her actions.

Although violence directed towards me was not ualjsuay brothers definitely
had it worse. | was much more afraid of my mothantBrandon was and his ass was
spanked the most out of the three of us. Bronsibmféhe middle, wavering between
avoiding corporal punishment and being like Brand@mom he idolized as an older
brother.

In their baby pictures, the only way to tell my threxs apart is by their eye color.
Bronson inherited brown from my dad, and Brandod ldmad gotten our mother’s green.
Brandon is about four years older than Bronson, giadly wore Brandon’s hand-me-
downs for much of his childhood. Both boys wereajs/skinny, and as they grew their
shoulders broadened further than my dad’s, thoughdn’s grew more. His lanky

limbs and wide shoulders force him to wear XL shid cover his stomach. Bronson is
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more proportional, able to wear more fitted shits.they grew, it was easier to tell them
apart in pictures. Bronson had lighter hair andiéeth needed much more orthodontic
care than Brandon or I, though we all went throtighfun of having braces.

Brandon and | were sometimes mistaken for twinsnae were younger. This
intrigues me now, as we didn’t look terribly alik&e shared many facial characteristics,
but my cheeks were fatter, and his nose was slimRerhaps it was our size and the fact
that we were brother and sister that made peoplenas we were twins. We were born
only 16 months apart.

Spankings were not palm-over-pants, but belt orchlabx cars plastic racing
track on bare skin. These weapons were put intavie® my mother felt her hand was
not doing a sufficient job of inflicting pain. | sisme this discomfort was meant to punish
us in order to teach us something, but | cannoereber what lesson my mother was
trying to teach me as she dragged me down the wileds hallway by my long hair. My
feet tried in vain to get under my body so thetheathan my hair, could support my
weight, and my hands groped frantically upwardhers.

Though my mother was emotionally, verbally, andgtglly abusive, this is not
a story about abuse. | could have easily turnelittemy for comfort, as an excuse to be
compensated for what my mother did to me, butwesn’t how it was. The abuse |
suffered at the hands of my mother is part of myystout she was not a terrible person.
At an early age my mother had turned to drinkingdpe with her problems. She used
alcohol to numb herself. When she was drinking,chéd not be a mother. She drank

often.
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My mother liked cleanliness and order, so she tauglnow to clean her way.
Every week my two brothers and | would rotate ar@ag kitchen, laundry and
bathrooms, the living room. Though there were #ple of specific actions to be taken
in each area, no checklist was ever given; it wamorized. | would play with the dishes
in the soapy water of the shallow sink, using arctgass to examine the bottom or
search for forks when | made the water too hoatétl cleaning the chairs at the kitchen
table. They were cumbersome to move and sat poersdyi upside down on the table as |
scrubbed their legs and spindles. I'm surprisecermfrthem ever fell. Luckily, | never
got a splinter from wiping down the plywood shelueshe cabinets with vinegar and
water. We did this to deter bugs, but it also helkeep my mother’s large Tupperware
collection in order.

By age seven | could wield a toothbrush aroundtiteom of a toilet and not
flinch. By age eight | could scrub away my brotherged piss with only a sigh. | knew
by heart where each of my mother’s shirts belongduer dressers or closet. | knew
where each glass angel was supposed to go aftengitise shelves of the entertainment
center. | knew not to spray cleaner directly ondteee because of the pilot light for the
gas. | knew the orange streaks of water that rdogah the wallpaper when | sprayed it
with cleaner were from my mother’s cigarette smakenew not to stand directly under a
fan whilst dusting it. | knew the best time to eclemshower was right after one was taken.
| knew if | did not do something right the firstte | would have to do it again.

As an adult, | am thankful for what my mother taugie about bleach and Pine
Sol. Her fanaticism about keeping the house cleandd to my preference to do the

same, though I'm not as extreme as her. My mothewkwhere everything was in our
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house and could tell me with confident reliabilitgw to find it. While she was busy
trying to keep the house clean and orderly, owsliwere becoming anything but. The
older | got, the more family secrets | had to kdepdn't tell anyone about the night my
mother used the living room furniture to barricdlde front door to keep my dad out. |
didn’t tell anyone when | found my dad’s huge pash above the kitchen cabinets, or
when | learned he was selling it. | didn’t tell amg my parents had brought in a new
year with an eight ball of coke.

The mindset of doing something right the first tiedl®ewed my achievement-
oriented personality to flourish. | was good ataahl liked it. School came easy for me
and | was the type of student many teachers wakegdd have. | always did every part of
my assignments, asked questions if | didn’t fulhdarstand something, and participated
with earnest in class discussions. | took chargganp work and made checklists of
homework assignments. In fourth grade | volunteéoechsh in my recess time to help
first graders with their math skills, using a peinto direct them along the board of
multiplication tables. In seventh grade | volunegesome of my Saturdays to help my
English teacher with whatever she needed. | wastaatly on the honor roll, and my
soccer coach would always call my parents to cdaotai@ me, since it was printed in the
local newspaper.

| was also good at being good. Seeing the wayd&nanvas treated when he
misbehaved reminded me to not to as he did. Myeshaeere always done, | was home
before curfew, and | rarely lied about where | \gas1g. | made cards for my parents on
their birthdays, a habit | had picked up from mythas. She believed handmade cards

meant more than store-bought ones, and they weck oheaper. | wrote thank-you
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notes, an etiquette my grandma taught me. | pigkitflowers from our backyard and
put them in a vase the kitchen because | knew nthendiked it. Even as a teenager, |
held my dad’s hand because | knew he liked it. ldaldralways comment on how my
hand used to only fit around one of his fingersmiled every time.

Considered mature for my age, | enjoyed the spati@htion and responsibilities
| was given. | was proud that my parents recognsmedething unique in me and did
whatever | could to make sure they continued vigwire that way. When parent-teacher
conferences rolled around, | basked in the poswtiags my teachers described me and
my behavior. The warm feeling continued as my paremuld tell me how proud they
were of me on the car rides home. | was good at #tibeing a good student, a good
daughter, so | strove to please my mercurial mathéercontinue to be my dad’s princess.

Because | was “good” it might have come as mor sfsock to my parents when
they learned | was sleeping with Jeremy. A “gooul'\gouldn’t have done that. A
“good” girl would have told her parents what hapgemwhen Jeremy tried to kiss her in
his trailer. Like my mother and family, | had twdas as well. My “good” side was the
one | let everyone see and admire. My secret g@epne that smoked cigarettes and pot,
drank, sneaked out, and had unprotected sex, wasyfgournals and sometimes my
closest friends.

The pageant my mother entered me in when | wasiid grade was not a beauty
pageant, rather it was one that highlighted “goattfibutes about its contestants. During
my personal interview, | told the three adults raydrite part of soccer was working

together as a team. | described how | helped plagnelderly women’s fingernails when |
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volunteered at a local convalescent center. Betiteof the pageant, | had won so many
first place awards | was automatically eligible floe national competition.

By the time | was fourteen, my parents had gotseduo my good girl behavior.
| no longer received five dollar bills for each ‘Ah my report card. If | didn’t complete a
task perfectly, | was chastised by my mother. éinsed | had set the bar too high, and |
needed to constantly live up to it or my parentsid@ither be mad or disappointed. |
had created a paradigm for myself, one that evéntueould no longer reach as easily
as | used to. | was burning myself out at the ddewteen. Brandon had decided to
rebel against my mother at nearly every chanceohesg much of my parents’ attention
was directed at him and the trouble he causedrathi®gme or school. Bronson was
often caught up in Brandon’s at-home shenaniganBesvas disciplined as well.

Though my parents’ attention had shifted away frommand my good deeds, this
is not a story about an isolated girl craving songet pay attention to her. Many child
abusers tend to prey on girls who are desperatatention. Yes, it was at this time my
neighbor began showing a significant amount ofregtin me, but | had friends and
teachers who were also paying attention and daluigraise. Jeremy simply gave me a
different kind of attention. A kind | had never kmo before but wanted. | was curious,
flattered even, that this attractive man wanteldg@round me.

Whenever my parents left us in the care of a teebadysitter, | would lie in bed
thinking of all the terrible accidents that coulblpen to my parents. Car crashes,
robberies, and other tragedies | saw on TV plaiealigh my mind. | would pretend to
be asleep when the babysitter checked on me. édtayake until | could hear my

parents’ voices. The knowledge that they were wafe comforting in a way | can’t
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explain. Only after | knew they were okay couldlba myself to sleep. | had some kind
of need to know that my parents would always bedoEven with all their flaws, they
were my parents, and | needed them. | neededdbditst my mother’s chaos provided. |
needed my dad’s affection. Though they were by pams perfect parents, they were my
parents, and | was used to how we worked as ayamil

Once my affair with Jeremy began | thought | wasty the most incredible lie.
What | didn’t know was that my family had been tigilies for decades. Though he told
me not to tell anyone about us, and that he coaltbgail for what we were doing, |
couldn’t keep our relationship confined to the magemy journal. | told my best friends.
| told girls who were just friends. | told boysitopress them.

| didn’t know at the time was that | was not théyoone if my family who was
living a lie. Keeping secrets. Once my relationshith Jeremy was discovered, it led me
down a rabbit hole of familial lies, cover-ups, a®trets. Though it would take years to
learn of these, | might not have unearthed therhawit my secret being exposed.

Jeremy’s presence did not create this story. Hestsa part of it, just as | am a
part of my family’s story. Jeremy did, howeverpallme to learn about my family’s
story. He allowed me to learn about myself, abouene | came from. | am the one,
however, who will determine where | will go and whwill be. He gave me tools | never
imagined | would need. My mother gave me tools a,\as did my dad. But nobody
could ever give me everything | needed. For wheas lacking, | got myself. | had never
been helpless, my mother made sure of that. As diger, | learned more and more how

to get what | needed.
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At fourteen, Lindsey had been my best friend sioceth grade. We were nearly
inseparable. Almost permanent fixtures at eachratih®mes, we each called the other’s
mother “mom” and were treated like a fourth childient on vacations with her and her
family and she practically lived at my house thenmer we met Josh and Jeremy.

The brothers were a year apart in age and we estbur eye on one. What
started as a friendship among the four of us lealbsh and | dating on-and-off.
Regardless of Josh and I's relationship statusaliveanaged to continue our friendship
for a couple years. Most summer days Lindsey amduld ride on the back pegs of their
bikes as we cruised around the trailer park. Sonestiwe visited Smoker’s Tunnel so the
boys could get high while Lindsey and | threw rookisthe bridge or flattened pennies
on the nearby train tracks. Mostly, though, we wdlkip and down the streets, talking,
laughing, and making fun of each other.

As we entered high school, Lindsey and | joinedtémnis team. Neither of us
was very good, and | was exceptionally terribleisThowever, didn’t bother me since |
joined for the social factor and to practice playwith my dad, who was very good at
tennis. | also ran and eventually threw javelintfoe track team. Though | was a
mediocre sprinter and an awful thrower, | stayedhenteam because of the new
friendships it forged. In addition, track meets aogoriously long, so | was able to
socialize with friends and boys for hours in betwegents and on the bus rides to and
from the meets.

| had played soccer since | was four or five upluntas twelve, so when my
high school formed a team, | immediately joinedc&o was a sport | was passionate

about; | had grown up with it, as had my broth&tg.mother attended nearly every game
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we played as kids, yelling from the sidelines. Mydelped coached my first team,
when | was more interested in playing in the dirthe goalie’s box than paying attention
to where the ball was. The recreational teams akvays co-ed, and the boys were
much better players than I. To make up for my laickall control, | was aggressive. |
loved seeing the shocked faces of the boys onpghesing team when | slammed into
them with my whole body and stole the ball. Justose | was a girl didn’t mean |
wasn’t tough. Shortly after | joined the soccemntest my high school, | met a boy who
would become my first serious boyfriend. To speratertime with him, | left the team. |
was doing everything a normal girl my age was: jplgygports, spending time with
friends, dating.

I got my first period the summer | was thirteemdsey and | were swimming at
another friend’s house. When we went to use thierbain together, | noticed blood on
the toilet paper. | told her excitedly. “Let me Beshe demanded. | wiped again but there
was hardly anything. Lindsey went to tell our otfreend, who already had gotten her
period, and she gave me a tampon. Since | hadiggdaising them before for when the
time came, | inserted it like an expert.

When we got back to Lindsey’s, she let everybodyvkmhat had happened. “Of
course you would get your first period here,” had daid, and everyone laughed. | felt as
though | was somehow different, as though thatdlwas symbolic. Though | still felt
and acted like a child, my body told me differentiiyhen | got home and told my
mother, she asked to see the tampon. | pulled iil@ian odd trophy. She held it up by

the white string as if examining her own handiwork.
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She gave me some advice, like how no matter howyranes | wiped, there
would always be blood, and to let her know if | veessmy period when we went to visit
her in-laws because the big dogs could smell itraight bother me. She gave me a
diaper-like pad to sleep in, and went over thedsvs of gravity. All my pride about
getting my period seemed to leak out of me and ontdavorite Scooby Doo shorts
during the night. | awoke in pain and blood wasrgwhere. Of course my mother had
been right about gravity, she was right about ehanyg else. Apparently | was expected
to sleep like a corpse while menstruating to akeakage. My first day of being a
woman let me know my carefree childhood days wess,@t least as far as my vagina
was concerned. My mother gave me advice that | dvbalre figured out on my own. She
neglected to give me advice about what would thuigt me, the man who lived next
door.

| had my first real kiss when | was fourteen. | segl because there was tongue
involved. My body had recently shed its childlikeacacteristics and had begun the
painful metamorphosis into a woman. My growing Bteavere constantly tender. My
dad had to explain to my younger brothers that toayd no longer wrestle with me like
we used to. | would find bruises on my breasts gif@ying with my brothers, and the
dark colors on my newest features frightened menidples had begun to expand; their
tenderness exceeded that of my breasts. | coulonger wear the lacy bras Heather
handed down to me. Once | had to cover a nipple aviBand-Aid because it was chafed
so badly from the rough, yet sexy, womanly matebaspite the pain my breasts
brought me, they also provided joy and pride. Ixgtkem. They were mine. | was

growing up.
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And then the stretch marks came. Thick, dark tierrpurple lines on my love
handles. My body decided | needed more fat aroupdips, and it was impatient. My
skin did not share the urgency of my body. It saweason to change what it had been
doing for thirteen years. Growing, protecting, dyifalling off. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

At the time, my mother drove a minivan and my beos sat behind me. | satin a
captain’s chair in the middle of the van. One daak getting out, walking awkwardly,
hunched over, my shirt pulled up in the back andstrgtch marks were bared. “What is
that?” my youngest brother asked, pointing at théarrassing marks.

