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PART I
The Problem









Chapter 1
Belonging



Linda and I stuffed the last morsels of Cheerios into our mouths and downed the dribbles of milk in our bowls. Scooping up our dishes, Linda skipped across the linoleum to our mother at the kitchen sink.

“Can we get out the ornaments now?” Linda asked with her gap-toothed smile. It was a brisk, snowy day, and our father was out with the work truck getting a big tree for us.

“Sure!” Mother said, smiling as she gently brushed Linda’s short light-brown bangs aside.

“I want to do the little barn!” I said from my perch at the kitchen dinette. Though I was only five, I remembered a tiny family playhouse with shepherds, camels, and baby Jesus from Christmas last year.

“The crèche?” my mother asked, surprised. “Sure! Let’s go find the box.” She reached out to me and I jumped up to grab her hand.

Holding on tight, I hopscotched through the dining room and front hallway to the den. But when we opened the door of the dark walk-in closet, I pulled back, staring into the blackness. From a bare bulb in the ceiling hung a short chain. When Mom pulled it, the closet monsters scattered. Then I eased into the little room, my small hand clinging to her finger.

The dim glow revealed shelves strewn with our stuff. Brown boxes jumbled with rolls of colored wrapping paper. Dad’s tape recorder and reels of tape lay piled near his poker chips in their special case. Mom nudged aside the chessboard with its box of pieces and Dad’s new black-and-silver transistor radio. Tucked behind the electric fan, she found the special white box with the crèche pieces.

Mom brought the small carton to the living room floor in front of the coffee table near the fireplace, the warmest spot in the house. From there I could watch for Dad’s truck out the big front window. Snow covered the half-acre front yard. Little bunny tracks ran down the long driveway past evergreen trees and winter-brown bushes to Dundee Road, the county highway that took our family to the shops, church, school, and train station in our little town of Northbrook, Illinois.

There was no sign of my father yet, but I already knew we couldn’t count on him like we did on Mom. Some nights he didn’t come home at all, but she was always there. Our clothes were clean; we ate healthy, fresh food, did our homework, said our prayers, and went to bed at bedtime because of Mom. If we got cut or fell, she had the Mercurochrome and Band-Aids. Dad was more fun but inconstant; you never knew if he would make you laugh or cry.

My eyes flicked to the driveway, searching eagerly for him.

“Here you are, little Rikki,” Mom said. She opened the lid of the box, lifted out a bundle of white tissue paper, and handed it to me.

Sitting on my heels, I took the small package and unwound the crinkly paper to reveal the body of a tiny, painted character. The figure was holding a staff as tall as himself, and he was about the size of the king in my father’s chess set.

“See, Mommy?” I smiled and held up the little fellow. “It’s Mr. Shepherd.”

“Unwrap each one gently, now,” Mother said, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Put them all out on the carpet here and then we’ll set up the whole scene. I’m going to get Linda a box of ornaments.”

Linda sat cross-legged on the floor against the couch. Mom handed her a collection of fragile glass ornaments to unpack that I wasn’t allowed to touch. Because she was seven and I was only five, she got to do a lot of things I couldn’t do yet. She could light matches, stay up until eight, and read chapter books. We were different in other ways, too. Linda liked Swiss cheese, but I hated it. She liked dolls and I liked cowboys. She pulled her hair into a ponytail, while I wore my messy blond hair short, like Peter Pan. Mom said Linda looked like an angel version of our father. They both had strong clear brown eyes and high foreheads, only Linda was missing the front tooth in the center of her smile. Dad said I looked like my mother with blue eyes, and Mom looked like Audrey Hepburn.

Linda picked an ornament out of the box and gently unfolded its rumpled newsprint. She held the sparkling ball in the light of an antique stained-glass lamp from my grandmother’s collection.

“That one is hand-painted by my friend at Mary Crane,” Mom said. “See the little Santa?”

Mother’s charitable society, the Mary Crane Center, helped orphans, who I knew were children without parents like Peter Pan. The Santa ornament made me feel a little sad, and tears grew in my eyes. I couldn’t imagine losing my family. My love for them was fierce and loyal. Especially for my clever big sister.

Suddenly we heard the front door opening. “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” Linda and I ran to him at once. Cold air flooded the entryway.

“It’s a big one,” our father said with a wide, happy smile. I loved my dad when he smiled. It made everything feel so safe and warm, like when he sang, “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands” and held me in his lap. He dragged the Scotch pine through the doorway. A sharp, bright evergreen smell burst into the house.

“You’re getting dirt on the carpet, Dick,” Mom said.

“I see it, Rosemary,” Dad said, breathing hard as he hauled the tree into the living room next to the fireplace. Our dad was a lightweight boxer and he played tennis. His lean muscles were strong but he looked strained; his normally combed-back hair was clinging to his face. He stood, holding the tree and catching his breath, while Mom set out the tree stand.

“Hold it steady,” Dad said. “Okay, on three. One, two, three!” He lifted the tree and slammed it down into the stand. It had to fit within three large screws and he missed the opening. “Dammit! Can’t you hold still?” he snapped at Mom. “Let’s try it again. On three!”

That time, the trunk slid into the stand.

“It’s in!” Mom called out cheerfully. She began to tighten the screws that held it in place.

“You hold the tree, I’ll do the screws,” Dad said, squatting down.

The tree tilted off to the right. Mom straightened it.

