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        Thank you, Miller, Dutton, Martin and Brown.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “How many times will I have to lie, Jesus?”

      I felt the exhaustion of lying about what I did, what I liked, and who I was developing into as a person. I prayed that I would not have to lie or play a role very often because that first time was too much and too heavy, but the moment I met Frank Hudson, I knew my life was about to change. I was about to become a habitual liar, my efforts eclipsed only by the woman I learned to lie from—my own mother.

      Six months into my relationship with Jesus Christ, I came to the realization that right and wrong are not always black and white, and sometimes the people meant to teach us how to tell the difference are just as broken as we are.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I entered my house through the front door of our big, green Victorian for the first time at the insistence of our mother, who was already home with a visitor in the dining room toward the back of the house. My siblings and I had been at my older brother’s football game, where my older sister was a cheerleader. That previous week there had been cheer camp for the little girls my age, which was six, and we had danced at halftime to “Great Balls of Fire” with my sister’s varsity squad.

      I remember wondering why my mom wasn’t there. She had never before missed anything that was important to me. What’s more, we had never entered the house this way. We had always pulled into the garage and gone into our house through the back door. Once inside, my two sisters and I were rushed by our mom through the parlor and up the stairs to our older sister’s bedroom.

      There, our mom told us, “Be quiet. Don’t talk about ballet, dance, or cheerleading. Don’t play any loud music.”

      I was confused. I knew there was a man in my dining room. I had seen him. But I didn’t understand why we were pretending to be people we were not. My teenage sister turned on her CD player at a low volume as my mom changed me out of my cheerleading uniform into a church dress. It was a Friday night, and I had never changed out of my cheerleading uniform into anything but pajamas.

      “Turn that music off,” my mom snapped at my sister.

      Mellissa obeyed but replied, “But it’s Christian music.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It sounds like rock n roll,” Mom explained.

      It was one of the first times that our mom would explain to us that, although DC Talk’s “Red Letters” was not evil, my cheering in a homemade uniform for my brother playing football was not evil, my older sister being a high school cheerleader was not evil, ballet and the earrings in my ears were not evil, but the man downstairs strongly believed that they were, so we had to pretend that too. He believed they were ungodly.

      We could still do those things, but only if we hid them and lied about them.

      Whether the way rock music versus other genres sounds was sinful, and whether cheering, dancing, and jewelry were sinful or not was beside the point and did not matter. What mattered was that a child should not have to lie in order for an adult relationship to develop. A child should not have to feel the weight of adult consequences if they slip up, are caught doing those things, or are found in a lie. What mattered was that children should not have to pose and fill the gap where a woman was not right for a man, especially when those children were filling that gap with a false narrative about themselves. A grown man did not pick a woman to marry because she was willing to change her entire life or teach her children to change who they are or who they were becoming. A grown man found a woman who was right for him, or he went without.

      Unfortunately, Libby didn’t see it that way, so neither could I.
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      Shortly after that night, within months, we were moving into the house of the man to whom we were being taught to lie. My little sister Ruby, who was three years old, my mom, and I moved in with Frank Hudson. Our two older siblings, Jordan and Mellissa, had to find other places to live when Frank broke up our home. My mom and dad were already divorced, but for almost two years we had lived happily with our mother. Our dad was involved in our lives and lived two blocks away, and we were well-adjusted.

      Ruby and I went from living in a house where we had a normal-sized bedroom to being shoved into a room that was about four by five feet and could only fit a bunk bed. Our toys were not allowed to come with us because Frank considered most of our toys evil. My sister Ruby and I went from playing dress up, Barbies, Ninja Turtles, and Power Rangers throughout our house to being told to keep the one or two toys we’d been allowed to keep in our room. Our Barbies were considered extremely evil in our new home, so our mom made sure we only had one or two, and they had to stay hidden. I had emotional ties to some of my Barbies, and I never saw them again.

      Baby dolls were allowed because Frank wanted us to learn to become mothers, but anything else was thrown away. Our mom told us he had chopped our Christmas-themed stuffed animal’s heads off with an axe because he considered Christmas to be evil. No one ever explained why any of these things were evil. Ruby was too young to really understand what was going on, but for me, a six-year-old who was trying to build a relationship with Jesus, there was incredible confusion in being told that everything I liked was evil.

      The worst part of that time in our lives was not the loss of material possessions or the changing of our entire lives. Ruby and I had to stop playing basketball with our dad as our coach. We had to stop attending football games, cheerleading, gymnastics, and ballet classes, and we even had to stop going to the church we had gone to since we were born. Those activities, our entire community, and everything we had ever known had been taken away from us overnight, but that still was not the worst part.

      The worst part was the separation from our dad, our two older siblings, and our grandma.

      For four months, my mom’s new husband kept us away from our family. We were not allowed to see anyone, not even our dad. My dad didn’t see me and my baby sister for four months, which I later found out caused him to have panic attacks, and his already ailing heart became weaker. My dad was born with two holes in his heart, and going without seeing his babies caused him unimaginable pain. He even ended up in the hospital for a period.

      When I started school in a nearby town, my dad came to eat lunch with me. He asked me the types of questions you would ask a six-year-old, simple questions about puppies and whether I liked my new teacher. He didn’t ask me anything that would upset my school day.

