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PRAISE FOR


The Practical Seductress

“Sue’s story left me laughing and wincing with recognition at memories of the 1970s sexual revolution. Coming of age during that era, we were naive and hopeful that the gender double standard could be overcome by our passionate pursuit of equality. Young women today would be wise to learn from this book that our rights as women cannot be taken for granted.”

—LAURIE MORIN, author of Shero’s Journey

“A quick read packed with emotional candor and wit and all about sexual desire? Yes, please! The Practical Seductress inhabits a space between hilarity and heartbreak, and weaves between pain and sharp humor, while staying grounded and focused on desire.”

—AMY L. FREEMAN, essayist for The Washington Post,HuffPost, and Parents.com

“A story fueled by intricate and entertaining storytelling; Sue bravely puts herself out there—sharing raw, honest tales of a girl’s quest to overcome the sexual double standard. While she unravels and re-ravels her coming of age in a captivating, quick read, her journey toward womanhood and becoming a resilient, empowered feminist will leave a lasting impression. Her witty writing confronts difficult topics head-on and evokes the whole spectrum—from shock and outrage to hilarity and tears of joy.”

—CYN MEYER, founder of Second Wind Movement
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Note to the Reader


The Practical Seductress is based on my life experiences. I have at times employed creative nonfiction and literary techniques to include scene, dialogue, description, and voice. In the end, I believe that it reflects my memories, however flawed and however slanted. I have attempted to look neither better nor smarter nor more sympathetic. However, as every writer in the genre of memoir knows, this is an attempt at best and a flaw of character at worst that includes the very human traits of failure, mistakes, and good old-fashioned hubris. May this memoir act as a guide on life’s foibles, vulnerabilities, and comical moments with a goodly dose of resilience to help offset the trauma that so many women survive.




In memory of Edna Hill Adsit—mentor, teacher, suffragette, grandmother.




Yet censure strikes hard at women, while men, the true agents of trouble, hear no reproach.

Euripides, Electra
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Z Introduction


My grandmother once said, “Every mistress wants to be a wife and every wife a mistress.” She was the lone divorced woman in our 1960s neighborhood. She had been a stalwart suffragette, a 1920s flapper defying the norms. She spoke truth to women, and they listened. She seemed to hold intimate knowledge on how to balance the opposing roles— mistress and wife—assigned by a world enmeshed in sexual double standards. Men chased adventures, she would say, while women fought shame. What a girl needed was a practical guide on seeking adventure, sensuality, and desire with a how-to section on surviving brutal deceptions, lies, and abandoned trust. All for the sake of love.
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1Z
Emergence



I enjoyed living the duality of wife and mistress. It captured in my soul an expression of sexual delight and freedom that had now gone awry. While in the throes of labor, at Boston’s Brigham and Women’s Hospital, I began dissolving into a boneless heap of sweat and blood-soaked shame. I began shaking uncontrollably, screaming, and crying my way through the most natural of life processes.

Married for almost a decade, I missed my wildness, the secret joy of breaking rules. I missed the feral ferocity I once possessed to run amok, an untamed spirit. I glanced down at the medicine-ball-sized belly of my impending motherhood. Now more than three weeks past the due date for delivering my first child, I questioned every word of the “I am woman, hear me roar” chants that I’d once believed. Grow up, I told myself, you’re thirty-one years old, not a naive teenager.

In the fog of exhaustion, the driving agony behind natural childbirth seemed to hold an ancient biblical feel to it. Something an agnostic like me should have dismissed, but such is the power of childhood religious training. What better way, I wondered, could a male-God entity find for punishing female sins?

Okay, Sue, bury desire forever. Collapse any future lust. Vow to do this right here and now.

“Shit!” I felt a violent loss of control as my body began to push without any effort on my part. Buried in my heart, I knew I deserved this pain. I knew I needed to mold myself into good old-fashioned saintly selfless motherhood without delay.

A rather brusque British nurse charged into the delivery room and upon hearing me utter the expletive said, “My, young miss, such language.” I tried to ignore the blood stains on her sleeves near her wrists. She glanced down to where I stared.

“Occupational hazard.” She flicked some of the dry blood off her uniform. “You must calm down and control yourself. You may be here a long time.”

One hour melted into another and another. Almost eleven hours later, with contractions less than a few minutes apart, the no-nonsense nurse returned. She shook her head as she raised the paper trail from the monitor.

