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Prologue
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I don't remember the first time my mother hurt me.

But according to police reports I've read as an adult, the first time it was officially documented, I was two years old.

That sentence has followed me around for years.

I was two.

Too young to remember. Too young to defend myself. Too young to understand that my life was already being written in police reports and case files.

One of those reports describes a babysitter who called authorities after having concerns that I was being scolded in a hot bath by my mother. I was two years old. According to the report, I had gotten into a tub of Vaseline and smeared it everywhere. The bath was her punishment.

After investigation, the report notes that intervention was used—but does not say what that meant. The case was closed.

I have no memory of it. I only know it happened because someone wrote it down.

I have spent much of my adulthood trying to piece together my childhood from fragments. Memories that come in flashes. Stories told by relatives. Medical records. Court documents. Newspaper clippings. Other people's recollections.

Some of my earliest memories are clear. Others are missing entirely.

Trauma does that.

It scatters things.

You remember the feeling of terror but not always the reason. You remember the smell of a room, the sound of footsteps, the color of a blanket. But entire years can disappear.

I often wonder who I could have been, what I might be doing today had I just been given the chance.

But the person I became instead was a survivor.

I learned very early how to read a room. How to predict danger. How to make myself small. How to endure.

I learned that adults could hurt you. That love could disappear. That home wasn't always safe.

And I learned that sometimes children have to raise themselves.

This is the story of a little girl who survived things she never should have survived.

It is also the story of what happens after survival.

Because surviving something doesn't mean it ends.

Sometimes it simply changes shape and follows you into adulthood.

This is the story of my family.

The people I lost.

The people I loved.

The mistakes I made.

And the things I am still learning long after the danger has passed.



Part One: Origins
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Chapter One: Before I Had Words For It
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I don't remember a time when I felt completely safe.

Some of my earliest memories are not of toys or birthday parties or favorite foods.

They are feelings.

Fear. Confusion. Waiting.

The sound of running water.

The feeling that something bad was about to happen even when I couldn't explain why.

One of my earliest memories is crouching at the bottom of a shower.

Pink tile. A small space. A long white shower head, the kind you could maneuver, pointed down at me.

My mother was hosing me down with cold water.

I had wet the bed again, and she had caught me trying to change my clothes before she noticed. This wasn't the first time I had been put in that shower. But this particular morning something about it burned itself into me differently than the other times had.

She was screaming about how disgusting I was.

And I remember looking up at her—really seeing her—while the cold water hit me. Her makeup was perfect. Her hair was done. Her nails were immaculate.

And I was naked and wet and shaking and small.

The contrast between us said something I didn't have words for yet.

That I was different.

That there was something wrong with me.

I remember wishing I could wash myself down the drain along with the water.

It became one of the ways I was punished, one of the ways I was singled out. It created another layer of shame that I carried everywhere I went.

Shame became a state of being for me.

When teachers called home because I was dirty or hungry, it didn't lead to help. It led to punishment.

It taught me what not to say.

I was born in California in 1979.

By the time I arrived, my parents had already been married for two years and had a son—my older brother John. He had been born with serious heart problems, and his illness had already placed enormous strain on a household that was unstable to begin with. I entered a family already in motion toward breakdown.

Both of my parents were addicted to drugs.

My father was raised by a police officer.

My grandfather was strict in the way that men of that generation understood strictness—absolute, unquestioned, and enforced. And as tends to happen with children raised under that kind of pressure, my father eventually pushed back.

Around fifteen or sixteen he started running with the wrong crowd. He went to concerts. He experimented with drugs. At some point he stole a car.

Because of my grandfather's connections at the local police department, and because my father was still young enough for leniency, he was given a choice: enlist in the service or face the consequences. He enlisted.

He was sent to Vietnam.

He ended up in the Golden Triangle region near Laos when he was injured. Back then, if a soldier couldn't be immediately evacuated, medics would do what they could on the ground—prop you up in a tree or a hammock, treat your wounds, medicate you, and move on with the intention of coming back.

The medication was morphine.

Standard protocol was to take a red marker and write a large M on the soldier's forehead so the next medic would know a dose had already been administered.

My father said it was the first time in his life he felt like himself. Like he finally knew who he was, and that this was the thing that made him that person.

He quickly figured out that you can wipe the M off your forehead and get another dose.

Eventually he was airlifted out and woke up in a Veterans hospital stateside. But this was a different era—the doctors were only trying to treat pain in the body. Never considering the consequences of a soldier's mind. They prescribed Quaaludes.

That became his first real addiction.

The disease is progressive. The pills were never going to be enough. He slowly escalated until eventually he moved to heroin.

It was a buddy of his who mentioned a girl who lived downstairs. She had access to all kinds of things, the friend said. She was a little strange—thought she was a witch, into fortune telling, that kind of thing.

My father knocked on the door anyway.

A woman answered holding a cat on her shoulder. Black makeup ringed her eyes. Her hair was piled high in a dark beehive. She looked, by any reasonable standard, completely unusual.

My father said he fell in love immediately.

That was my mother.

From what little I have been able to piece together—through conversations with her family, her friends, my father, and my own research—my mother's life before she met him was complicated.

I do know that my grandmother Eleanor used to drag her children around by their hair when she wanted them to move fast. The way it was always mentioned—if it was mentioned at all—was casually. Almost as if it were funny.

It wasn't funny to me. I knew exactly what that felt like.

Her mother's name was Eleanor.

