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How to Talk to Grownups

 

You can't be too smart.

They don't like that.
It makes them mad
because they like to think they know the most
about everything.

They won't understand you anyhow,
so it doesn't really matter how you say stuff.

Sometimes one will understand
and not care about feeling stupid,
but that is very rare.

I have only known one or maybe two
like this, and not at the same time.

I keep looking for more, but maybe that is not fair.
The first one I knew was too special
for anyone else to be like him.
The second one I am still not sure about.

 

Tracy R. Franklin, author of Angst, Anger, Love, Hope

 

 


Chapter 1

Monday

 

THE DAY IT BEGAN started like any ordinary day. My first thought upon being jarred awake by the blaring alarm clock was, Oh, no. Not again. My first reaction upon realizing my first thought was to wince. This awakening thought was a relatively new one, creeping uninvited over the past few weeks into my fuzzy brain when defenses were down, before the routine of the day asserted itself and wiped out the cobwebs. I didn’t know the reason behind the thought, and I put no effort into discovering it. Instead, I banished it from my mind. 

I briefly considered turning over and going back to sleep; I was, after all, on vacation. But I needed my morning run, not only because I’d put on five pounds over the last few months, but because without it, I had a tendency to fall into a mental funk. Running was one way of keeping disquieting thoughts at bay. 

Reluctantly, I dragged myself out of the tangled warmth of the bed, gathered up the trailing sheets, and tossed them back onto the sleeping form of Michael, who snorted and rolled over under the added weight. I paused for a moment, studying him as he slept. Six months into the relationship I still had no idea where it was going. There had been plenty of men in the years since the divorce, but none I cared to know beyond a few shared dates and fun evenings. 

Michael Bell was a respected independent film producer, well on his way to the top. I met him at Sundance, shortly before he won his first award. Having once been an independent film producer myself, I knew the talent showcased at such events and made it a point to attend as many as my own hectic schedule would allow. Michael had been an unexpected treat. He was a nice enough guy—too nice, probably—and extremely talented in his field. We certainly had common interests, and conversation came easily.

Taking in his muscled back and broad shoulders as he sprawled across my bed, I had to admit that he was also quite handsome, with his salt and pepper hair and dimpled chin. But handsome older men are a dime a dozen in Los Angeles, even for middle-aged women such as me. All in all, Michael was turning out to be a decent guy. More than decent. Still, I found myself slightly annoyed that he was snoring in my bed.

Shaking the troubling thoughts out of my head, I stumbled across the dark room and flipped on the bathroom light, squinting in the sudden brightness, and peered at the face staring back at me from the mirrored medicine cabinet. I had a fleeting and not at all pleasant memory of my mother, not the one who had raised me, but the one who had birthed me and then abandoned me at the age of ten. 

In the memory my mother is clothed in a tattered blue polyester housecoat, sitting at a scarred and pitted Formica table in a ramshackle cabin in the mountains of Appalachia. She’s swigging coffee and puffing on a cigarette, as she is in most of my memories. Her bleached hair is wild about her head and sleep lines scar her cheeks. 

Jessie, she is saying, closing her eyes and delicately rubbing her temples with the ring fingers of both hands, cigarette held precariously between the first two fingers of her left, git the baby. He needs changin’. 

My mother had been young when she left, not even thirty, but she’d lived a hard life that had aged her beyond her years. At the age of forty-seven, the resemblance I saw in the mirror was irrefutable. Strange how I’d never seen it before.

I leaned closer to inspect my face. I’d made a lifelong habit of avoiding bouts of introspection, but I found myself oddly curious about this sudden resemblance to my birth mother. I hadn’t thought about Lindy in years, and it was somewhat shocking to see her image reflected back in the bathroom mirror at six o’clock on a Monday morning. 

I tilted my head to the left in the light from above the mirror. In spite of the mark of years, mine wasn’t a bad face; it was angular, the nose a little too sharp. Deep lines were just beginning around eyes that were green with specks of gold, the color highlighted under the glaring bathroom light. 

Overall, it was a respectable face, some had even said a beautiful face; it just wasn’t the one I wanted. This face belonged to someone else, someone in a dingy blue polyester housecoat sitting at a scarred and pitted table drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes while a baby screamed in the background. I felt no connection to this face.

