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			For Cory

			All that we survived.

			Don’t think I forgot about you filling a water gun with piss and shooting it at me just because it didn’t make it into this book, though.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I’ve never seen my grandmother bake a cookie, wear a shawl, give good advice, or hug a child unprompted. I have, however, heard her curse so intensely I swear she was making some of them up on the spot, watched her obsess over horror movies with an academic intensity, and listened to her frequent lectures about the reasons every woman should not only carry a knife at all times but also fully be prepared to use it: “A man wants to put his hands on you? Carry a little secret knife. Cut his throat. Ask questions later.” Her favorite TV show is The Walking Dead; she likes to confidently conjure up strategies to survive the zombie apocalypse from her wheelchair, all of them involving rigged-up weaponry and fire. She knows she would triumph; after a lifelong cultural diet of Creature from the Black Lagoon, Creepshow, Hostel, and Saw, she has no problem thinking up ways to kill anything that moves.

			And I was raised by her.

			It wasn’t planned that way. I had a mom once, and, along with my brother, we had a life together. When she left us at my grandparents’ house for a weekend, none of us knew that she wouldn’t be coming back. I certainly didn’t know that I would spend the rest of my childhood with people who had already retired and thought their child-rearing days were over in the 1970s.

			In the whiplash of trauma and figuring out how to adjust to this new life, dropped into the care of a foul-mouthed retiree, I realized it was up to me to figure out how to survive.

			So I would take respite in the bathroom, the only sun-filled room in the house, where I could read in relative peace.

			Every single person in my family yelled at me when they saw me carrying a book into the bathroom, which I did constantly. No matter what my business was in there, I usually sat on the toilet reading until my legs went numb. I shared a bedroom with Grandma, a twin bed under each window. It wasn’t exactly my own space; she had already made me take down my Led Zeppelin poster, not wanting to look at “those sweaty white boys” on the few days a week she crawled up the steps instead of falling asleep on the couch. The bathroom was the only true privacy I had in the entire house.

			“Dani, no—other people have to use the bathroom, you know,” Grandma said, her lips pulling into a terse line as I walked through the living room.

			“So then knock,” I said, annoyed.

			“Are you giving me lip, child? The library is right down the road! If you’re in there for more than ten minutes, I will knock down that fucking door, little girl!” Grandma called after me.

			When I wasn’t letting my legs atrophy on the can while I finished chapter after chapter, I pulled back the shower curtain and climbed into the old bright blue clawfoot tub, using any towel hanging up behind the door as a pillow. I fell asleep in there once and woke up to Grandma standing over me. All of the skeleton key locks had long been painted over in this old house; none of the doors locked. It was easy to burst into any room if, like Grandma, you didn’t value basic human privacy as a rule.

			“Oh no, uh-uh, you are not allowed to sleep in the tub and hold this goddamn bathroom hostage when you have a perfectly good bed upstairs.” She was pulling down her polyester, elastic-waist pants before I could even fully get the sleep out of my eyes, and farted loudly as she sat down on the toilet.

			“Ew, Grandma!” I yelled, scrambling to stretch my long leg over the side and get out of the tub.

			“Should’ve thought about that before you stayed in here for two hours,” she said, gently unfurling some toilet paper. “You can sleep anywhere, but this is the only place I can shit.”

		

	
		
			1.

			My mom and dad met in drum corps; I have no idea what instrument he played or even if he was any good. It would be weird if I did, since I don’t even know what he looks like. His name was Carlton; he lived in Newburgh, about forty minutes away from Greenwood Lake, the small New York town where my mother grew up. They met at a parade. My grandmother didn’t know that my mom had a boyfriend until he showed up to take her to her junior prom. There’s a picture of them from that night, one of the only ones to survive my grandma’s wrath; Mom was wearing a floor-length white dress with navy blue polka dots, afro picked out as wide as her shoulders. My dad was tall and handsome in his brown corduroy suit, the wide collar of his white button-down threatening to consume his shoulders. His afro was smaller, but the flash cube from the camera made the product in his hair glisten. In true seventies style, the photo is blurry and grainy; I can make out his features, but they don’t add up to anything more than a generic face. They stood in front of my grandparents’ fireplace for the photo, wide-eyed and slightly smiling.

