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    Prologue 


    The following is an entry in a diary that Mom penned between the years of 1974 and 1992. She eventually gifted the small, leather-wrapped account of her life to me when I was seventeen. It truly illustrates the qualities Mom most embodied: openness, honesty, fairness, and tenacity. It is with these values, which Dasi held so dear, that I work towards justice in her honor.


    


    October 23rd, 1985


    Dearest Rory and Amy,


    I hope when the two of you grow up, you’ll be decent human beings because that’s how I’m trying to bring you up. I want you to be good, warm, caring, thoughtful, open, honest, sharing, real, not play games, feeling, sensitive, unselfish, fair, giving, generous people! If you are all these things, and God only knows I’m trying to set a good example for the two of you, people will have respect for you, you’ll be happy, and you’ll respect yourself. With these tools you’ll be able to be very accomplished, and I will always be there for you to back you up in anything! Always look to people inwardly, not outwardly, because when people have all these qualities that I hope the two of you someday will have on the inside, then they are automatically great on the outside!


    Love Always,


    Mom

  


  
    Chapter 1


    The Killer May Still Be Inside


    My phone rings for the second time in the matter of a few minutes. A warbled, instrumental version of A-ha’s “Take On Me” echoes across the playground, cutting through the distant sound of children playing. I click the button on the side of my chunky, pink contraption to silence the noise and to avoid disturbing the remaining students in the classrooms behind me. I spy the small, square screen on the Nokia’s cover.


    “Mom, 818…” scrolls across again. 


    My eyes roll before I realize what they are doing, and I huff as I crack my phone open.


    Sometimes Mom pushes the thin boundaries we have set up, much like she is doing this particular afternoon. This is already the fourth time she has called me since my work shift began, and I sense that if I do not pick up now, she will just keep trying.


    “Hey, what’s up? I’m at work.”


    My voice is terse and impatient. I cannot curb it, especially when I am on the job. I attempt to establish the fact early on that I am not available, so she will not dive into a long diatribe. Thankfully, work is always a valid excuse with Mom. School might be the only other one.


    Mom runs a tight ship, or at the very least, attempts to when I am on deck. I have come to realize over the years this need for relative control stems from her anxiety, and her application of it to me is because I allow her to do so. It is also her way of mastering life instead of life mastering her, as it has done in the past. I believe almost everyone’s anxiety is, whether it is born from post-traumatic stress disorder or not. In this moment, however, I am not so understanding. Instead, I am short on patience.


    “When are you going to be home?” she retorts.


    No greeting whatsoever; her voice is thick with blunt friction.


    My annoyance is indomitable, and it becomes impossible for me to bite back another sigh.


    “My students have a field trip today.” A beat, then, “I’m pretty sure I mentioned that to you yesterday.”


    I am perturbed, as I can often be when dealing with my family. It sounds terrible, but lately I have had way more important things to deal with, like finishing school, my sorority involvement, and a budding career. As far as I am concerned in this moment, their drama is officially out of my newly college-graduated pay grade. In fact, the more I experience the world outside our little family, the less time I am willing to devote to my family’s dysfunction. Distance just feels too nice.


    “Probably closer to ten,” I flatten my response, working hard to swallow a little of the buzz at the recess of my throat.


    I know Mom’s intentions are pure, but I want so badly to be free of my family’s incessant need for my mediation. Work and school are my havens to escape my role at home, and they always have been. I despise when these very separate lives of success and strife that I have so carefully cultivated to grow separately become intertwined. Like a semester or two ago, when Rory hijacked my open AOL Instant Messenger buddy list and messaged a few of my sorority sisters from my screen name. I had been mortified and was sure the candid, questionably inappropriate messages he had sent out to them would give me the status of social pariah. All I could do was craft an apology and be sure to log out. Thankfully, my sisters had been forgiving. But because I am poor at establishing boundaries with my family, the game of emotional tug-of-war hardly ever stops. Like right now.


    I am about to say goodbye and hang up to attend to my growing work obligations, when I think to add, “Why? Everything okay?”


    The emotional support is why she is calling, anyway, I am sure.


    She ignores my questions and instead replies, “Fine.”


    Or maybe that is her answer, and also her very poor attempt at making me think things are conflict-free at home while I am at work. A heavy breath muffles her side of the line and ends with a loud crackling snap. It signifies either a biting back of words or serious defeat. She does not hang up.


    But a parent walks up to sign their child out of the after-school program I am newly directing, and I can no longer attend to her and Rory’s needs. Her impending response becomes irrelevant.


