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Author’s Note

This book is based on my life, experiences, memories and thoughts, and is completely true to the best of my recollections. Some details, names and places have been changed to protect individuals’ privacy, in particular the location of our home in Sequim, WA.




Introduction

I’ve battled within my own heart on the question of whether anyone would even want to hear about the events of my childhood.

My house burned down when I was 14 years old, and my six-year-old sister Katie died in the fire. It was undeniably a total fucking tragedy, and I would not blame you at all if you put this book down right now.

But to tell you the sad details of what happened that night, while they are central to my life, is not the reason I am writing this book.

The question is more this – and I have thought about this more and more, as I’ve got older – how in hell did I manage to even come close to making my peace with all of the madness of a childhood of which the fire was but one (admittedly major) part? How did I manage to outrun not only the fire, but its aftermath? And more than that – how have I emerged not only sane, but as a person who tells jokes for a living?

Even now as a grown person with a pretty good grasp on what the world and normal society is like, I am still surprised when people express interest in the minutiae of my childhood. This may be because what I’ve been through has skewed my bar of what’s remarkable and what’s simply mundane. (For example, is having a pet wolf weird?)

But having locked it up for decades, telling people publicly about my childhood is something that I’ve now done – and in the end I did it in the form of a stand-up comedy show at the Edinburgh Fringe. The response really surprised me. While it was certainly at times uncomfortable for both me and the audience, the reception was off-the-scale positive.

Along with this, after seeing the show, everyone was seemingly bursting with questions for me. An hour-long performance can’t be as detailed and nuanced as reality, so as I played it to more and more people, it slowly began to dawn on me that to really do it justice, I needed to get this story written down fully, and to properly explore what happened.

A book seemed to be the only viable way to do that, and once I started writing, I promise you, I could not stop. And now, here it is. Yes, this book is very sad in parts, but I really hope you’ll stick with it and keep reading, because it abounds with light as well. Even though tears streamed down my face at times while I was perched over my keyboard, I also felt a deep joy, and a lot of humour, love and gratitude.

The book’s title is a case in point. The Hottest Girl at Burn Camp refers to a kids’ camp I attended in the summer after the fire, where I arrived and timidly realized that I was one of the least burned kids there. A comedian friend of mine, Heather, listened to me tell this story and immediately shot back, “Krystal. Are you saying you were … the hottest girl at Burn Camp?” Not only was it true, I realized that Heather had given me the perfect way to show the clash of humour and sadness that would define this book.

The Hottest Girl at Burn Camp is a story of trauma and grief; how I shoved it down, ignored it and then figured out what I was meant to be doing with my life, did it and then realized that maybe I wasn’t quite as healed as I thought I was. But some things never fully heal, and that’s okay. Everything’s a process. The main tool I use to deal with my pain is, and always has been, humour. If you can laugh at something, that shows that you have the power and not the thing. And yes, I know not everyone operates this way – because some people are truly humourless cunts.

But, if you’re reading this, I’d like to think that means that you do want to hear this story, and I sincerely hope you find it worthy of your time.

Unless, that is, you’re feeling like Katie did one night when she was four years old as I was about to read her a third book of the evening.

“Noooo,” she implored me, “not another story! I’m tired!”

If that’s you, then maybe put the book down right now.

Krystal Evans, Edinburgh, 2024




Prologue

I didn’t do the thing. That thing I was supposed to do. What was it? I forgot.

Where are you? Where have you gone? I’ve forgotten something but I can’t remember what it is.

Roaring. Walls being broken. I see the person in the mirror turn and run away, a flash of her oversized white t-shirt the last thing to disappear from the side of the frame.

She’s crying.

Or is she? No, no. I’m crying. It’s me. But it doesn’t sound like me.

Someone screams. A woman.

I’m surrounded by the whitest fire and thick, heavy black smoke.

I fall to the floor, hard. On my hands and knees now, I can barely breathe.

Breathe in.

She’s still screaming. No, no. It’s me. I’m screaming.

How can I not know if I’m screaming or not? Where is it coming from?

The air is pulled from my lungs as I stand up and my throat feels stuck together with glue. My mouth feels duct-taped shut.

The entire structure rolls around me, flames groaning and rotating like a cursed, haunted carnival fun house, the buttons pushed and levers pulled by an unseen psychopath.