			My dad was a year older than my mom, and when he graduated from high school, his family moved to North Carolina. My grandmother chalked up their relationship to a high school romance and didn’t really think of it again. She told Mom to get over it.

			But my mom was not over it. Not in the least bit.

			The summer after she graduated from high school, my mom got a job dressing up as Wile E. Coyote at Jungle Habitat, a Warner Bros. theme park over the Greenwood Lake border in West Milford, New Jersey. The park was filled to the brim with wild animals, and the main attraction seemed to be that you could watch them roam freely as you carefully cruised by in your car. As you can imagine, this was an idea with a terribly short shelf life; Jungle Habitat closed within a few years amid a litany of persistent scandals. One man was attacked by a lion shortly after the park opened; another woman was bitten by an elephant. Several of the animals got out and were found wandering around residential areas nearby. My mom’s summer job was to dress up like a cartoon and welcome families to this pending horror show, probably taking bets with her coworkers about which of them would come out unscathed by the end of the workday.

			At the end of the summer, after she had saved what she thought was enough money to survive, my mom packed a suitcase. She left it behind the shed in the backyard, which was rarely used, so she knew it would be safe. She hitched a ride to work with some friends and came home like everything was normal for the next few days. Then, one morning after she had confirmed plans with my dad—whom she had been in touch with all along—she grabbed her suitcase, acted as though she was leaving for work, and instead took a bus into New York City and another bus from the Port Authority down to North Carolina. At nineteen, she had decided that her life was her own, and she was going to use it to chase a man.

			For decades after, my family would ask, “What happened to make her like this?” Mom had a run-of-the-mill, 2.1-kids, stay-at-home-mom kind of family. The kids wore matching outfits for the annual family photo at Sears and were surrounded by cousins, aunts, and uncles at summer barbecues. Grandma had been a different kind of parent to her than she was to me: when I complained about mildly blurry vision as a teenager, Grandma told me that my eyes were fine and “That’s what you get for reading those fucking books all night when you should be asleep.” When Mom needed glasses as a kid, Grandma actually got them for her. Running away was an abnormal event in such a normal childhood. Decades later, my grandma still asks herself what happened, a bubble of self-indictment quietly rising to the surface as she wonders out loud. “She was raised in the same house as your aunt and uncle . . . I just don’t understand,” she whispers, actively searching for a place to lay blame.

			For the rest of their lives, they would never receive a satisfying answer.

			My grandparents didn’t know where my mom was for three months. It was so well-orchestrated that when she disappeared, nobody suspected a thing—my grandparents, assuming she was dead on the side of the road somewhere, waited for the day they’d get a call telling them her remains had been found. Grandma started going gray. Granddad stopped talking.

			“It probably took ten years off of all of our lives,” my grandma said, recounting those months. “I was a wreck, your grandfather was a wreck, Rene and Bobby were so sad. Fucking selfish, in the end, you know? All that misery for a penis.”

			After contacting the police and filing a missing-persons report, my family sat and waited. It wasn’t until my grandma got the idea to check the phone bill that they got any relief. “I saw all of these long-distance calls from around the time she went missing. I thought, ‘Who the hell is she calling?’ So I dialed the number, and she picked up,” my grandma said. “Just as happy as a clam, like nothing had happened. I said, ‘Robin, where the fuck are you?’ She told me she was in North Carolina with Carlton.” Grandma was getting annoyed retelling the story. “I don’t know why, but I asked her, ‘Are you pregnant?’ She said yes. Just like that. I told her she better fucking stay there and slammed down the phone.” My grandma seethes with anger when she tells this story, even now, almost fifty years later. “I didn’t raise my children to be like that.”

			My older brother, Cory, was born in February 1976. My father was already cheating on my mom by then, and her life in North Carolina was bleak. She lived in a trailer with my dad on his family’s property in a rural town; she couldn’t afford the hospital bill after Cory was born, so she called her grandmother, Sweetie Pie, to wire her some money via Western Union so that she could take him home. He was all she had; she was so lonely she rarely put him down—but even when she held him, he cried mercilessly. She was exhausted.

