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PRAISE FOR MY PRETTY BABY

“Correa is an engaging wordsmith and fills her stories with detailed descriptions . . .”

—Kirkus Reviews

“. . . My Pretty Baby offers a journey not just through one woman’s choices, but the music, mindfulness, and meanings that result in a better, more peaceful life.. . .”

—Midwest Book Review

“A beautifully brave coming-of-age story that follows a young girl from ‘being’ to ‘becoming’ and how she uses her brokenness as a superpower to break inherited and hurtful cycles, My Pretty Baby mixes memories of music, motherhood, and meditation as Wendy Correa composes the notes for the song of her new life—one that silences the cacophony of generational trauma.”

—Bridey Thelen-Heidel, author of Bright Eyes

“Born into a chaotic family, full of painful, confusing experiences and few guides to give her clarity, Wendy never gives up her quest for safety and purpose. Finally, she finds her own winding path to teachers, spiritual practices, love and healing.”

—Priscilla Warner, New York Times best-selling author of Learning to Breathe

“My Pretty Baby is an enjoyable, captivating roller coaster ride through family dysfunction, alcoholism, spiritual seeking, and iconic cultural moments in music history.”

—Leslie Johansen Nack, author of Nineteen

“Wendy’s journey to heal the tender roots of childhood trauma and family scars leads to a transformation of inherited pain into a beautifully told story of self-discovery.”

—Kathleen Rose Morgan, author of The Seller of Secrets
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For Nacho and Mateo




One day you will tell your story of how you overcame what you went through, and it will be someone else’s survival guide.

—BRENÉ BROWN



Your job as a writer is to love and to mourn, to tell the unbearable story so that others might feel less alone in theirs.

—STEVE ALMOND
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AUTHOR’S NOTE




The late author, Dorothy Allison famously said, “If you’re going to make someone out to be an asshole in your memoir, you damn well better make yourself an asshole too.” While I agree with the sentiment, my hope is not to portray assholes, but to reveal imperfect, wounded humans—each yearning to be loved, understood, and accepted. These are people who struggled, often failing, to express those needs.

This is a work of nonfiction, though certain names and identifying details have been altered for privacy. Dialogue has been reconstructed to the best of my memory. This story is mine—shaped by artifacts like photographs, journals, emails, and letters as well as by lived experience, perception, emotional truth, and memory etched deeply into the recesses of my mind.







Part I
BEING








CAMELOT


Blaring lights suddenly flashed on in the gymnasium, and the movie reel we were watching from our seats on the wooden floor abruptly halted as we looked around at each other and blinked our eyes against the intrusive disruption.

“Attention students and teachers, please listen carefully,” the principal announced over the loudspeaker. “President Kennedy has been shot.”

I burst into tears.

Three years earlier, I’d stood next to my mother in a black-cloth-shrouded box, only slightly big enough for her and me to fit in. I’d inhaled her Estee Lauder Youth Dew perfume—delicious-smelling, with scents of vanilla, rose, and patchouli. At four years old, I’d had a perfect view of her nylon-stockinged legs and black high heels, and I’d reached out and touched her smooth calf.

Knowing that other people were also in secret little boxes near us, I’d whispered my question: “What are we doing here?”

My mother had responded giddily, “We are electing John Fitzgerald Kennedy to be president!”

Even at that young age, I’d understood that this was an important and momentous day and that my mother was proud to be contributing her part. She loved the romantic Camelot story of JFK and Jackie.

But now—three years later, on Friday, November 22, 1963—their fairy-tale story seemed to be ending.

I numbly and quietly shuffled back to my second-grade classroom. Seated, we prayed out loud and cried. I laid my head on my desk, unable to stay upright.

After a short while, the intercom in my classroom crackled to life.

The principal cleared his throat and then, after a long pause, announced, “Teachers and students, I am sorry to report to you that in fact President Kennedy has died.” His voice faltered, choking on the words. “This is a very sad day in our country, in America.”
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I walked home alone in a daze. I knew that my mother was at work but that my father, who’d recently had another heart attack, would be resting in bed when I arrived.

As I walked along, I pulled my wool coat closer. The crisp November air suddenly turned bitter, and a chill ran up my spine as I thought about what it meant to be dead. Suddenly, I remembered standing barefoot in the freezing cold snow, staring at the spinning red light on the ambulance as I watched the paramedics slide my daddy, who was lying on a stretcher with an oxygen mask on his face, into the ambulance. I nervously wondered if he would be all right.

That awful night had taken place three Christmases ago, not long after JFK’s election. When my father came home from the hospital after Christmas, he’d stayed in bed to recuperate, covered by starchy white sheets, and worked on a paint-by-number kit—black, white, and brown-spotted paint horses grazing in a field of colorful wildflowers. I’d inhaled the paint fumes as I stood in the doorway and waited for him to look up at me and invite me to sit on the bed and watch him dab the colors on the canvas.

When my dad was feeling well, I loved to follow him around the yard while he tended to his garden and the fledgling mini-orchard of peach and pear trees that he and my mom had planted the same summer they built the house. I watched him dig holes and plant weeping willow saplings, soaking the ground to give them a good drink of water. Sometimes, though, I wished I hadn’t followed him outside.