“l was scratched by a bear,” | told him. In trutthey did look like scratch marks,
all five or six of the long, terrible, indentedraggly lines on me. | got them on my
breasts as well, but at that time nobody but mela@sng at my breasts, so the marks
were hidden under bras and shirts.

Apparently I wasn’t the only one who noticed tliaiege of my breasts and hips
and butt. Jeremy did as well. He whistled fromguosch one spring day as | was walking
home from school. | went to talk with him insidewlas not unusual for me to go to
Heather and Jeremy’s alone. | loved playing witkirtinfant daughter and enjoyed
spending time with my older, (but not too old) caeighbors. As | ascended the steps to
his porch that day, | could not have known whataatjons would lead to.

When my secret was discovered, | had no idea wieadteny personal story
would have on others in my family. Without my segcteloubt | would have learned
many of the secrets | know now. | wonder how défely things would have turned out

for me had my secret stayed that way. Or if | ndnagt that secret at all.
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| was not thinking about my family’s habit of setsras | drove home. | was only
concerned with mine. When | went home to my patdmsse that day | had no idea that
what had happened two years ago could have ldeetoanfrontation | was about to be
dragged through.

It had started off so simply. | was fourteen, aacethy whistled at me as | passed
his trailer to go to mine. It wasn't a catcall,tjaswhistle to get my attention. Turning
toward him from the sidewalk, | smiled and waved.Hotioned me over and | walked
up the stairs and opened the screen door. Thedomrtwas already open, letting the
March light flood the living room. Immediately mjt@ntion went to his daughter
Madisyn, who was crawling around. | sat on theflaod urged her to crawl over the
green carpet to me. She did and | smiled with prAdel made faces for her and blew in
her face, Jeremy moved from the couch and lay ¢msee on the floor. We began to
talk. I don’t remember what we talked about. | dmember the excitement and anxiety |
felt rolling around in my lower belly and that imat moment he was paying attention to
me.

Suddenly, Jeremy grabbed my ankles and pulledboetdive feet along the
floor. He stood, bent over, and helped me up swere standing face-to-face. | laughed
it off and lay back down to play with Madisyn. Herlt over and tried to tickle my
stomach but I didn’t know what to do. Finally, hat gp and said, “I tried to make a
move on you and you didn’t even take it.” | didrécognize the move. Couldn’t have

picked it out if someone showed me a tape of ttuaton and told me to look for it.
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“Well, why don’t you try again?” | asked, and theaming in my belly

increased. | felt like | was going to be sick. Hawled over to me and lay alongside my

left side with his face close to mine. His arm \@asund my waist and our noses touched.

| pecked his mouth with mine and immediately satmyen | felt his mouth begin to
open, my back straight. | held Madisyn up betwegrathuman shield. | spoke to her,
made faces to make her laugh.

“What?” he wanted to know.

“‘Not now.”

He kept asking, “Now?” and pulled me toward himnby ankles, trying to kiss
me again.

“How about | put Mady down and leave?” | said, ahobd as | made sure she
was safely on the ground.

“Later?” he asked.

“Yeah,” | agreed, “later.”

It had begun so easily. A whistle, a touch, a Kislsad gotten so complicated.
And it was about to end so awfully.

And now, here | was, coming up on my parents’ hamyig to pretend | didn’t
already know what they knew. | parallel parked raypme in front of our brown trailer.
Before | got out, | shoved the CD casing to thedratof my purse so my mother would
not be tempted to take it away out of spite if spetted it. She had eyes like a bird of
prey. My body felt as it had outside the bedroorardnd | staggered up the five steps

our porch required to gain entry into my mothegdriess. | was still trying to keep up

the ruse of my grandpa’s illness when | openeditieg, even though | knew it too was a
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lie. My dad called me back to their bedroom. “Are going to the hospital?” |
guestioned as | walked towards his voice, hopingomg voice wasn'’t giving away what
| already knew.

Only an hour earlier I had heard my mother’s vogading my journals and |
now thought | had some kind of upper hand. | kndvatthis little powwow was really
about. But this “upper hand” might have really baszurse. My dad has always told me
that knowledge was power. Walking in through tleafrdoor, | held more power than
they knew. | was already aware that | was abobetbombarded with questions | could
not neatly explain away. | wonder if my ignorancette situation would have been
better. It would have at least given me one last lod the seemingly carefree life | was
tied to.

| wonder if my parents had read that part of mynail; the beginning of my
relationship with Jeremy. | had been so excitedd dut the only journal | had and
recorded every detail | could remember. Writingriy journal would be something | did
religiously for the two years that followed.

After my dad didn’t answer my question, | took @pléreath and walked through
the living room, kitchen, short hallway to theirdoeom. | stood near the open door. |
tried to make my face show no emotion. My motheod near the open on-suite. “Sit
down,” she commanded. My dad was to the right of leaning against her dresser. |
saw my journals on her dresser and | knew | haidnhys‘upper hand.” The light from
the bathroom behind her shone on them. | knew & wgless to ask about grandpa

again.
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| scrunched my body in a corner of my parents’ &gdlose to the headboard and
as far away from them as | could get, as if spacgdcprotect me. As usual, my dad was
the calmer of the two, at least outwardly. As Iséerably, still in my work uniform, my
mother read portions of my journals aloud as shedsin the middle of the room. | don’t
remember what she read. | didn’t care. | inwardigyosd because of my dad’s presence. |
didn’t want him to hear what his little girl hadr®and what had been done to her. My
face remained stoic as she threw accusatory glarey direction. | had failed. | had
gotten caught. Whatever happened next would beaniy. My dad leaned against my
mother’s dresser, his arms and ankles crossediafnad bowed. Whenever | gathered
the courage to sneak a glance at him, to pleadmytieyes to make my mother stop, all |
could focus on was the balding circle near the lwddks head, so | looked down at my
hands and the grey blanket on their bed.

“Are you sleeping with Jeremy?” my mother hisseghuanal still in her claw. |
cracked immediately. | had never been a gooddiad, with the overwhelming amount of
proof my mother held in her hands, my story thargthing | had written was just sexual
dreams and fantasies would not hold up. Both mgmgarwere standing, already
displaying their dominance over me. | could not aysure if this was their intention, or
if they were too wired to sit, or if they were réteal by me to be any closer than they
already were, but they felt bigger than normaln@ybe | just felt smaller.

“Yes,” | quietly admitted, so low | hoped my paremwould hear a “no.” | was
defeated. Now my head was bowed. | focused on mgdeesting in my lap and was
intensely sad that our relationship was comingterad like this. We had managed to

keep it mostly a secret from everyone for over ywars. Of course my friends knew;
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something that exciting could not be left untoldroy young lips. My mind raced. What
all had she read? Did she read everything? Homfarthe stack of journals did she
make it? Did she read the passage where | wroteat aape?

I had a sudden flash of what if he rapes me? Wit doesn’t stop? Before |
said stop, | thought | don’t want Jeremy to be irst.fl don’t want it now, here. So then
he stopped and tried talking me back into it brgfused, so | gave him head. After | got
home | checked (just joking not really thinkingste if | was bleeding. | stuck my finger
with toilet paper up and | was! | saved a piece andlit in a baggie. Oh, while | was
giving Jeremy head, | asked, | have to make suae,that sex? No. Are you sure? |
asked later. Yes.

Although I did not grow up as a member of any chwand did not consider
myself particularly religious, | used to pray. Ey@ight before | went to sleep | had a
short list of favors | would ask God for. The firegjor request | always opened with was
that | didn’t fall in love with Jeremy. | don’t kmowhy | prayed for this. Maybe even at
the time | knew our relationship was all fantaggttnothing of any real substance would
or could come of it. The second favor was that wiendt get caught. Divine intervention
or not, only one was granted. Jeremy would notdmpi and it was because of me. | had
gotten us caught. My sadness quickly turned togpahien my mother mentioned
Heather’s name.

“Why would she need to know?” | squeaked out frbm ¢orner of the bed. The
situation was becoming more out of control andd twatry and handle it. | had thought

that once my parents knew about Jeremy the rekdtiprwould be terminated and that
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would be that. Nothing else would change. | wapistto think my mother would be
satisfied with that. She was a woman of conclusions

“Well | would think she would want to know what'®igg on when the police
come to arrest her husband,” my mother shot atMyestoics switched to begging and |
pleaded with her not to tell Heather. But my mothlerays got her way. She ignored me
as she slid into a jacket and gathered up a caiptey journals. | didn’t move from the
bed and my dad stayed silent.

When she moved to the living room, | followed. $bek her keys from her purse
and | watched her walk out the front door with mayrnals tucked close to her side. | sat
in the living room, deflated and unbelieving. Dliesvant Heather to read my journals?
Would Jeremy’s kids see him get arrested? Whendviose him again? What would |
say? How could | possibly express how sorry | viias t had fucked up and gotten us
caught?

Her plan was to make the forty-five minute driveHeather and Jeremy’s to give
Heather a heads up before the cops came for hbahdsMy journals were her proof.
My mother thought the police would act immediateWich is why she went to
Heather’s before calling them. She was wrong. | iddearn years later that our family
had been invited to the barbeque she was craddiyngiother would later tell me
through the tears in her eyes that pissed me afbtend that she was doing Heather a
favor. She had known there would be drugs at thiy pad she didn’t want Heather’s
kids to be taken away because they, like Heatiker hler very own daughter, were

innocents, she told me. She had already decidednwalsannocent and who held the
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guilt. Although now | can see she did the righhthil was furious that she was meddling
in my relationships. In my affairs. In my life.

My emotions could not decide what they wanted hey played the roulette
wheel to settle on what | would feel at any giveonment: terror, anger, disbelief,
numbness, worry. | have no idea where my brothergw all of this but | do not
remember seeing them. To top it all off, | had harce of getting my journals back.
They were already in my mother’s possession, amdthe police were going to be
invited to my mother’s party. The thought of novimg my journals in my control made
my chest tight. | had always had my belongings édckway where they belonged in my
room. Nothing of mine was outside the four purpbdlsvof my oasis. And now, several
of my most important belongings were no longer umdg control.

When my mother returned, she called the police fitoerkitchen, my dad and her
sitting at the table. | was still in the living nog too scared to pay attention to what my
mother was saying over the phone. | wondered wieath&r said. What Jeremy did.
What he thought. How she felt. Was he mad at meat\ild Heather think of me?
Would | ever see them again? | had so many questimn no one to answer them, and |
certainly couldn’t ask my parents. They wantedee 3eremy in the back of a cop car.
They didn’t seem like they would care that | wasal for him, for our relationship.

And why would they be? He had hurt their daughterneeded to be punished. |
don’t think they realized at the time that | wasnigepunished as well. | had feelings for
Jeremy, the man they now hated. | felt so alonetamdied, yet they stood as a united

front against Jeremy. Against me. And the cops wartheir side.
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| had never before thought about what it wouldike fo have the police called on
me. | had been pulled over for speeding, and rogpstg fully at a stop sign, but those
traffic violations seemed normal. | knew | whattsafrquestions | might be asked. | knew
| would probably have to show my license and regigin. | knew | may or may not get
a ticket, which | would pay and the whole offensaud be over. | was familiar with
interacting with police in these types of situaioBo when the police came to my house
because of something | had done outside the reflmahicles, | had no idea what to
expect.

The firm knock at the door startled me. The copsthhdknow someone was
expecting them, so why did they knock as if theyenexecuting a search warrant? My
mother opened the front door and showed them iytavorld. Their presence made
everything very real. | sat rigidly in the greeclneer in the corner of the living room and
noted how out of place they looked in my home. Theh cornflower blue uniforms
were official, starched, and authoritative. Thegrsgd clean, short haircuts and spoke
professionally. Their badges glinted when the Igfihtick them and | could see the
pressed creases in their pants and on their shiorskeeves. Black guns on their hips,
notepads held secure by their Velcroed breast peciens standing at attention.
Everything about them was neat and proper.

| felt as though | was in a movie, that what wapening was not my real life.
Only criminals have the police called on them, lbzgrtainly was not a criminal. | was in
a dream-state as they introduced themselves toamnts and got right to business. They

didn’t bother to shake my hand or even ask whod.Wé parents walked the cops
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through the living room to debrief them in the kiégn behind me. It was as though | was
not even there.

There were so many entries my mother could havevstidhem. | wondered if
they would read the one where | lost my virgindyJeremy.

Wednesday, August 13, 2003 10:13 pm

We were talking and both getting turned on. So eetwp on the roof. First, we
were facing my house. He was fingering me and Igiaeg him a handjob. Then, we go
to the roof of his shed, on the opposite side.Sltyge was very steep, so | was a little
nervous. | went down on him until he came. Thewear& back down to the porch. We
were talking and | guess sort of bonding. He askedvhy | would ask if he was doing
stuff with Summer, “she’s Heather’s sister.” | geell, I'm your babysitter. He laughs
and goes that’s what'’s so funny. So as we got ddwigh, he goes, do you need some
water? And laughs. He goes, there’s some coke defoin. Then he goes, so do you like
me? Or am | just an experience? | go well, | libelyand you are an experience, what
about me? He goes, let’s just put it this way wils your age, we’'d be going out. [smiley
face]. Then he says, if you were 18 and | wasniried... and laughs. | ask, so what
made you want to do stuff with me? He shrugs amrd gjdon’t know. Cuz you have a
smokin’ body.

As the cops and my parents passed the wicker shetvéheir way to the kitchen,
| noticed the knick-knacks my mother had been ctitig for years. | saw the ribbons my
brothers and | had won throughout the years. Isgwparents’ marriage license held in

its thin gold frame. | once sprayed those shelvéls bleach. | also sprayed the curtains
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in the kitchen because my mother made me rescrubrttire kitchen floor on my knees
because | didn’t do it right the first time. Thissvbefore Jeremy.