			A few months after Cory was born, my grandma got a letter from one of my mom’s few friends in North Carolina. She said that Robin wasn’t doing so well, but she seemed like she came from a nice family, and maybe she should go home. Again, Sweetie Pie wired her some money, and my mom and Cory took the long bus drive back to New York, almost two years after she escaped.

			Granddad met my mom at the bus. He was introduced to his first grandchild on a platform in the Port Authority, surrounded by the noise and grime of New York City. He was so disturbed by the way my mom looked that he couldn’t even speak; he hugged her but didn’t say a word until the next day. She was wearing old men’s clothes and was completely disheveled. Like no one was taking care of her, like she had stopped taking care of herself. Her appearance wasn’t the only surprise my mom brought home with her; when my grandmother looked down, she saw my mom’s belly protruding, like a grapefruit attached to straw. A small tidbit her friend had left out of her letter, but possibly the reason she wrote in the first place.

			“Are you pregnant again?” my grandma asked.

			My mom nodded.

			

			—

			My grandparents got creative to make space for three kids in their two-bedroom home. They took one of the bedrooms, my mom and aunt shared the other, and my uncle Bobby slept on the screened-in porch. Every single one of your neighbors would call Child Protective Services if you put a child on the porch these days, but this was the seventies, which was basically a lawless decade where children were concerned. Lawn Darts—a game where one child would stand in a Hula-Hoop placed on the ground and another child would aim for the hoop by launching oversize, spiky metal darts at them—hit its peak in this era for a reason: if your child was fed and moderately clothed, people turned a blind eye to your second-degree murder-adjacent shenanigans.

			Bobby loved his space on the porch. He had blinds over the windows to cut down on the glare from the lake, as well as a large bookcase that gave him some privacy since the front door to the house was technically one of his walls. Birds used to land on the bushes outside his window, and he would cluck and chirp at them every morning. It was an idyllic room, if you didn’t focus on the fact that it was the only way for every person in the family to get in and out of the house.

			My aunt was not so lucky. After having her entire bedroom to herself for her last year of high school, she found herself rooming with her pregnant sister and a colicky one-year-old shortly before graduation. I’m not sure “cockblock” is the correct term; for the sake of my own sanity, I have to believe no one in that house ever had sex. But your pregnant, wayward sister returning like some kind of fucked-up prodigal mess would put a damper on anyone’s lifestyle and make a lesser person lose their mind. Thankfully, my aunt has always been incredible and gracious, and she bonded with Cory immediately. Did anyone ever thank her for that? If someone showed up to my house now, pregnant and with an infant, I would break my own fingers typing into my phone as I tried to find them the nearest Airbnb.

			When I was born, absolutely no one was prepared for me to arrive. Pregnancy wasn’t at all like the checklist-heavy micromanagerial bonanza it is today, but you’d think someone would have at least been clocking contractions with mild interest in between popping cans of Tab and smoking cigarettes down to the filter. Mom and Grandma always breathlessly tell the story between bouts of laughter, amazed at my ability to enter the world despite their own ineptitude.

			I imagine she had been uncomfortable all day, but for some reason, Mom didn’t tell Grandma she was in labor. It was a little over a month before my due date, so it’s possible she just thought she had gas. I’ve never been pregnant, but an extra helping of mashed potatoes is all I need to feel like there’s a bowling ball resting on my spine for the duration of an evening, so I can forgive her. Grandma, true to form, told Mom to stop complaining and go back to bed. Grandma is a medical marvel; she had her motherly instincts surgically removed as soon as Bobby could talk, relieved that she was done nurturing now that her youngest child had an elementary understanding of communicative tools. Not the best person to have on your side if you’re feeling a mild muscular cramp, let alone fully going into labor.

