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FROM  

BROWARD  

TO 

OAKLAND  
 

 

 

Blue alien baby 
 

I was raised inside the grayish womb of this duplex. Structural support skewed as follows:  

endometrium (femininity), myometrium (fatherhood), and perimetrium (family). Particles 

flowed into the bloodstream, failed to fuse, and then left the synapses firing to my brain stem 

severed. Homeostasis happened only too briefly before the sensor shorted in its unstable 

environment. Negative feedback: dad refused to match his blood. Fuse blew. Daddy issues: 

heôs not on my birth certificate. Dadôs a man mom met when they were both living in 

Broward County, Florida. Heôs the guy she fell in love with when she was homeless, sleeping 

on Fort Lauderdale Beach. Carol Betty Dwyer Jr: good times, and Michael Patrick Dailey: 

skinny love. She was a small-town gypsy, the first born of self-made millionaire parents who 

owned an automotive repair business, too twenty to care. He was a good Irish boy in solar 

panels who had an Irish drinking dad employed by General Motors, and a sweet, sick mother 

back homeð a miracle woman who lived two years in an iron lung (to surviveð she 

exchanged her unique sound for a voice box, and her speech manipulated ever since).  

At the time, I was just a fetus with two possible fathers; he was the guy who decided 

to stick around. When his mother contracted Post-Polio Syndrome, they moved back to his 

hometown, Motor City, mortgaged that duplex in Oakland County, and started a life together.  

The duplex on Beaufield Street squatted on a foundation unlike its namesakeôs 

hopeful wordplay (BEAU-tiful -FIELD), as if a street could be beautiful or ñfieldyò within 

earshot of Detroit. The house on 1631 was a stiff, shit-colored eyesore coated in rubbery 

sheaths of fake brick. Black vinyl clotted like connective tissue underneath; sometimes 

melting on a hot summerôs day. Its windows were cased in the grayish tin of worn, once-

white aluminum held up by lousy, fraying sash cords. Inside, there was endless brown-shag 

carpeting and funky stucco-textured walls.  
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They brought me there when I entered this world. I was what dad called his ñblue 

alien baby.ò I came out of my mother a greyish-blue color because I was dying and could not 

get enough oxygen. Even from birth, I was fighting to exist against odds because I was not 

meant to live.  You see, my mom and I used drugs. During the pregnancy, she and dad came 

to visit her family in upstate New York. Cousin David was snorting blow with her by the 

third day. Dad said it happened all the time. So, I was a preemie babyð a real peanut-sized 

thing. That was their nickname for me: peanut. Mom was in labor for hours and hours and 

had many complications. When she got around to the pushing part, the umbilical cord 

wrapped around my neck and was strangling me. My own mother tried to kill me! I have 

always been within close proximity to death.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Mike, Carol and Meghan. October 21st 1989 
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THE DUPLEX  

ON 1631 

BEAUFIELD  

 
 

ñMotor City ò 
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I go back into that imaginary, safe-space of my mind and think about my beginningð 

Detroit: the Fatherland. After my Irish immigrant grandparents met, married and had their 

children, their children never leftð except for my dadð who would return for the end. The 

Daileyôs got their start living at a scant house inside the city of Detroit. Grandpa found a job 

working for General Motors (GM) after he came home from serving in the Second World 

War and then met my grandma who started having babies.  

The second oldest of four ñbaby boomerò children, my dad migrated to Ferndale from 

Florida to live the next town over from where he was raised: Royal Oak. The Daileyôs had 

moved out of the city when GM started paying my grandpa more because, quite simply, 

those were the companyôs glory days. Despite the new digs, Dailey life was not great. My 

grandpa developed a meanness with his unquenchable thirst for alcohol which he would then 

always carry with him, just as my grandma developed into a passive and battered woman 

who would eventually get deathly sick with the illness she would carry the effects throughout 

her own lifetime: polio.  

In a Catholic faith-based home overcome with violence and illness, my dadôs siblings 

learned to cope in their own unique ways. The eldest, Lorraine was the first to escape as a 

teen to peruse an exhausting and expensive lifetime goal of keeping up appearances. After 

she left home, my dad and his not so much younger brother, Paul, went in different 

directionsð dad the jock and troublemaker with his pot smoke, my uncle into his life of 

mystery that hinted towards unspoken queerness and an utter devotion to my grandma. The 

baby of the family, sweet red-headed Mary was, as my dad called it, quiet as a church mouse 

terrified into hiding inside her bedroom with her books, not speaking.   

Still, when the Dailey children grew up and became adults, they kept their new lives 

close to home. My two aunts bought houses in the posh, safe bubble of Bloomfield Hills 
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where their children would have lives of opportunity and go to the best private and gifted 

schools. My uncle never moved out of my grandmaôs house, as she had chosen to divorce my 

grandpa and had her own residenceð a shame for a woman in those days when women stood 

by their man no matter his crimes or indecency. Divorce just wasnôt done; families stuck 

together through the good, the bad and the ugly. Looking back on it now, I can see how my 

grandmaôs will to abandon has impacted my dad in his adult life and failed marriage.  

It seems to all makes sense now why he is so quick to 

give up on people and why also his way of love is, above 

allð conditional. He moved to Michigan to start a life with 

my mom, to help his ailed mother, and to raise the growing 

fetus inside his girlfriendôs belly that was me. However, 

when my mom became too much too handle he would beat 

her (like his father did) and then he eventually abandoned 

her after a brief marriage (like his mom did). How much of 

our live, I wonder, extend beyond the behaviors we learn 

from our parents? Still, I spent the first six years of my 

childhood in Ferndale before the divorce. For what it was,  

Ferndale was a decent place to plant roots. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Irene & James Dailey 
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ñDawnò 

 

I remember the night they tried to kill my dad, but I canôt remember how old I wasð I might 

have been three. It seems every event of my childhood has blurred together into a thick, 

woolly mass. At the time, I had this white, wood and plastic canopy bed all decked out in 

pink-checkered ñfoo-fooò frilly stuff. My fancy Aunt L. had bought me the entire bed and 

bed set for my birthday, spending way too much money as she always did. And when my dad 

dragged the brightly wrapped present box into our house for the party, my mom had to bite 

her bitter, saucy tongue. She always felt my aunt tried to outdo her. They didnôt get along 

well when it came to their opinions of how to raise me, and it seemed that everyone had their 

pick when it came to my rearing. This became especially true as time went on and I grew, but 

only when I was allowed to choose for myself did I actually learn what was good for me and 

how to live an honest life.  

That night, my parents were gone at a country-western concert with their friends, 

Danny and Amy. I knew when they were back because I could see the crack of light spill into 

my room from under my bedroom door. That thin sliver of yellow cut into the dark of my 

sleep and awoke me, or maybe it was the sound of the bathroom door banging into the 

swollen, wood frame.  

______ 

 

AS I  POP OUT OF MY PINK C ANOPY BED, my slender feet sinking into the brown shag, I 

make my way towards the light and to the door. My fingers twist the glass knob and my body 

enters a blast of full on brightness. It hits me in an out-of-breath way, and I find myself 

shuddering. After the shock wears off I donôt see anybody in the fully illuminated house, just 

the dull furniture that rests idly as it always has. Then, something moves. I see a flash of 

mom rustling through the closet in my parentôs room before she disappears into the clothes. 

My view of the room is telescoped, like looking down a long ally, as my bedroom is directly 

across from theirs. Normally, the room seems much closer as our house is small and cramped 

and we only live in the lower flaté but tonight, everything seems farther away.  

Mom appears before me before I noticed her coming. She stands with her full hips at 

my eye level, bending at the waist to kiss my forehead. The touch of her stubby fingers 
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through my stringy, sand-colored hair makes my eyes close. From the darkness behind my 

eye lids I hear her tell me to go back to bed, and when I open my eyes again she has already 

disappeared. 

I call out, ñMom?ò  

But there is no answer. She is gone.  

 

I hear the jumble of a doorknob handle and it jars me. To my left, Danny comes out 

of the bathroom followed by Amy. Danny doesnôt notice me standing there as he passes. His 

eyes are narrow and his face looks tight. Amy sees me. She winces a little and then flashes 

half a fake smile from her crayon-colored lips. I watch the backs of their fizzy hair disappear 

through the kitchen as they make their way towards the side door. Then, I hear a cough 

coming from my parentôs room. Itôs the high-pitched and rolling sound that exists with an 

ahmmm noise thatôs unmistakably my dadôs sound.  

I inch my way towards the bedroom across the hall in my Neapolitan-colored rayon 

nightgown. As I get closer, a blue light radiates from whatôs behind the open door. I enter 

and see my dad spread out over the white comforter. I love that blanket. Itôs got bright-

orange flowers and green swirling designsð a remnant from the sunny place where they met. 

Dadôs only barely watching the show broadcasted from the boxy, bunny-eared Zenith. He 

opens one of his half-closed eyes, sees me, and then pops opens his other. His eyebrows rise 

into the shapes of sharp mountains which almost meet his glossy, chestnut-colored head of 

hair.  

ñMae-gan,ò he says in the way I hate. 

ñWhat?ò  

ñWhy are you up? Itôs past your bed time.ò 

I look around the room for an answer, but then I realize I donôt have one. The 

commercials on the tube are changing. It makes the room turn pool-green and violet. My dad 

sits up in bed and begins to pull back the soft, white comforter. Crap. Heôs going to make me 

go back to bed.  

ñDad, Iðò 
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All the sudden Danny appears in the door frame. His eyes are wild and heôs steaming 

mad. It makes me think that his mat of curly hair is a volcano, and his face is the red lava 

pouring down. I donôt think Danny sees me still. Am I invisible?  

I look over at my dad for a clue so I know how to respond, but his face is frozen, not 

a tell. Then, as Iôm turning my head to look back at Danny, something whirls past out of the 

corner of my eye. A bright flash blinds me and I can hear things crashing. I instinctively 

squat down, close my eyes and cover my head with my boney, chicken arms.  

ñFUUUCK!ò dad screams. 

I un-latch my arms and look up. Danny had ripped the television out of the wall and 

hurled it at my dad. The wall behind the bed with all the shelves is empty and broken junk is 

all around. I donôt understand whatôs going on. My dad is just sitting there in bed, feeling the 

top of his head and flipping over his elbows, checking his arms. But whereôs Danny? I donôt 

see him.  

 

Seconds later, the Volcano re-enters my parentôs room and starts punching dad. Dad fights 

back and starts punching Danny too. Thick, tan arms are tangled and hum in constant, 

centrifugal motion. Spit is flying from Dadôs snarled mouth, his teeth gleaming, making him 

look more like a werewolf than someone human.  

ñStop it! Stop it! Stop it!ò I screech, stomping my tiny, useless feet.  

The Volcano and the Werewolf donôt notice.  

I am truly invisible, I think.  

The two creations slam into the dresser next to me. Danny gets it good in the gut with 

the angry impact of my dadôs knee, he claws his middle and falls towards the door, tripping 

backwards. Dad swings his arm to clock the Volcano in the jaw but his opponent scurries out 

the bedroom and escapes with hot ash trailing. The Werewolf runs after him and I, 

bewitched, follow too, drawn like a magnet to monitor the escalating violence.  

In the dining room, I see a pair of Tasmanian devils turning and turning and burning 

up the brown, shag floor. They are more tangled than ever and are literally rolling around 

rapidly, trading places on top of each other, bloodying up the carpet with smears of a very 

deep-colored red. I canôt tell whose blood it is because the bodies are quickly changing, 

appearing to only look like one. Maybe they are both bleeding.  
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The cyclone of fists and arms and legs and backs rolls its way into the kitchen like a 

top. Amy enters from the side entrance up from a short set of stairs that can lead outside. She 

raises her hands over her head in a lower-case ñv.ò Her mouth is horrified. It makes a zero 

shape and screams come out. She reaches down and then kicks and flings her shoes off to 

strike the moving pile of body parts, but misses. One of her sneakers flies past my head and 

hits the wall before it lands flat next to me like a swatted bug, dead on impact. She starts 

beating her fists into the pile and the cyclone slows down a little. I can see blood seeping out 

from the Werewolfôs arm and I think the Volcano has a crimson gash in his jeaned leg. 

Amyôs arms grow to twice their strength, and she pulls out a body, dragging it backwards as 

it falls into her heaving chest. Itôs my dad, or at leastð a man that could like him.  

The Volcano upper-cuts my dad as Popeye holds him into place. His legs flail around 

like a fish out of water, but his knees buckle, and then he tries to jump up to break free and 

stand on his own two feet. Instead, the Werewolf lunges his head backwards and blasts the 

woman holding him right in her face. She flings her hands over her eyes and hollers. Danny 

grabs dadôs shirt and then they both turn into a cyclone again, rolling back towards the 

bloodied carpet and my bare feet. I start wailing again for them to stop. They continue their 

attack and I rub the tears away from my tired eyes. When I lower my fists, I see Amy ripping 

the phone off the wall. I immediately realize I canôt call for help and cry harder. She grabs 

the device, coiled six-foot cord and all, and runs towards the side door and outside.  

ñDawn!ò I cry. ñHelp me!ò 

Silence.  

 

Suddenly, the sound of loud bells and twinkling fills the room as the wall-phone is 

hurdling inside and the windowpane across from me is exploding. Iôm instantly surrounded 

by billions of bits of broken glass and stick-like pieces of splintered wood. Iôm shocked. Itôs 

like the phone flew through my chest and broke me. I start walking all over the broken glass, 

my feet pacing and bleeding.  

ñDawn?ò I moan like a wet ally cat.  

I know sheôs sleeping on the couch, but I canôt remember where the living room is. I 

keep walking in crooked circles, pacing in place. Then, I forget who Iôm looking for in my 
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panic. In my head, all I keep asking myself is, Where is the living room? Where is the living 

room?  

ñéMeghan,ò a weak voice breaks.  

Itôs her! The older girl! I suddenly feel safer in the vague thought that this person is 

good and she will help me. I need to follow her voice. 

ñIôm going to call the police,ò she says. 

I wander my way towards her into a dark room with open windows. Two arms grab 

me and pull me into a waist. I can feel hair tickling my shoulder; I look up and see the older 

girl with the permð  my babysitter!  She is crying and looking over her shoulder and into the 

open living room. My eyes fallow hers. I notice that the bloody and broken living room only 

a few feet away, but I feel like Iôve traveled for hundreds of miles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meghan & Mike, story time in the pink canopy bed  
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ñLittle mud fingersò 

 

THE BLOCK IôM LIVING ON  has a gang of kids who hang out in yards until the 

streetlights come onð embarking on acts of imagination and dirty play, rain or shine. This is 

the social networking of the 1990s. Thereôs the dark haired brother-and-sister duo down the 

left side of the block who live in a square, grey house where long grain rice is always 

cooking; all the way to the right corner is the even smaller white house with green trim where 

Jill and her four bible-obsessed sisters cram together; and then next store you have musical 

Claire and her single mom in the looming brown-slated house, sheôs the only other only child 

I know besides me. Me? I am one of the youngest in our group, a kinder(garten) kid always 

trying to act older than my age. 

Before the streetlights start buzzing, the Chaldean cool kids from the grey house, 

Kevin and Kristal, tell me that itôs ñDevils Night.ò 

ñWhatôs that?ò I ask. 

Tall, fair-skinned Claire let out a laugh. She rises to her bare flat feet, standing 

dauntingly at a near five-foot frame and flutters her gangly fingertips over her head with eyes 

big and wide. 

ñItôs the night when witches and demons come out!ò 

I look at my best friend, God-fearing Jill. Her blank look back doesnôt offer any 

advice on how to react. I think sheôs been frozen, hearing the word ñdemon.ò I look down at 

the dirt pile Iôm sitting on and giggle into my right shoulder. At any moment now, weôre 

bound to hear her mother whistle and Jillôs pudgy legs will have to clamor down the block 

for dinner. Jillôs mom could be an opera singer with those lungs. Iôd jump too.  

ñIôm going home, this is wrong,ò she finally says, recovering. 

I wave and holler bye-eee in my usual, exaggerated way.  

Kristal digs into the green patch of ground she sits on, and then flings a clump of 

rooted grass at me. 

ñChicken?ò 

Her cereal-box shaped brother, Kevin starts making bock, bock noises, bobbing his 

head. Kevin is usually sweet and shy, but not at the chance of mockeryð no! Now, heôs just 

a dumb boy again.  
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ñStop it!ò I whine. 

I chuck a fist full of dirt and aim at Kristalôs gap tooth. In return, she spats some sharp 

Chaldean words I canôt understand. I stick out my tiny, barely offensive tongue in protest. 

More dirt flies through the air and I canôt tell who threw it. I scoot my butt over to a nearby 

puddle and make my dirt into muck by stirring the brown stuff with a stick.  

Ka-pow! Krystal gets it.  

Pa-splat! Claire sees it in the eye.   

Before we know it, the dirt fight has turned into a mud-flinging mess. Weôre all 

splattered and glowing ghoulishly under the skirted halos of the tall, silver street lamps. The 

sky is just a grey sheet of smoke overhead. We put down our wet weapons and take-in the 

damage.  

ñAw, no. My momôs going to kell me!ò Kevin wheezes. 

Krystal shakes off some crusty mud from her shoulder and slaps the knobby bones of 

her dirt-speckled knees.   

ñYeah, we better get going brotherð bye!ò 

Skinny Kristal wraps her wiry right arm around her brotherôs left elbow and bounces 

off with him down the street, like a pair of wild horses. It was just me and the blonde, giant 

ñstick girlò left. 

ñHey Claireéò 

ñHuh?ò 

ñYou know whaôd make this really fun?ò 

ñUh, no. What?ò 

ñWe should mud a witch!ò 

She snorts, ñYou mean Mrs. T?ò 

ñYah! That mean olô witch is gunna get ité you said itôs devilôs night, right?ò 

Claire studies me with one shy eye, cool and unflinching. I donôt wait for her to 

respond. 

ñIôll be right ba-accckéò I sing, scampering away.  

When I return lightning fast, Claire just shakes her head and watches me with my 

Muppets sandbox bucket as I pile it high with thick brown goop to the top of Kermitôs green 

head.  
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The sky has turned into a deep, velvety purple by the time Mrs. Tôs grey car is 

covered in mud cakes. The streetlights are screeching loud. The car is bombed solid.  

For the grand finale, Mrs. T bursts out of the screen door, waving her hands like a 

sorceress at the night sky. Claire and I turn to each other with mixed expressions of glee and 

terror then try running, but weôre recognized and caught mud handed by the red eyes of the 

witch: me the guilty do-goer, and Claire by association. Our parents have been called before 

we can make it through our front doors. Mine stand there steaming mad in their wait. Claireôs 

momôs still at work so my dad orders me and her to wash the car in the creepy dark under the 

halo of a street lamp, as Mrs. T barks at us until suds made the paint shine. She tells us she 

should have called the police for vandalizing, and that we are meddling kids who are in dire 

need parental supervision, but I donôt yet know what the word dire is.  

 What I do understand is next time, when a prank is pulled, I wonôt be so lucky. Claire 

will soak my PJs while I snore at her slumber party. Iôll wake up in a puddle of piss, crying 

and embarrassed, and then slink back next door.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jill & Meghan 
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ñThe holidayò 

 

Growing up, my favorite holiday was Halloween. It was 

extra special in our house. This was because mom and 

her mom and her momôs mom had grown up under the 

dirt and deep green shadows of the Adirondack 

Mountains in upstate New York. Her lineage was farm 

grown, which sprouted forth values such as eating the 

perpetually bland supper on your plate without 

complaining, not asking for much or going without, and 

wearing hand-me-downs and hand-made clothes. I 

myself was wrapped in cloth diapers. But unlike my 

momôs lineage where handfuls of children grew up under 

the same roof to share the workload, I was raised momôs only child.  

For Halloween, mom would decorate the duplex in the same cardboard cutouts that 

got dragged out of the basement every year. The pictures were cartoonish yet surprisingly 

personified with spiders in sneakers and cats with bowties, their shadowy parts covered in 

permanent, soft patches of velvet. When we went to the market for groceries, mom would 

grab colorful Indian-corn stalks then stake them in front of the house, and plastic spiders 

dangled from the already dusty corners of our unenclosed, white-tin porch. I loved to take a 

trip with my parents to Yateôs Cider Mill for brown, buttery doughnuts, sweet-tang cider and 

the straw strewn pumpkin patchð the only thing better than picking out my own gigantic 

vegetable was the excitement of being able to carve it (with the help of my dad and mom of 

course). A Halloween pumpkin was a like a living canvas waiting for its masterpiece, for its 

goopy guts to be torn out, for its spirit to be litð waiting for some human hands to give it 

identity and purpose. A pumpkin was to be cherished and loved. If birthday cakes are for 

people, then Halloween pumpkins are for celebrating the lives of themselves. And long after 

they ended up a mush pile on the curb, mom, dad and I ate their seeds for weeks. It was like 

planting that joy inside our own guts.  

Only second to the thrill of the ñbirthday pumpkinò was the Halloween costume itself. 

This is the area of the holiday where momôs artistic talent flourished. While most kids had 

Carol as a mobster 
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the Styrofoam and plastic costumes bought at Myjer or the drugstore, mom made me 

costumes from scratch. After coming to a mutual decision about my disguise, mom and I 

would trek out to the fabric store that no longer exists on the corner of 9-Mile and 

Woodward. There, weôd grab pompoms, cardboard, bright striped fabric from a life-size bolt 

and shiny glittering accessories. From the meager contents of a thin-plastic bag, mom would 

busy herself under the glow of her green Singer sewing machine until she produced the most 

elaborately detailed and unique costume anyone in my grade had ever seen. The year of the 

poms, cardboard, colored fabric and sparkles I was a clownð complete with cardboard 

clown shoes and expert make-up. Other years, I was a pink bunny in ribbons and soft cotton, 

an androgynous vampire with glowing green teeth, a convincingly real Raggedy Ann doll 

that begged to be pinched, and even a Pat Benatar punk princess complete with sky-high hair 

and a jacket embroidered with the golden letters across the back which read, Rock ón Roll. 

These characters were some of her best creations, and they could only have been the results 

of a mom with deep roots who grew up sharing hand-me-downs and sewing her own clothes.  

Every year, my elementary school had a Halloween Parade. The kids at George 

Washington would get dismissed early, before lunch time, and arrive back at the schoolôs 

parking lot two-hours later all decked out as little children who costumed themselves in the 

robes of idols, heroes, princesses, and characters. In one big procession of tiny hands holding 

tiny hands, the parade would trace the outer blocks of our square, brick school, always 

making our last stop a destination at the corner flower shop where each child would receive a 

precious, red rose. One by one, children would file inside the tiny shop with semi-organized 

chaos, all smiles, to receive their annually anticipated gift. Tiny costumed bodies would bob 

out of the shop like worker ants and march back towards the red brick school insight. Back 

inside our grade-segregated classrooms, a party would then commence where sugar made 

obedience intolerable and roses would wilt on the bright, plastic seats. I always felt bad for 

the flowers.  

 

The year that everything changed was the year that I had to go to CVS with my dad to pick a 

bagged costume. I chose a witch: simple black hat and a thin jaggedly cut disposable dress. 

We also picked up a packet of face paint; the kind that is impossible to apply that (in an hour) 

melts off your face. I accessorized myself with a scraggly broom. The day of the parade, dad 
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was running late from work to pick me up before lunch, so I walked home instead. When I 

got home, I plucked the costume from its package and it folded out stiffly with crisp, 

embedded lines. I scowled, pulled it on, and then began the task of trying to smear the green 

makeup on my already greasy face. When I heard my dad pull in the driveway it was too late 

and I already missed the parade. In a rush he pulled on his old, black robe from high school 

graduation and a mask that looked like a silly reaper. We rushed to Washington in his white, 

rattling work van to join the classroom party. I wasnôt relieved when I discovered my teacher 

saved me a rose. I wished she had left it at the flower shop. Looking at it just reminded me 

how I missed the parade.  

I started to resent my dad, even though I knew he tried to be a good dad. It wasnôt his 

fault that he had to play ñMr. Momò because my mom ended up in county jail doing time, 

again.  

______ 

 

IT IS DARK  INSIDE MY ROOM AGAIN  as I am jolted awake.  

What was that noise I heard outside my door?  

I hear the voice of someone talking loudly, but itôs a muffled talk, like the voice is 

being filtered through a pillow first. I toss aside my bed sheets, touch my toes to the floor and 

creep towards the sound. Iôve learned to walk lightly in this house.  

At the door, I press my cheek to the wood and listen intently. Itôs dad. But I donôt 

hear mom.  

My fist wraps around the handle; I gingerly twist the nob. I know the brass can 

squeak and I know how to silence the sound with just the right angleð pull down, twist 

right, hold firmly and donôt ever take your fingers off the nob until itôs in its natural position 

as it will make a clanking sound.  

I crack the door slightly and notice the familiar jellybean trail leading from my 

doorway, but it doesnôt make me smile. Something sour in the air tells me that I should not 

let myself get excited. Iôm very good at judging my emotions now. I donôt always let myself 

show because there are more important things to worry about other than feeling what you 

feel. I stand behind the door in the shadows inside my room so that if someone walks by, 

theyôll think Iôm still in bed.  



ML Lords                                                               Three Days in September    25 
 

Iôm a master sneak  Iôve got to be  Itôs not safe here 

I hear the footsteps of my dad walking nowhere in circles. I figure he is pacing. My 

ears perk up when I hear my name and I wait holding my breath to hear what heôs said about 

me. Itôs something like, What the hell am I going to do about Meghan? A pause. And then, 

You piece of shit. I donôt understand.  

A familiar fear bubbles up inside me as I anticipate my having done something 

wrong. The fear grows to something like panic as my hands start trembling and a buzz fills 

my ears. Everything falls away and Iôm suddenly somewhere else lost to the world around 

me. Frozen, my body has left me. I forget that I have eyes and I do not see. Iôve drifted off to 

the white space where I have learned to disappear that blacks everything else out. I lose 

minutes, lose time. I donôt even know if Iôm thinking. 

Everything is quite  Everything stops  I wait here 

The loud clang of the phone cradle being slammed jars me back to where I stand. 

Violently, my thoughts rush back to the surface where I realize that Iôve been completely lost 

inside my head again. I stumble backwards and shake it off. Dad is on the verge of yelling 

and I realize that he is on the phone, as well as who he must be talking with. I carefully twist 

the handle back into its latch to shut the noise out, and then crawl back into bed.  

 

The sunlight hits my face making me open my eyes and I know that itôs morning. Without 

taking a moment to marvel at the way the blue morning light makes my room look like dank 

and frozen, I jump out of bed.  

Horrray! I shout inside.  

I run for the door. Opening it, I see the jellybean trail at my feet and get smacked with 

a recollection of last night. I look around and see no one in sight.  

ñDad?ò I question aloud. ñMom?ò 

My bare toes follow the bright-colored candy past the dining room and into the living 

room. This time, I donôt pick up the beans. Dad is sitting on the couch clutching a coffee mug 

with his left hand; a basket faces him on the coffee table at his feet. He doesnôt see me. I 

stand there for a minute wondering where mom is and why they havenôt hidden the basket 

this time. They always hide it. Before I can put two-and-two together dad sees me. 

ñMorning Maegan,ò he speaks flatly. ñHappy Easter.ò  
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I shuffle over to him and ask whatôs going on but just smiles weakly and tells me to 

go get dressed. I disappear into my room and pull on a pair of worn jeans under my 

nightgown to cover my legs. Then, I grab my boats and coat. Weôre going to Connieôs house.  

At Connieôs house I play with her daughter, my friend Jessy, whoôs unloading her Easter 

Basket on the dining-room table. Dad must have told Connie before he left that I didnôt get to 

open mine yet, so Jessy begrudgingly shares a cholate bunny. I bite down hard into the ears, 

and chew slowly.  

A few hours pass by the time I hear a car door slam outside. I run towards the 

window at top speed. I see mom coming up the broken cement sidewalk in her purple down 

jacketð that jacket; so fluffy it envelops her, like a plum with a face. Her face. It looks like 

sheôs been crying.  

 

Back at home, dad and mom start yelling. Dad is shouting that mom is a bad mom for ruining 

her daughterôs Easter, and mom is yelling back at dad calling him curse names. I learn that 

mom had gotten ñmessed upò last night and wrecked her car in an accident. She had spent the 

night in jail, but dad bailed her out so that she didnôt have to wait there until try-all. I guess 

thatôs why I had to go to Connieôs house. Their voices grow so loud that Iôm worried about 

the neighbors hearing them again. I feel scared and embarrassed. I start crying. Big mistake.   

ñNow look at what youôve done!ò mom spats. ñYouôre scaring Meghan!ò  

Mom is pointing her finger at me like Iôm a dog who just peed on the rug. I start 

blubbering harder and slide down the bumpy, dining room wall, collapsing like a dead object 

to my feet.   

Suddenly, I see dad strike mom. His hand almost knocks her over. She starts shuffling 

her feet repeating, Hit me again asshole! Dad obeys to momôs commands and knocks her 

upside her head. She lets out a scream before grabbing her head trying to hold dadôs hands 

which are pulling the hair out of her.  

ñStop it!ò I yell. 

Dad looks up quickly as if he suddenly remembered I was in the room. Mom takes 

this brief moment of distraction to kick at dad, but dad catches her leg as she swings back 

and mom falls down with a great crash. Things are getting broken around them as the rumble 

of their feet makes objects fall to the floor. Mom is rolling around on the brown shag carpet 
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kicking and screaming and clawing for her life. Dad is kneeling on top of her and is 

repeatedly striking blows to her head. Itôs hard to make out who is who as they start to 

rumble around on the floor with arms and legs flying. Mom manages to sit up but dad grabs 

her by the arm and twists it behind her back. She lets out a shrill cry. Iôm afraid heôs broken 

her arm. 

ñYouôre hurting her! Stop! Youôre really hurting her!ò I beg. 

Then, all in one movement dad flips mom over onto her stomach and then jumps up 

to stand and slams his feet down on top of her. Mom cries out again. Dad starts kicking his 

shoe into her back over and over and over again and again. The sound is hallow and harsh. 

Itôs horrifying.  

 

My hands start trembling and a buzz fills my ears   

I go into my white space  

I wait there 
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ñSticky fingersò 

 

As I became older, my mud fingers turned stickyð I went beyond that childish act of 

vandalism and grew to become the kid who regularly committed acts of theft into adulthood. 

It started gradually. It began at home. I would take a few dollars from momôs pleather purse 

to go get a chocolate dip at Dairy Queen, or maybe just enough change for a blue-raz Slurpee 

from  711, or sometimes, I just wanted a kids meal from Taco Bellé then that would turn 

into taking ten-dollar bills, or even a Jackson to get toys. It felt good to go out and get things 

for myself that I wanted.  

In the beginning, I stole from the parents who were providing for me to buy things at 

the store I didnôt really need.  I just wanted. When mom caught me one day and scolded a 

sharp lesson on how we couldnôt afford to lose money, I started stealing from the stores 

direct. Had I known we were poor before? Does a little kid really notice if the salad dressing 

isnôt Hidden Valley but store brand? Did I pick-up on the plastic-wood furniture? Had I 

known before that anything that could be sewn or crafted was hand-madeð like my Cabbage 

Patch doll? Before my mom made me feel like I had committed the original sin, I thought we 

were just like everybody else and happy. I figured I was just helping myself out and avoiding 

my parentôs ñnoò answer. Did she know then that she had opened up the floodgates of reality 

and disenchantment?  

After that, I was always aware that money was something we just didnôt have, even if 

it was tucked inside your pleather wallet, even if you could see it with your own two blue 

eyes. I believe this was when it all began, when I started hating money and stopped thinking I 

could ever own any of my own someday. In my youth, this resulted in a lost sense of 

responsibility to the dollar. Stealing was only natural for a have-not who was told she shall 

not want.  

