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Without your help and encouragement, this book could not exist. The endless errands and chores you took care of gave me the time and space to write. You’re a true partner in life, and I would marry you all over again.
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And to Spud, Highway, Morticia, Belle, Beanie, Yoda, Little Black Dog, Fast Eddie, Sammy, Pita, Rodie, Miss Cabochon, and Puggy Sue. Though some of you are no longer with us, know that your paw prints are all over this book. Thank you for letting me be your mom.
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This book is a memoir.


It reflects my present recollections of experiences over time. Some names and characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been re-created.

I did my best to write a truthful story, and I acknowledge that others’ memories of events may differ. I did not write this book to cause harm but to process and better understand the story of my life. May my understanding, such that it is, somehow help others better process their own stories.

Many a reader may find some of the events herein so odd as to be thought contrived, and many actions (my own included) as too dysfunctional to be real. But mine is a family that may have achieved a rare distinction by the sheer number of our spectacular faults.

As they say, “You can’t make this stuff up.”






PART I
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Chapter One


“What kind of daughter does such a thing?” Mom wailed.

I stood in the kitchen with the phone held away from my ear. Never had I heard my mother shriek, not at anyone or anything. I put the phone close to my ear again, ready to deliver a defensive reply, but she continued.

“I’ve tried to make a life here. Now everyone in town is going to know my daughter hates me!”

“I don’t hate you.”

“Yes, you do. Any daughter who writes such things about her mother has to hate her. She has to.”

“Mom, I really don’t think I—”

“Even my attorney and priest looked at it and asked, ‘What is this thing? What is it? What has your daughter done?’”

I could only hope her intense anger might exhaust her a little. I didn’t have the courage to hang up on her. I didn’t trust my ability to come from a position of strength. I was in my fifties but still afraid to fully test the I’m-a-separate-person-from-my-mother muscle.

“This could destroy my court case! I guarantee you, it’s going to be used as part of my character assassination,” she said.

“You think their attorneys read my blog? You think people are automatically found guilty based on blog posts someone writes about them? Jesus, we’d all be in jail,” I said.

“Oh, listen to you, talking like you’re a lawyer or something.”

I sighed.

“I have to go,” she said. “I have an appointment with my priest, who’s going to help me decide what to do about this.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, okay.”

“Satan is trying to destroy my marriage!” she said and hung up.

A priest—one who had never even met me—was to decide whether my mother ever spoke to me again. More vexing perhaps was how to defend myself against Satan, who, my mother believed, used me as a pawn to destroy her marriage. I feared that I, as a mere atheist mortal, might be a bit outgunned.

My mother’s humiliation and panic were due to her discovery of a blog I started years ago called My Mother Committed Serial Marriage. I’d abandoned it after creating only a few posts and all but forgot about its existence.

What kind of daughter does such a thing? My mother’s question was a valid one. What kind indeed?



When I was four, I came out of the bedroom I shared with my brother, Greyson, and set off to find Mom. She walked down the hallway toward me, and we met outside the bathroom door. A stocky man with salt-and-pepper hair stood at the sink, the lower half of his face covered in shaving cream. He wore only a sleeveless white ribbed undershirt and boxer shorts. His lack of clothing seemed odd; my father never went around the house barely dressed.

“Mommy, who’s that man?” He did not turn to acknowledge me but continued shaving.

“That’s your new father. He’s come to live with us.”

Simple enough. The new man, Dan, sat cross-legged on the floor with me that evening and made quarters appear from behind my ear. Then he’d hold out his closed fists. “Pick one,” he said.

I’d point where the quarter surely was, having closely watched his moving hands. He’d open his fist and reveal . . . nothing. “Do it again. Do it again!” I’d squeal.

No matter what choice I made, it was wrong. Choose the left hand, it’s the right. Choose the right; no, it was the left. This man was the coolest. No one else in my world had ever found quarters behind my ears. I gave no thought to what might have happened to Dad, who, sadly, lacked this rare talent.

Dad had been a Navy pilot, stationed in England, assigned to fly the radar barrier during the Cold War with Russia. As I understand it, he flew back and forth and back and forth, in case Russia sent spy planes or bombers into Allied airspace. The last time he returned home for a leave, Mom said he spent much of his time seated at the large picture window in the living room of our house, where he stared out onto the street for hours and intermittently let out long, dramatic sighs.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” Mom asked.