			My mom couldn’t sleep, of course, and finally told my grandma she was in labor. “I was so fucking mad because it was the middle of the night,” my grandma says, still upset with me forty years later for waking her up. “They knocked me out when all of my kids were born—called it twilight sleep—so I was always coming to in the morning like a normal person. No one wants to meet a baby in the middle of the night.”

			Since neither of my grandparents ever learned to drive, they called one of my grandma’s friends to help get my mom to the hospital. Darlene was white, but she was close enough to the family to get a Black nickname, so I’ve always known her as Nana Dar. She and my grandma first met at a school board meeting and just started talking one day after seeing each other around town. Like most small towns, Greenwood Lake was still a fairly prejudiced place to live—people scowled at my family, and many people wouldn’t let their kids play with my mom, aunt, and uncle. But my grandma was bored and needed a friend, so she did her best to make friends. Nana Dar had a reddish bouffant hairdo and icy blue eyes that set off her olive skin. Like my grandmother, she smoked constantly; I can barely picture her without imagining a curl of smoke drifting up from her chin and dissipating in the air above her head. She was probably smoking when she showed up after midnight to take my mom and grandmother to the nearest hospital in Goshen. Nana Dar and Grandma were definitely chain-smoking the entire thirty-minute drive there. My mom was basically in the back seat crowning, and those two were up front, joking about how she better not give birth in the car, all while flicking clouds of ash on my fontanelle.

			It wasn’t long after my mom was admitted that I was born, on a balmy June morning at 5:00 a.m. in the middle of 1977. A nurse had knocked on the waiting-room window, and when Grandma and Nana Dar turned around, she had me in her arms. “She was holding you like a football, with your little chin in between her thumb and forefinger,” my grandma says, stifling some laughter. “We couldn’t figure out why it was so strange until we really looked at you, and goddammit, your eyes were wide-open. We couldn’t believe it.” She always takes time here to imitate my newborn head bobbing around, gazing out the window. “You were just dah, dah, dah, looking around, even though you couldn’t see a damn thing. You weren’t crying—just looking. It was the creepiest thing,” she says, laughing. “But my god, you were beautiful. From the minute you came into this world, you wanted to see everything in it.”

			Moments later, my mom came cruising by on a stretcher, sitting up cross-legged and smiling. “That was fast!” she said. She was still wearing her socks.

			I was a month early, but healthy and ready to go. When Mom and Grandma brought me home a few days later, everyone in the house was excited to meet me. Everyone except Cory.

			Up until this point, Cory had been spoiled rotten. He was a cute baby with a teenage aunt and uncle, so someone was always around to play with and dote on him. He had two grandparents all to himself, and toys showed up without provocation. Cory brought a level of doll-like fun to the family; Aunt Rene and Uncle Bobby loved dressing him up in big sunglasses and wigs, while Grandma dragged him all over the house with her while she did household chores. He blended in seamlessly to the rhythm of the house, a tiny reminder of the ways families persist despite all the things left unsaid.

			My mom and grandma had just gotten through the door; introductions were being made all over the place, and people were taking turns looking at me. Cory was nowhere to be found, but there was a steady thump coming from the bedroom. My mom called out to him, and he slowly walked into the living room, dragging a yellow plastic wiffleball bat behind him. As people cleared the path to my mom, Cory got closer to the mysterious blob in her arms. She bent over gently and said, “Cory, come meet your baby sister!”

			Even now, Grandma can barely tell this part of the story without wheezing herself half to death. “Dani, he looked at you with those beady little hazel eyes, and then all of a sudden, wham!” she says, as she smacks her hands together. The thumping sound coming from the bedroom earlier must have been Cory taking some practice swings, because as soon as he saw me, he hit me in the face with that wiffleball bat as hard as he could.

			“Oh, you started crying, he started crying, your mother started crying,” my grandma says, rolling her eyes. “Everyone was crying but me. I couldn’t stop laughing. That little bastard just popped you right in the face. Hilarious.”