I didn’t blame my mother for leaving. Lindy’s husband, my stepfather Roy, had been an evil man. Drunk more often than sober, he had terrorized all of us, me, my mother and my half-siblings, keeping us isolated in a tiny little hunting cabin high in the mountains of West Virginia. No, I didn’t blame my mother for leaving. I blamed my mother for leaving me. 

You can fend for yourself, but the little ones cain’t, she’d said. Lenny Sue ain’t but six and Leroy’s just a baby. Besides, someone needs to look after your stepdaddy. She had paused to spit-wash a spot of dirt from Leroy’s face, creating one clean spot on the otherwise filthy infant. 

Roy done raised you all these years, she’d said, rubbing the baby’s face raw while he tried to squirm away. I reckon you owe him that. Then she was gone, dragging my half-siblings behind her as Lenny Sue reached towards me with her grimy little hand, her eyes never leaving my face. That was the last time I saw them, either my half-siblings or my mother. In the words of my mother, I reckoned I had paid him what I owed, and then some.

Lost in thought, I pulled my hair back from my face for a better look. Unlike my mother I kept my hair natural, the dark waves falling to my waist, tangled from sleep. In the harsh reflection of the lighted mirror I saw with dismay that the strands of gray noticeable at my temples seemed to have multiplied overnight. The vision of my mother’s stiff, bleached hair flickered again in my memory. A cut, maybe, or a hat, or even a chador. But no dyes, highlights or bleaches. Period. 

Impatient and uncomfortable with my wandering thoughts, I turned away from the mirror, bypassing the scale altogether (this was obviously not a good day for that exercise in torture) and dressed for my morning run.

 

An hour and a half later, fresh from the shower and dressed in a faded red flannel robe, I stood in front of the open refrigerator peering past day-old takeout Chinese food, hoping for something quick and reasonably healthy to eat. I envied women who turned cooking into a form of art, but I’d accepted long ago that that would never be me. I ate because I had to; the style the food came in made little difference to me.

Michael was gone now, after having given me a perfunctory peck on the cheek. “Call me later,” he’d said, “if you want to meet for dinner.” I wouldn’t call. I never did. Although Michael seemed intent on denying it, he was just one in a string of men that I found temporarily interesting. Reckless? Maybe, but safer for me than the alternative. 

While he was nice and undoubtedly intelligent, I had no intention of committing to anything that might resemble a relationship with Michael. Relationships did not work for me. I wasn’t sad about that fact, nor was I angry. I knew the blame was solely my own. I also knew that at my age, I was no longer willing to attempt to be someone I wasn’t. It never worked, and it was misleading to whatever man I happened to be entertaining at the moment. 

Finding a pint of relatively fresh strawberries in the refrigerator, I grabbed a fork and stepped out onto the balcony of my Los Angeles condominium. It was late fall, and my unit overlooked the private gardens of the Association. Oleanders swayed in the gentle breeze, their colorful blooms faded in the heavy smog of Los Angeles’ morning air. 

Traffic sounded in the distance, impatient horns blaring and an occasional squalling of tires. The temperature was cool, low sixties that early in the morning, and I pulled my faded flannel robe close around me. Nothin’ like flannel to beat the cold, I heard echoing through my memories, and I smiled. Billy May. 

At forty-seven, my life had been anything but easy. Indisputably, climbing the entertainment ladder in any part of the world would be difficult, but much more so in the entertainment center of the world. Yet I had done it. As a renowned producer of big screen historical dramas, I had a well-earned reputation as a hard-nosed perfectionist, a take-no-prisoners workaholic. Many of my colleagues considered me detached. Still others considered me cold. I, however, simply considered myself a survivor.

The product of a teenaged mother and an unknown father, the victim of horrendous abuse dished out regularly by my stepfather, I had finally found safety one stormy night in an ancient hunting cabin on top of Crutcher Mountain, just outside the tiny coal mining town of Cedar Hollow, West Virginia. 