 

It all started at the mall in a toy store. I took a tiny plastic toy, put it in my pocket and then 

walked out the open doors. Then it was a sparkly, glitter notebook at the supermarket that I 

stuffed into the back lip of my jeans. It turned into taking thick sticks of Hubba Bubba gum 

when mom wasnôt looking, or snatching a tube of the name brand Oreo cookies I loved that 

she said we couldnôt afford. The unpaid items all got attached to some part of my body by the 
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secret inside crevices of my clothes. Stolen objects were like extensions of my limbs, only 

more exciting, because I could marvel at my new possessions and think of how smart I was 

for being independently richer without the family sacrifice. Deep within my psyche festered 

the conditioned elation that getting something for nothing made me feel like I was delaying 

the effects of being poorð as if each item I stole was gradually amounting to some bigger 

and more powerful monster that could clobber my cruel fateé if only I built it big enough. 

But, in reality, there was no limit or justification. With my stolen things, I had provided a 

service for myself by myself. I didnôt need anybody else to give me permission to feel richer. 

I was in charge and powerful, but out of control. What I didnôt realize was separate from the 

fantasy in my mind, I was the real monster, outside. Inevitably, all illusions would shatter.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carolôs Cabbage Patch prototype  
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ñToysò 

 

When I was six and my parentôs began the process of divorce it was suggested that I go to a 

therapy. The results were to determine my custody. From the therapist, I received two 

diagnoses. One called ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder), and the other ODD 

(Oppositional Defiant Disorder). From the psychiatrist (that came with the therapist), I was 

then given a ten-pill -a-day prescription. The pills were powders packed into smooth shapes 

colored yellow or blue or white. Some were very tiny and shiny orange. I would go into the 

therapy sessions by myself, with my mom and me, with my dad and me, and then all three of 

us together. Most of the time, I went in alone. The therapist had me color pictures and play 

with toys as we talked. I usually picked the ñboy genderò onesð things like a fire truck, the 

rubber balls or the action figures. The therapist said I was an aggressive type. Setting out a 

choice selection on the carpeted floor of her office, she let me choose the two male figures 

and then asked why I didnôt want to play with the dolls instead. I plopped the four plastic feet 

on her desk and showed her how they liked to fight. She scribbled that down in her yellow 

notepad with a black pen. When my parents talked about my new letter names, they said I 

had an ODD attitude, and the reason I couldnôt do my homework was ADHD.  

At school, I made regular trips to the guidance office to take my medications, or 

sometimes, for other behavioral instances, as in the sixth grade, when I thought it would be 

cool to bring my dadôs pocketknife to school (which led to suspension). Other times I was 

down there for hitting other kids. I had to learn that it wasnôt ok to hit other children, even 

though it was ok for dad to beat the shit out of my mom. After it became apparent that I had 

an anger problem, my therapist told mom and dad to get me some ñanger toysò so that I 

could recognize when I became angry, and be able to let it out without hurting others. After 

that, we had a three-foot blow-up boxer figure in our dining room. When I punched him with 

my fists, the boxerð brown hair, red gloves and a missing toothð would bob down toward 

the floor before flinging back up erect. The boxer lit up with red lights on the seam of his 

green boxing shorts and would say things like, Is that all you got? OR Good hit! if I smacked 

into him real good. Although, this anger toy idea backfired. Mom and dad hated when it 

talked and I spent too much time beating into it. Instead of training me to recognize my 

anger, it just made me want to, all the time, fight. 
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ñSecond duplexò 

 

When I was seven, mom loaded my childhood into a twenty-six-foot U-Haul. Her Alcoholics 

Anonymous friend Lee then drove us to upstate New York, where her whole family still 

lived. I remember the day as clear and cold as ice. It happened after I spent my court-

assigned day with dad. Stunned to silence, he cautiously pulled up to the duplex but had to 

park in the street because the moving tuck was so large it had taken over. The thin silence 

that veiled him lasted only a moment as we exited the van. Then, his mask shattered, he 

began shouting at mom as mom ignored him. She was suddenly more powerful; she strutted 

up the ramp with an armful of boxes and said, ñWhat are you going to do, Mike?ò It was like 

all the times before when she challenged him to lay a hand on her.  

The dynamics twisted, dad was helpless. He started crying, held me and then flung 

me from his arms to wave wildly at her. I discovered later that mom had decided to move us 

illegally, pre-divorce settlement, and not tell my dad. She only got away with packing up the 

flat because he had been staying with his mother and sleeping on the couch. A call to the 

border patrol in Canada followed our escape, but there was little they could do when I was 

still legally my momôs child. Still, mom wasnôt taking any chances; we turned around and 

took the long way around. So in, dad resented the five hundred miles between us because it 

was momôs way of toasting the end of four long and brutal years of marriage. This is why I 

never received a dime of child support, and Michigan law in confliction with New York 

Stateôs allowed him to get away with it. Plus, the the paternal problem with my birth 

certificate. She had wronged him, or he was wrong to her, and I was the pawn who paid. I 

knew her reason for leaving like that was the fear of being killed. The other part I may not 

have known then involved the severity of her addiction.  

We were heading to our second duplex, a house owned by my momôs brotherð some 

place on Cresendoe Road (just around the corner from my grandparentôs house). This time, 

weôd live in the upper flat. I had never been to that house before but mom told me that uncle 

Alan occupied the bottom floor. As she told me all about in on our drive across the states, I 

had all I could do to pay attention. Naturally, my imagination ran wild picturing this house 
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that Iôd live in, that was around the corner from grandma and grandpa Dwyer. Just the idea of 

having so much family suddenly so close made my head reel with fantasy. I pictured sunny 

days in green meadows waking up in a house where I had a birdôs eye view of the street. I 

loved watching people and seeing but not being seen. Maybe the duplex was a painted  a 

sunny color with lots of flower beds for mom to plant her garden and me to eat the veggies. 

She said that uncle Alan was helping us out, so I better behave and act nice. She also told me 

that I had a new cousin named Phil who lived there too, along with uncle Alanôs girlfriend. I 

was told he and I were about the same age. This seemed to sweeten the pot. My thoughts then 

drifted off from picturing this house to daydreaming play with this new cousin of mine. I saw 

us together in the park on the jungle Jim, hanging upside down and giggling like fools. Iôd 

never had a brother, so Phil, I decided, would take that place.  I pulled joy over my sadness; I 

was coming home.  

______ 

 

 

RIDING PASSENGER IN THE U-HAUL  down a big stretch of nothing called Interstate 90, 

I could see the busy life slowly fading. We passed a city a while back called Albany which I 

am told is the capital. That was about a bag of Cheetos, a can of Barqôs, and a PB & Fluff 

sandwich ago. I have to pee so bad but mom says weôre almost there. I guess Iôll hold it.  

Muffin (the cat I named over breakfast eating a blueberry muffin) is mewing like 

crazy between my dangling, bare feet. She hates car rides so this is like torture. Just hold on 

little baby, I tell her.  

ñMomð maybe Muffin has to pee too.ò  

She rolls her milky-blue eyes and crunches up her boney nose.  

ñNot now!ò  

I slap my summer legs on the seat, and then fold my arms in protest. This pout I have 

perfected.  

Long stretches of almost lime green grass whirl by from inside the air-conditioned 

cabin. I see cows (but not as many as I did in Pennsylvania). I see corn stalks. I see pretty 

little houses that remind me of a book series my dad once read with me, called Anna Green 

Gables. Itôs all very watercolor-picture looking. I gaze out from behind the glass like Iôm 
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watching TV. Iôm transfixed on the fast moving objects I have never before seen. And 

somewhere inside me, I get this growing feeling of something magical. It feels like Iôve come 

home, even though weôve just fled from there. This confliction builds inside me, like helium 

filling a balloon ready to burst, but then I realize I forgot about going to the bathroom.  

ñMaôooom!ò  

ñQuiet!ò she barks. ñWeôre here.ò 

I stare out the window. The U-Haul is passing a sign that reads, ñExit 28.ò 

ñExit?ò I question aloud. ñWhy are we leaving? I thought you said we were already 

here?ò 

ñExit is a word that means weôre exiting the freeway and entering a town,ò Momôs 

tie-dye driver friend explains. At this, mom lets out a laugh.  

ñFreeway?ò she says sarcastically. ñHoneyð click your heels. Weôre not in Detroit 

anymore.ò  
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ñWhere itôs always spring timeò 

 

When we moved to Johnstownð the 

Motherlandð after the divorce I had a whole 

new way of life. However, it was the same life 

mom had fled when she turned eighteen, the 

place untouched. Same nothing to do there. 

Same people in the small town (population about 

8,000) who knew all about your business and 

couldnôt keep their mouths shut. The place was a 

mosquito that constantly buzzed in her ear and 

bit her. Sheôd sayð Johnstown is a good place 

to be born and a good place to die, but it ainôt a 

place to live. The fresh air wasnôt enough to 

make called her a gypsy. Out of my Grandmotherôs five children, my mom, the first born, 

was the only one to move away from the twin, ñGlove Citiesò of Johnstown and Gloversville.  

 

 

During the 19
th
 century, Johnstown and its neighboring city of Gloversville thrived as the 

countryôs leading producers of fine leathers, turning out artfully made consumer goodsð but 

of all thingsð gloves. The bulk of citizenôs incomeôs then came from laboring long hours in 

the toxic tanning mills that existedð not separate from the community, but rather, inside it. 

Leather mills could be found at the end of your residential block, down the street, or even 

just across it. My momôs family, The Dwyerôs, moved from a basic house on Bleecker Street 

in Gloversville to a furnished apartment on Main Street in Johnstown, eventually ending up 

on Dove Street in the same city where they decided to permanently plant their rootsð the 

Dwyer family home within footsteps of the notoriously hazardous, Karg Brotherôs Mill (the 

largest in town, first opened in 1904). Around the year 2000, Kargôs began to get torn down 

(a long, lengthy and quite dangerous process). Chemical spills, lost limbs and cancers were 

not uncommon effects from exposure. Currently, Johnstownôs leather and Gloversvilleôs 

gloves are no longer the bread-winning trades of these comingling cities. While some leather 

Carol Jr, Carol, Sonny and Sonya 
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mills are still in operation, the majority have been abandoned, bulldozed, or repurposed as 

leather and glove productions were outsourced to more cost effective sources of labor and 

production overseas. Johnstownôs citizens now survive on meager incomes and mostly 

uneducated jobs of inopportunity. After the millennium, industry reentered the city with the 

expansion of the Johnstown Industrial Parkôs warehouse and distribution facilities. Lucky for 

the Dwyerôs, my Grandfather had a plan. 

 

In 1968, a trucker by the name of Sonny (born Thomas Francis Dwyer II) bought and 

took over the small automotive-repair business next to the family homeð Dunhamôs Spring 

Shop. His father, the original Thomas Francis 

Dwyer (a stout, sure-minded German who 

habitually wore a sharp suit), agreed to help 

with the take over and start up. Together, they 

began to fix the types of vehicles that Sonny 

was most familiar with: big muddy eighteen-

wheelers, as well as a growing number of city 

department vehicles. In time, as the business 

flourished, Sonny quietly bought up more and 

more homes, which expanded his property 

line. This allowed Dunhamôs to become an incorporation, and thus very exclusive business 

rights (which was especially important as it was located on a residential street). Dunhamôs 

big break was gaining exclusive rights to fix the cityôs tipperôs (better known as a dump 

truck) as his best friend from high school became the owner of the waste management 

company.  

By the 1980s, Dunhamôs was not only worked by my Grandfather, but also his wife 

(the book keeper and payroll chief) as well as four of his five children (my mom being the 

ñblack sheepò). Uncle Tommy (Francis Thomas III) labored on the shop floor in mechanics, 

aunt Sonya (Sonya being the female version of Sonny) worked the computers and kept track 

of customers and automotive parts with my uncle Keith (the spoiled baby), and uncle Alan 

(my Grandmotherôs favorite child) was a hired hand and a parts delivery man. In the 

approaching years, several other family members would also join. Dunhamôs Spring Shop 

The Dwyer boys at Camp 
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Inc ïïwhere itôs always spring time, became a family-owned and operated business that 

generated its own stock and brought in millions out of its monopoly in the heavy-duty 

trucking repair world over its too far away competitors. Still, my Grandmother curses the day 

her Sonny bought the business and thus sold her chance for freedom. Dunhamôs is the center 

of Dwyer life.  

Into the new millennium, the business expanded again to include a brand new parts 

department, which provided all sorts of steel gizmos to townspeople who did their own small 

repairs, as well as other larger repair companies. With his obsession for hard, honest work 

and the skill to develop lasting business relations, my Grandfather ensured an empire for his 

family so that they would always be together and always have enough financial opportunity 

to be happy and live a good life. What he could not have anticipated or accounted for, mind 

you, were the inevitable forces of evil beyond his firm grip of control.  
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ñJust like couponsò 

 

Eventually, as we settled into our new life, mom got a job at a florist shop that doubled as 

someoneôs ranch house. The flower shop had transformed the old garage space into 

something overwhelmingly beautiful. I loved to walk their after schoolð just a few blocks 

from Janson Elementaryð to watch mom arrange the flowers. That was her job: flower 

arranger. She really had the eye for it. Mom would take a few wisps of something someone 

had snipped off and then recycle them into a perfectly balanced bouquetð all the right 

colors, shapes and smells complimenting each other. She had a way of finding the beauty in 

certain ñgarbage.ò And it was like every creation was a kind of family unit, those flowers. 

Yep. She didnôt make arrangementsð she made flower families. But this was before her 

mental illness consumed her. Or maybe just the drugs.   

After that, she went on welfare and we got free groceries. Back then the food stamps 

we used were still pieces of paper, ripped from the binding of a thick-thin, rectangle shaped 

book, like coupons. I remember thinking the food stamps looked just like coupons. They may 

have even printed ñfood couponò right on the paper. At first, it was hard to take the food 

stamps seriously. I was seven and the pieces of paper looked like Monopoly money, just a 

little larger and shinier. They had this gold strip that gleamed, just like real money did. Once, 

when mom wasnôt looking, I went through her purse and tore off some of the food stamps 

from the book. Holding the pieces of paper felt powerful. I knew they werenôt real money but 

the fact that they could be used like it had somehow, in my mind, equated the food stamps 

the equivalent of using a pile Barbie shoes to get a pack of gum at the store. It felt somehow 

like cheating, or robbing someone in plain sight.  

I took the few food stamps torn from the book and decided to use them at Burger 

King. I was going to buy a kids meal (with chicken nuggets, not the hamburger). I walked the 

short distance to the fast-food restaurant the next day after school (literally kiddie-corner to 

Jansen), stood before the registerð my face almost even with the counterð and ordered my 

BK kids meal. When I handed the teenage cashier my food stamps to pay, he looked around 

uncomfortably and asked where my parents were. I said my momôs at home. He said that this 

wasnôt money. I said itôs food stamps and theyôre used like money. He said I couldnôt use it 
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there. I said that he was being mean and to give me my kids meal. He handed me back the 

coupons and said sorry. I glanced back at him and said you will beð this is discrimination!   

All in a huff, I stormed home like a bull ready to charge. When I got there, I didnôt 

even care about the fact that Iôd lifted the óstamps from momôs purse; I just started 

blubbering at her that the Burger King kid was mean and wouldnôt let me use our food 

stamps to buy a kids meal. First, she gave me hell for taking the óstamps. Then, she told me 

that the Burger King kid was right. Food stamps could not be used there. I was so confused. I 

cried out, Why! Mom explained that they were only good at grocery stores and places where 

we could buy food to make food, but that we couldnôt buy food that was already made and 

ready to eat. I shouted back, What about the apples? What about my cereal? We still got 

those on food stamps! Mom said yes, but it wasnôt the same. We argued some more but I still 

didnôt get it. Sometimes, mom would trade her food stamps with people to get things. Things 

that werenôt food or even edible at all. Things wrapped in little tiny Ziplocs as big as my 

thumb. So I didnôt understand why I couldnôt trade the colored pieces of paper for a kids 

meal at Burger King. She just told me to shut up and mind my Ps and Qs. She was the adult, 

and I was the child. End of story. Go play outside.  
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ˉ 3 
 

 ñStepping in for dadò 

 

Our lives settled, things really took 

off. Mom resorted to dating a long 

string of abusive men and she stayed 

out late to party with them, thus 

neglecting her duty to take care of 

me. This got us kicked out of the 

second duplex. Uncle Alan and mom 

had a big blow out over babysitting 

rights and she lost, already indebted 

to him for not burdening her share of watching my cousin Phil in exchange for my uncle 

watching me. And so, Mom and I moved into our third duplexð a white house with black 

shutters on a hill called Clinton Street, for a fresh start just before she met her second 

husband, Manny.   

Immanuel (Manny) Burrell was as big and black as one of the Green Bay Packersð a 

real Bob Mann. He wore a team jersey all time too, just to throw people off. Manny had 

played football through early adulthood, but for the Johnstown Colonials, not a professional 

team. All of his little toes were missing their tiny toenails from the constant impact of the 

game. When I was told we were going his family reunion in the summertime and we 

showed up at a park, smoked meat and soul food thick in the air, there wasnôt a bare patch 

of ground. I learned that he came from an incredibly large family, had two kids in Albany 

and that he hailed from Gloversville, New York. But the night I met him is what Iôll never 

forget. I heard him inside momôs bedroom, making her moan. It went on for a while and the 

sound of momôs bed constantly banging against my wall grew very loud. I decided to give 

up the idea of falling asleep and get a snack from the fridge. Momôs friend Candy was still 

hanging around from a long weekend of parting at the house. She sat watching TV. I 

brought her in front of the closed door, pointed then asked her what was going on in there. 

Your momôs found someone she really likes, she slurred all stinky. I got up a few hours later 

In the limo 
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and walked myself to school. In no time, it was all three of us in a stretch limo to elope 

them. On their wedding day, we went into Saratoga, ate fine food, and celebrated.  

  But as quickly as she married him in the courthouse, everything started to fall apart. 

Mom would go on rages out of nowhere and nothing made her right. Every word made her 

angrier and she would yell and yell and yell. Sometimes, she charged with knives or aimed at 

us throwing lit matches. It almost always ended the same though, with Manny beating her to 

calm her down.  

______ 

 

I  AM TRYING TO WATCH HAPPY DAYS but they are arguing so loud itôs hard to hear the 

TV. This is my favorite time to turn on Nickelodeon because they play all the old shows like, 

The Munsters, I Love Lucy, or I Dream of Jeannie. My favorite of all right now is Happy 

Days. Something about The Cunninghamôs makes me feel like Iôm part of something special. 

Everyone in the show is clean and happy, and the family eats dinner at the kitchen table 

together every night. The girls and boys are all best friends who like hamburgers and 

milkshakes. I love fast food too. And music, especially that. A show with a good theme song 

and cool music is standard. I Love Lucy is still my all-time favorite, but since Happy Days 

has come on Iôve taken a break from the Ricardos and the Mertzes. Maybe Iôm just sick of 

marriage. Maybe I just want to watch something in color instead. Thereôs not much black and 

white programing on TV these days; I think itôs going away forever. I wonder if theyôll take 

the old shows and make them colorful. Can they do that? Will they be black and white 

forever?  

Hah!  

Oh, look at the Fonzð heôs in the water still wearing his leather jacket. Thatôs nuts. 

Heôs going to ruin it. I scoot off the edge of my pink canopy bed and crank the volume dial 

on my tiny tube TV. The course feeling of the hard plastic reminds me of a toothpaste cap as 

I twist. I remain at the foot of the bed, a foot away from the land I fantasize over which I 

wish I could join and escape. I can hear doors slamming outside the blast of character voices 

projected inside the shelter of my small room. The showôs so loud to layer over the sounds of 

shouting I have to cover my ears to not get pierced by the sound.  
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Abruptly, Mom bursts into my bedroom. This scene familiar to me. Her crazed 

appearance is nothing newð the tear-stained face, the blood-shot eyes, hair disheveled, 

cotton fabric of her clothes stretched more in certain places. She looks through me and past 

before turning away to barricade the plywood door. It knocks back at her in one jerky 

movement, opening slightly. Manny is on the other side, forcing his way in. He wins this 

game of keep-out quickly. 

Mom and Manny push and shove each otherôs dense bodies, they seems to glide 

mechanically over the stiff ocean of my tightly wound, blue-carpet. Some of my scattered 

Polly Pockets get stomped to bits with their locomotive feet. You never realize how heavy 

bodies are until you see them fighting. Itôs always slamming and thudding and shufflingð 

but watching it is in slow motion, like moving furniture. Mom flings herself into my bed 

where itôs safely and snugly crammed into a nook of the room. Manny grabs mom by the hair 

and rips her out from under the covers where she tried to hide. He swings his arm back to 

deck her but mom dodges it. Mannyôs boulder of a black fist goes straight through a corner of 

the nook wall, which juts out like a ñv.ò The impact of the blow busts out a chunk of plaster, 

but whatôs left isnôt a hole. It shows that the corner has been structurally secured with a steel 

plate, which is now bent from his sheer force.  
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ñCVSò 

 

When I was living with mom and Manny, the police caught me for the first time. I had met a 

new best friend who lived in a brown house a block over, towards the nicer part of town 

where all the old Colonial houses stood. Destiny was a new student, like I had been just a few 

years before. She had a younger sister, an older brother and a mom and a dad who lived with 

her, but they werenôt home a lot after school because her parents worked (unlike my mom 

who didnôt). I would go to her house after school and goof off swinging from the levels of 

her bunk bed (a strange sleeping novelty I had never seen before). My first best friend at 

Janson Elementary was a girl named Ines. She had a single mother who worked her tail off. 

They lived in an apartment complex with no yard and only one bedroom. Inesô mom let her 

daughter have the bedroom and she slept on a pullout couch. Her mom was an Austrian who 

still had an accent. When Destiny came around and we became friends, my best friend Ines 

and I and her were like the three musketeers. Each of us had a reason to hate our parents and 

rebel. And before we knew it, we almost got arrested by the fourth grade.  

______ 

 

IôM MAKING MY WAY INTO  A SMALL , CVS STORE on Main Street with my friends 

Destiny and Ines in toe. Tiny rat-faced Destiny is wearing that black t-shirt with a ñCKò on it 

under her momôs trench coat. Standing taller next to her, Inesô long, thick auburn hair just 

about covers the entire size of her borrowed plush jacket. I push past them through the heavy, 

glass as the bell above the door sounds our entrance. Bright, florescent lights buzz overhead 

our four-foot frames. We shuffle past the pharmacy and rows of pills and vitamins towards 

the isles with cooler stuff.   

ñStick by me,ò I tell them. ñAnd donôt look at anyone in the face.ò  

They nod, meeting my eyes. I shake my head. 

ñThat include me too, guys.ò  

Destiny and Ines turn serious and follow me like shadows to the stationary isle. I 

unzip the thick, winter jacket Destiny let me borrow that belongs to her big brother. It sayôs 

ñHornetsò on the belly pocket. I silently pull apart its Velcro seal and nonchalantly stuff a 

Lisa Frank journal inside. Almost immediately, Iôm aware of the sounds around me. I can 



ML Lords                                                               Three Days in September    43 
 

clearly hear the person walking around in the next isle over. The solid clomp of their work 

boots moving over the tiled floor sounds like hammers hitting wood. I snap out of it and grab 

some thick, plastic stickers to put into my front pocket. And some stackable pencils. Add a 

few scented erasers. Suddenly, a loud cough from somewhere around me makes me jump off 

my feet. I then dart my eyes over towards my friends and then back again to examine my 

shaking kneesð the boney, scabbed knobs that poke out from under my pink elastic shorts.  

ñMove quick,ò I whisper, facing the shelf. 

Before I can grab anything else, an old woman appears from the right passing by us, 

moving slowly left towards the pharmacy. We all freeze. I start looking very intently at the 

back of a label on the first thing I can find. Itôs a can of duster.  

What the heck is canned duster?  

The old woman passes the isle completely, and I let out the breath of air I had been 

swallowing down. I donôt waste any time to abandon the risky stationary isle and make a 

move for another. Destiny and Ines join me, one at a time, to the art isle. I look left, then 

right, and left again before I begin to stuff a set of finger paints past the elastic wrist of my 

jacket and shove them up the sleeve. First blue, then red yellow, green, brown, whiteé 

Something rattles. I turn quickly to see that Ines is inspecting a bead kit.  

ñJust put it in there!ò I rasp.  

She makes a sour face. I roll my eyes at her.  

Destiny backs into Ines and then the square, plastic kit slams down loudly on the 

floor.  

Our eyes grow wide with fear. I donôt wait for someone to come see what the noise 

was, I quickly grab a jar of Gak, put it in my pocket and then abandon my friends and head 

for the candy isle.  

There, I stuff chocolate Crunch bars into my coat. Bubble Tape. Nerds. Push Pops. 

Fun Dip. A Ring Pop. Warheads. I am in heaven. I lose track of time. I look around and 

notice that it is not I who have abandoned my friends, but I who has been abandoned. 

Destiny and Ines are nowhere in sight. I panic. I make a run for the door. Iôm inches away 

from making it out whenð 

ñNot so fast!ò  

A cold, boney hand grabs my shoulder. I turn and face the breast of a green, CVS shirt. 
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ñUh, hi-hi,ò I stutter. ñI was just leaving.ò 

The ugly womanôs face turns up, almost smiling. She looks like an anteater.  

ñIs that so?ò she says, poking at my torso. ñWhatôs in your jacket?ò  

ñNu-nothing.ò I try to yank away, unsuccessfully. ñLet me go!ò  

ñOh, no!ò She proclaims proudly, ñYouôre coming with me.ò 

The boney hand ushers me towards the pharmacy, up past a few steps, and into a 

secret office where another woman waitsð this one younger, pudgier and in glasses. She 

waves the ugly anteater woman away and then asks me to confess my name, where my 

friends are, and that sheôs going to call my parents.  

ñParent,ò I correct her sarcastically.  

Unamused, the woman removes her glasses and plainly states, ñGive me your 

parentôs work number.ò   

I lean towards her defiantly. ñMy mom doesnôt work.ò  

ñOh?ò her voice raises. ñFine then. Give me your home number.ò  

With a flick of her chubby wrist, the woman begins dialing with the back of a pencil 

eraser. After a brief wait, she leaves a message.  

ñAlright,ò she begins. ñLet me have a look at whatôs under that ridiculously 

oversized, winter jacket.ò She shakes her head before adding, ñI mean, honestly. Itôs summer 

out there Ms. Dailey and this thing goes down to your knees!ò She pauses. ñDid you steal 

this too?ò  

I ignore her and reluctantly hand over my almost free stuff, feeling crushed.  

We wait inside the office, unsuccessfully, for my mom to call back, so the pudgy 

woman phoned the police. An officer arrives to give me a stern talking to, and eventually 

mom shows up what feels like hours later. She puts on her nice face and sweet voice that she 

doesnôt use for anyone other than those who have authority, acting concerned, as sheôs 

trained herself to. Then, she whisks me away from the CVS store quickly, totally 

embarrassed that Iôve made a spectacle of her.  
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ñLopsidedò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When I was eight-years-old, I grew my first breast. Overnight, a mass budded underneath the 

smooth surface of my tiny, rose-colored nipple. No bigger than the size of a mutant Apple 

Jack, my left nipple seemed even smaller now with the pale flesh beneath bulging into the 

shape of the worldôs most insignificant mountain, supporting its pale-pink ñO.ò 

I didnôt know what it was when I woke up that morning. Though getting dressed for 

school suddenly became a gross undertaking. Clothes spilled out from the drawers and spread 

over the room, mirroring my widening panic. I tried on almost every kind of shirt until I 

found just the right one to conceal my chest from its overnight siege of freakiness. Because it 

took me so long to get dressed, I had to skip my cereal that morning and eat something at 

school instead. No problem. I liked the variety of hot meals from the breakfast program that 

came at the cost of a quarter (the discount breakfast in supplement to my poor-kid free 

lunch). It was just too weird and embarrassing to tell mom what had happened. I left for 

school in a hurry that day as to not be seen by her. I just wished the lump would go away. 

I hid my problem from mom for as long as I could, about a week. So I asked my best 

friend Ines what was wrong with me. Ines was a lot fleshier than I was at that ageð she had 

a thickness to her that oozed health and appetite which my scrawny stick-figure did not. Fine 

freckles dotted her full cheeks, like tiny constellations below the glow of two hazel worlds. 

We both had long hair but hers was thick, glossy auburn locks that hung down to her ass like 

a single sheet of stiff syrup. She looked like the younger version of her Austrian mother. I 

myself looked nothing like my own curvaceous mom. Everyone called me ñbean poleò or 

ñsting bean.ò I was completely straight, scraggly and shapelessð like my thin, flat and 

Ines, Erin & Meghan, Jansen Ave. talent show 
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impossible hair. Besides my pretty face, I didnôt look anything like a woman would. But even 

without womanly features, like breasts, my friend Ines did. Something about her, like the 

other women in my life, gave way the impression of softness. They knew how to be a woman 

naturally, effortlessly. I was just straight and harsh looking.  

Nothing soft about me; I was as tough and sharp as nails. Once, however, at the 

dentist, I was told I had a rosebud mouth. That made me feel delicate and beautiful. The 

hygienist had bright blonde hair, painted lips, glittering jewelry and a pleasant smellð all 

woman. Her womanliness made me feel cared for and safe, even at the dentistôs office (place 

of tooth torture). Ines herself had corrective braces in opposition to my overlapping and 

hideous ñvampireò teeth. Ines said she didnôt know what was in my chest either, but she 

thought maybe I had breast cancerð like our friend Erinôs mom. I told Ines that was 

impossible because I didnôt even have breasts. Even still, I was worried. My imagination was 

the super-animated kind. I went home that night after hanging out with Ines and told my 

mom I was dying youngð I had breast cancer!  

And so, this was how a week after I had grown my first breast all of my momôs 

friends, men and women, came to know about my female situation. It was mortifying. The 

night I came home from my friendôs house crying, Cancer! mom called everyone she knew, 

asking for advice. She didnôt understand that I grew a breast either, but she knew for a fact I 

didnôt have cancerð She doesnôt even have boobs! When a friend of hers suggested that 

perhaps I was maturing into a young woman my mom said, Impossible! Sheôs only in the 

third grade. But when a few weeks later another chest lump sprouted, the evidence was clear: 

I was becoming a woman. And everybody knew. The only problem was that by the time my 

second breast decided to grow it was too late for the other one to catch up. I was an eight-

year-old with an uneven chest on a stick-straight body where no boob could hideð lopsided. 

The different sized lumps slowly sprouted as the rest of the female changes also began to 

take shape. Within a few months my leg hair began to become coarse, so I started shaving. 

And these tiny hairs formed on my private area too. They went from stubby to straight to 

circle shapes. Mom was convinced, finding my dirty underwear it was her husband 

Mannyôsð fallen just right when he picked out his afro standing at the sink, into the basket 

down belowð right in the crotch of my underwear! There was no way in hell I was telling 

her that I grew hair down there, not after she told the entire town about me growing a boob.   
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ñMoth to flameò 

 

Strange people were always coming in and out of our apartment at all times of day and night. 

Sometimes I would wake up and see one passed out on the couch. One time, my momôs 

cousin Missy came over and drew out a glass cigarette. Mom said, Not in front of Meghan, 

and then Missy got up and went into the closet. After mom married Manny, I started to notice 

that all the adults would go into rooms and close the doors, and I wasnôt allowed in there. I 

could hear their muffled voices so I didnôt understand why they hid. As it went on I started to 

catch on and I knew whatever they were doing wasnôt right. The adults always came out 

looking at the ground and sniffing a lot, acting like they didnôt see me. When they came out 

from behind the close doors, they were different. They werenôt nice. 

When mom would go on rages, sometimes they lasted days long. Her temper was a 

saga Iôd unwittingly subscribed toð nothing like the Cunninghamôs. I never understood what 

made her so mad, I just knew that she had changed. That angry person wasnôt my mom. 

Every time she transformed I had to convince myself that she was someone else. To do this, I 

would separate her in my mind. My cherished white space then became something quite 

different: it turned cold. I learned to visit the white space like a spirit lifted from the ground, 

observing not seeing, though far away and indifferent. When mom became that other person, 

I waited in the frozen white, like a voided soul.  