      I asked him why we couldn’t see him anymore. I told him how much I missed him, Grandma, my brother and sister, old friends, school, activities, and my old life. He told me he was working very hard on something called “custody,” of my sister and me and to keep talking to Jesus.

      My dad came to school to eat lunch with me several times, but other than those visits, for four months, I went without him. The ache in my heart for my dad and my grandma turned me from a child into a woman on a mission.

      Soon, at home, my mom’s new husband Frank began trying to separate Ruby and me from our mom. He told us to go outside every evening until dark even though it was very cold in late autumn, and we were no longer allowed to wear pants or jeans. We had to go out in the cold in dresses. According to Frank, pants or jeans on women were evil. Again, this perplexed me because I knew many very kind, Jesus-loving women who wore jeans.

      Every morning before school, my mom would place earrings in my little hand and tell me to put them in my ears on the school bus and take them out on the way home from school so that the holes in my ears didn’t close up. Petrified, I would forget to put them in or forget to take them out, all my six-year-old heart could muster was that the Jesus I knew could never be superficial enough to care about earrings or pants, but a man who keeps children away from their father, siblings, and even most days, their mother, was the true evil.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Every night for hours when I was trying to sleep, on the other side of the wall, my mom’s new husband Frank would lecture her. Well into the night, he would read scripture and preach to her about what wives should be like and what women should and should not do. Women should not wear makeup or jewelry. Their clothes should be modest. Nail polish was evil. Women should not speak in church or ever teach a man anything under any circumstances. A woman should not need the right to vote because, if she was a good wife, she’d vote the way her husband voted anyway. Women should always be paying attention to how their clothing, their words, and their tone of voice affected the men around them. They should be meek, quiet, and humble.

      Frank said he was lecturing my mom on how to be a woman not solely for her own benefit, but so she would know how to properly raise Ruby and me. Every day there were new rules. One night while getting ready for bed, the new rule was no more bare feet. My sister and I were not allowed to be barefoot around him because he was a man. To a six-year-old, this was mind-boggling. I knew nothing about sex and had barely even heard the word, “sex,” and now I was being told that my six-year-old feet and my sister’s three-year-old feet were, what, too provocative for this man? A man who was supposed to be my stepfather?

      The girls in my first-grade class were in the habit of coloring our nails with our washable markers. Just for fun, we would color our fingernails in rainbow colors. When I came home from school with purple, green, and blue nails, my mom’s husband sat me down, preached to me, and read to me from the Bible about how having painted or colorful fingernails was evil. Having painted or colorful eyelids, lips, or fingernails was for one reason and one reason only, and that was to entice men. Only loose women and prostitutes wore makeup and nail polish, according to Frank.

      I spent most of my time trying to avoid him, but we lived in a single-wide trailer with a makeshift closet as my bedroom. It was not easy to avoid him, and it was not easy to forget how mean he was, even when he was not speaking.

      Frank looked like a mean person. I tried to tell myself that people could not look mean or kind because people couldn’t control everything about their outward appearance, but he did actually look mean. He looked like a vulture, with a long nose and beady eyes. His skin was bumpy, and most of his fingernails were missing. I was not only scared every time he spoke to me but also scared if he even looked at me.

      Another day when I got home from school, my mom and her husband were waiting in the living room to talk to me. They told me to sit down, and I began to tremble. I had no idea what I had done or what was coming. “Do you know anything about sex?” Frank asked me.

      My eyes filled with tears. I did not want to talk to this man. I did not want to look at his goblin face any more or hear his voice ever again. Not knowing what else to do, and thinking that because of my fingernails or earrings or maybe even my feet, these two adults were going to accuse me of having done something sexual with someone, I shook my head.

      “No,” I said frantically.

      They both laughed at me as though this was a fun, light hearted conversation. Fortunately, that day was not about them explaining sex or accusing me of having done something wrong, but unfortunately, it was so that Frank could explain to me that having sex before marriage was wrong and that even though they had been living together for weeks, they had not yet had sex. Frank told me that he and my mom were planning to get married soon. I was so young and bewildered by everything going on, I had not even realized they were not yet married.

      Why a grown man felt the need to explain to a six-year-old his sexual relationship with her mother is still beyond me, thirty years later. My boundaries were constantly being crossed. I did not feel safe or happy unless I was at school.

      Under the guise of my sister and me needing to be more independent, one evening, Frank told my mom she was no longer allowed to help us with our bath. He told her that I was old enough to do bath time. He told me, “Just take your sister and go take a bath. It’s not that big of a deal. Just go do it.”

      With my sister and I both being girls, my mom had always just bathed us together, and it probably wouldn’t have been a big deal if I had ever been paying attention to things like how to turn the water on and how to make sure it was not too hot or too cold, but I hadn’t.

      Ruby and I went into the bathroom and closed the door, and as I write this my hand shakes because my sister and I did not know what was going to happen. We didn’t know how to do any of this, and I didn’t know what he would do if we had a problem because we could hear him in the other room telling our mom that she could not help.

      Being a very sensitive child as it were, a child who cried any time she was separated from our mom, Ruby started to cry. I started to beg her to stop, and not looking at the faucet or even taking time to register that there even were hot and cold options because I was more focused on keeping her from crying, I turned the water on and got Ruby undressed. I kept begging her to stop crying because every time she’d cried over the past few weeks living with Frank, he would become angry and start yelling at everyone. I knew if she cried for long enough we would be in trouble, and I did not want to be naked and in trouble. Naked and in trouble with a man who looked like what I imagined demons looked like, who scolded us for having bare feet, seemed like Hell.