Since then, I had used the challenges of my past to build stepping stones to a future, and if that made me seem cold and callous, so be it. I had not only survived; I had succeeded. By all modern measures of success, anyway. I pulled my robe closer, burying my nose in the soft, cottony smell of flannel. Jessie girl. Billy May’s voice echoed in my head, and the sorrowful tone disturbed me. Bí comforted, beag amháin. Be comforted, little one, a remnant of her father’s native language. I blinked away sudden tears, angry with myself.

Billy May Platte, the half-Irish, half-Cherokee mountain woman who had rescued me from a lifetime of abuse had died eight months ago, and I had yet to come to grips with her passing. Los Angeles was about as far as I could get from the memories of my childhood, both literally and figuratively, yet every glimpse of the Santa Monica Mountains reminded me of home, and the warm smell of flannel propelled me instantly into the arms of Billy May. 

Billy Momma, I had called her. It was a torturous exercise, this inhalation of flannel, but I couldn’t help myself. Since her death, I’d both craved her nearness and pushed away her memory. My ex once told me, during one of his many moments of frustration, that I’m a woman composed solely of opposites. In that, he was right. 

Standing on the balcony overlooking the garden, I set the pint of strawberries onto the patio table and swallowed against the lump in my throat. While the world I had created for myself was built on calculated indifference, my world with Billy May had been anything but. No genetic history had bound me to Billy May, yet she had been my mother, both in my heart and in her actions. The loss of her was still fresh and raw, sneaking up on me sometimes, summoned by me other times. Just as the sadness reached out to overwhelm me, the phone rang. 

I entered the warmth of the condo, leaving the strawberries behind, and snatched the cell phone off the counter, impatient with the intrusion. Who could be calling this early in the day? I was enjoying a rare break in my usually hectic schedule after celebrating the release of my latest film, and I had hoped the frantic early morning phone calls regarding funding crises and wayward actors would cease, at least until the next film. The older I got, the more my work bored me, the outrageous antics of spoiled actors and actresses no longer titillating but simply vulgar.

Irritated, I glanced at the screen. A 304 number. I stared, frowning at the display; goose bumps pimpled my arms. Cedar Hollow was calling. 

 

 


Chapter 2

 

I GRIPPED THE HANDLE of my wheeled luggage and ran through LAX, the Los Angeles International Airport. The 12:45 to Huntington Tri-State Airport was on time, but I was decidedly not. Although my close friend, John Johnson, had offered to drive me to the airport I had declined his offer, opting for a taxi instead. 

John hadn’t been happy. “Let me drive you, Jessie. My mother will kill me if she finds out I didn’t see you safely onto the plane.” But I had refused. I was already a bundle of nerves at the thought of returning to Cedar Hollow. Being with John would have only made it worse. 

Good old John, Hollywood director, friend since childhood, co-conspirator against all things Cedar Hollow. John’s mother, Corinne Johnson, had been Billy May’s best friend for decades, and John and I had known of each other since both of us had been washing the coal dust of West Virginia off our barefooted heels, though John was older than I. By the time Billy May had taken me in, John was already in California, modeling for a clothing company. He had eventually worked his way into directing and had pulled me along after him as soon as I’d graduated from college. 

John alone knew my past and my roots and accepted me as is, scars and all. I loved him for that and for many other things as well, but I needed to spend my last hours in Los Angeles preparing myself for the onslaught of emotions I knew I’d feel as soon as I stepped off the plane in Huntington. I couldn’t do that with company, particularly not company that shared so much of my history. 

Corinne and Billy May, his mother and my mother-substitute, best friends and more, I thought, as I tripped through the airport on my Manolo Blahniks, cursing myself for wearing such ridiculously high-heeled shoes on a day of endless travel. On the day of Billy May’s funeral, John had informed me that our mothers had been more than simply friends. “Who better than I to spot a clandestine love affair?” John had asked, glancing across the cemetery towards his partner Steve.

While I was comforted by the thought that Billy May hadn’t been alone, I couldn’t help but feel somewhat slighted for having been left out of such an important part of her life. No matter now, since it was too late to do anything about it. Not that I would have, anyway, but still it hurt that she hadn’t confided in me. Why hadn’t she told me?