______ 

 

THE BELL RANG AT JANSON ELEMENTARY what feels like forever ago. Iôve been 

standing here at the drop-off spot next to the curb waiting for mom and her powder-blue 

Oldsmobile to pick me up. Even the weird kids got picked up before me! This is so 

embarrassing. Doesnôt she know that Iôm not a kid anymoreð Iôm almost ten! I canôt be 

escorted back into the school by a teacher this time. That would totally kill my reputation. 

Even Billy Gropilleð the third time sixth grader with the pea brainð yeah, his momôs 

already been here. Ever since that time Billyôs mom picked him wearing only a bra and 

everyone laughed he always gets picked up last. Now Iôm the last looser on the street. If this 

gets out that I had to be pulled back inside again and babysat Iôm dead meat.  



ML Lords                                                               Three Days in September    48 
 

Crushed, I turn towards the school to walk myself inside before a teacher can come to 

fetch me. Itôs a beautiful fall day and I just want to go to my friendôs house and play outside. 

I kick a dandelion out of a crack in the sidewalk and smoosh its yellow guts to pulp with my 

shoe. Stupid wannabe flower. If I hadnôt told mom that I wanted to go to my friendôs house I 

could have just walked home by now. This is all my fault. 

Beep! Beep! 

I whirl around. Itôs momð finally!  

 

As soon as I get in the car I can tell something is up. Mom doesnôt wait to hear the click-

snap! noise of the buckle latching into my seatbelt before gunning the engine to bolt from the 

school. The car jerks away from the curb, a front tire bumps up and makes my belt snap back 

up into its holster like a whip. I look over and see that her pale-smooth, bed sheet face shows 

signs of crying. Around her eyes has turned a dusty colored pink and her nose has that 

signature Rudolf glow.  

ñWhatôs the matter?ò  

Mom keeps her eyes on the road without answering, but itôs like she is somewhere 

else entirely and not seeing the asphalt, as if she is stuck somewhere in a dream.  

ñHey? You alive in there?ò I joke. 

Oh man, big mistake. This sets her off. 

ñEverything is fucked up!ò she barks. ñMy whole life is ruined!ò 

Crap, not this again. 

ñI just canôt TAKE IT anymore!ò she howls.  

Mom is having a melt down again. But this time is different; weôre in a car. I try to 

remain as calm as possible, reach for the strap and buckle myself in. Momôs starts sobbing at 

losing her shit. The Oldsmobile swerves to the right and left of the road before stopping in 

the middle of two interesting residential streets. I know from our public safety assembly at 

school that this is a four-way stop. Luckily, there is no traffic. Mom continues to sloppily 

steer the car down the residential streets, avoiding the main road. She then leads us on a 

ñscenic tourò of Johnstown which makes me think that she is lost.   

ñWhere-are-you-going, How-do-you-not-know-where-home-isð you-grew-up-here!ò  

ñBe quite for chrissake! Do you ever shut up?ò she says.  
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I didnôt mean for my words to flood out like that. Sometimes I just talk really fast, 

even though I know mom hates it. Thatôs why she calls me, ñMegaMouth.ò  

The car is heading towards a street with a deep-yellow sign on the corner that reads, 

Dead End. I was just about to say something to her when, all the sudden, the front of the car 

comes crashing over a stop sign and drives up and over the grass. Iôm shocked, so I just sit 

there dead silent. I glance in my side mirror and see the bent sign behind us disappear as 

mom pulls the car into a tight turn towards the direction where we came, the tires squealing 

like a hot scream.  

She drives on. We donôt speak.  

 

The Oldsmobile travels towards the south side of Johnstown and soon-after I recognize 

where we are. Weôre by the public library. I go there a lot because itôs so close to our 

apartment, just down the block to the left. They have special story time for children and lots 

of cartoon movies that you can rent. As we pass the tall, square building to momôs left, I look 

over to see if there is anyone I know standing outside by the big steps. Nope. She turns a 

corner. I refocus my vison and stop seeing past mom to see her too. She looks like shit, but at 

least she has her seat belt on. One hand rests in her lap. Her fingers keep clenching at the 

tight fabric of her faded blue jeans. It makes a soft scratching noise. I peer deep into her face 

to try and understand it. I try and see who this person called ñmomò is; she has always been 

so mysterious. Past my momôs head I can see the street changing from rows of houses into an 

open road. Panic fills me as I see that mom is not slowing down for the stop.  

No sooner than I yell, Watch out! do I hear the sound of crunching metal as a car T-

bones my passenger door. It happens so fast that tires didnôt even have a chance to react. I 

heard no squealing. The impact was solid. The other car slammed into me like a cannonball 

hitting the water.   

ñGet me outô the fucking car!ò I scream repeatedly.   

Mom seems possessed. She doesnôt even react.  

What she does do is drive away, my voice still screaming those words leaving traces of pain 

like smoke. Witnesses can see our apartment house from the scene of the accident as she 

pulls the busted Oldsmobile towards our apartment and then straight up the slope driveway. 

The vehicle parks jaggedly like a wounded animal would lie down. Mom leaves me sitting 
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there stunned as she runs up the backstairs and into the house. I follow her up there, more 

angry now than hurt. My emotions pull me towards her, moth to the fame, once again. Inside, 

she is losing it.  

ñHide me! Hide me! Meghan, mommyôs in a lot of trouble, you have to hide me!ò  

Her desperation snuffs the fire and molds me into soft clay. I look around, my veins 

surging with the intense energy of pure panic. I burst into sprints in every direction but canôt 

think straight on a place for her to hide. We nearly knock each other over in the kitchen 

coming like two freight trains from opposite directions. I turn to my right. 

ñHere! Hide in my room!ò 

Mom runs back into the kitchen and grabs something before dashing into my 

bedroom closet to hide. Thereôs so much junk in there that she canôt close the door once 

inside so she starts flinging out my clothes and toys. I quickly scoop up what I can as fast as 

sheôs throwing it to arrange it in my room so that the piles arenôt so obviously scattered by 

the door.  

Rap, Rap.  

Thereôs someone at the front door. I ignore the sound. 

Thud! Thud! Thud! 

The noise grows louder. More urgent.  

Iôm not going to let them in. I know who it is.   

But they find their way in. They burst through the back door. They find my mom in 

my bedroom closetð cigarette in one hand, a drink the other, losing her shit. They handcuff 

her in my room and take her away. 

 

At first, I refuse to talk. But I break down eventually. I fill out my account for the witness 

report. It was just a matter of time before the law took over and Iôd be ordered back where I 

came fromð back to Beaufield.  

______ 

 

Our fresh start on Clinton Street had expiredð in less than a year mom lost custody of me. In 

time, I would discover that husband number two was a crack distributorð ña man up-above 

the dealer,ò I learned. In other words, he was the man who supplied the drugs to the drug 
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dealers. Big time stuff. He did eventually go to prison, but not solely for drugs. It happened 

after my mom divorced him and he was stalking her. One night, he broke into her apartment 

and wrote obscene words in red lipstick on her mirror. Other times when he broke in he just 

sat in a dark corner and waited for her. The last time he broke in she was sleeping in bed. He 

stood over her sleeping body and raised a butcher knife then slammed it down on the 

mattress, over and over and over again, trying to mutilate her. It was rumored that when he 

was in prison for that he actually did kill a guy. 
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ˉ 4 
 

ñThe original Bettyò 

 

 

The first time I lived under my grandparentôs roof occurred after the car accident that took 

mom away. That was the year 1997, a few months before Christmas. I had never lived in a 

whole house before then, just apartments. My grandparents gave me the stability and 

unconditional love my own family unit lacked. Life there was good. I called them my normal 

parents. They were timelessð I called them Gram and Gramp. After just a short time, I 

knew Iôd miss them more than upstate New York if the court assigned dad custodial custody, 

then if, Iôd have to leave my normal parents and my school friends to return to the duplex on 

Beaufield.  

In the mornings, Gramp would get up early to drink his cup of coffee before heading 

over next door to Dunhamôs for work. The day for him started before sunrise, at five a.m. 

(sometimes even an hour before that). Iôd come downstairs to eat breakfast before school 

two-hours later and see his used coffee cup still standing like a sore thumb on the pretty 

placematð picking up his mess was my Gramôs job. There was always enough food to eat at 

their houseð breakfast, lunch and dinner. For the first time in my life, I was made to eat 

three square meals a day. The real meal of the day, not dinnerð supper, contained all five 

food groups, served family style. We drank farm-fresh whole milk mysteriously delivered to 
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the back door every Thursday, in two-quart cartons from Skiffôs dairy. Gram kept her kitchen 

spotless. I could always count on a clean cereal bowl and spoon in the mornings. Throughout 

the day, dirty dishes disappeared. I didnôt even have to wash them; a machine did the work. It 

was magical. The ceramic dining wear always came out warm to the touch, like hand-held 

hugs, smelling like a muted strain of lemon.  

Clean  warm  and dry 

Gram would come downstairs shortly after me, still wrapped in sleep. She wore her 

sleep hours after waking, like dew slowly drying from the skin of a leaf. She would say, 

Good morning Meghan. And it was.  

When she yawned, I heard my momôs voice spring out from her lips. They were so 

much alike, yet so different. They were like a negative imageð two contrasting pieces that 

made an image whole. Maybe itôs because mom was a junior that she shared so many 

qualities with my Gram. Though mom had her exact same name, my Gram is the original 

Betty.  

______ 

 

TO CAROL  every day is a new task. Around seven oôclock the alarm starts its usual 

buzzing. Like everything she owns, her clock is ancient but well cared for. It is a square 

shaped thing with digits that spill over on top of each other when the numbers change, like 

flipping the pages of a wall calendar. Its sound shouts too loud and horrid. It takes her several 

minutes to hear it, as she is deafening more and more by the years. Carolôs milky-blues eyes 

flutter their way open, as she chomps down on her bare ñgoomsò and yawns exaggeratedly. 

The muffled, nearly inaudible words, Aw shit escape her lips as she continues yawn and 

stretch her way into the early morning.  

Downstairs, the typical A.M. radio news has been left on, accordingly, as Sonny 

always does before locking the door behind him as he leaves for work. The sounds of WEMT 

cast over the kitchen while the smell of Bunn brewed coffee invites her to pour herself a cup. 

Sonny left a mug on the counter next to the pot. She smiles seeing it; a gift from her 

daughter. Carol blows on the steaming liquid and remembers itôs Wednesday, meaning 

groceries and errands. Her thoughts drift away from the present as she mentally recalls her 
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shopping list, which she made out the night before, like every Tuesday night of every week 

since she became a mother and wife.  

Carolôs shopping lists are created around a weekly menu, just as her mother did, even 

though Sonny barely eats and she hates to cook. A small note on the counter, just a scrap of 

lined paper, readsð 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I learn that making a menu involves the interchangeability of ingredients. Vegetables are 

decided upon whatever can is on hand in the cupboard. And after years of cooking salty, 

meaty, buttery and fried comfort-food for a family of seven, Carol still canôt adjust to dinners 

for few. Sonny lets her know it. Heôll say, How many people are eating here tonight Carol? 

already knowing the answer. Or sometimes he might exclaim, You make too much god-damn 

food! and then tell her that he would be perfectly fine just eating his bowl of cornflakes. 

Their banter is love, but sometimes he goes too far and hurts her character. The man 

provides, the woman makes the home. She understands well that submissiveness is essential 

to marital harmony.   

 

Although she has much to do, Wednesday is one of Carolôs favorite days because she can 

count on visiting with people at the grocery store. She is lonely with Sonny always working, 

and looks for conversation anywhere. Wednesdayôs shopping trip can take hours depending 

on who she runs into.  

Faithfully, she leaves by nine oôclock for the cityôs only grocery store, Price Chopper. 

Carol has lived in Johnstown nearly her whole life. Pushing seventy years, dreams for a life 

of travel seem permanently impossible because she and Sonny have built their lives there, 

with the family business. They are prominent figures, well-known and well-liked by mostly 

anyone who has strong ties with the community. And they married young, as most couples 
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did in the 1950s when a young female became pregnant. My mom brought their marriage 

togetherð her existence the start of our family as weôve know it.  

 

Wednesday nights are reserved for Dunhamôs book keeping, Carolôs job. She double checks 

Sonnyôs payroll calculations for the week. Although sheôs lived her married life free of 

financial worry, the business is like a constant thorn in her side. She despises the fact that it 

wasnôt sold years back. When the opportunity came knocking, Sonny shut the door.  

Every day when she wakes, Sonny has already left for work, and though he stops 

back over to the house to bring in the mail or eat lunch, she rarely sees him face-to-face. His 

absence keeps her distracted and looking for things to do, and it evolves into constant 

redecorating. For instance, Carol can find a dozen decorative uses for the same pair of 

wooden country sheep. Sonny jokes that she keeps replacing them to see if people will think 

that they are walking to different areas of the house. Despite her care to keep relocating them, 

there is the quirky and contradictory fact that she sees no use in removing the price stickers 

on the sheepôs backs. Whoôs going to see them anyway? she tells me when I notice. I take the 

price stickers off anyway.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carol Betty Dwyer Jr & Carol Betty Dwyerð    Sonnyôs parents in background, right 
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ñMan of steelò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The family business runs my grandparents lives, but especially Grampôs. He is the heart of it. 

The success of Dunhams rides on the success of his ability to get things done, even though 

itôs family owned and operated. Gramp grunts the majority of the workð filing paperwork, 

customer relations, oversight, payroll, budget calculations, tax preparation, fineness, know-

how, now light labor from heavy labor, building repairs, snow removal, inventoryé he is a 

bottomless resource of knowledge and manpower.   

I never see him for long, with the exception of mealtimes. A true workaholic, he 

never takes a day off, even after retirement. The word, retire is just that: a word on paper. In 

his seventies, he still gets up at five a.m. for a full dayôs workð this schedule completely 

unchanged throughout the years, his body slowly deteriorating.  

He is not an agile old man. Playing team football for the Johnstown Colonials into his 

early fifties resulted in steel knee implants which since have kept him stiff and sore. Iôve 

heard stories where he played the game with a broken, bandaged thumb (it was only an 

accessory). Once, he fell off a roof flat on his back cleaning the rain gutters, brushed his 

pants off and then got right back to work. Another time, he was installing an overhead air-

conditioner for the shop room and fell off a ladder. My Gram found him lying there after he 

didnôt show up for dinnerð but that was ñhis faultò (No need for a doctor for that!).  This 

one time he ripped off his big toe nail and just kept changing his white, Hanes socks as the 
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blood pooled in his Sketchers sneakers. Blood thinners made 

him a red fountain. When he gets fluid in his kneecaps, he wraps 

them in two-layers of splint and hobbles around like a pirate on a 

wooden leg.  

Some might consider the old man to be crippled but he 

has always defied the odds throughout his life. My Gramp is a 

bionic wonder, a superhuman, and it is necessary that he thinks 

of himself as so. Otherwise, the work wouldnôt get done. He is a 

man of strength in responsibility. Heôs tough to do the right 

thing the correct way, also the hard way, all the time. I think heôs 

pretty superð Man of Steel! but my Gram just says he acts like 

a fool for his age.  

______ 

 

THIS IS MY ROOM  at grandparentsô house: real-wood dressers with attached, stacked 

bookshelves; an indented shape in the middle denotes a writing desk. Thereôs a free-standing 

dresser across the bed that has a three mirrors that fold into each other, a single blocky 

nightstand, and the bedð complete with head and footboards; they all match. Every piece of 

furniture is hand-crafted, custom built and real, honest wood. They are stained a warm, red-

honey color and are soft and supple to the touch. Running my hands across the surface gives 

the sensation of a luxurious fullness. Just try and indent the furniture!  

You canôt  Itôs solid  Itôs soft 

Itôs like my grandparents themselves. I think the dark, whirling knots are their most beautiful 

parts. The whole house is full of this kind of furniture. Itôs in every room.  

Gram lets me hang posters from the tops of the bookshelves. I am told to use a wad of 

tacky putty. I break it off in bits and stretch. The bits are dull blue like stiff, dry taffy. The 

posters hang down awkwardly. They are giant, glossy teen faces looking out into this very 

old and traditional room. (All around me there is pinstriped wallpaper, and also a quilted 

comforter, the entire volume library collection from the 1980s on the shelves, and county 

curtains that fall to the floor like two braids.) I love all three of the Hansen brothers. But I 

dream of marrying Taylor. Gram lets me play the cassettes on her oversized, JVC stereo. 
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Thereôs a compartment for larger tapes she calls ñ8-tracks,ò next to the little door where I 

slid-in my Hanson Brotherôs recording. There is also an attachment with a see-through plastic 

lid on a hinge where records can go. Gram told me how much mom loved that girly fellow in 

tights and glitter named Bowie. She gave me his records and I play them wondering why.  

I hear the door slam at the bottom of the stairs and know Grampôs home for supper. 

Gramôs busy making sure itôs hot and on the table by six-on-the-dot. I am upstairs lying 

stomach-down on the plush carpet watching my favorite stuffð music videosð on their big 

screen. I hear my Grampôs heavy, steel knees trudge up the steps. He enters and does not 

smile heading towards their bedroom. He glances back at me like heôs had a hard day and 

suddenly remembered I lived there. The sounds coming from the TV startles him. The music 

of today destroys him, every time.  

ñWhat is this garbage!ò he points, horrified. 

I want to tell him itôs the new Keith Sweat video, but I know he wonôt understand. 

Mom likes him though. On the screen, a story unfolds: Keith is a police agent. All the ladies 

are after him but he only has eyes for one girl. Sheôs really pretty. Ninjas exploded inside a 

restaurant and now there is an investigation. Keith bobs his head a lot real smooth like, and 

he wears a white suit so white itôs almost blinding.  

ñItôs MTV,ò I say. 

ñEm-T what?ò  

Grampôs expression to the screen is the same for sitting in a dentistôs chair. He shakes 

his head and continues to hobble toward the bedroom. He leaves and Iôm left feeling 

uncomfortable. I contemplate changing the channel, but I just continue watching. Iôm 

hooked. Gramp comes out of the bedroom, now in clean grease-free pants. Before he 

descends the stairs, he shoots back one more disapproving glare that reads, Garbage. What 

awful garbage. He slowly disappears, one leg at a time. 

Gram yells up the stairs when I lose track of time. The hands on the wall clock above 

the TV (set five-minutes fast) reads ñsixò little-hand, ñoneò big-hand. I quickly snap up off 

the floor and flick the button that blackens the TV. I pull the chain that dims the brass lamp 

too. I crouch down to pull on the white socks back over my bare feet, and then clamor down 

to the kitchen table, all knees. My feet sound like they belong to someone twice my size. I 

am a four-foot elephant with a cheetahôs speed.   
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ˉ 5 
 

ñRoyal painò 

 

Dad worked his business while I grew up. He owned a trade he named Royal Painting, was a 

house painter, and employed young guys off the books and off the streets. When I got older 

and I started dating, my boyfriends and male friends worked for him too. Once, I got into an 

argument when one of them who said my dad wasnôt a real painter because he used the blue, 

nonstick tape. Actually, I was more surprised that dad bought the tape because he was so 

cheap. If he did spend money it was on odd things, like ñbuy one now & get a rebate laterò 

deals. At most, his way of thinking was that if you were going to buy something for a buck, it 

better be worth a buck fifty and come with a free gift. 

Dadôs business constantly decorated the flat in recycled things. It was a perk of the 

job that his clients often left behind some of their unwanted belongings in the grand houses 

heôd paint. I called this ñtreasure hunting.ò If he decided to bring me to work for a day, weôd 

travel all around Detroit to get to his jobs, blasting classic rock from the open windows. In 

painterôs van, a 10-gallon bucket and a bungee cord works just fine as a seat and seatbelt. Ok, 

sometimes I fell over on a sharp turn. I recall the excitement of entering the empty echoing 

houses, my feet bounding in all directions, looking for the treasures. Sometimes, I only found 

broke furniture in the garages, or ethnic stuff I had no idea what to do with. But that was the 

fun of treasure huntingð youôd never knew what youôd find. I liked to take the things Iôd 

find and then create personalities for the people who had lived there. A house with no 

treasures but abandoned cleaning supplies had surprised me when, I entered the master 

bedroom to find the on-suite bath had hordes of glittering feminine products buried inside the 

drawers and cabinets. In awe, my preteen-self gathered the shiny half-empty bottles of 

perfumes and lathers, the still in-tact lotions and loose powders, plus tiny packages of pretty 

bath salts and even a tube of unused orange lipstick. The sweet, warm smell from a bottle of 

slightly used bath oil made me feel like royalty indeed.  

Buté I didnôt just show up on the job to go treasure hunting. I was dadôs gofer (no, 

not the fuzzy animal in Caddy Shack) a go-ferðgo for this, go for thatð I need a Philips-
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head screw driver to take off these fixture plates, go get me the tool and an empty plaster tin 

fer putting the parts in, etc. Dad had a good time with word play. In addition to the gofer 

duties, I also did all the tiny people tasks closest to the floor or ground to save the grown 

menôs backs. Mostly, this included baseboard work, going to town with the blue, non-stick 

tape. Sometimes dad sent me on missions too to find lost items needed for a particular jobð 

Meggy, have you seen the tube of Dap? OR, Maegen! Go find me some drop cloths to cover 

this carpet.  

Have you ever removed fifty-year-old wallpaper?  

Dad always brought me to those jobs, for the extra help. Heôd hook me up with a 

sprayer that you had to pump, pump, pump and then spray scrub spray. A weird wire brush 

was used to break-up the gluey paper before you could even attempt to chisel with a three-

quarter-inch bent putty knife. Most wall paper jobs took days, but with my help, dad could be 

free to paint the rest of the house so the job could finish on schedule. However, I hardly 

remember him paying me for the hard work. Maybe once he slipped me a Jackson or two.  

By middle school, I was assisting with business proposals. It was a process that taught 

me the predatory quality of business. It began with dad getting a call from his associate at the 

property management company who would then tell him about a prospective job. If the job 

seemed appetizing, dad would stalk over to the site to survey the amount of work that needed 

to get done. Because the metro-Detroit area was his innate territory, dad would embark out in 

the white work van without even looking at a map. Heôd arrive at the site with his yellow 

legal pad and start working the figures, which involved calculating the painting needed with 

costs of materials and an estimated time it would take to get the work done. From this legal 

pad I would transfer the figures into a master document I had created in a word processor, 

plugging in all the necessary information, where, at the bottom, the final figure would gleam 

with all its possibilities.   

 

In the murky shadow of the Motor City, life in Ferndale was more colorful than uspate New 

York. I appreciated that. Because I lived with my dad, I did his kind of things. I helped him 

with jobs and gave him a hand around the house on the weekends. If there was a sporting 

event he was going to where some wives were also going, Iôd tag along too. Liz was always 
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too sick to go out and do his kind of things. So, even though his girlfriend lived with us, dad 

and I had an active lifestyle without her. All three of our lives seemed separate but together.  

In the summertime, dad would take me to 

ride the rickety State Fair attractions where he 

refused to let me binge the super fried foods; to 

oow and ahh at the fourth of July fireworks on top 

the roof of the RenCen by the river; and in August 

weôd walk down Woodward admiring all the 

classic cars during the Dream Cruise. Weôd 

refresh ourselves with a crisp glass of ginger soda 

called Vernors, or a trip down the street for soft-

serve Dairy Queen. Fall was less spectacular for 

me as Tigers season was winding down as the Lions got ready to play. Dad breathed in sports 

like a leaf to a tree. I knew better than to talk while he was watching the games, but most 

times it didnôt matter if I did anyway. He was too busy calling out objections and jubilee to 

the screen. When winter rolled around, lake-effect from Erie was in full force with its sharp, 

icy winds and bitter, bone busting cold. We didnôt get much on the ground living in the 

southern part of the stateð protected (maybe somehow) from the underbelly of the stateôs 

trademark ñthumb,ò yet dadôs jobs took him places pounded by snow.  

By the time I got to high school, I wasnôt really all that close to anyone in particular. I 

was drawn to the clan of goofy senior theatre geeks my freshman year, and after they 

graduated, I never recovered to joining a group again. I changed friends like teenage girls 

changed their outfits, usually choosing only two friends at a time to form a close-knit group a 

three. So if there was something cool going on, dad would go with me. Heôd usually let me 

bring one of my creepy friends along. Weôd go to Ferndale Highôs musicals (which were 

always fantastic since we has the stateôs running champion in the music department), and 

Metro Detroitôs many artistic and cultural events. Arts, Beats and Eats was one of my 

favorites because its purpose was to celebrate my three favorite things, while the Renaissance 

Festival celebrated a simpler kind of fun that was playful and transportive. If I was lucky, dad 

would take me to concerts in trade for some time on the job. Together, we went to the concert 

festival of my generation, Lollapalooza; created by a rock groupôs front-man from his young 

Mike & Meghan biking  Detroitôs River Walk 
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adulthoodð Perry Ferrell, from Janeôs Addiction. If there was one thing over which dad and 

I bonded most it was rock music. But seeing as to how we lived in the Motor City, I 

developed my own taste for the sweeter, more soulful sounds of Motown. Music made me 

feel better than alive, and I was happy to be able to share that joy with my dad. 
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ñThe other womanò 

 

The fragile womb of the duplex was never the same after mom and I left. In a matter of a few 

years it became a void that had been scrapped and gutted, all traces of its former self 

removed. This no doubt was influenced by my ñstepbitch,ò who had taken over since weôd 

been gone.  

She was long blonde hair and bangs, Marco Polo labels and Guess jeans; a pair of 

implanted DDôs on a petite five-foot frame and an incredibly awkward pancake ass. The 

woman said words like poopy doopy for chrissake. She made me read from a thick yellow 

book titled, The Book of Virtues. She was fake, manipulative and a pill-popping alcoholic. I 

called her Liz.  

 

I was living with my dad and her while momôs case went to trial. She was fighting for a joint 

custody arrangement. Every summer and Christmas I was able to go back to New York and 

visit mom and tell her how life was in Michigan. She was eager to hear how things were at 

my dadôs and she was super curious about why she wasnôt 

allowed to talk to his new girlfriend. But I was never 

allowed to point my disposable Kodak at her. The 

Christmas I did (sneaking the shot upon momôs 

insistence), developed the pictures at the drugstore and 

then showed mom my holiday photos I found out why. 

After seeing the photo of Liz, mom went ballistic. She 

demanded to know why Betty was sitting in her ex-

husbandôs house. I didnôt understand. I told mom that she was mistaken. She was dadôs 

girlfriend, Liz who had moved in the duplex while we were gone. Mom was vilely insistent 

that this woman was her friend, Betty. We had spent time with her, she pleaded, Donôt you 

remember? The breasts are a helluva lot are bigger than they were when I knew her, she 

said, But itôs sure as fuck the same woman. That bitch!  

After mom phoned my dad in Michigan and the shouting match was over I learned 

that Liz and mom were Alcoholics Anonymous buddies. She met my mom and dad at the 

meetings that I used to tag along and attend with them. We had gone to her apartment a 
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couple of times together where I used to play with her roommateôs bright-orange cat. I think I 

must have blocked it out. Mom figured their affair started after she was incarcerated that time 

for the Easter eve car crash. Liz had gone by the alias of her abbreviated name to conceal her 

identity. Her real name to everyone else but me was Betty (Elizabeth) Hall. But the lie stuck 

and then everybody just started calling her Liz.  

  Immediately, I sensed how Liz (the imposter Betty) disliked me. She acted like I was 

an intruder in her life, not the reality of the opposite. Truthfully, she seemed nice on the 

surface, but I saw the dark daggers in her eyes and heard the forced tone in her voice, the 

actions that spoke louder that she wanted me gone. Once, when I received all Côs on a report 

card I found it later on the bedroom dresser. Angry red lettering was scribbled all over it, 

Boot camp! it shouted from the page. Eventually, Liz got this wonderful idea to emotionally 

divorce meðhonestly, as an eleven-year-old. Regardless, thatôs what she called it and I 

ended up living in the vacant upper flat of the duplex all by myself. It was explained that 

emotional divorce meant that she was going to be in the same house, but not give her love to 

me. She said loving me was just too difficult for her, so it was better for me to live separately 

during those pre-teen yearsé better for all of us. I had a hula hoop, a bed, a dresser and a 

closet full of clothes plus the envy of all my childhood friends. But they didnôt understand 

what I knew, how lonely and uncool having my own apartment actually was. A friend of 

mine eventually told her mother and I was after rerouted into the room that was once my pink 

bedroom, their room, and since had been converted into a spare. It was redecorated in my 

least favorite things: white ceramic bunnies, fake flowers and walls the pukey color of an 

eager-looking yellow. It even had a white scrolling daybed with a matching, meadow-like 

comforter. It was ridiculous and I looked ridiculous in it.  

  Soon after rejoining the family, Dad and Liz started dressing me in their perfect 

image of a well behaved kid. They didnôt take me shopping and instead gave me nearly 

genderless clothes to replace my scraggly ones. I was told my outfits were scruffy and too 

revealing. The clothes I had werenôt good enough for them. I didnôt match their new lifestyle. 

They wanted me to wear labels, like them. Until high school, Liz would lay my outfits out for 

the next day in a dining room chair. In the same chair the next morning sheôd style my hair 

into the shape which suited her: a fluffy bob with bangs like her own. When Iôd go to school, 

Iôd immediately change into my friendôs clothes which were always too big for me. Then 
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finally, Dad and Liz  let me pick out my own clothes with a crispy $100 bill, freshman year. 

Even then, I was only given money for them sparingly and would steal what I needed instead. 

I consider their motive was to make everyone think we were normal. However, they failed to 

realize my identity had been lost in their image. Iôve often wondered if not being able to 

decide for myself what I wanted to look like during those crucial years of self-discovery has 

contributed to my feelings of self-genderless.  

______ 

 

THINGS HAVE BEEN GOIN G MISSING AROUND HER E since Iôve been moved upstairs. 

Liz says itôs me. We argue all the time back and forth and I feel like dad takes her side too 

much. But he, he doesnôt see what I see. Heôs not here afterschool for hours waiting on her 

hand and foot because sheôs ñsick.ò  

Get me a glass of ice water. Can you bring me a glass of iced tea? Would it be ok if 

you started dinner because Iôm not feeling well. The bathroom needs cleaning. I need some 

Dramamine tablets, can you go to the store. Close the door. Please.  

This bitch is always sick. They say she has MS, something called multiple sclerosis 

(which Iôm told has something to do with her legs not working), but she only acts sick some 

of the time. Like, sheôs sick bad when my dadôs at work all day but after he gets home she 

gets a whole lot better. Seems fishy. She can still walk, but she chooses not to and just lies in 

bed all day watching Lifetime TV and bingeing on shit food like Taco Bell. Sheôs always 

groggy, her eyes glassed over. I know that look all too well. 

Liz says Iôm the one thatôs been taking the missing things and it drives me crazy my 

dad believes her. He keeps demanding to know where the stuff is but I donôt even know what 

heôs talking about. Liz and I got in a real big shouting match today when he was at work so I 

know Iôm going to hear it when he comes home for dinner tonight. Iôve started to dread the 

sound of his white, work van roaring up the driveway.  

I donôt belong here  Everything I do is wrong 

 

It started with the bathroom. My bare hands are touching used tampons and snot rags and 

slimy empty bottles in the trash can. But I havenôt found what he wants me to look for.  

ñI didnôt do it!ò I shout.  
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Dad grabs me by the left ear and drags me into the kitchen. He grabs the tall 

wastebasket with his free hand and then leads me outside through the side door. I stand there 

very still next to the smelly garbage can and look down at the ground at my bare feet. Dad 

angrily unlocks his vehicle and then swings both back doors open. He lays down a tarp and 

then dumps out the can. 

ñDig!ò he demands.  

ñIôm not touching that! I donôt have gloves on!ò 

ñDo it or else!ò  

ñBut dadðò 

ñNOW!ò 

Hot tears stream down my face as my slender fingers timidly stir up the layers of used 

coffee grounds, scraps of red meat, old torn papers, the peelings of vegetables, fish skins and 

empty containers all the way down to the murkiest layer of grey rotting things.  

ñI donôt even know what Iôm supposed to be looking for,ò I whimper.  

