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“Take the picture,” Daddy
said from behind me.

“I don’t want
to.”

“Take it,” he grated, and I
knew better than to defy one of Daddy’s orders.

I brought the little camera’s viewfinder up
to eye level and framed the shot. Mama looked almost pretty,
dressed in a new floral print blouse, her hair neatly arranged, and
make-up’s blush staining her cheeks. I wanted to believe she was
only asleep, that the past five years hadn’t happened. But they
had, and nothing could ever erase the events that had led to this
day.

I squeezed off a shot, then another. I didn’t
want Daddy to say I hadn’t done my best to obey him.

“Now get one of the whole
coffin,” he said. “I’m paying a lot of money for this, and I want
to be able to show it off for years to come.”

Take it
yourself, I wanted to scream. I thought it
indecent of him to make me do this. What would the neighbors think?
Besides, I wanted to remember Mama alive, her head thrown back, her
vibrant laugh rattling the windows. But she hadn’t been like that
for years. She hadn’t had anything to laugh about for a long, long
time.

I stood back and took another two pictures,
then handed him the camera.

“I don’t feel well,” I said.
“I’m going to sit down for a while.”

Daddy’s face twisted into a scowl. “This is
how life turns out, girl. We’re all gonna end up dead. Even you—so
get used to it.”

I looked away. Meeting his gaze would only be
seen as a challenge, and I wasn’t about to do that here at the
funeral parlor. Instead, I slowly turned and headed for a row of
chairs.

Our neighbors were clustered in knots,
talking and occasionally laughing. My little sister, Amber, sat in
one of the chairs, her hollow-eyed stare focused on the floor. She
hadn’t spoken much in the two days since Mama died, and I was
worried about her.

“This wasn’t supposed to
happen,” she murmured, turning her grief-stricken eyes toward
me.

“What, honey?” I asked, glad
to hear her young voice. She was ten. I was seventeen.

“The doctor said she’d be
home in a couple of weeks. He said she’d get better. I didn’t just
dream it. You heard him say so, too, didn’t you, Emily?”

Amber’s tear-filled blue eyes bore into
mine.

“Nobody’s perfect,” I said,
and put my hand on her shoulder, brushing back her long blonde
hair. “Even doctors make mistakes.”

“What’s gonna happen to us
now?”

I had to swallow before I could answer. There
was no way I could take away all her fears.

“Now that Daddy’s home,
we’ll just have to make the best of it.”

“I don’t want to live with
him,” she growled. She tried to look at the coffin, but couldn’t
seem to make herself do it. “He did this to her. He’ll kill us,
too.”

“You’ll be fine. I’ll take
care of you—and the others. You’ll see.”

“But it’ll never be better.
We’ll always be unhappy with him.”

For one so young, Amber had seen enough
misery to last a lifetime. We all had.

I sat back in my chair and thought about the
day Mama came home from the doctor’s office with a big smile on her
face, her eyes alight with glee. “I’m pregnant,” she said, and
crouched down to kid level. “Do you know what that means,
Emily?”

I’d been six. “A new baby?” I guessed.

“That’s right.”

“We don’t need a new baby,”
I told her.

“Oh yes we do,” she said.
“But you’ll always be Mama’s big girl.”

My brother Bobby was five back then. We lived
in a small but comfortable house, and Bobby and I had our own
bedrooms.

“Where’s the baby going to
sleep?” I asked suspiciously, feeling threatened that my life would
have to change.

“If it’s a girl, in your
room,” Mama said. “If it’s a boy, he’ll sleep with Bobby. But no
matter what, I’m going to let you pick out new curtains and a new
bedspread so everything will look pretty. Wouldn’t you like
that?”

I remember staring at my scuffed brown school
shoes, not at all happy with the prospect of sharing my living
space with some crying baby.

“I’d rather have a puppy.
Couldn’t we get a puppy instead?” I asked.

Mama just smiled and went back into the
kitchen.

After a few months, I did get used to the
idea of a new baby, and even started to look forward to the
prospect. Then one morning, it was Daddy who woke me up and told me
to get ready for school, which had never happened before.