“Something’s wrong.” She reached for a syringe on the silver metal tray. Without further discussion, she stuck me hard with a large needle filled with Pitocin while I was in the middle of a contraction. She turned her wrist over, palm up, and glanced at her Timex watch. “Well, now that should speed things along proper.” She glanced at my husband, Andy, who seemed to have left the conversation entirely. Instead, he was engaged in examining the instrument panel on the machine’s monitor.

I had no information about the drug Pitocin. I did not remember reading about it in any of the academic journal articles I had read. Seconds after the nurse administered the drug, the contractions intensified. Pain far worse than I ever could have imagined swept through my abdomen. Within seconds, my entire body went into involuntary convulsions.

No matter how hard I tried, I had no way to stop seizures caused by the drug, induced at the wrong moment. I started to faint between contractions. My body was no longer my own. Natural childbirth dissolved into half-conscious fainting and pain—emissions expelled from every orifice of my body.

Andy suddenly turned and pulled off the paper trail on the monitor. “Look here.” He pointed to the flat line on the graph. “It’s not registering.” He tugged at his scrappy beard, a sign that he was thinking, focused, hypothesizing.

“What?” was all I could get out as my body began convulsing again.

He turned back to me, looking confused, as if he couldn’t fathom for a moment the reason he was in the room. “In my estimation,” he began, the scientist in him taking over, “you didn’t need the drug. She misread the results. Common error.”

Although he was a marine geochemist and not a doctor, I realized he was probably right. I immediately felt guilty and wondered if this “common error” was simply punishment. How dare we bring an innocent child into our not-so-secretive quasi-open marriage? I ignored Andy’s amorous adventures. Instead, I began to enumerate all my ill-thought-out moments of lost sexual control—stupidly squandering my virginity to a married man, unwittingly inviting a rapist into my suite, marrying in haste, and finally, mounting my lover sans birth control in the office loft the same night I made love to my husband. I had no doubt my selfishness had caused this pain.

The seizures slowly abated, though, and the Lamaze training kicked in. The hoo-ing and haa-ing gave me the illusion of control—only my version was more of a violent horror movie scream that shook the corridors of the baby factory floor. The stiff-upper-lip, control-yourself Anglo in me crumbled, and my Sicilian, relentless-emoting side dominated. A piercing shriek emitted from my throat as the pain increased. I would collapse unconscious for a moment only to be awakened again by another violent contraction.

The delivery nurse returned. An orderly popped his head in the door. “Is she okay? Is everything all right in there?”

“Yes,” the nurse answered. “No need for alarm. She’s screaming in perfect rhythm.”

Between contractions, my husband swayed back and forth in place, unable to figure out his role. He tugged uncontrollably on his beard. Strands of black hair fell to the floor. “I can’t stay here, Sue. I’ve got to go check on my work deadline, repark the car. Go to the bathroom.” He paused as he tried to pry my fingers off his shoulders. “Talk to Kendall.”

Upon hearing his lover’s name, I screamed, “Eff you. You’re never leaving me again. Deal with it.”

The nurse shook her head. “She’s an emotional one, she is.” My husband, massaging his shoulders where my fingers had snapped onto him like a bear trap, did not disagree.

Freaking shut up, Sue, I told myself. His lover. Your lover. Right now. Here in the hospital. It doesn’t matter. Play the part so many women have played before. Stop the self-pitying fear that this is punishment for wrong choices, for having taken a lover to bed, for the confusion of birth rights that this choice might render. How could I ever be a good mother? How could I guide my not-yet-born daughter to maneuver around a world that insists men embark on seductive adventures while women are punished for doing the same? What could I possibly convey to this tiny human about how to survive as a female?

And yet, despite the pain, the guilt, the fear, I knew my reluctance to let go of my lover, only moments before giving birth, would be my undoing. I stared unblinking at the hospital’s fluorescent bulbs overhead, wondering how I had found myself in this tangled web, and praying that my soon-to-be-born daughter might someday forgive me.






2Z
Exposed



The “incident,” as my mom referred to it, occurred when I was six years old in 1960 living in the inner city of Syracuse, New York. On that day, I had been told that my mom was sick with pneumonia. I couldn’t pronounce the word but knew that it was serious since she’d been bedridden for many weeks with no sign of improvement.