In the kitchen, my mother did most of the talkihgzasn’t paying attention to
what she told the men about Jeremy and me. My fmsan in the wooden chairs they
had bought years ago. My brothers and | used tkeditiney came in for a makeshift
clubhouse for weeks. They took up the entiretyheftiallway to our rooms. My mother
made us get rid of them once they started droolpaygpnd repair.

The policemen stood near the sink. They asked igmssand took notes in their
tiny notebooks. They listened mostly. They weres kbsn ten feel away from me, but for
all I knew they were on TV, muted. They were prdpabdging to themselves silently. |
wonder now what they might have said to each ailen they left. What did they share
with the rest of the policemen at the station? i@y heard stories like this before? We
lived in a small town; how many rape cases have ieen involved in? Did they tell
their wives about their day, about the girl whoaeepts had called the police on her for
having sex with an older man? Do they remember owe?n

| sat in the chair, and stared at the groundantfof me, not thinking of
anything, though | know | should be thinking of githing. What could | say that would
get me out of this? How could | lie my way out béte? No answer presented itself. My
belly was heavy with anxiety, and | wished the folithem would talk forever so |
wouldn’t have to face whatever came next. The sas setting, and it brought the chill
of the spring night into the room through the ogeor. | pulled up my legs and hugged
my knees to my chest for warmiWhat was going to happen to me? To Jerehwas

numb, yet felt everything. The fear | had beenyag for years was unfurling like a
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hideous flower. It was finally happening. | wasligaaught. We were really caught. The
realization that the secret | had been keepingdars was exposed squashed me. | was
worried; the unknown has always been an obstawéed facing. | liked order much the
same way my mother did.

| looked over the counter and saw my mother hagaungnals stacked one upon
the other on the kitchen table. A rainbow of vagyapine widths that held two years of
my adolescent life. All my secrets, thoughts, fegdi, handjobs, concerns, fears, winks,
hopes, sins, kisses, expectations, let downs, sesetears, laughs, blowjobs, lies, truths,
actions, fucks, dreams, fantasies. My self. | wadieut how my virginity came to an
end:

Then we talk about the first day, the day we kis¥éeltalked a lot and | didn’t
get home ‘till 9, so if | remember more I'll writie But we were discussing sneaking out
and agreed to meet behind my shed at 11. | toldtdibting a condom just in case. (We
were talking about doing it, but | wasn’t sure dduld.)

| don’t know why | kept the journals. | wrote in rfiyst journal off and on for
years with no real dedication. The day Jeremy Kisse changed everything. There was
an unexplainable urge to record everything thapkapd between us. | didn’t want to
forget a thing, no matter how small. | wrote eviemyg). | kept a pen and piece of paper
hidden near my bed so that if | remembered somgtthiat needed to go in a journal |
could jot it down and write it the next day. | deémy own shorthand to save time. A
single word stood for an entire event. Each jouamty was dated and time stamped.
Some days | had more than one entry. | wouldrstilord the time of each new

occurrence.
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Something inside me knew this kiss with Jeremy mgmortant. It changed me; it
was my first kiss. Indeed it deserved to be mentined with a description in my journal.
But my writings were more than recording what haggaeto me in a day. They made my
life permanent. The words made the actions trugewés written down, it had to have
happened. | wrote so | wouldn’t forget. | wrotelsmuld go back and relive my own life.
As it turns out, rereading the journals makes roynsich hurt. | don’t relive my own life.
| relive hers. | feel pity for the girl who wrotehlife. She was so blind. | feel anger
toward the man about whom she was writing. Sometiiel nothing.

| began to bring a journal to school with me. | \Wbwrite in it during Latin class,
pretending to be taking notes. Often my hand wawdanp because | simply had to write
everything in one sitting.

| go out to the kitchen to get some water, (morasspd out, her meds, Jeremy
was getting her drunk and high so she would pas$ and | see him out the kitchen
window. He starts humping the air. | turn on thghti and show him my boobs. This is
about 9:45. He motions for me to come out. So dlsoeit my window and go through the
backyard. He’s waiting for me at the end of thecéen join him and Heather comes out.
| wait until he comes back. He pulls my pants dawa starts giving me head. Oh MY
GOD! The he comes up and we kiss and he rubs niysbdbe pulls his shorts down and
puts it between my legs.

| stopped writing shortly after my journals wer&eda. My entries became fewer,
and there were more days separating them, untiteay they stopped. A family friend
told me she thought writing in a journal helpedtidivoid for her, and once whatever she

needed to happen happened, she stopped writitith.dos’t know what my void was,
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nor if | even had one. Did | write to tell what waappening to me or was there
something more psychological at work? Were my dsalike a captain’s log, or were
they companions that listened without judgment?yTthek my stories and held them
safe between their covers, promising to hide themfothers. They did their best. But
their best was not enough. Many others read whatlwritten.

He gets behind me and bends me over. After mamccessful attempts to get it
in the hole, he asks me to help. Then, he gefinlgisrs wet and rubs me to get it really
wet. | help him in and it HURTS!!! He's pumpingrirdehind and | tell him he’d better
not come anywhere near me. | won'’t. It hurts a whwll of a lot at first, then starts to
hurt but feel Really Really good at the same tifilen, just as the hurt starts to recede,
he pulls out and jacks off until he comes. Theqleapart felt good all over. So he
comes and goes, well, | guess we'll try it agaberdal go yep. He says, see ya next time. |
can't wait. It felt really, really good. Maybe tomow we can sneak out.

When | first started transcribing the journals oy laptop | was amazed at how
unattached | was towards my own life. It was asig¢fol was writing about someone
else’s life events instead of my own. The writingsaso technical, as though | was
simply describing the facts of what happens duarmiemical reaction. | was distancing
myself from myself. Was it to protect myself? Teegeat bay the pain? To make it
fiction? As though it did not really happen to me to a character? Someone who wasn'’t
real?

Is this why | chronicled my life in my journals thvay | did? With such detail
and lack of emotion? Why did | need to capture gweoment, everything | could

remember about the events that transpired? Sonbeldn’t take up any memory in my
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actual brain? So | could revisit them if | needediater and still have everything the way
it was, like a file saved away on a computer? Beitmory doesn’t work like that. There
are many entries | read and don’t remember atTh#.only way | know they are real is
because they're in my journals. | would never wsibenething in them that didn’t
actually happen. If I had a dream, | would writatth was a dream. If | made up a
fantasy, | would remind myself at the end thataisviction with a “Gotcha!” Everything
in my journals was real and the way | saw my world.

People could tell me a million times in a millioifferent ways that what
happened wasn’t my fault. That it is never theim& fault. | was manipulated, he used
my emotions against me, etc. And they are rightidw they are right. Logically, | have
no real defense against their argument. | agrdewtlitat they say, what | have been told.
But | feeldifferently. And feelings and logic often don’t sfewell together in my
experience.

My parents and the two cops made their way ingédithng room and stood in a
semi-circle around me, the cops closer than mynpsréwas still in the recliner. One of
the officers asked in his professional voice ifielw why they were there. | answered,
looking at the floor, “Because I've been doing tfsrl shouldn’t have.” My tone revealed
my frustration, anxiety, anger, betrayal, respaiigibterror, and all the emotions which
don’t have names. | don't think anyone but | cawglhthe weight that came out with my
words. | believe the four adults thought | was bedifficult and uncooperative, moody
and aloof as teenagers often can be. | don't ttiielg understood | was doing everything
| could not to break down and start sobbing. | veasfied. | hated myself. | hated my

parents. | hated the police. Interestingly, | didrdte Jeremy. | was worried about him. |
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gave the answer my mother would approve of. | kaba/thought what | had been doing
was wrong. Honestly, | shouldn’t have been doiregtthings | did with Jeremy, so |
wasn't lying. But for fuck’s sake, | was sixteeratluay.

As | look back as an adult, | wonder why neithetha& policemen offered me an
alternative. That the things | had done weren’tivgrol hat | wasn’t the criminal. After
all, they had listened to my mother talk for a whiThey knew the basics of the story.
How in anyone’s mind was I, a sixteen-year old rsghool sophomore, in the wrong?
They said nothing else to me. My parents usherewh o the door, and thanked them.
My parents also did nothing to comfort me. | wasrauble. | wasn’t treated as a victim
yet. Why was my mother so angry with me? Was sbggting the anger she might have
felt toward herself onto me? Since she couldn’tgmbme from Jeremy, did she blame
me? | didn’t see her for the rest of the night.

The cops told my parents they would take the jdgrttathe station, which was
less than a mile from where we lived. Their origiiméention had been to make copies of
the journals’ contents, but since there were soyidwey decided to use the journals
themselves rather than copies. Apparently they gaveopying once they realized how
much time it was taking. | don’t blame their shattd had even made it easy for them. |
had numbered the journals, indicated their stadtstop dates, and tallied up on the back
inside flap how many times | had had sex and witlomv. Sometimes the tallies were
dated as well. It was almost as if | was doingdistrict attorney’s job while writing
about my sexual escapades. You're welcome, Wyaa@utinty.

The journals kept all the secrets | didn’t everedafl my best friend. They were

unfiltered in a way that didn’t translate to my goomication with people. My fourteen-
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year old self held back no detail, no matter howute, awkward, disgusting, or
unimportant. Every single thing my memory recalles recorded in pen, lest the
graphite from a pencil be rubbed away. The jourmedsz meant for me. Just me. There
was no style, no anticipated audience, and noa@é&siappeal to anyone. There were just
facts. The facts of what | did, what was done tq wigat words were spoken and to
whom. There was just me.

| wonder now, since there were copies of me aptiliee station, who had one?
Did an officer sneak a passage whilst he was fligjphe pages to be scanned? Did he
take it home; imagine faces to the names, curvédain and teeth and tongues and
genitals that my original left out? Was he aroudeaPhe use me for sexual pleasure?
Were there more than just him? The pages readmach like an outline of a porno
scene, giving the actors, locations, stage direstio

All anyone who read my journals needed was a inttliagination to make the

words come alive. To make me come alive.
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After the police left, | hurried to my room and lag my bed and stared into the
nothing that had become my life. | had an infiditeount of impossibilities ahead of me.
| could feel the metal bars of the futon supportdsgh me, as though | was the princess
who could feel the pea beneath dozens of mattrelssegaze was stopped by the
matching black bars above my head, the ones tpabsted the upper bunk of my bed. |
could see the purple mattress cover showing thrdlglevenly spaced bars. The ladder
that led to the top bunk was made of the same medaland they hurt my feet
spectacularly when | climbed them.

My dad had installed some pipe insulation on ths,though it had become
loose with use. My mother insisted | sleep on tpeliunk in order to preserve the bottom
mattress, though nobody used it but Lindsey andShe.wasn't sleeping on it so why
did she care how flat it was becoming? My dad togkside on this particular
disagreement, asking the same question | had, pmather won. As always. My
consolation prize was the padding. My mother neeaechuch control in the house, she
dictated where | slept in my own room.

When my dad came in he didn’t knock. He just opaheddoor and walked in.
He walked a few steps and leaned against my mdardresser, his arms and ankles
crossed, head slightly bowed so he could see nterplging on the low bed. He was
about seven or eight feet from me, standing toeftyonce | turned from my back. My
room wasn'’t very big. | had my bed, two dressemnsl, desk. They took up nearly every
inch of wall space. | had to scoot closer to thgeedf my bed to see my dad’s face. It

seemed far away since he was standing and | wag down.

67



His weight might shift the precarious picture framdave on my dresser, |
thought to myself. One of them didn’t have a supparits back. It was being held
upright by strategic placement and gravity. Evanghn my room had a specific place,
and | could always tell when something was amisselM was younger | would watch
my friends with anxiety as they inspected my treasin their hands, waiting for the
moment they put them down, in the wrong spots,mild return them to where they
actually went. Sometimes | only moved them halfreo.

The dresser dad leaned on was old. My parentshbatiglong with its taller
mate and matching desk and chair, at the Fort leaoeth Post garage sales once they
knew they needed furniture for a child. It is madleeal wood, and has been painted
numerous times to reflect my age. At the time,asuwnatte black with light, almost
white, lavender paint flung and drizzled upon f@e that, it was white with the pink
trim my mother labored over like Michelangelo. hetkitchen, | helped her paint the
drawers.

| don’t know with certainty where it is, but thezgists a picture of me in a
hideous over-sized sweater with a terrible knittedign. One of my parents has it; they
split up the pictures after their divorce in 2008ere is a paintbrush in my hand. My
dresser drawers are on top of spread newspapprsvent any paint from dripping on
the kitchen floor. | am young, in elementary schaold smiling broadly at the camera.
My dad must have captured the moment, as my malagouched next to me, looking
intently at a drawer with a crease in her forehead.

| still have that furniture. It has come with meeteery place | have lived since |

moved out of my parents’. Now it is all matte blagkt there are lighter patches showing
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through from where the paint has scraped off. Itdoother to fix it. | keep the furniture
because | can’t afford to buy a new set. | alse that it is made of real wood, and not
cheap particle board dressed up to look expenkike the idea that the set is mine and
has been with me since birth.

My dad looked at me for a while. | became increglgimncomfortable, not
knowing what was going to happen. “Did you knowedey was pissing blood?” dad
asked. The question came from nowhere. | was guiigrised that of all the things he
now knew, this is the one thing he wanted an answérnooked away from his face and
noticed the flashy, magenta-colored trophies omedf o the right of him. | won the four
of them when | was nine, right before Jeremy mawatkext door. Back when | was still
a good girl.

It was such a strange question my dad had asked,was not expecting. My
mind needed a break from everything that was hapgemth Jeremy. | stared at the
trophies and remembered how | won them.

| was in the third grade at the Distinguished YooftiAmerica Scholarship and
Recognition Pageant and had just won my first af fa'st place trophies. As | returned
to my seat | saw my dad flash me a thumbs up bé&fersent back to his. Undoubtedly
he was taking pictures. After the second or thioghy | heard my dad yell “You go,
girl!”

When we first brought the trophies home (there Vilgeetotal), my parents
displayed them atop the entertainment center itithregy room. After their novelty wore
off, the trophies ended up in my room, where | digplayed them with childish pride.