			From the very beginning I was loved, even if I’m not sure I was ever wanted. Mom was welcomed home, but she was right back where she started, with more baggage than she had when she left. I was conceived on the run, the ballast that brought my mom back to everything she was trying to escape. One baby is manageable, but two babies, two babies when you are unmarried, when your boyfriend is actively cheating on you and seems to have no interest in the children you’ve created, two babies is too many to handle on your own. Of course Mom came home—a small part of her must have seen what was on the horizon, having just been through the late-night feedings and endless diaper changes with my brother, done mostly on her own. She came back, knowing that her bad decisions, her wildness, her recklessness would cover her in a permanent stain. She came back to restriction, to a mother who thought she knew better how to raise us, who made her feel small and stupid. She came back for us, knowing that Cory and I needed some of the family stability she took for granted, some of the structure she rebelled against so vehemently. Mom was home to stay—not by choice but by necessity, tamed only by circumstance. It was the first sacrifice she ever made for me.

		

	
		
			2.

			In one of my earliest memories, I’m sitting on the floor of Grandma’s living room, the fabric of her mustard yellow couch scratching against my neck while I clutched a McDonald’s apple pie over my eyes with both hands in an effort to block out the world. The gray-green Zenith TV in the corner across the room provided the only light in the pitch-black living room. On the screen, Michael Myers walked through a building on fire. His slow, stumbling amble was only made scarier by the fact that the entire world around him was on fire. Was he alive or dead? I couldn’t tell what was scarier: a living man walking through fire, or an indestructible ghost. I dropped the pie slightly when I heard the room spring to life with gasps and shouts of “Oh hell no,” curiosity nudging me past my limits, as “Mr. Sandman” played over the credits.

			I used to love sitting as close to that TV as possible on Saturday mornings, Poltergeist-style, right after Grandma turned off Soul Train and Mom started making her grocery list for the week in the lined Mead notepad with the red cover that was always next to the phone. I’d slowly wave my forearms close to the screen until I felt it—the fuzzy buzz of electricity still pulsing through the cathode that made the hairs on my arms stand up. It was a private game, a secret discovery. Grandma would sometimes come in to get the vacuum out of the closet and start her Saturday cleaning during my TV game; without looking, she’d toss out a quick “You’re going to ruin your eyes sitting that close to the television, child,” without even realizing it wasn’t turned on. Sometimes she started vacuuming around me, running over the same spot a few times, trying to contain the ash from her cigarette as it made fresh piles in her wake.

			But on this particular night, that television set became my worst enemy.

			It was a regular occurrence for Mom and Grandma to invite friends over to hang out. Since Cory and I were still small and neither of them had a car, they were mostly trapped in the house with us all day. By the end of the week we were all on each other’s nerves and at each other’s throats, but a visit from a friend could help break up that tension.

			For me, these nights were magical. It was easier to stay up past my bedtime when there were other adults in the house. They were so busy talking to one another that they didn’t notice me sitting under the kitchen table playing with my Holly Hobbie doll or practicing with my Barrel of Monkeys. There was always so much laughter when other people were at Grandma’s house; bottles of beer and booze that I’d never seen in the pantry would suddenly be piled up on the kitchen floor. If they were playing cards, a low, hazy cloud of cigarette smoke would float around their heads like a gauzy satellite. I wanted to know what was making them throw their heads back and howl like that, who they were talking about that made my grandma laugh so hard she threatened to pee her pants.

			Occasionally someone would accidentally kick me under the kitchen table, and Mom would slide me out by my underarms and send me back to bed.

			I remember being excited the night my grandma decided to scare the innocence out of me. There was always a moment when it was time for bed that Mom could waver—she could send us to bed before everyone started arriving, or, to our delight, she could choose to let us stay up. Cory and I hit peak wildness at bedtime, and it was difficult for Mom to control us—we always ran the risk of pushing her too far, to the point where she would turn out the lights, tell us to shut up, and close the door. Staying up late was an acquiescence for all of us—Cory and I made promises of calmness we could not keep, and Mom got to feel like she could get an hour or two of peace. The rush of adrenaline I used to get when someone told me I could stay up past my bedtime has since been replaced with the wave of euphoria I feel whenever I realize I can go to sleep before 9:00 p.m. But at the time, I was psyched. I imagine my mom was also psyched that there would be other people on hand to take care of us and give her a little bit of a break. If you ever wondered how difficult it is to be a single parent, just keep in mind that scarring your children for life is apparently preferable to reading The Monster at the End of This Book for the hundredth time in a row.