Once, I heard him angrily mutter, “Damn gophers,” right before he put the running hose in one mound hole and then stood several feet away at the other end of the tunnel mound, feet spread wide, rifle aimed at the hole. When the gopher poked its head out of the hole, the rifle blasted, startling me to the brink of tears.

And now, only three years after my mom and I had voted for JFK, my dad had suffered yet another heart attack. Would he die like JFK had? I always thought that he was mean to the gophers, but I didn’t want my daddy to die.
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I arrived home and went quickly to my father, lying in bed. With tears in his eyes, he patted the spot next to him. I climbed up and watched with him, on the black-and-white television, as CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite choked back tears and gave the sketchy details of the assassination.

“This is so sad, Daddy,” I said, tears welling up in my already swollen eyes.

“Yes, this is very sad,” he replied with the same look in his brown eyes that I had seen when I had found his book of horrific images from WWII—a look that said, I am so sorry that my sweet little girl has to see this.

Looking at my father’s gray skin and drawn eyes, I also sensed a deeply personal sadness within him. I didn’t know the details of what he had seen as an army private during WWII except for the images I’d seen in that book, but in this moment, I saw sorrow in his expression. Did he fear, as I did, that he might be on the brink of death himself?
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Monday, November 25, 1963, was declared a National Day of Mourning. Watching the televised funeral procession along with the rest of America, I felt connected to JFK’s children, Caroline and John-John, by my sense of foreshadowed loss.

What would it be like to lose my father? I wondered.
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A couple of weeks later, my father was admitted into the hospital again. He was still there on Christmas morning when I opened a Barbie dollhouse present. Though I didn’t like or own a Barbie, I did have a Tammy doll and a Ken doll, and the house was perfect for them.

My mom didn’t even try to pretend that Santa had brought the gift, nor did she mince her words. “Your father put that house together for you before he went into the hospital, so you should take care of it,” she told me. “It might be the last gift you ever get from him.”

Her words ran cold up my spine, and I knew them to be true.
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We went to the hospital to see my father the next day. The nurses had removed the oxygen tent, and he was sitting up in bed. As usual, he patted the bed and asked me to climb up next to him.

Everyone was smiling, but I worried as I listened to his labored, rattling breathing and watched beads of sweat gather on his brow. I reached out to touch his hand, but it felt cold and waxy.

Earlier that week, Donna, my next-door-neighbor playmate, had said something to me that ended with “when your father comes home from the hospital.”

“I don’t think my father is coming home,” I’d replied—and was just as startled to hear those words come out of my mouth as Donna was.

Now, remembering what I’d said, I felt guilty.

“He was in good spirits, and his color was good,” my mom exclaimed on the way home. “Plus, he didn’t need the oxygen tent!”

But I couldn’t share in her enthusiasm; all I felt was troubled.
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I was so busy working on my letter shapes in class that I barely noticed when my teacher, Mrs. Burton, was called to the principal’s office our first Monday back at school after the Christmas break.

Five minutes later, she returned to the classroom with the school secretary.

“Wendy, your mom is here to pick you up. Please come to your cubby to get your coat and your things.” Mrs. Burton’s voice was soft and reassuring. She helped me put my coat on.

“Should I take my lunch box too?” I wondered how much of the school day I might miss, and I thought about that leftover Twinkie I hadn’t finished at lunch time.

“Yes, honey, take all your things with you,” she answered.

Honey? I thought. That was weird. She’d never called me that before.

Speechless and worried, I was escorted to the main office with Mrs. Burton and the secretary, who rested her hand on my shoulder as we walked. The air was thick with unsaid words.

Inside the office, my mom stood with the principal facing me, and by their faces I knew something was wrong.

Without hesitation my mom blurted out, “Wendy, your father died.”

It was so abrupt. The words felt like a cold slap across my face.

Unable to process the thought, I lashed back, “No, Mom, that’s not true. You’re lying!” As much as I’d feared my father’s death with incessant uneasy thoughts, I couldn’t believe that he had really died.

Clearly irritated, my mom snapped, “Wendy, I would not lie about something like that.”

Unable to comprehend what was happening, unable to grasp the significance of the moment, unable to even know how to begin to think about what was happening, I went numb. I haltingly followed my mom to the car, where my nineteen-year-old sister, Sharon, was waiting behind the wheel. I climbed into the back seat with my fourteen-year-old brother, Mark, whose eyes were focused on his hands, folded in his lap.

No one spoke to me. I didn’t know where to look. Finally, my gaze landed on the only comfortable and distracting place I could find: the back of my sister’s head. Her auburn hair was ratted and piled high into the current beehive style. I had watched her meticulously apply her makeup and style her hair many times, noting her pride in perfection. Aqua Net hairspray held every loose hair in place. (I knew the tool she used to lift the pile higher was called a “rattail” comb, and the name, combined with the idea of “ratting” hair, made me unsure I wanted to do that when I got older.) So that she wouldn’t mess up her hair after styling it, she’d taped a note on her vanity table reminding herself, Put on sweater first, then hair.

My daydream was interrupted by matter-of-fact voices as Sharon and Mom discussed plans for a viewing in Riverside and a funeral in St. Louis, six hours away.