    “Ugh, sorry, Mom, someone just got here. Gotta go, bye.” And with that, I hang up.


    About fifteen minutes later, Rory calls.


    The majority of my students not going on the field trip have been retrieved by their parents, with the exception of a few stragglers. My attending staff has also successfully loaded the trip-goers onto the large, yellow bus standing idly in front of the school. Things are calmer, and I am less preoccupied. So I decide I have a few moments to chat, especially considering Mom’s earlier call. Something about it that I just cannot put my finger on leaves me with a pit in my stomach.


    I answer the phone with as casual a “Hey, what’s up?” as I can muster.


    “When are you going to be home?” he asks.


    The same question, sans greeting, and his voice contains the same agitation that seems to have been laced into Mom’s speech too. I am a bit more open this time. It is not like I am generally more candid with Rory. On the contrary, Mom and I are close, undoubtedly closer than any other mother-daughter duo that I know. We tell each other almost everything, to a degree that make most parents or children uncomfortable.


    No topic is taboo for us; I cannot recall ever having the “sex talk” or sitting down to learn about menstruation. These are topics I grew up learning about, like fractions or the rainbow.


    I even know everything about her, from how many sexual partners she has had, to the year she filed bankruptcy.


    I know she lost her best friend when she was in her early twenties to what the police said was a drowning, but Mom fully believed was murder. She never did stop honoring Vivienne and trying to revive her memory.


    I know my dad broke her heart when he left her for another woman and abandoned our family. Although she never spoke ill of Dad, she did not shield me from the truth or some of the pain she had felt in his wake.


    I know around the same time she became a mom, her own mother started showing signs of Alzheimer’s disease. She shared with me how devastating those first years of motherhood were for her without being able to rely on her mother’s guidance.


    A week ago, she shared with me about her friend’s suicide and about its depressing effect on her. She told me everything, as we were best friends.


    But now I know, as a survivor with a grander perspective bestowed upon me by my own trauma, Mom’s intention went beyond being my best friend. Her openness and honesty were not born from a selfish sort of catharsis, or “girl talk.” Instead, she had forgone her nagging fear of exposing us to too much and focused on mentoring us thoroughly in everything. Without ever having the assurance I would go through the worst life had to offer, Mom had hoped to prepare me for it anyway. She had taught me that the more we talk about these painful, life-altering situations, the less control and power they have over us. Even more importantly, her openness, honesty, and ability to tackle the hard topics with me while she was alive prepared me to do so after her death.


    At times this precarious boundary has made our relationship seem weird to those who do not understand it. The term “enmeshment” has been mentioned. And surely, there were signs of it in the “too-big decisions” I was forced to help her make. But I also grew up believing that parents can be our friends, as well as respected mentors. Respect is an inherent portion of true friendship, as are love and trust—all key ingredients in parenting too. I suppose because of our open dialogue and Mom’s role in the world, I also saw her as my teacher. She had even taught my kindergarten class—my mentor from day one. I will eventually have “Mom, Friend, & Mentor to All” inscribed on her tombstone because that is how I view her connection to the world. Rory and I were just the lucky recipients of the most intense services Mom offered.


    So, I guess it is that I just have the time to speak to Rory that I did not have to share with Mom before. Perhaps I am also possessing a little more patience, considering I am now duty-free for a bit.


    “I’ve got a date, then I need to head back to work to clock my staff out and make sure all my students get picked up.”


    I know as soon as I mention my date, he will use it as ammunition against me. I hesitate, but only for a second. I calculate the timing of my evening, which is largely dependent upon traffic, without leaving Rory room to antagonize me.


    Before he can respond, I say, “Maybe ten? Ten–fifteen?”


    “Alright.” He pauses, then throws in a “Hussy,” for good measure before he hangs up.


    I am not sure why I have not learned to keep more privacy from my family yet.


    At least I leave out my plans before my date and return to work.


    It is not like they need to know everything.


    


    The passage of just under an hour finds me resting in a large recliner made of light blue vinyl. My small body is dwarfed by the size of the chair I occupy and the large tattoo artist sitting beside me. His small swivel stool creaks under his weight as he prepares his gun and the tiny, plastic ramekins of ink on his right. A fine sprinkling of sweat forms on my thighs and glues my skin to the smooth, sticky material beneath me. My left arm is upturned on the armrest, poised and waiting. I take a deep breath and offer a gentle nod to the man in the sturdy, retro spectacles at my side. His unkempt ponytail and painted hand quiver to the tune of the metal gun’s hum as he gives it life.