The search continues throughout the house, bears no results, as dadôs frustration 

builds to a head. Eventually, we thud up the stairs to the empty flat for him to search the one 

bedroom I occupy. There, deep inside my slant walk-in closet, he finds the thing weôve 

apparently been looking for. Itôs an envelope.  

ñGoddambit Meghan! Liz was rightð youôve been taking our mail!ò he rages.  

ñMail?ò I stand helpless and confused. ñIôve never seen that before, I swear!ò  

ñYeah, right. Just like youôve never seen anything else thatôs gone missing around 

here either!ò 

ñDad, what are you talking about?ò  

He starts towards me slowly, stalking, like Iôm up for assault. I back away 

instinctively. He raises his fist. ñThe jewelry! The pills! Mail! You name it!ò  

I crouch down on the carpet, cover my head, and confess that Iôd never took any of it 

and that it was Liz and she planted that in my room and itôs all a damn lie. She hated me, 

didnôt he understand?  
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DEFLOWERING OF INNOCENCE 

 

ñBleedingò 

I  

ñAunt Flowò  visited me three-years after I grew my first breast. Thus, I officially became a 

woman at age eleven, my sixth grade year. I was living with my dad. We didnôt talk about it. 

Just because another woman was in the house didnôt mean I had any maternal 

guidance. Liz wasnôt a mother figure or a best friend. When it came to my questions of 

womanhood, I had to extrapolate. I knew she used tampons when she cycled, but I myself 

didnôt understand how to use them. One week out of every month, a blue box of store-brand 

Super Plus sat next to the toilet. I would fold back the thin cardboard flaps and look inside to 

see a festive collection of orange-labeled, white stick-shaped things. They looked like strange 

candy.  

The first time I unwrapped one, I discovered that inside each package was a 

cardboard tube containing a chunk of cotton on a string. It was perplexing. I pulled down on 

the string and the cotton chunk fell out. The cardboard tube fell away, spilt in two pieces. I 

then tried to stuff the cotton inside me, even though I was not bleeding. It wouldnôt budge. It 

hurt. So, when it was my time of the month, I used maxi padsð awful, awful maxi pads. 

They were as big and bulky as sub sandwich, with the texture of sheer polyester. The maxi 

pads never worked right because I didnôt know exactly how to position them inside the 

crotch of my underwear.  

So, I started using something smaller that I liked. It was a package of smaller pads 

called liners. These were more comfortable to wear, but it didnôt understand that I wasnôt 

using them right. I found out the hard way that a liner couldnôt be used in place of a maxi 

when I bled through my jeans all throughout my sixth grade year. The blood would dry to the 

color of a reddish mud. Kids in school teased me that it looked like I shit my pants. I learned 

to double-up the liners (sometimes using two or three layered on top of each other) and tie a 

sweatshirt around my waist, still not understanding that I needed to use a maxi pad to 

properly trap the amount of blood. I just thought bleeding through happened to every girl. I 

thought I was doing what I should by using a type of feminine product, and because I was 
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using the feminine product, I thought the problem was being a girl and bleeding in the first 

place. I had a one-size-fits-all, self-taught understanding. After all, Band-Aids were bigger or 

smaller, but never thicker or thinner, and they all worked the same.  

The school nurse corrected my misunderstanding when I came into the office one day 

after leaving a puddle of blood on my desk chair. I asked the school secretary for a pair of 

pants from the lost and found, and thatôs when she directed me to the nursesô station so she 

could inform me. After that, I went back to maxi pads. But in the summertime, when school 

got out, my Aunt L. told me to use a tampon so I could go in the pool. I told her I didnôt 

know how to use one. She handed me a ñcandy-stickò and told me to go into the bathroom to 

try. I unwrapped the tampon, pulled the cotton chunk out of its cardboard tube by its string, 

and tried to force the little white skirt inside. 

 

 

ñHeadò 

II  

I remember my childhood sex education. It came from those classes at school. From the 

fourth grade through to the sixthð before I departed from elementary education for middle 

schoolð I learned about the mysterious wonders of the female body.  

Sex education week was an excuse not to do classwork. And it wasnôt really a week 

long, just a few hours of sex talk that interrupted the study of multiplication tables, the 

history of the United States, or learning about what cells were. One week out of every year, 

for three days in a row, a nurse would knock on the classroom door with a cart that had 

slides, handouts, and a short (nonsexual) video about sex. A chorus of laughter would 

explode in the room as the mousy nurse entered. Our classroom teacher would then tell us to 

put our books away as the nurse separated girls from boys.  

Our education was taught by gender. The boys would leave the classroom and go 

down the hall to get their male sex education in the school gym. Our classroom teacher 

blocked the glass pane in the door with a piece of construction paper on her way out. These 

classes were pretty basic. The nurse would inform us about the different parts that made up 

our vaginas and how much blood came out during our periods, about a Dixie Cupôs worth, 
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(but that wasnôt supposed to happen for a while anyhow). We learned about glands in breasts 

and were informed about peer pressure when it came to sex (always a prom scenario with a 

beloved boyfriend who the girlfriend had to disappoint). The video we watched hadnôt 

changed since the 1960s, when my mom was a little girl in school. It was chuck-full of 

scientific terminology and out-of-touch scenarios that, most likely, none of us girls would 

ever encounter. The times, they had been a-changinô.  

 

Those outdated sex education classes, though semi-informative, did not prepare me as a 

young women for the world of sex I had been generationally thrust into. Once, in the fifth 

grade, a boy in my class made a joke I didnôt understand. He turned to the kid next to me at 

the lunch table where we sat with all of our friends and said, Whatôs the difference between 

Meghan and butter? His answer: Butter spreads better. I went home that day and asked my 

dad what it meant. He asked me who said the joke, but he didnôt say what it meant. Another 

kid signed my sixth grade yearbook with the rhyme, Have fun in the sun and get laid in the 

shade. Another perplexity.  

I had no clue about anything. I didnôt have older siblings to teach me stuff and my 

mom in jail, in another state. Dad and Liz sure as hell werenôt going to ñsex educateò my pre-

teen self. They didnôt even let me dress like other kids my age. So, I learned about sex 

through doing. Yet I had no idea how many different components there were to intercourse. 

This wasnôt your grandmotherôs playing field. It seemed that everyone my age was into 

something with someone. Yet, one of the crucial components I failed to understand was the 

practice of being unobtrusive with sexual acts  

 

The elementary school I attended in Ferndale has since been closed down in the years since I 

left, but at least it was converted into a community center. Between the time the school shut 

down and the time the center was being built, I came to know what the phrase ñheadò meant. 

______ 

 

I  AM  VULNERABLE  

I am weak and unpopular, all the cool kids think Iôm weird, Iôve had a crush on the same guy 

for forever, andð itôs about to get a lot worse.  
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His name is Brock Crane. We both went to Washington Elementary, but I didnôt 

notice the boy with red hair and oak-wood eyes until the sixth grade. When I found out he 

like Gelly Roll pens (my favorite ever), I was hooked. I havenôt seen him in a while because 

we split middle schoolsð he goes to Coolidge where only ñcoolò kids go. My best friend, 

Samantha Kuper goes to school with Brock. Everyone calls her ñGodzillaò because sheôs so 

tall and big boned, but I think sheôs beautiful. Samantha and I are thick as thieves doing 

everything together. I practically live at her house, which is good for her because her momôs 

a nurse and she and her sisters are never home. Together, weôre not so weird or lonely. Today 

though, Iôm meeting her where the bus drops her off because she said Brock wanted to talk to 

me. My smile shot through the moon and Iôm shitting rainbows.  

 

Walking down Livernois Street towards her house on West Hazelhurst, I start to get the 

butterflies in my gut. My legs are moving quickly back and forth like an engine, so quick, it 

feels like my feet donôt even touch the ground. And my mind is lostð I keep spinning into 

fantasies about Brock and me being boyfriend and girlfriend and then all the new, cool 

friends Iôd have. All my problems would justð poof! go away.  

Samanthaôs wide body is standing still down the way. I see sheôs wearing blue, like 

she always does. Her color blue isnôt blue, itôs more greyish and sometimes deeper, like a 

lake rather than an ocean. I donôt see anyone standing with her so I immediately start to feel a 

hot twinge of panic crashing against my brain.  

ñFuck,ò I say to myself. ñIôve been stood up.ò   

ñHey,ò she says, approaching. ñSoé thereôs been a problem.ò 

ñYah, looks like it!ò I snap. 

ñChill out string-bean, itôs not what you think. My momôs home. We have to go some 

whereôs else.ò 

I stamp my sneaker into the cement. 

ñFuck Sam! Today was supposed to be perfect. Wait, so where is he?ò 

ñUm, theyôre around the corner getting cigarettes at guyôs house.ò    

ñGuy? What Guy? Do you know where his house is?ò 

Samantha points toward the street I just passed and grabs my arm. I grill her about 

Brock on the way towards our destination, asking a million questions a minute that all 
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generally sound something like, do you think that blah blah blah means he likes me? 

Annoyed, Samantha tells me to, Calm the shit down and shut up! We both burst out laughing 

and then turn down a green street sign Iôve never seen before that says, Pearson St.  

ñIs it pear or peer?ò  

ñHuh? Is what ñpearò or ñpeerò? Have you lost your mind, girl? What are you 

saying?ò  

ñThe street!ò I laugh. ñHow is it pronounced?ò 

Samantha just shakes her head and ignores my idiotic question. Sheôs more laid back 

than me.  

By this time, weôve arrived at some house and are waiting outside. Itôs a white house, 

but it looks like every other on the block even though theyôre all decorated in different, 

pastel-painted colors. In fact, it seems like every house in Ferndale has been squished into the 

same stunted shape. This street looks just like any other: shabby, depressing and scarce with 

the same burnt-up lawn that never grows, the same chain-link fences, and the same meager 

personal touches (probably paid for on credit). Itôs like the only sunshine in this city comes 

from a cheap, florescent light bulb in the sky.  

 

After a few minutes go by, a group of six or so boys exit the house fallowed then by their 

trail of smoke. It doesnôt smell like a cigarette to me though. There was so many of them, I 

didnôt understand. I want to whisper to Samantha that I thought it was just going to be Brock 

but thereôs nowhere to whisper without being seen on the street.  

We all walk around a bit, not going anywhere. Just street walking. Thatôs what we 

always do: hang out in groups walking the streets that border Detroitð getting into shit and 

gossiping. I keep giving Samantha shooting glances that I hope she will decode as, Do 

something! She didnôt, so after a few blocks I give up. Brock hasnôt even talked to me yet. I 

feel like Iôm not even here to him. God, Iôm such a loser. The boys start going on about other 

girls and I can actually feel my heart sink. Today isnôt going to be the day Brock becomes 

my boyfriend, today is the day that I reach the status of zero. Iôm going to be that girl guys 

are going to look at and all theyôre going to see is their little sister. I have no tits and no style. 

This is the worst day of my life! Iôm never going to have a boyfriend. Why did I actually 

think that Brock could like me? They keep going on about some Viki chick who gives 
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awesome head and has killer boobsé and Janna who did 

head too, and Latoyað but she did not spit, and that made 

all the boyôs go, Ooooooow! and bump fists. I figure they 

are talking about something like kissing when they talk 

about spit, but to them it seemed better than a regular kiss. 

I decide whatever this is I have to do. To make Brock like 

me. I turn to him.  

ñIôll give you head!ò I burst out.  

An explosion of laughter roars from the group. Samanthaôs eyes turned as wide as  

planets. They guys all look at me with this expression like I was putting them on. Crap. I 

couldnôt let them know I was clueless.  

ñNo! No, really!ò  

ñMeghan!ò Samantha brakes, reaching for my arm to pull me away.  

Iôm horrified she embarrassed me, so I push away. She gives me a wounded look, 

stands there for a minute, and then walks back towards the direction of her house. Near the 

end of the block she pauses before disappearing, I think to see if I will  follow her. But I just 

stand there in the circle, feeling inexplicably proud. Finally, I am alone with Brock (well, and 

about five other boys). I look up and they are all staring at me in a weird way. 

ñWhat?ò 

The boys ask me if I know what I am getting into and I say yes, almost convincing 

myself it is true. We all look around for a place to do it. There, at the end of the block, is our 

old school.  

ñWe can do it at Washington!ò I shout. 

The boys all leap at my enthusiasm. It makes me feel good see their excitement. I 

already know of a perfect spot to on-top of a smaller roof you can climbð where I 

sometimes go to be alone and draw or write poetry. I point the way and all the boys follow 

me. It is like finally, for the first time in my life, Iôm cool. I feel so good about myself that 

Iôm sure, after head, Brock will ask me to be his girlfriend and my life will change forever.   

We get to the building. The guys stand there wondering aloud where Brock and I are 

going to go to do it. As they debate it, I climb to my way up: scaling the side wall and 

stepping over a series of stones until I get to the platform and hoist myself onto the tar roof. I 

Meghan & Samantha 
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look down at them triumphantly from the top. Brock turns to face his friends. Wait here, he 

tells them. I watch as he approaches the side wall and then stares back up at me. He makes 

his way up clumsily but O.K. for a first timer.  

I face Brock on top of the roof, alone. He comes towards me with his mouth, begins 

to kiss me. We sit down. His tongue is fat, wet and aggressive. I instantly realize my mistake, 

but there is no backing out. I want to be cool and only a dweeby, ugly looser girl would back 

down. But then just as I decide to give it my full effort, Brock releases my tongue from his. I 

donôt get it.  

 

 

ñWhatôs the matter?ò  

I look down and see Brockôs zipper is undone. He is grabbing himself and smiling. I 

try not to let the panic show on my face, and smile instead. He grabs the back of my head and 

forces me down. My eyes pop all the way open. I pull back a little and he grabs my hair.  

ñSuck it!ò he commands.  

Confused, I start sucking it. Brock tells me, Not like that, and then begins moving my 

head up and down. My sparkly silver choker from Claireôs keeps getting caught in my hair. It 

hurts every time I move my head but there is so much going on that my thoughts are all just a 

mess. I canôt piece together what Iôm doing or whatôs really going on.  

Suddenly, I hear voices. I bring my head up to look but Brock slams it back down. In 

that moment I saw a blur of boys standing by the cinderblocks that border the roof. Theyôre 

all laughing. Brockôs legs begin to quiver. He starts shaking and scooting his butt, forcing my 

throat deeper. I gag. As I begin to cough this liquid shoots inside my mouth. Instinctively, I 

pull back and this clear fluid gets all over me. Itôs tastes terrible and itôs all sticky and 

disgusting. I just sit there, stunned. 

Brock smiles really big, stands up and zips his pants. 

ñThank-you, have a nice day!ò he shouts, then leaps off the roof.  

The other boys follow him, laughing hysterically. Iôm instantly alone feeling so dirty. 
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ñBloodlettingò 

III  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sometime in the middle of my eighth grade year, I developed another coping mechanism not 

as positive as the medication I took or the poetry and art I made. This negative behavior 

coincided with the emotional invalidation and insults I increasingly received from my dad. 

Even though I had creative outlets, a feeling helpless at home remained. That helpless feeling 

was crucial to the fact that I was unable talk to anybody about the privatized, emotional 

abuse. I was essentially voiceless, all the time knowing that the problem I was dealing with 

could not be avoided as I came from a living environment in which I was powerless to gain 

control. As a result, I took pain inward. I started hiding myself away to avoid my dadôs harsh 

words, and Lizôs sickness. When isolation wasnôt good enough anymoreð my bottled 

emotions reached the point of explosionð I took the first step towards feeling again. 
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Without any knowledge of the habit of action 

I was about to commitð I took a safety pin out of 

my top drawer. Then, I bent the soft metal into a 

straight shape. I touched the tip to the virgin skin of 

my upper thigh, pressing down. I pressed harder and 

harder until the sharp point punctured deep into my 

budding flesh, until the tip had plunged inside. I then 

dragged the pin towards my knee, producing a row 

of red bubbles that pooled quickly to the surface. It 

was like holding your breath underwater and seeing 

the oxygen escape to the murky surface of a once 

still lake. I could finally breathe, though, I was also drowning.  

 

Cutting was an escape that gave me control over my own life and, over time, I acquired an 

unhealthy appetite for my own blood. I was completely disconnected with reality and myself. 

I didnôt feel like I belonged to anyone or anything, I was just existingð what I called a she 

void through the mediums of other less violent outlets of art and writing. I left most injuries 

in visible areas. In school, I would even go so far as to cut myself in the middle of class. 

Teachers would approach me, stunned and stuttering at first; however, ultimately becoming 

frantic as I continued defiantly before their eyesð Donôt do thaté. Meghan, stop. Stop! Stop 

hurting yourself!  

This resulted in the first of many involuntary hospitalizations at various mental health 

facilities across Michigan and New York. Every fallð for four years, my depression 

worsened, and Iôd become admitted. Once year, I was inpatient for over a month. There, I 

found people like me who hurt themselves amongst the variety of kid patients who were also 

crazies. These children of the young adult wards were heartbreaking. Some kids were as 

young as fiveð angrier than hell and outwardly violent. Most were teenagers though, ages 

twelve to eighteen, with behavioral problems of all varieties, some just deeply depressed, and 

others far beyond help in the throes of various reality-altering psychoses.  

 

 

Carol visiting after her release from jail  
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ñGirl on girl ò 

IV 

At about thirteen, I experienced an awakening of sexuality. The opposite sex started to look 

at me differently, so I slowly began to notice. The long stares of boys in my direction were 

perplexing to my adolescent mind. I didnôt think I looked all that differentð my breasts 

hadnôt grown since they started, my face was full of acne, I had crooked teeth and I dressed 

weird. Why would anyone want to look at ME?   

  Even still, my first sexual experience was with an unpopular girl in the seventh grade. 

It was an act of pity for her, and experimentation. The night it happened was an adolescent 

tragedy. She had sent out invitations to our entire grade for a Halloween party in her 

basement. We spent the day decoratingð black lights, balloons, streamersð the works. Her 

mom made treats and put out bowls of salty crunchy snacksð even her annoying little 

brother stayed out of our way. As the hour of the party approached, she and I got geeked by 

cranking up our favorite songs from The Backtreet Boys, NôSYNC, Brittany, and Christina. 

When nobody showed up an hour past the time to arrive, my friend realized no one was 

coming. I winced and tried to make her feel better and she shamelessly freaked out.  

And thatôs where the pity sprouted. 

I closed my eyes in the dark basement, let finger my vagina, and kiss me with her tongue. 

She wanted to do stuff to me so I let her. The first person to touch my virgin vagina was a 

girl. I didnôt feel anything. Itôs important for me to make people happy. My happiness? As if.   

After that, my friend took me into the township to meet the boy she liked, who had a 

brother. Both boys shared a bunk bed.  She felt confident enough to start trying things out on 

boys, but she needed me to get with the guys. I was her buffer. One girl is fun but two is a 

party. We rolled around in sheets and groped. When it became clear that the brothers wanted 

a three some, but not with my friend, I backed out. She was angry at me, as if I had betrayed 

her and asked for it. We were so naive and ridiculous. And we dressed like sluts, so what did 

we expect? 
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 ñBest is the bestò 

 

I was an easy target for kids to make fun of: I was the weird girl.  That girl that entered the 

seventh grade, Best Middle School, said to be the ñbestò middle school with pipe dreams. I 

came all bright-eyed like my life was going to transform, thinking  it was a step closer to 

high school and somehow, the transition would make me mature and beautiful. Wrong.  

______ 

 

EARLIER THIS YEAR , I went through a phase where I wanted to be a cheerleader.  Because 

I have this best friendð Brooke whoôs naturally athletic, and I wish I could be like her.  

So, trying out was me, Brooke and my friend Sandy (who is not friends with Brooke). 

Sandyôs kind of the school looser, but I feel bad for her so Iôm her friend. Her only friend.  

Anywayyyzé 

So, like, finalyyy after all of this working out and shit with Brooke it was the day of 

tryouts. When we got there it was totally intenssszð like, every girl in the school had shown 

up to fulfill their dreams of becoming pretty and popular. I was just as sold out as them.  

 

Walking into the school cafeteria, stupid, cotton-candy spray-scented girls swarmed. It was 

like a giant slumber party without the pop music and pajamas.  

That was when I was like, Cheerleading? Uh. What was I thinking? 

All of the popular girls were clustered together next to the stage, like a bunch of 

retarded pink flamingosð jumping, stretching, bending, and tying the laces to their perfectly 

white, Adidasô.  

Gag me. 

They all wore that yearôs hair trend: the messy bun. I still donôt understand how that 

ñI just woke upò look is cool. I tried it once in my bathroom at home. It didnôt look messy, it 

just looked like a wreck. But, of course, the popular girls were standing there in their cluster, 

bending over at the waist, tossing their long hair up into the ñmessy bunò and making it look 

perfectly messy and completely easy.  

Bitches.  
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So this year, Iôve been sporting whatôs been called the ñhelmet headò look: a bob and bangs 

that is so perfectly styled and hair sprayed that Iôm teased for appearing to wear a wig. When 

I walk into the cafeteria and wait in line to register, the girl behind the table with the 

clipboard asks me if Iôm new. New! And Iôm like,  

ñNo, Iôm Meghan Dailey (you idiot). Iôve been at this school with you all year.ò 

She didnôt recognize me because I had all of my hair slicked back into a ponyð you 

know, for practical cheerleading purposes. Like, you canôt be all sporty and shit while trying 

to keep your helmet-hair perfect! When my bangs arenôt perfectly straight, I freak out. So I 

guess she didnôt recognize me without my trademark helmet wig. Well, that and who the hell 

would suspect that I, the weird ass white girl who fell in the trash can at lunch, would every 

try out for cheerleading?  

 

Oh my god, that was so embarrassing when I fell into the trash can during ñB lunch.ò I just 

went to push it to the side, but I pushed it too hard and thenð KAôBOOM! The LOUDEST 

sound EVER echoed in the lunchroom, making the whole place go from zoo to cemeteryð 

with all the noise screeching to halt, the ENTIRE lunchroom looked at ME to see what had 

happenedé and there I was, inside the trash can. And then, just as suddenly as it got silent, 

the whole goddam room got loud again in a roar of laughter and pointing fingers. Hey look! 

The dumb-ass white girl just fell inside a trash can! SO HUMILIATING! Ugh. The stupid-

ass principal was right behind me and he thought I knocked it over and fell into raw garbage 

on purpose! Seriously?! UGH! He made me pick up the garbage with my HANDS! My 

HANDS! And, so, like, there I was, sitting on the floor, everybody laughing covered in 

garbage and picking it up.  

Who puts wheels on a 40-gallon trash can? éI should have wrote a letter.  

Anywayyyzé 

 

After my name was called from the clipboard chick and I jumped up and down in front of a 

table of has-been housewives, I got bored. My friendôs last names began with an ñSò and a 

ñTò so they were called almost last. I was like,  

Great. Now what? 
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I walked around the hallways of the school, went to my locker to clean it and re-arrange my 

awesome door collage, and then I tried to see what classroom doors were left open. My 

English room was locked, and so was the computer room, so then I tried the art room across 

from the lunchroom where the cheerleading tryouts were being held.  

To my surprise, the art door was open. So I let myself in. I looked around. I saw some 

scraps and started doodling on them. Then, I started going through the drawers. My teacherôs 

drawers. Nothing was too interesting until I got to the bottom, file drawer where I then sawð 

a box of French chocolates! Oh wow, did they look good. They were all so decorated and 

pretty. I figured that my French teacher, Ms. Brown must have given them to the art teacher, 

since they had to share the same room for classes and all, you know, Best Middle School 

being cheap and what not.  

Yeah, I decided to have just one. I opened the lid wider to grab a pretty chocolate 

truffle, popped it into my mouth and thenð WOW! Did it taste good! After that, all bets were 

off. I quickly looked up at the glass pane in the wood door to see if anybody was coming, 

snatched my teachers chocolates, hid behind the desk, and devoured every piece, then slid the 

empty box back in the bottom drawer.  

 

Before my dad picked us up that day, we learned that Brooke was the only one cut out for 

cheerleading. I shrugged it off and congratulated her, but Sandy was a big baby sobbing on 

the curb outside. I was glad she lived close to the school so we could drop her off and get rid 

of her.  

 

Then, that Monday, back at school, an announcement came over the PAð  

ñEverybody listen up, I need your attention. This is a very serious matter,ò our 

principal said.  

The whole classroom in first period stiffened.  

ñOver the weekend, an incident occurred and will not be taken lightly. One of you 

seventh or eighth graders came into Mrs. Alebseôs room and stole her box of chocolatesðò 

The classroom busted out laughing.  

My face kind of turned scarlet. 
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ñðin her desk during the cheerleading tryouts. Now, this was a special box of 

chocolates and she is very upset. I expect the student who is responsible to report to my 

office immediately to face the consequences.ò  

 

Well, two days days went by, and I sure as hell wasnôt going to give myself up. I figured the 

whole issue had blown over. But oh no. During first period, the principle made another 

announcement.  

ñAttention all ladies, please report to the gymnasium immediately.ò  

Then, word had caught on about the cheerleading tryouts and rumors were being 

passed around school that the chocolate thief had been a girl.  

But heads were turning left and right in class after the announcement, perplexed as to 

the vague and urgent announcement. I guess nobody figured it would have amounted to an 

assembly. Every girl made her way to the gym and were separated by grade and then 

categorized in even smaller groups by the first letter of our last names. Every athletics 

instructor in the school showed up to lead the groups. We were coached about honesty and 

the value of respecting our teacherôs personal space in the classroom. Then, we were asked 

one by one if we had stolen the chocolates. When I didnôt confess, the entire group was asked 

to pull out a piece of paper and privately write the first and last name of the person who we 

thought had stolen them from Mrs. Alebseôs desk. Well, wouldnôt you know it, my name 

showed up five times, which was more than anyone elseôs.  

Pathetic.  

After the vote tallied, I was called in front of the entire assembly and then escorted to 

the principalôs office. When he asked me why I did it, I just said, ñHey, Iôm sorry. I didnôt 

see what the big deal was. I was hungry.ò  

I was the most hated girl in schoolð  especially, the girl most hated by cheerleaders. 
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ñSuddenly Susanò 

 

By the millennium, I was in the eighth grade and we didnôt own a flying car. The duplex I 

grew up in and came back to was still just a house that had friction. It didnôt float, that was 

fiction. Robots didnôt wash the dishes, clean the house, or fight with my dad and his 

girlfriend. I did.  One less tense night, all three of us were watching a rented Blockbuster 

tape, the size and sound of a box of chocolates, when I suddenly felt chilly. I got up from the 

cream colored leather couch, and went to look for the blue and yellow patchwork blanket 

inside dad and Lizôs gilded bedroom, which my parents once shared.  

______ 

 

AS I  REACH  for the heavy blanket from the shelf, a blue binder falls out of the fabric. A 

hidden binder. What is this binder? Dad and Liz warned me about going into their room. I 

know Iôm not allowed to touch anything in there. I have been warned. It was risky enough to 

enter, but I donôt care. Fuck them and their rules. And now, thereôs this: a secret in my hand. 

I want to know why this glossy, two-dimensional girl is smiling on the cover. I crane my 

neck behind my back to see if anyone is coming, then quickly open to the first page. Bright, 

enthusiastic letters spell out on the page.  

Her name is Susan Green and she is from Springdale, Pennsylvania. These pages are 

telling the story of her adolescent life, from birth to present.  

Susan plays soccer and Susan cheers. Her face is alabaster adorned with big, brown 

eyes the color of an acorn. She has a straight, megawatt smile, a mom named Cindy and a 

brother called Zack. Everyone smiles.  

This is really strange. I donôt understand why dad has this girlôs life hidden in the 

closet, the years so neatly organized between the pages. But something inside me grows, like 

a limb lengthening, and I know I need dad make sense of it. This feeling of growth wells 

inside me. I get lost inside its depths as I sit on the blue-pile carpet wondering how to address 

my concern. I push my fear of the unknown aside, fear like a boulder blocking the cave, and 

head towards the living room.  

 My words blurt out, ñWhat is this?ò 
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 Their eyes are watching the movie and their heads turn to me. They see the binder 

first, and look away.  

 ñWhat the hell is going on?ò I say. 

 Silence hangs like a puppet suspended on a string, the television is the only audio. 

 ñWeôve been meaning to sit down and talk to youé Maegan, but I just donôt know 

how to say it.ò 

 ñSay what!ò Iôm mad. ñWhat! Who is this person?ò 

 In the blue and yellow light of TV and floor lamp, Dad and Liz fumble with words. 

Finally, Liz says it, in the only way that one couldð 

 ñSheôs your sister.ò   

 

 The words are like a jigsaw puzzle. Each is a piece thatôs missing to make the image 

whole. I canôt see how the fragmented images from the binder make a person, or how these 

three words make sense. They play back to með  

Sheôs... 

             a nose  

                         ...youré      

                                        the mouth 

                                                         é sister      

                                                                         are the eyes that stare back at me.  

Together, though, the face is too blurry to be featured. Susan is a face behind a fogged 

mirror.  

 ñWeôve been meaning to tell you,ò dad repeats, ñbecause sheôll be coming here for 

Christmaséò 

 The words fall away from me. I hear the echoes as fragments. 

Visit. Sister. Christmas. Susan. 

 ñéand sheôs really excited to meet you.ò 

 The fog lifts. 

 ñWha-what? She knows about me?ò  

 ñOh, yeah. Weôve been talking on the phone for a while nowðò 
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 ñWhat the hell is going on!ò Iôve had enough of this shit. Someone needs to tell me 

what the fuck is going on. ñWho is she? How is she my sister?ò I add with more control. 

 It is then explained to me that a school project had helped her find her fatherð my 

dad. Our dad. How had he made another child and not known? When did this happen?  

______ 

 

 

At the age of fourteen, Susan was just technically a year olderð her birthday in March of 

1986 and mine in February of 1987. We are only eleven months apart. Both our mothers had 

been living in Florida when they met our dad and became pregnant. A blood test confirmed 

that she was in fact dadôs daughter; however, a blood test was exactly what dad and I lacked. 

While Susan has definite proof that she is dadôs daughter, I do not. When I was born he 

wanted to help my mom take care of me, so he didnôt take the paternity test.  

This was, of course, mostly for his advantage, not the babyôs. Refusing the test, he 

could parent me, his conscience at ease. It didnôt matter to him whether or not he was in fact 

the contributing Y-chromosome that made me. He rationed that a test didnôt matter, because 

he was going to be my dad. A test didnôt do the parenting. However, because of this 

uncertainty, Iôm forever left to wonder, coupled with my mom contributing the true or false 

story that my real father was a bouncer she had a thing with at some macaroni restaurant 

where she waitressed. This guy was an ñItalian Stallion,ò and his name was Richard. When 

my dad would slack at parenting, mom would repeat how she should have went after my real 

fatheré he would never have done this, her loud mouth crying and repeating over and over 

again. Whatôs a girl to doð believe her mom and own that she is a bastard child OR have 

faith that her dad is her dad?  

I have never been good at staying kind to those Iôve felt burned me.  

I have spent my life feeling cheated from this essential knowledge, left resentful 

towards those who choose reinforce the secret. The only thing I do believe in is the right to 

govern my own life. This loss doesnôt give me that right, it imposes another I donôt believe 

in. No child should have to wonder who their parents are. And yet, I live with that mystery. 

And so, I continue to feel lost. And thus, I question everything when it comes to my position 

as daughter in the Dailey family. And also, if they are my family, even though this is not 
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their fault. I wonder if they know that I donôt know, or perhaps they have just forgotten. 

Because of all this, Iôm not sure how to love them. My connection is a secret and a lie, the 

foundation of my connection like the surface of the ocean on a horizon that I canôt see. And 

Iôm not sure if thereôs land beyond my vast vantage point, waves breaking and chopping and 

swaying.  

Are they rolling towards me  or are they rushing away? 

 

When dad, Liz and I first met Susan, it was the winter after I found the secret binder 

explaining that I had a sister. I was thirteen and unprepared to accept that I was meeting one 

of  the most important people in my life.  Raised an only child, I had always wished for a 

sibling to be best friends with. I didnôt get the chance to wear her hand-me-downs or become 

jealous as she matured. I wasnôt given the opportunity to be her annoying, little sister or her 

shadow in school. When I met Susan, she was a fully developed person: a pretty teenager 

who already had best friends, an annoying little brother and a boyfriend back homeð a home 

that was three hundred miles away.  