That night, I was sitting outside my parents’ bedroom door listening to my mom gulping air, attempting to breathe. The city’s streetlights flickered in the twilight, shedding a spasm of orange into the hallway where I stood waiting for Dad. I could hear her violent, fitful coughing from their bedroom. I peeped inside and saw the outline of Mom’s petite body shaking as she spit out clumps of brown-red blood into her torn tissue.

“Get some sleep,” I heard my dad say. Peeking through the door, I saw his hulking shoulders hunched over the bed. He gave my mom a quick kiss on the cheek, then rose, his weight releasing the creaky springs.

I didn’t understand how my mom, normally kind of jumpy, couldn’t get up off the bed. I saw her thin fingers shake as she reached out to my dad and touched his arm. The gesture startled me, as she rarely asked anyone for help.

He turned and saw me in the hallway. He put his index finger to his lips, then waved, gesturing me into the living room. “Sue, I don’t have any choice. We need the money. I’m leaving you in charge tonight. Your grandmother will be here tomorrow to watch over you girls.”

“Why do I have to?” I stuck out my lips in a pout. “It’s not my fault she’s sick.”

“Sue, it’s not anyone’s fault.” My big, strong daddy sighed. He stared at me for a moment through his black-rimmed glasses. A dark wave of uncombed hair flopped over his forehead. “I don’t have time for your shenanigans today.”

“But it’s not fair.” I stomped my bare foot. It slapped against the cold linoleum floor. I wanted to sound sure of myself, not whiny. My mom hated whiners, but I couldn’t help myself. “Why do I always have to be the one to take care of Sharon?” What I really wanted to do was read my Aesop’s fables book, draw pictures of animals, and pretend I was an only child for one night. Then I could turn on the radio to drown out my mom’s coughing without dealing with my little sister.

“Well, for one thing, young lady, you’re two years older. You’re in first grade, for heaven’s sake. You’re a big girl now.” He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He pushed his glasses back in place and stared at me for a moment. “I don’t want to hear another word. Let your mother rest.”

More complaining on my part would only be met with my father’s bare hand, or worse, his belt, slapped hard against my backside, but I didn’t want to give up without a fight. “I hate this,” I muttered to myself and folded my arms across my moth-eaten sweater.

He stood up to leave for his night shift as a printer at the newspaper. As he grabbed his brown paper bag with the dry baloney sandwich, he said, “Take care of your sister. I’m already late. I’ll be home before morning.”

He hugged Sharon, then turned to kiss me goodbye. A stray wetness hit my cheek. It seemed like he was crying, which kind of scared me, but Dad was an emotional guy. One moment, he’d get super angry. Then a few minutes later, he’d break down and hug you so tight you couldn’t squirm away from his big embracing arms. He turned back and waved once more. We both sat on our shared bed staring at the door. His leather shoes pounded down on the warped wooden steps of the hallway stairs.

I opened a can of Beefaroni and stirred it into the dented tin pot. While it heated up, I gave Sharon a big glass of milk to shut up her constant “I’m hungry” bellyaching.

Once we finished, I dressed her for bed. “You can at least help me out here. Stop wiggling, you little brat.” I tried to imitate my mother’s best “behave yourself” tone, but she’d never call Sharon a brat. That was my word for her.

Sharon began giggling, jumping up and down on the bed. I bounced along the edge until she was plumb worn out. Then I crawled into bed beside her, my job done for the night. My dad worked overtime, but I fell asleep knowing he would be home to fix us breakfast.

The morning light barely peeped through the ever-present gray clouds of our apartment’s thin curtains. In the semi-light, I woke up startled and cold. Sharon had wet the bed once again. In frustration, I turned to push her out of the way to pull the sheets off. I felt nothing. Her spot on the bed was empty. Maybe she had gone to use the potty chair. I removed my pee-soaked pajamas, grabbed the bed covers, and walked across the hall to the bathroom. I placed the rolled-up sheets in the bathroom hamper, stamping down the mess and shutting the top.

After I washed my hands, I suddenly realized how quiet it was. My sister wasn’t in the bathroom. I tiptoed quietly so as not to wake up my mom. At the front door, I saw that it was open. I’d forgotten to lock it last night.

My dad would be angry. How many times had he told me to lock up? “It’s not a safe neighborhood,” he would say to remind me not to trust anyone to enter in his absence.

In a flash of panic, I realized my baby sister had fled, her wet handprint still on the door.

I felt like somebody had kicked me in the gut. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t talk.