      I filled up the tub, got undressed, and got in. Muffling my own scream from the heat of the water while trying to keep Ruby from even putting her foot in, while trying to find where the cold water knob was, proved too much for a six-year-old. Ruby put her little baby foot in and shrieked.

      Boots in the hallway. Not my mother’s shoes. Boots.

      He’s coming in here, and I’m naked. I don’t have time to jump up and cover myself with a towel. I don’t have a towel or a washcloth or long hair or even soap bubbles to cover myself. I have to be completely naked in front of a man who implied I was a whore for wearing marker colors on my fingernails.

      He opened the door, walked in, yelled at us that it wasn’t rocket science, fixed the water temperature, slammed the door, and left.

      I had my arms straight down over my chest and my fists over my lower private parts. I was vulnerable, horrified, embarrassed, and never the same. I had not only been violated, but I had been violated with my mother in the other room sitting in a chair.

      Had he touched me or my sister? No. He had not. Did he have to physically touch us in order for that incident to rob me of my innocence and my childhood? Also, no.

      I left that bathroom knowing three things. This man was not safe to be around, I was leaving, and my mother was a coward.
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      My sister and I, being so young and resilient, often forgot how scared we were, and we would be playing and start giggling. Giggling was another thing my mom’s husband had a rule against.

      “No giggling!” he would yell.

      It’s difficult to remember not to laugh when you are six or three. I am still, to this day, very confused about why we were not allowed to giggle or “be silly,” as he put it. We had no TV and were not allowed to watch TV or movies. It was as though every small treasure or joy we had was being cut off from us.

      One thing we did enjoy were the puppies. Frank had a few bird dogs, and one of them, Dolly, had just had puppies. She had four male puppies, and they were my pride and joy. I named them and played with them as often as I was allowed. Dolly’s pen was a quarter of a mile away from the house through a field, and I would walk to her, sit in her pen, and play with her puppies. I would miss my mom when we were “down at the barn,” as we called the end of the property with the barn and dog pens.

      One day, I asked if I could bring one of the puppies to the house with me. I can’t remember if my mom said I could or if I completely disobeyed and did it anyway, but I do remember standing in front of the pen trying to decide if I wanted to take the solid liver puppy I called Hershey or the white and ticked puppy I called Fred. I started to look for a solution and thought, “If only I had a basket. I could bring all four of them home with me.”

      So, I ran home and got a laundry basket, ran back to the dog pen, scooped up all four squirmy puppies, and then slowly made my way home. The trip back home through the field proved difficult. I remember they were too heavy for me to carry, and they were all four trying to get out of the basket, but I made it, and I was so proud of myself when I got back to where my mom was working on something outside with my stepfather.

      I was not met with proud smiles or accolades. They were both furious. I was disappointed and upset because I knew that I would have to figure out how to take the puppies back to their pen, and I was already worn out.

      The whole journey back after dropping the puppies off with Dolly, I was terrified. What would my punishment be when I had actually done something wrong if I got scolded for giggling? What would happen when I had actually disobeyed?

      Fortunately, Frank had instructed my mom about how to administer my punishment. She took me where he could not see us and with tears in her eyes, she said, “If he asks you what I’m doing, tell him I squeezed the fire out of your arm.”

      “Why?” I was confused and didn’t understand anything about the situation, and she could tell.

      “Those puppies are for sale. If you drop or hurt one, we can’t sell it, and Frank will be out a lot of money. Look what he did to my arm.” She rolled up her sleeve and showed me the handprint. The blue and purple bruise had already begun to form on her bicep. “This is what he wants me to do to you. I’m not going to, but if he asks you, you have to tell him I did.”

      I realized that this man was to be lied to because he was actually physically hurting her at this point.

      He was also very reckless with our physical safety. He had a very old, small, tractor from the 1950s that did not have anywhere for my little sister and I to sit with him. It would have been more than fine with both of us if we did not sit on the tractor with him or interact with him at all, but he not only insisted that we ride on the tractor with him, but that both of us did at the same time.

      That meant Ruby sat on his lap, and I sat on the hood, the piece of metal over the engine, at the front of the tractor. I had to straddle it, and once, I burned my leg severely. The real problem was that if I had fallen off, I would’ve been crushed to death by one of the huge back tires. No one had ever explained to me that if he hit a bump, and I fell, I should quickly roll out of the way. I’m sure if I had fallen, I would’ve tried to jump up and run out of the way, but there would not have been enough time. From the nose of the tractor to its back hitch it was only about five feet long. Even if it was going slowly, I would’ve had only a second or two before the back tires, which were about five feet tall, crushed me. My mom begged him not to put me up there and to just let me walk. He always snickered a sarcastic laugh and told her she was worrying about nothing.

      I suppose to him, I was nothing.

      All four of us had to ride on the tractor one time. My mom and I begged him to just let us walk. He could drive the tractor back to the house, and we would follow on foot. He insisted he would hold Ruby on his lap, I would sit on the front, and my mom would perch on the foothold next to the enormous tire. If she had fallen, she would’ve died.