    I squeak, “Okay, go for it.”


    My voice catches on the fifth syllable, as a tattoo needle penetrates my skin for the first time in several months. I do not have a lot of tattoos by any means, but anyone who has ever gotten one knows that the piercing sensation of needle to skin, although relatively painful, is also pretty addicting. I close my eyes and focus on the steady rhythm of my lungs. I allow the repetitive, shocking sensation of the gun’s skinny stylus to transfer me from the San Fernando Valley tattoo shop to a colorless, almost soundless void behind my closed eyes.


    For the moment it is a nice distraction from all the victories and burdens in my young life, the drama at home too. Tattoos do that: offer a nice, short-lived diversion from reality. I will go on to get several over the years, partially for distraction, as well as decoration and dedication.


    In fact, I am seated in the very same chair where I received my first tattoo about four years prior. The marking on my lower back is a matchbox-sized Mandarin symbol for “teacher” with a bold blue outline, inspired by my career goals and those of all the women in my family who came before me. I did not know at the time that while the artist was etching my skin with that first marking, Rory was calling Mom. I had just stood up from the chair, back stinging, when Rory handed me a phone with a lit screen.


    “A surprise, huh?” Mom squawked into my ear.


    “What?” I was confused.


    “Rory told me you got me a surprise.”


    “I—Uh—” I could not seem to muster up the courage to tell her I got a tattoo.


    Without missing a single beat, Mom asked, “You got a fucking tattoo, didn’t you?”


    I could picture her thin, abundantly freckled upper lip snarling with the statement.


    In Judaism, it is against religious law to apply tattoos, “make gashes in your flesh…or incise any marks on” your body (as per the Old Testament). However, it is actually a fallacy that Jews cannot be buried in their own cemeteries if they are tattooed. Mom’s beliefs on the topic stem from this archaic way of thinking, avoiding any appreciation for self-expression altogether.


    “H-How did you know? Did Rory tell you?” I had asked.


    “No, he didn’t. But he should have. That was a stupid move, Amy.”


    Then she hung up.


    She would eventually get over my decision to decorate my skin, but not until after a week or two’s silent protest. That is how you knew Mom was really mad at you: the silent treatment. But our first mini tattoo feud ended with a hardened smile and a softened, “I guess it’s kinda cute.”


    Truthfully, anything is better than the shit Rory puts us through, I suppose. Thus, Mom becomes accustomed to my “life is too short” attitude, and even comes to appreciate the little symbols of love I choose over the years as adornment. However, I am still thankful I have not allowed Rory to tag along on today’s tattoo trip. I cherish the slices of privacy that my budding adulthood gives me, even if they are shoved in between work shifts. In this “free time” I am able to find out who I am without defining myself around my family. Plus, the tattoo I have chosen this evening just does not seem fitting to get with Rory present.


    Almost as quickly as the pain of my latest piece of art begins, it is over. The circular outline I have had applied to the outside of my wrist is no larger than a dime. It takes all of seven and a half minutes to apply the permanent marking. Maybe ten, including the artist’s preparation. That is life though: full of decisions, either momentary or meditated, none carrying more weight than the others beyond their repercussions. Some actions prove to be permanent, like getting a tattoo. When the artist is done wiping the blood that has beaded along my wrist’s newly drawn lines, I steal a glance of the symbol I have chosen.


    Tonight’s tattoo is a peace sign, simple and unaffected by any adornments. One portion of it has a tiny imperfection in it where the ink bleeds into my skin. I am sure only I can notice it, though, so I do not mind. I am not entirely picky, even if it is permanent, since the sentiment remains the same. The circle has been designed to balance the tiny, open heart that already exists to this new object’s right.


    A smile creeps on to my face as I ponder the symbolism of why I have chosen these two tattoos: the open heart reminds me to leave myself open to life’s experiences, as well as to offer myself love, so that I possess enough to offer others. My peace sign beside it serves as a reminder of the importance of balance and calm.


    I mean, peace and love, man.


    Ironically, this tiny peace sign will be one of the only tattoos (of my seven) whose date of application will never leave my mind. For just a few hours after I tattoo this token of tranquility on my body, Mom will be dead.