“Where’s Mama?” I asked,
getting out of bed, already started tucking in the blanket and
sheet. Daddy had been in the Marines, and wouldn’t tolerate an
unmade bed.

“I took her to the hospital
last night. You’ve got a new baby sister.”

My elation turned to apprehension. I had been
planning on a brother. I’d been so sure it would be a boy I’d
insisted that Mama put the crib in Bobby’s room. Now I’d have to
move my toy box and make room for all the other junk Mama had
accumulated for this baby.

“Wash up and get dressed,”
Daddy told me.

Three days later, Mama brought the new baby
home. Little Amber was bright red and looked like a doll. Mama let
me hold her, and told me I’d be in charge of powdering her butt at
changing time. It seemed like an important job, and I took it
seriously.

Sharing a room wasn’t so bad. I just had to
be quiet when the baby slept. As she got older, I kept all my good
toys on the closet’s high shelf, otherwise Amber would throw them
around the room and break them.

Amber was two when Mama got pregnant
again.

“How the hell could you let
that happen?” Daddy shouted.

The door to their bedroom was closed and
Bobby and I exchanged worried glances. A closed door meant trouble
and even Amber seemed to understand that something bad was about to
happen. She started to cry, and I quickly took her upstairs. I sat
down on my bed and pulled her onto my lap and tried to distract her
by singing, but every time she heard a crash downstairs, her cries
would get louder.

“Don’t cry, baby, don’t
cry,” I soothed her, afraid Daddy might take his anger out on her,
too.

I heard Bobby’s running footsteps flying up
the stairs, and the door to his room slam. I didn’t need to look
inside to know that he’d thrown himself down on his bed, pillow
clasped around his ears, to help muffle his own sobs.

Mama had a black eye the next morning. When I
asked her about it, she said she’d walked into a door. She tried to
laugh it off, and changed the subject—telling me what a big help I
was to her.

“And I’m going to need even
more of your help when the new baby comes,” she said, and ran hot
water into the sink.

“Another one?” I asked with
dread.

“It’s a blessing,” Mama
said, but her voice cracked.

“Does this mean we aren’t
going to get a dishwasher? Daddy promised you a
dishwasher.”

“We’ll make do without one.
We always have,” she said, and slid the breakfast dishes into the
suds. “Now get ready for school.”

I prayed even harder than the last time. This
time it would be a boy. Mama said Amber would get a bed to match
mine, and the crib would go in Bobby’s room.

But it wasn’t a boy.

“Another girl?” I wailed
when Daddy told us the news one Sunday morning.

“Her name is Dorothy. Named
after Grandma.” But Amber couldn’t say Dorothy, so we called her
Dee-Dee.

“This new baby is going to
be a lot of work. I expect you to help your mother out,” Daddy
said. “Do you know how to run the washing machine?”

“No.”

“Well, it’s time you
learned.”

I also learned to wash dishes, mop floors,
mow the lawn, and I always seemed to be changing diapers. I
couldn’t go out to play after school because Mama always needed
help with something.

“You’re the oldest,” she’d
tell me when Bobby would slip away to play softball with his
friends. “It’s your responsibility to help.”

My friend Jeannie would come over sometimes.
She thought it was fun to change diapers and fold laundry. But as
an only child, she didn’t have to do it on a daily basis. And when
she went home, she could watch TV and play with her kitten.

Even though Daddy worked two jobs, there
never seemed to be enough money. The fridge was always stocked with
food and beer, but there wasn’t any money left for fun things for
us kids.

Daddy belonged to two bowling teams, and once
in a while he’d take Bobby and me fishing on his big blue boat, but
those trips had become scarce after Amber was born, and never
happened at all after Dee-Dee arrived. He still kept the boat. It
sat in our driveway during the fall and winter months.

Dee-Dee was only five months old when I heard
Mama crying on the phone one day.

“He’s gonna kill me,” she
kept saying over and over again, her eyes filled with panic. The
last time I’d seen that kind of fear had been when she’d told Daddy
she was pregnant with Dee-Dee.

But she couldn’t be pregnant—not again.