      I had already learned that crying and begging did not work with this man and that we had to do everything the exact way he wanted, no matter how infantile the idea. I sat quietly on the tractor’s engine. I don’t remember whether Ruby was crying or not, but I do remember exactly the way my mom’s facial expression and tone of voice screamed terror. She was scared. She didn’t want to die.

      “Please let me get down! Just let me walk! Just stop! Stop! Stop! I want down!” She was pleading, and then he did it. He did the thing that is forever sealed in my memory as not only the most childish but the most unforgivable, infuriating thing anyone could ever do.

      He pushed my mom. He pushed her left shoulder as if to say, “Fine, if you want down so badly, get down,” the way an eight-year-old would speak. She faltered and almost fell. In her eyes, I could see she was beyond afraid.

      The next time my mom and I were alone together I asked her, “If you are afraid of him, too, and he is hurting you, why don’t we just leave?”

      “It doesn’t work like that, Amelia,” she said.

      “Why not?” I was completely confused. She’d always seemed like such a confident woman to me. She had never even taken anyone’s verbal abuse, let alone let someone physically bully her.

      “Because he is dangerous, and where am I gonna go? Where will I take you? Where will we go that he doesn’t know where to find us?” she asked.

      “How is he dangerous?” I was still only six, but I could sense in her fear that she was talking about more than the things I had seen.

      “He has killed people, Amelia,” she said with daggers for pupils.

      “What? Who has he killed?” I was starting to cry.

      “He has killed more than one person, but one of them was his son.”

      “What?” I was sobbing.

      “Yeah, he backed over him with his car.”

      “What? How old was he?”

      “I don’t know. He was a baby, one or two,” she answered.

      The only real information or help I received from that conversation with my mom was that out of the four of us living in this single wide I, at six, was the only adult.

      At six, thirty years ago, I remember thinking “How do you move your young children into a house with a man that you know has killed a young child without finding out the details? Why are you choosing this man you barely know over your children? Now I have to get my sister and me out of here without my mom.”
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      Every night before falling asleep, listening to my mom’s husband drone on in the next room about how he didn’t even listen to the women at church pray if they had short hair or how you could tell by looking at someone if they were a Christian, I would pray.

      I prayed about one thing and one thing only and that was how to take Ruby and escape. I was always paying attention to directions and roads. I knew how to get to my dad’s house, and I knew it would be very far and very cold if we walked. As an adult, I now know it would’ve been close to twenty miles and incredibly dangerous, but back then, I was willing to try. I just didn’t know how or when, and so I prayed.

      In the meantime, my mom spent her evenings trying to get me to interact more with her husband. She wanted us to be friends, and I did not want to get in any more trouble, so I obeyed when she told me to ask him questions. Before dinner one evening she told me to ask him how he trained the bird dogs he raised.

      His answer is still the most disturbing thing anyone has ever said to me.

      My six-year-old voice at the dinner table asked, “How do you train a dog to hunt quail?”

      Frank’s forty-year-old grown man's voice answered. “What would you do, Amelia, if I dug a hole out here in the yard,” he said, motioning to the yard outside the front door, “and put you inside of a box, poked holes in it so you could breathe, threw some dirt on top, and left you in the box in the hole for a week?”

      I was stunned and did not move. I did not answer, so he continued.

      “And you were poopin’ and peein’ all over yourself for about a week, and then I dug up the box. What would you do?” he asked.

      I was frozen. I had no idea what he was talking about. My mom was sitting next to me. He was saying this in front of her three-year-old and to her six-year-old. I looked to my mom for help and got nothing.

      I got nothing from her.

      “You would do anything I said after that, wouldn’t you?” he asked.

      As an adult, I vaguely understand how his example correlates to breaking a bird dog, but as a very young and confused child, I was screaming inside for Jesus to rescue us.
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      When I was a child, I didn’t know much about my mother’s childhood. After having spent more time with her as an adult, I found out that she had just as traumatic a childhood as I had, only in a different way.

      My mom’s mother had a baby when she was sixteen, a product of rape and incest. This child was severely developmentally delayed and had anger issues. My mom has a scar on her arm where her older brother, known to his younger siblings as “Crazy Larry,” stabbed her with scissors when she was three or four. With an absent father, a neglectful mother, and eventually six more siblings, my mother had really never been shown what love was in her youth.

      I was blessed enough to have a wonderful father who had been raised and loved by a reverend and a teacher. He had only one sibling. He was the youngest, was the only boy, and so my dad was not only cherished and taught to be kind and loving, but he was also charismatic and intelligent, and he demanded respect. Even at the age of six, I knew that how I was being treated by my stepfather was not going to fly with me, and that was due mostly to my dad’s personality and how he taught me to accept nothing less than what I deserved.

      My older siblings worried about the well-being of Ruby and me as well, and on Halloween, our eighteen-year-old brother, who had always taken us trick-or-treating, braved coming to visit us. My mom’s husband let our brother drop off Halloween cupcakes but would not let him in the house or let us see him.

      “You deal with it,” my mom’s husband told her as he sat in the house with us and had my mom go outside and tell her son that he could not see his own little sisters.

      I could hear my brother, whom I missed so much, loudly asking my mom so that her husband could hear, “Why can’t I just see them so I know they’re okay?” It had been months since he’d seen us. “Why are you doing this? You can just leave! You don’t have to stay here!”