			One of Mom’s friends had brought over McDonald’s apple pies for me and Cory; we curled up on the floor with our treats to enjoy whatever exciting movie we were about to watch with the adults.

			The pie was lava-hot, so Mom told us to wait a little while until we ate it. Without the pie as a distraction, I was just straight-up watching a slasher flick at four years old. Every time someone was murdered, I felt the fuzzy-buzz feeling without being anywhere near the TV; I was electrified with fear. I would shout questions in an effort to get this feeling out of my body. “Who was that! Was that the killer!” I’d shout, while a cacophony of adults shushed me into silence. “Eat your apple pie,” Mom said, her eyes in rapt attention on whatever was happening on the TV screen. I started taking the tiniest bites possible, not sure how long I’d have to make this comfort pie last.

			The only thing I vividly remember about the movie is the end. Michael Myers walking through a room full of flames to try to attack Jamie Lee Curtis. Who knows how he got there or why he was doing it—I’ve blocked out the answers to these questions harder than the memory of the first time I told the boy I liked that I thought he was cute, and I refuse to watch the movie to this day. I only know that while everyone else laughed and shouted at the television in true Black family fashion, I let my apple pie drop to the ground, and I burst into tears as soon as Michael Myers’s mask atop his slow-moving body appeared in the fire. The room got quiet for a second, and on the far end of the couch, my grandmother was looking at me. She doubled in half to lean over and look at my tiny, freckled, four-year-old face. “Are you crying?” she cackled incredulously.

			I glanced up at my mom, sitting on the couch cross-legged just above me, the way she did when she pulled my thick, nappy hair into tight cornrow braids every Saturday. Her eyes were fixed on the TV, where we had just watched a deranged lunatic murder fifteen people in a neighborhood that looked strikingly similar to our own. Was I crying? “Ye-he-he-hessss!” I wailed. My grandma’s sudden focus on my emotional state made me cry harder than I expected, and I let it all out in heaving sobs.

			Without missing a beat, Grandma let out a huge laugh, which set off a tidal wave of laughter in the room. She quickly caught her breath and told me it was time for bed. “If you’re going to cry, go cry in your room,” my grandma said, taking a long drag from her cigarette and turning her attention back to the TV. “I don’t want to miss what happens next.”

			Cory took little pity on my apple-pie-crumb-covered eyes and used the moment as a chance to cement his reputation as a tough kid. “I’m not scared,” he said loudly, like a little snitch, from his position on the couch, where he was wedged between my grandma and Uncle Joe. I couldn’t tell if he actually liked this movie or if he was just happy that I hated it so much. Everyone was already laughing, but this big pronouncement from such a tiny person made them all double over.

			I was done with the whole scene—the laughing, Cory’s bravado, and, most of all, Michael Myers. I used the couch for leverage and pushed myself up, then walked toward our bedroom to a chorus of “Awww, come back, Dani!” from some of the more sensitive people in the room. I walked slowly, wanting everyone to see the way my deep, sucking sobs made my whole body shake.

			Nobody followed me.

			I climbed into bed and pulled the covers over me, still wearing my overalls and a T-shirt. I cried myself to sleep to the sounds of everyone laughing and howling in the living room. By the time I woke up the next morning, I was in my soft, red onesie.

			At least someone cared enough to put me in my pajamas.