My dad looked at me with a dark face.
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| was probably only silent for a few seconds, timgkabout the trophies. Though
| was surprised by dad’s question | did not hesit@th my response. “Yes,” | answered,
as | turned toward him more, proud of my knowledgeut Jeremy. Glad that | know this
intimate thing about him. Heather had told me alioand how stubborn Jeremy had
been about going to see a doctor.

“And you still had sex with him?” his voice lowereadtone at the end of his
guestion.

“Yes,” | said indignantly, yet a little unsure.

“Disgusting,” he replied. He unfolded his arms &gk and left. He shut my
hollow door as he disappeared into the hallway.

Disgusting.l was devastatedisgusting.My dad thought | was disgusting. What
a horrible thing to say to a sixteen-year @ikgusting.l sobbed into my pillow so no
one could hear. It was one of those cries where ywle body gets involved, as though
to say to your heart and mind, “don’t worry, ’'mrador you.” My stomach was one
clenched muscle, which rounded my back and shoofeety My throat hurt from the
gulps of air | tried to take in through my pillofvpm the small howls my vocal cords
produced of their own accord, from being stretchpen to allow the sounds and saliva
out.

It wouldn’t be until years later that | questionglat happened with my dad that
day. Why did he not take this moment alone withtanask a different question? There
were infinite possibilities of what we could havealissed. He could have asked me how
everything started. He could have asked how | wabrfg. He could have asked if | was

scared. He could have hugged me. At the time Itaagngrossed with that word,
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disgusting to think about any of these other questions. Nasvan adult, | wonder why
he didn’t try to comfort me. He had to know | wasting. At the very least, he knew |
was scared. In such a vulnerable state, | neededa@me on my side, someone to tell me
things would be okay, even if it was another lie.

When | was young | believed my dad and | had aiapbond, one my mother
and | would never know. He was always honest wi¢) @ven when it was awkward.
Once, when | was young, we were driving somewhengght in his work van. He pulled
over on the on-ramp to the highway to light a jothbok away,” he instructed me. I
don’t want you to be able to say you saw this.’ateined other cars zoom pass on the
highway as the sickening smell filled the van. Thes a secret he trusts me with, |
thought. He knows | won’t tell mom. Once he washhegpough, he let the joint burn out,
and steered the van back onto the ramp and wenc@atiour journey.

He didn’t hide his drug use, and as we got oldewbeld tell us if he was high, if
we asked. Of course, we could always tell. Theatellsign was that his eyes would be
red. Usually in these instances my brothers andrévangry with him for smoking. It
pissed my mother off and allowed her to take outdmger on anyone who moved. When
he was high he didn’t even try to stand up forhis;daze allowed him to be calmer than
usual and totally silent. We perceived it as irefiince.

After my crying tapered off and my breathing becateadier, | rolled on my
side to face the wall and wondered what was hapgenoi Jeremy.

| would not find out until a few weeks later tha had lawyered up. Denied the

accusations. Filed a restraining order againstGremed | was lying and that | had an
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unhealthy obsession with him, which led to thedares | had recorded in my journals.

He turned on me.
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But before | knew all this, I still had hope thag were in the fiasco together. He
had insinuated so many things. Once | turned egghteif he wasn’t married... if we
were the same age... | was so enraptured with hinoandizzying secret that | had
never thought twice about the unrealistic nature/lsdit he was saying. Eighteen was still
years away. Hawasmarried. We weraotthe same age. It must have been so easy for
him to seduce that fourteen year old girl and Kespclose with a well-placed sentiment
or kiss. “We have all the time in the world, bablge would tell me, and this became
what | thought of as a secret phrase shared betlogers. | now wonder if our
relationship ever resembled a game to hiow long can | keep her around? How much
pleasure can | derive from her? If | get caughtave a card up my sleeve. She’ll never
tell. She is too infatuated with me to know whaealy going on. Shkkesit. I'm
helpingher. I'm teaching her. She gets pleasure, too.

In early May | came home after track practice,ysadth dried sweat from the
spring heat. | had had a good day. My parents éeehtly lifted my grounding and gave
me my car back. They had taken it when | ran awaletemy’s for a few hours after a
fight with my mother in December. It felt good te behind my steering wheel, listening
to music | liked, rather than riding home on the.bAs | parallel parked of front of my
house, | couldn’t avoid seeing his old house. I wght next to ours, twenty feet away
maybe. | looked away and tried to focus on the giedl was having as | walked to my
front door. Practice had been easy. My friendsrhade me laugh. Bob Marley moaned

about Mr. Brown through my speakers.
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The front door was open. Before | could put my bbak and track bag away in
my room, my mother called me to her. | droppedidhgs down near the front door and
walked through the bright living room and wondevdtat she was about to say. Would
she ask me questions | didn’t want to answer? Had@und new information? Was | in
trouble again? How would | feel after? Her voiceswdgferent when she called my name.
It sounded like it did when she told me my greaingima had died; tight, a little forced,
uncharacteristically drawn out. She sat at thehkitctable in Bronson’s chair. It was the
one closest to the sink and on the opposite sidleeofable where she usually sat when
doing bills. She was in the middle of the roomedily under the terrible fluorescent light
fixture. | leaned against the hard peninsula, fleas five feet from her.

| looked down at her. | could tell she was struggwith what words to use, as
though she was about to yank a band aid off a dthyvound. My stomach tightened
from the unknown. Her thin hair was in a high paiyteld up with one of her
ridiculous scrunchies. There were books and papersunding her, but | barely glanced
at them. | could see her hurried, cursive writilagl fiilled up pages of notebook paper.
She had been reading about child sexual abusg,l&t@in books borrowed from the next
town’s library. Our town wasn’t big enough to hatseown. She kept trying to get me to
read the books, too. | read the first paragraptnefa week before and decided it was
bullshit, though there was something, a part adrdence, which caught my eye. Maybe
it'll be important later, | told myself as | pressthe book closed.

| can’t remember what that sentence had told nddiké to think it tried to
comfort me with the words “it is never the victinfault” but | can’t be certain. And

anyway, for years | didn’t consider myself a “viati’ | was a willing participant. |
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agreed to meet Jeremy, to sneak out, to keep otgtseéwanted his attention, and if he
wanted my body | was glad to offer it. | was the evho went back to the shed for that
first tongue kiss. | was the one who didn’t leai®thailer when he said he had tried to
make a move on me. | felt guilt more strongly th&elt victimized. His wife lost her
husband to prison. His kids lost their father feeit childhood years. He would not be
around for birthdays, school holiday pageants|d._lteague games, report cards. He
would not be the one to teach them to ride bikesng dad had done. He would not show
them how to cast a line, as my dad did. | was aehamecker. | could have stopped at
any time. But the rush | felt when | thought of hamwas with him was too powerful.
My will was weak. It was my fault. It would be ysdvefore | realized how fucked up
that view of myself was. What's even more fuckedaughat | still believe all those
things.

There are good qualities my mother taught me grgwm | knew how to clean
well, how to balance a check book, how to get whednted by being firm but nice.
When she wanted something, she did whatever ittiogiet it. | also got that from her. In
certain pictures of me now, there is a strong régance to my mother. Nine years after
my mother had read through those books, | wasigitith my couch, hunched over an
article about abuse looking for similarities betweéhat the authors said and my own
experience. The paper was filled with yellow highlis and notes and questions in the
margins. | lifted my highlighter with the thoughthis is exactly what my mother did all
those years ago.” She had spent hours poring besetbooks, researching, looking for
answers. | had always told myself, and even hat,Ittvould never be like her. But she is

my mother, and | can’t outrun biology.
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In the kitchen | was to my mother’s right. She t@o#teep breath and, as though
her strength would leave her unless she hurrieginsd, “Asshole has filed a restraining
order against you.” Asshole was the name she gaeeny the day she read about our
affair in my journal. She paused and looked closglyny face, perhaps trying to detect a
change. “He’s denying everything, and says yowyieg. That you made it all up.”

| nodded, as though | had expected this to hapfealinoleum floor and its
predictable pattern were suddenly fascinatingulaw't lift my head. Inside | was
crushed, and flinched at her words, his actionsskdynach felt as though it was full of
sandpaper scraping away its lining. “Are you okaM®et face scrunched up to resemble
what concern ought to look like. “Talk to me, likew you would Dr. Courtney.”

Dr. Courtney was the therapist | had recently stheeeing. She had been
recommended by the Sunflower House, where my statehad been taped and my
vagina and blood inspected for STDs. My mother m@king like Dr. Courtney. She
didn’t have the compassion or patience my therajpastand | certainly didn’t feel like
talking in that moment.

| breathed out. “Yeah, I'm okay. Just a little upskturned away stiffly and
made my way down the hall to the bathroom my bmsthed | shared. | concentrated on
each step as though one mistake would send me tbitily-carpeted floor. At least my
parents believed me, | thought. The door to tharbam was a joke. The doorjamb was
busted years ago from my brothers and me usingtibap door as protection from one
another. It didn’t even close, let alone lock.idl she wooden stepstool in front of the
door. It was heavy enough that we kids understbedathroom was occupied if the door

resisted our light pushes. For some reason, wer tieweght to knock.
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| turned on both handles and pulled the dial uphenfaucet in the shower. As the
water took its time to heat up, | sat on the taled stared out the frosted window, the
same one | had once stripped in front of for Jeramiie whistled from his roof, when he
still lived next door.

Stripping was his idea. | had never stripped fooae and did not have a clue as
to how to make it sexy. He had tapped on my bedraimdow one night. | slid it open.
“What are you doing, playing with yourself?” he adk

“No,” | said.

“Why don’t you? Go ahead, strip.”

“Someone will see me!” | said, my voice high.

“Yeah, me.” After a few seconds of thought he safdell, go in your bathroom.”

“Can you see me in there?” | asked.

“I'll get on my roof,” he said, and hurried away.

It had only been a month since he kissed me fofitstetime. After he left, |
changed out of the sports bra | had been wearidgpahon a pretty red bra. | also
changed into a thong and found a tank top and shiagtabbed a bottle of lotion as a
prop and walked nonchalantly into the bathroomeAFfshut the door and secured it with
the footstool, | opened the window as far as it \d@o so he could see. It was the kind
of window where you had to turn the opener likeadscwindow, and the glass would
protrude outward.

Jeremy whistled to let me know he was there. Idseke the ember of his lit
cigarette. | set the lotion on the tiny countdurhed to face the window and pulled the

tank top off over my head. | shimmied out of my ol tried to undress in the sexiest
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fashion | could think of, but it felt as though eve taking my clothes off as | would any
other day. I slipped my thong off and whipped dward my finger so he could see. |
couldn’t see him. Unsure what to do next, | begdsbimg my legs with the lotion, using
the toilet to prop them up one at a time. “Takefflt’ | heard him say. | stood up straight
and unsnapped my bra and slid it off. | began nuplony breasts with the lotion, looking
his way and smiling, though [ felt ridiculous. Wass what new strippers felt like? |
smoothed the lotion onto my butt, hoping | was doihat he wanted. After a while |
couldn’t think of anything else to do, and felt taily to continue, so | redressed and
loudly whispered to him that I'd be going back tg mom.

Looking back, he probably wanted to watch me mastigr That was the first
guestion he had asked me through my window, if$ playing with myself. My fourteen
year-old self didn’t realize this was his most @ble desire, as she was too focused on
stripping and trying to make her first attempt I@t&ge-worthy. She put a lot of energy
into trying to act older than she was.

Eventually | pulled myself up from the toilet seatdressed, and stepped into the
shower. As soon as the water hit me | began tol@at on the floor where the falling
water mixed with my tears. | hoped the splashing lwad enough to cover the
animalistic sounds of my grief as | hugged my legmy chest. | felt the water come
down on me, steady and indifferent, doing whalwiags had. | looked at my toes
through the streaming hair in front of my face, éimws and thoughts falling on me,
through me, like the water from above.

As | looked at my painted toes | thought: How cothid be happening? How had

| gotten here? Why did | think everything was goiadurn out the way he half-said it
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would? Why did I trust such a good liar? | knewwees a liar. He had kept me a secret
for years.

And then | remembered being with him at his neweran Leavenworth county.
Just a few months before, we walked side by sidesmarge, dark yard. His strong hand
brushed mine and my belly flushed with fire. Thghtiwas far behind us, pouring out
from his kitchen window. We didn’t hold hands irsessomeone happened to look out.
“I'm not sure what | feel. It could be love,” heidaoftly. Love.Love. LoveThe flush
spread from my belly throughout my body, making soglp tighten and my nipples
hardenLove.l didn't know what to say so | didn’t say anythirgust smiled to myself
in the dark, looking down at my fedtove.

The memory made me angry. What a fool | was. Ofsmte never loved me. He
loved, if that is the appropriate word, what | thd him. What | could do for him: stroke
his ego, suck his dick, obey his every order, gipeny virginity, and meet him outside
so he could fuck me from behind. | was a toy. | waglifferent than his dirt bike. He
rode both for fun and the rush of adrenaline.

At sixteen, | thought my tears in the shower omlgresented the betrayal | felt
from Jeremy. Looking back, | realize | was cryitg much more than the loss of that
dysfunctional relationship and the bitter emotiasch followed its end.

When someone dies, people get a chance to gki¢hren | was seventeen, my
dad called to tell me my grandpa had passed away emed. | saw him in his dark, pre-
determined suit at the wake. | smiled through naygeas strangers shook my hand or
hugged me while they told me how sorry they werenfg loss. | clenched Kleenexes at

his funeral and saw his engraved name on a cem&ttang. Afterwards | ate, though |
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wasn’t hungry, and posed with my remaining famdy & rare group photo. Whenever |
hear a certain song on the radio, | think of hing aometimes | cry. | grieve his absence
because | once had him.

There are steps people take when something tlveyidadaken from them. When
a dog dies, it is buried in the backyard with sarhthe customs of a funeral. But how
does one grieve for something they never had?

How can someone mourn an abstraction? How do gowkvhen to grieve?
What to grieve? How to grieve? What do you do wiynaun realize you've lost something
you never really had to begin with?

| knew my grandpa. | have memories and picturdsraf He was real. | touched
him. So when he was placed in that wooden caskegw what would happen to the
man who always made a big breakfast on Sunday mygsni

| have memories and pictures of my childhood,| yktn’t know what happened
to it. Unlike my grandpa, | don’t know where it vier when it is appropriate to be sad
about the loss of it. | had a grandpa, but | nérdy had a childhood. Instead, | had lies
and secrets to keep hidden. My childhood was si@heay by these lies and secrets.