The whole room is burning, my skin so hot and beginning to heat my insides.

Through the fire, I see my face in the mirror again, surrounded by orange and white flames and my face is dripping like wax, but I can’t feel it. Only the heat. I touch my face but the person in the mirror just stares at me, hands at her sides, melting to the floor.

My bed, my posters, my CDs, all burn in a pile behind the girl in the mirror. My books. My guitar.

But where is she?

I call for her. I can’t find her. Someone’s crying.

She’s in the woods! She’s escaped to the woods by the train tracks! We always play there.

She would have known to run and meet me there. I have to get to her. I have to get out of here to get to her.

Why would this happen? How did this happen?

Who did this?

It was an accident.

The structure of our home lurches and groans like a vast sinking vessel, yawing down to the bottom of the darkest deep. As the ceiling becomes the floor, I lose my footing and fall directly into the flames.

And the smell. Sweet, like burning newspaper. Campfire. Melted plastic. Scorched metal. Burning flesh. Singed hair. My own voice, calm and collected.


Be careful, this is really hot, you could burn yourself, okay?

Get away from there!

Oh my God. Oh my God. This poor woman.

Why don’t you get the fuck up? Why don’t you help?

Why didn’t you save her?

Hey, don’t touch this, okay? It’s really hot.

She’s been through so much.

Your mom is one tough cookie, that’s for sure!

She’s in the woods, Krystal. I know she’s there!

I’ve forgotten something. What was it?

Mom, what really happened in there?

She was already gone when I got there.

I have to get away from here.

I have to get away.

Fuck you, don’t touch me. Fuck you. Fuck off. Don’t say that.

Don’t you ever fucking say that to me.

You can help stir, but just remember this part is really hot, okay?



“Mom? Katie? MOM?!”


She’s crying and tries to touch me.



“Fuck you. Fuck YOU. Fuck OFF!!”

“Krystal. Krystal, shhh. Hey. Hey. It’s okay.”

I’m abruptly aware that I’ve been yelling in my sleep. I’m breathing very heavily, and the rush of adrenaline slowly leaves my body as I try to actively slow my own heartbeat.

“You were yelling in your sleep again.”

I feel my face go hot at the thought of what I may have been saying involuntarily. I’d prefer for everyone around me to think that I don’t experience big, negative emotions like grief and rage. I’m just a chilled-out, easy-going, cool young woman with a sort of dark past, sure, but I’m not some drama queen who can’t get on with things in life anyway. I can handle my shit.

“Oh, oh,” I put my hands on my chest. “Sorry.” I breathe sharply inwards. I can breathe. The air is cool and neutral. The only sound is of cars beeping on the street and mariachi music coming from the apartment across the alleyway. New York City’s version of silence.

“Fire dream again?” Stuart asks, yawning. Stuart is my boyfriend, Scottish, a chef who was working for Gordon Ramsay when we met a year ago, is now a chef at a private members’ club in midtown. He got me a job as a waitress and bartender there.

“No, no. Just like … dreaming of punching Renee in the face,” I smile and laugh. Hoping that’s convincing enough. Renee is my current nemesis at the club.

“Hm. You said Katie a couple times,” he says sleepily, rubbing my shoulder.

“Oh. Well. Maybe that was part of it.” I laugh, unconvincingly.

Please, don’t ask me any more questions, I think. He doesn’t. I’m not ready yet to fully realize the thoughts that are brewing in my brain without my consent, let alone share them with anyone else.

At least we’re in the dark, I think.




Part One
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1.

“Okay, so. If you could eat anything in the world right now, what would it be?” Mom said, strewn out across the entire length of the couch, head propped up on her hand and bent elbow, which was propped up by three pillows.

We played this game a lot. Seemed as good a starting point as any to figure out what we should have for our next meal. Was it even possible? We’d start from the best possible scenario and go from there.

“Crab with garlic butter!” Katie piped up, balancing on the back of the couch, feet slipping off every two steps. Katie was my five-year-old little sister, and this was her most common response to the question. An answer that was both truthful and a bit of a suck-up to the rest of us, because we all loved seafood. We’d have it on Christmas instead of turkey or ham. A huge salmon, clams, crab. Garlic butter. Bread. Shrimp. It was expensive and rare, so it felt really special. Magical food from the sea that was to be savoured and you had to constantly remark upon how good it tasted while you were consuming it, because if you didn’t, it felt as though it would be taken away.