“We need to make a list of everyone to call,” Mom said. “Call your grandmother first, of course. And then your dad’s brother. Then call my sisters and brothers. Then we can call the funeral parlor in Riverside to arrange a viewing and the funeral parlor in St. Louis to plan the funeral.”

The talking and planning seemed endless and made me sleepy. I felt relieved that the details of death were all up to the adults and not for me to figure out.
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At home, Sharon and Mom began making the necessary phone calls, and Mark went out into the snow-covered backyard to throw a football straight up into the air. I watched him throw the ball up and catch it repeatedly. Looking out the window at him, I felt an ache all over my body. Something frightening rushed through me. I feared I might burst, that I couldn’t contain all my feelings.

It was the first time I’d felt separate from others in this way—alone in my thoughts, alone in my body. I inhaled and exhaled deeply to shake it off.

I wanted to be physically close to my mom, to climb up into her lap so she could scratch my back and comfort me, but she was impatient with me.

“Not now, Wendy,” she said. “Go play at Donna’s house.”
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Donna’s mother greeted me at the door, then rejoined her husband on the couch to continue watching the CBS Evening News. As I turned toward Donna’s bedroom, her father casually asked, “Wendy, how is your dad?”

I didn’t know how to respond. A tangled mess of emotions welled up inside me, clogging in my throat and knotting in my stomach. I was afraid and sad and numb. But I didn’t want to appear to be rude to my elders by not answering.

Unable to breathe and choking back tears, I hesitatingly stuttered out, “H-he died.” The words tasted like rusted metal in my mouth.

Both adults jumped up—eyes wide, foreheads crinkled, faces contorted in shock. Their mouths twisted open, but they were speechless.

Their frozen looks frightened me so much that I ran to Donna’s room.

There, in the safety of my friend’s room, I relaxed a little. But we weren’t playing for very long before Donna’s mom came to the door and gently said, “Wendy, honey, I think it would be better if you went home to your family.”

I thought that I would rather stay at my friend’s house playing with dolls than go home to a house heavy with gloom. But I didn’t know how to articulate that, so I just nodded silently and shuffled back to my house.
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As soon as I got home, I walked into my parents’ bedroom and began to look through my father’s drawers. Since I could no longer touch and smell him, I at least wanted to touch and smell his things.

On the bureau, I laid out his shaving strap, straight razor, shaving cream cup, cuff links, high school ring, handkerchiefs, underwear, T-shirts, and bottle of Old Spice aftershave.

I felt a profound urge to gather his belongings and display them.

I went to find my mom.

She was sitting at the dining room table, staring into space, her hands wrapped around a steaming cup of black coffee.

“Maybe we should gather Daddy’s things,” I said tentatively.

She just laughed.

Hurt by her reaction, I clamped my mouth shut and turned away.

It wasn’t until a few days later, at the viewing, when I would realize why she laughed.

“Wendy thought we were supposed to bury his things with him,” she said to my Aunt Hazel, and once again laughed.

That wasn’t what I had meant at all.
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My father’s funeral was held three hundred miles south, in St. Louis, Missouri—the city where my mother and father had met and where my father’s mother and brother and other family members still lived.

My mother was one of ten siblings, all with large families of their own, so the funeral parlor was packed with people from babies to the elderly. Of all the cousins, my two-year-old twin girl cousins and I, at age seven, were the youngest. The twins were adorable: blonde-ringlet-haired, blue-eyed little girls in matching yellow dresses lined with white crinoline to fill out the skirts. Outside the room where my father lay in his casket, we played on a giant powder-blue ottoman, all three of us in white socks trimmed in lace and shiny black patent leather shoes.

People were milling about and chatting as if they were at a cocktail party. I caught my mom’s beautiful, toothy smile and sideways glance toward me as she spoke with a relative. I thought my mom was so pretty with her ash-blonde hair and beautiful green eyes. She always took pride in dressing stylishly and wore sweet-smelling Youth Dew perfume. As she talked, I saw her hand—the one our family called her “little hand”—twitch.

Mom had been born with a rare congenital condition in which all her fingers and thumb on her right hand were underdeveloped, a fact that had garnered her the nickname “Stub” from one of her beloved big brothers (only he could call her that). But it never occurred to me that her birth defect detracted in any way from her beauty.

Watching my family, I wondered if other families laughed at funerals. Weren’t we supposed to be sad? My father was dead, and they were all laughing and having a good time.

Eventually, we all filed into the large room where my father lay in his casket. Once everyone sat down, the funeral began.

I barely heard what the minister said because my focus was on my dead father lying in his casket, his face waxy and unreal, his stiff body dressed in his favorite suit and cushioned by soft white satin. There was a wall of shelves behind his casket, filled with what seemed like hundreds of vases bursting with carnations. Pink carnations. White carnations. Red carnations. The stench was disgusting and overwhelming. The room reeked of carnations and death. I could hardly breathe.

Finally, the service concluded. People began to stand up and file out. I popped up out of my seat eagerly; I couldn’t wait to get out of that nauseating room and into the fresh air.

And then, right in front of me, someone closed the satin-lined lid of the casket on my father’s face.

I inhaled my breath sharply and trembled. Although I understood that my father was dead, the idea of him being trapped in a casket and buried in the ground made me panic. Scared and shaky, my breath caught in my throat, I looked at my mom, brother, and sister, but their expressionless faces seemed dead too.