I nodded my head to wake up. Could this be a bad dream? Then I smelled her stinky, wet pajamas flung to the floor next to the steps. Dad’s going to kill me. I ran to look out the bay window. Under the streetlight I caught a glimpse of Sharon as she skipped down the street, naked, happily dancing, and free as a jaybird, as my grandma liked to say.

She ran as fast as her chubby legs could carry her in a wobbly side-to-side stride. Her glee filled the quiet, dark alleyway. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop her or scold her from my perch on the windowsill. I also knew my mom was in no shape to run into the street to coax her to come home. My dad had not yet returned, so the thought of him punishing us wouldn’t faze Sharon, although it crossed my mind.

“Oh no,” I shouted, then put my hand over my own big mouth to keep from waking up my mom. I had to get my sister back home without anyone noticing, but she was now beyond my sight.

I checked the big Mickey Mouse clock on the kitchen wall. Mickey’s long arm reached the bottom. Almost five thirty. Dad would be home soon. “Sue,” he had told me, “If something goes wrong, I’m blaming you. You’re in charge. Don’t make me hurt you.” The thought of his leather belt against my butt, the welts burning for days, forced me into action.

I shot out the door and leaped down the stairs two at a time, grabbing the oak rail for balance. When I landed on the cold cement porch, I suddenly realized that I, too, was as naked as a jaybird. But if I went back upstairs to get dressed, I’d lose her. I could run much faster than Sharon, and I knew it. I began running and tried to cover myself with my hands and dash down the sidewalk at the same time. I lost sight of her as she careened around the corner. Her laughter filled the semi-dark alleyway.

Electric lights snapped on as neighbors heard me shouting, “Sharon, stop! Wait!” Her joy-filled giggles carried down the pre-dawn street of rental apartments and dilapidated duplexes.

“Geez, Sharon, stop, please,” I begged her. What if something went wrong? What if a car hit her? Even worse, what if one of the early morning drunks grabbed her? I hurried. Gulps of air kept me on her trail. She dodged me, though, with her chaotic twists and turns. My mother’s words returned to haunt me: “Sue, take care of your little sister. I’m depending on you to keep her safe until I get better.”

I watched my sister’s waddling naked butt turn from Fage Avenue to Oneida Street. It pained me to realize my mother would be far more than disappointed if the milkman or a nosy neighbor witnessed the two of us running naked down the street and reported it back to her.

When Sharon slowed down, checking left and right, wondering where to turn next, I caught up to her, grabbed her hand, and placed it firmly in mine. Relieved and happy to have captured my escapee sister, I realized that the crisp morning air kind of felt good on our overheated bodies.

The smoky lingering smell of burned maple leaves mingled with a fresh autumn breeze. I glanced around. No one stood in the street. Too tired to run anymore, happy my sister was safe, I casually walked back down the street with her, and we rounded the corner hand in hand.

“What you girls doing out here showing off your bare-assed selves?”

I stopped. A sudden chill hit me. I turned.

“Miss Trudy?” I asked, unsure of what I was seeing. Miss Trudy wore her torn dress and ripped stockings like a queen walking home in the first morning light. Her curly blonde wig was slipping off her head, exposing black-and-gray hair underneath. She didn’t seem to care.

“You trying to take over Trudy’s job?” She laughed, but it came out more as a coughing cackle.

I had no idea what she meant and wanted to get home before my dad did. In one swift move, Trudy grabbed my face, pulling my chin toward her. She stared unblinking and calm as if observing a wild animal. Women shunned Trudy and moved to the other side of the street whenever she appeared. Men joked about her constant presence on the streets. My dad had told me to avoid her. I stood frozen in place. I grasped my little sister’s hand tightly, fascinated by Trudy’s intensity and yet repulsed by her smell.

“You’re a little looker,” she said as she studied my face. “You sure as hell are going to make the boys cry. You’re a wild one, you are. Ain’t no taming you.”

“Let go of me.” I yanked her arm away. She dropped her hand from my burning face. “We got to go home.”

Her fingers curled into fists, then opened and fell to her sides. She began to laugh. With a flourish of a curtsy I only saw in movie musicals, she let us pass.

I grabbed my sister’s hand so tight she yelled, “Ouch,” but she shut right up, mostly because Miss Trudy scared the bejesus out of her too. We picked up our pace and headed for home.

Miss Trudy’s raspy voice continued to fill the silent street. “Mark my words, kiddo, you are going to break some hearts. It’s in your face, you little hussy. You ain’t no different than Miss Trudy.”