On this occasion, though, Mom wanted cheeseburgers. “You know what I’m really in the mood for? Burgerville,” she said with those wide eyes adults give to children when they’re trying to hype them up for something that the child won’t be inherently enthused about.

Burgerville was a chain of fast-food restaurants that had shrunk over the years to only a few locations in Oregon and Washington. We were in the north of Washington state – a three-hour drive from the nearest Burgerville. It was July, and it was hot. Sweltering. Summer vacation. Mom struggled with what to do with us in the summer holidays, a not uncommon issue for most parents.

“Let’s just go!” she said.

Ah, one of these days, I thought.

No game plan was discussed, nothing was packed. We didn’t think about when we would get home, what we’d do on the way there and back, where we would sleep. She just decided we would go, and presumably we had no other plans, so why not? (Of course, there were many reasons why not, but they didn’t seem to cross anyone’s mind.)

Our red ’89 Ford Aerostar minivan was born three years after me and had no air-conditioning. We’d roll the windows down and feel the wind whip our hair around while Mom drove and blasted the radio. The Judds, James Taylor, Dolly Parton, Carole King or whatever was playing on Star 101.5 or WARM 106.9.

The journey down was long, seemingly endless. We stopped at a rest stop for snacks but tried not to spoil our appetites for the titular Town of Burgers we were to shortly arrive at. It took longer to get there than anticipated, and when we finally drove up to the underwhelming fast-food branch in Centralia, we were starving.

We stepped out of the car. Burgerville’s layout was like any McDonald’s in the rest of America. A wrap-around asphalt parking lot, an angled roof with plastic “tiles”, an outdoor play park for kids that was unacceptable for anyone to play on in this heat, because touching any part of the equipment would be accompanied by a trip to the local burn unit.

We followed Mom, zombie-like, into the restaurant. She always wore sweatpants and a sweatshirt, usually with the collar literally cut or ripped out, because seams in clothing near her neck made her feel “like she was choking”. Her hair was always very greasy and pulled back tight, dyed an unnatural shade of red from a home-dye kit from Safeway. Whenever we walked into any premises, every eye turned to look at us. I already knew the first thing she’d say to the person behind the counter at the Burgerville. I could have recited it myself.

“We just drove three-and-a-half hours to get here! We love Burgerville that much!” She leaned towards the person behind the counter to say this with the top half of her body, the bottom half pointed towards the end of the long line, body cheating towards the people in the queue, like she was talking to the person behind the counter in a staged play, unnaturally facing the wrong way so that the crowd could still see her facial expressions.

A woman in the line said something inaudible to me and Mom’s face lit up as she said, “Oh, are you offering me your place in line? That’s so sweet of you! Oh no, it’s fine, thanks so much! What’s your name? Linda? Oh my God, I had a best friend in high school named Linda! You’re way prettier than her though, hahaha. Nice to meet you, Linda, I’m Tracy.” Mom forced a huge smile, and her voice went higher pitched and louder, as it always did when she spoke to strangers.

“Mom, let’s just get in line,” I said. But I knew this wouldn’t work. I also knew that if Mom got lost in a conversation with this woman, we’d be here for even longer than we were already destined to be.

I don’t believe psychics are a real thing, but Mom was as close as you could get. When she was desperate, she would summon some sort of deep dark superpower which let her know things she couldn’t possibly have known. She could look at someone and just know they’d been through a divorce recently and give them advice that would make them start crying tears of gratitude, and they’d pay our restaurant bill. She could make an overdrawn bank charge disappear by connecting with the teller about their toddler’s learning disability. A nurse in a doctor’s office would get a prescription sorted quickly because Mom guessed, correctly, that she was a huge Joan Jett fan. Mom’s spontaneous conversations with strangers were epic. They had the potential to turn into hours, ending with one of them breaking down into happy tears. They could finish with us getting a lift from them, or going to their house, or with Mom at the very least exchanging phone numbers. She could garner connection and laughs from the most hardened human, and she knew it.