“Quit moving!” he yelled. I picked up the miniature angel and began zooming it around the crèche pieces as if it were Mighty Mouse to the rescue.

“I didn’t move it,” Mom barked back.

I looked over at Linda who was sitting perfectly still, staring at Mom. My toes curled up like tiny springs.

“I think I’ve got it. See if it’s straight,” Dad said.

“It looks great, Dick,” Mom said with a long exhale.

I took a breath and straightened my toes.

My father got out the tangle of Christmas lights and began to unwind them. He laid the strands out on the living room floor. After lighting a cigarette, he went out to the garage and came back with a ladder.

He climbed onto the third rung. Starting at the top of the tall tree, he clipped each bulb to a branch as he unwound the cable. But reaching too far, he lost his balance and fell off the ladder.

“Goddammit!” he growled, and the air froze.

I stopped playing with the crèche and watched him. Then I looked at Mom and she was staring at him, too. Something was wrong, and to my child’s heart it felt like tears trying to break through. Linda got up and went over to the record player.

“Can I put on the Christmas songs?” she asked. She pulled out the Mormon Tabernacle Choir album and set the 33 LP record on the turntable. When she carefully placed the needle on the black stripe at the outer edge, streams of blended, soothing voices swarmed into the living room.

“O holy night,” we sang along, “the stars are brightly shining.”

To help the crèche people see those bright stars, I placed each of them up on the coffee table outside the little barn.

“Want me to hold those?” Mom asked Dad softly as he lifted a string of lights from his new perch on the ladder. She was walking on eggshells.

“No!” When he reached to clip a light to a branch, the bundle slipped from his hands and fell to the floor. “Goddammit, get away, you’re not helping!”

My eyes flicked from him to Mom.

Setting down the camel, I felt the first brush of a wheeze in my chest. I hoped it would not flare into an asthma attack. Dad stepped down and picked up the Christmas lights.

What if he starts drinking? Once that began, we’d have to get out of his way.

Linda got up quietly, left the living room, and headed toward the kitchen. When I looked at Mom, I saw one hand covering her throat. A grimace lodged on her face while she watched Dad. I decided to follow Linda.

“There they go again,” Linda said to me as we padded down the hall. “I’m getting some cookies.” In the kitchen, she crawled up on the counter and brought down the bag of Oreos from the cabinet.

We took our snack into the den and stood on the couch to reach the books stacked on the shelves behind it. I pulled out a book of nursery stories. On page ninety-two, my favorite bedtime tale was about a little yellow canary who lived in a cage. Each night, his gentle, caring owner safely covered his cozy coop, tucking him in. Turning to that page, I practiced reading the familiar words.

Linda read poems in The Big Book of Fun. We munched our cookies and waited for Dad to get the lights on the tree. In the living room, the Tabernacle Choir record came to an end, but Mom did not turn it over.

We heard a voice in the next room. Linda tiptoed out to see if the tree was ready. When she came back, she shook her head. “No lights yet. He’s drunk. Mommy’s in the kitchen.”

“What did Daddy say?” I asked her.

“Stupid bitch,” Linda said.

Tears sprang into my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. As a first-grader I already knew those were bad words. And that Christmas decorating was over for the day. There might be yelling, or maybe Dad would pass out. Later, Mom would probably give us TV dinners in the den and we’d tiptoe up to our bedroom. I hoped Mom would come and read me a good-night story, but sometimes after fights she stayed in her room.

I turned to Linda. “Will you read me the canary story?”

Even though it was still daytime, I held out my nighttime nursery book, opened to page ninety-two.







Chapter 2
Prayers



Crawling through the dirt in our front yard on my knees, I crept under overhanging limbs into a secret evergreen chamber. Heavy branches shaded the tiny space, letting in only a dappled afternoon light. Cool air grazed my cheeks. My after-school jeans and shaggy hair were sprinkled with green needles and pollen; sticky pine goo clung to my fingers. In the surrounding bushes, I could hear the soft brushing of the wind, but the air inside my cave was still. Nothing penetrated. No one knew where I was. Alone in my private place that smelled like Christmas trees, I sat cross-legged on the earth and closed my eyes.

I had smuggled the candle out of the special hand-carved sideboard in the dining room when Mom was resting upstairs. All I had to do was reach into the cabinet, twist the waxy cylinder out of the tall crystal stand, and hide it in my jacket. The matches were easy. A smoker, my father left matchbooks all over the house. I was not allowed to play with them, but he would never notice if one packet went missing.

Because I was seven, I knew how to light candles. Mom let me do it when we had company and ate in the formal dining room. I would light each stick, one at a time, and Mother would put them in the candelabra under the crystal chandelier. Their little lights would sparkle on the polished mahogany table.

Opening my eyes, I tore a match from the small white-and-red packet. Then I closed the cardboard cover, tucking the edge behind the flinty strip. The important thing in lighting matches was not to get startled and drop the match. Holding the packet in one hand, I dragged the red head over the strip.

Zzzzip! Nothing.

I struck again and my hand jerked but I held on. The head exploded in a tiny spark, lighting up my cozy sanctuary with a whoosh. Holding the flame aloft, I picked up the candle and dipped the wick until it lit. Only then did I drop the match. Quickly I scrubbed it with the heel of my black P.F. Flyer high top, holding the candle up in one hand.

“Et cum spíritu tuo,” I whispered, speaking my favorite response from the Latin Mass. And with your spirit.