    


    I arrive at Sherman Oaks Castle Park, the site of my impending date, just a few minutes early. I have always had a penchant for being prompt. I linger in my car to give myself time to fix the saran wrap that is cinched around my wrist. It is there to restrict the tiny peace sign-shaped drops of blood that have sprung to the surface of my skin. The plastic feels a bit too tight, so I tug at its end to loosen it slightly. When it is more comfortable, I check the mirror, taking note of how tired I look and swiping the sleepiness from my eyes as best I can. I am still wearing my crumpled work garb, which I cannot be sure is free of that day’s sweat stains. Then I pucker my freshly glossed lips in the mirror one last time before climbing out.


    As I stroll through the parking lot, I think something along the lines of, “If he doesn’t like me after a long day at work, whatever. His loss.”


    I suppose this is why I do not mind dating; rejection does not scare me as much as other things might. Certainly the process of finding love is more exciting than scary. Not accomplishing my goals is a more suffocating fear for me than not finding someone to partner with in life. I am proud of my accomplishments as a young twenty-two-year-old woman anyway. I have become confident that I will find someone who appreciates me and my dogged work ethic. And if I do not, I can surely still provide for myself. To top it off, if I do not dig tonight’s new dating prospect, there are always more to meet on one internet dating site or another. Plenty of fish in the San Fernando Valley aquarium, so to speak.


    But there is very little to worry about in the end. Within just a few minutes, I can see that my internet beau is not meant for me. He does not work, nor does he plan to any time soon. His family is wealthy, he shares with gusto. He goes on to explain that he prefers to play video games with his free time more than anything else. We have absolutely nothing in common. He also spends an exorbitant time talking about his health issues. In fact, only about a half an hour into the date finds us deep in the midst of a very detailed discussion about his debilitating stomach pains and frequent bathroom visitation schedule.


    It is at this point my phone fortuitously rings. I do not at all second-guess stepping away to answer it.


    “What’s up?” I ask as I take Mom’s call.


    Not a beat passes.


    “You almost done?” she barks.


    Whatever previous agitation she possessed earlier has seemingly doubled, if not quadrupled.


    I peer at my silver Michael Kors watch, which I recently purchased with my new, much larger paycheck, a gift to myself to celebrate my first promotion in five years. Sure, Mom had gotten me the job working for Arnold Schwarzenegger, but I had retained my new position with hard work and dedication. Still, she always felt slightly responsible for my success and entitled to my time during my work hours. It is now a few minutes past seven thirty though.


    Ugh. Mom knows I am not currently on the field trip, and I am pretty sure I shared with her that I have about another two and a half hours to kill before my students return from the movie premiere they are attending. Traipsing home in between would make no sense, what with the forty-five-minute commute it often requires to travel one way.


    “Nah, I’ve still got another three hours to go until I’m home,” I say, accounting for my drive.


    There is a pause, Mom breathes with zest as if she is preparing to say something, but then changes her mind.


    “Fine, see you later.”


    No goodbye or anything. Just a curt, unfulfilled promise, as I will never see her alive again.


    “Okay, bye.”


    And it still pains me immensely to think that my last sentence to my mom was so short and unemotional.


    Rory’s call comes no more than a few minutes later. My date’s conversation has not pivoted from the lavatory, however, so I answer his phone call too. I am sure my date is at least slightly miffed when I rise and walk away again, but at this point, I am not sure I care much. Especially reading the present stress between Rory and Mom.


    “What’s up?” I repeat.


    “Where are you?” His tone is as sharp as his tongue can be when he is angry.


    I am hesitant to repeat myself, but I guess I have to, “On a date, like I told you before.” But then I soften, so as not to instigate or infuriate. Any more than he already might be, that is. “Sherman Oaks Castle Park. Why?”


    “Slut,” he says, opting for a different sexist slur than earlier in the evening.


    I emit a short chuckle even though I do not find the dig funny at all. That is Rory, though, always bashing on me, especially when my behavior does not align with his expectations. I suppose that this is a habit born from the desire to make me feel as lowly as he does. But my sexuality has never made me feel shameful, no matter how society (or especially my brother) has treated me for it.


    Contrary to the belief of the American culture, Mom has always equated honesty or rawness to power; this ability to own your own story is the same as the strong authenticity she tries to promote in us. She works to give me the education and tools to be responsible and safe while enjoying myself. Which inherently taught me healthy, safe sex is something to be celebrated because my sexual desires (or even lack thereof) are part of me.


    On the subject of sex, it “made you and your brother, for God sakes,” Mom would say.