She knew things about me, too. “You’re lying, Krystal,” she’d say, her eyelids halfway shut over her grey irises, one eyebrow raised to a perfect point – the spitting image of the wicked witch from Snow White, except in a grey tracksuit. And I sometimes was lying, but I knew there was no way she could know this for sure, so I’d stick to my guns, but eventually start sobbing and confess that no, I hadn’t wiped down the counters with bleach spray, only antibac.

But these moments of connection with strangers made me feel queasy and uncomfortable. I knew this person didn’t know Mom like I did. I knew where every relationship she cultivated was fated to end.

“Mom,” I said again from the back of the queue, “we’re gonna lose our place in the line.”

“It’s okay, honey, I’m just talking to Linda!” She laughed and pulled me and Katie towards the woman, introducing us to her. The woman beamed, hesitant because of Mom’s manic energy, but also captivated by it. Another part of the ritual was to insist that our “chance meeting” with this person was some sort of fate.

“Oh my God, Krystal – she has a 13-year-old son, same age as you! 1986, right? What’s his name? That’s crazy! What’s his birthday? 11th February?! THAT’S MY SISTER’S BIRTHDAY! OH MY GOD I CANNOT BELIEVE THIS!” I went completely numb inside every time she did this. It would be exhausting to let myself feel the weight of humiliation as often as the situation warranted it. The best thing to do was just wait it out. I knew this, but at age 13 there was a teen indignation rising in me that frequently pushed me to the end of whatever rope of patience remained within. I’d seen enough of other adults and families at this point to know her behaviour was, at best, abnormal and humiliating. I didn’t yet know what the worst of it could be, but in any case, it didn’t feel like it had anything to do with our welfare. It fed something inside her, and that only made me angrier.

We sat down to eat, relieved by the air-conditioned restaurant, the smell and taste of fries and burgers and milkshakes filling us up from the inside out.

Okay, I thought. Mom was right. These burgers were the bomb. Thin, not too greasy, American melty cheese. The “special sauce” tasted like a combo of ketchup, mayo and mustard with Worcestershire, with teeny tiny onions and pickles chopped up through it. Hell, yes. For all of Mom’s faults, she had great taste in food and would go to great lengths to get and enjoy it.

After we ate, we got back in the car. Mom stared at the dashboard and quietly, sharply, said, “Shit.”

“What?” I asked.

We only had a quarter of a tank of gas left. Not enough to get all the way home. It was Saturday. Payday wasn’t until Monday. “Shit, shit,” she said again. She looked inside the restaurant and scanned the parking lot. Linda had already left.

Thank God, I thought.

We found a campsite nearby with an outdoor swimming pool that was only $20 a night to park and camp. But of course, we hadn’t planned on staying anywhere overnight, let alone camping, so we had no spare clothes or swimsuits. We splashed water on our faces and used handheld fans to try and cool ourselves down, fruitlessly, while Mom tried to think of what to do. A classic situation.

“Look, look! I found a snail!” Katie exclaimed. She played in the dirt, dragging sticks through it and digging and making trails with stones. Other families were doing barbecues or coming back from the pool in big towels, laughing and being normal.

Watching the other families, and then looking back at us gathered around our red van, something in me ached. A hot, acid-like fluid seeped into my stomach. I can’t stand this any more, I thought. Years of getting into situations like this piled on top of me. The heat also helped in fuelling the ball of anger forming in my throat. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to scream or cry. I was too old for this bullshit. I didn’t dare start yelling or swearing at Mom, because I knew her rage was fierce, and she could be unpredictable, so I had to balance my feelings and channel my anger to try to reason with her, calmly. I thought this in my head, but when I tried, instead, my feelings of rage came out as a desperate plea.

“Mom … I hate this,” I whined. “I’m so hot … and … tired, and … I just want to go home.”

Mom stared at me, mouth open slightly, a blank expression on her face, beads of sweat rolling down from her hairline to her eyebrows.

“I don’t want to be here any more! I’m just. So. HOT.” I broke down in sobs.

Mom continued to stare at me, fruitlessly searching for something to say. Her face was a deer in the headlights. I rarely questioned her lack of planning and saying it straight up like this made her freeze. She looked to the side, searching for some words of wisdom, but her face conveyed, I’ve got nothing.