The overhead speakers blared that flight 52 to Huntington Tri-State Airport was boarding. I paused to rip off my ridiculous shoes, clutching them in one hand and sprinting to the gate, dragging my suitcase behind, just in time to board. I found my row and stuffed the carryon into the overhead, already crowded with bags. A full flight. I was disappointed. I had hoped for a quiet flight with little chance of interaction.

Squeezing in past an older man in a business suit and a woman in brightly colored Roma dress, I collapsed into the window seat and buckled my belt, exhaling a breath of relief as the flight attendant launched into his speech regarding safety protocol. I stashed my laptop under the seat and leaned back against the headrest, crossing my arms over my chest and pointedly staring out the window, discouraging any attempt at small talk from my seatmates. I wanted time alone to think about the conversation I’d had with Dr. Nora Wright.

Blocking out the drone of the flight attendant I gazed out the window, absently watching the orange-vested grounds crew members as they motioned planes in and out of various gates. Nora, the clinical director of the Platte Lodge for Children, hadn’t given specifics but she had shared enough to cause me the proper amount of concern to ditch my responsibilities for the week and fly to West Virginia. 

I met Nora shortly after Billy May’s funeral and I knew her to be a no-nonsense woman. Just a few years younger than I, with a Ph.D. in psychology and a couple of decades of experience, it took a lot to shake Nora but that morning she had sounded shaken. “I’m sorry to bother you, Jessie,” she had started out, “but I think it’s time to pull you in.”

I had listened with growing concern as Nora recited the events of the past few weeks, beginning with an injured horse and ending with a fire in the common area of the Lodge. “Luckily, we were all out on a hike and the fire never really took hold, but you can imagine how frightened the kids were when they saw what had happened. Thank goodness the groundskeeper, Richard Huffman, smelled the smoke. Otherwise, the whole place might have burned down before we’ve really even gotten started.” 

The Platte Lodge for Children was capable of housing up to a dozen children at a time, all with developmental disabilities. The children were divided into groups depending on gender and age, and were treated to a weeklong wilderness experience, as stated in the brochures. 

I had to admit as cheesy as the brochures made it sound, it was a phenomenal program, run by experienced clinicians who had the proper training both in the various therapies involved and in wilderness survival techniques. The program was a dream come true not only for the residents of West Virginia but for residents across the country, and a scant two months into functionality the waiting list for families seeking such services for their children was already several months long. 

As the plane taxied to the runway to prepare for takeoff I closed my eyes against a wave of sadness. Billy May would have loved to see the end result of her deathbed wish. I had barely managed to make it to Billy May’s bedside in time, thanks to delayed flights, rental car frustrations, and general traffic difficulties outside of Huntington. Entering the hospice at a sprint, I’d nearly run over a nurse in my haste as I desperately tried to find her. 

Following the little nurse’s directions I had run to the room and, pausing in the doorway in an attempt to collect myself, had had a single, panicked moment of fear, thinking that after all that, I hadn’t made it in time. The room was dark, and the tiny figure in the bed hardly resembled the strong mountain woman I had come to consider my mother. Then she had opened her eyes, as black and glittering as always, and I had nearly collapsed from relief. I’d made it.

I spent the last few hours of Billy May’s life stretched out next to her on the hospital bed as she drifted in and out of consciousness. “My mountain,” she had whispered at one point, and I leaned close to hear. “That mountain is a healin’ place. It needs to keep on healin’ folks.” Billy May had inherited Crutcher Mountain decades before, and before rescuing me she had lived for nearly thirty years in isolation in the tiny cabin up on its summit. 

I hadn’t understood it all at that time—I was, after all, barely thirteen years old when I first met Billy May—but I did know that as a teenager Billy May had been attacked by a group of thugs down in the town. My stepfather had been one of those thugs, a calling he never outgrew. Following the attack, Billy May had chosen to live a quiet life on the mountain, removed from Cedar Hollow.

After I literally stumbled into her life that frigid winter night, Billy May left her mountain home, knowing instinctively that in order for me to heal from the trauma I had experienced, I needed the support of the village. Every so often over the years Billy May had leased the little cabin on the mountain out to one wealthy family or another, people who wanted to spend their weekends or summers getting back to nature. 