Her screeching laughter could be heard down the street. We moved closer to our walk-up apartment. The farther away we got, the safer I felt. When we were almost home, the door of the apartment building next to ours swung open, banging against the peeling paint on the bent metal railing.

My friend Scooter, in his Howdy Doody pajamas, emerged from the doorway. It wasn’t unusual for him to be out and about while everyone else still slept. Scooter’s dad had a reputation as a drunk and spent most mornings sleeping it off, while his mom left early for her nurse’s aide shift at the local hospital. Scooter, like us, enjoyed a kind of freedom of movement that escaped our better-watched-over neighbors’ kids.

“What you guys doing all naked?”

My mom told me to be careful around “poor Scooter,” as she called him. “He’s a bit smitten with you.”

“What does that mean?” I had asked.

“Well, for one thing, Scooter obeys your every whim. I’ve seen you test him out regularly.” I didn’t want to ask her what “whim” meant. She’d only send me to the big, dog-eared copy of Webster’s Dictionary in the corner of her room. I figured she was referring to my bossiness. “Scooter, get my shoes,” I’d demand, or “Scooter, give me some of your ice cream,” which I found romantic since we could not afford Mister Softee’s treats, and Scooter happily shared. Even though I considered him the love of my life, I took advantage of him at every opportunity and licked most of his luscious ice cream before he could stop me. He never complained, but Scooter’s mother wasn’t happy with her son’s weak behavior around me. One time, pointing at me, she shouted to all who could hear, “That girl is a bossy one, she is.”

A few weeks ago, while my grandma took care of us, she overheard this snippy remark.

She simply shook her head and grinned. “My granddaughter is not bossy. She’s a leader.” She waved vaguely in Scooter’s direction. “He’s simply her follower.” She placed her hand on my shoulder. “As he should be,” she added to put an end to the matter. She had been blinded by glaucoma, and that day on the sidewalk, she turned me away from the offending gossip and felt her way back down the sidewalk. Her hand fell lightly against my arm while, with her other hand, she waved her curved pinewood cane left and right to sweep away any annoying rumormongers.

Now, as I saw Scooter, it occurred to me that there might be a certain safety in numbers. More nakedness on the street meant more blame all around and less punishment directed at me.

“Come on, Scooter,” I said and waved my hand to him. “Take off your clothes. It feels super good.” He hesitated, which surprised me, so I changed tactics. “Are you too scaredy-cat to do it? Double dare you.” Since he was an older man at the age of seven, and somewhat hesitant but anxious to prove his emerging masculinity, I instinctively knew when to increase my threats. “Do it, or I won’t let you play with us ever again.” My last demand may have been the notorious bossiness the neighbors had reported, but it did the trick.

Scooter shrugged his shoulders once, then slowly took off his clothes as if mesmerized by the entire encounter. I knew he had been focused on not wanting to lose my friendship. I watched him slowly undress. My little sister began jumping up and down in glee now that we had a third party to our escapade. I realized that by simply smiling at him, not averting my eyes, and taunting him with dares, I was able to exert power over him.

In one gallant gesture of freedom, Scooter threw his pajama pants and top over the fence and raised both his hands in a big V of triumph.

I couldn’t help but notice what was between his legs. “What’s that?” I pointed. “A worm got you or something?”

He immediately threw his hands over his boy parts.

His father came out of the house, spooking us all. His clothes were rumpled, his shirt half out of his pants, the leather belt unhooked, his feet bare. “What the hell is going on here?” He staggered into the street.

A siren screeched in echoing patterns, piercing the morning air. The police car woke up everyone in the surrounding apartment buildings. People began to filter onto the sidewalks in robes and slippers half on their feet. They began to laugh. My sister was too little to know what the neighbors found so darn funny. A few pointed at us, shaking their heads. One lady in pink curlers gave us the shame-shame gesture of one index finger sliding across the other. Her pursed lips wrinkled tight over her dangling dead cigarette.

Scooter, I knew, without my aid, led a sheltered life with his strict mom. Nobody would suspect him as the instigator. “Ah, that Suzy,” I heard one guy say. “She’s a corker, and she just about uncorked that Calabria boy.” I glanced around at the pointing fingers and red faces. The sounds of raucous laughter increased. It seemed obvious to all that I was the culprit of this unladylike display.

I barely remember the police throwing blankets over us, sweeping us up, and taking us home. “Nothing to see here. Go back home,” they told the neighbors.