She blinked, shook her head to bring herself back into the moment.

“Well. I’ll tell you what works,” Mom said, as she threw some water into the handheld fan and it sprayed across her face. “Really cools you off.” She gave a little nod.

I stared at her, brows furrowed. She did it again, demonstrating how much this technique really worked. I was not budging. She then did it to me, and I tried to keep my face neutral, despite the fact that the water and fan combo actually did feel pretty good.

“Me! My turn! I want to do it!” Katie jumped back and forth between the two of us and Mom indulged her by spraying her in the face, as if Katie was running back and forth through the world’s smallest, most pathetic garden sprinkler. Katie yelled, “Again!”

Mom and I stared at each other as the water spritzed over all three of us and the buzz of the handheld fan hummed its insipid whir. The laughter came simultaneously from all of us. We were doubled over, my sides hurt. Katie was laughing a lot too, despite not completely getting the joke. Laughing helped.

All for fucking Burgerville? Wow. For a moment, laughing meant everything was okay.

In 1987, when I was one year old, so the story goes, I would sit in the front of a shopping cart with Mom in Everett, Washington, and say, “Hi!” to every single person in the store we’d go past. Some would say, “Hi” back; some wouldn’t. “She’s just really friendly,” Mom would laugh. “You’re just so friendly, aren’t you?” From then onwards, her nickname for me became Friendly. She called me this since before I can remember, so it wouldn’t even register when people would ask years later, “Why is your mom calling you Friendly?”

When I was very young, up until age eight or so, I remember Mom being beautiful and vibrant. She was a gymnast before I was born, had dark chocolatey hair, grey eyes and perfect porcelain skin, and looked a bit like Linda Ronstadt. People always commented on Mom’s skin, and how young she looked, and Mom told us all about this with pride. I don’t blame her; as a girl, I soon came to recognize the apparently universal truth that our looks, especially our youth, are the most valuable thing we could have going for us.

Mom only played chords on guitar but was especially good at finger picking – “Which always impresses people who don’t know how to play,” she’d whisper, winking at me. Along with playing, she had a gentle, wispy singing voice that was uncharacteristically quiet compared to her speaking voice and her entire personality. She had a knack for harmonizing by ear. She passed this skill on to me, and we’d practise doing songs by the Judds (a mother–daughter country singing duo popular in the 1980s and ’90s) together, with our own harmony arrangements. “I want us to be like the Judds when I grow up!” I’d tell Mom, and everyone who would listen, as a little girl.

Mom wrote her own songs as well – they were folksy and country, and she wrote them about anything and everything. Just walking around the house, a tune would drop into her head and she’d pick up the guitar and figure out the chords. Many were children’s songs, inspired by me. One song that I always loved went:


I love your eyes, and I like your smile

I want to be your friend all the while

Every day I’ll treat you kind

Because a friend like Krystal’s hard to find!



She’d replace “Krystal” with whoever’s name she was singing about. My friends, other friends’ kids or anyone who happened to be around. I loved this. Mom was so fun and animated. Mom was like a child herself.

Kids loved Mom most of all. She had a way with children, like a secret language only she knew how to speak. She’d see a young girl in a store having a tantrum and the desperate mother struggling to get her under control. Mom would calmly walk over and say, “Oh, well, hello there. Now let me guess, are you four years old?” The child would stop crying and look at her, fascinated and a little taken aback, and then she’d nod. “I thought so. You know how I can tell?” The child would hold back a smirk and shake her head. “It’s your teeth! Those are four-year-old teeth if I ever saw them. Now can you smile, let me see them? Wow! Wait a second – you haven’t lost any of your teeth yet, have you?” The girl wouldshake her head again and clutch her mother’s leg, smiling. “Well, hey, my name’s Tracy and it’s really nice to meet you! I’ll betcha you’re such a big helper to your mom. I bet you could help put the next thing in the cart for her, because you look very strong. Have a nice day!” The mother would look at Mom with grateful eyes and say, “Say thanks, Sadie, thank you to this nice lady.”

“Oh what an absolute doll,” Mom would say, as we walked away. “You’re doing a great job,” she’d wink to the mother.