Those families never lasted long, life on Crutcher Mountain being wilder than they had anticipated. At the first sighting of a bear or the first screech of a mountain lion, they hightailed it back to the safety of the city, where the muggers and bank robbers were at least a known danger and presumably not as frightening. For the majority of the last few decades, aside from those times Billy May and I returned for a few days at a time, the tiny cabin on top of Crutcher Mountain had sat vacant.   

“Talk to the pretty little nurse,” Billy May had instructed me in those final hours. “Starlette. She’s got a youngun’s got somethin’ wrong with her. Got some kind of disability, ain’t got enough help for her. Poor woman is plumb wore out, workin’ all the time and takin’ care of that little one. Said they need … what did she call it? Let me think a minute.” Billy May had taken a moment to catch her breath. I smoothed her hair back and wiped the sweat from her face with a cool cloth, giving her time to rest.

“Respite care,” she said finally, her voice wheezy and thin. “Said they need places for them younguns to go to learn things, fun places that can teach ’em things and give their parents a break.” She paused, wracked by coughing. When the fit subsided, she looked at me and squeezed my hand, her grip startlingly strong. “Let ’em use my mountain, Jessie. That mountain can help ’em. You talk to ’em and let ’em use my mountain.”

To my surprise, it had been easier than I’d imagined. A phone call to the West Virginia Bureau for Behavioral Health and Health Facilities had started the ball rolling. In the end, I had found an established, licensed facility in Huntington that needed room to expand their respite program and that was very interested in adding a wilderness experience to their list of services offered. 

A small state grant was able to provide some minimal funding for initial staffing and programmatic issues, and my wealthy acquaintances were able to provide even more. Celebrities, I knew from my years in Hollywood, loved to have their name tied to a charity, particularly a charity aimed at helping vulnerable children. The promise of publicity photos was all it took for wallets to open.

With the funding secured, I was able to provide the place. I had flown out for the ribbon cutting ceremony back in August and the first round of children, including Nurse Starlette’s young daughter, had come for a week-long stay in September. And now, thanks to a series of mysterious and unsettling events, everything appeared to be in jeopardy.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

“YOUR COLOR is not good.” 

I awakened to the husky voice of the woman beside me. Opening my eyes, I was startled to find the woman nearly on top of me, scrutinizing my face, her peppermint scented breath an unwelcome breeze against my cheek. The woman waved a long finger at me, the nail a vivid shade of red. Her turquoise bracelets clanked with the movement. “Your color is very bad.”

Taken aback, self-conscious, I leaned towards the window, moving away from the woman’s uncomfortable examination. “I haven’t had enough sleep,” I found myself explaining, pushing my hair back out of my face, defensive. 

The woman interrupted. “Not that color.” She shook her head impatiently, dangling silver earrings brushing against her shoulders. “Your psychic colors. Your aura.”

I sat up, rubbing my eyes, my defensiveness giving way to irritation. “With all due respect,” I began, my mouth dry, stuck to itself, “if you’re looking to do a reading, or whatever it is you call it, I’m really not interested.” 

I turned to the window and tried to orient myself as the plane banked and the pilot announced that passengers should prepare for landing. I felt unsettled from the time change and the flight, and the nonsensical rambling of the Roma woman beside me wasn’t helping matters. Behind me, the woman laughed, a pleasant, melodious sound, incongruent with her husky speaking voice. 

“No, Seniorita,” she said. “No readings. There isn’t enough to read.” The woman faced forward, checked her seatbelt and, as directed, raised her seat to the upright position.

Against my better judgment I turned back to the woman, insulted by her comment in spite of myself. I saw that she was really quite pretty, the primary colors of her outfit highlighting the tanned color of her skin. She was smiling at me as she adjusted the bright yellow scarf she had knotted at the back of her neck. 

“Okay,” I said, securing the snack tray to the back of the seat in front of me and leaning towards the woman. “I’ll bite. What’s wrong with my colors?” 

The woman’s smile broadened, revealing straight, white teeth. She leaned back, folding her hands across her lap as the plane touched down. “Your colors are too dull,” she said, as if that made some sort of sense. “You’ve turned them off.”