Feeling as if somehow I was in that casket, unable to breathe, I gulped in deep, desperate breaths—only to once again draw in the stench of those carnations.

I wanted to run away, so I left my body and pretended I could fly to the ceiling.
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At the frozen January gravesite, we sat on hard metal chairs. As I struggled to keep my cold legs covered with my short black wool coat, I thought about my father—enclosed in a casket, being lowered into the ground, covered with dirt, and buried forever.

Suddenly, the loud explosion of the three army honor guardsman blasting their rifles into the air startled me out of my frightening reverie. Unaware that they used blank cartridges, I worried about the birds they must have killed and scanned the trees for falling dead bird bodies and was relieved there were none. A white-gloved and gold-buttoned soldier reverentially and ceremoniously folded the American flag into a triangle as the bugle played the wailing sound of “Taps” and then presented it to my mom like it was a prize.

No one explained anything to me. No one said it was very sad that my dad had died but he was very sick, and his body was too worn out to heal. No one said that we would miss him very much and we would always remember him. No one said he loved me very much and was very sorry he would not get to see me grow up. No one said we could see him in the moon and the stars, and that I could always talk to him. No one said that he would want me to be happy even though he was dead. No one said that I needn’t worry—that even though my father had died, my mother was healthy and young and would not die. No one said that everything was going to be okay. That we would grieve properly, and missing him would hurt, but we would all be okay.

I wondered why God would take my father away from me. I needed him more than God did, didn’t I? I was mad at God. He’d taken Caroline’s daddy, and now he’d taken mine. I worried that I might be doomed for life for being mad at God.

But even scarier than that was this thought: Will my mom die too?
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I felt so alone—unsteady on my own two legs, overwhelmed by the weight of the world. I knew that JFK had been only forty-six when he died. My father had been only forty-five.

What if I die when I’m forty-five?

I did my second-grade arithmetic. Forty-five minus seven. Five minus seven, then borrow a one from the four and carry it over to make it fifteen. Fifteen minus seven—I counted on my fingers—equals eight, carry the three down. Thirty-eight.

Thirty-eight! What if I only had thirty-eight years left to live? What should I do with those years? Life was short. Maybe even shorter than I knew.

Although no one spoke to me about my grief, about my fears and my feelings, I felt less alone when I thought of JFK’s daughter. I thought that the two of us belonged to a special club of little girls who had lost a father.

For many years, I thought that Caroline and I were the only members of that club.






ACCIDENTAL BAPTIST


On Sunday, February 9, 1964, Mom turned on the TV to watch The Ed Sullivan Show. The screaming was so loud we could barely hear the music that the glowing smiling mop-topped young men on the screen were playing. The Beatles, they were called, according to Ed.

Transfixed, I moved right up to the TV. Tired by the past month of dog paddling and floating in a sea of sorrow, I suddenly felt like a life buoy had been thrown to me by those boys on the stage and the screaming girls in the audience. I sensed I had something to look forward to, something to be hopeful for.

My nineteen-year-old sister sat on her upholstered chair, legs tightly crossed, smoothing her beehive hairdo. With disdain, she blew smoke from her Salem cigarette and scoffed. “Oh, that is just ridiculous.”

I took a moment to register my sister’s attitude toward the band and fans on our TV, but once I did, I realized right there and then how different we were. Ever since my father had died, everything in my world had been frozen and morose. But now, feeling this new music in my body, my heart lightened and brightened.

If only I could be standing in that crowd, I thought, wide-eyed with awe.
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In April, three months after my daddy died, the frozen ground began to give way to melting snow and mud. The irises and daffodils poked their fledgling buds into the world, announcing spring. Resurrection. New life.

Mom and I made pastel-colored, vinegar-dipped, hard-boiled eggs the night before Easter Sunday, and I woke up to find that the Easter Bunny had delivered chocolate eggs, hollow chocolate bunnies, and multicolored jellybeans nestled in a bright green, grass-filled basket covered in cellophane and wrapped with a pink satin bow.

Later that morning, my mother, brother, sister, and I went back to the church we’d attended when my father was alive: the First Church of the Nazarene, an evangelical Baptist church. Sitting in the wooden pew, I imagined one of the men in the choir as my father. If I squinted my eyes just so, he looked like him, and I could almost convince myself that my daddy was still alive.

After the sermon we sang another song, and then it became quiet. The preacher began to admonish the congregation for being “sinners that needed to be saved.” He implored people to come up to the pulpit and accept Jesus Christ as their Savior.

“If you ask for forgiveness,” he boomed loudly, “Jesus will forgive you of your sins and will save you from going to hell when you die.”

Scary. My stomach churned with tightness and butterflies, and I found it hard to breathe—the same feeling I’d had at my daddy’s funeral. I wanted out of there. I looked to the ceiling and wondered, Did my daddy go to heaven or hell?

Now near tears, the preacher continued to beg people to save themselves.

Then everyone started to sing:


“Just as I am, and waiting not,

To rid my soul of one dark blot,

To Thee whose blood can cleanse each spot,

O Lamb of God, I come, I come!”



People walked up to the pulpit, and the preacher put his hand on their heads and exclaimed, “Thank you, Jesus! Praise the Lord!”