Deep in the back of my mind, a shadowy realization buried itself and festered. I 

realized that even if I wanted a relationship with my sister, it wouldnôt be the one that I had 

missed all those years gone by when we were both maturing into young women. Meeting 

Susan for the first time didnôt feel like meeting my half-sister, it felt like I was meeting an 

adopted sister who was suddenly chosen to join the family. Or maybe that was me. Upon 

meeting her, I regret my actions were not welcoming in the least. Concern and confusion 

created a barrier. I can still sense my coldness, the distance, and the ambivalence I felt that 

day. I was thirteen, just staring at her, not extending my hand or a hug.  

 

 

In the future, Susan will move to Michigan to attend Oakland University. But her physical 

closeness wonôt change our lack of emotional closeness. Still in high school then, I will feel 

like too much time had gone by without my effort to create a bond. Yet every time I see her 

again, I will feel guilty for my lack of effort. She will be beautiful and popular; the kind of 

girl you look up to and want to hang out together. In the future, one Easter we will both show 

up wearing the same color pink and laugh at the coincidence, but I will stand next to her and 
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feel like a blemish that needs to be rubbed out. Susan will seem to be the missing link in 

dadôs beautiful family, yet I stick out like an eyesore, ever since I arrived again eight years 

ago, when I was eleven-years-old. I wonôt look normal and it will be the truth. I will be a 

mentally ill eighteen-year-old whose appearances and attitudes change daily. One day I could 

look gothic: an overmedicated girl who has glazed eyes with self-mutilation scars, a buzz cut 

and black hair; while, it seems only in the next moment I could be a peace-loving hippie 

donning loads of dangling jewelry, my light frame weighed down in oversized, thrift-store 

clothes. Susan will  consistently look like an Abercrombie model, and I will be jealous. In the 

future, I will let my jealousy precede the acceptance of my own weirdness to be dominated 

by my feelings of inadequacy by her appearance of normalcy and perfection. I will know 

Susan to be imperfect, but she will look perfect to me. In the future, I will let this self-

consciousness inhibit our relationship, lending to guilt of missed opportunities while we are 

young, when I still have the chance to be her sister, and friend.  

In the future, Susan will get her degree at Oakland University where she will met a 

guy named Bill . They will fall in love. After, they will spend some time living in the house I 

grew up in, which will convert into an income property for our dad. During that time, I will 

live across the street with dad and Liz in the new house. I will be even closer to Susan but I 

wonôt make the effort to be her friend or hang out. Instead, our lives will change 

dramatically. She and Bill  will become serious, and I will become more chaotic. Tragedy will 

strike. I will move out of my dadôs house and down the street. Then, I will move even farther 

and farther away. Never returning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meghan & Susan 
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ñFourteen doing thirtyò 

 

ITôS SUMMER TIME and Iôm visiting my mom again upstate. She recently moved to a new 

place after leaving the halfway house in Gloversville.  My Gram says she needed to be 

farther away from the bad people, and I sense immediately who she is referring toðthe 

people my mom uses with, several names and faces I wish to forget.   

Today, mom and her boyfriend Eddie, plus her friend Candy and her boyfriend Bill 

and me are at the Canajoharie Gorge. Like usual, mom and her friends are up to no good and 

getting me involved. We all get drunk together in the woods, sipping from thin tin cans of ice 

brewed beer. It doesnôt matter that Iôm only fourteen; this is how she makes it ok for her, if I 

join in. But then mom and her friends also decide to get loaded. They creep from the car back 

to the stone slabs in the shallow gorge as if they are holding gold. I see smoke rise in thick 

clouds over their heads and they start choking down coughs. I canôt tell if itôs crack or weed 

or both. Iôve decided to sit on the tailgate of a pick-up to draw. The piece of paper before me 

looks like shit. Smears of bright colors blur together like one of those giant lollipops you get 

at the state fair. I have no idea what Iôm doing. The fabric of my blue bathing suit bulges 

where I have no breasts, a shoe string securing the whole barrowed mess together. Mom said 

there was no use in spending money on a new suit when aunt Sonya had an old small one I 

could wear. I didnôt argue because I like the colorð itôs the same color as my favorite 

Crayola: cerulean blue. Iôve stopped using the stubby waxy sticks for acrylics and charcoals 

and colored pencils, but the color of this crayon has stayed with me, like the ghost of a dead 

friend who died young. Maybe that was me. 

In the distance, Candy begins peeling off her clothes. Gross. Sheôs so dumb and 

flabby with her tiny too-tanned body, broom-bristle hair and that goofy-ass voice of hers that 

makes her sound both like a man and a woman. Itôs time to go. Drugs are one thingð but 

nudity! Thatôs just too obvious. This is a public park, and we donôt need to draw attention.  

I turn to yell out to mom but she and Eddie are two steps ahead of me, already 

stumbling towards the car. Eddieôs got his Cheshire cat grin going and mom looks glossy 

eyed and mischievous, as usual. I let my butt slid off the metal tailgate and bounce down 

towards the ground, dropping pencils at my bare feet. I snap one in half with my heal, 

tripping backwards. And as Iôm gathering the rest of my grubby pencils and withered pad, I 
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see mom duck her head out from the window of Billôs car. She quickly returns to her vehicle, 

and hands Eddie a bag.  

 So mom, Manny and I hop inside the Oldsmobile while Candy and Bill trail behind 

from the gorge and get into their own car. But as weôre driving home, something goes wrong. 

The next thing I know, Bill  is trying to run our car off the road and mom and I are screaming 

and yelling while Iôm getting tossed around in the backseat like a feather. Billôs car speeds up 

in front of the Oldsmobile and then Bill jumps out of the carð eyes red like a mad bull, like 

heôs going to start a fight. Heôs yelling something about, Where is it? Eddie is in the driverôs 

seat provoking him bellowing about how heôs going to get out and beat his face in, but mom 

is screaming harder than heôs threatening. From the passenger seat, she reaches over Eddie 

and tries and fails at grabbing his face through the open window wither her mauve claws. Bill 

sets off and breaks into a run for momôs door. Mom crashes back onto her side and begins 

rolling up the window. But the next thing I know weôre squealing tires half in a ditch and half 

on the road, driving past Bill standing in the road, his hands flying like a pinwheel.  

 

We get to my momôs apartment in one piece, but I didnôt think we would after 

Eddieôs crazy driving. The whole time Billôs car was inching up behind us down the road, so 

Eddie kept stepping on the gas, spitting stones from the hot coal tires down the backend 

roads.  

Waitð never mind.  

Here comes Bill now. He explodes from the car, leaving it half in the sidewalk, half 

on the road, the engine running. Again the same scenario: two men going to beat each other 

senseless. I stay in the backseat, but someone is jumping out of the car running into the 

apartment building, and then someone is following them but returning with a knife. All hell 

breaks loose just as I hear the sirens. And then mom hands me the knife. Not a pocket knife. 

Not even a switch blade. Itôs a kitchen carver, shaped like a wide carrot. The blade is large in 

my small, bird hand.  

ñGo bring this to the apartment above ours,ò she says. 

I donôt hesitate. I just run.  

 My feet fly up the shitty, old steps. I ascend three flights, pass our apartment door, 

and keep climbing until I reach the next flight and start knocking. For a moment, the inside is 
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still and think no one is there. Then footsteps. A chain jingles and snaps back. Two brown 

beady eyes squint back through the door crack while an unseen mouth asks what Iôm doing. I 

explain myself feeling all the sudden unsure if Iôve even been told to do this. The door opens 

wider. A fat, pockmarked face looks at me like Iôm candy. I show the red head the knife and 

he pushes me inside.  

The first thing I notice is the messð garbage everywhere, but more than garbage I 

see bottles of Jack Daniels: empty bottles, half empty bottles, full bottles, broken bottles, 

bottles under things and on things too. The red head with the blue visor on sees me looking 

and asks me if I want a drink. Iôve never had Jack Daniels before to know if I like it, but I say 

yes. He reaches for a dirty glass from the sink, rinses it, and then pours me some amber 

liquid. I accept the cup and look away as I lift the glass to reach my lips. I cough, but 

swallow.  

We make small talk. We exchange names. I look around the mess some more.  

ñYou want to watch TV?ò  

ñSure.ò  

We go into his bedroom, which is a tight space off the kitchen with a curtain for a 

door.   Inside, the windows are covered in black trash bags. I laugh inside. Must be why all 

the garbage is on the floor. One window is open slightly, the crack of light blinks red and 

blue. I push boxes aside with my knee, inching through the piles towards the sight. Outside, a 

crowd of bored lowlifes gather to observe the scene on the street. A man gets handcuffed and 

stuffed into the back of a police car. Looks like Eddie, the shadow is too fat to be Bill. I 

watch for a minute, then pull back the makeshift plastic shade and plop down on the bed to 

tell the messy drinker who I am, what I like, who my mom is and what happened that day. 

Itôs the only room in the place with furnitureð one bed crammed horizontally in a corner, a 

TV and a dresser, no couch.  

 

Itôs turned dark outside and the room is full blue from the light of the TV. The beer-

bellied, overweight man tells me about him being a truck driver, playing video games and 

that he likes Howard Stern. He asks if I would I like to watch it too. And we did. And then, 

he asks me if I want to have sex and I say ok. When his sheets become red he gets off of me 

and just sits there stunned.  
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ñYouôre a virgin?ò  

He speaks in an angular tone that says I have done something wrong. I pull the 

stained covers over me, ball myself up, and then mutter yes, trying to sound stronger than I 

am.  

I was only trying to give you what you wanted, I thought.  I was only trying to fit in.  

 He backs away. 

 ñHowé how old are you, anyway?ò 

 I hesitate.  

ñHow old are you?ò I say, suddenly just as curious.  

Warren sits up straighter, and says heôs twenty-nine. I blink. He repeats his question.  
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ñFerndale Freakò 

 

 
 

I learned more secrets about Liz as the years went on. Jason called the house one day and 

asked to speak to his mom. 

 His mom? 

Not only did she conceal her real name, she also hid the fact that she had two adult children, 

Jason and Danielle. Mom told me how she lost custody of them after Liz got drunk and they 

almost died in a house fire she started, just like her parents did to her brother and her. Liz 

was an adopted child who carried her own darkness.  She had two faces. Still, dad always 

seemed to take her side and was in return emotionally abusive towards me. I could hardly 

believe this woman had made my dad turn on me when she was a lousy person. She was 

awful, but she had somehow bewitched my dad. I myself didnôt have choices on where I 

could live or how I wanted to do it. I was toldð   

 

ñI am just like my mother.ò                   ñI am a little baby when I cry.ò          ñI am 

sick in the head and need medication.ò    ñI will have a hot dinner ready when you get home.ò          

ñI will clean the house on Saturdayôs.ò            ñNo, I wonôt touch that.ò            ñYes, Iôll keep 

my door closed.ò                    ñI donôt need my belongings back.ò               ñI will not call my 

mom from the house phone.ò                ñI am a fragile little flower.ò                 ñMy dad 

didnôt hit me; I just forgot to take my medications.ò  

 

Describing the abuse would be the same as telling you the color of air. 



ML Lords                                                               Three Days in September    91 
 

How would I re-count something so intrinsic to my own thinking? Or describe the 

paternal manipulation that replaced my thoughts with theirs? Why was I taken away from my 

mom if I was to live in a house that was also unfit and mentally-emotionally damaging? 

What does it mean to say you love someone with the same breath you hurt them?  

To cope I cut. When that wasnôt enough, I carved.  

Life at school became my escape. I loved learning and the stability the classroom 

offered. My teachers were more like role models than dreaded adults making me pass grades 

(ok, so I repeated a couple years). I relished in their presences and wondered who they were 

before they started to teach, and what their private lives were like since. Each teacher had 

their own personality that either worked or completely failed at producing actual learning. I 

found that when a teacher was more personable, the more engaged I became in the work. 

Perhaps this explains why I was drawn to the arts growing upð they were more expressive. 

Though, every once in a while, a math or science teacher made the classroom exciting. Even 

still, I found myself in creating. First with art, and then with writing. But then I noticed I 

would fuse the two.  

In my paintings or drawings, words would appear without my realizing Iôd put them 

there. And almost always, what I wrote had to be illustrated in some shape or form. I didnôt 

consciously think anything of this, I just did it. Until, one day, my advanced art teacher, the 

notoriously sweaty and sincere Mr. Scott, pointed out in a critiqueð You know, your art 

really would be more impactive without all this lettering on the canvas. What he was 

refereeing to then was a mixed media painting I had created during the good-half of an entire 

semester: a dead version of myself with electric blue hair (yes, that was a thing of mine)  

where, above my head, scratched angrily into the canvas were the words Iôd (at that point) 

carved into my soft, scared flesh: addict, melancholy, hopeless, and aliveé oh, and an 

outline in the shape of a mushroom. Today, only the word ñaddictò is still visible on my left 

forearm. The other words have been covered by new scars in the shapes of hash marks and 

lines and lines and lines.   

 

At age sixteen, I had been seeing psychiatrists and therapists for twelve years, since 

my parents started going through their divorce. The list of mental diagnosis I carried 

aroundð as useless as a T-shirt tagð had grown to include depression, severe depression, 
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bipolar disorder, and anorexia (eventually and finally to include borderline personality 

disorder, some years later). I did not identify as being mentally ill, despite what all the 

doctors were telling me. You would be fucked up too if you had my life, I thought. I figured, if 

only my life were normal, I would be too. But, there was no use in imagining for something 

better in order to feel normal. I didnôt have a normal life, so I also felt there was no use in 

fighting for my honor. I was as innocent and worthy as yesterdayôs garbage.  

It seemed the main concern of doctors was trying new medications and prescribing 

them without hesitation, like Halloween candy. With this cocktail-orientated care, I found 

that I was never on a certain medication in the bunch for long, maybe a few months, before 

the doctor would prescribe something else to try a new commination. It was very obvious by 

my constant regression that none of the medication was actually working. Still, the pills they 

kept tryingð square peg, round hole. On average, I would consume a four-pill psychiatric 

medication combination at a time, twice a day. Sometimes more, sometimes less. 

What I did then to help myself (as the medications were pushed and pumped inside of 

me) was write. Taken after my mom, I was naturally a creative person, dabbling in the hand-

made arts. However, it wasnôt until I started writing poetry that I began to feel ñcreatively 

satisfied.ò I truly loved making art, yet poetryð now that was a whole new animal. What I 

discovered as I began writing was the word-to-paper equivalent of a brush-to-canvas art. 

Making art was all about transmitting an idea into a rendered image, which was something I 

never cared too much for. Actually, I lacked the connection. I wasnôt concerned with making 

art look ñrealò to real life, I liked my images to be abstract and expressive rather than 

accurate or fully rendered. To me, art was about feeling and color and shape and contrast and 

texture. Creating art was more in the process. It mattered more to me how I experienced 

making art than what it actually looked like. Not such a great quality to possess towards  

something aesthetic. As a result, other people in the ñart worldò thought my work was, as 

they called itð Not quite good. Thought, there were those in the same art world who 

believed in me and my strange artistic renderings. So, I started writing poetry on the side. I 

kept a journal that had a cover design in mock-stained glass with smooth cream pages, no 

lines. There, the ñwhite canvasò was freeing. I began to use words as I used paint.  

 

I started  writing    &   didnôt   stop 
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ñChildren of godò 

 

 

 

Dad and Liz sent me to Youth Club at Ferndaleôs First United Methodist Church in an effort 

to make me decent. Every Wednesday kids of all ages would gather to worship, eat a crappy, 

overcooked dinner, and hang loose for some good, god-approved fun. What became our 

infamous senior-high room was located in the basement of the church. It reeked of the 70sð 

yellowed walls and stained shag the color of rust. The carpet was a stiff orange sea that 

coated a seating area the opposite direction of a drop-down living room. It was a creation of 

hallow, hard stairs that mimicked the comfort of the ancient Coliseum in Rome. I was known 

for laying out belly-down on one of the giant orange steps, headphones blaring, sketchpad in 

handé among other things. Those days my hair changed with my mood, typically self-

chopped and neon colored something crazy. I typically wore a different band shirt for every 

day of the week with paint permanently splattered on the fronts of my jeans, but my nails 

were always perfectly polished despite my outward mess, jewelry dangled and dripped from 

every part of me. 

Within those safe sea-foam colored walls of our room all are equal. Popular kids talk 

with geeks, and freaks were more than fear. By high school, we had a solid social group of 

Clubbers who all hung out like best friends, once a week. This could never happen in school 

Youth Club trip to Colorado. Meghan arms folded, right. Janelle to her right. 
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where a daily, dogmatic hierarchy of ñcoolsò to ñzerosò dictated teenage life. We were as 

eccentric and fused as a giant communal pot of cheddar fondue.  

Every week, it became more clear that most Clubbers were troubled kids, like I was, 

who needed extra support outside of home. I was there because I spent my free time cutting 

myself, but I first came to Ferndale First because my friend Alicia invited me to a Lock-In in 

the seventh grade. After that, dad and Liz signed us up for Sunday service. Dad converted 

from Catholicism to Methodism, and I became a Youth Clubber and started going to church 

regularly for the first time in my life. After a few months, the church began to feel more like 

spending time with an extended family. Sunday services became bearable with the 

anticipation of social hall snacks that followed the last hymns, and Wednesdays became the 

days I instantly gained a group a friends. Church brought unlikely groups of people together. 

We learned stuff about god and volunteered in Michigan and in the other neighboring states, 

but a lot if it was about making friends. We helped ourselves by helping others under the 

light and guidance of god. Amen.  

So I grew to like Youth Club. It wasnôt so bad, but I still was. Every other week, I 

would show up high after burning bowls on my way walking to the church. A couple times, I 

drank lifted bottles of Arbor Mist with my girlfriendôs, crouching on the cold slab balcony 

floor of the sanctuary. And when I was plastered one Wednesday, I even tried to suck an 

older Clubbers dick (but was, for obvious reasons, shot down). If  I was in a mood, nobody 

near me was safe from the filth I spewedð I once told the elementary Clubbers, in detail, 

what 69 meant. (That spurred a conference with an elder about my behavior and place, an 

older Clubber who was to set an example, at the church.)  

Friends at church collected like a links on a chain. Just as Alicia had invited me to 

join the Club, I invited my best friend Samantha after I got to Ferndale High, freshman year. 

At church, Samantha and our mutual friend (a year older) Janelle formed an unstoppable trio. 

We bonded on being bad-asses and we were also expert lifters, collecting stolen goods in our 

rooms like squirrels gather and hide nuts for winter.  

One day, we got tired of only taking things from stores that would fit into our purses, 

so we walked to the Old Navy on Woodward and all stole matching messenger bags for the 

goods weôd rip-off. I had the purple bag, Samantha a blue one, and Janelle picked pink. Our 

specialty was alcohol. In Michigan, you can buy beer and wine anywhereð drug stores, 
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grocery stores, liquor stores, some gas stationsð you name it! Hell, with the right black 

person by your side (and a few extra dollars), you can even go into a liquor store on 8-Mi le at 

age sixteen and get whatever you want. Samantha, Janelle and I would hit up all the local 

drug stores, the two CVSôs, Rite Aid, and the Foodland grocery to get our liquid gold. 

Usually, we took bottles of Arbor Mist, but any bottle fit perfect in our bulky, vinyl 

messenger bags. Once we had the goods, weôd go to Samanthaôs attic bedroom or Janelleôs 

basement lair, and get loaded. More than once weôd pee in the laundry room sink to avoid 

going upstairs and seeing her parents. It was like we were living out our favorite movie, 13, 

with the characters Tracy and Evie, who did everything but anal sex and meth.  

We didnôt get caught until we started acting stupid. Going back to the same store 

three times in one day for cosmetics was risky, but we didnôt care. Doing a solo steal and 

getting caught by a store manager stuffing a bottle into a bag should have made me stop, but 

he let me go with an, I donôt ever want to catch you in here again! and thus I felt more 

invincible than ever. It wasnôt until we got caught taking bras and CDôs from a Wal-Mart 

during a Christian youth concert outing that we were forced to cool our operations down. We 

told the church van to stop at the store because we needed to buy ñfeminine 

productsòé what? It counts.  Much to the embarrassment of the Church, the police were 

called and my friends got banned from Wal-Mart for the next ten years; I, as the ring leader, 

got banned for life (which has since been revoked).  

After that, Samantha and Janelle had to stay away from me for a while. Dad went 

through my room and found all of the things he didnôt buy and was furious. He threw out 

everything but the clothes I had and banished me to the vacant, second floor apartment again. 

It was the second time he made me live up there alone when I was bad. Church didnôt work. I 

wasnôt ñreformed.ò 

However, Ferndale First was always welcoming no matter what mess I got myself 

into, again. Everyone was a child of god. We were told to be his greatest creation. Flawed, 

but given salvation. Still, forgiveness was an impermeable idea: an encrypted philosophy I 

couldnôt translate scrawled before me from the darkness I looked out into, inside my 

proverbial cave. The darkness I possessed extended beyond the light of god and his gift.  
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ˉ 6 
ñGreyhoundò 

 
The last day of freshman year, I wore a purple T-shirt stolen 

from my ex that read Fuck You on the back, courtesy of a 

sharpie. As I walked down the acrid-smelling hallsð 

concentrated by the years of lives before, that scent the student 

memoryð I could hear laughing and applause. Most people 

just did double takes, their heads whirling around like theyôd 

been slapped. However, this made me feel more embarrassed 

than cool. I hadnôt anticipated all the attention, I just wanted to 

give everyone attitude. That was me at sixteen.  

When the last bell rang, my history class over (oh, the 

irony), I jumped up and practically ran out the door. It seemed 

that every other high schooler was in instant ñparty modeðò 

jumping around like animals and hooting and high-fiving, but I didnôt want any part of it. 

Nope. I speed walked my ass out the double doors and hightailed it home to Beaufield Street, 

I had plans.  

 

Now, around this time I developed an intense love for angry musicð mostly Marilyn 

Manson, Dope, ICP and Eminem. I worshipped these artists; they sang, screamed and rapped 

my pain. Certain lyrics were so meaningful to me, I convinced myself that the artists and I 

had somehow known each other in another life and collaborated on the messages. It was as if  

they knew me personally. I convinced myself of that, to feel less alone.  

When I arrived home that day, I flicked on MTV as I waited for the taxi that would 

take me into Royal Oak. Mansonôs ñThe Nobodiesò flashed across the screen in greys, reds, 

greens, blacks and whites. Brian Warner (the artistôs real name) was in horns and painted like 

a tree. I watched the dead eyes of children and the pope kiss Warnerôs ring. I waited for the 

bridgeð 

Some children died the other day. We fed machines and then we prayed.  
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Puked up and down the morbid faith. You should have seen the ratings that 

dayéWe are the nobodies, wanna be somebodies, weôre dead, we know just 

who we are. 

 

I hopped on a Greyhound that afternoon and disappeared to upstate New York, trying 

desperately to live with my mom again. I didnôt call my dad until after I had crossed state 

lines. In the meantime, a search party had ensued; the contents of my trash can emptied out 

for clues. By the time I got dragged back to Michigan again, the duplex was about to be a 

full -on rental property and dad was now living in the house across the street. Liz had also 

made some real-estate changes of her own; she converted the upstairs space of her best friend 

Sherryôs house into her own second place to live. But it was just a place she could hide out to 

get drunk, really.  

Uncle Ron died that summer I ran away. It was my first experience with death: sudden.   

I got a phone call from my dad one afternoon. Through broken sobs he said that my 

uncleð the one we had just visited in his new home in Arizona less than a year ago, the 

uncle who was a new dad, the vibrant surgeon of  thirty who loved MC Escher images and 

spicy foodð had become suddenly ill, and over the course of three days, dropped dead.  

I didnôt know what to do with myself.  

I didnôt understand how someone so young and full of life could be taken away, 

without warning. He was a doctor for chissake! In my adolescent mind, terrible things like 

that didnôt happen to people like him. Sudden death happened to indebted peopleð like Lizôs 

friend Constance who killed herself with a bottle of pills, or our neighbor Gary on Beaufield 

Street who beat his wife with a baseball bat before holding her hostage, ending the day of 

terror with a gunshot to the head. Those were my experiences then. I only knew that the old 

died, and the young waited. I reasoned that if someone died suddenly, it was because they 

had rolled some bad dice or played with the wrong hand. Uncle Ron hadnôt done anything 

wrong. He was unblemished and excellent (unless you count a failed first marriage as a sinð 

yeah, right).  

I mourned his loss internally, preserved poison, but the denial of which wormed its 

way out. The air of death settled inside me. I became increasingly self-destructive, running 

farther and farther away, not just from lifeð but from my true self. 



ML Lords                                                               Three Days in September    98 
 

ñAll in the familyò 

 

 

 

Mom spent most of the summer disappearing. But at first life was perfect. This was her 

pattern to build me up with promises of sobriety and change for her best self yet. Either she 

had quit drinking and drugging for good, or we were planning our next move. All lies, but 

she believed she could do it. That was what mattered, not the truth. She needed to hold on to 

the future to get herself through the present. Mom was a dream chaser, not a realist. I was 

part of the dream.  

Too quickly, reality would set in, eclipse all distant brightness with impeding violent 

light. She had an inability to sustain such high hopes. I knew this but couldnôt stop myself 

from being disappointed when she fulfilled her legacy and let me down. My love for her was 

based on believing. It didnôt help to stick to the facts, that reduced her to failure. To me she 

was more. She was my momð the one, the only. My soft gypsy mother who ran with my 

heart in her right hand, an hourglass in the other. I could never catch up. My sadness stood 

like each grain of sand that collected at the bottom, after it shifted and fell. I donôt think Iôve 

ever had a full breath of air without feeling smothered by the weight of her.  

That summer I ran away was worse than ever. She started disappearing for entire 

weekends at a time, or longer. I was home alone, counting the falling grains of sand. Her 

ñfriendsò would show up and take her away. Drug binges. I used my time alone to roam the 

Sonya & Meghan  
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streets at night or get high with the weed and cigarettes she left me as bribes to not rat on her 

for going away. Sometimes I invited boys over. One of my best friends was a neighborhood 

boy named Brice, but there was nothing sexual between us (even though he wanted more). 

Weôd play video games, cards or watch movies. Plus he had a truck and I liked driving 

around. Another one of my guy friends was this kid Dirkð the town waste case. The 

difference between nice boys like Brice and bad-eggôs like Dirk was all in the family. Brice 

had a stable home life and hardworking folks; Dirk was a punk and both his parents were 

addicts. Hanging out with Dirk, weôd get fucked up in his trailer home well into the morning. 

Hell, even mom would join the parties. It was embarrassing for me that my mom hung out 

with my ñfriends.ò Youôre not supposed to use with the same people as your parents. That 

just takes the fun out of it.  

I used to hang out at this squatter pad on Market Street. It was an old Chinese 

restaurant that had been converted into a one-bedroom (if you could call it that). Drug houses 

are all the same. Itôs all found furniture that consists of old wire spindles as tables or crates, a 

single twin mattress on the floor as a bed (no sheets) containing an uncased pillow, random 

dishes stolen from restaurants, graffiti all over the walls, and never (not ever) is there any 

toilet paper. The only thing of value that youôll find in a drug house (minus the drugs) is a 

TV. Sometimes some video games. Drug houses are all about getting fucked up and wasting 

the day. You could do this rambling about conspiracy theories, drawing on the walls, or 

engaging in risky sex. The TV is always on and thereôs always music playing. It is never 

quiet in a drug house, even when the floor is covered with bodies that have passed out.  

Out of all the drug houses Iôd wandered in and out of, Market was my favorite. 

Perhaps it was just a sign of the times: I had finally reached the age of experimentation. In 

my younger days, Iôd dabbled in a few other houses, both in Michigan and Upstate. Back in 

Michigan, the drug houses Iôd frequent didnôt take up the whole edifice. There, most of the 

using areas were confined to either basements or attic spaces. But Upstate, I experienced 

entire apartments that were bottomed-out for getting obliterated. The difference was 

commitment. You had to really, really love drugs to devote your life to them, sacrificing all 

else. That was the userôs life Upstate. I was only a frequent flyer, like a guest character on a 

sitcom that gets killed off after a couple seasons.  
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 Mom and I shared squatter pads and friends who used, but not entirely. She was into 

way heavier stuff than me. I didnôt smoke crack or use H. like her and her friends, and she 

didnôt drop pills or acid like I did with mine. But we did share booze, pot and cocaine. One 

weekend, before she disappeared, mom showed up with this kid my age named Jamal and all 

of his friends. Jamal was like a god son to her for a long time, since she got involved with the 

Burrell family, and like them and their legacy, Jamal sold drugs. He was known for coke. 

Mom brought him over with a giant bag of blow and me and him and his friends all tooted 

lines for a weekend bender while she disappeared into the city for her own drugs. And she 

never told me what she did out there when she returned. But sooner or later, weôd have a 

porch sale to sell some things, and I knew she owed money for the drugs.  

 

That summer was also hard for my momôs sister Sonya, who was suddenly and painfully 

going through an embarrassing separation that would end in divorce. Life changed swiftly, 

her addiction to alcohol grew stronger, and soon she had to vacate the home that she herself 

helped build on top of Bleecker Mountain.  

The converted space over the garage harbored refuge for my cousins and all the 

neighborhood kids. It was our own piece of heaven. Detached from the house, we could stay 

up as late as we wanted, drink and smoke unseen, play games or watch rented movies or 

explore the mountain, lake, or wander the deserted roads. I started to date the drummer of a 

friend of a friend that hung out at the garage. And then I wound up dating a close friend of 

my cousinôs after I conveniently forgot I was with the drummer during a drunken night at the 

garage. My cousin had been in boy scouts with my new boyfriend, Luke Gaddison. My aunt 

Sonya also loved him like a son. He was like family.  

 

Luke first introduced me to the United States Navy. I was fifteen years old and he was a boy 

I liked who had just joined the service. Lukeôs dad had been a Navy man too, in aviation. I 

wore his sonôs blue and gold recruit sweatshirt practically the entire time we dated. So, it was 

late summertime turning into an early fall into our relationship when Luke decided we were 

going to this partyð his friends were throwing a huge thing just outside of town. I had 

picked out an outfit that was casual but pretty hoping to impress his group of friends I hadnôt 
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met yet. Iôd only met his annoying next door neighbor, Fred. The party happened years 

before Luke came out as gay. I had no idea. 

______ 

 

FRED IS DRIVING THE T HREE OF US out of Gloversville and towards Bleecker 

Mountain. The boys blast classic rock, conversing. Iôm in the backseat, watching the world 

whirl away. I love staring out of the window, watching objects and people and houses and 

scenery fly by fast. In no time, the car pulls up to a tiny ranch house and halts. Fred then 

backs the vehicle into an open spot on the gravel driveway. The rocks crunch beneath us like 

the pips of cries. There is a camper on blocks to the side of the house, parked on the lawn. It 

looks like itôs never moved from that spot.  

As we exit the car, I stand awkwardly to the side. Luke claps my hand in his, and 

guides me towards a side door opposite the camper. We enter into a room full of smoking 

teens. Korn blasts into the walls of the room, and someone hands me a red cup. In the living 

room, we play cards and dance as my cup keeps magically refilling. I keep drinking, 

absentmindedly.  

 

The party lingers hazily into the hours of early morning. Luke has me on his lap, whispering, 

We should try and do it again. I blush. We still hadnôt had sex yet. Next thing I know, heôs 

leading me out the door. Cacophonies of voices heckle Owooooooooôs at us as we stumble 

past, and into the camper.  

This is the last clear thing I remember:  

Luke hovering on top of me      in bed       

     saying,     

       I canôt. 

The camper rocks tauntingly. I see the shadows of hands through the glass. Giggles. 

Laughing.  

And then those words that changed everything,  Do you want my friend to come in? 