Peering into the dark, I felt the branches envelop me. With my free hand, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the blue rosary that Grammy had given me for my birthday. Its tiny glass gems lay heavy in my palm. Closing my eyes again, I breathed, “Dear Jesus, please ask God not to send Daddy to hell.”

I was in third grade at St. Norbert’s Catholic School now, and I had learned enough religion to suspect my father’s tantrums were sins. I wanted him to be happy and go to heaven. Not sure how to help him, I turned to the one resource I had. In 1958, at seven years old, I believed in the power of prayer.

My father didn’t go to Mass on Sundays, which was considered a mortal sin. He called my mother vicious names that were swear words, which constituted a venial sin. Catholics had to confess when they sinned, big or little. But my father didn’t go to confession, so Linda and I were worried about his soul. Linda said if we recited the prayers of the rosary every day during Mary’s month—the month of May—it would save him. But it was September and I could not wait until May.

“Dear Jesus, please forgive Daddy,” I whispered, adding, “Make him not drink tonight.”

I had learned to watch his moods carefully. Most of the time when he was intoxicated, he got angry. Every few days, his accusing, hostile, drunk personality would insult and badger Mom until they were in a shouting match.

I had taken my first Communion last spring. I knew the purpose of life: to know, love, and serve God. I knew the true prayers, the one for confession, the Our Father, and the Hail Mary. But I liked to come in here and also ask for the secret thing in my innermost heart.

Jesus was supposed to listen to your prayers. But then, I was supposed to be good, obey my mother, and not fight with Linda. I wasn’t sure if Jesus would really listen. Mary intervened with Jesus for people, so to make sure I was heard, I spoke the Hail Mary aloud.

“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee,” I recited, and raced through to the end, “Pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”

I blew out the candle and left it on the ground among the branches in the sacred spot. After tucking my rosary carefully back in my pocket, I scrambled out into the sunlight and ran toward the climbing tree in the orchard.

Planting one foot on its trunk, I grabbed an overhead branch and push-pulled my way onto the lowest limb. The next trick was to stand on the limb, steadying myself with other branches, then leap to the ground, flying like Superman through space. I hurled myself the four or five feet down, feeling the wind in my imaginary cape, whooping on the way. Free!

As the afternoon grayed, I ambled back to the house. “Mommy!” I yelled, letting the screen door slam in the kitchen. I ran through the house without wiping my feet and found her in the den.

“Mommy, can you help me with my numbers?” I was then the youngest student in third grade at St. Norbert’s and wanted to be the first one to memorize the times tables.

“Sure, honey,” Mom said. We sat in the den on the couch beneath the bookshelves and practiced different combinations of one through ten. My favorite was six times seven.

“It’s the same as seven times six!” I noticed with inexplicable delight.

Mom tilted her head and frowned. “Is that the baby?” she asked, and I heard Bethy crying from her room upstairs. She was almost one year old.

“Help me take care of Elizabeth, and then let’s get dinner going,” Mom said.

We went up to Bethy’s room together, changed her diaper, and brought her downstairs to the rocking chair in the den. I stood by the chair and leaned in over our mom’s lap to stroke my sister’s tiny head.

“Hello, little Bethy,” I crooned. “Are you the happy little baby?” Most of the time, she was either laughing, screaming, or sleeping. I tickled her tummy and she giggled. I always made her laugh.

I tucked a bit of her hair behind her tiny ear. Already I felt protective, wanting to shield my baby sister from harm. And Mommy needs help, too, I remembered. Making Bethy laugh was one way I knew to take some burden off Mom.

I brought my blue-beaded rosary to school the next day to have it blessed—a second time—by Father Sullivan. We weren’t supposed to get the same items blessed more than once, but I suspected he didn’t keep a strict count. It wasn’t the extra holiness I was after, but the magic.

Whenever Father blessed a rosary, he would make it disappear. Then he would find it in someone’s pocket or sometimes he would pull it out of an ear. I couldn’t see how he did it. It appeared to me that he could do real magic, the way my father did with playing cards and coins. Plus, he was tall and funny and made God seem nice. He was my favorite priest at St. Norbert’s.

The school day crept slowly by. After lunch, we went out for recess. It was a fresh fall day, and the afternoon air was crisp in the bright sun. I had to wait until Father came out to supervise us kids in the playground. Avoiding my usual rowdy friends, I stayed out of trouble so I would not be sent in early from recess.

Finally, Father Sullivan emerged from church and walked onto the grass near the swing set.

At first, he seemed a little suspicious of the rosary—“Have I blessed this before?” he asked, pretending to glower—but then he blessed it anyway. He held it in one closed fist, making the sign of the cross over it and murmuring something softly in Latin. When he opened his hand, it was gone! I laughed. Then he found my rosary in the hood of my jacket. He placed it carefully in my open palm and closed my fingers around it.

“This has been blessed now,” he said with a firm look, “maybe more than once.”

Smiling, I looked away.

“So mind you handle it carefully.” He winked at me. “No more stowing it up there in your hood.”

I put the rosary reverently back in my jacket pocket. Blessings made things holy, and I was a little afraid of things that were holy. The nuns taught us that some things were so holy only boys could touch them, like the special objects used in Mass. A church was so holy that girls weren’t even allowed to peek behind the altar. Only boys could do that. In 1958, it didn’t occur to me or anyone around me to wonder why that was.

