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Praise for No Longer That Girl

“In Stephanie’s compelling memoir she reminds all readers of the possibility of healing and transformation. In this special and specific story we find the universal truth that when secrets are kept, we bear the burden of shame on our backs. When we share that burden, we are free to love that very same world.. . .”

—Rev. Becca Stevens, founder of Thistle Farms and author of Practically Divine

“No Longer That Girl shows a young girl’s fight to find her voice amid moral confusion and serial betrayals by men in positions of power. Using writing and therapy to help unpack her traumas, the author finds healing by courageously facing her past.”

—Liz Kinchen, MA, Certified Mindfulness Teacher, author of Light in Bandaged Places

“Stephanie Maley shares the traumas and lessons of her life with candid courage. Her unflinching storytelling exposes secrets kept in dark corners to protect “polite” company and opens a space for people with similar stories to find relief and affirmation, showing that our worst experiences do not defeat us.”

—Rev. Mary Reynolds Hemmer, author of Phe and the Work of Death

“In this powerful memoir, Stephanie opens her heart to share a life filled with resilience, hope, and love. Her story is a reminder that life, though complicated, can still be beautiful. Through her experiences, readers will find strength in their own lives and take away lessons of courage and authenticity.”

—McKenzie Coan, Paralympian gold medalist and author of Breaking Free

“A raw and unfailingly honest account of a survivor’s long journey home to herself. Maley has written her broken heart whole in these pages and, with powerful authenticity, invites readers to find healing in telling their own truth.”

—Malia Bowers, PhD, Professional Lecturer, Department of Political Science, DePaul University
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In honor of Mama and in memory of my goddaughter, Tory

To my husband and sons,

the loves of my life




Girl with warm brown eyes

Bruised soul, hidden wounds cloaking.

She takes up a pen.

Carapace cracks and dissolves

So she can shine like the moon.

—R. T. DAKE







Prologue


I need to write my funeral plans. The Covid-19 virus has arrived. Every night I sit on our love seat watching the news. Italians are dying by the thousands. My thoughts churn at the growing numbers of deaths. I walk to my kitchen for water. At the window, I look out, seeing nothing. This virus will kill me. I am a healthy fifty-eight-year-old woman, except when I’m not. Asthma took hold of me when I was twelve years old and hasn’t let go. Breast tumors and other health issues find space in my head. There is nowhere to escape from this horror.

My jaw clenches. I must hide from this plague. But how? I don’t feel safe in my house. Because my husband is a pediatrician in our small rural community, he spends his day with sick and healthy children and their families. We are aware of how easily the virus could slip into our home since our love binds us so tightly together. The threat from this invisible enemy has pulled my past need to hustle for love to the forefront of my mind and won’t let go.

Suddenly, the betrayals and abuse that plagued my early years disturb my thoughts, as if they happened yesterday. I feel so vulnerable again. It isn’t as if I never think about them, but now these memories wash over me like an ocean slamming against rocks, coming at me one after another. I want to free my mind.

My present life is so beautiful. My husband, Mike, and I have been married thirty years. We have two sons who are making their way in the world. Both are healthy. Life couldn’t be much better—except that my past pops into view like an unwanted ad. I do my best to keep these past traumas from jumping into my mind.

I close my eyes and hope the pain will go away. Instead, deep wounds are bleeding again. I kid myself during the quiet times in my life, thinking those injuries are healed. But, like a nocturnal animal, my earlier life lies in wait, ready to pounce. Covid-19 shines a light on my vulnerability and this beast knows it. There is nowhere for me to run away and hide. Not even therapy helps these days. In the past, it’s cleaned and soothed my cuts, but nothing has healed my scars. I want to remove the dark feelings and guilt from my former years, once and for all.

I keep watch and sit with my back to the wall. Hypervigilance is a result of my past. I yearn to stay in the present—to experience each moment as it unfolds without looking over my shoulder each hour of the day.

It is time to live in the present and look to the unknown future. It is time to release the secrets holding me back. My story is begging to be told.

I am slow in finding my voice. Yet time, trust, and therapy together loosen my tongue. Writing this memoir may be my way to slay the beast once and for all.






Chapter 1


Please look at your phone. Don’t abandon me now. I need help. I can’t breathe.