“Nothing. Nothing.”

The next day, he returned to his post in the chair at the front window, watched the world go by, and sighed. And sighed.

“Are you sure there’s nothing wrong?” she’d ask.

“I’m fine.”

Mom said the staring and sighing went on for days.

When Dad pulled the car into the driveway one evening after they’d returned from a party, she turned to him and asked him point-blank. “Are you seeing someone?”

He confessed to an affair with an English woman named Audrey, whom he’d met while stationed overseas. “I guess it means I don’t love you anymore,” he said.

Mom felt violently sick to her stomach, and every bit of feeling she had for him disappeared in an instant.

The transition between the two men felt seamless to me. Dan floated into our home as unobtrusively as Dad floated out. Greyson and I visited Dad at his new apartment. It was dark, dank, and depressing, to match the mood that enveloped him. The three of us did little more than sit at the edge of the pool, which was enclosed by brown wooden walls, with a section in the roof cut open to allow sunshine. Design fail. We sat in virtual darkness, dangling our feet into cold, leaf-filled water. Dad had little to say. He had to have known he’d messed up terribly. Audrey was back in England, and here he was, about to be single, losing his wife, home, and children.

When Dad dropped us off after the visit, Greyson stood at the front window of our house and cried as he watched the car drive away. Because we had rarely seen Dad anyway, I did not miss him. Besides, here was an entertaining new man sitting on the floor with me, pretending to pull my nose off and hold it (it being his thumb) between his bent index and third fingers. “Give it back!” I yelled. He touched the space above my mouth to return my nose to its rightful place. I reached up to verify that it was indeed back where it belonged. Not only could he do magic tricks, he’d bought a Native American headdress for my brother and a glittery baton for me. Things were looking up in my world.



Dan—my new stepfather—ran a music store in a rather dumpy building near downtown Houston. He did well in the music business in the early sixties, an era in which a home wasn’t a home without a piano. And, by god, if there was a piano in a house, someone for sure took lessons.

Not only was my mother an accomplished musician on both the organ and piano, she was drop-dead gorgeous. A man had to be dead from the neck up and the waist down not to notice. Tiny, slender, and busty, with gray eyes and naturally caramel-colored hair, she turned heads. While her divorce from my dad was in process, she’d made a trip to Dan’s store to buy sheet music. He struck up a conversation and must have thought he’d hit the motherlode: musical, beautiful, and about to be divorced. He separated from his wife, Patsy, to marry Mom.

Dad met Patsy, perhaps through wanting to commiserate about the divorces, and they started dating. When she was laid up with a stomach flu, he visited, sat down on her bed, and proposed. She marveled that he wanted to marry a vomiting woman in a flannel nightgown. They married six weeks after Dan married Mom.

So, as it turned out, the two couples divorced, switched partners, then married.

And here’s some fun to add to the mix: both my father and stepfather were named Dan.

My name is the same as my mother’s.

I have issues.



Dan, Mom, Greyson, and I started our new life together in an apartment on the other side of Houston while our house was under construction. Our home life seemed to clip along nicely; I can remember no tension or raised voices between the newlyweds. Surely a match made in heaven.

While they were away on a trip, I cut pictures at random out of magazines, taped them to the wall by my bed, and then subjected our ancient German babysitter—Mrs. Hugly—to a rambling, nonsensical story I’d made up based on the order in which the pictures appeared. “And, see, a plane saw an apple in a car and so a man rode a bicycle. And then, um, there was a dog. So, people ate cereal.”

Mrs. Hugly sat on my brother’s bed and watched my performance, smiled throughout, and offered what I interpreted as rapt attention.

Mom and Dan returned the next day. He appeared at the door of Greyson’s and my bedroom, took one look at the taped-up pictures, and stripped his belt through the loops in one motion. “You’ll take the paint right off the walls!”

He grabbed me by the shoulder, twisted me around, and pushed me against the side of my bed. The pain from the belt was so horrific, it took my brain a few moments to fully register it before I started screaming. Dan then started in on Greyson, although he’d had nothing to do with my art project. Satisfied that he’d hit him enough times, Dan turned back toward me. “Oh, you haven’t had enough?” he said, and again went at me with the belt.

