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    This book is dedicated to my Dad, Ron Bruce, who has always been my biggest fan, greatest supporter and my closest friend.  I am so thankful to have him in my life.

      

    

By Cheryl Bruce

Sleep is just a whisper away from death.
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Chapter 1
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I DON’T LIKE THE LOOK in his eyes today, usually that means trouble.  He’s roiling, I can see it.  Just looking for me to engage.  It’s in his body language, his shoulders are rolled forward, he’s holding onto something, anger, and I’ve learned not to be the reason that the anger gets unleashed.  I’ve seen his red anger, his totally engaging rage, unleashed on the family or on a defenseless animal.  It is not pretty.

He keeps looking at me, and I know he wants to say something.  I’m not going to say a word, I’m just going to keep watching TV, keep my eyes forward.  If I make eye contact, he’s going to take it that I’m open to whatever he’s got brewing in there.  I take a deep breath and hold it.  How can I remove myself from the situation without triggering him?

Ever since, well, ever since I’ve become old enough that he couldn’t touch me like that anymore, he’s been angry at me for everything, and for nothing.  I was his special friend, his quiet lover but now that I’m fourteen going on fifteen, he knows he can’t do that to me anymore.  When I got my period for the first time, he was so supportive, even played a song on his guitar just for me, so that I could deal with the fear and shame of the changes in my body that I couldn’t control.  I felt so crampy and had a little fever, he was like a gentle caretaker, guiding me softly into womanhood.  He smiled and said, it would be okay, my body would change but it would be better.  He made me feel like he would still love me.  That was a few years ago.  He doesn’t touch me like that anymore, I think it’s because he is afraid I might get pregnant, but he still cared.  He still gave me the look, our special look. 

I used to crave his look, his approval and even, his touch.  In a house where no one had time for me, no one cared whether I was there or not, it was everything.  It was warmth on a cold day, it was an acceptance, it was love.  When my mother had her nervous breakdown and spent all of her time in her room, I was only five. So, he was my only friend.  His touch was the only affection I felt and to a five year old, it was the world.

When I was about nine, he brought his best friend over. They were being so nice to me, which was weird because he usually made me go to my room when his friend was there.  Then, they gave me some juice that they said would make me feel more relaxed, make me be older like them.  He was so affectionate to me and reassured me that everything was going to be fine. Then he started touching me in our special way.  I was embarrassed at first because he said no one could ever know.  He said that if they ever found out, they would take him away from me, then I’d be all alone forever. Then he said it was okay for his friend to touch me too.  It didn’t bother me in the moment, which I thought was odd.  I wouldn’t let anyone but him touch me that way.  I figured it was because of the juice. Plus, I knew he would never let anyone touch me in that one special place, only just up top.  He said that I was extra special for not telling anyone, and that it made me a grown up to be able to let that happen and to keep quiet. I fell asleep shortly after they went out, and slept for a long time.  When I woke up, I felt so embarrassed that I didn’t dare tell anyone, I felt ashamed that I went with it even though I had no way of fighting it, and he never spoke to me about it again.  It also never happened again, I remember seeing the look in his eyes when his friend touched me, and I don’t think he liked the feeling it gave him.

After that, it was just him, he never brought his friend over again. I told him I never wanted his friend to touch me again, and he agreed that it wouldn’t happen anymore. Things went back to the way they were between us. I felt safe and loved, he was my special someone.  Maybe, when I got old enough, we would run away and live like a couple.  Far away where no one would know how we were really related, they would just think of us as normal.  It would work too because we don’t look anything alike.

I felt accepted, and that my childhood was at peace. Those peaceful, quiet days ended when we had to relocate across the country.  Everything changed then, but we had to.  He was dealing drugs, and the family got called down to the police station just one too many times.  