It’s March 19, 2020. Panic seizes me. I’m convinced I will die. I sit at my desk, staring at my phone after sending my therapist this text:

“Brooke, I hope you reconsider doing online talk therapy. My anxiety is quite high and talking it out would be helpful. I am terrified of this virus.”

I reread what I wrote and realize I am not asking for what I need. I’m not telling her the full extent of what’s going on with me.

Oh my God. I need to write my funeral plans. I am not ready to die.

A text returns. “Breathe deeply and trust (and focus on) the breath in your lungs. Here’s a little reflection for the pandemic quarantine: And the people stayed home. And read books, and listened, and rested, and exercised, and made art, and played games, and learned new ways of being, and were still. And listened more deeply. Some meditated, some prayed, some danced. Some met their shadows. And the people began to think differently. And the people healed. And in the absence of people living in ignorant, dangerous, mindless, and heartless ways, the earth began to heal. And when the danger passed, and the people joined together again, they grieved their losses, and made new choices, and dreamed new images, and created new ways to live and heal the earth fully, as they had been healed.”

She continues in her text to let me know that this reflection was written many years ago by the Italian journalist Irene Vella.

“Stephanie, go for a walk in the woods with Mike. Listen to the quiet and breathe. Do what you love to do. You’re okay.”

I fire back what I’m not saying. “I’m afraid I will get this virus and die.”

My phone rings. “What’s going on?” asks Brooke.

My words tumble out. “I’m going to die. I’m a sitting duck. There isn’t anywhere to go to get away from this virus. I’ve known this, but today I get it. Businesses are shutting down. Mike’s exposure as a pediatrician makes him a potential coronavirus carrier. And my asthma . . .”

Tears fall down my cheek. My lip quivers as I struggle to catch my breath. My hands twist in my lap. I feel as though I’ve run a marathon. I see just what’s in front of me. News of more deaths and widespread panic fill my computer screen.

“I’m not ready to die. There are so many things I want to do. I’m not protected.”

“Let’s come up with a plan for you to feel safe,” Brooke says, her soothing voice creating a calming balm.

But then the panic returns. “Okay, but I’m a retired nurse and I know how viruses spread. This virus sounds like no other.”

“Do you have an anxiety PRN medicine? That might help reduce your anxiety and decrease your feelings of vulnerability.”

I take a deep breath and remind her I’m on Lexapro for depression, but not on an “as needed” basis. I have major depressive disorder and I don’t want to drop into the pit of it. Fibromyalgia keeps my body in pain most of the time—another thing that weighs me down. As I listen to Brooke’s suggestions, my fists unclench. Nail prints mark my hand.

“Ask Mike to put his clothes in the dryer and take a shower when he gets home. He needs to wear a mask and keep six feet away from you. Also, see if you can speak with someone at the Center for Disease Control and Prevention or ask your doctor about your concerns with Mike being a healthcare worker and you feeling vulnerable because of your asthma.”

I feel my heart slow down. I call the CDC and sit for an hour and a half on hold, listening to annoying music and announcements, only to talk with someone merely reading the guidelines from their website. I get the runaround from my allergist’s office. In the end, Brooke comes up with the plan that eases my panic.

When Mike gets home, we sit across from each other on couches in the den, with Mike wearing a mask. I tell him about my panic and Brooke’s suggestions for helping me calm down.

“I’ve been worried too,” he says. “There’s so much we don’t know.”

I lean back on the couch and breathe through my nostrils.

“I’m going to miss being held by you. I’ll miss your kisses.”

“I will too,” he says, “but your safety is more important to me. We’re going to get through this.”

As with Brooke earlier, sometimes I struggle to ask for what I need. I’m better at protecting others—one of the gifts from my past.

The next morning, I open my eyes and feel the burden of my dreams and the perpetual dread that is present most mornings. The angst that holds me in bed lets loose. Thirty minutes later, I talk myself into getting up. I wash my hair, and my body warms under the showerhead. The goat milk soap slips through my hands. The warm mist opens my nostrils from their allergic, swollen state. I inhale the rich smell as my mind searches for safer times.