I felt sick to my stomach and tight in my chest. I looked over at my mom.

Stoic and tight-lipped, she offered no comfort.

Left to my own devices, I started to analyze the situation.

I am a good girl. I do what my mom says. I brush my teeth and go to bed when she says. I don’t talk back. I clean up my messes. How have I sinned? I don’t believe this man. Who is this man? He doesn’t even know me. How does he know I am a sinner? Jesus knows I am not a sinner. Jesus wouldn’t make me go to hell. If the only way to go to heaven is through Jesus, Jesus would tell me. Why do I have to talk to God through Jesus anyway? I talk to God all the time. Is that a sin? I ask him questions like: How can you let a bad man take Caroline and John John’s daddy from them? How can you take my daddy away from me? How can you let bad people kill those four Black girls while they were at church? But then I also beg him, because the idea petrifies me. Please don’t let my mommy die too!

“Mommy,” I whispered, tugging on her sleeve. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

She looked at me quizzically but nodded.

I slipped from the pew and practically sprinted to the wooden door.

The next Sunday when mom wanted to go to church, I felt sick and vomited up my oatmeal, and we stayed home. After that we didn’t go back to the First Church of the Nazarene or any other church. It seemed we had reached a silent understanding that we didn’t need that sort of thing in our lives.
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Sitting in the back of our car, my winter-white legs sticking conspicuously out of my JCPenney flowered cotton shorts and matching top, I stared out the window as my sister drove us down bucolic country roads past row upon row of burgeoning cornfields, white farmhouses trimmed in green with red barns nearby, and horses and cows grazing in the pastures with their new babies. It was finally summer break, a beautiful, sunny day in June, and we were on our way to an open house Mom had read about in the paper and wanted to go to.

When we arrived, I got out of the car and noticed a robin’s-egg-blue sky filled with whimsical, cotton ball clouds. All around us were maple and oak trees bursting with full canopies, and the smell of fresh-cut grass filled the air.

I thought we were at a beautiful place until Mom explained that we were about to tour Dixon State Mental Hospital.

I didn’t know what that was, but I didn’t like the sound of it.

Along with a handful of other people, we gathered around the tour guide outside the entrance of a large building.

“Built in the cottage-style architecture of 1918 with one large main building that included the hospital ward and surrounded by numerous smaller cottages,” the tour guide explained, “patients are housed according to their social and mental abilities.”

Social and mental abilities? I looked around the group and noticed there weren’t any other children present.

“Originally built as the Illinois State Colony for Epileptics,” she continued, “the facility has evolved to include the care of the ‘feebleminded,’ and a new school was built for the learning disabled.”

Feebleminded? What is that? I wondered. Feeling nervous and scared, I reached out to hold my mom’s hand.

The buildings were perched on top of a hill with a rolling green lawn filled with oak and sycamore trees and surrounded by flower beds that teemed with fragrant roses. The big white brick building with white columns loomed larger than life. It looked to me like the White House, which made me think of President Kennedy and Caroline and my dead father.

As we moved into the main building, I realized there was nothing normal about this tour. Several people were lined up along the halls in wheelchairs, while still others were tethered to their metal chairs with sheets as if they were on display. Many of the patients were making frightening sounds—wailing, crying, whimpering. One man’s head rolled around while he made guttural sounds, and I noticed that cloudy cataracts covered the pupils of his wide-open eyes.

I clung to my mom’s side, wishing that I was small enough for her to carry. I didn’t understand what I was seeing, I didn’t understand why we were there, and I felt sorry for those people who were being gawked at.

We reached a gymnasium, and a crowd of people gathered around the open glass front door. I couldn’t see, so I wiggled my way between adult legs toward the front of the crowd.

The stench of feces and urine hit my face before I could see anything. But when I could see, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Teenage boys were running around the gymnasium freely, wildly, screaming and laughing maniacally. Some of the boys were completely naked. One boy appeared to have been scratched by himself or others; the skin on his arms and legs was red and raw.

I didn’t want to see what I was seeing, but I couldn’t look away, either.

Finally, Mark grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me away from the door. He seemed angry, but not at me.

I walked back to the car in a daze. Why are these children in this place?

The sun was now low in the sky and my flesh was covered with goose bumps. I was shivering from my fear of this place and felt a gripping sensation in my chest. I’d just seen so many things I didn’t understand.

Arriving at the car, I was relieved to jump into the sunbaked back seat—the smell of the warmed leather upholstery so comforting.

In the front seat, my mom and sister chatted away as if there was nothing unusual about what we’d just witnessed, and we slowly drove down the winding, tree-lined driveway. Reminiscent of the day my father died, my somber fourteen-year-old brother sat looking at his folded hands. No one spoke to me. I didn’t know what anyone was thinking. I didn’t know how to even form the words for the questions in my own mind.

The summer breeze blew the faintest scent of those sweet roses through my open window, and I turned to look out the rear window. As Dixon State Mental Hospital began to fade into the distance, I inhaled deeply and thought I could taste the roses.

That, I decided, was what freedom must taste like.

Thinking of my father in his casket and the suffocating feeling I had experienced as I watched the lid being closed on his face, I shivered again and began to take deep breaths, reminding myself that I could breathe. But I would never be able to erase the memory of my dead father’s waxy face and hands and that horrible, carnation stench-filled funeral parlor from my mind.