      Mom told him to leave, and we didn’t even get to see him that night, let alone go trick-or-treating with him.

      Later in life, my stepfather told me this story from his perspective. He made fun of my brother for always carrying a baseball bat when he came to try to see us or protect us.

      “A baseball bat,” he scoffed. “What’s he gonna do with a baseball bat?”

      I was in my thirties for that conversation, and by then I had realized you don’t answer crazy people aloud. But inside, my response was that if you’d ever seen what Jordan Boyd could do with a baseball bat, you’d be much more scared. More importantly, why should a child or a very young man have to arm himself with a baseball bat, or any other weapon, when visiting his mother and his sisters?
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      I was so young when my mom met Frank that I didn’t have many memories of her before she started to change. The very first thing he did when they met was something every controlling narcissist does–he changed her name.

      Everyone in the county we lived in, which was small, rural, and tightly knit, knew my mom as Libby. She had been Libby since she moved there when she was thirteen, and now, he wanted her to go by Elizabeth.

      She was thirty-eight when she met Frank. At the time, she owned a home and ran a very profitable daycare business. She and my dad had been divorced for about a year and a half, and they were able to afford for us to live comfortably.

      My mom had an incredibly strong work ethic throughout her entire life. Before she met my stepfather, my mom was Libby who sang at church, taught Bible study and aerobics classes, wore lavender or light green eye shadow, rouge, and a vibrant lip. She played softball, had a lot of friends, and was quick-witted and very smart.

      The longer she stayed with him, the more friends she lost. It was impossible for her to go anywhere or see anyone. Everything was evil and outlawed. There was no more makeup for her. Dresses went from sparkly to plain. There was no more softball, aerobics, or friends. The light in her eyes dulled, and the jokes and laughter faded away.

      I spent my entire adolescence and adult life trying to win her back from him, but in my heart, I knew when I was six that it was within those first few weeks that he had already killed that person.

      He’d killed Libby.

      Another thing that was overly difficult was my terror when it came to asking my mom for help. When one lives with a controlling narcissist, they never know how that person will react to anything. As I studied him and his reactions so as not to anger him or get in trouble, I could usually guess whether or not he’d let me ask for Mom’s help.

      If she was doing something for him, or he needed her attention, I knew not to ask, but when a person is hurt, sick, or desperate, we often don’t have the capacity to think about what someone else will say about asking our mother for help.

      And no one should have to worry about that when they are a child.

      One evening, my mom made spaghetti for dinner. After helping her with the dinner dishes, I told my mom my stomach was in pain. Her husband told me to go sit in the chair she usually sat in when he lectured her so that he could, “See what ‘The Word’ says about feeling sick.”

      After reading from the Bible, he determined that a six-year-old with an upset stomach full of spaghetti needed to drink an entire glass of burgundy wine. It was not when she poured it for me, and he told me to sip from the wine, but when she started to pour it out, replacing it with grape juice when he wasn’t looking, that I saw exactly what would eventually change her brain composition.

      How long can she play this brain-rotting game where she hides, lies, and tricks this devastatingly immature joke of a man rather than just standing up for herself? I sat in the chair contemplating how I had been lying for mere weeks and already felt physically, mentally, and emotionally exhausted. I could not handle it, and I saw it changing my mom into someone else.

      That night I threw up in my bed and had no energy to estimate what the Beast’s reaction would be if I called for my mother’s help.

      I whimpered, “Mom,” so quietly, she must’ve been awake, waiting for me to call for her, knowing I would be sick. She knew that, if he were awake, he would force me to figure out how to clean myself and my bed. She had fresh bedding and pajamas ready to go, motioning to me to be silent. She cleaned up the mess silently and by herself.

      “If he had known about it, he would’ve thrown a fit,” she told me as she put me on the school bus the next morning. “So, you did a good job of being quiet.”

      My mother was telling me that I did a good job of hiding the fact that she was mothering me for the first time, and it would be nowhere near the last time I’d be praised for our deception.
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      I knew that if I had to think about my mom’s husband’s reactions to things and predict them ahead of time in order to know what to hide, what to say, what not say, and what to lie about, my mom must have been playing those mental games constantly.

      She and Ruby had to stay home with him all day every day as he ran a business from home, so they never got the break from him that I was blessed with while I was at school. This constant state of trying to predict his reactions, trick him, and lie to him would end up later costing my mother her sanity. This man had even changed the things that brought her happiness, down to her beverage of choice.

      My mom had always been a Pepsi girl. My entire childhood, she had a Pepsi nearby.  Only now, she had to hide them. When they first met, Frank didn’t allow her to have Pepsi at all, so she hid them in her closet and drank them warm. She hid other treats like chocolate bars and candy because her husband would lecture her about gluttony and tell her she was overweight.

      Not that it mattered, but she was not overweight, and at the time, she was in much better shape than he was. He smoked a pack of cigarettes or two a day. I genuinely can’t remember how much he smoked, but it was always indoors, and Ruby and I had never been around cigarette smoke before. He was a man so full of himself that he smoked with her young children in the house and in the car, but she was not allowed to have a Pepsi.