At school, I learned that Jesus said my soul was sacred and would go to heaven if I was good enough. But being good was very, very hard for me. You were supposed to be obedient, not a “smart aleck,” and I usually felt more like a wild cowboy than an obedient child. I liked to wrestle Billy Wilkie and spin the merry-go-round faster and faster until the little kids screamed. I sassed my parents. Sometimes, if I was clever, my father would laugh at my shenanigans. Then I secretly, sinfully, would smile and feel delighted with myself. I feared I wasn’t quite holy enough for heaven.

During afternoon grammar my sinful side took over my sacred side. I tuned out the drone of Sister’s voice, lost track of her words, and drifted into a reverie. I could feel myself flying like Peter Pan over our house and pool, over the neighborhood and all the houses down to Shermer Road. There was the creek where Shermer branched off Dundee and headed into town. My wings brushed the tall grasses in the meadow off Lee on the way to Church Road. Carefree, no one could harm my soaring spirit. Alone, no one could slow me down.

“Richarda! Nouns, verbs, and helping verbs.”

“Yes, Sister.” I jerked back into her classroom and stood. “Nouns are objects. Verbs are action words. Has-have-had is a helping verb.” Reciting the lesson correctly, I sat relieved. Sister Mary Agnes was strict.

Even though I was in third grade, in bed at night I still feared the demons who lurked in the hallway and under the bed. Fingering my twice-blessed rosary stones, I would pray that any fiends hanging around would be content in the closet.

“Please, Mary and Jesus, keep the monsters in there.” I got out of bed and propped my desk chair against the closet doorknob for good measure. Then, after my prayers for my parents and sisters, very quietly and secretly so only God could hear, I prayed earnestly that I could become a boy.

Please, God, give me a penis. Boys can roughhouse and be priests. They get to go to all the places in the world. Girls have to stay home and cook.







Chapter 3
Mother Superior



Sitting in my fourth-grade classroom in the spring of 1959, I had a funny idea.

Our desks lined up in perfect rows and columns. Seats were assigned alphabetically, so I, a W, sat in the back row. I decided to do a silent impersonation of my teacher, Miss Crowe (we called her Crow-face behind her back), for my fellow T-through-Z kids.

I stood in the little aisle between the wooden desks and planted my feet. Hands on hips with finger wagging, I mimicked her scolding gestures just right. I scrunched up my face to imitate her scowl. It was pretty funny, so of course the back row started laughing. Crow-face, who was facing the blackboard, whipped around and caught me in the act. I don’t know if she recognized herself, but she sent me to Mother Superior.

It was not my first classroom sin. My habit of cracking jokes in class often got me black marks on the schoolroom wall chart. I was always trying to be like my dad. In my family, jokes were a respected art form, and he was the master. Besides, I couldn’t respect the Catholic teachers like I once had. Hairline cracks had been forming in my faith recently. My prayers hadn’t stopped my father’s drinking or his bullying of my mother, nor the way he ridiculed us kids with snide comments about our intelligence or dress. Was anyone up there really listening? I couldn’t help but wonder.

The foot-wide red stripe on the right side of the linoleum marked my path to doom. At first, careful to follow St. Norbert’s strict rule, I walked only on the red lines. Then I started bouncing from square to square, playing hopscotch in my imagination. The antic distracted me briefly, but I quickly arrived at the office, where I knew only scolding and shame awaited me.

When I knocked on the anteroom door, my heart quivered in my throat and my shaking hands clammed up.

After I handed my slip to the secretary, I sat in one of three chairs outside Mother Superior’s looming portal, my little legs swinging. When the door opened, her bulk filled the space. “Richarda Marie West! In here.”

I skulked in and stood still, head bowed, in front of her desk. A tall, bulky woman, wrapped in layers of dark blue nun’s habit, Mother Superior stood behind her desk with both palms flat on its surface, leaning toward me.

I got a lecture on obedience. Another on respect.

“Your duty as a Catholic student is to obey, honor, and respect your teachers,” she said.

Staring at my feet, I could hear my little heart pumping hard and felt my anger building.

“Look at me when I am speaking to you!”

My eyes snapped up, but Mother Superior’s gaze burned like strong sunlight, forcing me to look away again.

“Your behavior is irresponsible and sinful. I will not tolerate this in my institution.”

I hated that woman. I squinted to hold back the tears threatening to form in my eight-year-old eyes. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of making me cry.

“You have consistently misbehaved in this school and disrespected your teachers.” She banged on the desk with her palm. “This time you must be taught a lesson. You are suspended immediately!”

My eyes shot to her face. Was she serious? I was a straight-A student, maybe the smartest in class!

Now I was really scared. Only really bad kids got suspended.

“We’ve already called your parents,” she said. “Go wait in the anteroom until one of them arrives to pick you up.”

I knew Mom would be furious, but I didn’t know what to expect from Dad. Luckily, it was a sober father who came to get me.

“Wait here and be quiet,” he said to me in the outer office. He looked plenty mad.

He went into Mother Superior’s sanctum. Through the door I heard his clipped, restrained voice snapping.

“What harm did she do? Do your teachers have no respect for the children? I am taking my daughter home now, and out of this school at the end of the year.”

What luck! I thought he’d be enraged, but instead my dad defended me to Mother Superior! This was a side of him I’d not seen before. Like always, just when I wanted to give up on him, my dad, Dick, pulled something so cool, or generous, or funny that I forgot all the bad times. I wanted only to be close to him.