God, are you listening? What happened to these people? Why do bad things happen to good people? Why do some people die so young? What can I do? When I’m big, I want to help people. God, I think you are listening. I feel you in my heart, but I don’t know about religion or church. Why don’t you just tell us which is the right religion? Will I ever know the answers?

Maybe there weren’t any answers. Even if there weren’t, though, I decided I must make the most of my life. I would live for those kids, stuck in that wretched place, and for all the people who didn’t get to live anymore, like my daddy.
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In July, just after I turned eight, my mom sent me and Mark to St. Louis to spend a few weeks with our paternal grandmother—Clara, our German grandma—while she sold our house and moved us to an apartment. I liked our house. I liked my school. I liked my friend Donna. Having to say goodbye felt like something that would never end.

Grandma Clara was a soft, round seamstress with short, curly, steel-gray hair and round, gold-rimmed glasses. She loved to go to her Baptist church for the ice cream socials and potluck gatherings, and to dress up in her Sunday best.

That first Sunday morning with Grandma Clara, I sat in the pew next to her, squirming to keep my dress under my thighs so they didn’t stick to the wooden pew. As I studied the netting and pearls on her pastel purple pillbox hat—perfectly matched to her pastel purple dress with pearl buttons—the refrains of a familiar song startled me to attention:


“Oh, Lamb of God, I come, I come!”



But what surprised me even more was watching Mark step out of a pew and walk up the aisle to the minister at the podium.

Afraid to be separated from my brother, I jumped up and ran to the podium next to him.

He gave me a scowling look that said, You little brat. Why did you follow me?

“Do you accept Jesus Christ as your Savior?” the minister asked us.

My heart was beating so hard it made my body shake, and so loudly that I couldn’t hear anything else, but I must have responded yes, because the next thing I knew they were leading us to another room. A man was filling the rectangular baptismal tub in the middle of the room with water. A woman gave me a thin cotton dress. “Go into the bathroom and put this on,” she instructed me.

When I emerged, the minister was fully clothed but barefoot, standing in the tub. “Cross your arms over your chest,” he instructed.

I did as I was told and descended the few steps into the freezing water. As soon as I got waist-deep, my dress began floating to the surface. Embarrassed and struggling to keep my dress down, I forgot about crossing my arms over my chest.

The minister put one hand behind my head and pinched my nose closed with the other, then dunked me backward into the water. “In obedience to our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ,” he intoned, “and upon your profession of faith, I baptize you, my sister, in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen.”

I felt the fresh, cold water on my goose-bump-covered skin and heard his words, but I didn’t really understand what any of it meant.

I shivered and shook as I stepped out of the tub and, dripping wet, walked back to the bathroom. I struggled to change into my dry clothes because no one had given me a towel to dry my dripping hair and my wet underpants.

When I finally finished changing, I stood on the concrete steps in front of the large wooden doors of the church in a daze, unsure of what to do. All I wanted was to go back to Grandma’s apartment to change my wet clothes and eat some of her delicious crispy fried chicken and creamy mashed potatoes with white gravy and green beans that she’d cook in our breakfast bacon lard.

As I stood there, old and young congregants smiled at me and shook my hand and congratulated me. “Don’t you feel wonderful?” they asked me. “Don’t you feel clean?”

Yes, yes, I did. But as Grandma, Mark, and I got into the taxi to go to Grandma’s house, I wasn’t sure if it was because I really felt that way or because they were telling me I should feel clean.

Or was it just the cold bath I’d been given?
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The following week, back home in our new two-bedroom apartment in Forestville, a suburb north of Riverside, my friend Cheryl called to ask if I would like to go with her and her family to Pearl Lake to go swimming.

I’d learned at the St. Louis church that Baptists believed exposing your body in a swimsuit and swimming and dancing were sins. But it was a hot, clothes-stick-to-your-body muggy July day, and the idea of swimming in a cool lake sounded heavenly. Plus, I loved swimming—and dancing too.

I considered my options for a moment, then decided I was an accidental Baptist anyway.

“Yes!” I told Cheryl eagerly. “I’ll be right there.”






TRIPLE A


Mom was a buxom, long-legged, blonde, and youthful forty-seven-year-young beauty, and Paul was a handsome, raven-haired, thirty-four-year-old Marlon Brando type—a tough-guy character with dark brown eyes behind metal-rimmed glasses that crinkled into small slits when he laughed.

My mom seemed happy with Paul. She laughed and giggled more and sang along with her favorite songs on the radio. But I was confused as to how I should feel.

He wasn’t my dad. My dad was dead—and it hadn’t been so long since he died, just a year and a half. Were we supposed to just forget him?

It didn’t seem to matter much what I thought or felt, though. I met Paul for the first time in the spring, and by the end of summer he was living with us. Before long, my sister moved out, my brother was relegated to the couch, and my mom and Paul took over my brother’s bedroom.
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“Goddammit, here they are,” my sister spat, her angry presence startling me as she joined me on the balcony.

I’d just run to the balcony after hearing my mom’s laughter in the parking lot below our apartment, ecstatic that my mom was home—but now my sister was shouting curses at her and Paul and tossing Paul’s clothes over the second-floor balcony railing.