Maybe the marriage dynamic suddenly changed while they were out of town, or maybe Mom gave him permission to handle our discipline. Maybe Dan knew she was submissive enough to give him free rein in any regard whatsoever; I never once saw her stand up to him. Whatever the reason, the abrupt shift in the atmosphere at home caused my brother, who had always been sweet and engaging, from then on to spend his time holed up in our room.

Shortly after my first experience with the belt, Dan sat in the living room listening to an album through headphones. The cord, which stretched a foot or so off the ground from his head to the stereo about ten feet away, looked like a good jump rope. I jumped back and forth over it a few times. Then, of course, I caught my toe and yanked the headphones off Dan’s head. “Wait for me in your bedroom,” he said. When he came in, not a word was spoken. He pulled his belt out of his pant loops, turned me around, and went at my tiny target of a butt. The severity of the lashes always took my breath away and caused a choking sensation, but at the moment when it felt impossible for me to bear more, he delivered two or three more strikes, then stopped. He had an uncanny sense of the point at which I’d been sufficiently subdued.
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Chapter Two


When construction was complete on our new house, my grandmother Alma—the builder and architect—saw to it that almost every room was decorated and painted or wallpapered in turquoise or purple. We even had turquoise appliances. Every surface in our kitchen was turquoise. The imitation granite floors throughout the lower level of the house were cream colored with streaks of turquoise. The rocks used to build our floor-to-ceiling fireplace were turquoise and matched the turquoise and purple upholstered furniture that surrounded it. The carpet throughout the living areas was turquoise and purple shag, which we frequently raked to make sure it stood up tall and fluffy.

The master bedroom and bath were not decorated in turquoise and purple, for—in a flash of madcap and zany inspiration, it seemed—Alma chose hot pink. The bedspread material matched the padded headboard—a grandiose, curved creation with an upper point that almost reached the ceiling. The furniture was hot pink and sat on lush, soft-as-cotton beige carpet. The wallpaper in the bathroom was a shiny gold, with a cream-colored, flocked, emblem-type design that reminded me of the Boy Scouts or, come to think of it, the New Orleans Saints football team. An oil painting of a nude in a thick gold frame hung above a hot-pink bench. To its side was the toilet, the only privacy for which was a thick mass of floor-to-ceiling gold beads. All who visited our home were given a full tour, and they raved about the decorating.

I saw no other home like ours among my friends or neighbors. It was the time of bathroom wallpaper with windmills and Dutch girls, black-and-white-checked bedspreads, a few beanbag chairs, the ubiquitous piano, and rather lumpy couches. All were functional in design, and few homes had a deliberate tie-in of decor as ours did. But at least in their homes, you could put your feet on the coffee table and even make a little mess here and there. Not so at Casa Dan, where every place we sat, played, or ate framed us all in a sea of turquoise, always immaculate.



I stepped up onto a park bench, walked across the table, jumped down to the bench on the other side, then to the ground, only to turn around and start over. This went on tirelessly, accompanied by my singing “The Farmer in the Dell.”

“Why don’t you just light somewhere?” Dan often said, not as a question but a warning.

But not on this particular day. When we got home, he called me over to the organ. “I want to try something,” he said. He played a melody, told me the words, and taught me an entire song. We began to work together most nights after dinner, and he was a surprisingly patient teacher.

A few months later, Mom and I were on our way to the Warwick Hotel. I didn’t understand any particulars, only that I was to sing “Second Hand Rose”—a song made popular by Barbra Streisand in the movie Funny Girl—for an audience.

“Maybe we can find Barbra singing it on the radio,” Mom said, fiddling with the dial.

A feeling of awe came over me. To think my mother had the power to will people to appear at the radio station to sing! At six years old, I believed televisions contained people who personally performed for whoever happened to turn on their set, and radios broadcast people who stood at a microphone and sang for anyone tuned in to the station. Barbra didn’t appear when summoned that day, but I felt certain Mom hadn’t given her enough time to do so before we arrived at the hotel.

No one suggested the possibility of my being nervous. I was particularly tiny, so Dan helped me step up on a chair beside the organ. I looked out on a sea of hundreds of faces and began to perform as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

My repertoire soon increased to include “You’ll Have to Put a Nightie on Aphrodite,” “Ma, He’s Making Eyes at Me,” and “Baby Face.” Before I sang the latter two, Dan always rose from the organ bench and turned to address the audience. “And now I need a volunteer. How about you, sir?” he’d indicate with an outstretched hand. “Will you step up here and stand by my daughter?”