      A day or two before Thanksgiving, my dad came to eat lunch with me at school. He was excited to tell me that they were working on going to court and that his lawyer had a judge issue an order saying he would be able to pick Ruby and me up for Thanksgiving.

      He said a policeman or two would be with him but not to be afraid. I was very happy that we would be getting to see our dad, our older siblings Jordan and Mellissa, and our grandma for Thanksgiving, but my spirits dropped on Thanksgiving morning when, before daylight, Ruby and I were dressed and ushered by our mom into our stepfather's car. My mom and Frank drove us three hours to Frank’s mom’s house in another state.

      I knew that Frank thought he was above the law and wasn’t shocked in the least to see that he didn’t think court orders applied to him. I tried not to think about how my dad would feel when he got there to pick us up, and we were not home. I tried not to think about how my dad knew Frank was dangerous and how my dad had told me Frank was what was called a “felon,” asking me if he had ever hurt me or touched me. I tried not to think about how my dad would be heartbroken, worried, or even scared that he would never see us again.

      We spent Thanksgiving with Frank’s mom, Norma. He and my mom helped her cook while my sister and I played outside. Later in my life, I would learn more about Frank’s mother. She had married his father twice. Both times, the man had cheated on her, the second time with her best friend. Both times, she was left to raise two little boys alone.

      When Frank was eight, she married his stepfather. That man was on antipsychotics and other barbiturates for anger management issues in the 1960s when medicine, especially for mental illness, was new and undeveloped. Frank told me that when he and his brother were still grade school age, they would open their mother’s husband’s pills and snort the powder inside of them, refill them with flour or sugar so that they didn’t get caught, and put them back in the bottle. They were taking 1960s antipsychotics straight through their noses at ages eight and ten.

      The more stories Frank told me about his past life when I was an adult, the more his personality, mental instability, and emotional issues would make sense. His stepfather was physically violent with him, his brother, and their mother. One time when Frank was eleven, the man was raging naked in the living room threatening to kill Frank and his family. That night, Frank had to pull a gun on his own stepfather to get him to leave.

      Eventually, Norma’s third marriage would end, too. Her husband cheated on her with one of his psych ward nurses. Her oldest son, Frank’s brother, died very young of a cocaine-induced heart attack in a hotel room with a hooker, even though he had a wife at home. Frank had a long list of felonies and had taken multiple human lives.

      Norma could’ve been paying more attention to her sons. Maybe so many families wouldn’t have had to hurt so badly if she had been. She eventually died of dementia in a nursing home alone.

      So, on Thanksgiving in 1993, we were court-ordered to spend the day with our dad, but instead, a couple of cowards drove us three hours away from him to spend the day with a stranger.
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      Christmas, if one celebrates the holiday, is one of the most special seasons of the year.  When we are children, we look forward to that morning for weeks, and the whole month of December leading up to it is filled with sparkles, songs, and different events designed for kids.

      I think when we are children we also get a glimpse into the aspect of Christmas that causes even adults to become childlike. Even children can tell that grown-ups need Christmas by that time of year as something to look forward to and to take their minds off of the fast-approaching winter.

      When my mom was a child, Christmas was pitiful. She had the kind of mother who didn’t cook or clean on regular days, let alone create holiday joy. Their bathtub was black, my mom told me.

      “You didn’t even want to get in that thing.”

      I asked, “So, where did you take a bath?”

      “We didn’t,” she responded without even blinking.

      Her facial expression was that of someone who had lived her childhood in fight or flight mode, surviving from moment to moment because no one was paying any attention to her. Her dad would come home long enough to get her mother pregnant again and then be back working on the road.

      My mom grew up in the slums of Chicago where she said her mother would clean their house only once a month.

      “When the welfare lady would come to check on us, she’d clean with a shovel,” she explained. “My mom would shovel the floors, and everything got thrown out the back door.”

      “Even your toys?” I asked.

      “We didn’t have any toys,” she said with that same blankness on her face, her tired green eyes with no pain left behind them. There was nothing left behind them.

      Remarkably, before she met Frank, my mom made Christmas the most magical season for us. Libby loved sparkles. She always chose the sparkliest dress or earrings. She loved our ballet costumes with all the sequins, and she absolutely loved Christmas lights. She would always be the first to comment on the Christmas lights on people’s houses when we were driving in December. She loved Christmas music, giving creative presents, helping us write letters to Santa, and always having everything we asked for–and then some–under the tree.

      The year before she met Frank, the Christmas when I was five and Ruby was two, my mom’s dad came to visit us. She and her dad had always had friendly conversations. I could tell from the memories she’d told me of her childhood that even though he was not at all the father he should have been, she had no ill feelings toward him. I didn’t realize it then, but as an adult, I saw that my mom had never even unpacked any of the baggage she carried around with her dad inside.

      This particular Christmas, he brought Ruby and me two stuffed animals–Scottish terriers wearing plaid hats and kilts. When we pressed a button on their foot, much to our delight, they barked to the tune of “Jingle Bells.” I think those stuffed animals were my most memorable Christmas gift ever because I later found out that Frank had chopped their heads off with an axe.

      Frank’s hatred of Christmas was not explained to us at all at that age. We were simply told that, this year, we would not be participating in our absolute favorite events of the whole year. Later in my life, he would give me enough lectures about how Christmas is a pagan holiday, how it has nothing to do with Jesus, and how Jesus would disapprove of the holiday, to understand his position and opinion on Christmas.