I remember that day running into my parents’ bedroom to beg my mother to “please, please, pretty please with a cherry on top” forgive me as she wearily pulled herself out of bed, a worn quilt loosening from her frail shoulders, coughing wildly without stop as the cops waited.

“Sue, I trusted you,” she said after they left. The disappointment in her voice fell harder than any slap would have. “You were supposed to be watching your little sister. And to pull Scooter into your rebelliousness. Why would you seduce that poor innocent little boy?”

I had no answer. My parents and the entire neighborhood agreed about me using my feminine wiles, a term I didn’t even understand, to drag Scooter into our so-called spectacle.

When my father arrived home, he duly punished me. I felt the heat of his leather belt stinging my backside for days. But the belt left fewer scars than my mother’s painful sadness at no longer trusting her oldest daughter.

I gingerly dressed for school that same morning, my head filled with words thrown at me from the street. Hussy. Shameless. Bossy. Corker. Heartbreaker. Though my mother recovered, my reputation as the naked girl who had led a poor sweet boy and her baby sister down the wrong path cemented in my young mind. I did not know what most of the words and jokes hurled at me that morning meant.

Although the memory of the incident faded with time, I would not learn until much later how much power those words I had heard in the streets affected me. Or how my choice of future partners and the exploratory nature of sexual encounters would possess me for life.
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Under the Willow Tree



Just before President Kennedy’s assassination, we had moved to the quiet New York village of Chittenango, far from the news of the day. It was a community of people who’d lived in the same town and the same houses for generations. As the new girl from the big city moving to the countryside where everyone knew each other, and no one knew me, I could begin my life anew, pretending to be a sweet and compliant girl, the kind everyone adored.

The village’s humble claims to fame included a spectacular waterfall and being the hometown of L. Frank Baum, the author of the Oz book series. To commemorate Mr. Baum’s birthplace, a few residents on a bet had painted a fake yellow brick road down Main Street. A dingy bar called The Oz sat at the edge of town, where anyone from age fourteen and up could get exceedingly drunk for pennies. Although the waterfall had more out-of-town visitors, The Oz was by far the more popular hangout for our neighbors.

It seemed like an almost perfect 1960s sitcom suburb of working-class life, complete with ramblers that housed families with five or more kids in cramped spaces. By the time I turned eleven, I had two siblings to babysit. Most days, I ignored their constant fighting. I concentrated, instead, on doing my homework at the kitchen table.

“It’s my doll,” Sharon hissed in a fierce whisper. She shook her head back and forth, her wavy brown hair covering her hazel eyes. “I’m almost nine. You’re just a kindergarten baby. You’ve got to do what I say.”

“I’m not a baby,” my little brother, Mark, retorted in a high-pitched voice that only a four-year-old could muster. He grabbed the doll in defiance. “I want it.”

“Shush, you two.” I put my finger to my lips like a teacher trying to quiet a class of unruly children. “Stop fighting. Shut up or Dad will wake up.”

My mother’s recovery from pneumonia five years earlier had been complicated by another pregnancy. Mark fell into our world, noisy and rambunctious. Once he grew past babyhood, he needed private space away from the girls, which my parents found in the pantry closet. They set up a rickety cot and a small dresser that banged up against the wall as he tossed in his sleep or jumped on the lumpy mattress. A bamboo-stick screen served as his bedroom door. He spent hours placing bent metal toy soldiers neatly in rows on his cot. Then he’d throw them into the air in a grand explosive burst and repeat the process of aligning them again, only to kill them off, explosion after explosion.

Just as Sharon had felt like a pest to me, Mark seemed to pose a constant annoyance to Sharon, challenging her place in the family. Each day became a struggle for dominance.

“Yeah, Mark.” Sharon stuck out her tongue. “You know how mad Dad gets when you wake him up.”

I was in charge during the day while my mother commuted by bus to the plastics factory on the edge of Syracuse. My father worked the night shift at various jobs. He was forever trying to get in a few hours of sleep before rising late in the day to begin the long trek into the city.

Whenever necessary, I shot my siblings what Sharon called “Sue’s freaky face stare.” It usually stopped them. All three of us had firsthand experience with what happened when we accidentally woke up Dad. He carried the burden of supporting his growing family at the age of thirty-one. In his sleep-deprived state, he sometimes seemed eager to take out his anger and disappointments on his own flesh and blood.