Mom’s presence was gargantuan. Everything about her was simultaneously loud, excitable and fragile. Her booming, vociferous laughter or her painful, choked tears that were always simmering just under the surface. The long, drawn-out conversations she’d indulge in with people wherever we went, her eyes searing into people’s very souls, her face showing that she knew something about this person intuitively, and they could feel that. She made people feel seen, and special, which made her magnetic. She had this apparent innocence and a way of looking at someone and immediately knowing that they were very tired, had been working a double shift, that they were taking care of a sick sibling, that they had recently got a divorce, that their mother just died, that they were having trouble with their asshole boss. Mom just knew. She could get people to open up as easily as look at them. It was incredible, sure, but also exhausting for us, her children, who just wanted to get back home.

It would be like having a mom who could levitate things with her mind; sounds good on paper, but must she constantly do it in public?




2.

When Mom left Dad for good, in 1987, I was one year old. We moved to a few different locations, mostly still in the Seattle area, and Dad would see me every other weekend, sometimes more, sometimes less.

In the early ’90s, Mom met a cop named Mike and married him quickly, moving us both to his home state of Arizona, a state that borders Mexico, which was a three-hour plane ride away from the rest of our family in Washington state (which is in the north, bordering Canada). Dad told me later he was devastated when Mom moved me away, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. Dad didn’t see me the entire time we lived in Arizona.

I was six years old when we moved there, in 1992. One of my earliest memories is playing in the Arizona desert with another little girl, under giant cactuses. The kind you’d see in Warner Brothers cartoons, with a torso and two green spiky arms sticking up at the sides. Garbage would blow into the cul de sac we lived in, surrounded by sand, and we’d take the plastic tarps and cans and boxes and make cool forts out of them around the cactuses and play pretend games in the 100+ degree heat. The natural environment was in stark contrast to Washington state, with its evergreens, white-capped mountains and fresh sea air.

Mike looked like Freddie Mercury: slim, Caucasian, complete with white wife-beater vest (a garment named a little too on-the-nose for this man, if you ask me), tight blue jeans and a thick, bushy ’tache covering his whole upper lip and most of the lower.

Mom and Mike would fight a lot, screaming fights, and I would get scared and hide, but also spy because I wanted to make sure Mom was okay. One night I was sat in the living room, hearing them shouting. I can still see the bedroom door swinging open and Mike having a hold of Mom by the shoulders and shoving her out of the room, hard, then her losing her footing and falling down into the hallway. Another time, they thought I was asleep, but I heard yelling so ran into the hall and saw Mike dragging Mom across the kitchen floor by her hair.

Mom had a black eye the next day, and she called the police on Mike, but it was pointless because he was a cop, so the other cops that turned up were all his pals. I remember them laughing outside together before driving off, and Mike coming back into the house all smug. Mom never even got to speak to them.

Mike then clapped his hands together, patted me on the head and said casually, “So, what’s for dinner?” Then, keeping eye contact with Mom, he went into their bedroom and slammed the door.

I was so happy to see my Uncle Guy when he came to help us move away. Guy was the designated peacekeeper of Mom’s family. Mom’s younger brother, he was the youngest of the four, and the only boy. He was about 5 foot 10, stalky and athletic, with piercing blue eyes, black hair, a baby face and a cutting, dark sense of humour. He was quieter than his older sisters (which wasn’t hard), and more laid back. Guy was very sensitive; women loved him, although he got his heart broken regularly. I always thought to myself, when I was a little girl, how pretty all of Guy’s girlfriends were.

Mom had called Guy so he could help us move. He was only 20 years old at the time, but he brought a male friend to sort of intimidate Mike into letting us leave. He did, thankfully. We were in Arizona only three months or so, but it seemed longer.

Guy was very protective over his older sisters. When they were kids there had been – let’s cut to the chase here – physical and emotional abuse, from my grandfather. I’ve heard a lot of arguments over the years about how much or how little abuse truly occurred. Very traumatic, upsetting scenes described, that another sibling will roll their eyes at and say the other had dreamed or imagined. Remembering the same events completely differently seems to be a common occurrence in families where abuse happens to kids. One thing they all agree on, though, is that there was hitting, and the girls all got it way worse than Guy. Guy would always try to stop it, even as a little boy. He lived with a lot of guilt over this, and wanted everyone to get along as adults. He was the favourite, and he knew it. I remember the feeling of him putting me up on his shoulders, being so high up and knowing I was safe with this sturdy man beneath me.