 

The first friend is rough, smiling and eager. I try to slap him off my bare body but my arms 

are broken elastic bands. The word ñNoò only comes out sounding like a whisper. 
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The second friend climbs on top of me too suddenly before the first friend is over. I 

flop my head to face the door. I contract in the middle to try and rise and leave. The first 

friend rolls over and pushes my back into the bed, standing and zipping his pants. I turn my 

head away, panicked and useless, to stare at the cream, plastic wall and wait for it to stop. I 

wait for my head to stop jerking and for my body to stop moving up and down. I wait to stop 

feeling the crude weight crushing me, sinking me into the mattress. I wait to stop feeling 

flattened.  

Lukeôs voice is a weak wave that breaks and tells them to stop. The camper is on a 

sea crashing against the rocks. Other voices attach to vapor hands streaking the windows.  

A light appears. Then a black box.  

Then the tsunami, This shit is recording.  Recording overcomes the weak ñStopò 

wave. It drowns me.   

The third friend takes his turn on top of me, the black box shining light in my eyes. 

Iôm thankful to be blinded. More rocking. More ñNoôsò that whisper. More arms that donôt 

move. I notice the walls are textured. Theyôre bubble like and I wish to burst into them. I 

want to be a thing disappearing violently into the wall.  

The light leaves. The rocking stops.  

I lay still I lay quite I try to fall asleep  

I am exhausted. My eyes close and I focus on the echoing of the music, at bay of rocking.  

I rise. I try and walk. I fall into everything. I collapse onto myself. I make it into the 

house, hands holding onto the walls, still in my underwear. I find the bathroom and pee, 

missing the floor. I fall on the floor. I hear a knock at the door. Itôs Luke and I canôt hear a 

word heôs saying. I can only make out the wrinkles around his eyes. He helps me back 

outside. I fall asleep intensely, immediately on top of a hard bench in the kitchen of the 

camper.  My dreams take me into a dark hole I canôt crawl out of. I stay there.  

Iôm awakened by a light. Then a black box. Then a fourth friend says, I know you 

want it. Iôm murmuring for him to stop. I still canôt get my voice loud enough. I try to roll 

over. I do. Heôs quick and I am grateful. My eyes stay closed the whole time. He gets off, 

laughing. Cheering.  

As the fifth friend crawls on top of my crescent shape, he wastes no time and shoves 

himself inside. After a few thrusts, someone yells ñStop.ò They yell stop the way that I want 
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to but canôt. Sheôs had enough, the voice says.  The fifth friend resists and is pulled off of 

me. I let myself cry and I canôt fall back asleep. But I do. I get moved inside.  

 

By the time I see the blue tint of daylight, Iôm in a bed with two guys. My hair is still wet 

from the shower I let one of them fuck me in. He said he felt bad for me and he let me cry. 

Now, my hand is on his friendôs dick while I let the compassionate guy kiss me. It wasnôt 

me. That girl left her body, like a shell. It didnôt matter. She was the void left who had given 

up and settled for what affection she could get. This is the óthingò who refused to leave with 

the boyfriend she came to the party with who, only after, tried to help her.  

This girl deserved what she got and lived with  what of her was left. 

Her mom broke the bedroom door down, screamed as boys scattered, kicked the ones on the 

floor where they lay and took her away. Her mom called her a slut but the rape kit called her 

a victim. The investigation didnôt go anywhere and was dropped. The tape they made was 

never found. She didnôt get the underwear back either, and they werenôt even hers, but 

borrowed, from her fancy Aunt L. The boyfriend got his sweatshirt back after the mom got a 

pitcher of Kool-Aid dumped on her head for taunting the girl at dinner. The girl ran out of the 

house that night at dinner in her pajamas and bare feet, traveled to the next town over from 

inside the waters of the Cayadutta Creek, and then ran to the boy not knowing where else to 

go. She cried on him, gave him the sweatshirt and was driven back home. She didnôt stay 

home much longer before running away again.  
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ñSophomore Skinheadò 

 

SHE CALLED ME A LESBI AN, but Iôm not. We were in gym class, Johnstown Highð 

whitest shit hole ever, and that bitch called me a lesbian! Jesus Christ I hate this school. 

Everyone here is so country; their lives so small. There is no diversity or culture here. It 

pains me.  

 All I did was say I liked her lip gloss, and this white-bread idiot thought I was hitting 

on her! Fuck me for trying to give a compliment. I hate girls.  

 Itôs because of my hair. 

 Yesterday, in-between hits off a joint and blurry 

glimpses of a Cheech and Chong marathon on Comedy 

Central, I went into the bathroom with a pair of momôs 

sewing scissors, and chopped off all my hair, down to the 

nub. No reason. Just did it. Hey, why the fuck notð itôs 

just hair! The pizza boy saw me first. I flew open the 

door when he knocked. Oh man, his expression was priceless.  

Yeah, probably wasnôt the best idea to do this after last weekôs ñchange,ò when, 

drunk off my ass, I dunked my head in a bowl of diluted Clorox until it bleached. Turned 

yellow. Now, Iôve acquired the nickname uber dyke. Whatôs worse? My boyfriend gave it to 

me. What an asshole. I should stop sucking his stumpy dick. He smells like ass anyway. 

Yeah, so, now everyone in school is calling me ñuber dykeò or ñlesboò or ñbeaver eater,ò 

whatever. Theyôre all idiots. Hell, half the time Iôm messed up so it donôt even phase me. My 

English teacher has been on my case though. She knows about it. Sheôs been trying to catch 

me carrying drugs to get me kicked out. That dumb bitch. I smoke my shit before I get to 

school. And anyway, my water bottle is full of vodka (but she doesnôt know that).   

This girl found my art journal. When she brought it to me in class she had this pained 

expressionð like a confused mix of horror and disgust. I had my rape poem in there. Second 

page. Now some catty bitch in this school knows. She should have just thrown it away. But 

everyone else is walking around snickering behind my back, calling me gay. If she tells 

people I was raped, theyôll all start a new rumor saying that I got raped because I like girls.  

I hate everyone.  

Meghan dancing to uncle Alanôs band 
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ñUrchin loveò 

PART I  

 

ñMY NAMEôS SILVIA RAMANO . My momôs outta town in Florida,ò I lied. ñYouôll have 

to take me to my Auntôs house for custody. Thereôs no one else.ò 

The cop escorts me to aunt Kathyôs house (whoôs close friend was a can of Genny). 

Aunt Kathy answers the door after a few louds knocks, half in the bag. 

ñMeghan? Iôs that you?ò 

    ñNo! Itôs me, Silvia.ò 

The cop blinks.  

ñMaôam, do you know this young girl? She was caught stealing and needs to be put 

into the custody of an adult or else weôre going to take her in for the night.ò 

ñWhat? Whyôs you do that Meghan? Whereôs your mothôer?ò 

ñNo, itôs me Silvia aunt Kathy.ò 

ñMaôam, do you know this young offender or not? Iôm going to have toðò 

I was smart enough to push my way into Aunt Kathyôs apartment and shout back, 

óGoodnight!ô 

ñYeasure. She can sðay here tônight,ò she says. 

ñYouôll have to take her down to the station in the morning to fill out the paperwork. 

Goodnight.ò 

______ 

 

 

Somehow, no matter how many times I got caught stealing and the police were called, I 

never got time. It was a joke with my friends that I was so lucky, I should get a four-leaf 

clover tattooed on my ass. I did stop stealing things thoughé eventually. That last time I 

almost got arrested for stealing, I had forced open a padlock and was taking from the stash of 

5¢ returns from behind a restaurant called Romanoôs to get money for weed and piling them 

into a shopping cart Iôd wheeled across the highway from the all-night grocery. A year later 

Iôd end up working for wages at both the grocery and the restaurant. But that night I was just 

an urchin thief, scrounging for drug money.  I gave the cops that second-grade-mentality of a 
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faulty police report. How had they not caught on that the name Iôd given them was the same 

as the restaurant? That was the time when I lied myself out of arrest, beseeching a frail 

illusion: my innocence. If I was ever to go to jail it would've been that night when I 

committed petty larceny. I should've spent the night in jail and woke up to an appearance 

ticket, but I played the ñIôm just a dumb girlò card.  

The boy I was pilfering with, his name was Trevorð current love of my life, or so I 

thought then. He had pins in his earlobes, a slime green mohawk atop his shaved head, baggy 

Jinco jeans and olive skin to die for. He was my homeless boyfriend whom my mom (not in 

Florida) hated. Where she actually was I didnôt know. When she was home, I would sneak 

out my first-floor bedroom window to be with Trevor and roam the night. We didnôt really 

go anywhere but playgrounds and graveyards to sit in the still, dank dark and get 

unbelievably high. Trevorôs own mom was a truck driver who never came home, and the 

home she did have was a place he wasnôt welcome. His older sister sometimes let us crash 

there and take baths together.  

Even though that was the last time I got caught for stealing it still took me another 

three years to stop and put away the sticky fingers for good. That would be the time that the 

tragedy would strike, when I would sober up my life real good; become a ñstraight-edgeò for 

a while. Well, for the most part, but not for long. That tragedy was more than sobering; did 

not want to become a statistic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Meghan at a drug house. Carolôs wall; art, right (crying face).  
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ˉ 7 
 

ñUrchin loveò 

PART II  

 

My Gram was the one who called Trevor an urchin. Mom had better choice words for him. 

Shortly after we were caught for stealing, I learned that Trevor had gone to jail that night. He 

wrote me a love letter from the county jail.  

 With Trevor in lock-up, I shifted my attention to one of our mutual friendsð an older 

tweeker who went by his last name of Bonfie. He was one of the regulars Iôd met at the 

Market Street squat. Again, Iôd roam the street at night with him, seeking greater highs and 

avoiding life at home. By this time mom had started sticking around home more, but she 

wasnôt really there. It was just her body. The depression side of bipolar had claimed her 

usually high spirts, making her as immobile and sedated as a garden snake in September 

muck. I hated seeing her high, but seeing her depressed was worse. She would lie in bed all 

day, day after day, in the same soiled pajamas eating bags of cheddar popcorn and sipping 

from bottles of store-brand berry flavored water. I hated seeing her blue eyes grow paler. It 

was hard to tell if it was a side-effect of not having more money to sustain her high, or if an 

actual distain for living possessed her. Maybe both. It was more difficult to consider that a 

lack of drugs made her think that life was not worth living.  

The end of the month, when the free money ran out, was a hard time. The house 

stilled with her immobility, seeming to be cast over by a spell. That sadness was penetrating. 

It reached my bones and ached inside of me. I felt my motherôs sadness as my own. We both 

suffered and laughed together, but lived in our own ways, as distant and as near as earth and 

skyð coexisting as one life force. I needed her, but she needed me more. That burden 

compelled me to be with her, but when she was sad it pushed me away. The collective 

sorrow was a gritty, dense suffocation. 

 

Bonfie made me feel less burdened. He kept me away from home, and I kept his body warm. 

It was an exchange much like taxes: we collected from each other without much interest in 

the business at hand. One night together turned into two days when I skipped class. In the 
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afternoon of the second day, it rained. All of our clothes became drenched from the 

unsheltered streets. We walked up the hill of the south side to dry our clothes at the cityôs 

seediest laundry matt (a place you could sit inside, dry your clothes and smoke drugs). Our 

lack of pocket change only made our clothes hot and moist. From there, we went to the dollar 

store so I could get Trevor a birthday card to mail to him in jail. Afterwards I decided to ditch 

Bonfie and return home from my two-day hiatus.  

When I walked in the unlocked front door, mom was the one missing. I walked to my 

grandparents next store after sitting in the apartment for a few hours alone. When mom 

returned only briefly, I ended up living at my grandparentôs again for a while. That time I 

was gone, she had got herself arrested and had been sitting in jail when I finally showed up at 

home. Everyone was real hushed about what had happened. The silence, like gelatin, encased 

all around us.  

My grandparents bailed her out the next day before she went back in again. 

I walked over to see mom at the apartment, and she was losing her shit. Clothes were 

flying, music and TV turned up. She had a beer can sweating on top of the Formica dresser 

and a cigarette smoking up the chilled, near Autumn air. Her short, wispy hair was flying in 

all directions and she wore sweatpants under a plain white T-shirt.  

The ñeverything is fucked-upò rant ensued, but I could barely comprehend the gravity 

of the situation. Mom began by giving me shit for disappearing. And then she told me what 

had gone wrong. She had got into a car crash all messed up and was arrested. But this was 

her third DWI felony, she yelled exasperated. She asked me didnôt I understand what that 

meant. I didnôt. When she told me I still didnôt believe her. Hearing my mom tell me that she 

was going to prison felt like stepping inside a worm hole and getting sucked into a parallel 

universe where the surroundings are the same, yet unfamiliar. I felt like a visitor in my own 

life, stuck inside an endless looping dream.    

And I never woke up       Not even to this day        I remain haunted 

 

I continued seeing Trevor after he was released from the county jail, the same jail my mom 

sat inside, waiting trail. But I had to do this in secret. After a while I caught on that my 

grandparents were tossing his letters from jail before I could read them, because I still 

received letters from jail from my mom. Living at my grandparentsô house I had more 
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structureð including the coveted 6pm sharp supper that hadnôt changed in yearsð so I had 

to sneak to see my boyfriend directly after school.  

My Gram started to catch on that I was coming home high, even though I avoided 

direct eye contact. More structure was imposed. I was thus summoned home earlier and 

expected to check-in everywhere I went. Gram ran a tight ship. She always needed to know 

who I was spending time with and whereð the who only satisfied her once Iôd fessed-up a 

last name. In a small town, last names define whole families. My grandparents would tell me 

yes or no with just the utterance of a last name. If the last name wasnôt kosher, I couldnôt 

hang out with them. Locations were key tooð forget going to any house on Market Street, or 

Water Street, or any other street around that vicinityð theyôre all bad news. Oh, and Hoosac 

Street. God help me if my grandparentôs found out I was over there. Pretty much any house 

that ran by the Cayadutta Creek was so-called ñinfestedò with urchin-type people up to no 

good. Perhaps it was the Mill poison that seeped into their brains and made them the 

undesirable people I wasnôt allowed to hang around. Within no time, Trevor had been pushed 

out of my life. My grandparents had won. (But what they didnôt know then was that I was 

still boozing and getting high at a friendôs house with a last name they trusted, not 

understanding then that his good last name stopped with him. He was the bad seed who stole 

money from his family and used it to pay for his own drugs and squatter apartment, when my 

grandparentôs thought he was a nice, but unfortunately orphaned, boy who still lived with his 

grandmother uptown.)  

But one day, while I was upstairs in the font bedroom, Trevor got enough balls to 

knock on the front doorð and my Gram knew it was an outsider because nobody they knew 

well came knocking at the front door. By the time I got downstairs, Trevor had already 

managed to punch my Gram after she refused to let him see me and then tried to push his 

way through the front door. Well, needless to say that was bad idea as my whole family 

worked at the business next store and came running after him to defend their mom. Three of 

my family members hopped in the shop van and ran him down as he tried to run on foot. 

Story goes that my uncle Alan jumped out of the van, pounced on top of scrawny, heroin-

infested Trevor, and then beat him to a pulp before personally delivering him to the police 

station.  And then, he was back again in jail. The cycle continued.  
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ñBox of 45sò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE FIRST TIME  I attempted suicide I was fifteen. Before I left for school that day, I  

swallowed two handfuls of the Paxil I had been taking for my depression. Walking there, the 

sky was slate grey with drizzle. When I was called into the guidance office for my scheduled 

meeting, the nurse noticed I acted strangely as she handed me a stark-white envelope. After a 

vitals check revealed a fever and shallow heart rate, the police were telephoned to escort me 

to the hospital, by the backseat. In my back jean pocket was a soft folded letter from my 

mom.  

That was the day mom had hers in court. Though she had a chance, I understood 

sheôd be going to prison. The letter she wrote and delivered in advance confirmed this. She 

would be absent for an indeterminate number of my adolescent years, and I didnôt want to be 

sent back to Michigan. I wanted to die. All the prisons were downstate, near New York City, 

nearly three hours from the small, drug-riddled life that festered in Johnstown. I had run 

away from my dadôs to be with her but every hope of sharing our lives faltered with that 

letter. Since my premature birth, Iôd been reaching to reclaim my blue heart from her gypsy 

hand. Was my love what she traded for a life of addiction? Did she not love me enough to get 

better? Was I not good enough to keep her sober or make her want to stay?    

I hated myself for not being better or stronger or more willing to keep her safe. 

Thoughts of what could have been plagued me, my guilt haunting.  Had I only stuck around 

more when she needed me I could have helped her get better, but the infinite cycle of our 

relationship orbited around drugs, on both sides. She with crack and blow and me with weed 

and painkillers. I cared more about avoiding life than living it. And so, I felt it was my fault 
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we both became involuntarily imprisoned. She let me down, but I let her down too. I wasnôt 

much of a daughter in the same way that she wasnôt much of a mother. Our dueling drug 

agendas were like forces of evil beyond self-control. They propelled us away from each other 

as much as we desired to be in each otherôs life. We were both too strongð we just fought 

against each other instead of for each other. And yet I was left lost wondering how it had all 

gone downhill so fast and so far. Too many questions remained unanswered. My soft mother 

who once sewed dolls and clothes, read books to my class, cooked home-style dinner and sat 

on the PTA was a person who abandoned me time and again in pursuit of a happiness she 

never found.  

 After her time served, she would exchange her country roots for hip-hop and wear 

red, white and black, stating she had joined the Bloods (initiation by gang-bang). My mother 

was always a mystery to me. Though many children of incarcerated parents repeat the same 

pattern and serve time themselves, I knew I had to be different. I felt the weight to escape the 

stereotype. But even more, I wanted to make my mom proud. If I continued down the same 

path she was on, Iôd probably be in jail, on welfare, uneducated and a single mother, or 

worse. My mom was all of those things, but she was also made for more. She was talented, 

compassionate, and never truly loved by anyone in the way she deserved. I took my broken 

heart and tried to give her the life she never had, but first I tried to end my own. It took me a 

long time to realize Iôll always be her daughter, even if we are not together. I needed to 

realizeð  Iôm her life too.  

 

ITôS PRETTY  STANDARD that most psychiatrically hospitalized adolescents spend 

twoweeks in the psych ward before insurance runs out and theyôre sent home. Even though 

Iôd attempted suicide, I was no different. But two weeks in a psych ward can feel like 

months. Time spent there can make you feel crazier, as being unwell is the only influence 

you get from your peers. Over the minutes that ticked away on my phone card, I joked with 

mom that it was like we were both in prison.  

 A psych-ward for those eighteen-and-under is a sad corner inside a hospital they try 

to hide. Other ñacceptably illò patients roam the hospital feely (if not confined to a bed) and 

receive the luxury of an open door. The ward where mentally ill minors go is a locked place 

guarded with alarms, clusters of cameras, and twenty-four-hour nurses stationed at both ends 
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of one long, depressing hall. The windows are bared, unable to open. They are smeared with 

spit and sweat and snot, and decorated in colorful words left by former patientôs scratches. 

The florescent hall light is yellow and flickers. It is never completely dark; flashlights roam 

the rooms every hour to make sure no one offs themselves while others pretend to sleep.  

 In each white-walled room, youôll find two thin plastic mattresses, a desk, one 

cupboard to put your nurse-approved clothes (no laces, underwire or removable parts that 

could be used for choking, stabbing or hanging), as well as a cork board (but youôre not 

allowed pins or staples for fastening so the boards stand empty).  

 Every minute of your day is scheduledð from the time you wake up to when you eat, 

bathe, or use the bathroom. The hours of your daily activity are then marked down in a file 

folder and assessed by people youôve only just met who deicide your fate. And from the 

minute you walk in the door youôre medicated. Every patient has their own cocktail 

dispensed two or more times per day in handfuls of oranges, blues, reds, yellows or whites.  

 The food is the only thing you look forward to, because itôs the only thing that 

changes. Dessert is the best surprise. But, this is hospital foodð and worse, itôs mental-

health-hospital food. Pretty sure the food we ate was rejected from the acceptably ill patients 

and staff. Everything you eat is bland and poorly cooked. Itôs said that plastic knives can kill, 

so you can only have a spoon and a fork. 

 I was lucky enough to get admitted before Halloween. This meant the rare occasion 

of celebration (watching scary movies on the Day Room TV, and Bingo), plusðCANDY! If 

you ever think your lifeôs depressing, just know that the joy of Twizzlers and Crunch bars 

made me want to cryð the surge of ñoutside foodò on my tongue exhilarating. It was 

amazing after eating desserts like ICE-cream (made with ice, not milk) and soggy banana 

pudding.  

 The only other bearable aspects of the ward were that sometimes you had cool nurses 

who let you draw in the Day Room and skip meetings, and sometimes your roommate wasnôt 

a total nut job who wanted to rip out your hair piece by piece in the middle of the night while 

you were sleeping. And if that happened, at least the staff let you change your room and take 

an extra shower to calm the fuck down after being attacked.  

______ 
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Two long and tense months went by living at my grandparents after my release. I stopped 

coming home late for six-on-the-dot dinner, no longer trying to hide the fact that I was 

blazing high. Instead, I would go upstairs after eating to play music on the upright stereo 

mom got me the previous summer. I used headphones. I wrote poetry and drew psychedelic 

art. I stayed hidden behind a shut door most of the time. Then, just after Christmas, dad drove 

the five-hundred miles in the cold to claim me. In the picture we took standing before the 

Christmas tree in my grandparents front room, my shaved head was growing back, then two-

inches long and dyed jet black. When I cut it all off with a pair of blunt scissors, I let the hair 

fall to the bathroom floor as my life fell apart around me. I didnôt want to be a girl or appear 

beautiful because I felt ugly, evil and utterly alone.  

On the drive back to Michigan in dadôs white work van, we listened to the music I 

liked, then on a new silver disc called a CDð Thursday, Led Zeppelin, and The White 

Stripes leading the way back to Beaufield Street again. But in the back of the van was a box. 

In it an oversized RCA stereo set, two speakers, and a stack of records. The past like a scab 

over the present. And in the left corners of each record, scrawled in black or blue ink, my 

motherôs name signed beautifully in cursive.   
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ˉ 8 

ñJunior prom dateò 

 

Back in Michigan again, high school became time I started dating seriously, and manð did I 

not know how to pick óem. Perhaps this habit of poor pickings spawned from having such an 

odd, undefinable relationship with my father. He wasnôt the kind of pop that made his little 

girl feel like a princess. And he certainly wasnôt the kind of father a growing woman could 

confide in. What my dad was to me then feels blocked, like fierce pressure building against a 

dam, and what he is now is always up for trial. In any case, I found myself habitually dating a 

certain type of boy that caused one-too-many heartaches: the drug addict who was also a 

minor-threat criminal. For reasons I still try and understand, this type of boy fit the bill for 

me. And I was inexplicably drawn to them. And no matter how much they hurt me I fought 

like hell to get them to stay.  

Not only were these boys potheads (or worse) who spent time in-and-out of county 

lock-up, these boys were also (almost always) mamaôs boys who never left the nest, their 

motherôs single and just getting by with too much on their plates. To top it off, I must tell you 

how the majority were very much unemployed. Living at home, they could be. 

Perhaps I was trying to find myself a family.  

The boyfriend that worked with my dad who got into an argument with me about dad 

not being a órealô painter because he used the blue, nonstick tapeð his name was Neil 

Brown. That was a three-year on-and-off relationship that never made it past the stage of my 

discount store promise ring. Neil was a scrawny-ass kind of guy with a rare skin condition 

that made his whole epidermis turn into tiny grey-colored scales over the winter. The doctor 

said his only cure was to move to Florida, which fitted Neilôs pipe dreams fine because he 

thought he could be the next Walt Disney. Christ. But, not having the job needed to get his 

scrawny-ass out of his cramped motherôs house, he stayed in Ferndale where he pursued his 

more immediate pipe dream of becoming the next Eminem from Detroit. Like the song from 

the Kottonmouth Kings featuring Insane Clown Posse, he lived just off Central (cruising) on 

Albany Street.  
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When prom season came around junior year, my fancy Aunt L. took me on a grand 

shopping spree with the same amount of exuberance one would use for ñthe big dayò when a 

woman becomes a wife. At Nordstromôs, she bought me a beautiful rose-colored gown with 

delicate silver sling-back shoes that sparkled. The jewelry was rhinestone encrusted. I even 

had a tiny-chested bustier bought from one of those expensive boutiques in Bloomfield Hills 

to accommodate the fact that I would be sucked-in and bare-shouldered. My aunt had 

ensured all the makings of a fairytale prom night, buté Neil ended up in-jail the eve of the 

dance. When he used me as his one call I was horrified.  

Couldnôt he get himself locked-up on his own time? This was PROM! 

Perhaps my dad felt the pressure of Aunt L. buying me all those nice things, because 

the next morning, my date was free. Dad had gone down to the bonds man at Oakland 

County and posted his bail before trial. I remember him saying 

something like Neil could work off the fee in exchange for 

some time painting, which is why he went to work with my 

dad that same day. This happened all while I was getting my 

nails did, make-up done and hair poofed on top of my head, 

piled high in the shape of a swirling cone, like a shell. Dad 

dropped Neil off at his house with just enough time to jump 

inside the tux they hastily rented. Because my date didnôt have 

enough time to take a shower, his hair stood up permanently weird on one said of his head. 

We had just enough time to snap a couple Kodakôs in front of the pink blooms of the cherry 

tree before rushing off to Detroit. Little did I know then that nobody actually showed up to 

prom on time. When Neil and I stood before the grand scene of the Roostertailð admiring 

the golden twinkle of the Detroit River in the backgroundð and then went inside to climb 

the grand staircase to show our tickets, we discovered that we were the first couple there. 

Neil was a Ferndale High drop-out, two years older. It was a first prom for the both us. We 

crept back outside and snuck cigarettes with one of the staff.  

 

Like my mom, Neil too was always disappearing. Heôd wind up in jail for stealing or selling, 

and sometimes I couldnôt find him just because he was using and didnôt want to be found. I 

remember aligning with his mother, Cindyð a sweet, sweet woman who worked hard as a 
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nurse to support the entire family living with her (children Tina, Marissa, Neil and four 

grandchildren)ð that her son needed help. Heôd been through addictions treatment before, 

and he needed to go back again. His Sioux father had abandoned him but left Neil and 

Marissa the traces of his addiction. My alliance with his mom came about because Neil 

started disappearing for days at a time, neglecting the little helping out he did around the 

house to babysit his nieces and nephew. When, one time, one day missing turned to three, I 

went out looking for him. I found myself in a dangerous situation, with að well, youôll see.  

______ 

 

 

ñWHERE ARE YOU GOING ?ò Liz calls out from inside the house. She is in her permanent 

outfit of pajamas, her dyed hair wild and matted to one side of her square-jawed head. As 

usual, the features that look back at me are diluted with alcohol, the eyes puffy, lips lacking 

their usual smear lipstick, and tanned skin deflated from lack of hydration. I feel something 

like pity and quickly snuff it out. 

ñTo Neilôs house. Iôll be back before nine,ò I call before turning towards the side door 

again. Next time I wonôt whirl around.  

ñWill you pick me up some sugar-free cough drops on your way home?ò  

I know exactly the kind. The clear-blue, store-brand lozenges that get left around the 

house as a child would disperse candy. This woman is so predictable. All I can do is shout 

ñsureò back, tightening my eyes in their sockets and sucking in my mouth because she canôt 

see the anger on my face from the back of my head.  

 

The sun has already set for the day, but itôs fall and the sky has the toxic-ozone-orange haze 

about it. Soon the orange will fade to grey. Almost every house I pass has that deceptive, 

warm glow coming from the inside that makes them look like Halloween pumpkins. I donôt 

mean to be creepy but I like to look inside if the blinds are up. Iôve always been curious 

about how other people live. One family is eating dinner at a dining room tableð mom, dad 

and two kids under a 1980ôs style chain-dangling chandelier. In another house, all I can see is 

the picture changing on the TV. Itôs such a short walk to Albany Street where Neil lives that I 

barely have time to catch up to my racing thoughts before I get there. I cross Pinecrest and 
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walk down the familiar scene of his road. Ninth house from the corner is where the whole 

Brown family lives. Address 1340. I climb up the steps and rap on the front door where 

smells of syrup and French toast sticks greet me.  

The door cracks open slightly. Itôs Zoe. 

ñHey there kiddo.ò 

ñMeghan!ò she cries, flinging open the door and wrapping her tiny arms around me. 

ñHave you come to play?ò 

ñNo, not this time. Is grandma home?ò  

Zoeôs arm pulls me from the doorframe into the sultry living room and pulls me 

towards the kitchen. I step over garbage and toys and paper products and food on my way in. 

Zoeôs baby brother, Brian is rolling around on the soft, cluttered couch. I look past him and 

to the other small child sitting at the table that is piled high with more garbageð old pizza 

boxes, baby clothes, kid clothes, paperwork, assorted dirty plastic dishes, etc. Itôs Tinaôs 

daughter, Ocean who is coloring a spot sheôs cleared.  

ñOh, Meg-an! Here, take this red!ò 

Ocean shoves the colored wax into my palm. I bend down toward the table and tell 

her what a pretty picture sheôs making, discreetly returning the crayon. Cindy is at the sink, 

shaking up a bottle of formula. I go over to her and tap softly on her right shoulder. She 

jumps; a reaction Iôve tried to avoid.  

 

After sheôs done feeding Brain, I pull her inside my empty boyfriendôs room to have a 

conversation with her about her son. The thin, plywood door is closed behind us. I talk low 

so the children will not hear. I tell her that her son is using again and she says that she knows, 

but feels helpless. I tell her I feel the same. Weôve both tried talking some sense into him. 

Weôve both foolishly thought our love would be enough to persuade him. We look at our 

hands and avoid each otherôs eyes. I tell her Iôm going to look for him tonight because heôs 

been gone for three days this time and I havenôt been able to get a hold of him. Sheôs seems 

shocked by the number ñ3.ò I can only assume sheôs been working doubles at the hospital 

and hasnôt been around.  

I tell her Iôll find her son tonight. I tightly hug her fragrant body and leave the house.  
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Walking down the second block of Albany Street, I head towards the drug house I knew that 

Neil frequents. The man that lives there lets me inside and shows me upstairs to a small room 

that has built-in furniture. The only thing that stands alone is a giant, bamboo moon chair. I 

plop myself inside the quilted dome. 

ñHave any of you guys seen Neil?ò  

Three of the five boys I recognize. They are passing a blunt and also smoking from a 

bong. Two of them are Pete and Fetter, who I like. The other one is that skinny asshole who 

goes by the nickname ñThe Jew,ò simply because heôs Jewish and fucks people over. They 

all look at me and shrug.  

ñAinôt seen óem,ò Fetter says. ñHave you checked Tylerôs place?ò  

Tyler lived all the way in the other direction, across from 8-mile on the shitty side of 

Ferndale. I do not feel like walking that way at this time of night. The sky had already turned 

grey and was approaching twilight.  

ñNo, man. Can I use your phone to call him?ò 

Pete hands me his phone instead. I flip it open and dial, but get no response. So I call 

back as soon as I hang up. By the second ring, Tylerôs dad answers who then yells down to 

the basement and hands the phone over to Tyler. He sayôs he doesnôt know where Neil is 

either. Iôm starting to wonder if the boys are covering for him. Neil probably told them to 

keep me away because he didnôt want to be found. I picture his glossy eyeballs closing as he 

plugs one nostril with his index finger and sucks in a line of blow.  

ñTell me where he is,ò I demand. But the boys just look around like Iôm speaking to a 

wall. ñIôm going to find him whether or not you help me.ò To this, I get a crack of laugher. 

So I say, Fuck you and head down the stairs and towards the door.  

Outside, Iôm filled with hurt and rage. I make it my mission to knock on every door 

for the next few blocks over. I know that this is his turf and heôs got to be hiding out 

somewhere. Most people donôt answer when they pull back the curtain and see me standing 

there. I can only imagine what I must look like to themð scrawny-ass white girl with a near-

shaved head dressed in bell-bottoms and an oversized T-shirt. They must think Iôve escaped 

someplace wicked. When people do answer, I tell them the line Iôve rehearsed.  

ñHi. Sorry to bother you but Iôm looking for my boyfriend. His name is Neil Brown. 