At the family meetings at the drug rehabilitation facility that he was required to attend because of the trouble he had gotten into, we were shown pictures of people who died while using drugs. We also watched a really skinny man who had long straggly hair, stunk of body odor and was shivering. He was a horrible grey and white color. His eyes looked crazy and were bulging. That’s when his counselor told us that people look like that when they are trying to get off of the drugs. He was told that it could be him one day, and he didn’t look scared. He looked slightly amused at that poor man in his worst moments of life. I asked the counselor if that man was going to die, he said he really hoped not. I was terrified. The family decided that it was time to leave that town.  It was either get him away from there, or he’d be put in prison or worse, dead.

I didn’t want to move away from there. It was the only place that I knew, all my friends were there. I could tell the family was scared when we found out that one of my closer friends had gotten tangled up in prostitution, she was only eleven, like me. After hearing that, I felt like the evil in that town was stretching its gnarly hands trying to reach us all to pull us into the dark side. This town was my home, this is where I grew up, learned how to ride a bike with the help of my father. I went to the same corner stores for my weekly treat since I could remember. But even I could feel it changing, or perhaps I was just starting to see the evil around us that was always there. I’ll never know.
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WHEN WE FIRST GOT TO our new town, I was now twelve, and we stayed with some friends from my hometown who had relocated a year earlier. They had two girls who were close to my age.  It was going to be about four months before we could get into our rental. I didn’t see much of him because he was always out, probably finding new trouble to get into.  With four adults, two older teenage boys a teenage girl and two young girls in one small duplex, people tended to scatter into their own corners whenever they could.

The one girl, Lizzy, was about four years older than me, and Nathalie was a year younger.  I thought Nathalie and I we were best friends until I found a very special necklace that I had lost, in her room.  She had stolen it from me and when her mother confronted her, she said she liked it, so she took it.  I got it back, but the friendship never recovered. So, with him being gone all the time, and my supposed best friend no longer my friend, I felt so alone in a strange city.

Lizzy liked to go out with her friends and had a boyfriend already, even though she was only sixteen.  I was told by my mother that her boyfriend was a pimp, but I didn’t believe her.  One night I said I was going for a walk and went down the street to where I knew Lizzy was babysitting.  She was so nice to me lately and also she knew what had happened with my necklace, so she tried stepping in as my friend. Which is why I thought I would go and hang out with her for awhile.

When I showed up, Lizzy’s boyfriend, Daryll was there with a couple of his friends.  I didn’t see the kids she was supposed to be babysitting, and her boyfriend was drinking a beer.  Lizzy introduced us and Daryll started being very friendly with me, too friendly, which I thought was wrong because he was Lizzy’s boyfriend.  He shouldn’t be flirting with me.  Lizzy just laughed and said that if I was nice to Daryll, he would be nice to me. Really, really nice. He would help me find a way to buy nice clothes just like Lizzy had been wearing lately. She was wearing a pretty mini skirt with a frilly blouse. She even showed me a beautiful sparkly ring she was wearing, which I thought must be a real diamond.  Lizzy was so proud of her nice things, and there I was in old polyester pants and a faded t-shirt. I began to think that maybe my mother wasn’t just being her nasty self, that maybe Daryll was a pimp.  As soon as I could, I left and went back to where we were staying.  

Later that night Lizzy came into my room, and we chatted.  I asked her about Daryll and why she didn’t get mad when he flirted with me. She said that was just the way Daryll was and that it was nice to get so much attention. As long as she acted like she didn’t care, then she would be rewarded with more nice stuff and spending money like she never had before. Plus, Daryll was good to her if she did all the things he asked.  She got treated well and the money he gave her for doing his favors was great.  Lizzy’s mother hated her, and Lizzy knew that the more she flaunted all her new things, the angrier it made her mother. Which just made it just that much better for Lizzy. She also that knew my family was as messed up as they came, so she offered to help me get out whenever I needed it. We were scheduled to move out in the next week, so she told me where she hung out downtown with her friends.  She told me to ask around to some people and they’d know where to find Daryll’s Lizzy.  I thanked her and told her I appreciated her friendship but going downtown by myself scared me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to do favors like she did.  Lizzy just laughed and said she understood, but not to forget where to find her, she’d be there to help me out.