Eleanor had been married to a man named Charles and had two sons with him—Charles Jr. and Jack. At some point the marriage fell apart and Eleanor went back to New York City, where she had an affair with a soldier who was just passing through. His identity was never shared with my mother.

Eleanor returned to Charles pregnant.

Charles accepted her and the unborn child.

That child was my mother.

According to everyone who knew the family, my mother had no idea any of this was true until she turned eighteen. She was sat down at the kitchen table by her own mother and told the truth about who her father really was—a soldier who passed through and left no trace, whose name she would never know.

By all accounts, she and Eleanor had always been close. It was Eleanor who first introduced her to astrology, who gave her her first crystal ball and tarot cards. That world became my mother's world.

Before she ever met my father, my mother had already been married twice.

Unbelievably, to a set of brothers.

One marriage ended in annulment. The other in divorce. This was a fact my father did not discover until after he had already married her himself.

The man who raised her—Charles—died shortly after she turned eighteen.

Her mother Eleanor died while my mother was pregnant with me.

By the time I was born, she had already lost both of the parents she had known, discovered that one of them wasn't her biological father, buried two marriages, and was living inside an addiction with a man she had met through a drug deal.

She never spoke of abuse or turbulence growing up. The only wound she ever named from her own childhood was the devastation of learning about her real father—and knowing she would never get to find him.

I think about that sometimes.

She came into motherhood already broken in ways that weren't yet visible.

That doesn't change what she did to me.

But it does change how I understand her.

When my mother found out she was pregnant with me, she panicked.

John had already had two open heart surgeries by the time I was born. She could not imagine having another sick child. She was convinced I would come out with something wrong too. She tried every home remedy she could find to end the pregnancy.

She was devastated when I kept growing inside her.

That's how I got my nickname.

The abortion that lived.

I heard it enough times—from family members, from my mother's friends, from people at the edges of our world—that eventually I asked what an abortion was. It was my brother who told me. He was the one who explained that our mother had once tried to end my life with a coat hanger.

I went to her crying. I asked her if it was true.

She laughed at first. "Oh God no," she said. "Not with a coat hanger." But she admitted that yes, she had tried some herbal remedies. And she told me she was glad they hadn't worked. She was glad I was here.

Now I realize how cruel that was for her to admit to me, but at the time that last sentence—that she was glad I was here—was such a rare form of affection that I was happy to hear that answer.

I left it at that.

I never brought it up again.

But I have carried it my entire life—this feeling that I am on borrowed time. That I was never supposed to be here in the first place.

When I was still a baby, my mother left my father. He went to prison, and he would remain there until I was eleven years old.

That absence shaped everything that came after it.

There are parts of my childhood that don't feel like memories.

They feel like states of being.

Constantly watching.

Constantly listening.

Trying to predict moods.

Trying not to make things worse.

I learned to adapt before I learned to trust.

I learned to be quiet before I learned to ask for help.

I learned that silence sometimes kept you safe.

At least for a little while.

As I got older, I slowly began to understand that my life didn't look like other children's lives.

Other kids didn't seem afraid all the time.

Other kids talked about home like it was someplace comforting.

I didn't understand that feeling.

For me, home was unpredictable.

Home was something you endured.
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Chapter Two: Life With Steve
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Steve Borden was my mother's childhood sweetheart and the first man I called Dad. Like the husband before him, he served in the military—and it followed him home. He carried wounds that no one could see. PTSD and alcoholism became battles he fought long after his service ended.

But to me, he wasn't defined by those struggles.

He was safety.

In the middle of a childhood that would eventually become filled with fear and chaos, Steve represented something different. He loved me. He made me feel protected. He was one of the first adults I remember who showed me what love without fear could feel like.

He treated me like a princess. There were moments that looked like a normal childhood—camping trips, helping him work on cars, sitting in the passenger seat of his truck while he talked and fixed things, letting me play with the buttons on the radio.

Those moments mattered so much to me.

Steve had two children from a relationship before my mother—Kenny and Jamie. I always thought of them as my siblings. And then he and my mother had Katie, my baby sister.

Over time, whatever stability he brought began to break down. The house changed. The tone changed. Love became unpredictable again.

I don't think parents realize how much children absorb from adult conversations. Children are curious. They eavesdrop. I did too.

I remember times when Steve would go to treatment for his alcoholism and my mother would sit around with her friends, angry, plotting ways to set him off when he came home.

I remember one visit to the VA hospital—it must have been his birthday. She gathered us up, brought a card. Just before she sealed the envelope she leaned over to her friend Michelle and told her to read it. Michelle laughed. My mother said something like—"that should send him through the roof."

As a child you don't understand metaphors. I pictured my dad literally shooting through the roof like a rocket.

It was only later, as an adult, that I understood what I had actually witnessed. My mother antagonizing someone who was trying to get better. Provoking the very volatility she would later suffer from.

But Steve wasn't the only person she tormented. I was her favorite target.

She would grab whatever object was nearest—a hairbrush, a belt, her bare hands. I was riddled with wounds. When people would notice and ask about them, my mother would laugh it off, saying how clumsy I was, how people must think she beats me.

And people bought it.

I think because she was John's primary caretaker she had accumulated real medical knowledge and was constantly surrounded by doctors and nurses. Maybe they couldn't imagine the truth. Or maybe it was easier not to.

And then, when I was about five years old, Steve came home. He had a short conversation with my mother. He emptied his pockets, handing over all the cash he had. Then he
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