			

			—

			We were living at my grandparents’ house and sharing a room with my mom, the same room my aunt abandoned a year after my mom came back to New York with a newborn in tow. Aunt Rene had moved in with some friends in a small apartment in Middletown, New York, where she would soon start community college. I guess living with a couple of hapless nineteen-year-olds is far better than sharing a room with three people when two of those people are babies. The bedroom suddenly became all ours, a sort of studio apartment within my grandparents’ house for our entire little family. Each of our beds was pushed against a different wall; when you walked into the room, Mom’s bed was on the right, my bed was on the left, and Cory’s bed was against the back wall. In that tight space, it didn’t take me long to realize that Mom was a total pushover at bedtime. She tried to put us to bed at 7:00 p.m. each night, only to spend the next two hours fighting us as Cory and I took turns jumping out of bed to complain about each other. We were two and three; most of our complaints were just about the fact that the other person existed. Mom would roll her eyes and ratchet up her voice to shrill levels. The funniest was when she tried to persuade us. “Don’t you want to go to sleep so you can wake up tomorrow and have Cap’n Crunch?” Keep your bribes, lady—when you’re three years old, tomorrow never comes. If we kept at it long enough, Mom would eventually give up. “Stay up all night! Who cares! If you’re tired tomorrow, don’t come crying to me!” We’d go wild for a few minutes, blissfully unaware that the hammer was about to drop.

			Grandma had a different approach to our nighttime restlessness. “If I see your little Black ass in that doorway after I tuck you in, we’re going to fight—you hear me?” I can only assume that most three-year-olds get a bedtime story and a kiss on the cheek before they drift off into sugarplum fairy dreams; my grandma would get directly in our faces, squaring off with us nose-to-nose the way boxers do at the beginning of a fight, and start leveling threats to let us know she was not fucking around. Mom would try to interject. “C’mon, Ma, I got it.” But Grandma was quick with a cutting remark. “If you’ve ‘got it,’ why are they still awake?” Her house, her rules, her stubbornness.

			The only light in the house at bedtime was the pulsing glow of the TV; Grandma would sit in her armchair and laugh her Pillsbury Doughboy laugh, chain-smoking. I recognized Johnny Carson’s voice long before I ever saw his face. Every time Mom or Grandma laughed, I felt like I was missing out on something. My grandma laughs like Nelson Muntz, with a strong, punctuated “ha-HA!” on the end of every cackle, and my mom does more of an inward, high-pitched “HEEE!” that peters out as the breath leaves her body. Both of their laughs are infectious. Nothing made Grandma laugh harder than horror movies, though—watching people get killed in various ways always brought out her deepest guffaw. She considered horror movies training manuals for life; her response to people getting whacked was to laugh, shout to the TV about how stupid the characters were, and then tell them they deserved it. Even though I cowered under the covers at the sound of people screaming, the idea that there was a hilarious, secret part of the adult world that was unavailable to me made me furious. I tried angling my little body so that I could see into the living room, but most nights I just watched the shadows the TV made on Grandma and Granddad’s bedroom door, drifting off to sleep in a haze of smoke.

			Cory and I were rambunctious, and every night was a new chance to invite an ass-kicking. When you’re small, there’s nothing more terrifying than hearing the loud thunk and intentionally heavy footsteps of an angry adult coming your way. It’s a portent of punishment, a signal that you’d pushed things too far. My grandma had perfected her stomp long before we were born, and she wielded it with precision. Once, in the middle of a fun game where we threw stuffed animals at each other and shrieked, Grandma stomped into the room and right up to Cory’s face. I was frozen as she calmly told him through tight lips, “If you don’t shut up and go to bed, I’m going to beat that little ass so hard you won’t be able to sit for a week.” I hadn’t taken so much as a breath before she was in my face, the light from the hallway bouncing off her glasses. “You too—I will take you out to the backyard and leave you there.” Her threats got less whimsical and more realistic the angrier we made her.

			One night, Cory rolled out of bed to pee. Instead of scooting to the end of the bed and putting his feet down, he just rolled his little body right to the edge, thinking he would slide to the floor. Instead, he landed torso-first in the large, mint green Tupperware bowl filled with scalding water and Vicks VapoRub that Mom had put next to the bed to combat the drafty house and cure Cory’s oncoming cold. In the seventies, it was perfectly normal for you to put a lava-hot bowl of water underneath your children’s bed in the winter—you were lauded for your efforts at keeping them warm instead of being locked up immediately for putting them in the most obvious path of danger. I woke up when he screamed.