We only stayed in the new rental for about six months, which made me sad because I liked that place.  I had started making friends in the neighborhood and the mall was just down the street where I’d meet my friends, and we would hang out.  Then we moved again last month because my mother didn’t pay the rent, so now we are in a duplex and somehow in a nicer area.  This duplex is owned by one of my mother’s friends who lives back east, where we moved from.  

It seems like my parents are always out with friends or playing bingo and are rarely home in the evening.  Having supper out and bingo are the most important things to my mother. She rarely even talks to me.  Just treats me like her maid.

Nobody even remembers the joke anymore, they only remember the punchline, “Good little maid!”.  I guess the joke may have been funny at one time, but now it’s just tiresome and hurtful.  Why does she have to say it every time I get her a cup of coffee or bring her a new pack of cigarettes though?

Well, I am not her maid, even if that’s how she always treats me. While my dad is at work, she doesn’t do anything all day, just sits on the couch watching her soap operas, living her life through other people.  She doesn’t work, she doesn’t do anything but smoke, one cigarette after the other.  She tries to tell people she used to be all these things before she got married.  However here is the thing, she lies.  A lot!  I’ve asked my dad, and he’s told me that she worked a couple of labor type jobs but never went to university or college after she was done high school, like she tells people she did.

So, she sits on her couch, living in her dream world and tells me, not asks, tells me, “Go get me a coffee.”  And because I try to be a good girl, I go do it.  And when I return with the coffee I hear “Good little maid.” And she laughs. That laugh is like a knife through my heart.  She doesn’t respect me, she never will.  

You see, he is her favorite, always has been, always will be.  She values his opinion, talks to him, laughs with him.  They even laughed together when he started saying “Good little maid.”

He can interrupt her shows whenever he wants, but she yells at me if I try to ask a question and it’s not a commercial break. “Don’t talk to me while my show is on!”  It wouldn’t matter if I was injured or dying in a corner, as long as I didn’t say anything until the commercial came on.  

I’m pretty sure she hates me for something, I just wish I knew what I did. He never finished high school, dropped out in eighth grade. So, I try to be the good kid. I get good grades, I have a part time job to pay for as much as I can, so I don’t stress my parents out too much.  Even with my schoolwork and part time job, I have to do the vacuuming, the dishes, the laundry and empty her ashtrays.

My mother says that they can’t afford things all the time but somehow they always seem to find the money to go out almost every night to bingo. 

Which meant I was home alone with him, a lot.  
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EVERYONE IN THE HOUSE is mad at me right now.  Last year I had a crush on a boy in my grade and I told my friends at school.  I realize I’m only fourteen, almost fifteen, but I don’t think I’m too young to have a boyfriend.  One of my so called friends blabbed about my crush, and when he found out he came up to me and said I was too fat, then he laughed at me. Around that time, I was reading one of my magazines and there was a story about Karen Carpenter, the singer who’s voice I just love.  It went into detail about how a reporter called her fat in a story, so she decided to lose weight, but went too far and she got deathly sick.  Karen Carpenter was in and out of hospitals trying to deal with her diseases. She was bulimic and anorexic, and after a long hard fight, her body just shut down and she died.

I figured I would learn from Karen Carpenter and lose weight too, but I wouldn’t be bulimic, and therefore wouldn’t get sick like her.  So, I started eating one piece of dry toast and one glass of water a day for as long as I could. I sometimes have to eat a bit more supper if my parents were around, so they won’t find out what I am doing.  I went from a healthy one hundred and twenty-six pounds to ninety-two pounds in about two months.  I am going to basketball practice in the mornings so everyone around me just thought the exercising was making me lose weight at first.  In my room I do repetitions of sit ups and three different types of leg ups everyday.  I keep a scale and a measuring tape hidden in my room to check my measurements for any change twice a day, also so that I won’t lose track or backslide into my old junk food habits.  My weight is the only thing I’ve been worried about for two months.  