My grandma sometimes tells me the story of whentesbk me to a psychic fair
when | was young. She had her palm read with argaagouracy. | wanted mine done,
too. The woman said | was too young for the lireebd fully formed but took a look
anyway. Surprised by the deepness of the linesypaim, she told me wonderful things
about myself. She told me | was smart, ambitious],keesponsible, and other adjectives

people want to hear when they are being describgdlooked at the variations of
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crystals nearby, she looked at my grandma withddaze. “That poor girl,” she said
gravely. “She will grow up too fast.”

And | had.

| mothered my brothers. When my mother was atrabpassed out in her bed |
would make dinner for them. This usually consisiédggs and toast, but it was better
than nothing. | let them, especially Brandon, wenie about our mother and her
unpredictable and unfair ways. We had developeda@df Morse code between
ourselves. Since our closets shared the samewatipuld knock on the sheetrock and
be heard. | made up a list of what the knocks maadttaped one on each of our closet
walls. One knock meant “mom’s coming” and acted asarning. Two meant she was
asleep or passed out. Three was code for come toony. Though we didn’t use the
code often, it was there in case we needed eaein. oth

| was the kind of girl who picked out my clothes §chool the night before. | said
goodnight to everyone, giving out hugs and kisesst my alarm earlier than | needed
to. | made sure | had gloves in my coat pocketsidl my brothers to wear hats. | shared
my umbrella with Brandon on the way to our bus stop

While | was busy trying to please my parents,d fagotten to learn how to
make myself happy. My happiness depended almoseln what others thought of
me. Once Jeremy began showing me the attenticavedrso deeply, he became another
source of happiness. A call from him or tentatilenp to meet up filled me with an
excitement that lasted all day. | just had to mstke | kept him interested, and my image

was consistent for him. | was the fun girl. The evi® was up for anything. | was
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everything his wife couldn’t be. | could not havenhsecond-guessing my usefulness lest
he lose interest in me. Who was | to him if he didrant me?

After | was cried out, | stepped out of the plastiower-tub as though | had not
been crying. It didn’t happen all at once, but ¢etually adopted the mindset of a much
more cynical and worldly girl than the one who Is¢éebped into that shower. My world
was no longer Barbies and rainbows and sleepolevas lawyers and district attorneys
and court dates and pelvic exams and STD screehspad depositions. It was sleeping
on a blanket in the living room so | could be clogemy parents as | had done when |
was scared as a child. They were on my side, aidpghoximity comforted me. It was
squeezing tight to my stuffed dog as | slept, the bhad gotten when | was five and only
held when I was sick. It was trying to focus atamhknowing | had to leave during’3
period to attend a hearing. It was pretending | fvees | did a lot of pretending. | had
gotten good at it.

As | read chronologically through my journals foeffirst time, | transcribed
them and also reflected on what | felt and thowghtny former self was exposed again.
A couple weeks into transcribing, | wrote this afteading its corresponding entry in my
journal.

Monday, June 10, 2013 1.07 PM

Even as Jeremy was trying to penetrate me foritsietime, | was thinking about
him raping me, and that | didn’t want him to be fingt. Those thoughts alone should
have said something about the type of relational@pvere in. Nobody should think their
first sexual partner is going to rape them whilghe throes of trying to have sex.

Usually people feel regret after the sexual act,dwging. | can’t remember if | felt
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regret, but | knew | did not want Jeremy to takevinginity. | even had to ask to make
sure we had not had sex. A person should know whetmot sex has taken place; there
should be no questions or grey areas. But my fearyear old, inexperienced mind
could not tell. | think | wanted to make sure we In@t had sex so that | could still be a
virgin and have my first be somebody else. | needafirmation that | was, in fact, still

a virgin. Our entire relationship was one big graea.

When | was twelve, my mother had to be hospitalinecbout a week. The pills
she was taking, mixed with an excess of alcohal,dssentially turned her blood to
poison. Call it a miracle, fate, or just dumb lublait my dad had overslept his alarm for
work that day.

He usually left before dawn, so when he went te ki mother goodbye on that
particular day he somehow noticed the grayish Hineoskin. By the time he had
awakened me to try and rouse my mother, he haddbjrealled 911 and our neighbor
from across the street. Dad came into my room, wo&eand said something about
helping him wake my mother. Careful not to miss$egpsl climbed down from my top
bunk, still in a daze from sleep. As | walked thgbuhe living room and kitchen, | could
see my mother laying in bed as | went to her. ldadlsnoring was unusual and a
sobering hand wrapped its fingers around my storaadhfully woke me.

| sat on the bed next to her. The heavy drapes otiaen utilized to help insulate
their room were closed, so everything was in shaddwied to get a response from the
snoring body that was my mother by trying to appedier anger.

“Bronson’s climbing the doorframe in the hallwaygaid. “He’s not listening to

me.” | told her anything | could think of that | &wv would piss her off. She continued her
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melodic snoring, her chest rising and falling indam with the inhales and noisy exhales
her mouth produced. As | sat rigidly on the queigeesbed next to her, my dad paced
the still-dark room. | don’t know why he hadn’t ted any lights on. It might have been
because that simply hadn’t occurred to him, or bsede did not want me to see my
mother’s color. | think it was probably the formas my dad has never been known for
his forethought.

| have always been told that | have an old soel athility to know things beyond
my years, so | stayed calm and hopeful, trying &kenmy dad feel better. He walked
aimlessly around their bed and raked his strongl®#mough his thinning hair. | was
still on the bed near my mother, feeling uselessamif | had disappointed my dad
through my inability to awaken her. He told me tepsback so he could put some clothes
on her. | stood up and watched him struggle to theestee shirt over her rolling head
and limp arms. | turned my head at times to aveglrgy her breasts, trying in a way to
preserve some of my mother’s dignity. He slippgxhia of underwear onto her and
waited for someone else’s help.

In actuality, it was unnecessary for him to dregsmother, since the first thing
the EMTs did was remove her clothes. | was notgme® see them unwrap all the tubes,
colorful little knobs, and odd medical parapheragdtut for days my dad left the bed in
the same hurried state the paramedics had crédg¢eslept on the couch while my
mother was in the hospital.

Hearing a knock at the door, | went to answer hédtp relieve the stress my dad
was under. Looking through the peephole, all | dmde was a blue-colored shirt.

Thinking it was the paramedics, | opened the dooly to be surprised to see Penny, our
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neighbor from across the street. My dad had catledfavor from her: to look after us
kids. | helped her wake up my brothers and cohat to a back bedroom in her home.
They had no idea what was going on. In their slestpte, they were able to fall back
asleep quickly. I, on the other hand, watched fRenny’s living room as the ambulance
announced its arrival with only its lights. | waéthas they loaded my motionless mother
into the back as if she was cargo being shippeasaaountry. | watched the ambulance
unceremoniously drive away with my dying mother amdried dad. Then | watched
Penny’s TV as colorful cartoons danced acrosscdrees. They were just moving colors
to me. My mind was on my mother’s condition andaay’s promised phone call.

Before the ambulance had taken my parents, myatggef over to Penny’s to
tell us he would call when he knew anything. | askeny mother was going to be okay.
“I don’t know. | think so,” he answered.

While my mother recovered in the hospital, | tratgpped into the shoes of a
caretaker. | made sure my brothers were at socaetige on time, walking them myself
to the fields about a half mile away from our hoinencouraged them to complete their
homework before watching TV, | made meals for tliembest | could, and | cleaned
every room in the house the way my mother had tannghso that she would have one
less thing to worry about when she came home. eneber asking my dad for money so
| could buy groceries. | picked out canned greeanbgeamong other things, and carried
home all the food twenty dollars allowed me to jase.

| had felt ambivalent in the grocery store. Nornyaly patronage there consisted
of Crunch candy bars and sometimes a pop, butisrrip | needed a basket. | felt very

out of place, as though the workers and other stigpgmehow knew the reason behind
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why | was selecting canned goods and bread insteclteap sweets. | felt as though they
could see through me and were judging my family mwed The fluorescent lights seemed
to burn a little harsher, the aisles felt a litdager, the looks from others appeared a little
more hostile. | kept a running total of the itemsny head, so | would not be further
embarrassed at the checkout by not having enougieyo pay. Being only about a
guarter of a mile away from the trailer, | walkeahire with the plastic bags cutting into
my hands and wearing out the muscles in my smasar

When my dad took us to visit my mother in the htapl wasn'’t prepared to see
all the tubes and machines hooked up to her. Iynetarted crying, but she smiled and
told me not to be scared. It was an awkward Misitdn't know where to stand or what to
say, and | was relieved when my dad took us homeeUher doctor’s suggestion, my
dad bought all sorts of smelly vitamins and heaftod. We dumped her cans of beer
down the sink together, and | was looking forwardhéaving a healthy and sober mother.
The doctor had told her if she continued drinkihg sould more than likely end up in
the hospital again, so | was under the deep imjpresfie would give it up for good.

For a while, my mother did well with her new lifglst. She managed to keep the
vitamins down, ate the food, and didn’'t mentionrb&e even quit smoking. Like all
good things in my life, however, this too would ato an end.

My heart dropped the day she asked me to fetchmashtray. | begrudgingly
did, while trying to hide the disappointment andibaings of tears in my eyes. | told her
| no longer wanted to be asked to help her pasdtein her habits, and that might

actually have been the last time | retrieved artraghor her. Not long after, she arrived

86



home with a twenty-four pack of Busch Light, arichew the fantasy we all had been
living in was over.

After she discovered my secret, my mother had otedamy doctor and
requested medication for the anxiety she assumed Isuffering. | didn’t go to my
doctor for a prescription. The bottle simply apmebon the kitchen counter shortly after
the police had taken my journals. | had no sapératter and swallowed the pills. It
would be years until I questioned why my motheraagl them for me. Had the pills
been to make me feel better, or was she tryingmirol the situation? Did she think |
needed them, or was she taking another decisioafony hands to make up for her
failure to notice what had been happening? Sherresked me if | felt anxious. She may
have assumed, but she never consulted me. Shg aakedd about my emotions from the
day she confronted me with her proof about Jeremaynae all the way up until | moved
out two months before my high school graduation.

Before we went to court the first time, she told Jeeemy had hit on her, too. We
were in the kitchen, the nucleus of everythingiléer where everything in my life had
been falling away one layer at a time for monthg. Wére standing near a counter, facing
each other. Her eyes brimmed with tears as sh&edoaut that if only she had taken him
up on his offer, maybe | would have been sparechél® did | go wrong?” she
screeched. | told her that if she had given interdy, he would have just been sleeping
with us both. Her eyes released the tears thabbed building up and she pulled me into
a hug.

| don’t remember if | cried with her or not as sthetched me in that awkward

hug. Somehow she had turned what Jeremy had done ioto an instance where she
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was the victim. Where dishego wrong? Ifshehad slept with Jeremy | wouldn’t have.
Shedidn’t protect me from the big bad wolf. It waser fault. She should have known
something was going on. She had lived through abekee. All the signs of misconduct
were there. She just either didn’t look hard enoagdidn’t want to.

As an adult, | think back to this episode in thelkeén. | was seventeen, had been
statutorily raped for over two years, was druggedtonopin, about to go to court where
more people would hear what happened to me, anchotlyer was clasping me for
comfort.l needed the comfort. | needed to be told everythiogld be okay. | needed
confirmation that | wasn’t bad. | did not need ®thking care of my mother again.

My mother is complicated and I don't think I'll evenderstand her. I'm not sure
| want to. She thrived on drama. | now think shesated it in our home to feel something
besides her own pain. My relationship with Jerenag wertainly dramatic, and this was a
perfect opportunity for her to soak up all the atiten she knew would come with a trial.
She invited her friends to our days in court. Omteecing day, she had more of her
friends than Jeremy did in the courtroom. At timeetil didn’t care. | was too focused on
what his lawyer and wife were telling the judges Hwyer reminded the judge that
Jeremy had been attending classes to get bettathétdoegged for leniency and used
their children to pull at his heartstrings.

| hung my head in shame as the prosecutor reati@ffharges. My brothers were
hearing this, was all | could think. They didn’tagketo know such things, | felt. But my
mother had insisted this was a family ordeal, archeeded to stick together. As | look
back on those court days, | am not so much anghaassad. She needed her friends to

witness what had happened to her family. They shinol us during the proceedings and
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hugged my mother afterward. She seemed to be sgainShe behaved as if she had
caught Jeremy and the court proceedings were becdirer. | am saddened by all of it,
and that she needed so much, that she couldntriterat with simply having her
husband there as support. I'm sad that she usguenspnal tragedy as a spotlight for
herself. She used her time to speak in court toemddleremy directly. Standing between
the opposing aisles, she read from paper afterrpdgyerything he had disrupted in her
family’s life. The judge had to tell her a few tim&® hurry up. | was embarrassed.

The pills from my doctor made me sleepy. My firstss of the day was art, where
| was enrolled in an independent study to work loarcoal drawings of celebrities’ faces
and interesting landscapes. My tall teacher notibedhift in my behavior and asked if |
was all right. | told her | was taking a new medima which made me drowsy. That was
true. | could barely stay awake and often slepiugh her class, which was totally unlike
me, but | left out the reason why | was taking pks.

| was ashamed. | didn’t know how much my teacheesak but | suspected they
knew more than they were letting on. | had alwagsrba good student and didn’t want to
tarnish my image. Because of the restraining ondeparents had filed against Jeremy
on my behalf, they shared it, and the situatioth wie three guidance counselors in the
office. In turn, the counselors contacted my teexkelet them know | was on a new
medication which might make me drowsy and to pleaseise this.