In the car home he said I had to quit getting in trouble because it upset Mom. He didn’t actually punish me. He told me to hide out in my room until it all blew over. Did my father approve of my impersonation because he loved comedy? I began to understand that he did not approve of bossy nuns because he wasn’t a real Catholic. Linda told me he was secretly an atheist who did not believe in God at all.

“They peddle this nonsense about God and obedience,” he complained to Mother at home—behind closed doors, but I could hear him. “I don’t see why we should support that institution anymore. It’s not good for the girls.”

That put a few fractures in my Catholic beliefs. Shadows of doubt smudged my faith. Maybe the dogma wasn’t all true. Maybe total obedience to the church wasn’t required. I trusted my dad more than religion. We had almost the same name: We were Richard and Richarda. Despite all the drunkenness, he was my loyal family and I was proud to stick with him against Mother Superior and the church.







Chapter 4
Digging to China



My twenty-inch blue Schwinn Meteor sped down Dundee to Shermer Road, the muscles in my calves tightening and releasing in a pounding up-down, up-down rhythm.

Please keep him sober tonight. Please let’s have a nice night.

It was a July morning, a month after my ninth birthday. Dad had woken late and discovered he was almost out of cigarettes. He’d sent me into town, just a couple of miles away, to get him a pack.

Whizzing along the asphalt on two wheels was a lot like flying. I stood up on the pedals and pushed hard, getting a good speed going. I was Superboy zooming above the treetops, doing loops in midair, faster than a speeding bullet.

When I got to the shopping center in the town plaza, I turned the bike into the parking lot and pedaled past the dry cleaners and the shoe shop, over to Hubinger’s drug store.

“Daddy sent me for cigarettes,” I told Mr. Hubinger. “Here,” I said, fishing in my jeans pockets. “I have a note.”

Mr. Hubinger took the note and set the box of Parliaments on the counter.

“I’m going to get some comics,” I said, and turned to the newsstand in the far corner. I pulled my favorites off the shelf: Archie, Superman, and the new series, Supergirl. “Just charge it to my dad like usual,” I said to Mr. Hubinger.

I went over to the five-and-dime and bought ten cents’ worth of Smarties before pedaling home.

After giving Dad his cigarettes, I ran over to Peter’s house.

Peter was the perfect pal. That summer we leapt from the roof of the barn onto the driveway like wild cowboys, and played baseball on the tennis courts of the Green Acres Country Club that stretched between our two houses. Daring each other, we screwed up our courage and broke into the concession stand on the golf course, where we served ourselves ice cream. In the rear part of our lot, we cleaned out a gardener’s shed. It became a private fort. A tiny single room with a glass window, it was surrounded by a half-acre of scrubby woodland. Our private hideaway. There our imaginations ran wild, playing Eliot Ness and his Untouchables or the Swamp Fox. Peter even sent away for mail-order throwing knives and a revolver that shot blanks—our secret “until the end.”

Today, though, we decided to dig to China—through my family’s driveway.

The compressed earth and gravel of our driveway were puddled with rain from yesterday’s thunderstorm. We hammered our shovels into the wet pebbles and dirt. Hard-packed ground slowly gave way. As I worked, I tried to picture coming out on the other side of the pit. What is it like, living on the upside-down side of Earth? We tore up good chunks of muddied soil and gravel in our enthusiasm.

When my mother looked out the window and saw us, she dropped what she was doing and ran out the kitchen door. “What in God’s name are you doing?” she shouted. “That’s our driveway!”

Mom was not happy with the hole to China. She sent Peter home and said I was grounded from playing with him forever. But Dad had a worse reaction. That hole was a “good enough” reason for him to get obliterated. He started with dry martinis before dinner, then he skipped dinner and switched to Scotch. We gave him the living room where he was sitting in a wing chair, nodding off. I took my homework into the den and listened for sounds from Dad while ignoring the voices on The Ed Sullivan Show.

“No TV until your homework is finished,” Mom said in her no-nonsense voice from the doorway.

“Oh, Mom, c’mon. I can concentrate. This is easy grammar. Leave me alone.”

Through the doorway, I could hear my father’s voice rumble in his chest before grinding into a frightening growl. Then he was shouting, “Don’t speak to your mother like that.” His words were slurred and came out, “Dun spleech chur mudder like zhat.” His shuffling feet approached the den; I looked into the hallway. His head sagged on his shoulders as if it were too heavy, and his eyes were red like a fire monster.

I ran up the stairs and sat on the top step. He began attacking Mom instead of me, calling her degrading names. Of course, I felt bad for her, but couldn’t help feeling relieved he’d forgotten about me—because the last time something like this had happened, he’d come after me. I had locked myself in the bathroom, and when he’d started to break in with a screwdriver, I had climbed out the window onto the first-floor roof. I’d jumped down and run to my tree house.

Mother’s husky, defensive whisper taunted Dad and just made things worse. He started to snarl at her incoherently. I couldn’t quite understand what he was saying. I heard fucking and stupid. He stumbled back into the living room.

“You are a sick animal!” Mom screamed at him in a whisper.

Please, God, don’t let him get crazy tonight. But then something was wrong, worse than usual. I heard crashing from downstairs, like a pan banging. Then he was shouting something about his mother. Glass shattered. Linda came rushing into the downstairs hall and saw me at the top of the stairs. She ran up to join me. Her bedroom was now on the first floor, and it was a bad night to be down there.