Last week my mother took me to the doctor because my stomach has been so sore that I couldn’t do anything, and I was sleeping all the time.  The doctor said I was anemic and that my stomach was shutting down because I wasn’t eating or drinking enough.  After I answered what seemed like fifty questions, the doctor threatened that he would put me in the hospital and that they’d force feed me and make me put on ten pounds before I could leave.  I was devastated when he said that.  This was the one thing I had control over, how could he do that!  Now I have to take this awful tasting stuff before I eat, and my mother wants to watch me eat every meal.  She never cared before, now all of a sudden it’s such a big deal to her.  She’s so angry at me over the whole thing, I think more because it’s taking her away from her bingo games than anything.  Tonight, she said she had to get away from me because it was just too stressful, so my father took her out to her bingo.

Now, the angry one is still roiling, just waiting for his moment to unleash that built up fury. I’m staring at the TV hoping he just stays sitting in the corner.  He’s getting fidgety, time to make myself scarce.  I got up and tossed the remote control onto the couch and said, “Watch what you want, I’m going to read in my room.”

He was across the room faster than I could move, he grabbed my hair and pulled me back three feet, screaming at me, “How could you do this to mom?  Why are you such a selfish bitch?  Don’t you care about what it’s doing to her?’ His face was turning crimson red.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. Fear started seeping into me, I could tell this was going to be a bad one.  These episodes were happening more and more.  They seemed to be getting worse with each one too.

“You think you can do this to your body to hurt mom, and I wouldn’t do anything?” Spit was coming out of his mouth as he yelled, his eyes had gone red, he was shaking with anger, and I knew this wouldn’t end well.

I got my hair out of his hands and tried running to the door, he grabbed my shoulders, and pulled me around, threw me onto my back in front of the sliding glass doors in the living room.  I couldn’t even feel the shag carpet underneath me.  I was winded from hitting the floor, plus I was starting to go numb, which is what usually happened during these episodes.

“Please don’t do this!  Please! Please let me go!  I’m not trying to hurt anyone!” I begged as the hot tears ran from my eyes and down the side of my head into my now, matted hair.

“Bullshit!! You’ve always been nothing but a selfish bitch!  We’d all be better off without you!” He put his hands around my throat, I thought I was going to die.  He wasn’t just threatening, he really was putting pressure on my neck.  He’d done it before, but never this hard.

I writhed, twisted, arched, tried beating him with my arms.  I was quite weak still from the anemia but managed to use my fingers to dig deep enough into his flesh that he let me go.  Using my fingers was the only way I knew how to fight someone who was twice my size. This wasn’t the first time he attacked me, so I had some practice digging with my fingers and pulling on his to get him to release me. I don’t even know where I dug, I just dug for blood to get him off of me because I knew if I didn’t, would be dead. My throat was aching from the pressure of his thumbs, I could tell he wasn’t seeing me anymore, he was seeing the red anger. I felt dizzy but knew I had to move.  I used every last bit of strength to pull myself up and I lunged for the sliding glass door, with him grabbing at me. He ripped my shirt trying to stop me. Somehow I managed to get away by twisting and pulling.  With a big grunt I pulled the glass door to one side. It was pouring rain outside, a hard thumping rain that feels like it might even have some hail in it. All I had on were sweatpants and my now, torn t-shirt, but I didn’t feel the rain at all.  I didn’t feel anything physically at that point, just terror. Complete and total terror. He’s hurt me before but this time I could feel that he just wanted me dead. Our balcony connected to the other duplex with a small wall separating the two balconies. I pulled myself over that wall, which felt as tall as a basketball net because I was so weak. So, with all the strength I had left, I managed to get over.  The only shelter was a small round patio table on the adjoining balcony, and I curled up under there. Thankfully the neighbors weren’t home.  It was dark out and I just sat there watching the traffic going by on the street in front of the house. As each car and truck went by, my heartbeat started to calm. He didn’t follow me outside. My body is now completely and totally numb, my mind was also numb, and exhaustion overtook me.  I was curled up in a ball, my knees underneath my head, rocking and staring at the passing traffic.  My arms were locked around my legs, fearing that if I let go, my whole body would fall apart. I didn’t even notice that I was starting to get cold.