    Revisiting the subject of dating, I am a very social person, and part of my draw to people is getting to know them and celebrating their uniqueness. All factors considered, I enjoy the dating process (even when it includes awkward first ones) because it involves getting to know people. So, I let Rory’s slut-shaming dig roll off of me. If talk of poop on a first date does not derail me, my brother’s pessimism will not today either.


    “Look, I gotta go,” I reply, as I start back towards my frequently constipated date awaiting me at the uneven picnic table.


    “Hold up,” Rory says.


    There is a moment, a frozen single moment where Rory pauses. I do not know what to expect, maybe admission of a fight or friction with Mom. Not like I can help this evening anyway. I wait for it nonetheless. But nothing comes, only silence.


    “Yeah?” I ask when he still has not said anything back.


    Suddenly, his words are fast and messy, as if he has no idea what they will convey until they fall from his lips. I can tell that in the moment, he knows he needs me as a buffer, he just does not possess the tools to request this kindly.


    “Wanna watch some Quantum Leap when you get home?”


    The question sounds so ill-fitting in conjunction with his uneven tone. But the need for TV or film confirms to me Rory needs an escape. Mom and Rory must be fighting.


    I reply, “I think I’ll be home too late.”


    But the irritation in his voice lingers even when he is not talking, and I feel I should say something to try to assuage his feelings. As the acting fulcrum between the only other two, variably volatile, people in my family, I always do.


    So I continue, “But I’ll call you if I think I can.”


    With that and without goodbyes, we hang up.


    


    It is just a few minutes after ten-thirty when I finally leave the dark streets flanking the middle school campus where I work. The night is a clear, dramatic navy, and I feel much freer than I have all evening stuck on my employer’s special-event time schedule and on a bad date. The only things constricting me now are the saran wrap around my wrist and the lanes painted on the pavement. I try to ignore the pressure of plastic on my skin as I handle the skinny leather wheel of my Ford Focus.


    Despite having a job that demands a lot, this late hour is a rare one to work. I enjoy driving the nearly empty streets, and I blast my music as I navigate. I sing along with one of my favorite songs from middle school, enjoying the unencumbered feeling of freedom I have yet to enjoy all day, save for my ten minutes of tattoo time. When my tires complete the wide U-turn of the freeway onramp, I decide to call home. I do not really want to, but I promised Rory I would.


    So much of my relationship with Mom and Rory is born from duty. My duty to Mom is to be the partner my father should have been, to help her make the big decisions that being Rory’s only parent entails. To support her as much as I can when teachers, doctors, and police fail to do the same. And my duty to Rory is virtually the same, but add in the job of keeping his mood swings at bay, which is nearly impossible.


    Let us not forget my duties to myself: to keep excelling at school, work, friendships, and maybe one day, love. It is a lot.


    In this moment I wish I can just keep singing along to Hanson’s “MMMBop” at full volume. I wish I had not told Rory I would call him, but I try to keep my word as often as possible, as I have been raised to do. So, I dial despite my every inclination not to.


    But no one picks up at home, which is strange. Mom is a veteran Los Angeles Unified School District teacher of over twenty years, and she also teaches summer school to make our tight ends meet in Calabasas. School nights are hardly spent outside the house, especially now that she is finally closer to retirement than not.


    In anticipation she has just pared back her private tutoring business, which often catered to celebrity clients. Her latest assignment even brought her to the family home of the Jacksons. She allowed me to tag along with her when she collected her final check, and I will never forget the square room filled with nothing but a pristine white sofa running around all of its deeply recessed edges. As a young adult and massive music buff, I had immediately imagined the private concerts that had been held in that room.


    So, considering her new, slightly emptier schedule, Mom has found herself with free evenings at home the last several months. During these nights she generally binges on her latest DVD finds from Costco or catches up with friends, while training her baby African grey parrot. To not answer the phone on a school night is odd.


    I try Rory on his cell next. The first call goes unanswered, but after a second attempt on both lines, he picks up. Meanwhile, I am flying north on the 405, drinking in the slight smell of yeast that forever emanates from the beer factory fixed alongside the freeway.


    “What?” he asks gruffly.


    I can almost hear his teeth close on each other as he snaps the question at me.


    “I, uh, tried you at home. You didn’t pick up.”


    I wait a tick before I ask, “Everything okay?” because I am not sure I really want to know the answer. Then I continue, “Wanna watch Quantum now? I just got the last season, so I’ve got all five now.”


    “No,” he replies.


    Alright, so he is clearly in a mood.


    “Um, okay. I’m on my way home now though. You there?”
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