When I sang that the man had “the cutest little baby face,” I stroked him under the chin as Dan had instructed. It never failed to bring laughter from the audience.

Dan determined my future career to be in the performing arts and appointed himself as my agent. He signed me up for piano and music theory lessons. I started twice-weekly ballet lessons, which could continue, he said, unless my calves got too big. I joined our church children’s choir, which rehearsed on Wednesdays after school. Dan required us to attend Sunday worship as a family. If he and Mom had a party on Saturday night, however, chances were good we were off the hook for church because they slept too late for us to make it on time. Dan’s devotion usually didn’t last more than a few consecutive weeks. We didn’t attend for a while, then we did, until he lost interest again. But churchgoing provided good advertising for his music business. So did I.

He mailed letters to Optimist, Rotary, and other service-oriented clubs throughout Houston, asking if they were interested in allowing the two of us to entertain at their lunch meetings. A surprising number responded positively. I left school often to sing, and Dan always introduced me as his daughter. “When you’re with me, your last name is the same as mine,” he ordered. “Got it?”

When I was a toddler, Mom had started calling me Sissy because my brother couldn’t pronounce my name, and I became known as Sissy to almost everyone in our family. “Cissie makes a cuter stage name, so I’ve changed the spelling,” Dan said. At school, I was allowed to use my legal given name. It was my responsibility to know which name I was allowed to use and when.

Mom dedicated her afternoons to shuttling me back and forth all over Houston after school. It was a formidable schedule to maintain: after-school activities four days a week, rehearsals scattered throughout, numerous competitions, plus the occasional Sunday choir performance. After lessons, however, I often waited at least an hour for her to pick me up, and there was hell to pay if I wandered around to pass the time and did not remain in place, ready for her arrival. The wait for Mom could be so long, the buildings where I’d had a lesson or rehearsal were often already locked up for the night. I was too scared to hide behind bushes or in the shadows, so I waited on the sidewalk, trying to make out the shape of her Cadillac. She slowed down, stopped at the curb, and blocked traffic if she had to. I climbed in quickly, and we never said a word about why she was late.



Saturday mornings were spent with Mom at the hair salon where, once a week, she booked a shampoo, style, and manicure. When not running around cleaning something, spinning myself dizzy round and round on the styling chairs, or organizing the stylists’ supply trays, I read women’s magazines. A woman wrote in one article about having a yeast infection so annoying, she sneaked into the bathroom at a party to have a good scratch. Another woman felt so lonely without a man, she forced a puppy to sleep pressed up against her chest all night. A woman wrote of being sentenced to jail and recounted the humiliating cavity search. Generally, however, we readers learned ways to keep men happy, one recommendation being the application of a cheerful color of lipstick, plus perfume sprayed about the shoulders before preparing his breakfast. By gosh, we were told, it was the least a woman could do for her husband.

There were advice columns such as “Can This Marriage Be Saved?” The responding psychologist almost always answered in the negative, but I found it difficult to discern what the couples were so worked up about in the first place.

At home, I scanned through Dan’s Playboy magazines. One of the centerfolds said she loved puppies and peppermint ice cream. Me too!



For a while, it seemed Dan ignored Greyson, who avoided full detection by riding his bike, playing at the bayou, remaining silent at the dinner table, or staying in his room reading science fiction. Around the time Greyson was in second grade, Dan implemented the requirement that he bring a certain spiral notebook to school so his teachers could note any incidents of misbehavior. Dan reviewed the comments when he came home from work at night. If the teachers reported nothing, Dan placed a star on a poster-board calendar maintained in the upstairs office. If a teacher listed any infractions, such as speaking without raising his hand or getting up to go to the bathroom without permission, Greyson got the belt. He never told his teachers the result of their daily notations, and they were generous with their entries. Some even expressed what a joy it was to see a parent taking such an active role in their child’s education.

It’s difficult to fathom the fear that accompanied him every day at school and the anticipation of the nightly performance review. One morning, some classmates grabbed the notebook and ran away with it. He was beside himself with worry, as a story about a stolen notebook was surely an obvious ploy to avoid the belt. It might have even brought greater punishment for “allowing” it to be stolen. Greyson somehow got it back from the boys.