I think about our wedding. We were twenty-eight years old and in love. I smile as I remember it and wrap my hair into a turban. I rub exfoliant in my palm and paint my face. The gritty substance makes me look like the Joker. After drying the rest of my body, I remove my long, loose curls from the turban and realize I look even more like the DC comic figure. There are times when I have felt like hiding under a mask.

While my muscles are warm, I bend to touch my toes. My hands hold my body in a downward-dog pose. Fibromyalgia demands that I take the extra time to stretch, and exercising helps me heal from athletic injuries and manage pain. I rinse off the exfoliant and finish my bathroom rituals. These routines help me feel safe and allow my mind to wander.

I remember how Mike’s hand was shaking by the time my two fathers delivered me down the aisle and into his care. I snickered and squeezed his hand. Mike found my face and grinned at me. There’s nothing shaky about his love for me now, and there never has been.

I dress and greet our small, old dogs who are crated in the kitchen. They sleep upstairs with Mike, then he brings them downstairs in the morning when he leaves for work. I’ve never slept well with anyone, so I sleep by myself. Mike is an erratic sleeper and needs less sleep. After trying to sleep together for the first three years of our marriage, we resorted to his and her bedrooms. I realize that, with Covid-19, we would need to sleep apart anyway.

“Good morning, good morning, good morning to you,” I sing to our Yorkipoos. One of our pups is gray and white with wiry hair. His name is Dusty, and he has the heart of a lion. I recall the pleasure of picking him. He was the runt of the litter but acted like he was tough and independent. This little guy lost his sight a few summers ago and refuses to act any differently.

Rascal, his brother, is black and gray with a white spot on his front right paw. His fur is soft and fluffy. No matter where I go in the house, Rascal stays on my heels. Both of our small dogs are twelve years old. I’m employed by these two and don’t know what they would do without the five-star attention they receive from me. Of course, they give back to me tenfold in their unconditional love.

I heat a bowl of oatmeal and pray, another one of my morning rituals.

Thank You, thank You, thank You, thank You, thank You. Help me to listen to Your voice. Teach me to follow Your will. Help me. I lift those in need.

Tears fill my eyes as I feel the kingdom of God within me. That’s the safest place I know. I just need to remember this throughout the day.

I brush my teeth, grab the dogs’ leashes, and take Dusty and Rascal for their morning walk. Annie, our outdoor dog, leads the way. She is a mixed breed, covered in white with rust-colored patches. I’m allergic to her dander, so I keep her at arm’s length. Somehow, I think she understands.

My blind dog pulls against the leash as the four of us meander down the road. I hear a train in the distance as I search for more happy memories. I need a break from all the Covid-19 news. My body feels tense and strung up. I think of when my birth dad came back into my life.






Chapter 2


"This is from Tom.”

“Daddy.”

Mama smiles and says, “He’s not your daddy. Call him Tom.”

She holds a picture of a train. My small fingers brush against the card. She reads the back.

“Dear Stephanie, I saw you wave to me. I love you and will miss you.”

“Mommy, Daddy saw me!” I clap my hands together. I’m almost three years old.

One night, before Daddy left on the train, Mommy wasn’t in her bed. I like to sneak into her bed, but she always catches me and sends me back to my own bed. When I hurried to find her that night, I got my footed pajamas stuck on the stairs and fell. Mommy and Daddy ran up to me from downstairs. He picked me up and laid me on the rough couch between them. I fell fast asleep. Feeling loved by someone other than Mommy is nice. She has to love me. He doesn’t. Daddy comes home and makes everything better. I wish Daddy stayed with us all the time.

When he’s with us, I love to press my cheek against him and rub his face with my tiny hands. I love how his arms tighten their grip around my small body. When he kisses me, his soft, warm lips leave a wet spot on my forehead. The world feels so different in his arms. I like feeling wrapped up tight. I want to hold onto him forever. I need him. Mommy seems lost when Daddy isn’t with us—so do I. His presence smooths the creases in our family. I want us to be whole like other families. I want to feel safe.

At the end of second grade, Mama and Daddy marry. With my older brother, Brandon, we are finally a family of four. Everything is great.

Six years later, I’m thirteen years old. Anger courses through my blood. I’m about to meet my birth father.