My mom and Paul stopped laughing and stooped to pick the clothes up. When they rose and looked up at Sharon again, their faces turned somber.

During their twenty-three years of marriage, my mom and dad had never traveled beyond Missouri and Illinois, so when Paul asked my mom to go to Mexico, she’d jumped around gleefully like a little kid. Then she’d called June—an old neighbor back in Collinsville, a day’s drive away—to see if my brother and I could stay with her.

June had agreed. But after a week or so, Mom and Paul still weren’t back—and when June asked us when they would be picking us up, of course neither of us had any idea. So, June had called Sharon, who’d told June to put us on a bus back to Riverside.

“I can’t believe she would do this,” she’d fumed when she picked us up from the bus station. I couldn’t understand what she was so mad about.

My siblings and I met Mom and Paul on the landing as they walked toward the apartment. Mom was tanned, beaming, and looked refreshed with a big, ridiculous Mexican sombrero on her head. I ran to hug her, but my sister got to her first—and the sombrero went flying.

Sharon had just slapped our mom. I couldn’t believe it.

“How dare you abandon your children!” she screamed, her voice shrill. “You should be ashamed of yourself!”

“I didn’t abandon my children. They were safe with June.” My mom spoke softly and calmly but she looked stunned, and she seemed to choke on the words.

“I almost called the police!” Sharon snapped.

“Sharon, what are you talking about? You knew where we were, and you knew the kids were safe.” Mom’s beautiful face looked pained and sad.

Paul and Mark stood sheepishly to the side, looking just as helpless as I felt. I ran to Paul’s side, and he put his hand on my shoulder. I looked at his face to clue me in on what to do. His concerned gaze was fixed on my mom, and his jaw muscles twitched.

I had never seen my family in this kind of emotional tangle. Shaking, I started to cry. I was afraid that my sister had hurt my mom. I only wanted her to be happy, and if she wanted and needed Paul in her life to be happy, then I did too.

My sister angrily stomped away, still shouting at my mom that she was a terrible mother and had neglected her children.

What did this all mean? Why couldn’t Sharon just be happy for Mom?

In that instant, I decided I would never fight with my mom. I was so afraid she would die like my dad. I only wanted to take care of her and make her happy.
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In October we moved from the apartment into a new rental house, and I started the fourth grade in a new school. The semester passed by in the blink of an eye; before I knew it, it was Christmas.

On Christmas Eve, we visited my mom and Paul’s friends and their kids.

The trendy drink of choice that year was a nasty-smelling Swedish concoction called glögg. Served hot in mugs, it was supposed to be a remedy for taking off the cold winter chill, and the adults all happily accepted numerous refills that night.

It was the host family’s custom to allow their children to open their presents on Christmas Eve. I watched these children squeal with delight with each present they ripped open as I awkwardly smiled. Naturally, there was nothing there for me or my brother. I tried to be happy for them and not act like a brat. I knew that my presents were already under the tree at home.

Later, after we arrived at home, Mom turned on the magical Christmas tree lights so we could gaze at them for a few minutes before bedtime. I got into my pajamas and sat on the hardwood floor, picking up the presents labeled with my name, shaking and squeezing them to try to guess the contents. Having anxiously watched those kids open all their presents, I was exploding with excitement about Santa coming, although that myth had already been debunked.

“Oh, Mom, could Mark and I open just one present?” I pleaded.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to open one,” Mom said, and she handed me a hastily wrapped soft package.

But as I opened it, Paul blurted out, “No, goddammit, it’s not Christmas yet!”

“Oh, what’s the big deal?” Mom said. “It’s just a pair of socks.”

“I told you no, goddammit, and I meant no.”

He lunged for the heavily decorated Christmas tree and threw the whole thing—icicles, delicate bulbs, and all—to the floor.

Hot piercing fear exploded in my gut and my heart. I tried to breathe as I watched the brightly colored ornaments crash into glass splinters, but the air felt like sharp ice. The broken glass pieces mixed with the shimmering icicles as they slid across the wooden floor.

I lifted out of my body; the seconds went by in slow motion. The lights continued to blink as if nothing had happened. What is wrong with Paul? The air was infused with the glögg he had drunk, and he suddenly was a different person. How could he do that to our tree?

Paul wheeled around, his bloodshot wide eyes bulging with rage. He was a solid, muscular man. I’d learned that he had a brown belt in karate, which meant he was strong, and his arms and hands were hardened from years of working in manual labor and factories.

My frightened mother mewed, “Now, Paul, look what you’ve done. I know you didn’t mean to do that.”

“The hell I didn’t! I’ll kill everybody!” he roared, his face as red as a forest fire. He wrung his hands as if he was looking for something else to throw.

I froze at the threat of death. It tasted bitter in my mouth. Images of my dead father in his casket rushed into my mind. The next image was of my nine-year-old body in a child-size casket.

Paul pushed my mom into the tiny bathroom, using his whole body like a bulldozer, and forced her to step into the open bathtub.

I followed along, crying and pleading for him to stop, terrified he would hurt my mom. “Please, Paul, stop! I’m so sorry I asked to open a present. It’s all my fault. Don’t hurt my mom! It’s my fault.” I begged and shook and cried. I had to save my mom.