Mama put Dee-Dee to bed early and sent Bobby,
Amber and me to the neighbors that evening before Daddy came home
from his second job. I remember Mrs. Boyd looking worriedly out the
window. When she saw Daddy storm out the door and get into his car,
she told her husband to watch us and hurried over to our house.

Bobby and Amber were watching TV, and didn’t
seem to notice, glad because they got to see some old sitcom
instead of Daddy’s stupid game shows, but I stayed glued to the
window.

It seemed like hours before Mrs. Boyd came
back and took us home. The kitchen was immaculate, and the laundry
was neatly folded on the old scratched coffee table. Mama sat on
our worn, old couch with an ice pack held to her cheek.

She never mentioned her pregnancy, but soon
she was wearing maternity clothes again.

Christopher was born the day after Dee-Dee’s
first birthday. We thought it was neat that, in the future, the new
baby and Dee-Dee could share their birthdays, and I was glad
because this time a crib would definitely go in Bobby’s room.

Daddy never seemed to be home, and when he
was around, he was always screaming at us, issuing orders, and
telling us we were stupid and a liability to him. Other fathers cut
the grass, took their kids to softball games, and came to the
school’s open house, but Daddy never did. He was either working or
off with his buddies.

My friend Jeannie came over less and
less.

“You’re no fun,” she finally
told me at school one day. “All you ever do is work around the
house. You can never go to Girl Scouts or the movies. You’re just
boring!”

I came home crushed. She’d been the only real
friend I had. There were tears in Mama’s eyes when I told her, but
Chris started to cry and I could smell his diaper. Dee-Dee had been
sick all day and had just thrown up on her high chair.

“I’ll take care of Chris,” I
said, grudgingly, seeing she had her hands full, and dragged him
into Mama’s room.

I hated that new baby. All he ever did was
cry and mess his clothes.

“It’s all your fault,” I
told him, as I pulled the soiled diaper from around his narrow
hips, throwing it into the diaper pail. “Ever since you came,
life’s been even crappier around here.”

Little Chris screwed his face into a frown
and began to cry.

“Shut up!” I hollered, but
the baby only began to wail louder.

“I said SHUT UP!” And for
good measure, I pinched him. “There, now you’ve got something to
cry about.”

“Emily!” Mama snapped from
the doorway.

She picked up the howling baby, getting his
poop all over her shirt. “Don’t cry, baby,” she crooned, then
turned her angry gaze on me. “Where did you ever learn such
cruelty?”

Without even thinking, I blurted, “From
Daddy.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “What do you
mean?”

“He always does that to
Amber or Dee-Dee when they cry. Once he pinched Bobby so hard he
left a big bruise on his arm.”

Mama sank down on the bed, tears streaming
down her cheeks. She looked ugly, her thin, white face pinched, and
for the first time I noticed her drab brown hair was streaked with
gray. Three babies in four years had turned Mama into an old
woman.

Soon, she was sobbing as hard as Chris.

My stomach churned in panic.

“I’m sorry, Mama, I won’t do
it again. I promise. Please stop crying,” and then I realized that
I was crying, too. I could hear Dee-Dee in the kitchen, and saw
Amber standing in the doorway, tears streaming down her little red
cheeks.

Daddy came home late that night. Always a
light sleeper, I awoke when I heard raised voices coming from the
living room. I closed the bedroom door, so as not to wake Amber and
Dee Dee, and tip-toed halfway down the stairs so I could hear
better.

“To think that you would
hurt one of your own children,” Mama was saying.

“A little discipline never
hurt anyone,” Daddy countered.

“But to pinch a crying
baby—”

“You’re too damned soft on
all those kids. Now come on, take off that nightgown and come to
bed.”

“No, I won’t. We don’t have
any rubbers and you’ll be the first to scream if I end up knocked
up again. Besides, I’m tired of being at your beck and call. You
could at least show me some affection when we make love, instead
of—”

“I don’t want to hear about
it,” Daddy cut her off, and I crept back upstairs.

I felt a lot older than my eleven years.

After that, Mama tried not to depend on me so
much, but I could see that being a full-time mother of five
kids—two of them in diapers—and keeping up with cooking and laundry
was often more than she could handle. I helped out as much as I
could and tried not to get angry that I’d been forced to take on
more than any child should. And I avoided Daddy as much as
possible.