My whole body is tied in knots. My bed and red beanbag chair take a beating from my flopping from one to the other. Footmarks fill my green carpet. If I could unzip my skin and climb out, I would. My chest feels as if I have a jackhammer inside. Like a wounded animal, I remain in my room, hiding from the world.

In the back of my child’s mind, I seem to know my birth father, Don, is a doctor. I don’t remember how old I was when I overheard my mom tell a friend about him.

“Dr. Corey, Brandon and Steph’s pediatrician, won’t let me pay for their appointments,” Mom shared on the phone. “They knew Don in his residency and that he left us as soon as he was a full-fledged doctor. Brandon was two and Stephanie three months old.”

Hearing this conversation also made me aware of money. If the doctors aren’t charging Mom for our visits, then they must feel sorry for us, and my mom needs financial help. I threw my arms around Mom and hugged her hard. I won’t leave you.

Since I have never asked about my birth father, this visit was news. Most of the time, Don stayed off my radar. I have my real dad, Tom. My parents didn’t talk about him, and I didn’t ask. As a young child, sometimes I got random gifts from this unknown man that didn’t make sense to me. One time he gave me a blue Samsonite suitcase. I was about eight years old. It looked like something an adult would want. I remember thinking this guy doesn’t know me at all.

“Come on, Steph,” Dad yells up the stairs. “Your father and Joanna are almost here.”

This man left me when I was three months old. He is not my father.

I peek through my sheer curtains as a car pulls into our driveway. As if on cue, my pulse quickens even more. I lock my door with hunched shoulders and sit on my bed, leaning my head on my fists. I don’t want to meet this man. Mom, Dad, and Brandon are outside. Brandon has been excited ever since he heard Don was coming to meet us—of course he is. We have so little in common. I don’t want to meet this man, but Brandon can’t wait.

UGH! I figured he was dead. It made sense to me. His showing up shatters my illusion. Where has he been? Why now? Do I look like him? I want to disappear.

Even though I knew I had a birth father out there, he has been like a mirage to me. His coming to see us has blindsided me.

“Stephanie. Get out here now!” Dad is not messing around. “You’re being rude.”

Don’s the one who’s rude. Who leaves a baby? Who does that? Why do I have to meet him? I don’t have anything to say to him. I hate being made to do this. And why is my dad so set on my meeting Don? I don’t care about him. Knowing he’s a doctor makes it worse somehow. Doesn’t Dad understand how scary this situation is for me? He’s my dad. I don’t need another one! This other man rejected me. I need Dad to protect me.

I drag my feet downstairs and out to the front porch. I feel like throwing up. My muscles feel strung out like a rubber band. Great. He smokes just like my dad. That’s probably all they have in common. My dad is handsome with blond hair and blue eyes. This guy is ugly and short—bug-eyed with a Dutch-boy haircut. Bags dangle below his eyes. His wife, Joanna, is the opposite—beautiful with long, black hair. She looks much younger than Don.

A quick glance shows me that the only thing we have in common are brown eyes and hair. I’m just a little shorter than he is, but a normal height for a girl.

I hate this! I don’t want to be polite. How long do I have to pretend to be all happy to meet him? I want him to leave. They want too much from me.

Mom lifts the Kodak camera to her right eye and takes a photo of the four of us on our front porch. Don leans in my direction while I twist away from him. He holds a cigarette in his left hand. Brandon is on the other side of me with his hands on his hips. I’m half a head taller than Brandon, with an athletic body and long hair. Joanna stands on the other side of Don, looking like a movie star. I do my duty. Done. Check.

“We’re at the Read House,” Don says. “We’d like to stay a few more days and visit more.”

“Let’s have dinner tomorrow night,” Dad says.

No. Ask me what I want. I feel like giving Brandon to them as a sacrificial lamb, like I hear about in Sunday school. Don and Brandon seem to enjoy each other. They talk and stand close. Brandon has a smile a mile wide. Fine with me. I want out.

I imagine a space in my heart where I hide my secrets and pain. I tuck a Do not trust Don message in it.

I turn around to go inside. I’ve never liked this house. I never wanted to move here. Our family’s fabric had already started to unravel in our small three-bedroom house in East Ridge, Tennessee. My gut tells me this larger house, with its fancy neighborhood, will undo our family. We connect less frequently. Family dinners are happening less often. Dad doesn’t seem happy at home. I picture pieces of thread floating in the air and a wind gust sending them flying in different directions. I feel lost. Now the memory of meeting Don will live on in this disjointed house.