During Greyson’s beatings, I hid on the floor between my bed and the wall, hoping to muffle the sound of the wails and the crack of the belt as it hit his skin. He then sat at the dinner table with swollen eyes and a puffy face, but no one paid this any mind.

School, for me, was the safest place in the world. We lived in one of the best districts in the area, and the classrooms were bright and clean. All the teachers knew me, which was at times a double-edged sword. I sang on the PA system, occasionally sang at PTA meetings, and led our class in the morning Pledge of Allegiance and the national anthem. I continued to leave school a few times a month to perform at local service clubs with Dan.

However, Miss Moore—my third-grade math teacher—made one hour of my otherwise happy school day pure misery. Midmorning every day, I left my homeroom class with Mrs. Phillips and walked across the hall for daily humiliation. Miss Moore made me sit in the front row, slightly off to her side, for no other reason I could discern but better accessibility for torment. After we graded our homework each day, the dreaded countdown started. “Raise your hand if you missed zero to three.”

Carole—perfect, smug little Carole—always raised her hand. I’d already decided I hated her, ever since she’d mocked me in first grade for failing a math test.

“Raise your hand if you missed four to six.” Rarely had this category applied to me. I waited with dread. Miss Moore then unfailingly turned her attention to me, with a preemptive expression of disgust. “Raise your hand if you missed more than six.”

Well, you could count on me. My performance bordered on pathetic, especially since we were rarely assigned more than ten math problems.

One morning, I covered my workbook page with my left arm and raised my right hand to respond to missing far fewer than I had. My lie suggested I’d somehow become a mathematical savant overnight. Miss Moore looked down at the sea of red exes my skinny forearm could not possibly cover. “Get your hands away from that paper! How many did you miss?”

I whimpered an embarrassingly high number, somewhere around nine.

“Get out in the hall! I don’t keep liars in my class!”

So, I waited out the rest of the hour in the hallway and had to answer to other teachers passing by as to why I wasn’t in class. “I lied about my math.”

Miss Moore came out to the hall and ordered me back into her classroom. She took to calling me “Miss Queen Bee” when she addressed me. It didn’t help my plight the day I pointed out her spelling error, regarding the upcoming school dinner, on the blackboard. “It says spa-ha-getti,” I said, emphasizing the second syllable.

“What?”

“That’s not spaghetti. It says spahagetti,” I said, pointing at the blackboard.

“No, it doesn’t,” she said.

I couldn’t do math, but I knew how to spell spaghetti. It was my duty—my very obligation—to inform Miss Moore of her error. This was a bad idea.

One morning when Mom arrived late to pick me up to perform, we ran past Miss Moore’s classroom on our way to the car. She pulled me aside the next day and leaned over with an expression of deep concern. “I saw you and your mother running down the hall yesterday. Is everything okay?”

“We were late.”

“Did you have an emergency?”

“No, I was late to go sing.”

It was as if a curtain went down over her eyes. The poor woman had wasted sympathy, the supply of which in my Miss Moore account was already in the negative. She straightened her back and stood over me with what always felt like towering height, and her expression hardened. She had a way of looking at me as if homing in on prey through the scope of a rifle. “What’s more important to you, singing or school?”

I knew she had me. She knew she had me. “School,” I lied.

She smiled with satisfaction. “Because I can make it so you never leave this school to sing.”

That evening, I told Dan what she’d said.

“Well, maybe she’s right. I won’t take you out of school anymore to perform,” he said.

This was not only disappointing but confusing, as I’d never seen him roll over for anyone. He didn’t, of course, explain his reasoning to me, but from then on, we only performed together at night or on the weekends.



Dan didn’t want me to reach adolescence viewing alcohol as something to be experimented with behind his back, so he offered me tastes of the drinks he concocted at his home bar. What elementary school child could resist crème de cacao in ice cream or something as fascinating as a minty green Grasshopper? Or the beautiful gold color and sweetness in the tall and ornate glass bottle of Galliano? Whenever he and Mom entertained, which was almost every weekend, he served alcohol to the guests and always allowed me a taste.

It was the sixties. Dan prepared drinks for the road, and off we’d go to a restaurant with a couple they’d invited for an evening out. Why I so often accompanied them was beyond me, and Dan and Mom’s friends probably couldn’t figure out why either. My silence was required during these dinners, and, aside from giving my order to the waiter, I remained mute for hours as the adults talked.