When the city bus went by some time later, I thought I could climb over the balcony, climb down, run across the street and just hop on the bus, running away.  I’d tell the bus driver I forgot my bus pass and maybe he’d believe me.  I could go downtown and find Lizzy.  I sat there numb and cold but mostly just numb.  Picturing myself getting on the bus with my torn shirt, soaking wet. He had almost killed me this time, he almost won.  What do I do now?  I could hear my parents come home and still couldn’t move.  My mother was yelling my name, but it didn’t quite register at first.  I felt like I was in a cocoon, and they couldn’t see me.  He knew I was still out there though, so I figured they’d wait until the rain and hail let up, then come out to confront me. The next bus will be by in an hour, so I had to decide before then.  Get on the bus and find Lizzy or go and live in that house.  I had a choice.  If I went downtown I knew I’d never be back.  That I’d never finish school past grade eight, then I’d be just like him.  Then he would win.  It would prove that I was no better than he was.  All my life, all I wanted was to do better, to be better than him, to be the good kid for my parents.  If I took that bus, all my hard work on my grades and trying to be a good person, would be forgotten.  Did I want to give that up?

Maybe, just maybe, my mother would see him for what he really was this time.  She would see him as the monster that he had become instead of the golden boy she thought he was. Maybe if she saw me, she would know it was him.  I knew she was mad at me for losing so much weight and getting sick, but I didn’t do anything wrong tonight.  Maybe tonight would be different.  Although the way she was yelling my name, I could tell it might not end like I hoped it would.

I slowly uncurled my stiff body and climbed back over the wall on the balcony.  I was soaked to the bone and was shivering.  When I walked through the glass door my mother looked at me with blazing eyes and screamed, “What did you do?”

I tried to answer, but realized I had no voice from him choking me.  I could only cry. I was standing in front of her, dripping wet, so hoarse from being choked that I couldn’t talk and here she was yelling at me.

She yelled, “Why do you hate me?  Are you trying to humiliate me?  Don’t think I don’t know why you’re doing all this to yourself!  It’s because I’m fat, isn’t it?  You’re trying to punish me because I’m fat and you’re trying to make me feel bad for it aren’t you?” Where I hoped to find sympathy or understanding, I only saw hate in her eyes.  My stomach felt like I was sucker punched.

I shook my head and looked around.  My father had sat down at the table and was staring straight ahead and he wouldn’t make eye contact with me.  I turned to look at my brother and he was just standing there staring at me with such hate and satisfaction, I was afraid he was going to attack me again.

I croaked out, painfully, “I didn’t do anything.” I then heaved in a big sigh, angry and shocked tears were rolling down my face. I knew she was going to react the same way she always had. She wouldn’t see him for what he really was, not now, and now I knew, not ever.

“Of course not!  You never do!  I don’t know what you did to make him so mad at you, but I know this is somehow your fault, it always is!  Thanks for ruining my night. I hate the sight of you, go to your room!” She looked bugged eyed as she screamed at me.  I glanced at him, and he smirked.  

I know he would have been happy if I had gotten on that bus.  Did I make the right choice?

I ran to my room, slammed the door, crawled into my bed, and silently cried for hours.  No one came to check on me.  No one comforted me. No one cared.  Eventually I fell asleep with tears drying on my face.

I woke up in the middle of the night, the house was dark and quiet, I knew it was safe to leave my room and that I probably wouldn’t have to see anyone.  I quietly slipped out of my room and went into the bathroom.  After I washed up, I looked at the bruises around my neck and on the side of my face and started crying softly again.  My arm had scratches from where he tried to stop me from leaving. I couldn’t make noise and wake mom up because if I did, she would start yelling at me again.  Our rooms were right beside each other, with the bathroom just outside our bedroom doors.