      For me, Christmas is every day of the year. For me, Christmas is love and kindness. I ask Jesus to give me opportunities to be kind and show love, and I look for those opportunities every day. If we believe Jesus is who He says He is, we should be celebrating His birth every day, and if one doesn’t believe He is who He says He is, I’m sure one would still choose kindness and love over ugliness and hate too. The speech Bill Murray gives at the end of the movie Scrooged–set this book down for a minute and listen to him give that speech–that’s it! That is what Christmas is, and who doesn’t want that for all of us? So, I believe Jesus would love that aspect of Christmas. He loves joy, kindness, generosity, and hope, and that’s what Christmas inspires in our hearts.

      The commercialism and the unfortunate way people are overworked during the Christmas season, paired with the fact that everyone’s stressed out because they’re trying to spend more money than they have on the holiday, has caused that part of Christmas to become tragic. Jesus would flip over food court tables and sit down and braid a whip, or maybe He would just ask us to remember that the number of gifts under the tree is not at all what Christmas is about.

      Christmas can become whatever we want to make of it, and it can be every day.

      My sixth Christmas was approaching, and I was dreading it. I didn’t know what it would feel like to wake up that morning and treat it like it was just another day, but what was worse was knowing that both of my parents would be sad to see Ruby and me sad on Christmas. In my dad’s case, it was gut-wrenching to know that he wouldn’t get to see us on Christmas at all.

      One cold December day, I asked Ruby if she wanted to run away.

      “Yes.” She emphatically nodded. “We will have to get our coats on, sneak out the back door, and walk all the way to Dad’s house,” I explained.

      She was agreeable, as I knew she would be. Anything was better than living here around this man. Ruby and I hid our coats under our bunk bed and waited for our mom and her husband to go to bed. We waited for hours, and he was still lecturing.

      I couldn’t take listening anymore, so we crawled out of bed, got our coats on, and peeked our heads out of our bedroom door. It wasn’t going to work tonight. They were both awake and sitting where they could see the front and back doors of the single-wide trailer.

      “Go back to bed, girls,” my mom said.

      It’s always been interesting to me that neither of them noticed we were wearing our coats. Did they even realize we were unhappy? I understood then that we would never be able to stay awake long enough to run away in the middle of the night, so all I could do was pray. I prayed for Ruby and me to have a way out.

      A day or two later, for seemingly no reason, my mom and her husband drove us in the car down to the barn at the opposite end of Frank’s property. He parked his car near a large tree, and they told us to go inside the barn and wait there. Ruby and I always did as we were told no matter how strange the instruction because we feared the punishments would be even stranger and much worse.

      We went into the barn, and I watched what Frank and my mom were doing. He was smoking a cigarette beside the tree, and she was sitting in the car. Everything that was happening seemed fishy to me. I thought, “Either someone is meeting us down here for some reason, he brought us down here to hurt us, or we are hiding. We are hiding!”

      I prayed, “What do I do, Lord? I don’t want my dad to not be able to find us.”

      I heard a car driving down the dirt road and felt inspired to run down the driveway toward the car.

      “I don’t even care if it’s my dad in the car! I don’t even care if I get in trouble! I don’t care anymore!”

      A police car and my dad’s car behind it pulled into the driveway that led to the barn.

      My dad jumped out of his car and hugged me. “Do you know what day it is? Do you know what we are going to get to do?” He always crouched down to talk to us at eye level. Ruby had run out of the barn too. “It’s Christmas Eve, and you get to spend the night with us and have Christmas tomorrow!” We were hugging him and crying happy tears and also tears of such relief.

      My mom and her husband were arguing with the policeman, who was handing them papers and shaking his head. When we were driving to our dad’s house, he turned to my stepmom in the passenger seat and said, “If she hadn’t run out like that when she did, we might not have known where they were.”

      I still believe the Holy Spirit moved me.

      We spent the next day enthralled in Christmas joy. My dad’s wife was amazing at Christmas presents and decorating cookies. They took us to see the Christmas lights and sing songs. We got to see our grandma, Jordan, and Mellissa. Then on Christmas night, our hearts were broken when we had to go back to Frank’s house.
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      As I reflect on the inattentive parenting of my mom’s mother, Mary, and Frank’s mother, Norma, I can’t help but see why they had difficulties. Mary and Norma were both born in the 1920s, the very decade women were finally recognized as adults and human enough to deserve the right to vote in a country they helped grow, build, shape, and produce for over one hundred and fifty years.

      Women born in the 1920s, raising families in the 1940s and 50s, were taught to be wives above all else. We can find examples everywhere throughout history of brilliant women who were educated, warriors, inventors, rich, and in power. But more commonly, unless they were born wealthy or very fortunate, until very recently, women were born to be wives and mothers.

      Motherhood was expected to be second nature to all of them. If you had to ask how to be a mother, you were doing it wrong and would sound incompetent, so no one discussed it, and everyone assumed that every woman was simply born knowing how to be a mother. Society focused on teaching little girls how to be good, meek, humble, obedient wives. If you flip through an early American census, you may commonly see the name Obedience as a female name.