Have you seen him?ò  
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These people stare back at me looking incredulous. These people look at me like I 

have three heads. These people tell me to go home back to my parents, itôs getting late.  

Every time I flunk-out I get a little more desperate. The urgency rises in my voice. 

My story gets longer, more emotional. 

ñHi, my boyfriend Neil Brown has been missing for three days and I canôt find him. 

Please, have you seen him?ò  

By the time I reach the third block over Iôm almost hysterical, though my voice 

sounds sadder and less intense. 

ñDo you know Neil Brown? Heôs been missing for three days. My boyfriendôs an 

addict. Do you known anyone who would know where he is?ò  

I start knocking louder and longer. If someone answers, I try to start a conversation to 

figure out if they are helping Neil stay hid or not. The last house Iôll look for answers is a 

nice, butter-cream colored home with an attached deck out front. I can hear a TV murmuring 

inside and the cutout design on the upper portion of the front door shows me that the lights 

are on in another room. I have a good feeling about this house, so I climb the deck steps and 

knock.  

At first, I think the person that lives here canôt hear me because of the TV. I knock 

louder. I notice they have a brass loop attached to their door so I use it to rap, rap, rap.  

Another moment goes by before the door flyôs open fast about twelve-inches wide. 

There, glinting against the dark of the unlit room, is the face of a gun. Itôs silver barrel grills 

into me. The hole fixates on the flat space between my eyes. I hear a click. A voice from 

behind the click asks me what Iôm doing here. I stare back at the barrel hole. I notice thereôs 

a small one underneath the larger one. My eyes follow the shape down and I notice a finger 

in the trigger hole. Then two hands that hold the whole thing back. In time, I see his full 

image, but my vision keeps focusing back on the barrel of the gun. Itôs still pointed at my 

head. The voice that must belong to the man behind it speaks again. He sounds more urgent.  

ñI SAYôD WHUT ARE YOU DOôN HERE?ò his words slam flat, like palms to a 

wheel.  

ñIé IéIéò I stammer.  

ñWHATðò 

ñMy, I, Iôm looking for my boyfriend?ò It comes out like a question.   
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ñDad!ò a younger manôs voice breaks. ñWhat are you doing? Sheôs just a kid.ò  

The gun dad says, that doneôt matter, that a gurlôs no diffrôt that anyoneôs else. But 

the son is able to persuade the gun dadôs hand down. The pistol goes from my face to the 

floor. The son grabs my elbow and pulls me inside the house, looking up and outside 

worriedly as I enter. It takes me a minute to realize that Iôve been pulled inside and the gun is 

no longer pointing at my head. Upon realization, I look around the inside of the house and 

think it looks normal to me. But still, my thoughts are broken. I get information about these 

two men in bits and pieces. The son is middle aged and husky in a blue sweatshirt. The gun 

dadôs features for some reason I cannot see. I just notice that heôs smaller and has a deep 

wrinkles and a mustache. Theyôre both white like me. The gun dad eventually slides out of 

the room muttering, Iôsorry but at dis time ovô night I dinôt know whut to thôink. The son 

hands me a phone after I tell him what Iôm doing there. In a haze I call Neilôs house and he is 

home. I hear his voice on the line as if it were inside a cave.  
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ñHitting low notesò 

 

MY FRIEND SHAMIKA IS OUT ON HER F RONT PORCH hanging with all her friends. 

Theyôre kind of younger than me at just sixteen but that doesnôt really matter. Iôll hang with 

anyone who will give me a chance. Itôs only seven p.m. but the fall dusk has settled in and 

theyôre loudly having a good time in the obscuring darkness. I know theyôre drinking and 

probably smoking pot too, which is why Iôve made myself friends with her. Iôm a loser and 

her crowdôs cool.  

I decide to stop envying them from behind the blinds in the dining room window and 

go over. Iôm bored anyways. The only TV is occupied by the man lying on the couch, 

watching sports.  

ñDad, Iôm going over to Shamikaôs house.ò 

He sits up and tells me flat-out, No.  

ñBut why!ò I cry. ñIôm not even doing anything.ò  

Dad doesnôt waste any time before responding, Exactly, because, Itôs a school night.  

ñItôs not even eight oôclock,ò I quip back. ñAnd Iôm seventeen.ò  

He doesnôt want to hear it, but neither do I. If he was at work this really wouldnôt be 

an issue. God! Heôs such a control freak, and itôs stupid. Doesnôt he know that I just roam the 

streets and do all sorts of stupid shit when heôs not around? (Which is a lot of the time in 

fact.) Why does he have to be this way? He canôt just parent when he feel like it! Especially 

not now! I tell him he canôt keep me here and I head for the door.  

Slam!  

The heavy, wooden front door latches.  

ñWhat the fuck, Dad?ò  

He bolted up from the couch as I went to leave and pushed the door shut in my face, 

catching my check on the door as it bounced backwards before it closed. I clutch my face. 

ñThat fucking hurt! Iôm out of here.ò  

I reach again for the handle.  

His hands grab my hand away.  

ñStop it! You canôt keep me here!ò  
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The front of his body pushes the front of my body into the back of the door. My arm 

gets snatched up in his arm and it winds up behind my back. 

ñOooow!!! Asshole.ò  

ñYouôre not going anywhere!ò 

ñIôm going to Tamikaôs!ò 

ñYou canôt hang out with those kids!ò  

ñLike hell I canôt,ò I retort as I knee my dad in the gut and break for the side door.  

But he catches me and grabs me by my shirt in the kitchen. The fabric begins to tear. I 

scream, Let me go! About what feels like a hundred times as he wrestles me to the floor. A 

foot presses hard into my back. I flail around like mad fish on a hook. I twist over and 

scramble to my feet. I break for a run again but this time towards my room. I know I can be 

safe if I can get there to lock myself in my closet again.  

I make it a few feet into the living room before two arms grab me and I get thrown 

like a sack into the couch. The smooth, cream-colored leather comes down on my teeth. Iôm 

bent over and taking blows to the head. It feels jerky and hard, like being smacked around 

between the ears on a wooden roller coaster ride. I hit back as best I can but Iôm too weak to 

make an impact on him. Heôs too strong. So I try and run again.  

My hand on the door knob that leads up to my room drops away as a guitar hits me in 

the back. Itôs dadôs acoustic that he keeps in a living room corner. The sick sounds of ñGò 

and ñFò chord strings makes a hideous musical arrangement as it bangs, bangs into me.   

Dull clang! Harp chang! Bow! Bow! Clang!  

The guitar neck hangs like a snapped chicken from my dadôs red hand. I think killing 

the guitar on me has woken something up inside him because he stops hitting me as if he 

feels better. He leaves to go down into the basement where he smokes his cigarettes.  

ñYouôll be sorry!ò I shout to his back, the tears flowing.  

I run up into my room, the door slamming loudly behind me. But then I run back 

down stairs to grab the cordless phone and then run back upstairs again. I grab the key hidden 

under my jewelry box and lock myself inside the walk-in closet. Inside, I let myself cry a bit 

before I call the police.  
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When dad talks to the police he is eerily calm. He tells the authorities that nothing 

happened and I just imagined the whole thing because Iôve not been taking my medications. I 

shout back that heôs lying and that I didnôt imagine a thing. The calmer my dad gets and the 

more he lies the more hysterical I become. One officer escorts me into the computer room so 

we can talk privately. He asks to see where he hurt me, but the bruises arenôt there, even 

though my red scraped-up face clearly shows signs of being attacked. My dadôs answer: She 

did that to herself. The police man, in a low-mocking voice tells me, You really do need to 

take your medications. Before he gets up to leave I desperately ask him to look up my dad in 

police records because heôs violent; he has a past. The cop gives me a pity smile on the way 

out.  

 

In the school bathroom the next morning, I take off my shirt and stand in front of the long 

glaring mirror. Deep, purple bruises have formed on back and upper arms. I begin to cry as 

my mind gets lost in the white space and suddenly Iôm not just remembering what happened. 

Iôm back there, reliving it, all over again.  
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ñDark watersò 

 

The second time I attempted suicide occurred a year after my first. At that point, I went from 

swallowing two handfuls of Paxil to swallowing two full bottles of the psychiatric pills I was 

prescribed, Effexor ER and Risperdal. To say that my desperation to die had become more 

serious would be an understatement. But the most frightening aspect of it all was the 

carelessness with which I was willing to forsake my own life. When I swallowed all those 

pills, it didnôt even faze me. I knew what I was doing was lethal, but I treated the act as 

casual as a trip to the store for staples. I didnôt even contemplate the act. Just, picked up the 

bottles, unscrewed the caps, and popped handfuls of pills until the containers were empty.  

Just  like  that. 

When I swallowed the pills before bed, I hadnôt anticipated my body trying to save me. The 

hallucinations and impaired motor skills were strange and unintended side effects too. My 

grand idea of suicide by Rx was slipping off to sleep and never waking up. Instead, I ODôed.  

______ 

 

MY EYES ARE OPEN, arenôt they? Squint left. Squint right. Oké thatôs not working. Both 

together now. Wider. Is that as wide as the go? Ok. I guess this is seeing. 

 éuse your eyes. 

Thereôs something in my bed! 

 é 

What the fuck is that? 

éitôs me. 

 Oh my god! Oh dear god, noð something is trying to attack me!  

 éuse your hands to see what it is. 

 Where are my hans! My handz! Han-ds.  

 éhah hah ha. 

 Oh. What the fuck. Those are mi-my hanz, han-ds mool, moôing. Wha-Why ow, do 

they eel, feel like la-lead, lead?   

 The voice inside my head continues to taunt me. It laughs. It sings.  
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Under the comforter, thin cotton sheets cling to my damp skin like plastic wrap. The fabric 

feels oppressive and utterly restraining. I wriggle tightly, my limbs taut like strips of 

stretched leather. Everything seems to be moving more slowly. My body is a dense mass that 

weighs under me.  

 éuse your eyes! 

 Eye-môcrying! 

 

Iôm trying to find my eyes after I figure out that I have hands. But I canôt because the 

floor of my room has turned into an ocean and there are tiny, pastel colored cartoon elephants 

trying to kill me. They lurk everywhere in the hidden corners of my room. I lean over the end 

of the bed with my shoulders. I realize my mattress is in the water. My neck lurches 

backwards, just missing the snap-jaw of an alligator.  

éla-la, here we go. Over the meadow, to the boat.  

édie die, down to drown in the moat.                éI see your face 

The singing grows louder. More voices join in. I think I see flashes of bodies, like vapor, 

floating about the ceiling. I concentrate on moving my arms. It takes all that I have. Iôm 

exhausted by the time the two piles of fleshy sludge surface on top of the comforter. I use 

one paw at a time, bracing one with the other, my fingers not working.  

I manage to pull-back the hot blanket, like knocking over a tin can with your back 

hand, my arm flailing awkwardly above me before flopping back down. Trying to move my 

toes is the next task, but Iôm terrified because my body is exposed. I donôt want one of the 

elephants to come over and eat me. They drag bloodied knifes and chains as they dance from 

one spot to the next, evaporating and reappearing like mist. I do nothing but wait, a paralyzed 

plank on the bed.  

é 

éin the dawn a new day, we like to play. 

 éitôs all your fault. He sees your black heart.  

  édonôt let it get away.  

 

In one jerking movement, I lunge towards the ocean floor, landing not in water, but flat on 

my face. The hardwood smells like paint. I lick it.  
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 Inside me time sways in waves. Each passing moment curls towards me, crashes 

through my body, and then drifts away. The minutes pool around me. Iôm aware that Iôm 

drowning.  

I work harder on getting my hands and legs to work. I slither on the floor. I manage to 

scuttle, the reverse of walking. Iôm crawling. Iôm figuring out what itôs like to have arms and 

legs that move, assist and support.  

Then, it happens. A roaming hand finds my eyes: my glasses! I hold them over me 

like a sword. Rolling to my back, I manage to fit the plastic frames to my ears, my face. The 

room shifts around me. The elephants disappear, but the alligators have stayed. I can feel 

them snapping their square jaws in the distance, towards what leads to my door, appearing to 

me like a lane at a bowling alley. Itôs not until then that I realize my room is dark, and Iôm 

suddenly confused about why everything appeared bright and colorful before. The darkness 

swallows me and I turn very scared. I can sense that the pool is filling more rapidly. I panic 

not knowing how to swim when the water is air and itôs all around me. My chest begins to 

feel the weight of the water as I sink deeper and deeper from the surface. Iôm getting lost. I 

need to escape the weight of this room. Iôm getting closer to the bottom. Itôs so dark. Itôs so 

dark. I need help. Help.  

  

Just moments ago, it seems, I leaned over the nightstand, braced myself on its corner and 

slurredð   

 ñIiie niieed haaallp.ò  

Dadôs bedroom exploded with anger as he screamedð ñFUUUCK!ò 

Now, everything is farther away. Iôm hovering over my body. I feel weightless. Butð 

But my body is a jackhammer bouncing up and down violently. My legs wonôt 

stopping pounding into the floor. My torso is twitching back and forth. The head on top of 

my neck wobbles. Palms slap my sides. Iôm convulsing on the couch.  

ñFuck this,ò and ñFuck thatò are getting thrown around the walls. Fucks echo the hall.  

Liz is crying. She doesnôt know what to do. She keeps saying that. She wants to call 

an ambulance.  

ñFuck the ambulance!ò And fuck, and fuck and fuck.  
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His body appears and disappears in and out of the rooms like a tornado. He brings 

hangers. They get chucked at my body. My head. 

My body gets hit with the hangers. They are made of wire.  

Liz runs away. Liz disappears.  

Another hanger. 

ñYou are never coming home!ò his mouth yells. 

(He means once and if I get back from the hospital.)  

He adds, ñIôm Done.ò  

(With me, that is.)  

 

The words,  

Youôre never coming home Youôre never coming home     Youôre never coming home 

 repeat angrily from his mouth all the way the emergency room.  

When we get there, he reaches over, pulls the handle, tells me to get out.  
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ˉ 9-11 

 

ñStaying up lateò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It didnôt take long for me to move back upstate again, to try and live with my mom again. 

But this time we planned it out in the open with the rest of the family. Mom had just been 

released from prison after nearly three years of incarceration; it was perfect timing for us to 

start over and begin our life. We both needed a fresh start, and we decided to do it together.  

It was settled that the day after my high-school graduation, Iôd hop inside my 

grandparentôs massive, 44ôx13ô Newmar Mountain Aire 4032 coach with mom and them, 

and then weôd make the five-hundred mile drive with all my stuff. Iôd leave Michigan and 

that sick duplex on Beaufield behind, trade the Motor City for green mountains for good. 

And better yet, Iôd do it quickly, like ripping off a Band-Aid. Easy.  

It would end up proving too easy.  

 But dad wasnôt having it. He was mad I was leaving, leaving like a hard rock being 

projected from a sling shot, but he was even madder that Iôd miss my cousin Loganôs 

graduation from Detroit Country Day. The whole situation was kooky. It seemed that dad had 

concentrated all the hard feelings about me going into that event. I didnôt understand him. 

Regardless, dad was so pissed-off that he refused to throw me a graduation party. He said it 

like a threat, like thisð If you go before Loganôs graduation, youôre not having a party. I 

Aunt L, Susan, Meghan, Carol, Liz & Mike 
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was mad at his intolerance, but not as much as I could have been, because I was going to 

escape. I counted down the days as if I were a kid with an Advent calendar, my room 

cluttered with sealed brown boxes.  

 

The day came fast enough. In a few short hours, all my belongings for the past eighteen years 

had been stuffed inside every available crevasse the Newmar, inside and out. We joked about 

not having enough room for ourselves after all my stuff was put inside. Even the bed was 

uninhabitableð weighed down with sheet upon sheet of my artwork and paintings, crates of 

records stacked and strewn across the floor. The only things I left behind were my prom 

dresses and my cat, Muffin, but she had long since been my animal, shifting her devotion to 

my dad.  

 It was good to be back in New York. Mom and I excitedly unpacked the boxes and 

cooked up all the comfort foods I loved that dad wouldnôt let me eatð fried dough, cocktail 

wieners, sugary cereals, momôs famous crispy Chinese chicken, and endless tossed salads 

with iceberg lettuce, doused in Italian dressing we mixed ourselves from a packet.  

The first week I was home, mom and I got to work on a project long in the making: a 

narrow garden that would grow beside the house. Mom loved gardening, but she wasnôt able 

to have a garden since Beaufield Street where all the slant suburban basement windows were 

lined with tomatoes, beans, squashes, peppers, carrots, green onions and more. The front and 

back of the duplex was always lined with her flowersð tulips for our noses, marigolds for 

the pests.  All the places sheôd lived after had been walk-up apartments, or worse. Mom had 

also lived in two halfway houses trying to sober up, as well as some government-assisted 

housing that came with sunken, mismatched furniture from the Salvation Armyé and 

roaches. But after her ex-husband Manny tried to kill her, my grandparents hooked her up 

with the lower flat of my uncle Keithôs duplexð a grey, chipped house that sat on the right 

side of Dunhams, my grandparentôs windows looking into her own from the left. To my 

mom, this was udder defeat. She hated living next store to her parents where they could spy 

on her every move, but she was desperate. Though she didnôt know it then, that mauve and 

green decorated apartment would be the last place she would live.  
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The flat on 9 Dove Street was the same house I ran away to, Freshman year. Only 

now that I was returning for good did it actually feel like I was coming home for real. 

Perhaps thatôs why mom finally decided to plant that garden with me. We spent days in the 

dirt under the late May sun, her always trying to get me to wear a pair of bumpy cloth gloves. 

I loved the feel of the earth in my hands, the way the wet dirt smelled like many living things 

at once. It was a time of possibility. Mom and I were starting fresh. We wanted to plant new 

things and tear up roots. She told me to start planning because weôd be returning to where I 

came from, Florida. Momôs cousin Skipp still had a house there and said we could stay. But 

she also got sidetracked. The garden started to wither and crisp brown. But before all that, for 

a while at least, we had dreams of fresh vegetables. We ate our comfort foods while we 

waited for the garden to grow. Watched movies starring strong women. And we played our 

music loud and danced and danced. For a while we lived happily, sustenance through 

dreaming.  

 

After a few months living with mom, she got a sour taste of an unexpected consequence: 

having an adult daughter in the house meant having less welfare money in the wallet. I was 

ñexpensive.ò I knew that she spent most of the checks on drugs, but sharing this secret with 

her was out of the question. Some people spend their whole lives running from the truth to 

protect their illusion. Any glimmer of light sends them scattering like roaches. Dare you 

speak it, be ready for the fall-outð like a flailing, thrashing feline not ready to let go and be 

submerged in water.  

 Mom started going on these rages, not unfamiliar to me. Either she was coming down 

off the drugs, or she had been sober and needed more. Sometimes, I think she just hated me. 

But I knew it wasnôt really her. Even still, I wanted my mother back but I feared sheôd never 

be returning. These rages always intensified at the end of the month, when the free money 

had long run out (even the food stamps). To solve the problem I was to get and keep a job, to 

pay rent.  

I applied first at the local fast-food restaurant where my cousin Cate had success, 

promoted to an under management position at KFC before leaving that job for better 

opportunity to daycare special needs adults. The job seemed easy enough, but after failing 

my four-page ñchicken exam,ò it wasnôt an option. I looked on, and tried my hand at the 
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family owned restaurant my other cousin Courtney waitressed at, Romanoôs Italian 

Kitchenð the same place I was caught stealing from in the middle of the night three years 

earlier. For less than two weeks, they tried me out. But again, I failed at memorizing the 

components of the menu.  

These results were not surprising. In high school, I had attempted to work at the Dairy 

Queen around the corner from Beaufield after one of my dadôs workers knew the manager 

and got me in. I loved ice cream! And thus, how hard could the job get? However, once 

inside, I discovered that what seemed so effortless from the other side of the order window 

was actually a lot of work. Like KFC and Romanoôs, Dairy Queen had an extensive menu I 

failed to memorize. I made more mistakes than I did not, frequently eating the sweet cool 

desserts that came out of my meager paycheck. At Romanoôs, I was offered the positon of 

ñtake-out girl,ò standing before a register with too many buttons with too many 

combinations, and a phone that I had to answer and take down ordersð all of which was 

beyond my skill set. Operating under pressure just wasnôt my thing. And especially 

remembering how to assemble a number of food options. The variety of food service is 

unimaginable from the other side of the apron.  

And so, mom talked to someone she knew at the local 24-hour groceryð a chain 

called Price Chopperð which helped to get my butt inside the seat of an interview. Like the 

other jobs, I found that there was an extensive test-taking process to get the job. However, at 

the grocery, the test questions related mostly to customer service, common sense, and 

safetyð and hey, I could do that. I worked first as the day-shift cahier, with much praise and 

success, eventually promoted as the head nightshift cahier; the only cashier at night per shift. 

This, no doubt, was a job in favor of my insomniað a positive replacement for my night 

wandering. In fact I only got the job after showing up at 2am, wide awake, as if (the 

nightshift said) it were seven in the morning. But I still worked the first and second shifts too. 

For the first time in my life, I knew what it felt like to be exhausted.  

______ 

 

ITôS 4PM AND IôM JUST GETTING OUT O F WORK , second shift. Payday. Iôm standing at 

the customer service counter, eager to collect my check, when a day shifter, Eugene, 

suddenly appears right next to me in line for the long wait. 
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 ñHey,ò I acknowledge him dryly.   

 ñWhatôs up?ò  

 ñNothing, I didnôt even see you there.ò  

 ñI just got here.ò  

 An awkward silence follows while I try to figure out what to say without losing the 

intensity I possess, waiting for my name to be called. I decide to ask the obvious to keep the 

conversation short.  

 ñYou picking up your check?ò 

 ñYep,ò he says.   

 ñSweet.ò Good. Smart answer. That should end it. 

 But the over-eager hobbit (who so totally obviously wants to bang me) insists. 

 ñYou heading in?ò 

 ñNo.ò Shut up you simpleton.  

  ñOh, so youôre done for the day?ò 

 I turn and face the counter so he wonôt see my face tighten when I say yes. At this, he 

pouncesð  

ñOh, nice!ò 

 Donôt do it, Eugeneé 

 ñWanôt to hang out?ò 

 Damn it! How the hell am I going to get out of this? He knows I walk, I canôt escape! 

 But then something marvelous happens. Instead of being the annoying little twat Iôve 

figured him to be, Eugene leans in and whispers in my earð 

 ñIôve got some pot if you want to get high.ò  

 Iôm so totally surprised that this ass-clown smokes. I always thought he was a square 

or something. And his timing is perfectð Iôm not due back to work until the next night at 

eleven to work third until seven, which gives me a full nineteen hours to party. Forget sleep. 

Iôve been working the nightshift for almost a month now, which is long enough to know that 

nineteen hours away from work feels like a holiday. Time to celebrate. My hours have been 

such shit ever since I signed up for third shift. It isnôt uncommon for one of the dayshift 

managers to call me up after a third to come in for second when someone doesnôt show upð 
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thatôs a whole eight hours to sleep before working a third, and then being expected to work a 

second or first the same day my shift ends at 7am, the sun just risen.  

I lean back and say to Eugene, Letôs go.   

 

By the time we walk from P.C. to my house and get inside the door, mom had already left 

and itôs dinnertime. Weôre hungry. I walk the short distance to the kitchen with Eugene and 

turn on a light. Itôs madness. In the kitchen, it looks like there has been a fight. The braided 

rug in front of the sink is mangled, broken glass scatters everywhere in its wake. Canisters on 

the counter topple over, their contents spilling and water trickles down from the tap, only 

slightly running. This does not faze me as findings like these are common with momôs rages, 

but for Eugene I feel embarrassed. I usher him out of the room, snatch an ashtray and 

apologize. We are hungry but cigarettes will do.  

 As we lounge on the floor of my lamp-lit room, rolling a joint, the sound of the 

apartment door unlocking is heard and then sudden life tears through our mellow silence. 

Laughing and crashing: mom is home, no doubt, she is high. We listen to the activity from 

outside my closed door, and then it suddenly it opens, and she is there, slurring. She didnôt 

realize we had company, she says. But neither did I, she had brought her own: another 

woman who hides in the shadows. As she goes to leave the room, plopping a juicy kiss on 

my cheek, the knickknack shelf on my wall comes crashing down onto the bedð bottles and 

precious things rush down on top of me. Mom missed her step, and fell into the wall. I glance 

over at Eugene for signs of judgment, and then look back at mom, but I only see the white of 

the door closing. Silence. More joint rolling. I rise from the floor and say, Letôs go.  

I stand in the doorway of momôs room to say goodbye. But I only see her in there 

with that woman, their backs blocking my view of the bed. They curve down over it like 

protective animals. I come closer until my presence is heard. Mom turns to face me and 

there, in the the gap her body makes, a pile of white and orange pills faces me scattered on 

top the green blanket. It is massive. I donôt ask. The other woman, who only then do I see is 

obviously counting, scoops up a section of the pile and slides the handful into her pocket. 

Mom says have a nice time, I roll my eyes backing away towards the door.  
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I couldnôt wait to get out of there. Iôm so mad Iôm steaming, so I vent to Eugene the entire 

way to his house on the other side of town.  

ñWhat the hell is WRONG with her? Sheôs my MOTHER! Why canôt she act like 

one! I mean, itôs one thing for me to get highð but Jesus Christ! Sheôs forty fucking six! I 

canôt believe heré and she makes ME pay rentð my own mother! And you know why?ò 

(Itôs not a question.) ñSo she can have money to buy DRUGS!ò (I pause for dramatic effect.) 

ñI fucking need FOOD for chrissake! This shit is ridiculous! I canôt live like this! I canôt 

believe herð she just got out of  prisonðò  

ñWhoa. Your mom was locked-up?ò  

ñYeah. Three years. And a lot of other times before that. Big fucking help. Just look 

at her! This is bullshit.ò 
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ñConairò 

 

Mom was disappearing more often as the summer crawled on and I picked up more hours at 

work. While she spent her days and nights doing god-knows-what (not working), I supplied 

her with half my paychecks and feigned sleep. My insomnia worsened working the third 

shift. I would spend upwards of three days awake at a time. What I did in those hours blurred 

together, my life in watercolors all around me. I lost my sense of reality.  

When I wasnôt working at Price Chopper, Iôd be at home trying to sleep but failing 

because my body was so exhausted it forced me to stay awake. It was like existing inside a 

vortex. I was getting sucked into a routine of work, a few hours of sleep, weed; work, a few 

hours of sleep, weed; work, working on weed, pretending to work, working on sleep, etc. The 

effects of this would result in years of broken sleep, tryingð years afterð to regulate my 

R.E.M. cycle. I felt insane.  

And for what? At the end of the day, I still had no money and my mom was never 

home. When she was, it wasnôt her anyway. Our lives had taken a turn for the worse when 

only months before the future had seemed so bright. The rapidness of the fall amazed and 

confounded me. And yet, a way back up was not in sight. We continued our decline until it 

ended one day. The result suspended all the hurt and pain. It clung to the air thickly, 

hauntingly. It smothered all else that happened ever after.   

______ 

 

IôM AT P.C. PUTTING AWAY RE -SHOPSð all the crap customers decide they donôt 

want, when in the basket is a hairdryer. A Conair hair dryer. Itôs white and stream-lined and 

the packaging claims it has ionic power. So cool. Momôs hair dryer is one of those ancient 

yellow things that came out in the 1970s. It has two switches: on and off. The thing fails at 

getting my pixie-cut anything other than moist. I need this hairdryer. This hairdryer will 

make me feel better about not having any new things; mom doesnôt let us buy new; we use 

what we have and we fix what can be fixed thatôs not 100% broken. She bitches and whines 

about the cost of everything. Nothing is allowed to be name brand or remotely expense 

(which is anything over twenty-bucks). She is a price Nazi. The point is, Iôve been scrimping 

and saving and giving her all my money and I want this fucking hairdryer. I deserve it! Itôs 
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bad enough that she threw me a graduation party and took all the money out of my cardsð 

worse yet that I had to do all the party prep myself the day-of because she had gotten messed 

up the night before and wouldnôt wake up. I hate her friends. They all suck.  

Fuck it. Iôm buying this. I donôt care that momôs going to be pissed.  

 

At home, 7am, mom is still awake when I return from my shift. But really, Iôm more 

surprised that sheôs even there. She sits at the kitchen table, writing something down in her 

blue date book with the snap-cover. She looks up. 

 ñWhatôs that?ò 

 I look down. I canôt look her in her glossy eyes.  

 ñI said, What. Is. That.ò 

 I go for the soft approach.  

 ñI used some money that I had saved up and I bought a hair dryer. But I got ten-

percent off with my employee discount.ò  

 At first she just sits there, stunned. I think sheôll just let me go to bed and the whole 

thing will blow over. Big mistake. She explodes like a cork. 

 ñA BLOW DRYER!ò 

 ñ...mom.ò 

 ñA GODDAMN BLOW DRYER! WE DONôT NEED A FUCKING BLOW 

DRYER! WE ALREADY HAVE ONE!ò  

 ñMOM! Calm the fuck down, it was only twenty-three dollars!ò 

 Oh shit. Why did I say that. 

 ñTWENTY-THREE DOLLARS!ò Now she really loses it. ñTWENTY-THREE 

DOLLARS! WE DONôT HAVE TWENTY-THREE DOLLARS! DONôT YOU 

UNDERSTAND?ò 

 ñItôs my money! I worked for it, I can spend it how I want to!ò Now Iôm losing it. 

ñYou donôt have any right you lazy ass!ò  

 Mom pushes the kitchen chair back with her legs as she stands sharply. She charges, 

all feet, all near two-hundred pounds of her pounding into the floor. She gets right in my 

face, the spit from her angry mouth flying. She yells and yells and yells. I keep stepping 

backwards, trying to back away from her assault.  
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 ñGIVE ME YOUR MONEY!ò she barks. 

 ñNo!ò 

 ñGIVE IT TO ME NOWWW!ò she drags out the syllables and arcs her voice; her 

tone growling like the engine of an old muscle car.  

 ñNO fucking WAY, mom.ò 

 A game of keep-away ensues. Mom jabs at my sides, her stubby fingers scraping for 

my wallet. I push the digits aside as fast as they come.  

 ñWHERE IS IT? WHERE IS IT?ò she demands.  

 Finally, I push her back. She barley moves. Her body is so much heavier then mine. I 

never got over my anorexia. I barely weigh ninety pounds.  

 Mom pushes me to the side and I go flying into the couch. Face down, my pockets get 

pilfered. She snatches my wallet and holds me down with her knees. I kick back. She budges. 

I kick again and she gets thrown off guard. She goes backwards into the coffee table, which 

is a black trunk covered in stickers she received at auction. Green bills flutter in the air.  

 ñNOW YOUôVE DONE IT! LOOK WHAT YOU DID YOU STUPID BRAT!ò 

 Her name-calling hits me in the chest. It digs in deep. I wear it on my face. She can 

tell sheôs hurt me. 

 ñYOU LITTLE CUNT!ò she continues. 

 Now itôs all over. We duke it out. I smack her hard across the face, and she starts 

crying. 

 ñYou never loved meéò she whimpers. ñNobody loves me.ò  

 ñStop it!ò  

 If thereôs anything I hate most, itôs mom acting like sheôs the victim. 

 She blubbers on. 

 ñAll I ever wantedé I canôt have anything niceé nobody cares about what happens 

to meéò  

 I canôt take it. I tell her Iôm leaving. Another angry layer builds over her sorrow. She 

snatches the Conair and chucks it into the wall.  

 ñWhat the fuck! I just bought that!ò 

 Mom runs away. She runs outside. She rummages through the recyclables on the back 

porch: all beer bottles.  She picks up a bottle, and throws it to the ground. I run after her and 
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tell her to stop. She whips another bottle. It flyôs through the screen door I hold open, and 

crashes inside the kitchen. Another bottle follows. I stomp over to her and try to grab the next 

bottle out of her hand. It falls to the floor whole but lands in pieces.  

 Mom then grabs the whole recycling bin, and charges toward the sidewalk. Outside, 

she slams bottle after bottle after bottle until they are all gone.  