We drove away from Arizona in Guy’s car, safe from Mike.

Having escaped from the evil policeman, Mom and I re-established ourselves in Washington state, this time near city-centre Seattle. Mom soon befriended a man named Henry, a very thin guy with very long, greasy black hair who lived near us. He was delightfully sarcastic, very intellectual and fearful of being in public. His job was delivering newspapers in his car. His apartment smelled like rubber bands and wet cardboard. Mom left me in his care sometimes, while she went to work or out in the evenings. Meanwhile, he would spend a lot of time on his computer.

I have one clear memory of Henry looking after me at his apartment and being in the shower. I was seven. I said to him, “Are you naked in there?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Can I see?” The shower turned off, and he loudly raked the shower curtain open, showing me his fully naked, grown male body. I had no idea what I was seeing, and I covered my eyes and screamed and ran out of the room.

Mom liked using very early chatrooms on Henry’s computer and soon started speaking to Henry’s brother, Robert, who was in prison. They started a relationship, despite protests from everyone who knew what was going on, and Mom began to visit him in prison.

There’s no easy way to write what he was in prison for, so I’m just going to come out with it. It involved the death of an infant. Shaken baby syndrome. To be fair, he claimed he was innocent. And immediately after he was released, he got a job as a manager at Jack in the Box, another fast-food chain. Quite a catch.

Robert had short, spiky blond hair, and wore a buttoned-up white shirt tucked into ironed slacks and a dark visor with a black, shiny, rectangular plastic nametag with indented white writing that said “Robert T, Senior JitB Manager”. The dark visor was a standard part of the uniform for all staff. Robert would come home, regale us with a story about firing someone, which he did often, usually mocking their foreign accent, and the story would always end with him saying, “So I said, ‘You’re fired. Give me your hat.’ ”

Robert had an immature macho-ness about him, like he was always trying to prove he wasn’t stupid. He bossed Mom around, and I hated that. She would sometimes make a joke about it, and the line between him laughing along or getting angrier was always a thin one to tread.

Robert was from Wisconsin and wanted us to move there with him after he was released from prison so that he could be closer to his family. Wisconsin was most of the way across the country, a four-hour flight from Seattle. Mom hesitated, and at first flat-out refused, probably because she had moved me across the country so recently, and it had been a disaster.

But shortly after their relationship started, Mom and I came home to find our apartment completely ransacked. The place had been trashed, every drawer emptied and our TV, furniture and all valuables had been stolen. Robert capitalized on this as an opportunity to convince Mom that the area where we were living was not safe and that Wisconsin was a way better place to raise kids. So she agreed to go. They got married very quickly after we arrived in Wisconsin: a hasty courthouse wedding that included Robert’s immediate family, me and no one else.

Truesdell, Wisconsin, was so strange compared to the places we’d lived in in Washington. The trees in Wisconsin weren’t all evergreens, and some of the streets were lined with broken cobblestone (not in a deliberate, quaint way – more like a “we’ve never bothered relaying this road this since the 1910s” way), which caused problems for me as a seven-year-old, as it made it impossible to ride my scooter without severe whiplash.

On my first day in a new class in second grade, my teacher gave us all a handout and I tried to write my name in cursive at the top. I didn’t realize it, but she was right behind me and slammed her hand down on my desk, screeching, “WRITE IT SO THEY CAN READ IT, KRYSTAL!” She grabbed the paper, crumpled it up and tossed it onto the floor. I jumped halfway out of my seat at the loud BANG that exploded in front of my face as her hand hit the desk again, but I didn’t dare say anything back. Within the same ten-minute period, she also whacked a kid on the back of the head with a ruler for chatting. I was utterly terrified. I’d never seen a school where the teachers were allowed to put their hands on the kids. I made a note to myself to remain small and invisible.

Later that same day, I saw a lady wandering around the lunchroom with a lanyard on (the cafeteria bouncer, I suppose) pick a kid up by his collar, lift him off the ground and press him up against the cafeteria wall. She spat a warning into his face, and the kid, a young black boy with short dreadlocks, looked shocked. The cafeteria bouncer looked exactly like Miss Trunchbull from Matilda, in that scene where she is wearing a tracksuit, only this woman had thin, greasy, salt-and-pepper hair that was sprouting out every which way like a homeless Medusa.