I don’t know if I can be polite while Don and Joanna are here. It feels automatic in most situations, but I want to be mean to Don. Anger is burning inside me. I even feel sadness. I’ve been abandoned and now, because Don decides to see us, I’m supposed to roll over and be all happy. Clenched hands hold my anger. How can my parents want me to be someone I’m not? It feels like I’m choking on a bone.

The next day, Mom finds me in the kitchen.

“We’re going to meet Don and Joanna tonight for dinner,” Mom says. “Your grandparents are coming too.”

We stand in the kitchen. I feel thunder brewing inside me. I snort. Like a bull charging red, my body tenses for battle.

“Do I have to go?”

“Stephie, he won’t be here long.”

“Long enough already.”

“Wear one of your church dresses.”

Steam is pouring out of me. “Not a dress!”

“Please don’t fight with me.”

I stomp to my room.

Later, Brandon jumps in the front seat of the car, full of smiles. I cross my arms in the backseat. “Is Dad coming too?” I ask.

“He’s going to meet us there,” Mom replies.

We pull into the parking lot. My grandparents and Don and Joanna are already here. I hope Dad gets here soon.

“Hey Brandon and Stephanie,” Don says.

Brandon steps towards him while I take a step back. Don’t even touch me. Our small parade heads inside.

We’re led to a long table in the middle of the room. Great, front and center.

Somehow, the only seat available for me is across from Don and Joanna. I can’t even look at him. A waitress shows up. Don flirts with her like he’s a regular Don Juan. Yuck.

“Steph, what would you like to drink?”

Before I can answer, he asks the waitress if she can make a virgin Cadillac. I make a face.

“I’ll talk to the bartender,” she says.

He turns to me. “You like sweet drinks, right?”

I nod.

“I think you’ll enjoy this one.”

I hear a rhumba being played. Couples head to the dance floor. Where is Dad?

“I hear you can ballroom dance,” Don says.

I ignore him at first, then change my mind. “My dad is one of the best dancers I’ve ever seen. He’s the one who taught me ballroom dancing.” Dad owns an Arthur Murray Dance Studio.

I begin to tick off all the things my dad has done for me. “He plays with me and my friends, lets our friends hang out at the house, is my Girl Scout den father. He took us to Disney World just after it opened, he can stay underwater for a long time and took me on a helicopter ride and a small plane.” My face feels red. I could go on, but I’m not sure this man cares about what all he’s missed.

Don looks at me. I have no idea what he’s thinking.

“Would you like to dance?” he asks. I guess that’s all he has to offer.

“No.” I hear my grandmother make a noise.

The drinks arrive. I take a sip of the Cadillac. It’s sweet and tasty. Dang.

Don and Joanna get up to dance. Once they’re on the dance floor, Grandmother leans across the table. “Stephie Lee, now don’t act like that. Be nice.”

“I’m not dancing with him. Look at him. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. My dad knows how to dance.”

Brandon seems to be in his own world. He’s smiling as he watches them dance.

They return and sit down. I stare hard at the door, willing my dad to come through it. As the adults talk, my leg bounces under the table. I’m trapped.

A few minutes later, Don asks me again to dance. The floor is full of people twirling and smiling. My favorite type of dance is being played—1-2-3 cha cha, 1-2-3 cha cha.

“No, I don’t want to dance.” I hope he is hurting. He doesn’t get to walk back in my life and pretend to be someone who cares about me. He hasn’t been stuck on an island cut off from society. I slide my hands underneath my active legs. Why did he choose now to meet us?

The restaurant door opens. Sunshine wraps around Dad. My heart quiets. Within minutes, Dad and I are dancing a foxtrot. I tell Dad about Don wanting to dance with me and how I turned him down.

“Steph, you need to dance with him.”

“Why?”

“Just dance with him. He’s trying to get to know you and Brandon.”

“It’s a little late for that.”

As we head back to the table, Dad says to Don, “Steph’s ready to dance with you.”

I want to kick Dad. I’d rather go see the dentist than dance with this absentee father.