I made a choice looking at my bruises and sad eyes in the mirror.  Slowly my eyes turned from sadness, to disbelief, then to anger, as I stared at myself. He was not going to win.  He was not going to make me like him, a school drop out with no job and no future, never!  I was going to finish school and become such a success and pretend like I never even knew him.  That meant I had to be strong, stronger than anyone else in the house. That meant I had to win and play their game. I’d even smile and play nice. Well, I would play along, be the good little girl for as long as I had to, then I would be gone. Forever.
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OVER THE NEXT TWO YEARS I lived my own life, independent of my family, only participating in the family required events when absolutely necessary.  At sixteen, I had my own car and a little bit of independence now. My brother moved out a couple of times, only to keep moving back home, as I’m sure his friends were tired of his freeloading and kicked him out.  Gary was running out of friend’s houses to flop at.

I didn’t care, I am getting good grades, and now have a boyfriend who is two years older than me.  We have been dating for about six months now and even talked about getting married one day, after he is finished all of his schooling.  He graduated a couple of months ago from high school but is taking some upgrading courses to get into a better college or university.  Shawn is definitely a hard worker with two part time jobs, one of them being a bouncer in the bar on the weekends.  I sometimes get upset because I’m not old enough to go in there, but he always makes me feel like the most special girl in the world.

Gary had girlfriends off an on over the past couple of years, and since moving in with his latest girlfriend, he rarely came to the house anymore.  It was still up to me to do all of mom’s chores, even though I was barely home to make a mess, and I did my own laundry.

One evening dad had just left to drop mom off at bingo and I was working on my homework on the coffee table with the TV on.  I had just poured myself what was left of the orange juice and put the rinsed jug in the sink.  As I sat back down when I heard the door open and close.  I figured it was my dad coming back home.  I was wrong.  It was Gary with his latest girlfriend, I could hear him talking to her and I could tell he was in one of his nasty moods.  

I kept looking down at my books, as I was trying to ignore him, then he went into the kitchen with his girlfriend.  He pulled opened the fridge door and started going through it.  

“Where’s the juice?” he yelled from inside the fridge. “I asked you, where is the fucking juice?!?”

“I finished it with my glass.” I said quietly, looking down at my hands.  

“Are you going to make more?” he came into the living room now with the empty jug, eyeing my glass.

“I was going to after my homework was done.”  I tried avoiding eye contact. Do. Not. Make. Eye. Contact. 

The next thing I knew he picked up my glass of orange juice and threw it at me.  I was drenched but didn’t have time to react before he smashed my head into the stereo stand.  All I saw were stars. The world was tilting on its axis, my stomach felt queasy right away.

“Make the fucking juice now, bitch!” he yelled.

I couldn’t quite get my feet under me in time, so he dragged me up by my throat and pushed me again into the stereo stand.  I was expecting pain, there was no pain, just numbness.  I heard my dad come in and yell, “Gary, stop!”

Gary paused for a minute and yelled, “The selfish bitch drank all the juice!”

My boyfriend Shawn came in then and saw what was happening.  He grabbed Gary away from me and I could see them wrestling towards the kitchen.  Dad just stood there with a look of helplessness on his face.  Gary was stronger and bigger than him.  I realized in that split second why my dad never took Gary on.  Gary would have killed him and me. I suddenly felt sorry for my dad and realized he was as helpless as I was.  

Then I heard Shawn yell, “Put the knife down Gary!”

Gary said, “Let me go and I’ll put down the knife.”

They were locked in a standoff in the kitchen, and I was sure someone was going to get killed.  I couldn’t handle it, I had to leave.  I staggered outside once I got my feet under me, and I started walking.  Why don’t I feel anything?  Why am I so numb? I was wearing sleep shorts and an old t-shirt, but it didn’t register what I was or wasn’t wearing. I just had to get out. I know I should feel the cold, but I don’t feel anything. Just an overwhelming urge to walk, to leave that house, to get out of there.

I went to the swings in the park behind our house which is about a half a block away and just sat there.  I sat down on the rubber seat and just stared. Shouldn’t I be cold?  Shouldn’t I hurt? All I felt was numb.  I sat there staring into the dark night.