 ñAre you happy now?ò she asks between sobs. ñLook at what youôve done.ò 

 I wait for her to come back inside, but she only grabs her black, faux leather cigarette 

case and returns to the porch. She tells me to just go already. GO! 

 I stand in awe, unsure what to do. I wait around trying to figure it out, sucking down 

the Newports she (ironically) lets me buy. Those things cost almost eight dollars, but itôs my 

cigarette of choice.  

 By the time Iôve stubbed three butts, I decide to face her. I walk from my room, 

through the living room, into the kitchen, and then open the screen door to go outside. There, 

in the middle of the sidewalk, mom is passed out. She looks unnatural and mysterious, like a 

mermaid, one arm starched out cushioning her head, the rest of her body on its side. It looks 

as though she was trying to pick up the glass.  

 I sigh.  

 A weight sinks inside my chest. I feel a stiff pull to go and lie with her with all that 

broken glass on the sidewalk. I want to hug her, to say I love her and that I wonôt leave her. 

She needs me. 

But I donôt. I stand there for a few minutes in wonder, and then I leave.  

 

Next store, at my grandparents, the button-knob on the back door is still locked, even though 

itôs after eight oôclock. I remember that itôs the weekend. I decide to curl up on the back 

steps, and wait for someone to stir awake. I almost fall asleep.  
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ñAunt Sonyaôsò 

 

 

I spent the next few weeks living at my grandparents, until my aunt Sonya invited me to stay. 

Her divorce was about to be finalized and she said she would like the company. I was more 

than welcome to sleep in Courtneyôs canopy bed; she was never around anyway.  

 Because her drinking problem coincided with a mean streak, aunt Sonya had been 

forced out of the house she helped build up in Bleecker Mountain. For a while, initially, she 

stayed in momôs apartment on Dove Street while mom was away in prison. And after that, 

she got her house and moved down the block.   

Aunt Sonya and uncle Jack (soon to be ex-uncle, though Iôd continue to call him 

uncle anyway), had spent years renovating a quaint cabin they purchased after they wed. 

Over time, it was transformed from a single-floor, single-room rustic jewel into a multi-level 

beauty complete with a lake-view to go with the lake access, a garage, complete with an 

expansive deck and open front porch. The even acquired a rental property across the road. 

Growing up, this was my dream house. I envied my cousins for growing up in such a 

beautiful home. But life on the mountain wasnôt as perfect as their house.   

 After several defining moments and events, my aunt and uncleôs marriage was ripped 

apart, and it seemed sudden, even for its slow decline. Nobody was more devastated than my 

aunt Sonya. It was the babysitter she trusted for all those years who looked after her children 

while she workedð worked even when my uncle lost his job, forced to support her family of 

Meghan &  Carol at Sonyaôs  
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four for yearsð that stole her husband. She was beyond devastated. She took the new reality 

extremely hard. Her drinking escalated, and she became permanently jaded and angry.  

I couldnôt blame her.  

I envied all that she had my whole life.  

I saw her as someone like a dream that you didnôt want to wake up.   

It was too bad that she did. I felt horrible for her. My aunt had the perfect lifeð 

perfect home and perfect family. And then, one day, all that was taken away, and she was 

alone. It was a tragedy. I watched her and the dream of her get snuffed out like candle light.   

 

Aunt Sonyaôs new house, like my momôs apartment, was near my grandparents (and 

Dunhams). She lived only a block away. And my uncle Alan, he lived behind my 

grandparents (and Dunhams) too. Our family was always so close.  

 Her new house was charming, but nowhere near as charming as the Bleecker 

Mountain home. She had two floors, a basement, and three bedroomsð one for her, and two 

for Courtney, and J.T. when they visited on the weekends. The bathroom upstairs even had 

this cool switch built into the door, so that when you closed it, the room came alive light. I 

liked her house. But it was obvious it wasnôt home. On Grand Street, you could see into your 

neighborôs windows, chain-linked fences closed-in your house, the driveway was paved, and 

the closest thing you have to a lake is your neighborôs aboveground pool. This was no 

mountain home. Regardless, aunt Sonya decorated in her unique country way and spruced up 

the space with some new furnitureð she had to. After an incident where she showed up 

unannounced to take some things that (rightfully) belonged to her, aunt Sonya wasnôt 

allowed back in her own home. Anything she wanted back had to go through a lawyer first 

and then be brought-down the mountain by her kids to her new home. It was heartbreaking. 

Aunt Sonya just cried and cried and cried.  

 

I still saw mom while I was living there. Since Iôd left, sheôd grown severely depressed. Both 

the Dwyer sisters were a mess at that time. Between mom not leaving her bed and aunt Sonya 

in fits of tears and beers, the two of them grew closer than ever again. They talked over the 

phone constantly and would walk the block between each otherôs houses for company. I was 

still working three shifts, and it was still summer, so I wasnôt really around a whole heck of a 
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lot. But when I was, I spent time with aunt Sonya. We would spend days on the couch 

watching movies (not unlike me and my mom did), or we would sit out back in our two-

pieces and tan. We didnôt need warm weather. She was kind of like a big sister those days 

more than an aunt, but I guess thatôs because she thought I was so much like my mother. 

Most of the time, this was a good thing. Sometimes, however, sheôd howl and howl and say, 

Youôre just like your mother! And it was like I had done something wrong, but I was never 

sure of exactly what.  

There was always something off about our relationship, even from when I was a 

child. I remember being young and aunt Sonya howling that line, or her glaring at me as if 

Iôd broken something. Part of me always wondered if maybe Uncle Jack was my real father, 

but this probably wasnôt true. Still, the slight possibility lingered. It was a known and rarely 

acknowledged fact that he and mom once had sexual relations together, back when the 

cocaine flowed like dandelion seeds during the hay fever of the 1980s, when everyone was 

sky high on blow. Maybe my aunt Sonya just thought I was a man stealer.   

I guess Iôll never know.  
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ˉ 12 
 

 ñThree days in Septemberò 

 

THE NEWMAR  DIESELS ITS WAY TO DOVE 

STREET ; parks like a sigh in front of a yellow house. 

Royal Mountain campsite is missed already. It is Monday 

September 4
th
, 2006, Labor Day weekend at a close, 

officially putting an end to this tumultuous summer. I spent 

the holiday cashiering extra hours at my new job, the CVS 

on 9-Mile back in Michigan. But in New York, mom had 

spent hers avoiding my long distance calls. And my 

grandparents had done as they always didð they went 

camping. Now home, they gather, without hurry, their 

things to bring inside their yellow house. Clothes need 

washing, the groceries putting away, and paperwork to 

begin for the long week ahead at Dunhams. Sonny soon 

disappears into the garage. Duty calls.  

 

ñYou owe me my money, bitch. Get me the paper or youôs 

dead, aôight? I ainôt playin wid you this time. This shit is real. I 

needs my money. No mo favors. This shit stops taônight.ò   

Carol pleads and cries over the phone for more time, saying 

that she had a daughter, and she would get him the moneyé 

but she couldnôt get it now. Please and please and please. She 

thinks back to the night before, when she was in Schenectady, 

getting her fix. She had brought part of the money for the sale, 

using the fast cash she made selling stuff at her porch sale, but 

it was a holiday weekend and she wasnôt able to make all the 

money she needed to cover in full. 
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Stepping out of the coach, Carol sees her plants need 

reviving from the weekendôs scorching sun. Baskets of 

bunchy green flowered things sway from the roof of the 

front porch, bushes rustle loudly in their crisp and the long 

flowerbed that lines the fence lies in wait. She douses the 

wilting buds with her green can. The plants are 

unresponsive; they sag lifelessly. Extending her hand, she 

reaches to feel the waxen leaves, rubs gently. She regrets 

not taking the time for extra care before going away. There 

never seems to be enough time. Guiding hands tick, tick 

without sympathy, emotionlessly. Moments morph into 

minutes, accumulate hours and mount days. Time piles in 

unseen layers. It entombs a life, and then it ripples on.  

 

The Man on the phone only cares about numbers. To him, life 

is in Gôs and Carol owes him several.  

ñYou bring me the resta my money or its closing time. Lights 

out. Hear me bitch?ò 

 

In the corner of her eye, a grey ball of fur roams the yard 

two lots over. Precious, momôs mewing runt, wanders 

outside. Carol goes to catch the cat, but she canôt. She gives 

up, and then climbs the stairs to knock on her daughterôs 

door.  

No answer. No answer.  

 

A guy and a woman show up at night to collect. The Man never 

shows up for petty cash, only big jobs. Carol recognizes the 

woman, so she opens the door just a little bit to try and talk her 

down. But an elbow appears, then a thick forearm applies 
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pressure, the too sudden sound of wood splintering and the guy 

is inside. Carol starts crying. The guy smacks her down.  

Thud.  

 

Back at her own house, set-up at her post in front of the 

kitchen window, Carol chain-smokes her light-100 

cigarettes, keeping watch over at her daughterôs apartment 

to see if the lights go on. She picks up the receiver of the 

curling landline, and dials.  

No answer. No answer.  

 

From the floor she whimpers that she doesnôt have it but she 

can work her debt off. Tonight. She tells them the Man can do 

whatever he wants to her. Anything.  

Then chaos. Loud noises.  

 

And she keeps dialing and smoking, watching, and waiting.  

 

The guy arguing and yelling while meanwhile, the woman 

going into the bedroom, looking under the mattress, in the 

dresser drawers,  inside the closet and tossing out clothes and 

shoes.  

But no money.  

The guy grabs Carol up-off the floor, drags her out of the 

house. A grey kitten escapes out the front door. The guy stuffs 

Carol into the back seat of a car. They drive her to the Man.   

 

Dialing and smoking, watching, and waiting. 

 

Carolôs body is pushed through a garage, into a house, down 

some stairs, and into a concrete room.  
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The Man is waiting.  

He tells her to get on her knees.  

She does.  

She starts sucking his flaccid dick.  

Then, he starts choking her.  

His paws on the back of her head, pulling out clumps of hair, 

forcing her throat deep. Eyes watering. Tearing, gagging, 

coughing. Unable to breathe.  

ñYou think Iôm playin bitch?ò he yells. ñYou think you can jus take from me? This is my 

money!ò  

Blood rushing. Eyes turning red. She pounds her fists on the ground desperately.  

The Man kicks Carolôs arms out from under her, and then steps back.  

Carol hits the floor face first, gasping breath as the feeling of a hard shoe slams in her gut.    

ñYou think Iôs playin wid you?ò   

The Man yanks at her arms. With a tight grip he holds her wrists, making Carol hit herself. 

Still holding her wrists, he drags her across the room. He pulls her into a chair, rips off her 

soft cotton shirt, pulls down her shorts, and then forces his way inside her. He asks her if she 

likes it.  

Carol doesnôt answer. She screams, her voice horse. With every cry she feels her raw throat 

bleeding. Blood trickles down from the corner of her mouth to her chin. A red drop rolls 

down and falls into his white sneaker. 

ñLookit what you did you stupid hoe!ò  

Please. Please. Please. 

The Man calls out, demands help. Both the guy and the woman are standing in the corner, 

watching, and waiting.  

ñIce this dumb bitch!ò 

The woman Carol recognizes lingers towards her, and then grabs Carolôs heaving body by 

the arm.  

The Man smacks her in the face.  

ñDispose ov this garbage! Do it clean, ya hear? Lights out, Crazy.ò  

The Man grabs Carol by the face. 
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 ñLet this be a message ta all yall, free-loadin, favor wantin whites garbage out thereð aint 

nobody messin wid me anô I away with it! Aint no-ba-dee! Peace, B. Sweet dreams.ò  

The woman yanks Carol by the arm, drags her out of the room.  

What day is it? Did I leave my back door unlocked? Whereð where, is my daughter? Wait, 

why is Meghan in Michigan? What is this sound Iôm hearing? I donôt want to die! Why is my 

mouth bleeding?  Why do I feel wet and cold? I need to live! I donôt have clothes on? What 

will my parents think? I  donôt want to die! Mom? Iôm a mommy! I need more. I need to do 

more things. I need toé I  donôt want toé help!  

Carol is pushed up the stairs, to the garage, and into a car. The woman asks her a lot of 

questions. Carol says she is penniless. Says she doesnôt know where to get the money, but she 

will. Then she tells the woman about the people she loves. She tells her about the mistakes 

she made. She pleads. The woman tells Carol she doesnôt have a way out of this, but she will 

make it easy, and she is sorry about her kid.  

She holds a nitrogen tank to her lips  OR  She chokes her out and leaves her in the car to die   

OR MAYBE   It is the toxic chemicals from the local leather mills.     

 

No answer. No answer. No light.  

 

She kills her. 

Then, leaves Carol there and walks away, wonders what to do  

with the body.  

 

 

BY TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 5
TH

, the lot in-between the 

Dwyer home and their daughterôs apartment occupied by 

Dunhamôs buzzed back to normal. Customers and trucks 

and service vehicles were in and out of the building, and up 

and down the drive from 7:30am to 6pm as business went 

back to normal after the holiday weekend. By nightfall, 

Carolôs worry reaches climax; her daughterôs house still has 
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no lights on. Again, she phones and again there is no 

response.  

 

Tuesday the woman returns to the car with the guy and cleans 

up her trace. They wait until the middle of the night to drive 

Carolôs body back home. The woman goes back into Carolôs 

apartment and finds a vacuum cleaner hose. The guy attaches 

it the exhaust pipe of the car, which sits dormant in the open 

driveway. He goes over to his dark vehicle, grabs a heavy 

black garbage bag by its shoulders, and then drags it over to 

Carolôs car, disposing her dead body in the backseat. The 

woman goes back into Carolôs apartment. A grey kitten follows 

her inside. The woman returns with a blanket. She puts the 

blanket over Carolôs greying and bloated skin, says sheôs 

sorry. Then, she walks away. They leave. When they return, the 

woman notices Carolôs purse in the backset of the guyôs car. 

She tosses it in the trash on her way back inside.   

 

ON WEDNESDAY THE 6
TH

 OF SEPTEMBER , Carol 

calls Sonny from work to go and help look for their 

daughter. They go over to the apartment two lots over, but 

their daughter still canôt be found. They resort to searching 

outside. Sonny notices a trash can in a wrong spot. He goes 

to place the container aside the house. Walking back to the 

front of the house, he notices the trunk of the car 

is ajar. He goes to close it.  

And there his daughter is, inside the Oldsmobile.  

Dead.  

Asphyxiated.  

Dead for two days.  

Unseen by anyone.  
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ñRedò 

 

 

September 6
th
, 2006 was my first day of college for the second semester. I remember walking 

to school feeling more alone. Something was missing, but I couldnôt explain my sense of 

loss.  

I had an evening class that day, creative writing. As I sat in my plastic seat my phone 

started to vibrate in the bag at my feet. I let the call go to voice mail, and then I snuck out of 

the room to retrieve the message. It was my cousin Cate. She was crying. She told me to call 

her back, but did not pick up when I returned the call. I went back to class and tried to shake 

off an odd feeling I couldnôt give words.  

 By nightfall, early evening, I made the two-mile walk from the Royal Oak campus 

back to the suburb of Ferndale where I lived. My friend Steve lived a few short blocks from 

my dadôs house; I decided to stop over. 

 When I got there, Steve was outside in the dark yard. He had just bought a used car 

and was testing the life of the engine. He ushered me inside the passenger seat of vehicle. We 

sat there, listening to the engine, me sucking down Newportôs and him shuffling through a 

pile of CDs. He decided on punk rock. Over the sound of guitars and drums I missed another 

call. It was my dad. I told Steve to turn down the music, and then I returned the missed call. 

______ 

 

ñHELLO ? DAD. JUST SAW YOU CALLED . Whatôs up?ò 

Meghan and Carol. Last picture. Last meeting.  
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 He doesnôt respond. 

 ñHey, are you there?ò I ask.  

 His clears his throat, and then asks me where I am. 

 ñIôm at Steveôs house. Heyð guess what? He just got a car!ò 

 Dad says thatôs nice, and then asks me to hand Steve the phone. 

 I wait, shifting in my seat.  

ñHe said he wants us to stay calm and come over,ò Steve says, handing me the phone.  

 ñWhat. Why?ò I put my ear to the phone. ñDad? Hello!ò Heôd already hung up.  

  

At that moment, an intense twinge of pain rises from my feet and fills my body. The only 

word to describe it is red. I feel like fire. I feel hot and urgent. I am burning. Panic sets in. 

 ñWhat do you mean he said to óstay calm and come overô?ò I challenge him. 

 ñIðI dono.ò Steve stammers. ñHe just wants us to come over.ò 

 The red bursts inside of me. 

 ñFUCCCK!ò I scream. ñFUCCCK!ò I yelp again. 

 ñWhat! Whatôs the matter?ò 

 I slam my feet into the floor of the car. I punch the armrest, the door, the dashboard. I 

scram and flare about, sudden tears streaming down my blushed cheeks.  

 I stare ahead, and say to himð  

 ñMy mom is dead.ò 

 

 Steve waits to respond, stalls to find words. Finally, he says to með 

 ñWellé I donôt know why youôd say that, but I know not to mess with a womenôs 

intuition.ò He pauses. ñThatôs scary stuff.ò  

 I gape at him. He rambles on.  

 ñéMy mom had this thing happen to her once. She felt likeéò 

 His lips are moving but I no longer hear the words. I swallow hard on a fireball 

building inside, feeling like Iôll, at any minute, throw up. Thoughts race through my head. I 

think of the past two dayôs Iôve called mom. I recall the sound of her answering machine; the 

way her recording always makes me smileð Hey baby, itôs Carol. You know what to do. I 

think about those late nights I worked at CVS. I remember my cigarette breaksð sitting 
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outside on the cold concrete, cell phone in hand, dialing momôs number. Each time, the 

machine. I remember the strange, hallow feeling I had when, by the second day, her words 

went emptyð the recorded message missing, just the blank static where her voice used to be. 

I remember how the emptiness cut through me. I remember mentally willing myself to 

remove the hot knife. I remember so many thingsð her smile, her fits, the way her skin 

smells. I tear myself away from the fire building inside of me, tear myself away like waking, 

and look over at Steve. His lips are still moving when I cut him off to speak.  

 ñLetôs go,ò I speak flatly.  

Then exit the car.   

 

At my dadôs, we enter the side door. Me first, followed by Steve. I push past my dad and Liz 

through the kitchen.  

 ñHold on,ò I shout back angrily. ñLet me get my pajamas on first.ò 

 ñHow could she possiblyé?ò Lizôs words trail behind my back.  

 I see Danielle on the couch as I head towards my room. Great. She only shows up 

once in a blue moon. I wonder why sheôs here. Sheôs got nothing to do with this.  

  

 When I return from upstairs, we all sit down in the living room. Nobody says a word.  

Dad and me are on the leather love seat. Liz and her daughter Danielle are on the couch. 

Steve stands awkwardly, his back against the front door. He leans forward and rocks back.  

 ñSteve?ò  

 ñYes, Mr. Dailey?ò 

 ñMaegan really needs a friend right now.ò He pauses. Chokes up. ñI am really glad 

you are here. Will you help her? Will you be a good friend?ò 

 ñIðI, yes.ò He is exasperated. ñSure.ò  

 God, I feel so bad for him. 

 ñMaegané you know I love you, right?ò  

Dad stiffens his arms around my neck. It feels like a noose.  

I nod my head yes. 

ñéDonôt you?ò he asks again. 

ñYes,ò I say aloud. Annoyed. 
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ñOk.ò He pauses. ñBecause Iôll always be here for you, no matter whatéò 

ñJust, get on with it. Dad.ò 

More silence. 

ñébecause you are a child of god, and the light and love of god surround youéò 

ñDAD!ò I shout. ñJust. Tell. Me.ò 

He blinks. Liz starts weeping while Danielle consoles her. Steve slouches against the 

door. 

ñJust tell me.ò I speak flatly. ñI know sheôs dead.ò 

Silence.  

Dad grabs me tighter. He holds me as he saysð 

ñThere, there was an accident. Grandma and Grandpaéò he cries, ñcalled me this 

morning. Iôve been trying to figure out all day how to tell you.ò He withers, ñIôm so sorry 

Meghan. Your mother is dead.ò  

 Screaming Howling Wailing Thrashing  

 I am an animal.  

Only sounds come out of me.  

I gurgle      I gulp      I choke on air 

I deafen my own ears with four words repeating, repeatingð  

 

Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your 

mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead Your mother is dead  Your mother 

is dead  Your mother is dead Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead Your mother is dead  

Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your 

mother is dead   Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead  Your mother is dead Your 

mother is dead Your mother is dead Your mother is dead Your mother is dead Your mother 

is dead   Your mother is dead   Your mother is dead    Your mother is dead   Your mother is  

 

 

 

 

dead. 
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ñThe stages of lossò 

 

denial 
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anger 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

depression 

I miss who I was when I was hers. I miss my laugher. I miss my anger. I miss my 

wandering. I miss my rebellion. I miss the tension. Now, I just want to be pulled by 

anyone. The only difference is that now I get hurt and not loved after. My now is a 

world without reassurance, before my biggest obstacle was unpredictability. I 

consider now to be like a second life, the afterlife. I am a ghost of a person without 

her.  

Do you remember being happy? Are you?  

 

anger 
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bargaining 

The verbs of observance are my vain yet heartfelt attempts to make her feel real 

again. I find myself going about my daily routines, simultaneously thinking of her as I 

usually do in my noun ways, while also looking for the verb. Most always, I find 

materialization in the arts. My mom was an artistic type, and highly creative on her 

best days. On her best ever days, she would dream. I find myself more focused on the 

latter.  

 

On my best days, I forget that I am myself and become her. It is my greatest and most 

precious fantasy. Sometimes, when I am crafting, I forget all of my worries and 

pretend that I am making a gift for my daughter, and the daughter is me and I am her. 

My beautiful, soft mom. I remember her scent of Ponds cold cream and haunting, 

blue eyes. Those eyes. Her eyes were milky blue and they were saturated with her 
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lifeôs tale. Her eyes were the color of an antiqued Easter egg. I loved it when her eyes 

would behold me. I would give anything to feel that type of importance again. When I 

felt the amber of my momôs loving gaze, is was the most powerful stuff.  

 

Depression 

If emotions are like a loaded gun, love is what pulls the trigger. This time, I have let 

myself die because I have let myself love. Whatôs the use in caring? People always let 

you down, so it is better to go alone. This is what I have learned but I have not 

followed through with the information gathered along the way, the evidence. Perhaps 

it is human to need and want love but I feel alien and abnormal. When it comes to life 

I am clueless. I have not a shred of truth.  

 

anger 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ˉ1   body discovered in backset of vehicle 2-days post time of death in a highly visible area of business  

 

ˉ2   vehicle: (property of victim) unregistered and unused (est.) 9 years / contained gas / victim unlicensed   

 

ˉ3   victimôs purse and identification unable to be recovered in victimôs home, around premises or otherwise 

 

ˉ4   victimôs answering machine discovered erased well-prior to discovery of  body / confiscated by police 

 

ˉ5   victimôs upstairs neighbor stated hearing an argument in victims apartment on the eve of victimôs death   

 

ˉ6   no suicide note recovered / victim avid writer (esp. during incarceration) / victim released 10 mons. prior  

 

ˉ7  victimôs apartment found in boxes / victim had been preparing to move  

 

ˉ8  cause of death : carbon monoxide poisoning / vacuum cleaner hose affixed to exhaust pipe into interior of car  
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Static  

I had a dream last night. In my dream it was Christmas time and I was busy wrapping 

presents at a party. It was a loud party. My whole, big family was there. We were all 

laughing and merrily drinking, it was a blurry good time. The phone rang but I didnôt hear it, 

but it rang again so I picked it up. On the other end of the receiver was mom and she was 

trying to give me a coded message. She wasnôt really dead. She was in hiding. She was 

somewhere in a desert.  It was a loud party. It was difficult to hear her. I was on the verge, 

and then she hung up.  
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ˉ 13 
 

ñDaniel in shining armorò 

 

A few days after the funeral I flew back to Michigan, and went back to work. I didnôt have 

time to grieve; I had to earn money to get the hell out of Dodge. A month prior to enrollment 

at Oakland Community College, Iôd quit my job at a local quick-mart and was then hired at 

CVS. Thus began the long, extended process to receive my Associates while also workingð 

five years to earn my two-year degree. In New York for my motherôs funeral, Iôd missed one 

of my first classes of fall semesterð Death, Dying and Bereavement. Enrolling for that class 

not knowing my mom would suddenly die felt like a strange scheme of fate. My teacher 

regarded me incredulously, with wonder. Still, I refocused my energy from grief to 

productivity. The work environment had control and closureð tasks to begin and complete 

without infinite wonder. Just show up when youôre scheduled, do what youôre told and earn a 

paycheck. Easy. Work was black-and-white. Life was an artistôs whiteð all colors bleeding 

infinitely, appearing as one.   

Like Price Chopper, CVS had a training program. But CVS sent me to Detroit. This 

was the real dealð no blue computer program! Prospective workers showed up by the 

dozens, some hired (like me), some I discovered were part of a transitional program for 

people who had backgrounds but were being tested to see if they could work in society. 

Outsiders. Minor criminals. Now, to these people I could relate. There, a mini store glistened 

with metal shelves lined high with products, the place complete with working registers at the 

faux checkout counters. It was a consumerôs wonderland, but I felt like I was seven again 

playing store. For three days dad dropped me and my bag lunch off at the slouch of a 

building. I raised my hand at the long conference tables, appeared perpetually interested and 

took minimal bathroom breaks. I was determined to succeed and quickly, I flourished at retail 

cashiering.  

 

At the store off 9-mile, my boss Scott grew to like me. He was a thin, youthful man as 

precise as he was tactful. I was his respectful, dutiful employee who always said yes to extra 
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hours. Iôd walk the two miles to college from Pinecrest to cross busy Woodward Ave and on, 

then leave class and walk the two-miles back againðusually in the dark. But work I did 

more than I attended school. The real job with an education happened after you took your 

books home, and planted your butt at the kitchen table. I scheduled three to four classes per 

semester and worked my off days, plus nights and weekends. Like Price Chopper grocery, 

my CVS was a 24-hour store, but Scott never asked me to work overnights. He was too 

professional, understanding that shift meant extra payð something P.C. never gave me. Only 

in a small town.   

As time went on, I discovered my work ethic was to put the job before myself, a 

behavior displaced from how Iôd loved my mother. In fact, many of my behaviors 

transformed into more productive forms for work, aside from the fact that I was perpetually 

lateð a habit my mother passed down to me. I slowly became an employerôs dream: fear of 

abandonment kept me in toe and trying hard, my expectation to be disappointed left no room 

to judge when dayôs werenôt fun, I could stand forever in one spot just like I learned to sit 

still and focus on making the world go white (my expertise in disassociation converted to 

obedience). A body is just a body if you refuse to feel it (or the pain in your aching legs and 

feet). Plus, I rarely objected or complained. Years of being told No! afforded in other ways, 

li ke learning to be grateful for anything at all.  

You want to pay me $5.25 an hour? Wow! Oh, thatôs minimum wage? Well thatôs ok.  

   

 Working the register at CVS I instantaneously became a strange display item. Before, 

I had been a lurker who avoided social gatherings. My previous employment at obscure 

Wide-A-Wake quick-mart ensured thisð the only people that shopped there were odd balls 

too afraid of a big grocery, old people set in their ways, andð more commonlyð addicts and 

gamblers. After the height of 911, my Arabic brother bosses experienced even less cash flow 

as racial tensions in the Detroit area reached a new high. Soon after I walked out one day 

(one of the brotherôs publicly screaming at me), the business shut down.   

However, in the well-lit coupon-cutting world of CVS where customer service is 

crucial, I found myself trying to win-over people for the first time. For the sake of good 

business, it was the unwritten qualification of the job to make people like me, and thus like 

shopping at CVS. My smile was my biggest selling point. Iôd beam up at customers from 
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behind the register and mentally will them to believe that I thought they were godôs gift to 

the world. Before that job, I never understood what it was like to have people observe me, to 

really be seen, not as myselfð but as some nice, wholesome tiny girl in a powder-blue polo 

and nametag. I had to force myself to be comfortable with eye contact. It eventually caught 

on and the confidence almost seemed natural on me. Soon, I was being jested by my co-

workers. A famous line: You know thereôs no employee of the month here, right? That would 

be Brandon, a stock-boy and easy-going guy who had the magical quality of working hard 

but having fun while doing it. Brandon, the two Brittanyôs who mostly cashiered with me 

plus the photo departmentôs Cameron and Shantoya became good friends. But work friends 

only. Beggars canôt be choosers, mother always said. I learned quickly that work was a 

welcome escape.  

______ 

 

One day at work, this cute guy Iôd seen around came to my registerð  chestnut hair all 

shaggy to the shoulders, head-down, jeans frayed and dragging at the ankles spitting out two 

bare Birkenstockôed feet. I couldnôt help but smile. Though I didnôt know this guyôs name, 

Iôd been running into him on Beaufield Street since high school. Weôd pass just as Iôd turn 

the corner off Albany. He lift ed his sullen head a little, and smiled back. After that he started 

coming in twice a week, and then sometimes twice a day. I knew he was into me so I soon 

asked him outð you know, to play pool at the Cue on Hilton? His name was Daniel Court. 

He told me on our date that he liked my sureness, and said I had a sexy attitude. He liked my 

attitude? A first! That was in late September. In less than two months, I had moved in with 

him.   

 

Turned out, Daniel lived right down the street from my dad. We had practically been 

neighbors nearly our whole lives, but never came together. This, we decided, was a sign. We 

were destined to be together. Moving was a cinch! We stayed in the upper flat of his momôs 

rental, paying nothing, but our roommate did. Suddenly, I had a whole new life and had 

moved away from home for the first timeð not to live with family, but to start my own. Our 

relationship quickly advanced. Thus, when I told dad that I was engaged he asked me if I was 

pregnant. Twice. Are you sure youôre not pregnant?  
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This happened about five months into my new relationship, in February, after 

Valentineôs Day was ruined because Daniel spent the whole day inside the bathroom with 

diarrhea and nausea, not me. He tried to celebrate a few days after, when I came home from 

class to a trail of rose petals and tea lights to the tub. But that only made me uncomfortable. 

Nobody actually does this, Iôd told him coldly. We did not bathe. We argued and then 

watched a movie, exhausted with our differences. The diamond ring came the weekend after. 

Heôd got down on one knee in our ñbedroomò with his one red rose and proposed (we 

actually slept on a bed stuffed inside the closet, like addicts). The rock was so huge and 

glittery. It was the nicest gift Iôd ever received. Of course, I said yes. But then again, I pretty 

much talked him into proposing with conversations of hope and how much I loved him. We 

discussed marriage openlyð it was only a matter of when.   

 

While we were dating, I went to his apartment nearly every day before and after class, 

if I wasnôt working. Sometimes I played video games with the boys, a lot of times I cleaned 

up after them, but most of the time Daniel and I curled up and watched DVDôs heôd bought 

on this cool, new website called Amazon. We kissed. A lot. His lips were broad, full and soft; 

theyôd press into mine and electrify me. I felt amazing. Iôd kiss him for hours feeling a high I 

didnôt want to come down.  

Less than a month into our relationship, I was dying my hair with streaks of black in 

Danielôs bathroom one day after art class when he proposed a question: Hey, you want to go 

to Chicago for the weekend? Do I want to what? Go to Chicagoð as in another city, in 

another stateð for the weekend, justð just like that? No reason? Just, hop on and go? Who 

does that?  

But Daniel had a reason. He knew my motherôs birthday fell on a Sunday the next 

weekend, and he wanted to be supportive. This, of course, sent me over the moon. Not only 

had he listened to my worries about my first birthday without her, but he also planned a way 

to make the date less difficult for me. What a great boyfriend I had! By some freak 

occurrence, work hadnôt scheduled me Friday through Sunday, so that was taken care of. 

Still, I need to convince my dad to let me goð I was still living under his roof at that time. 

Daniel and I arranged what we were going to say, and then had the sit down with my dad. I 

think he was more surprised that Daniel planned to pay for everything.  