When she said nothing more, I sighed, holding the back of the seat in front of me for support as the plane taxied to the gate. “That’s it?” I swayed against her with the movement of the plane. “They’re dull? I was really hoping you could do better than that.” 

We rolled to a stop and I felt under the seat for my laptop. Before I could stand, the woman reached out and touched my arm with one long fingered hand. “Seniorita, wait.” This time her expression was solemn. Annoyed, I waited, uncomfortable with the coolness of her fingers against my skin. I didn’t like for people to invade my personal space, but this woman seemed intent on doing it. 

“Be careful, little girl,” she said softly, her grip tight on my arm, her dark eyes intense. “Turn your colors back on. The universe is talking to you, and you must listen.” She stood and pushed her way out into the aisle, lost in the throng of people impatiently waiting to exit the plane. For the second time that day, goose bumps prickled my flesh. The woman’s words sounded exactly like Billy May. 

 

I didn’t see the strange woman at baggage claim, nor did I see her as I made my way to the rental car area. By the time I’d signed all the paperwork and headed south on I-64, I’d nearly decided she was nothing more than a crazy woman looking for attention. Nearly. But not quite.

The night was a cold one, crisp and tangy, and I lowered my window slightly and inhaled the fresh scent of the mountains, clearing my head of the long flight and the lack of sleep. It was almost midnight. The mountains were dark shadows all around me; for a fleeting moment I felt claustrophobic, as if I might suffocate under their weight.

Beside me on the seat of the rented Subaru Outback my cell phone buzzed. I glanced down to see that it was Michael. He’d left a couple of messages since that morning but I hadn’t had the opportunity to return them. Along with half a dozen work related calls from my assistant, John Johnson had also left a message, still annoyed with me for not allowing him to drive me to the airport. His mother, Corinne, had called too, asking me to stop in as soon as I got to Cedar Hollow.

I’d call Michael when I got settled into a hotel. I hadn’t even told him I was leaving, and I supposed I owed him that. Corinne could wait until morning; it was much too late to call her tonight. Work could also wait; I trusted my assistant to handle anything that came up during the short time I’d be gone. As for John … I found myself smiling affectionately. I’d call John tomorrow after he’d had sufficient time to get over his tizzy. 

I signaled my intention to take the exit ramp leading to a Hampton Inn and yawned loudly, exhausted from the long day. I’d have to complete the trip to Cedar Hollow, and Crutcher Mountain, in the morning. It was too late to disturb the elderly owner of the only boarding home in Cedar Hollow, and it would be foolhardy to try to make the drive up Crutcher Mountain in the dark, in spite of the narrow, winding road that had been paved several months ago. I pulled into the nearly vacant lot of the Hampton Inn with relief. 

 

Twenty minutes later, showered and hungrily munching on a pack of stale crackers from the vending machine down the hall, I climbed wearily onto the king-sized bed and reached for my cell. I didn’t want to call Michael; I wanted to crawl into bed and put the day behind me, but while I’m a guarded person, I’m not a cruel one, so I scrolled to his number. 

I’d barely pressed the send button when Michael’s voice sounded in my ear. “Where in the world are you? I’ve been trying to reach you all day.”

I popped the tab on a can of diet soda and washed a mouthful of crackers down before answering. “I’m in West Virginia.”

“West Virginia! Has something happened?” Knowing that I had been raised in West Virginia, Michael’s tone changed abruptly from irritation to concern.

“Possibly,” I responded, “but I’m not sure. I’ll need to be here for at least a week.” I paused, unsure where to begin. “I’m affiliated with a children’s facility here, a respite program that provides a wilderness experience for children with disabilities.” 

I was much too tired to explain all of that to Michael at such a late hour. “It’s a long story. Anyway, the clinical director called this morning to tell me about some strange things happening at the Lodge. We’ve only been operating for a couple of months, and it’s important that we get this all sorted out as quickly as possible.”

Michael didn’t speak right away and I could picture him weighing the information, pacing through his condo, measuring his words before answering. “I had no idea you were involved with a children’s facility,” he said finally. “Some days, I feel as if I don’t know you at all.” Silence again, and then, “Is it something I can help with? I could fly out tomorrow.”