I sat in the front seat between Dan and Mom one evening as five of us rode down Westheimer Road on the way to a restaurant. I took Mom’s martini out of her hand and sipped it, finding it shockingly foul tasting. She laughed at my expression, so I took the glass from her again and downed the entire drink. “You’re not going to believe what she just did!” Mom said to the couple in the back seat. But she wasn’t angry, and the laughter felt good. By the time we got to the restaurant, I had passed out. They left me in the car to sleep it off while they ate dinner.

That same year, Dan enlisted my Aunt Lu to introduce me to cigarettes. Lu was my only aunt, and a glamorous one at that. A former Kilgore Rangerette—a Texas college performing group of young women known for their insanely high kicks—she was a blonde, green-eyed bombshell in her youth. She was beautiful and theatrical, although her voice often sounded a bit whiny.

“Say it like this,” she instructed. “Peetah, Peetah, Peetah, I’ve come for my lettahs. Peetah, you’re being an absolute beast, and if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a son of a . . . Peetah, the biscuits are burning!” She provided my acting lesson with an exaggerated strut across the room, one hand on her hip, the other hand waving a lit cigarette back and forth like Bette Davis. “When people ask what you want to do when you grow up, tell them you want to be in the theatuh.”

Another lesson involved how to handle men. “When you grow up and a man you can’t stand wants to marry you, you just cook him a meal that would choke a horse, okay?”

“You’ve done that?” I asked, wondering why she couldn’t just tell a guy to amscray like we did in elementary school.

“Oh, sure. Lots of times,” she said. “A man doesn’t want to marry a woman who can’t cook.”

She’d recently been married, but technically only for about an hour, to a man named Charles, whose face could well represent that of an oyster, should an oyster need that sort of visual representation. While his small skull was in keeping with his small build, his forehead jutted so far out, it provided a bony cliff over the lower part of his face. I can’t remember him speaking much, and certainly not to me, but each time he came to our home, he ended up singing “On a Clear Day (You Can See Forever).” What he lacked in pitch, he made up for in volume. I’d never known it was physically possible for a human being to sing so loudly.

After their wedding, Charles and Lu decided to stop off at a Houston hospital to share their marital bliss with a sick friend. Charles parked the car, then turned to her. “I’ve never loved you,” he said. “And I never will.”

Well, that was that.

So, Lu had some man-free time on her hands, and she appeared more often at our home. During one of her visits, Dan asked her to teach me how to smoke a cigarette. Like the frequent offerings of alcohol, letting me smoke was part of Dan’s plan to remove the attraction to vices before my teen years hit.

Mom, Dan, Aunt Lu, and I sat at the circular turquoise-flecked marble table in our turquoise dining room. Lu removed a cigarette from her pack, lit it, and handed it to me. Her hot-pink lipstick prints on the filter made what I was about to do feel all the more cool. She lit one for herself and used it for instruction. “Draw in the smoke like this, breathe through your nose, then blow the smoke out your mouth.”

It wasn’t a true inhale, so I didn’t cough much. The smooth feel of the cigarette between my fingers and the smell of its wafting smoke represented a yearned-for step toward adulthood. Most adults smoked back then, although Dan and Mom, surprisingly, did not. The process of smoking a full cigarette was fascinating, made even more so by doing something so blatantly frowned upon for a child without the fear of being caught or punished. Now I could be as glamorous as Aunt Lu. “Could I have another one?” I asked her.

Lu looked at Dan, whose eyes widened. Dan looked at Mom, who flinched. Dan looked back at Lu. “Okay,” he said, shrugging.

The next day, convinced I’d achieved a level of coolness most eleven-year-olds could only dream of, I not only started sneaking cigarettes in the ravine of the bayou behind our house but regularly recruited girlfriends to join me. When Dan found a pack of Salem Menthols in my purse a few months later, he didn’t spank me but made me light up, then blow each exhale through a white handkerchief. “See that stuff on the cloth? That’s what’s going in your lungs.”

He never said another word about my smoking. It would be thirty-five years before I stopped for good.



When I was ten years old, I stole Mom’s bedside copy of Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex (But Were Afraid to Ask) and read it cover to cover. Dan somehow found out, told me to write down any questions, and promised to answer them. A few days later I was back, seated on the hot-pink love seat in their bathroom, under an oil painting of a nude woman, who, coincidentally, was also on a love seat. Dan stood in front of me and waited as I referred to my list.