      Mary’s and Norma’s mothers would have been completely dependent on their husbands. The lessons Mary and Norma would have learned as children during the Great Depression would not have so much been, “Here is how to love, honor, and keep your husband.” More likely, the message would have been, “You need a man to survive!”

      By the time the Second World War was over, and Mary and Norma were old enough to start looking for a man to marry, Mary had already been impregnated by a family member and left to raise a baby alone at age sixteen. Norma’s adolescence is a part of her life that I’m unfamiliar with, but knowing that she married Frank’s unfaithful and abusive dad twice and his stepdad, who was also abusive, my conclusion is that she, too, thought having a husband was more important than health, happiness, and even her own children.

      These women were inattentive mothers because they were trying to make childlike men into husbands and fathers. Their focus was husband first, children second, themselves last, and this process never has, and will, never work. A woman and her children should not suffer or be neglected in any way. If the men in their lives, or the men who created them, are not up to the task, they must go! They can go sort themselves out and possibly have a second chance if they have proven themselves to be changed men, but if the man of the house is interfering with the well-being of his family, he doesn’t get to stay.

      Mary thought she needed my mother’s dad. Norma thought she needed her husbands. Would it have been difficult to raise children alone back then? Absolutely, but Mary was already doing it alone anyway, and Norma could have found the time to do it alone, too, if she had put her energy and focus into herself and her children.

      However, society had brainwashed them into thinking they could not survive without a husband and that a husband comes first. Moreover, these women believed they had to do everything their husbands said, which was why Mary ended up with eight or nine children.

      A husband who contributes to his family and treats everyone in the household with kindness and respect should most definitely be treated as a priority by his wife. If a woman has not found that man yet, she should focus on herself. Norma and Mary never once in their entire lives even looked at themselves. Each of them died of dementia, a disease that robs a person of any shred of dignity or sanity they may have once clutched. May we forgive the women who were trapped in that cycle and break it… stomp it.

      When Ruby and I came back from Christmas at our dad’s house, I feared I would be in trouble for running out of the barn and giving away our hiding place. Frank did not mention it to me, and I assumed that was because he didn’t want a six-year-old to call him out for being a coward who was trying to hide from legal documents and court orders. My parents were in a full-blown, 1990s-style custody battle. No matter the evidence of being the safer, more secure, non-felon, cooperative parent, my dad was still a dad trying to get custody of his two very young girls in 1993 when such things were unheard of.

      My dad visited me at school for lunch a couple of times a week. That January, Ruby and I were court-ordered to go to his house every other weekend. My mom’s husband was compliant when my dad would pick us up and drop us off with a police escort, but when we were at our dad’s house, Frank would call and threaten our dad with physical violence if he did not bring us back immediately. My dad recorded these phone conversations on a tape recorder to use in court while my baby sister and I sat wide-eyed on the couch, listening.

      As he left the cafeteria after lunch one day, my dad hugged me and said, “Don’t forget, you can always write me a letter. I gave Mrs. Phillips stamps and envelopes.”

      As I was seeing the custody battle unfold, it started to become clear to me how Ruby and I would be able to leave. My dad had to win us in a battle. I went home after school that day, took my notebook paper out of my backpack, and began to cry as I wrote. The letter to my dad was really a letter to judges and lawyers I had never and would never meet.

      We hate it here. It is dangerous. He already killed a child. We are scared. We cry every night.

      I remember a tear hitting the sheet of paper, and I circled it.

      These are my tears, I wrote. Please let us live with you, Dad.

      The tears I was crying were mixed in three parts. Some of them were out of the pain, frustration, and confusion we had already endured. Some of them were because I felt like I was betraying my mother. It was the first time I had ever done that, and I knew I could not bring her with me. Mostly, I was crying with relief because I knew it was finally almost over.

      At least this part of it was almost over. Ruby and I would be safe soon. I could feel it.

      The next morning, I handed the letter to Mrs. Phillips. She was more than just my teacher. She had been a family friend of my mom and dad’s when they were still married, and she was my older brother’s best friend’s mom. Mrs. Phillips knew everything that was going on in my life at the time, and she was very helpful, understanding, and kind.

      She did not read my letter. She folded it neatly so it would fit in the envelope because I was six and had waded it up and crammed it in, but she did not read it. She put it in the self-addressed envelope my dad had given her and dropped it in the mail for me.

      Mrs. Phillips is an angel on Earth.
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      A few days after Mrs. Phillips had mailed my letter, my dad came to have lunch with me at school. “You are a very brave and clever girl. I thought you were going to write to me about puppies or school.”

      He was happier than I’d seen him in a long time.

      “When do we get to come and live with you?” I asked.

      I can’t remember what my dad’s response was, but it wasn’t very many days later that Frank and my mom came to my school in the middle of the day to talk with Mrs. Phillips. I had been worried about this possibility, but I was in fight-or-flight mode, so I could not worry too much about what would happen if Mrs. Phillips got in trouble for helping me, and I knew that I had not asked her to do anything wrong or illegal.

      I had prayed that she would mail my letter without invading my privacy and reading it first, and I wholeheartedly believed that she was the kind of woman who would do just that. I also knew that if she did read my letter, she was a teacher and would, therefore, have to report any abuse or violence that was occurring in my home, so either way, we would be rescued. I knew that Mrs. Phillips was intelligent and that she’d be able to hold her own when speaking with Frank.

      My class was at recess when
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