In my high school you could roam the hallways witur boyfriend without
getting caught, passing notes and kisses untiwauld see him again at lunch. Lunch
was full of rowdy conversations, gossip, and nefwsoaples’ relationships. Friends

shared ex-boyfriends because there weren't a Ibbg$ to choose from.
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As in every high school, there were cliques. | wathe popular one. Not
cheerleader, involved in every activity, teach@es popular. Popular meaning my
friends and | made up the largest female groupuinctass, and we were relatively pretty.
Many of us shared classes along with our secregdrighds knew about Jeremy, they
had for years. They treated him as though he wasthar high schooler, fawning over
the things he told me, expressing their excitenadr@n | divulged my latest encounter
with him. The only friend | didn’t confide regulsgrin was my best one: Lindsey. She had
expressed her disapproval of the relationship Bhafter its genesis in middle school,
and she was still a virgin. That's not to say st hang out with Jeremy and me at my
house, she just didn’t want to hear any detailsiatat happened when we were alone.

My school was small. There were barely over a hedhgheople in my graduating
class, so when my parents made their news debut sbmy schoolmates’ parents
recognized them, and knew what had happened betieggemy and me.

Because Jeremy used to live next door to us, asa®bis mug shot was
released, a local television station showed upsabld house with cameras, microphones,
and a reporter. My parents saw the news van antite@o some investigating of their
own. | was at work when my mother called to tell ab®ut it. “I'll record it when it
comes on the news tonight,” she told me excitddiyas scrubbing the back room
counters with a damp rag, the phone pressed tcamwag she spoke. | was unsure of how
| felt about the situation. My stomach hurt.

True to her word, she had the segment recorded\hSatape. | was with my
then-boyfriend and Lindsey, and we watched it wity parents in the living room. The

whole thing was fraught with exaggerations ancelasinly a few minutes. My parents
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were interviewed on our front porch, their testimamterrupted by the condescending
voiceover of the reporter in charge of the storjals always amazed me how much all
reporters sound the same. They use the same iafiebave the same superior tone of
voice, the droning sound of their words, the foensall the wrong aspects of the story.
The female reporter honed in on the use of the ifacomputer” in the exchanges
between Jeremy and me. In reality, he had onlytewrite once from the email account
he had set up exclusively for that purpose. Thatikewas never used in court and had
nothing to do with his plea agreement.

My parents looked like white trash, standing onrtinamy porch in front of our
trailer. Neither had been prepared to be on talaviso they were in their normal
hangout clothes. What made them look like whitsttrima my eyes was the fact that they
were discussing their daughter’s “tragedy” witlotal stranger, who would then have it
edited to share with thousands of other total ggesn Their clothes made them look like
witnesses to a robbery which had happened at twleimorning while they were out for
booze and cigarettes, the kind of witness you watldvite into your home unless they
were family. Their eagerness to talk made them ld@kthe witnesses who saw the
smallest possible part of a story to count as aegg and wanted their face on TV. They
looked ugly and rude and self-serving. My motheindicry and my dad didn’t express
outrage. They could have been talking about a diegkhad flooded in their backyard.
Who were these people? They weren't the paremsdgnized.

Wanting to help the reporter, my parents divulgei@ty’s new address. His
sister showed up onscreen yelling for the repaaeurn the camera off and leave. She

was rushing down the hill from Jeremy’s house ®ltng gravel driveway where |
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assume the crew’s van was parked. Her arm stuaigktrout in front of her like a
linebacker. She looked more dignified than my pexen

Once the video finished, my mother pressed the bjgton with a satisfied click
of her fingernail and smiled. “What did you think&tie questioned me, as if it were an
audition video of herself. | didn't know what tark. | reverted into myself because of
my company and acted as though | had just viewsahamercial or trailer for a terrible
movie. | shrugged and went to my room to try onrtbes shirt | had bought earlier that
day. | didn’'t speak of the tape again. | didn'tlIfde betrayal yet. | didn’t feel it for
years.

My parents had taken my journatsg and told my story to thousands of
strangers. | can imagine those strangers who sawetvs that day shaking their heads
and saying, “what a pervert; that poor little girl.can imagine the news outlet being
excited they had gotten their hands on such aisakstory and were able to capture the
footage they had. | can’t imagine what my parergsanthinking when they agreed to the
interview.

After the story aired, my best friend’s aunt redagd my mother. My maternal
grandpa’s friends did, too. Because of the tumolss brain, Grandpa Loftus sometimes
got confused or had trouble getting his words But.that didn’t mean he couldn’t
understand things, so my mother and grandma hadetkit was best not to tell him
about what had happened to me when they first faundcontinuing the habit of secrets.
He was dying and my mother didn’t want him to dgthimg drastic with the time he had
left, as though she could predict people’s actidgmother warned my grandma about

the broadcast that would be appearing on the neatsitght and grandma vigilantly
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watched for signs of it, her hand close to the remdhich she normally had no interest
in. She was successful in keeping my parents’viger a secret from her husband, until
a friend of his showed up to visit.

The friend mentioned he had seen my parents orMi\Mgrandpa knew nothing
of it and my grandma was trying to shut my grandpaénd up, but it was too late. After
the friend left, my grandma told my grandpa thlaadl been molested and left it at that. |
would later learn that he had heard the same dbotywith different casts, at least three
times before. | still can’t imagine how he felt lvthose words attacking him again. | was

not the first to be molested in his family, | wastjthe latest.
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Seeing my mother with a coozy-wrapped beer in hedlwas never unusual. She
would sit at the kitchen table, sifting through gaying bills in her methodical way, the
can never out of reach. Some nights she drank tadhrand insisted on trying to have
deep, meaningful conversations with my brothenmer We entertained her questions,
our minds on other things. | didn’t realize untdtarted staying over at friends’ houses
that their mothers didn’t rely on a can to get ttbrough preparing dinner or cleaning a
bathroom. | didn’t know at the time my mother wasatécoholic or what had made her
one. It would be years later that | learned mom@ualny mother’s life before she had
become a mother and how those events led her kkaeseape in the bottom of a cheap tin
vessel.

My mother’s version of warning me of men came ia ftbrm of a drunken,
broken story about herself which lacked any spediétails. | was in middle school and
finished with my homework for the night.

| sat on the loveseat in the darkened living rotima,light from the TV cast the
room in shadows. The loveseat once was brown mdwsa mossy green from the sun.
If I were to lift up its arm protectors | could se= original color. It, along with the
matching couch, was once my grandparents’. Theiga® show became hard to focus
on when my mother came and rested her body onrthel @idn’t look at her for fear of
her thinking | wanted to talk. | could see her baed knew she was drunk. “Brianna.”
Her slurred and slow speech confirmed this.

“Huh?” | still looked at the TV and willed her awaymy mind, but knew it was

useless. Once she decides on something, it happens.
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“I want to talk to you. About something that happeériio me when | was
younger.”

| could feel my muscles tighten slightly. She wainte have a serious
conversation, | thought. | hated these types aBsibns, and | had told her so in the past.
Every time | told her though, she was drunk, and$ sure she used that to her
advantage, as though she could say she didn’t réererBut she always remembered.

| didn’t move my body, and she took a swig from &a&n. “My uncle abused me
when | was around your age,” she confided.

My muscles tightened. How do | respond? | lookexdviey, knowing she was
trying to tell me something important about hersglfe least | could do was look.

Her green eyes, the same ones | have, were hakgaldler high cheekbones still
had the pink blush she applied that morning. Hémtgmose, which | don’'t have, was
bright with oil. Her thin hair was still trying toeold its hairsprayed shape, though it didn’t
have the volume it did twelve hours ago. Even tlhosige was mostly sitting, she
swayed, and used the loveseat for support. “Therstdl places on me even your father
can’t touch,” her words floated to my nostrils, !ipand sour and smelling of hot beer. |
remained silent. She didn’t want a conversatior,smply wanted to talk.

She did not elaborate. | hadn’t known this aboutmother. This explained why
she would only allow us to let my grandparents imewshe and dad were gone. She
didn’t trust anyone, even family. What a terribleden, | thought, that dad had to be
careful and my mother was anxious after over adkech marriage. What happened? |

wondered.
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In my mid-twenties | learned from my grandma thdtad been her brother-in-
law who had abused my mother. It happened in alnteteryone trusted him so when
my mother asked if she and her friend could go Wwith, my grandma didn’t think
anything of it. He gave my mother and her frientbabl and once the friend was passed
out, abused my mother. Not even grandma knowsetelsl My mother had told a
school counselor, who turned the matter over tddJPiotective Services and,
ultimately, the police.

The uncle had abused his sister-in-law in the agtihe family kept it hidden for
fear of disgrace. They apparently wanted to keep tmage clean. When the police
came to talk to my grandparents, grandma thoughtother was in trouble. She was
often truant because she didn't fit in at schobk $1ought the teachers were
condescending and enjoyed trying to make her tepid When the officers told my
grandparents the reason for their visit, my grarghpavled, “He did it again, that son of
a bitch.”

Grandma didn’t know what he meant. She had neven bid about the previous
abuse. Once she learned of it, she was furiousrdidsband. She felt betrayed. She
could have used knowing this to make different sieais, she told me.

My grandpa’s family wanted to cover up my mothesise as they had with
their daughter, but since my mother had told henselor, it was out of the family’s
control. My grandma, though she would not have iigddhe trespass, was grateful she
did not have to fight with her mother-in-law abtwaiw to handle the situation. It was in

the system.
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My mother did not testify. She was sent away ferttlouble she had been causing
in school. My grandma saw this as unspeakably yrdaice the uncle was able to walk
around as he pleased before the trial, while myherovas away from her family and
friends, as though she had done something wrong.

The uncle had a criminal record and files of hispacted involvement in other
crimes nearly a foot tall, my grandma reporteddhng) her hands out. “I kid you not,”
she added for emphasis. “I saw them.” He was aynats setting his own buildings on
fire to collect the insurance money. He eventuaint to jail for what he did to my
mother, but not for very long.

Grandma saw him once more after that, at a commiaiitwhere people peddled
their crafts or food goods. He came up to her withuch younger woman to say hello.
My grandma looked at the woman and said, “I hopedan’t have any young
daughters.” The uncle quickly ushered the womanyawa

After knowing this, | hold different views of my rtieer. She was protective of us
kids because she knew the betrayal of someone. ¢lbebeve she told me her story,
though short and bland, in order to convey to neartiportance it had to her.
Undoubtedly she did not want the same for me. Taeawith the abuse, along with the
other problems in her life, she had turned to abtoBince my grandparents owned a
liquor store, it was never a problem for her to@®gg. My dad told me she was wild as a
teen, doing drugs and drinking heavily. That wa®teehe met her, so she must have told
him.

What makes me angry is, for all the ways my mothed to protect me, and for

everything she knew about abuse and secrets, sheomgletely blind when it came to
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Jeremy and me. As | read my journals for the firse at age twenty-four, | could see
innumerable occasions where my mother could, andldhhave noticed something
wasn’t right.

Why did no one think it was odd that | spent so mtiime with a man eleven
years my senior in his shed? Why did no one questiny | always asked to tag along
with him when he made beer or cigarette runs? Mtherdknew | had had a crush on
him for years. Did she really think he and | warst jkindred souls with so much in
common a friendship was bound to happen? As | tlahtbrough the pages of my
journals, | kept thinking, “How did we not get cdnigooner?” There were so many
telltale signs. What would | have to talk to Jeresbput over the phone? How did no one
ever notice the looks and smiles we exchanged? isl@vwhat | had to spell out what was

happening for my mother to see?
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| had been cutting for years, even before | becanaved with Jeremy. The first
time was when | was thirteen. It started as andaeti | was shaving my legs and in my
haste | cut myself fairly significantly on the baakmy heel. Watching the amount of
blood it produced was so mesmerizing | did it agafew days later. | pressed the razor
deeply against my Achilles tendon. | held the rdzanly against the wrinkled skin and
yanked it upwards. When | brought the razor to leyel, | could see the thin, nearly
two-inch strip of skin it held between its bladetysically, the pain wasn’t as bad as |
had anticipated. Emotionally, | was excited to texeblood run down my heel and mix in
with the shower water to make its way to the dramme, the more blood, the better the
experience. This was a technique | would use ag&ie.only downfall to it was that it
made walking in tennis shoes difficult, as the Isaskuld rub up against the bandages,
wearing them loose. This was a small price to pawever, for the way seeing my blood
made me feel.

Under the railroad bridge in the woods behind thger park, | had once found a
broken bottle. | used it to cut into my shins. Isndone and unafraid of discovery, as the
layout of the bridge would allow me to hear anyocoming. | sat on a rock which had
been captured by the cement of the bridge’s flooklestened to the water pass by and
splash on the rugged rocks below. | was huddlexlarttall to be able to see my shins
better and took the glass carefully in my handasaot to accidentally injure myself. The
piece itself was rather small, the shape of all@thip but half the size. This experience
wasn’t about seeing blood, as | would have notbtongean myself up with, and | would

still have to walk home. Here | simply wanted telfpain. | placed the chip to my leg

99



with the intensity of a surgeon. | dragged it oabout an inch and a half along the taut
skin, just hard enough to let me know | was dotrmgght. | made around a dozen
incisions, going over only a couple of them mor@ntionce. Because of the prickly
bushes and other inhospitable plants which letiédotidge, | had a cover story for the
scratches. | always had a cover story. Faint asdahenow, the scars are still there.

| have used razors, scissors, broken glass, ané%knihave always had an
excuse or reason to explain away the marks. | Bhaeed this fact with few people,
though | am not ashamed of it. | have not yet redliwhy | cut. | have heard people cut
to gain a sense of control, to release psycholbgeia, or because they are toying with
the idea of suicide. | have cut for all of thesas@ns.

My biggest wound needed stitches, but | couldrltntg parents. It was deep,
wide, and long. It looked like an angry dark reitlwlth maroon blood leaking from it. |
had been planning it for months. | sneaked theekshiarpener my dad had gotten for
Christmas the year before and the best knife filwgrkitchen and had been sharpening it
regularly. Sitting in front of my open closet dobhunched over the paraphernalia and
dragged the blade through the sharpener’s chanmsééady, rhythmic stokeScritch-
click, scritch-click, scritch-clickl always sharpened it in intervals of ten. Onceakw
satisfied with my sharpening, | would wrap the figns up in a dishtowel and return
them to their hiding place deeper in my closettag the door with a strange
anticipation.