The music changes and Don comes around the table and gives me his arm. I walk past him to the dance floor. I’m close enough to smell his smoky cologne. Dad wears the spicier Baron cologne. Don moves his body but shuffles his feet; it’s clear he doesn’t know how to ballroom dance. He pulls me closer to him. His hand is softer than Dad’s, probably because he doesn’t do any manual labor like my dad does sometimes. I can’t wait to sit back down.

“My dad wins dancing contests,” I yell over the music. “His students love him.”

Don smiles. The music ends and we head back to the table. My heart hammers. I’m glad that’s over.

Our food arrives. The smell of roast beef and gravy, mashed potatoes, and carrots fills my nose. Yeast rolls lie covered in the middle of the table. I avert my eyes from Don and talk only to my parents. Brandon soaks up every word Don says.

“Where do you live?” Brandon asks.

“We live in Sioux Falls, South Dakota,” Don replies. “Joanna is from there.”

“Do you and Joanna have children?”

“No. Joanna has a daughter, Michelle. I was married between your mom and Joanna. I have three children with that wife.”

I slide up in my chair. Doesn’t that mean I have three more siblings? I cut in. “What are their names and how old are they?” Maybe I can find a sister or brother I can be close to.

“The oldest one is Don, named after me. He’s a year or so younger than you. Then I have another daughter named Staci and a younger son named Matt. Staci’s ten and Matt is eight.”

“Where do they live?”

“In Atlanta, with their mother.”

I feel my heart race.

“So, we’re related.”

“They’re your half siblings,” Don says. “You share me as your birth father.”

So much to think about. The others move on to talk about Sioux Falls as I slither back in my chair. I don’t even try to picture where South Dakota is. I scan plates to see how soon we can leave. Still a lot of food to be eaten. I slide further down in my chair and take a deep breath. Sometimes my anger surprises me: I don’t know I’m feeling angry until something sets me off. It’s like a bomb sitting inside me. I scare myself sometimes when I can’t make it stop.

Later, we make our way to our cars. A pressure lifts from my shoulders as I slip into the backseat. I’m finished with this meet-your-father gathering. Questions I wasn’t aware of have been answered. He exists, he isn’t handsome, and he’s chosen not to meet us for thirteen years. And there are three more of us.






Chapter 3


I’m seven years old. It’s 1969. My hand flies up when my second-grade teacher, Miss Johnson, asks who would like to rub her shoulders today during story time.

“Okay Stephanie,” Ms. Johnson says. “Come on up.”

She picks my best friend, Carmen, as well.

My small hands knead Miss Johnson’s right shoulder. My heart swells while classmates look at us. I feel my whole face smiling. Her fleshy arms give way under my fingers. Powder scents drift past my nose. Just when my hands begin to fatigue, a teenager walks in.

“Class, this is my seventeen-year-old son. He will join us for movie time.”

He’s cute. I wonder how he got out of school.

“Stephanie, you and Carmen get to walk with him to the auditorium too.”

I got picked to rub her shoulders, and now I get to walk with her son to see the movie. Wow! This is my lucky day!

I smell the musty air as I hold hands with my teacher’s son and walk the wide, wooden halls lined with cast-iron radiators. Carmen holds his other hand. Our footsteps are lost in the sounds of hundreds of others, as students flock to Missionary Ridge’s auditorium. I swing my feet in the connected, hardwood folding seats, feeling the hard edge dig into the back of my leg under my skirt. I jump up and feel the imprints on my legs and walk around the small space between the seats. Carmen sits on his right side and I on his left.

Students file in and fill up the seats all around us. It seems that everyone is talking at once. Laughter, mixed with teachers’ shouts to quiet down, fill the auditorium. I sit down. As the 8mm projector lights up the screen, the voices quiet down and I feel the teenager’s hand find its way into my panties.

I hear Carmen tell him no.

Why didn’t I say no? It’s too late. I missed the moment. It all happened so fast.

Forget the movie. I only feel his hand rubbing me. He explores my private parts. I feel wet down there. Pleasure and guilt flow through me. Someone help me. I don’t know what to do. I wish I had said no. Does his mother know he does this? I don’t like Miss Johnson anymore. I don’t like him.