“What happened?” she whispered with a frightened look.

“I don’t know. Nothing,” I said. “He just went off.”

Mom grabbed Bethy and hurried up the steps. “Come with me or get into your room,” she hissed at us as she passed us at the top of the stairs and turned toward her bedroom. She pointed at my door. “Both of you, go!”

Linda and I retreated into my room, our faces frozen in bug-eyed fear. Our father moved from the living room to the dining room, then to the den, a fresh barrage of rage bursting in each room. It sounded as if things were falling off shelves and bashing into walls.

It went on for a long time, maybe twenty minutes. Then silence. Linda and I waited, listening at the door. We cracked it open. No noise from downstairs. We crawled to the top of the staircase and peered down.

“Holy moly!” Linda hissed, pointing to the landing below us.

Dad had passed out, face down and bleeding from both hands, in the hallway near the front door. We would have to step over his body to get to the downstairs rooms or any doors to the outside.

“Are you going down there?” I asked her, staring with alarm at my father.

“Nope,” she answered. “I’m sleeping in your room.”

In the morning, Linda and I peeked again. Dad was not on the floor in the hall. We crept downstairs and looked into the den where his body sprawled on the couch. Pieces of ceramic and stained glass littered the floor throughout the dining and living rooms, hallway, and den. His bloodstains splotched the front-hall carpet.

Mom came downstairs and looked around.

“Get dressed. No school today,” she said in a hoarse whisper.

“Where are we going?” Linda wanted to know.

Mom got Bethy ready and bustled the three of us down the hall, out the back door, and into the car. She drove us to her friend Annie’s house in nearby Deerfield and sent us off to play with Annie’s kids. Instead, we spied on her in the kitchen.

Mom had coffee and a hard cry with her friend.

“I can’t go on like this, Annie. He terrorized the children!” Mom’s voice kept cracking, and her nose was running.

“I know, honey, Bill can get crazy sometimes, too,” Annie said. She patted Mom’s hand.

“This was different, he was out of control. There’s debris all over the place.”

“We’ll send Bill over there to help clean up. It will pass. Dick isn’t really like that,” Annie said.

“But what if he is?” Mom said.

Hearing her words scared me; my own father had become a dangerous stranger. What else might he do?

Mom parked us at Annie’s for the day and left. When she brought us home that night, the stains were covered with a rug. All the broken glass was cleaned up. Shelves throughout the downstairs rooms were stripped of the many antiques and statuettes that had belonged to Dad’s mother, our grandmother Nonni.

My mother and I would never speak about that night. We would never discuss anything about the near-daily ordeal of living with Dad’s demons until after he died, several decades later. I packed that violent night away in a dark corner of my mind and forgot about it for twenty-some years—until I began my own confrontation with alcohol.







Chapter 5
Did Somebody Make All This?



I slipped the scapula that Grammy gave me over my neck and adjusted its little icons. It was made of two tiny religious pictures connected by ribbons so you could wear it with one image hanging in front and the other in back. The front showed Jesus’s sacred heart; the back displayed Mother Mary.

Show me how to protect Mommy if it gets bad again. Help me be brave.

Despite the violence in our house, my parents claimed to believe in justice and freedom. In November of 1960, they were ecstatic because Jack Kennedy won the presidential election. They thought Black people should not have to wait in a separate line or sit in a separate part of the movie theater in Glencoe. Dad said the United States should bring the liberties of democracy to the world. He didn’t “fight the war for freedom” just to see Tricky Dick Nixon take over.

But Dad was not for justice and freedom at home. At home, we had to do everything his way so he could have his Coke or his coffee or his meal or his Scotch or his martini. Everything revolved around his moods. It was time for me, now a fifth grader, to stand up to my father.

My confirmation ceremony was coming up soon. For Catholics, this was a sacrament that affirmed our faith in the teachings. During the ritual, I would kneel at the railing around the altar, and the priest would mark the sign of the cross on my forehead with a special oil. He would say a prayer, then bless me “in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.” The sacrament would make me an adult in the eyes of the church. Would it give me adult courage?

To prepare for the rite of passage, I copied Linda and donned the sacred scapula. I wore it under my blouse to Mass and school. It was supposed to remind me to be good, but I forgot about it except when it scraped against my skin. Then I felt a thrill of blessedness, as if I were special—so special that God would surely choose my prayers to answer.

My prayer was that the confirmation ritual would give me the grown-up bravery I needed at home. Because sometimes I knew I should knock my father out with a golf club.

“Why does God punish people for not going to Mass if they don’t even know they are supposed to?” I asked from my perch on Mom’s bed, using her telephone. There were phones in the kitchen and den, but Mom’s bedroom gave me some privacy.

“That’s a Catholic thing,” Bob said. “God doesn’t really care which type of Christian you are.”

Picking a boyfriend had been my first act at the Crestwood Elementary Public School. My choice, Bob Kennedy, was the second-smartest kid in class. He had a curious mind, short black hair, and a sharp nose that drew his whole face into a beak. Often, we talked on the telephone after finishing our homework, and our favorite topic was religion.

“You either have to go to Mass or you don’t,” I said.

“You don’t!” Bob retorted. “You are just supposed to follow the Ten Commandments. You don’t have to follow all those other rules.”

“You do if you’re a Catholic. Especially if you’re about to be confirmed.” I paused. “Is there really a God, do you think?”

“Somebody made all this,” Bob said.