Sitting up on the bed in the hotel, I found myself frantically shaking my head. “No. There’s nothing you can do. I’ll call you later in the week. Good night, Michael.”

I ended the call and leaned my head back against the pillow. Michael was right; he knew very little about my past, only the basics, such as where I’d grown up and that I had no living relatives, at least none that I knew. Explaining my past was something I had no desire to do. 

The only person I’d ever attempted to share my life story with had left me for another woman years ago. In the early days of our relationship, when everything had seemed possible, my ex-husband, Charles McIntosh, had assured me that whatever demons I faced we could face together. He’d been wrong. 

In the end, when he’d finally realized the battles never ended, he’d left me to fight the demons on my own. Inanna he’d called me the night he left, after the Sumerian goddess of war and discord, a goddess known for her ambiguous paradoxes. I didn’t blame him for his description of me. Nor did I blame him for leaving; the battles were indeed exhausting. What he hadn’t understood—couldn’t understand—was that the external battles were insignificant. It was the internal ones that caused all the damage. 

 

 


Chapter 4:  Robby

 

HI MY NAME IS Robert Justice O’Brien and I am ten years old and people say I am retarded. The counselors here get very mad at me when I say that word. They say I have a developmental disability called Down syndrome. They say, “ROBERT! You have a developmental disability caused by chromosomes. Do not say that you are retarded.” It makes me laugh when they say my name that way. People only call me ROBERT when they say it loud. The rest of the time I am just plain old Robby. Ha!

The only one who never got mad at me when I said that word was Grandpa. He didn’t call me ROBERT. He called me Now Robby. “Now, Robby,” he would say, “you know that is not a nice thing to call yourself. Why are you trying to get everybody all riled up?” And he would wink at me and then we would laugh at everybody getting all riled up.

I tell them it isn’t me that says it. It’s everybody else. Maybe the counselors should tell everybody else not to say it. “Other people don’t know any better,” the counselors say. “We have to teach them better.” But when I try to teach them better they don’t listen.

I have Down syndrome but I am High Functioning. That is what the counselors and teachers say at Staffing. Staffing is when they all get together to talk about me. Sometimes people think I am Low Functioning because I don’t talk right but I am not. Dr. Jiang says I have a narrow pal … pal … palatal vault. I do not know what that means except that it means sometimes people don’t understand my words but maybe they are just Low Functioning. My words are not hard. 

Tiffany from down the street is the first one who told me I am retarded. She told me that all the way until she graduated high school. She was my babysitter sometimes when my mom had to work before we moved in with Grandpa. She was very pretty and very mean. Nowadays when she comes home from college to visit her family she is not mean. I don’t know why not. She is still pretty though. Nowadays she is very pretty and very nice. My mom says thank The Good Lord the little slut finally grew up. I do not know what a little slut is but I think it is a good thing. Nowadays Tiffany is a nice pretty grown up little slut.

Mrs. Jamison from church said that my mom was a crackhead when she was pregnant with me and that is why I am retarded. She said, “Robby, honey, it isn’t your fault you’re retarded. You can’t help what your momma is.” The counselors here say that Mrs. Jamison is very wrong. They sigh and sound mad when they say it. They say my mom didn’t have anything to do with it. They look at each other and say, “For Pete’s sake, can you believe this?” 

I don’t know who Pete is but I know that Mrs. Jamison is right because she is a Christian. That means that she tells other people what is wrong with them and then she prays for them to get better. She has The Lord’s Ear. That scared me until she told me it just means he is listening to her. I would not want somebody’s ear even if it belonged to The Lord. 

At first when she said that about my mom I was mad because my mom does not have a cracked head but Mrs. Jamison said crackhead means my mom did a lot of drugs when she was pregnant with me. She said it like it was a bad thing. She had her face all wrinkled up and she used that voice like my mom uses when I don’t wash myself good enough. 

Mrs. Jamison prays a lot for herself too because she has arthritis and she is asking The Good Lord to fix it for her. She takes a lot of drugs for her arthritis so I guess she is a crackhead too. She is a Christian crackhead. I guess if you are a Christian crackhead with The Lord’s Ear instead of a pregnant crackhead that is okay. Whatever.

I don’t mind having Down syndrome. I get to do a lot
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