Later, as I am driven home, all I want to do is take a bubble bath to clean myself. Thoughts swirl through my head. Did I cause this to happen? Everyone will know what he did. Shame and embarrassment keep my mouth shut. I add this secret to my heart space. A darkness settles over me.

School carries on as if nothing happened. I nod my head and pretend to do the same. Missionary Ridge Elementary and I become the keeper of secrets. I imagine this big, wooden building holds lots of secrets. My hands remain in my lap the next time Miss Johnson calls for volunteers. Gone are the impulses to be heard and seen. Maybe the quiet observer is the one who remains safe.

Later in the year, I stop Mr. Bailey, the principal, in the hall. He holds my face in his hands. His expression reminds me of my pediatrician’s on visits. Their eyes hold both compassion and sorrow. I guess Mr. Bailey knows Brandon and I were abandoned by our birth father too.

I push these thoughts from my mind. I don’t like thinking I was abandoned. Instead, I like thinking the man died.

“Mr. Bailey,” I say, “some boy was trying to look up my dress when I was swinging today.” Anger flushes my cheeks with righteous indignation.

He smiles and makes clucking sounds. “That’s terrible,” he says. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

Mr. Bailey gets me and feels the same way I do.

Days later, announcements are made in our auditorium. Mr. Bailey shares a story about a boy trying to look up a girl’s dress while she swung on the blacktop. Laughter fills the high auditorium ceiling. I join in until a lightning bolt of recognition hits me. My hand covers my mouth as I tighten my eyes to keep tears from flowing. Shame and embarrassment flow through me again. This is my story he’s telling. How could he? I add three more do not trust notes to my heart space for Miss Johnson, her son, and Mr. Bailey.






Chapter 4


It’s the beginning of April 2020. Mom and Dad celebrate their birthdays this month. I need to figure out what to get them. Years ago, we would have celebrated together.

I eat oatmeal and read my Bible. My finger lingers on Psalm 51:10-12: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not from your presence and take not your Holy Spirit from me . . .” I’m aware of how my heart melts when I read my favorite passage. I have turned to this psalm in times of struggle.

I pull leashes from a hook. The dogs and I step outside for our daily stroll. Contrails fill the mixed-blue sky while birds call to each other. The dogs keep their ears pointed up as they walk. My mind wanders to my childhood. I remember being eight years old, standing barefoot in a rocky pullover by our mailbox. My parents hadn’t been married long. I looked up at our brick, split-level house and decided I would not wait hand and foot on my future husband the way my mom did. Like how a towel would appear on my parents’ bed while Dad took a shower. If you blinked, you’d miss the sleight of hand where Mom replaced the towel with clothes as Dad dried himself.

I marvel at how young I was when I made this decision. Why did Mom feel compelled to wait on Dad? Why did he let her?

Pollen lies thick on the dark mailboxes. I sneeze and the pups jump. I laugh at them and at another memory. I’m sixteen and attending a parenting class at my church.

“Everyone, break into small groups,” the leader says.

Chairs scrape while circles are formed. I sit amidst adults. I’m happy to be here. I want to learn about childrearing. This class seems like a good place to start.

“Stephanie.” Rick, one of the group members, addresses me.

“Yes.”

“Why are you here?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you have a child in the closet or something?”

The other group members snicker. I laugh too.

“No, I don’t have a child. But I want to learn about parenting.”

I wanted to learn a different way of parenting. I knew I wanted to change some of the familial cycles I was growing up with. My grandmother married when she was fourteen and my mom when she was sixteen. Men meant more to my mom than she did to herself.

I knew I wouldn’t set out clothes or towels or pack my future spouse’s suitcase. He and I would share in all aspects of our marriage. With my life and my future children’s lives in mind, I read everything I could, like I’m Okay, You’re Okay, in my late teenage years. By the time I was nineteen, therapy was recommended for me. I’m so thankful it was.

Back at home with the dogs, I make a simple dinner and turn on the news as I wait for Mike to come home. Stores and businesses may shut down. The Italian people warn us that we have about two weeks before our country will look like theirs—hospitals overrun, staff shortages, and deaths. Oh, so many deaths. It’s early April and I hear a prediction we may reach over two hundred thousand deaths before Covid-19 runs its course.