That morning I struggled to stay focused on my homework as Mark grabbed the three-foot-tall bride doll they had been fighting over and flung it past the kitchen table where I sat. The doll struck the kitchen door full force, its golden fake locks bursting from its plastic body. He ran to grab the doll’s decapitated head before Sharon could stop him.

I placed my pencil in the English textbook to mark my place, hoping to regain order and finish my homework, but feared it might be a futile effort.

Mom had left for work well before the sun rose to catch the bus off NYS 5, the lone highway that led into the city. It sometimes took her over an hour to reach the factory district. She spent her day walking back and forth along a conveyor belt, standing for eight hours or more, with her petite frame yanking on heavy metal levers to slam down steel plates that molded plastic boots in 120-degree heat. Accidents with burned arms and lost fingers haunted me. I wanted her to quit. Until then, I knew she needed me, her oldest, to raise my siblings, because if I didn’t, she’d warned me of dire consequences.

Her gray-blue eyes, the color of morning fog, had stared at me without flinching. “I know this is a lot of responsibility for you, but I need you to listen carefully and take it seriously. If I lose my job, we’ll be homeless. We will all go hungry.”

On top of that, a few months earlier, my dad had been blacklisted as an instigator for trying to unionize a non-union shop on his employer’s dime. Every week he had moved to a different job, working long hours and any nightshift he could get. I never understood what had happened to pull the rug out from under him. “I’m one of life’s losers,” he told me one night in his darkest hour, his disappointment evident. I stayed silent, not knowing how to respond or what he even meant.

His resentments for having so much on his young shoulders, combined with self-hatred, left him in a state of constant agitation. “I love you guys so much,” he would emote one moment to remind himself why he continued playing the role of patriarch when he could barely pay his bills. In the next moment, he’d shout, “I’m going to teach you kids a lesson,” as we scurried from his sight.

We never knew which dad would show up. His lack of sleep every night, not knowing if he’d have a job the next day and being startled awake, sometimes created what we thought of as Monster Dad bursting from the bedroom. In those moments, he aimed his rage at us.

“You broke my doll.” Sharon’s whisper increased in volume with her outrage.

I feared our father would wake up but felt powerless to stop their fighting.

Mark started dancing a sideways jig along the peeling linoleum. “It’s a rocket now.” He demonstrated by shooting the doll skyward. The bride’s gown opened like a parachute as it crashed to the floor.

Sharon fell on the floor and tightened her grip on the doll’s legs. Mark grabbed the plastic arms with his little fists. A tussle for possession ensued, and their voices rose to a screech.

The door to my father’s bedroom opened. My chest felt a surge of fear, cutting off air. Don’t freak out, I told myself. Just get them under control.

A low groan built into an angry bear growl, and the heavy plop-plop of my father’s naked feet slapped against the cold linoleum. We all froze in place.

Panicked, I grabbed my brother and threw him into my sister’s bedroom closet hidden behind the thin cotton curtain. He seemed startled and shaken. We instinctively knew to stay still, like deer observing a hungry predator.

“What in the hell are you kids arguing about? You woke me up.” The opening of his green plaid flannel robe twisted around his waistband as he pulled it around his hips. He held his worn brown leather belt in one hand, the buckle end dragging behind him, clicking along the tiles in time with each step.

As he came closer, I pushed Sharon under the bed and motioned with my index finger to shush. I figured maybe if she shut up and stayed there, she would be safe from his reach. I was faster than both of my siblings. I dodged my dad with a few quick leaps. I knew if I wanted to get his attention off Sharon and Mark that I could make my dad run in circles around the house. It could take a long time before he tired of the chase if he was angry though.

Ten minutes of running later, I would reemerge within his eyesight. Often, by that time, he was too tired to care and would simply walk back to his bedroom. To keep him happy, I would apologize in the most subservient way I could muster. He once told me, “Sue, I’m tired of you using your feminine wiles on me.” By smiling in a sideways tilt, lowering my head, and staring up at him through long lashes, I could make his anger soften. My siblings knew the routine well enough and used the distraction to hide from his view. It was a tried-and-true sibling survival tool that in the past had never failed.

But not that day.

That day my feminine wiles seemed wanting. Suddenly, I realized I’d lost my advantage by taking the time to hide my siblings in two different directions in the same bedroom. It drove my tactics out of kilter. No amount of subservient smiling and batting of eyelashes could stop our attacker. He held the leather belt in his hand, as though he could see through the distraction guise. He went right past me, directly to the bed where my sister was hiding.