I told Mom. A school that still hit kids as punishment was quite a throwback, even in 1993.

The first Christmas in Truesdell, Mom and Robert brought home a puppy. It was grey, short-haired, with pointy ears and extremely sharp puppy teeth.

“It’s a wolf hybrid,” Robert said, excitedly. “My buddy had a litter! What you wanna name it, Krystal? You can pick! Anything but Wolf. Because it reminds me of my ex-wife.” He bellowed with laughter at his own joke.

He shouldn’t have said that, because from that moment on I’d settle for nothing but Wolf as the name of this creature. Something that upset Robert and delighted me no end.

But the name turned out to be spectacularly accurate. As the weeks and months progressed, it gradually dawned on us that this “dog” was in no way a “wolf hybrid” as we’d been told but was, in fact, in no way discernible from Canis lupus – in other words, an actual wolf. Wolf was very aggressive and territorial and lacked the affection present in domesticated dogs. He barked all day and howled all night. We’d come home from school and work, and he would have ripped the couch to shreds, cotton fluff everywhere.

To be fair on him, he was never walked or exercised in any form, which would surely result in any animal flipping its shit out of frustration.

As in many lower-income upbringings, pets in our home were used as a temporary relief and distraction from being poor and unable to afford luxuries. When people say, “A dog isn’t just for Christmas”, they are definitely talking about people like us.

One day during a playful wrestle, Wolf bit Robert’s hand and left two bloody marks on his palm like a teeny furry vampire. Mom started having meltdowns and screaming at Wolf, and it all came to a head one day when she’d left a $20 bill on the coffee table, only to come in and find he’d ripped it to shreds.

“Oh, that’s fucking IT,” she screamed. “This animal is SO. GONE.”

When Robert came home she told him he needed to get rid of it, and he did, although I don’t know how. I wasn’t upset in the least. Wolf was cute, but he was a pain in the ass, and anything that lowered the stress levels in the household was fine by me.

We moved over the Wisconsin border to Illinois, to a very small town called Lindenhurst. This school was in a way better area (they didn’t hit kids! Score!), although we were still poor as dirt, so the trade-off was that wealthier kids in this school made fun of my clothes and Mom’s car.

Mom and Robert fought a lot – constant screaming fights, just like the last time, and even though I was only seven, I’d sometimes get involved too. I didn’t want another man hitting Mom like what happened with Mike. I never saw Robert hit Mom, but there was evidence of it; she started having bruises again.

Meanwhile, I was labelled as having a “lying problem” and maybe I did. I now know that all children go through a stage where they discover lying and how useful it can be, and my suspicion is that I was just going through that normal stage of development, but Mom and Robert would not let me forget it. I cried a lot and was very angry. I’d kick things and scream, alone, in my room. I secretly hated Robert and, in my little child brain, I truly believed romantic relationships never lasted; I had yet to see one succeed, at least with either of my parents, so all I had to do was wait and eventually Robert would be out of our lives, just like all the others.




3.

“You’re gonna be a big sister!” Mom told me, her eyes shining.

She also told me later that this was the only period of her relationship with Robert when he didn’t hit her.

“He only cared about his precious sperm,” she’d joke.

I had longed for a sibling my whole young life, and asked Mom about it consistently for years, probably annoyingly, not fully understanding all the circumstances required for a little brother or sister to come into the world. So, when she told me that she was pregnant, a grateful seven-year-old me burst into wet, happy tears. I’d wanted this for so long.

I suggested Katie for the new baby’s name if it was a girl, after a book I loved reading, Katie the Kitten. If it was a boy, he would be called Kyle, in the grand tradition of K-names. I wasn’t too keen on Kyle, so I was overjoyed when, on 9 February 1994, Katie was born.

I was immediately in love. She was the most precious thing I had ever seen. All my classmates had siblings, and I’d felt like the only one who didn’t. I took a photo of her into school to share at Show and Tell. I helped with the baby every day, holding her, playing with her, even helping with changing her diapers. “I love you and I’ll always look out for you,” I whispered into her little baby ear, under her silky brown baby
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