			I don’t remember much in the chaos of what happened next. My mom turned on the light and peeled Cory out of the bowl. Grandma stomped in and wanted to know what was the matter. Everyone started leveling blame—you shouldn’t have put the water so close to the bed, you shouldn’t have gotten out of bed, stop crying, call the ambulance. Cory’s mouth was frozen open while fat tears slid down his face in a constant stream. He was in shock.

			I didn’t go to the hospital, but I don’t remember who stayed behind with me as my mom and grandma wrapped Cory in a blanket and whisked him away. I cried—not because of the awful, encyclopedia-size red burn that I saw blazed across his stomach but because I was pretty sure Cory was never coming back. In my mind, after telling him one thousand times to stop getting out of bed, my mom finally set a booby trap, and he literally fell for it.

			Cory did not die, but he was in excruciating pain for a while. He came home from the hospital, torso wrapped up like a mummy. The next few days were filled with his screams as he ran away from Mom every time she tried to change his bandage. He told me the other day that he can still remember the smell of the burn as if it just happened.

			At bandage-changing times, I cried when Cory cried, convinced that Mom was still trying to kill him. Grandma leaned in the doorway of our bedroom, taking long drags from her Carlton 120’s. “See,” she said, squinting through the smoke to meet my eyes, “I told you to keep your little raggedy Black asses in bed. Now look.” She used the cigarette to point to Cory and my mom, locked in a wrestling move as she tried to pin him down and simultaneously apply ointment to his wound. Grandma stood firm in her smugness, more impressed with how right she was than with how much we were all hurting.

			

			—

			The start of summer was marked not by a calendar but by the day Grandma finally decided to clean out the wading pool. For most of the year, it lived in the small shed in the backyard, propped against the lawn mower. I was afraid of that shed; it smelled too much like the ground after a thunderstorm and was pitch-black, even if you opened the door in the middle of the day. I dared myself to open it once; everything was covered in dust, and a daddy longlegs spider crawled onto my shoulder within seconds. I left the door open and ran toward the house screaming, swatting my shoulder the entire way. “Would you look at the hysterics?” Grandma said as I cried my way into the house. “It’s just a damn spider!” Grandma never understood fear, especially if it was someone else’s.

			I cried every time Grandma had to go back there; I thought the shed would swallow her up and I’d never see her again. She’d already made me watch Swamp Thing at this point, so I knew what it looked like to be consumed by chemicals, fire, and water after watching the titular character run into a swamp and, presumably, die, only to be reborn as a mutant plant man. I kept a safe distance, but my morbid curiosity always got the better of me, so I hoisted myself up to the counter to watch from the kitchen window over the sink as Grandma marched around the house into the backyard. Whenever she was in the shed for more than ten seconds, I imagined her getting Swamp Thing’ed by an avalanche of dust, dirt, spiders, and centipedes. If she came back to life as a monster, I whispered to myself, I would not love her anymore, not even a little bit.

			Instead of being turned into a grotesque, unlovable mutant, Grandma just came out of the shed cursing, swatting dust out of her hair, and rolling our Mickey Mouse wading pool to the side of the house with the hose. She cranked the flower-shaped spigot until drips of water started coming out of the green hose, bleached from a vibrant forest color to practically white after years of being in the sun. When she was done rinsing out the pool, I would run outside to hold the hose while she filled it up. I liked being in charge of something that I’d only ever seen adults do, and I liked it when my grandma said I was smart about something, even something as paltry as filling a wading pool.

			The water was ice-cold, but Grandma always insisted it would warm up in the sun. “What if there are still spiders in here?” I asked nervously. Grandma looked at me over the top of her glasses, raised her eyebrows, and said, “If there are any fucking spiders in here, they’re about to drown.” But what about the bottom of the pool? There could still be spiders underneath. I would often look over the edge of the pool and see worms wriggling around where we had splashed out water, so I knew that this thing was a magnet for disgusting beasts that rose up from the depths of the earth. “I’m not going to sit here all goddamn day checking from here to kingdom come for spiders, child,” she said, squinting to avoid the mist of the homemade spray nozzle she created by placing her thumb over the
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