She screamed and began pulling herself into the farthest reaches under the bed to escape the long arm flailing to grab her. My father dropped down to his knees. She was trapped.

I stood in shock for a moment. He had walked right past me. He ignored my brother in the closet too. Divide and conquer and make each kid scream as the others watched frozen. That was his technique. “Putting the fear of God in those kids,” he called it—with him as God, was our interpretation. Who could fight God? Who could defend themselves against his rage? Who could outrun a dad God?

Something in me jolted awake. I was determined that no God, father or not, would be allowed to harm Sharon and Mark that day. I had to think fast. I turned in his direction and stepped in front of him. I began babbling.

“We’re sorry, Dad, really, really, really sorry. We’ll be super quiet from now on. Promise.” He stood up and pushed me away. Hard. My body slammed into the door inches from my brother’s terrified face.

“Sharon.” His voice shook the small house. His strong six-foot, 220-pound frame towered over the bed. “COME HERE NOW!” His robe tangled in twists and turns at his waist as he held tight to the belt. “You woke me up. I’ve had it with you kids.”

My sister screeched hysterically. My brother cowered in the closet. He knew he was next.

My father’s long arm reached under the bed to pull out my sister. She started fighting hard, kicking, and sliding up and down the underbelly of the bed. In frustration, he yelled, “You’re all going to pay for this!”

We knew that he meant what he said. Sharon started to cry in gulping shakes of her entire body. Mark whimpered uncontrollably.

My mind fleetingly traveled to action shows we watched after school. Ridiculous Batman punches. Ka-pow fistfights to save Gotham. Karate chops over evil villains’ heads. Wonder Woman twirling like a dervish into a bathing-suited crime fighter while her lasso whipped over her head ready to take out the bad guys. Life slowed to an infinitesimal moment of clarity of choice.

I knew what to do.

I pulled myself into the bedroom closet and grabbed my brother’s hand. The two of us might be able to escape, but what about my sister? Without hesitation, I threw my brother’s thin body out into the hallway. Then I pushed deeper into the closet. I needed a running start. Sharon’s hysterical crying distracted my father. His back was to me.

I stared at his hunched-over figure. He complained daily about the pain from old football injuries to his lower back. Without a thought about the consequences, I had a target. I threw myself out of the closet like a racehorse at the starting gate. On the count of one, two, three, I took a flying leap.

Into the air my skinny legs flew. My feet landed—thwack— digging hard into my father’s lower back. I instinctively had directed a blow to his kidneys. I dropped back from the force onto the floor.

He jolted up and then fell back, grabbing his hips, his face contorted in pain. Before I could think, I rolled over and slipped under the bed, then grabbed my sister’s hand, wet from rubbing away tears. I yanked her from under the bed and stood her up quickly. I pushed her toward the door. All three of us charged down the narrow hall. My father’s screams filled the house


















OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
I'he
Practical
seductress

e

How | Learned to

Take My Hat and Run

Sue Camaione

swp

SHE WRITES PRESS





OEBPS/images/pg3_1.jpg






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Note to the Reader



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		Part One: Escape



		1: Emergence



		2: Exposed



		3: Under the Willow Tree



		4: Daughter Love



		5: The Immaculate Deception



		6: John’s Return



		7: Huntress



		8: Natural Selection









		Part Two: Manhunt



		9: Frustrated Virgin



		10: Resurrection



		11: Predator-Prey



		12: Witness



		13: Rocky Mountain High



		14: Tucson



		15: Recruitment



		16: Sitting with Scissors



		17: Stop, Don’t Shoot









		Part Three: Reinvention



		18: The Vow



		19: Sea of Secrets



		20: Too-Hot Tub



		21: Lost Band of Gold



		22: Banished to Boston



		23: Ten Rules



		24: Fault Lines



		25: Redemption



		26: Renewal









		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from She Writes Press











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Note to the Reader



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		Part One: Escape



		1: Emergence



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		i



		v



		vi



		vii



		ix



		xi



		xiii



		xiv



		1



		3



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		89



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		187



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		285



		287



		288
















OEBPS/images/9781647426255.jpg
“A frank memoir, equal parts scintillating, thoughtful, and moving.”
—Kirkus Reviews

~

D

o

w&\

~

ractical
Seductress

fiow L LEARNED 70 TAKE MY HAT AND RUN