“Where do people do this stuff?” I asked.

“People usually have sex in bed. Usually lying down.”

“Why?”

“Why what?” he asked.

“Why do they want to do it?”

Mom’s back was to me, her image visible in the mirror where, each morning, she went through the twenty-minute process of teasing, placing, pinning, and spraying her French-twisted hair. As she listened, she attempted to adjust the height of the puffiness with a pick. She had a slight smile on her face.

“Well, it’s something a man and a woman who love each other want to do,” he said.

“What’s a prophylactic?” I asked, sounding it out phonetically.

“A prophylactic is something the man wears during sex. A woman usually wears something too.”

This confounded me for the longest time. How could women wear prophylactics in their vaginas? It took years to figure out that he meant a diaphragm, not a condom.

He was surprisingly cool about my sex education, believing it shouldn’t be portrayed as something shameful. He advised that sex was a special, personal sort of thing, and it was best that I not throw this information around at school.

The next day, out on the playground with my friend JoEllen, I felt compelled to educate her. “People usually do it in bed,” I sagely informed her after a short lecture. She was not impressed and was in fact surprisingly uninterested, so I spoke no more about it.



Dinner was the time when Dan held court, and he controlled the discussion and the tone of meals. There was little cross talk between family members. The rules changed here and there, but he always required us to ask permission to be excused from the table. One night I forgot. “Get back to the table and sit down,” Dan said. I returned to my chair. “Ask permission to be excused.” I sat, silent. “You’re going to sit there for as long as it takes,” he said.

I wanted for once to best him, to outsmart him, to win at any little something, even if it meant sitting there all night. Dan then puttered around in the kitchen, the one room in our house where he spent the least amount of time. He didn’t do any women’s work, nor, for that matter, any manual labor. But the kitchen gave him the advantage of viewing the dining table and my pending decision. He didn’t go upstairs to watch television as he normally did, and his monitoring of me held a sure warning. He, too, could hold his ground all night should I sit there for hours. But the option was ludicrous; he never allowed one of his children to toy with him in any way. My determination caved within minutes.

“May I please be excused?” I asked.

“Yes, you’re excused.”

One rule was inviolable in our home. We were to say, “Yes, sir” or “No, sir” to any question. I tried to get around this once by saying, “I think so” in response to a question he asked, but Dan was on to me. It seemed downright supernatural how he saw through any attempt to circumvent his rules. As he saw it, a child either knew something or they didn’t. “I don’t know” or “I’m not sure” wasn’t going to fly. He saw the world in black or white—when it wasn’t turquoise—and this was especially true when dealing with my brother, for whom quality of life revolved around the number of daily notations in a spiral notebook. Greyson lived in constant fear of inevitable punishment, endured horrific pain, and lived with ongoing emotional damage. He had only a few days a month, mostly on weekends, during which he could simply be a little boy. And yet, Dan never once took a belt to one of us with Mom as a witness, nor did he ever hit us in public. Whichever one of us had misbehaved spent the rest of the day knowing what awaited when we got home. Within minutes of arriving back at the house, he was ready with a belt. He never forgot. He never changed his mind. I assumed that however he treated me, it was how my friends’ fathers treated them. He said he loved me; therefore, his actions where I was concerned registered within me as justifiable. Neither Dan nor Mom ever apologized or admitted to being at fault. I interpreted this to mean they never were. Appearances. Image. It meant the world to them.

On any workday, he wore silky suits bordering on garish, in colors such as gold or even puce, and when at home, he dressed in slacks, leather loafers, and usually a knit short-sleeved shirt. He gooped his prematurely gray hair with pink Butch wax after every shampoo, combed the top part straight forward, then expertly flipped it up and over to the side, where it remained glued until the next morning. He only relaxed his self-imposed strict dress code when he took us fishing. Khakis, canvas deck shoes, a knit short-sleeved shirt, and no Butch wax on his hair. During the summers, he took us out in the Gulf of Mexico in his boat, the Sea Sharp, countless times. The decision to fish on a given weekend seemed spur-of-the-moment, and the only thing keeping us from the straight shot to Galveston on the Gulf Freeway was a detour stop at Kentucky Fried Chicken for a bucket of chicken livers and Original Recipe. We ate the cold chicken out on the boat and threw the bones overboard. Dan filled our empty soda bottles with water and sank them. No doubt the huge, waxy KFC cardboard buckets ended up at the bottom of the ocean as well.