I could kind of hear somebody saying something.  It sounded like it was so far away. Yes that sounded like my name. Then I saw Shawn and he was talking to me.  Why can’t I hear him?  The only thing I can hear is the drumming in my head. It was like a low hum overriding all the other noises and sounds.

Slowly, it was like his voice came into focus, “Julie?  Julie I’ve been calling for you.  Are you okay?”

Shawn was alive!  Thank goodness, thank you, thank you, thank you. I grabbed him and hugged him as tight as I could.

“Is Gary dead?” I croaked out. Quietly hoping he was, so that the evil anger he spewed would be gone forever. 

“No, he left.  But only after I kicked his ass.  Here, take my coat,” Shawn said as he gently removed himself from my grip, “Let’s get you back home you must be freezing, there’s still snow on the ground, and you’re soaked through with orange juice.”  Shawn looked worried.  He was a strong and smart guy, not much worried Shawn.

I didn’t remember getting back to the house, next thing I knew Shawn was sitting on my bed and I was under the covers.

“Your dad went to get your mom from bingo, I think you should go to the hospital to be checked. The guys on the football team would get the look you have when they had a concussion.  Looking at the bruise and goose eggs on your head, I’m willing to bet you have one.” Shawn wouldn’t let go of my hand.

“I’m fine, I think.” I was starting to feel embarrassed.  I never wanted Shawn to know how my family really was. I pulled my hand away. I didn’t want him to see me like that, not ever. Why was he being so kind about it?  I turned my head slowly away from him.  Every slight movement brought a new wave of nausea and a new constellation of stars behind my eyes.

Shawn took my hand back in his and said “None of this is your fault.  No one should be treated that way. I love you and....”

“Where is she?!”  Shawn was interrupted by my mother’s screaming voice coming down the stairs.

“We are in here” Shawn replied. He suddenly looked confused. 

My mother walked in and was angry.  Really angry. “How dare you interrupt my bingo!”

“Mrs. Olson, look at Julie, this wasn’t her fault.” Shawn tried to interject.

“What do you know? It’s always her fault.  She provokes him.  She knows just what to say to set him off.  She does it every time.  She is just trying to play on your sympathy.” My mom glared at me.

Shawn looked shocked and surprised, I started crying. As hard as I tried not to, the tears started streaming down my face.

My mother said, “See, now the crocodile tears. It’s all an act.”

“Mrs. Olson, when I came in your son was beating your daughter within an inch of her life, then he tried to pull a knife on me.  No one in the world deserves to be treated that way.  Gary is lucky I don’t have him charged with assault.  Why can you not see that Julie is hurt, like really hurt?  She should go to the hospital.”  Shawn stood up for me.  No one had done that before, no one had ever stood up to my mother either, on my behalf.  I could not have loved him more in that moment.

“Gary is struggling right now and is under a lot of stress, sometimes he gets angry, yes, but not without being provoked.  Julie is fine.  I’ll get her a pill and she’ll be fine by morning.” My mother stomped off and got me one of her precious pills.

Shawn looked at me and I could tell that he realized that this wasn’t the first time this had happened to me. That he saw my shame, my embarrassment, my dirty little secret. But he didn’t look disgusted or angry with me. He looked sad and scared for me. Never in my life had anyone known my private terror of setting Gary off into one of his red anger fits, and the result of them. I didn’t want him to leave, ever.  Or I wanted him to take me with him, away from this house, away from Gary and away from my mother.

Mom’s little pills.  Always the pill after Gary got angry.  Mom’s little stash of Valium that she always gives me to calm me down. Once the pill starts to kick in, she starts to rewrite what happened. Then she convinces me that it was all my fault. Turns the situation around and makes me say that it must have been my fault. That I should know better.

“Perhaps Shawn, it would be best if you left now, once Julie has her pill, she gets quite sleepy.” My mother indicated, pointing to the door of my bedroom.

“Mrs. Olson aren’t you concerned she might have a concussion, or worse?  Look at her face.” Shawn was really worried, I could tell.

My mother interjected, “It’ll be better by morning, you can go now.” My mother handed
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