The night it happened | was distraught. It waslaiier part of December, and my
mother wanted a family meeting. | knew how theseétings” went. She would air her

grievances and yell at everyone in a beer-fuelgd,rdisallowing anyone else’s opinion
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or logic. My two younger brothers sat on the bha¢tered loveseat and were visibly
relieved when it became apparent the “family megtimas really a chance for my
mother to yell at me. | sat alone on the couch hgnas my mother screamed at me from
across the kitchen counter. My mother was usingiticeen peninsula as a parapet
during this rant. | watched the ashes from her Mads fill the ashtray and fall like dirty
snow onto the counter when she angrily tapped igarettes. She started in on me about
not folding the laundry correctly, not mopping wetiough, forgetting to write down my
work schedule for her to see. After a while | bledlout what she was saying.

My father was leaning against the coat closet betweay mother and me, his
head bowed, arms crossed against his chest, atekamkssed as he used the door for
support. | tried to defend myself and argue badknlly mother had many more years of
pent-up anger and practice at arguing. So | senthif, picking angrily at my cuticles and
devising a plan as she wore me down. | was notygiré | would follow through with
the plan, but it was exciting and the thought eh&de the barrage from my mother
bearable. The longer my mother spat, the strongeresolve became to follow through
with it.

When my dad realized | had not been participatmntpé meeting for quite some
time, he called for a time-out to allow tempergdol down before we regrouped. | was
too giddy with the knowledge that | was going t@exte my plan to be angry with my
dad for not simply calling the farce of a meetingts; | nearly skipped to my room to
begin.

| would grab some change and call Jeremy from gopaye, asking for a ride.

Both he and Heather knew how my mother could benvghe was drunk and angry, so |
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was sure that even if Heather answered the phameild be going to their house. The
thought of spending time with Jeremy, even if weemé alone, made me smile.

Once my door was safely closed, | gathered makeaypyork shirt, and coat
with adrenaline-pumped hands. | wrapped my makepum my work shirt and shoved it
into the pocket of the hoodie | was wearing. | @hrpen my screenless window and
carefully crawled out onto the front porch stepaak silently sliding the window shut
when | saw my down coat lying on my bed. | did kiwbw how much time | had before
the time-out was up, and | certainly did not wantaad to walk in on me sneaking out
by the glow of the Christmas lights, so | went athaut it.

| jogged down the street, checking for anyone detsny house before crossing
the road. The closest pay phone was a couple okblaway, and | was paranoid one of
the numerous cops who frequently patrolled theesdrevould stop and question me. |
crossed two other streets, keeping on the sidearadkclose to the cars parallel parked
along the street to avoid being spotted, and tmathe to duck for cover should a car’s
headlights pop up. By the time | reached the panpH was really regretting not
shatching my coat. | picked up the receiver, andévered cord fell out from the shelf
and brushed my thigh. | retraced my steps and dnae doubly cautious as | re-crossed
my street because | had been gone for at leastitautes by now, and my parents might
have figured out | had left. | crossed three mareess full of trailers before | felt safe.

It was cold out, and the frosty air stung my thraxadl lungs as | jogged
breathlessly down the path through the woods Ithkein so many times to go to the
convenience store. The grass was worn down tdrdirt the park’s kids taking the

shortcut. The dark night was somewhat menacingtheustreetlights near the store gave
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me plenty of light to see by. | made my way to plag phone outside the store, but there
was no dial tone when | picked it up. | did not wnof any more pay phones, so | walked
inside and said hello to the cashier. | knew hie flaut not his name. He was always
friendly to me so | asked if there was a phoneuld¢@se. He went to the back and
brought me a cordless one. “Don’t go too far,” hewed. | smiled and dialed a number
as | turned my back to him.

“Hello?” Heather’s voice answered.

“Hey, Heather. It's Brianna. Um, Angie and Briam &ighting.” | tried to disguise
what was really happening because the cashieristaaihg behind me. | did not want
him to know that Angie and Brian were my parentd tinen call the police on me as a
runaway. “I'm at the gas station by the post offic&dwardsville. Can | stay with you
guys tonight?”

“Angie and Brian? Your parents? Is everything oR&§f?e sounded concerned
and confused.

“Um. Well,” | glanced at the cashier, “not exactly.

“Okay. I'll have Jeremy come pick you up. Are theyb okay?”

“Yeah, they're fine. I'll see you in a little bithanks.” | handed the cashier the
phone and thanked him. Since | had some time kol kibught a Cherry Vanilla Dr.
Pepper and talked the cashier into selling me & phcigarettes. | was leaning against
the building outside smoking while | waited for&ery. | wondered if he was going to
come in the new piece of shit Camaro he was fixip@r if it would be his wife’s Geo

Metro.
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After a while | went back inside and sat in a srbalbth by the window. There
were some men smoking and playing pool behind rieup and hoped no one would
ask questions. Finally, | saw Heather’s dull redpmal up, and | went outside and slid in.

“Hey you,” Jeremy said after a long draw from higacette.

“My mom is such a bitch,” | complained. | buckled seatbelt.

“I know. So, you staying the night?”

“Yeah | guess. If that’s okay with you and your evifl smiled slyly and | looked
at him from the corner of my eye.

“Don’t worry about her.” He put the car in reveessd started backing out of the
stall.

| took a swig from my drink before | started in mry mother. “I think she hates
me. She’s always bitching about —”

“Yeah, but one day you'll be eighteen and you wdwave to deal with her shit
anymore,” he cut me off.

| wanted to go on. To explain what my mother hadedtm push me so far away |
never wanted to go back, but I did not want to bone. That was what his wife did. |
liked to think of myself as fun. | wouldn’t arguettwvhim like his wife, or pout, or be
upset when our plans to meet up didn’t work oalwlays smiled, always gave him what
he wanted. | was his escape, his sanctuary. | wpgyharound him and made him feel
good. | was everything his wife wasn’t. | pictunagself being someone he would
choose over her.

He put one hand on my thigh and slung the otherawer the steering wheel as

he got on the ramp to K-7. “So. You up for somadrbaad?” | had never really liked that
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kind of thing, but | was eager to please, and@liged. | had had my braces removed
about a year earlier, so sucking his dick didrer tep the insides of my lips like it used
to.

Afterwards | washed the taste down with what wétsoemy drink, and he sang
along with Led Zeppelin on the radio. “There’s tmechanic school down in Phoenix. |
can learn how to fix motorcycles. Maybe in a fevangewe could be living in the desert,”
he slid me a sideways glance and smiled. “I coatdlthe two of us together.”

“What about Heather? What about Madisyn and Seth®@ugh | was secretly
pleased he was talking about leaving his wife fet irhad never pictured myself living
anywhere but Kansas.

“Don’t get me wrong, | love my kids. | would seesth in the summer and on
holidays and stuff. Maybe even get full custodyd sau could help take care of them.
You have been their whole lives anyway.”

“Well, yeah | guess that'’s true. But that doesngam they wouldn’t hate me for
breaking up their parents.” My stomach, while faflexcitement, was also beginning to
fill with worry about the future. After all, | wasnly fifteen, and eighteen was still years
away.

“Well, it's not happening today, so let's not woalgout it.” He turned the radio
up.

Heather was drinking coffee in the kitchen whenweadked in. “I made up a bed
in the den,” she said. She hugged me. “You okay?”

| saw the blankets and pillows near the Christmess, fits lights blinking

methodically.On off. On off. On off.Yeah. | should probably call, though. So she
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doesn’t call the cops on me.” | took the phone thibathroom, shut the door, and
dialed my home phone number. | breathed deepliyrasg, trying to calm my nerves.

“Jeremy?” my dad answered.

| mentally slapped my head for not dialing starséthey would not know where
| was calling from. “No dad, it's me. | just wantealtell you I'm safe, and I'm staying
here tonight.”

“Who’s that? Have Jeremy and Heather heard frorA”"Herould hear my mother
yelling from the background.

“It's Brianna. She’s over there,” he yelled backat.

“Like helll Go get her right fucking now!”

“Don’t get comfortable. I'll be there in half an g’ he told me.

| clicked the phone off and hung my head. My whabn had fallen apart. |
opened the bathroom door, and placed the phoneibatskcradle. “My dad’s on his way
to come get me.”

“You shouldn’t have told him where you were. Yowslin't have called him,”
Jeremy said with a hint of irritation in his voice.

“I didn’t want him to worry about me. Or my mom ktde cops. She would do
something ridiculous like that.”

“Let’s go downstairs. The kids are sleeping,” Jeyemggested.

The three of us sat around a large table in theggarJeremy broke up some pot
while Heather listened to what he had not wantduetr from me. He rolled two joints
and lit one up. We all shared it while Heather told about when she was younger.

“She’s only trying to look out for you. | know shes a fucked up way of showing it,
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though,” Heather said. | was high by the time mg daowed up. Dad took a seat across
the table from me and lit Jeremy’s second joint.

“So what did you think you were doing?” dad asKéis. voice was strained as he
tried to hold in the smoke as he spoke.

“Getting away from mom,” | said to the table.

“How were you going to get to work tomorrow?”

“I brought my work shirt. | was going to give Heattsome gas money.”

“So you were just going to what? Move in here? Da liave any idea how | felt
when | walked in your room and saw your blinds oped you were gone?”

| did not look up. | had not wanted to hurt him. Bipmach clinched up.

After a few charged moments of silence, Jeremy teatthd, “You got here fast.”

“Yeah well if any cop pulled me over | was gonnilten my daughter had run
away, and | was on my way to get her.” He took heohit.

Suddenly, the phone rang, startling me. Heatheraresl, “Hey, Ang. Yeah,
they're both here. Yeah, here he is.” She handddltaphone.

“Yeah? | just got here. You know it's a forty mieudrive. Yes, Angie,” he
looked at me, “we’re leaving now.” He clicked dffiet phone and handed it back to
Heather. “Thank you guys for picking her up. I'nadlit was you and not some psycho.
Of course, you wouldn’t have had to if she hadait away.” He shot another
disappointed look my way.

| followed him out the garage door and glanced k&#cleremy, smiling

apologetically. The times | was able to spend igatrthere were few and far between,
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since | could only do it when | was babysitting.diassed me the keys when we got
outside. “You're driving. | took three Valium be#ot left to come get you.”

As we got into the still-warm truck, | could fedlkttight dread forming in my
stomach and worm its way throughout my body. Mylagd arms felt unattached as |
closed the driver’s side door. | had run away frapnmother, and now | was on my way
to face her again. Since dad had passed out, lesingarettes all the way home, driving
at least ten miles an hour under the speed lindetay the moment | had to see my
mother.

By the time | pulled up to the trailer it was wafter 3 A.M., and | was so tired |
did not care what punishment my mother had dedidedhe. | just wanted to go to bed.
Unfortunately, she had other plans. She was sittrige kitchen table smoking when we
walked in. The light above her was the only onénotne house, making the kitchen table
seem more like an interrogation table.

“Have a seat,” my mother commanded, smoke curlmground her face.

“I'm really tired. Can we just do this in the mongi?” | begged.

“Well, you're grounded for six months, for startelBut there are other things we
need to discuss.” | knew there was no point in m@uShe was pissed and determined to
have her way. “Why did you leave?”

“Because there was no point in the family meetigu were just yelling at me,
and | didn’t want to hear it anymore.” Dad had gtméed, leaving me all alone.

“So you just thought you would pick up and leavd amerything would be
hunkey dory at Heather and Jeremy’s? Well guess, wbar little plan didn’t work, and

now you can’t go over there anymore,” she slurred.
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“What?! How am | supposed to make money? You kntwatly-sit Madisyn and
Seth. That’s not fair!” | had to try and make iaib the kids.

“I don’t care what you think is fair. Do you thinkwas fair to your dad and me to
crawl out your window? And that isn’t even yourlrgd. You have another one.”

“Like you really cared | left. You were probablyagl | was gone! And what's so
terrible about me wanting to make extra money?idw that even though she was drunk,
she would remember every single thing | said. Irdbticare, though. | was pissed and
quickly becoming panicked at the thought of beiagred from Jeremy’s. “That doesn’t
make any sense to not let me go over there! Thdtytdio anything wrong. They were
just helping me.” | tried to make her reasoningsdogical.

“They didn’t do anything wrong?” her voice raiséfihey should have calleghe
after they talked to you on the phone. They shbakk told me where you were — a
block from home — rather than drive forty minutegpick you up. And you shouldn’t
have left! Like | said, | don’t care what you thirfair. You're grounded, and you can’t
see them anymore.” | hated when she repeated hersel

| was getting furious, and | knew anything | saiduld be detrimental to my case,
so | asked if she was done with me so | could deeth | knew dad might try to help me
later by talking her down to a lesser punishmertsbimetimes had my back when it was
clear my mother was being overly dramatic. ThekIteeen different times when he
pointed out two months’ grounding was not realguéable punishment for only being
two minutes past curfew, or that | should not beéd to stay home from a school dance

because | had forgotten to call my mother to chedk her required two-hour intervals.

109



“Fine,” she granted me permission to go to my rotuit don’t think this is over.
You're getting up early tomorrow for a lot of cheré

“l can’t fucking wait,” | mumbled under my breatk Aturned away from her.

When | got to my room | began bawling. The thougfhot seeing Jeremy for the
next six months made it hard to breathe. “How danlse such a bitch?” | wondered
aloud. | began getting antsy. | was pacing and isgithe tears from my face. Crying
was not relieving my pain, but | knew cutting cauldpened my closet and sat in front
of it as | fished out the knife and sharpener.

The knife was so clean looking. Black and silved ahiny. | felt its cold weight
in my hand, felt it almost calling to me. Afterihished my sharpening, | wiped the blade
clean. | lay down a towel and pressed the bladkeeskin on my left forearm and softly
drew a line. It was slightly biting, kind of shookj at first, like when you step into a very
hot bath too quickly and the heat doesn’t hit yatiluboth your feet are in, and it is too
late to go back.

| retraced it tentatively at first, then with mgmeessure as | went on. Each time |
put the knife to my arm | pressed a little hardsat drew the line a little longer. Little
beads of blood began popping up along the line,ikbbles in a fish tank. Eventually,
the little bubbles turned into an angry red moutt Blood was not just popping up, it
was dripping down. Bright red snakes were makimgy tivay down into my palm and in
between my fingers. | kept going. | was feelingé&etow, could barely feel the steel as
it pulled my skin apart. There was something hygnaibout it. It was like a challenge to

myself to see how far | could go. The pain was bkekground noise to the intrigue | felt
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looking at my arm. | had been doing this for yebrs, this was the furthest | had ever
gone.

| took a look at my handiwork. | looked down a¢ ghink towel beneath me.
There was an alarmingly large circle of wet bloodtpand my arm was still letting
blood. The towel almost muted the sound of it, llzduld hear the drops as they fell onto
the wet circle.

| grabbed a handkerchief that | had sneaked fraendgs truck once and
wrapped and tied it around my forearm. | rolled bl@ody towel up and shoved it to the
bottom of my laundry basket. To hide any bloodngtdimight get during the night, | put
on a black shirt and lay down. | usually slept onstomach, so | put my bleeding arm
under me with my cut against my heart to keep piressn it. | drifted off to sleep
thinking about how my mother would react when sh& sy wound and knew it had
been inflicted because of her.