We always went out so far that we could no longer see land. If Dan ever felt alarmed by a situation, he never let us see it, and, in that manner, we felt safe with him. He allowed Greyson and me to sit on the bow of the boat, where we gripped the wraparound metal railing and positioned our legs around one of the welded vertical bars. The spot of choice was at the very front, and we held on for dear life as Dan took the boat up to high speed. He aimed for choppy water, because the bumpier it was, the more my tiny body was lifted into the air, rendered weightless, then slammed down hard over and over, a sensation that kept me screaming with laughter.

More than once, the Coast Guard spotted us, turned to approach, and came alongside. They warned Dan on their speaker, “Pull your children back into the boat, sir. What you’re doing is illegal.”

“Oh. Sorry, officer.”

We climbed back in. Dan waited until their boat was far off in the distance, then allowed us to get back out on front. Sure, we could have been thrown overboard and shredded by the propellers. We were at great risk of becoming shark bait, but Dan said he’d never seen me enjoy anything more than those boat rides. He continued to break the law for me.

We never failed to catch fish. The task of cleaning them fell to whoever wasn’t having as much luck pulling them in, and the fillets were already iced and ready for cooking when we called it a day and returned to shore.

“Does it hurt fish to have hooks in them?” I asked Dan.

“Nah, they don’t have any feeling in their mouths.”

I must have assumed as well that scaling them while they were still alive didn’t cause them pain. One eye gazed up at me as I ran the scaler across their skin over and over. Their struggle ended quickly. Their guts nauseated me, especially the cheese-grits-looking eggs in a female. We threw all entrails overboard to attract more fish.

Late one afternoon, spent and sticky from the heat and salt air, we drove to a diner on the Galveston Seawall. It appeared they’d aimed for a certain decor but either lost their design vision along the way or maybe ran out of money. For some odd reason, the overstuffed semicircular red booths faced away from the view of the ocean or were positioned on the oblique, like a Tilt-A-Whirl ride at rest. We walked in with Dan, a small cooler in tow. It was well after lunch and the restaurant was almost empty. He called out to a Black woman in the kitchen, and she came over to the serving window. “We have a big catch here,” he said. “I’m wondering if you’ll cook them up.”

After serving us, she leaned against the counter and watched us eat, a small smile on her face the entire time. Of all the fish I’ve eaten, hers was, hands down, the best, and Dan surely paid her well for her efforts. The only certainties about Dan were the contradictions. He stole towels and ashtrays from Holiday Inns but never outright cheated someone. He treated us to fishing trips and unforgettable vacations but beat us with belts. He went to church but never mentioned God. I never saw him be cruel to an animal, nor did I ever see him help one. He asked for what he wanted and seemed to always get it, not only from us but from strangers. In public he portrayed calm, confidence, and amiability. His stock answer to how he was doing, how business was going, or how life was treating him was always the same. “Faaaaaaaaaaantastic,” he’d say, his Texan accent making it a four-syllable word. “Couldn’t be better. No complaints at all.”





[image: ]

Chapter Three


Patsy had custody of Debbie and Jimmy, the two children she’d had with Dan. She then had two more children with Dad, and all four lived with them. The tension in their home reached a boiling point. Dad supported a household of six, resented Jimmy’s presence, grieved the loss of Greyson and me, and began to drink heavily. Mom told him Greyson and I would call when we wanted to see him but told us Dad would call when he wanted to see us. We usually only saw him on our birthdays or for a few hours at Christmas. Such visits were always strained, and Patsy did not seem to particularly welcome our presence. Then again, having us visit meant there were six children in her house at one time. It couldn’t have helped her frazzled nerves.

Debbie and Jimmy came home from school one afternoon and found packed suitcases on their front porch. Within a few hours, they were seated in our turquoise dining room having dinner with us. Dan finished his meal, put his elbows on the table, and clasped his hands together. “I have an announcement,” he said, with a small smile. “Jimmy and Debbie are going to be staying with us.”

His tone of voice presented this development as great fun for all. Jimmy sat across from me, his black hair and olive skin in stark contrast to the turquoise high-backed chair framing his face. His eyes searched our expressions as Dan spoke
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