Did somebody make all this? I wondered. Last Saturday Dad had taken me out in the front yard to look at the stars. “The stars are so far away,” Dad had told me, “that it takes years and years for the light to reach us here on Earth.”

I’d tried to picture a cone of light zooming down to Earth. It was backward from the way the comic-book Superman used his X-ray vision, which was like a beam he sent from his eyes. Dad had explained that in fact, light beams leave the stars, race through space for years and years, and eventually enter holes in our eyes. We’d stood beneath a wide sky, sparkling against soft blackness. Was God somewhere up there with those far-away stars? Was he listening with super X-ray hearing?

“Maybe,” I conceded to Bob, “but he sure has a lot of explaining to do. You should see people fight in the parking lot after church. You would never know they had just been praying. It makes me want to cry.”

“Arguing after church is something people do, not God!” Bob said.

“Well, that’s my point. If somebody made all this,” I said, “why did he make people so mean?”

Bob didn’t answer right away. “I guess it’s not God’s fault if someone is mean.” He took a breath. “You’re supposed to follow the Ten Commandments,” he said again. “People don’t, though.”

He was right. I coveted Linda’s record album collection. I didn’t honor my mother when I talked back.

“Yeah,” I said. “Don’t you wonder how they can go to war when it says right there, Thou Shalt Not Kill?”

“War is different,” he said. “You have to follow orders.”

Bob and I were going steady, which was an important fifth-grade thing to do at Crestwood. It consisted mostly of keeping each other’s school pictures in our desks with our supplies and books, hanging out at recess, and talking on the telephone. This was a big change from St. Norbert’s, where no one could ever have gone steady openly. And that was just one of many differences between the two schools. When I first came to Crestwood, after years at St. Norbert’s, I rose from my seat to stand when called on. The other children laughed. I’d learned to stay slouched and seated while answering questions.

“If I were God,” I said into the receiver, “I would not allow war. It’s wrong.”

“Who are you to tell God what to do?” Bob laughed at me. “Do you pray at night?”

“Yes. Sometimes.”

“Me, too,” he said. “I pray for my family.”

Bob was a Protestant, like most of the kids at Crestwood. Protestantism was a different religion with different rules. Each religion said the other one was wrong, but they didn’t fight over it. Of course, I had no understanding of the historical conflict between them. But I was curious about the differences—so, a few weeks prior to this conversation with Bob, on a cold fall Sunday, I’d decided to investigate for myself. No one noticed when I snuck out of the Sunday school line and took off through the parking lot. I dashed across the street, heading to the Presbyterian church that most of my friends attended. I’d been running down the broad hilly lawn in front of the heretical church, when the next thing I knew, I was waking up.

I found myself on a couch indoors, woozy and thirsty in a small dim room with my mother and the Presbyterian pastor, who were coaching me back to consciousness. My mother told me I’d slipped on an icy patch and knocked the back of my head, where a nice goosebump arose. I never got inside that mysterious Protestant church. Had God blocked my way?

“What do you pray for?” Bob asked me, bringing me back to the present.

Last May, I’d said the rosary twenty-eight of thirty-one days for my father and hoped that Linda had the bases better covered. I regretted my weakness. Each time I’d missed a rosary, I’d doubled up the next day, hoping to make up for my failure. Mary was supposed to be merciful. Still, I’d feared I was not helping my dad very much. And I had long since lost the blessed blue-stone rosary.

“Sometimes I just repeat the prayers,” I answered. “But does it help anything? People are still starving in India.” Daddy still gets drunk and hurts everyone.

“Maybe God has other plans,” Bob offered.

“I hope so,” I said.







Chapter 6
Hometown



My hometown was a small, mostly Christian village among many that expanded as white people moved out of Chicago in the 1950s and ’60s. Our township built a second high school in 1962 to accommodate all the new students. Northbrook had one Catholic and one Presbyterian church, and no other places of worship. It never occurred to me to notice that we had no synagogue, mosque, or Quaker meeting place. In 1963, I was not aware that such places existed.

For better or worse, my young friends and I were insulated from the real world as we grew into adolescence. We rode our bikes around town without ever locking them. Shopkeepers knew us by name. In our daily lives, we didn’t encounter crime (many of us didn’t lock our house doors), racial conflict, or poverty. Almost nothing of Black Americans’ terrible struggle for basic justice penetrated our white adolescent enclave. When news of the civil rights movement eventually trickled into our awareness, we heard adults around us refer to it as “the Negro question.” So, while Martin Luther King was protesting in Birmingham, I was sprawled on bedroom floors at my friends’ houses listening to folk rock while other girls chattered about how to grow into women.

On one typical rainy Saturday in April 1963, four of us gathered, as we often did, at Sally’s house. Sally sat cross-legged on her bed reading the current Seventeen Magazine. Each month you could read beauty and makeup tips, advice for dating, how to tell if you are in love, and if he is the right one. Or how to jitterbug and do the mashed potato.

“Listen to this,” Sally began. “This article tells you ways to meet boys. ‘Go to exhibits at the library, local stores, the museum, the town hall, places that offer things a boy might be interested in,’” she read. “They list boats, cars, fishing, photographs of the town’s fire or police department, and softball games.”

“They’re building a new fire station out on Dundee near Skokie,” I put in. “We could go scouting down there.” Riding our bikes over to the station sounded like fun.

Sally laughed and turned the page. “Here’s a way to set your hair to get a pageboy,” she said.