Since it was winter, it was easy to keep the baadagered by long sleeves. One
day | was with my brothers in their room with a gt on and one of them commented
on my arm. | said it was nothing. My dad, who wis® dhere, let his suspicions be
known, “I think she gave herself another tattoodehied it, saying that was ridiculous,
though | was full of terror that he would ask te s proof. He didn't.

| kept it a secret for months. My dad was the fsé¢ to know and | hid it in
shame from everyone else. When | finally told hitmaivit was, we were in the dark
living room and my diaries had been commandeereayynother. | pleaded with him to
get them back from her, appealing to his emotiiRemember that band-aid on my arm

over winter break? It was covering a cut | did nifysecause of her,” | explained. “It's
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all written in my diaries, and | don’t want herrad it.” He told me he would see what
he could do and didn’t say anything about my arm.

The first psychologist | saw did ask, though. Hiéice was cozy, and | always sat
on the couch with a pillow in my lap as protectidhe room was lit by lamps and the
natural light of the large window. There were presiof her grown children on the walls
along with her degrees. She had been recommendi ISunflower House as a good
family and child counselor. I liked that | couldesik openly with her since | couldn’t
with anyone else. She was a stranger who was artarpmy type of situation. Her
degrees gave me comfort, as did her soft voiceoped-ended questions.

| had been seeing her for months before the tdpseld-harm was raised, so | felt
no hesitation in sharing. | listed the places onbgty where | had cut, and the different
tools | had used. “Did it hurt when you were doit®j she asked.

“No.”

“That’s not unusual,” she went on to explain thggbal pain was lessened by
the psychological release | experienced when @utiivhen she asked me why | did it, |
could not offer an answer. | didn’t know myself.

Though | never had the plan of suicide in mind wlailitting, | did think about it
on and off after my later adolescence. | came up alaborate ways to kill myself,
neatly arranging the details in my mind. When | wasy early twenties I told my third
psychologist that | had imagined my death takiragelin my apartment’s bathroom. |
could see myself in the tub, the water warm agamsbody. The light source was from
the candles, which lined the floor. | had my fat®band playing on repeat from the

computer resting atop the toilet. | had taken allanxiety and depression pills and
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washed them down with the burning, cheap tequild&ein the kitchen. Then, once |
was drunk enough, | pressed the sharpest knifaltdldond along the vein on my left
forearm. | pressed down harder than | ever hadreeémd went up the length of the
visible vein. Then, | did the same on my other drfaid the knife on the edge of the
bathtub, listening to Sublime, my arms letting thé vital fluid which kept me alive, and
simply went to sleep.

Though | told myself | would never do it, | stileeded reasons not to. The biggest
one was that John, my now husband, would find nadeb@ndevastated. The second
reason was concern for my family. | did not want&oise them pain. So, with the
thoughts of others and what a huge favor | wasglthem, | didn’t kill myself in that

rented bathtub.
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Dr. Courtney asked when the court date was so mstypeould come because
she “likes to see what these men look like.” Itgave the impression she had acted as a
voyeur before with other patients’ perpetrators.

“Do you mind if | eat while we talk?” she asked.

| saw her salad encased in a clear plastic comtdiNe, that’s fine.” | watched
her watch the fork as she moved it to her moutrefahnot to drop anything. Her polite
chewing made me wait an extra one, two, three skxcbafore she responded to what |
said. | waited in eager anticipation for her wot@gush out of from behind the teeth
crushing the lettuce and fancy dressing.

My parents made me stop seeing her after she t@odunfor ice cream during
one of our appointments. My mother’s justificatiwas that dad’s insurance wasn't
footing the bill. Years later | found my second gsglogist on my own.

Dr. Drew and | always met around three. It wasraseaient time for me, right on
my way home from school. He often yawned, yet latesaid anything. It was, after all,
three in the afternoon, the time most people apeeancing the crash of a workday.
Though his yawns made me feel as though he wast&hing fully, | never commented
on them, just as | never commented on Jeremy’sractvhich made me feel as though
his total focus wasn’t on me.

Together, Dr. Drew and | created a chart on EXtétted the amount of time |
needed in a week to do things which made me femd gdke talking with friends,
reading, or receiving positive affirmations fromhdoHis approach to my therapy

seemed computerized, as though the spreadsheeat mailke me better. He printed it off
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and handed it to me at the end of the sessiomewtit away when | got home. Straight
lines and allotted timeslots were not what | wagihg for in a therapist. | wanted
someone to listen.

| met Bonnie through a depression screening iregell My results indicated that
| was “high risk,” so | made an appointment to mg&ih someone. Bonnie liked to end
our sessions with a big hug. Though | only sawtivaze, the hugs were comforting. She
listened, asked questions, and affirmed my feelagegitimate, but she never offered a
course of action. | liked that she was wholly faadi®n me during our meetings, but |
also expected she would be able to provide songethiat a good friend would not — the
experience of a mental health counselor.

| didn’t take these people seriously because I'tltdke myself seriously. |
wasn’t ready to be “fixed.” | still needed to febé guilt and shame | had tortured myself
with for years. | didn’t feetaped | didn’t feel like avictim. | felt as though | was an
accomplice, just as deserving of punishment asnjeveas. lliked to wallow in my self-
inflicted misery. My tears justified something. Whalidn’t know every time | cried and
felt sorry for myself was thatwastrying to get better. | needed to feel pain and
heartache so that | could legitimize what Jerenaytdime.

When | was a teenager, | didn’'t recognize that be,wn fact, manipulating me. It
took me years of crying during and after blowjcdosg the comforting words of my
husband, to realize Jererhgd hurt me. Not physically, but much deeper. It took
reading my journals for the first time to see therds he used to keep me spellbound and
the way he could act like a Broadway star. It tazk using the word “rape” and trying to

mean it. It took me looking at my own high schawoidents and wondering how someone
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in their early twenties could consider having séthwhem. | didn’t know all this when
the abuse was happening. | didn’'t know it immedyadéterward. | didn’t even know it in

the nine years that passed since he first kissedt tomk me almost a decade to cry tears

of anger instead of grief.
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June 24, 2014 10:53 PM

| wanted to break something. Throw glass. Lotslasg | wanted to see
something shatter into pieces.

“You can break my scotch bottle. It's empty,” myshband suggested.

| pushed myself up from the bed and stated, “It o't be enough.” | needed
more than one something to break. | looked oub#troom door and saw the broken-
mirror mosaic candleholders | had made in high sthdy mother had done something
crafty with the small pieces of broken mirror, tbot | couldn’t remember what. We
were creating our projects in the kitchen, nothie seats we usually were for eating. This
was before and after she knew. It was after shevlsoenething was wrong. She knew |
was lying and keeping something from her and my ttaglas before she knew what that
something was.

| pictured myself grabbing the black and blue cacgolates from our kitchen
cabinets and throwing them against the wall, waiglais they went from whole to pieces
in a moment. | would throw every single one. Thenér plates, the salad plates, the
bowls, the coffee mugs. | would move onto Johnra glasses, work up a sweat as the
clean shards and chunks of glass sprinkled themsermaess on the floor.

| saw myself throwing his empty scotch bottle froor balcony into the parking
lot. I saw myself in an empty parking lot, throwifudl, cheap beer bottles into the sky
and watching them arc down to smash spectacularth® warm asphalt.

By the time my tears reached my chin they wereadlyecold. | swiped them

away hastily as | stalked into the bathroom. Jamein, looking down at me sitting on
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the toilet. He crouched down, his face lower thanenNew, angry tears lined my cheeks
as he looked up at me, the pity obvious in his.fa¢eu look like you feel sorry for me.”

“Of course | do. How could I not feel sorry for y&uHe engulfed me the best he
could in a hug. “Nobody should have to go througdt.t My body shook from the silent
sobs. | had never been this pissed before towaetnye There was sadness, of course,
but mainly anger. | was angry that Jeremy was tffgany sex life. My marriage. My
husband. Angry that it was John who apologized wheed during or after sex. Angry |
couldn’t do what | wanted with my husband withowgmories taunting me, reminding
me, as | did certain things. Angry that time hatdseemed to pass or make anything
better.

It's been over ten years since we got caught. Maaes since I've seen him. The
last time was during his sentencing hearing. Ikhia was in handcuffs at the end. |
wonder if he thinks about me. Not in a longing widng way lovers think of each other.
But in a way that reminds him why he was in pridononder who thinks about whom
more. He was released from prison OctoBerZD14. He had served his time for what he

did to me. But I'm not sure when | will be releageaim my self-imposed prison.
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At sixteen, | thought my tears in the shower aftearned of Jeremy’s restraining
order against me only represented the betraydl firéan him. Looking back, | realize |
was crying for much more.

He had tainted me. From the moment my mother de®avmy secret, | had been
labeled a victim. After the sentencing hearingrhebow became a survivor. | did not
choose these labels and actually, | detest tham. how a member of the rape club, as
are so many other women. | didn’t want to join ttligh, just as | didn’t want to be raped.
| guess they go hand-in-hand. | didn’t choose thedwvictim” to describe myself. |
didn’t choose the word “monster” to describe Jerefhe outsiders, the ones not in the
club, did this, and we rape clubbers have to wookilad these words. We are the ones
who navigate what others think we ought to say,twtads we should use. If it were up
to me, | would choose the word “stupid” for mysatid “asshole” for him. But
newscasters can’t say asshole on air, so theywttbk'child abuser,” “rapist,”
“perpetrator.” Always “alleged” until after a trial

No matter how many showers | took, | would neveabke to wash away the
stain | felt. | felt as though people could sedéike there was some new mark on me. |
could scrub and scrub, scouring my skin until meeoff in layers, but | would never be
clean. | would always be a victim. A survivor. Ewgally | realized this taint, this
pollution, was inside of me. Nobody could see iit Bcan always feel it. | especially feel
it when something triggers a memory of Jeremyhentay my parents handled my
abuse when | was sixteen. | am overcome with sadaesadness that usually comes at

night when I’'m alone, or when a memory springs upragy sex with John. Tears silently
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wet my cheeks, and then | turn to sobbing. My elgetire always swollen the next day.
It's as if the pollution inside me is trying to gait through my tears. But there will never
be enough tears to clean it away. And so the $teda on.

| am not a victim. | am not a survivor. | am a hum&omething happened to me,
something that happens to more people than is cgmpsible, and | changed because of
it. This happens all the time, and it doesn’t alsvdgal with rape. | had a boyfriend, and |
changed. My dog died, and | changed. | becameexr séd | changed. | am always
changing, but | am not defined by any one of tredsmnges. They are simply added to my
past. They are experiences which changed me intol\@ahm at this point in my life. More
changes will come, and | will change. It's howateg. This is why | get irritated when
researchers say “victim” and “survivor” over anceav survived my dog’s death. Does
this make me a survivor in the same way | “surviveg rape? When | think of
“survivor” | think of someone who narrowly escapshth, like a car crash. “Survive”
literally means to live on, either after the deatlsomeone or something, or an event. In
this sense, | am a survivor of my dog’s death, Widicesn’'t seem as difficult as living on

after a rape.
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The first time | read my journals | was twenty-folhad gotten them a couple
years before from a Leavenworth county officeradi fthad to call numerous phone
numbers and talk to half a dozen people beforesl atde to get my property. The county
had been holding the journals as evidence, buegimere would be no criminal action
taken against Jeremy, they were useless to prasscand | wanted them back. A
woman'’s telephone voice told me when and wheraildccmeet up with an officer.

The meeting was set up to happen at Teepee Junetsdmorth of Lawrence and
barely inside the Leavenworth county line. Thera imige concrete teepee, lending its
name to the junction. Painted in black are two wines with the dates where flooding
overtook the teepee. Inside is a general store.

Though | lived only minutes away, | chain-smokee #mtire drive there. | waited
in my air-conditioned car as the officer’s cruit@med in, throwing up dust from the
empty gravel parking lot. My stomach was swirlilge got out of our cars, and |
immediately thanked him, unsure of what to do gr & asked for my driver’s license
and, after inspecting it through his sunglassesdéd it back. The polite man fetched a
clipboard from his cruiser and had me sign a pagaiing | was taking custody of the
property.

He then handed me a thick brown accordion filed@ijlournals. | was surprised
the file could hold them all. It was nearly burstim got in my car and lit another
cigarette. The journals sat in my passenger’s fkata lost dog | had finally found.
When | got home | put them in a corner in my clpeet even bothering to delve inside

them. | only checked to make sure they were atethehich was easy because | had
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numbered the volumes on the inside covers as leth@m. They sat in that accordion
file, untouched, for years.

| have read most of my journals, but not all. I'til svorking my way through my
younger self’s life. Sometimes it's hard to readatvbhe wrote over a decade ago. | want
to grab that girl by both her shoulders and scré&fimt are you thinkingBut since |
can’'t question or warn her, | simply try to underst her. Looking at her words and pen-
crafted hearts and smiley faces, | can see howsheaught up with Jeremy. But that
same handwriting shows me how dysfunctional hendiés.

| may never know with certainty what made her go deremy’s trailer that
March day in 2002 where a threshold was crossedl &w know with certainty | will not
give up on her as so many others had. She didd&nstand herself, and | don’t
understand myself, so that search for understarfdimgpth of us is what will keep me
writing. She can no longer participate in her skdoc meaning because she is stuck in
the pages of my journals. I, however, extractedatiysom them long ago. | will search

for meaning for the both of us.
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