“Leave our mom alone!” Mark cried, running into the bathroom.

It took only one swoop of Paul’s muscular arm to pin my thin, lanky brother to the wall.

“Stop it, Paul, stop it now,” Mom pleaded. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re drunk. I know you don’t mean this. Come on, Paul, let the kids go. I’ll call Sharon to come get them.”

Mom kept talking, and finally Paul released Mark and walked out of the bathroom. We watched, eyes wide, as he went upstairs to the bedroom and Mom went to the kitchen to call Sharon.

I raced after Mom and clung to her as she picked up the phone, and I saw red and purple marks emerging on her arms. My heart pounded, but at least Paul was no longer next to us. Still, what would happen when we were gone? Would things get worse or better? I wanted to stay and protect my mom. But what could I do?

Mark and I sat in a daze on the couch, slack like airless balloons. Our coats covered our pajamas, and we tried not to look at each other while we waited for our twenty-one-year-old sister to come pick us up.

Sharon pulled into the driveway, and Mom rushed us out to the car and told Sharon to take us to our aunt and uncle’s house, where we would spend the night. Sharon cursed and muttered the whole way there about Paul being crazy and how she did not approve of Mom being with him. When we arrived at my aunt and uncle’s house, they clicked their tongues and said as much too as they led me and Mark into my older cousin’s childhood bedroom, empty now that he had moved out on his own.

I fell asleep tired, confused, and hoped and prayed that Santa Claus would fix everything.
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On Christmas day, our aunt and uncle tried to be cheerful, but their lips were pursed, and a heaviness filled the house.

“I’m sorry we don’t have presents for you kids. I mean, of course we didn’t expect you to be here Christmas morning.” My Aunt Hazel stated all this matter-of-factly, but her voice was edged with judgment and sarcasm, and she was scowling. “I just don’t know what your mom is doing with him. She’s better than him—isn’t she, Willie?”

My uncle just grunted in response.

“He’s just a no-good troublemaker is what he is,” she finally declared.

All the angry sniping about my mom made my stomach hurt even though I loved the hot chocolate my aunt had served me. Maybe I don’t deserve any presents from Santa for being such a brat and asking to open a present before Christmas and making Paul go crazy.

[image: ]
Christmas afternoon, Sharon finally brought Mom to pick us up. I ran to the door to give her a big hug and breathed in her scent, relieved to see that she seemed to be all right.

“Well, it’s good to see that you are okay. Are those bruises on your arm? What in the world, Elda?!” my aunt exclaimed.

My sister shook her head grimly and glanced up at my aunt and uncle, lips squeezed together.

“Everything is okay,” Mom said calmly. “Paul just had a bit too much to drink. He’s sorry. Thank you for letting the kids come here last night. Let’s go, kids.”

She ushered us out to the car. As we drove home, she said, “Mark and Wendy, you must know that Paul doesn’t even remember what he did. He was drunk, and he didn’t mean to do that. He is sorry for what he did.”

If that’s what glögg does to a person, then maybe you shouldn’t drink it, I thought. But my mom was okay, and that was all that mattered.

When we got home, there was no apology from Paul. Everyone just went on about their business.

Some inner voice told me that none of this was my fault, even though I’d asked to open a present. Deep down, I sensed that Paul’s behavior was unacceptable, that there must be something wrong with him.

“Remember his good side too,” Mom said. “He is a good person even though he drinks.”

I wasn’t sure I agreed with her, but I just wanted my mother’s love. To make sure she wouldn’t leave me, I’d do anything she said.
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It was May, a few months before I turned ten years old, and a cool, wet April had nurtured the vegetation back to life in Forestville. The lilacs were in full bloom in every yard I passed as I walked to school. I skipped down the road, and the intoxicating aroma followed me from bush to bush. I ran up to each lilac bush and buried my nose in the fresh purple flowers. I broke off a sprig of lilacs and shoved it into my pocket. With each inhalation of those lilacs, I felt that I was waking up to life all around me.

Today, though, I was viewing our neighborhood’s lilac-filled streets through our car window; it was Saturday morning, and my mom and Paul were driving me somewhere.

“Where are we going, Mommy?” I asked.

“Triple A,” she nonchalantly answered.

My heart raced, and I felt relief. Mom and I had taken a taxi to one Al-Anon meeting a few months before. I’d learned at that meeting that drinking alcohol could be dangerous and harmful, both to the person drinking and to those around them. I thought Triple A meant AA, and we were going to get some help for Paul.

“You mean . . . we’re going to Alcoholics Anonymous?” I asked hesitatingly.

“No!” Mom replied, and angrily snapped her head around to face me in the back seat.

Oh. Too late, I realized that my mom had not told Paul that she and I had gone to that Al-Anon meeting.

“Where in the world did you get that idea?” she said quickly. “Triple A, not AA. We’re going to get some maps at Triple A.”

“Oh.” So we weren’t going to get help from those nice, concerned people. My shoulders sank, and I hung my head.

Paul looked at my mom, and she looked back. I tensed. Would Paul explode?

But no, he looked away—he was letting it go. My body relaxed.

I looked out the window. After what I’d witnessed on Christmas Eve a few months earlier, and Paul’s bad mood every holiday and weekend that he drank, I thought we should be going back to
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