“Let me try that on you,” Marty said, looking up. “We can use your sister’s curlers.”

Marty and Sally gathered up Marcia’s rollers and went into the bathroom while I went into the kitchen to get a glass of water. Mrs. Stonebraker stood at the counter, chopping potatoes and celery.

“Hello, young lady,” she greeted me with her bright half-smile that made it look a little as if she were teasing. “How’s the A-team doing today?” Her left eyebrow went up. She glanced down and sliced a potato lengthwise.

My throat constricted and I felt myself withdraw. Sally’s mother was always kind to me, often asking about my life with real interest. But I worried that she knew, maybe through town gossip, that my father got drunk and violent. He had a case of Scotch delivered every week by the Otis & Lee liquor store on Waukegan. What if employees talked and my family had a reputation? What if Mrs. S. was trying to show me what a normal home could be like because she knew my family secrets?

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Stonebraker!” I said, covering my shame with exaggerated energy like Eddie Haskell on Leave It to Beaver. I hoped my smile didn’t look too phony. “How are you today?”

Mrs. Stonebraker put down her knife. She rested her elbows on the counter, put her chin in her hands, and leaned toward me. “So, what’s the latest in Rikki’s life?” She gave me that crooked, quizzical smile again.

I wanted to let the words come pouring out and tell her how crazy things were. That last weekend my parents had somehow crashed the Cadillac and left it on the train tracks near our house, and that a train had smashed it up. That I felt on the edge of panic half the time.

But I couldn’t bear to expose myself, my family, or our secrets. Instead, I picked at my fingernail and chewed on my bottom lip. “I’m fine.” I nodded a few times. “We’re reading that Joseph Conrad book Lord Jim. I’m working on a book report.”

“I remember that one, I think. The sailor who abandons ship? Well, you keep up the good work. Do you girls need a snack?” Mrs. S. always asked. “Take this,” she said, handing me a bowl of Ruffles.

Part of me just wanted to hang out with her in the kitchen. I wasn’t sure I was ready for the move toward dating and womanhood that was going on in Sally’s room. In seventh grade at the junior high, some of my friends were already thirteen, but I wouldn’t even be twelve until June. I still liked to play football with Peter. I liked to read The Hardy Boys mysteries and ride my Schwinn at the speed of the wind.

But I dutifully took the chips and padded back down the hallway toward Sally’s room.

In the bathroom, Sally sat in front of a mirror with half her hair bound up in brush curlers.

“Who’s going to the sock hop?” Marty asked as she wound a fresh strand.

“Me.” Sally held up a hand.

“Me, too!” chirped Nancy.

“When is it?” I asked.

“What planet are you on? I’ve been waiting weeks for this!” Nancy said.

“Saturday night,” said Sally. “I think Marcia can drive us.”

My stomach clenched. I dreaded dancing, moving my body in front of all the kids at school. And it could kick off asthmatic wheezing. I carried one of those new bronchodilators with me by then, so the risk was small. But just talking about dancing made me want to go home and hide. And I tried to stay away from home as much as I could.

“What are you guys wearing?” I asked, feeling heat rise in my neck and ears. A nagging voice whispered at the edge of my mind. I never seem to wear the right thing. Skirts were required at school, but on weekends most girls wore tight jeans and stretchy sweaters. I chose oversized shirts with button-down collars. It would be years before I needed a bra.

Marty sighed. “Probably a plaid skirt and sweater like always.”

I marveled at Marty. She was a straightforward, honest girl who seemed to have no secrets. Whereas I always feel like I’m hiding something.

“No jeans?” I asked, my hopes fading.

“Not for girls!” Marty said.

“The boys have to wear a tie,” Nancy put in.

I hate skirts. I look so stupid in them. I tried to picture myself doing the foxtrot with Rick Suez or Tommy Weckler, and my body froze inside. How will I ever endure a sock hop?

Yet that Saturday night, I did shuffle my way through our band’s versions of “Venus in Blue Jeans” and “Sealed with a Kiss.” I wore a plaid skirt and a baby-blue cardigan that I buttoned to my throat. I performed a stumbling foxtrot with Rick Suez and goofy versions of the jitterbug with two boys I didn’t know. Between dances, I stood awkwardly near the bleachers or doors and looked for girls to talk to. Sometime around nine thirty my torment ended when Sally’s sister Marcia gave us a ride home.

Home . . . with my parents Dick and Rosemary, who, I knew, would be hung over tomorrow, as they were every dreary Sunday morning. It seemed there was nothing I could do to break the cycle. Dad would go on a bender and disappear for a few days, leaving Mom a confused mess. Little Bethy would try to comfort her. Or Dad would insult and attack Mom until she was in tears and then he would pass out. Sometimes he would hit her. Then he would do something to make up for it, such as buy her a new car or promise not to drink for a week.

I didn’t even have Linda to commiserate with anymore. For high school, she’d chosen Marywood, a Catholic boarding school for girls an hour away in Evanston, and she had been gone all year.

I just wanted out. I wanted out of my family, but I didn’t know where I could go.

As it turned out, Mom slept through the Mass schedule that Sunday—so, to my relief, we did not have to attend.

I’d grown weary of Catholic rituals since I’d been going to public school. We rarely went to church as a family, and I hadn’t been to confession for months. In fact, I didn’t even talk to God anymore. Junior high kids were into the Top Ten hits
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