It’s strange to cancel appointments. I don’t know when I’ve missed having my teeth cleaned. Our house remains empty except for Mike and me. Friends’ laughter and conversations and overnight guests are put on hold. I’m lucky I didn’t catch Covid-19 last month when I played in a pickleball tournament before I knew about the virus.

Annie barks outside to let me know Mike is home. A few seconds later, he steps through the door.

“Hey, Steph,” he says. “I’m going to dry my clothes and take a shower. I’ll be right down.”

“Okay.”

I finish up our dinner and bring it to the den.

Wheel of Fortune, Jeopardy, and sports are regulars on our television screen. The news is a recent addition. Since I stay home, I no longer get this information through the radio in my car. I miss driving. I miss normal—like having lunch with my girlfriends every two weeks, playing pickleball with my friends, and going to church every Sunday. Now I feel safe in the abnormal.

Mike returns and sits six feet away. I can smell his washed body from this distance. We eat in front of the TV.

“How was your day?” he asks.

“Good. The pups and I took our usual walk. I thought about some of the decisions I made as I was growing up. Today I finished writing about my experience at Missionary Ridge and about meeting my birth father for the first time. I knew I wanted to change the way I did things when I became a parent.”

“And you did.”

“Yeah, I did. I’m grateful for the people God put in my life to guide me. Writing my memoir brings both pain and relief and seems to decrease my feelings of vulnerability.”

His hazel eyes crinkle at the corners as he smiles behind his mask.

“I’m so glad you have the time to write now.”

“Me too.”

As the TV drones on, I think about the changes Mike has made for my sake. I have a deep need for physical contact, so we scrape our elbows together for touch and, like bears, we rub our backs together in our new form of a hug. Our roles have reversed. Now Mike goes to the stores and shops for our food and home supplies while I remain cocooned at home. Our house fills with my breath and Mike’s masked breaths. I don’t need to wear a mask since Mike is my only point of contact, but allergies prevent me from opening our windows to invite in nature and airflow.

“What is Colombia?” I smile at my sweet husband as he answers the questions on Jeopardy.

Cleaning our home is on me again. I know how to clean, because Mom was a clean freak. She had me washing the dishes before I was tall enough to reach the sink. If not for my dad’s smoking, I believe our house would have smelled like lemon Pledge and Comet. I’m not happy to be doing this chore again, but I feel safer minimizing the amount of contact with other people.

I notice how technology is filling in gaps. Mike begins seeing patients through telemedicine. The new buzzword is Zoom. My girlfriends who are part of a group I started years before, called Good Vibes, want to learn how to use Zoom so we can continue to connect.

Change upsets me to the core. I feel dazed by it. So much so, I even eat the same foods for breakfast (oatmeal) and lunch (spinach sandwich with hummus), and I’ll exhaust an author’s entire body of work before trying a new genre. I fight change through gritted teeth. Even though I know that it’s the only constant, it doesn’t settle well with me.

I experienced a lot of change growing up, so I cling to the familiar like a tick on a dog. When I was twelve, my mom changed out my old threadbare, red velvet bedspread with a new one while I was at school. When I got home, I went ballistic.

“Where’s my bedspread!” I yelled. “I want my old bedspread back on. I don’t like this one. I don’t need a new one.”

My twelve-year-old hands yanked the new one off and I went in search of my old one. Tears threatened to spill, but I held them in check. I remember thinking that if I were to start crying I wouldn’t be able to stop—like I’d fall in a pit and not be able to climb out.

“Stephanie Lee Salmon,” Mom said with her hands on her hips. “I threw your old one in the trash. And that is that.”

When Jeopardy is over, I take our plates to the kitchen and reach for the calendar. My finger runs along a week in the month of February. Monday: photo shoot for a business, pickleball; Tuesday: lunch with my women’s group; Wednesday: pickleball, acupuncture, and lunch with a friend; Thursday: allergy/asthma doctor and dinner with one of our goddaughters; Friday: pickleball. All while taking care of our home, buying groceries and cooking, taking the pups out every three to four hours, and driving out of town for four of these events. I shake my head and return to the den.

Now the sound of our household footsteps slows down. The ringing of my cell phone slows down too. I give way from connecting
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