As the months dragged on, it seemed like we
saw less and less of Daddy. Mama always said he was working, but we
never seemed to have any more money.

Christopher was about eighteen months old
when I realized the extent of the trouble in my parents’ marriage.
I came home from school and found Mama crying while she folded
clothes.

“What’s wrong?” I
asked.

She wiped her nose on a tissue and continued
to fold Christopher’s hand-me-down baby clothes. “Nothing. I got
something in my eye.”

The phone rang and the baby started to cry.
“Go check on Chris,” Mama said, and I dutifully went upstairs to
get him up from his nap.

When I came back down, I grabbed a diaper and
started to change him. I could hear Mama on the phone, talking to
Grandma, and I tried to listen.

“Darlene Murray saw them at
the bowling alley. She left at the same time they did and said they
got into Rob’s car. Then they drove off. She stopped at the grocery
store and saw his car again, parked in that same apartment
complex.” She paused. “I don’t know. Two months ago he told me it
was over. And you know I don’t believe in divorce. It wouldn’t be
good for the children. Besides, I haven’t even talked to him about
it yet.” She paused again. “I know. But I can’t push him into
anything. What would we do if he left? You know how vindictive he
can be.”

I finished changing Chris’s diaper, slung him
on my hip, and went into the living room.

Mama’s face froze, going white.

“I can’t talk any more. I’ll
call you later. Yes, I promise. Bye.” She hung up.

“It isn’t nice to listen in
on other people’s telephone conversations,” Mama said, using her
most stern voice.

“It isn’t nice for a man to
cheat on his wife and family, either,” I said.

Mama’s mouth dropped open, her cheeks
blushing dark pink.

“We don’t need him, Mama. We
can make out just fine without him.”

“Don’t even think such a
thing,” she said. “And don’t you dare say anything to Bobby or
anyone else about this.”

“No, Mama,” I
said.

She took Chris from my arms. “Finish folding
the wash, will you? I have to go make supper.” She headed for the
kitchen.

Probably macaroni and cheese—again. That’s
all we ever seemed to eat. I folded the laundry and put it
away.

So Daddy had a girlfriend. I wasn’t
surprised. But the thought of divorce didn’t frighten me. I worried
more about him hurting Mama or one of the kids during one of his
drunken rages.

That night, after all us kids had gone to
bed, I was awakened by shouting. Daddy was terribly angry, and Mama
was screaming at him.

“Get out!” she
yelled.

“You’re damn right I’ll go,
and I’m not coming back,” he hollered. The door slammed, and it was
quiet.

I slipped from my bed and looked out my
bedroom window, watched Daddy march to his car. He got in but
didn’t start the engine. He sat there for what seemed like a long
time. I could hear Mama crying downstairs, but I was afraid to go
to her. Afraid of him.

What if he came back inside? What if he
started hitting Mama?

At last Daddy’s car door opened and he
stalked toward the house. The door must’ve been locked, so he began
to kick it. I didn’t know if Mama opened it or if he busted it
down, but soon he was back inside and the yelling started
again.

I turned and saw Amber curled up in a ball on
her bed. “No, no,” she kept murmuring.

Bobby’s bedroom door burst open. His face was
twisted with fury. “He’d better not hit her—I’ll kill him if he
tries to hit her,” he cried and flew down the stairs.

“Bobby, no!” I hollered, but
he wouldn’t listen.

“Get out of here—we don’t
want you,” Bobby yelled, charging at Daddy like a poodle on a
linebacker.

Daddy was saying something, lunging for Mama
as I rounded the bottom of the stairs, but Bobby jumped between
them, his arms swinging.

“Bobby, no!” Mama
cried.

Without thinking, I went to Daddy’s gun case,
pulled out a shotgun and aimed it at Daddy’s chest.

It was loaded.

“Emily, put that gun down,”
Mama screamed.

“Bobby, get out of the way,”
I said. My voice sounded shaky.

“Emily, you damn fool, put
that thing down,” Daddy thundered, but he didn’t step
forward.

“Get out, or I’ll shoot
you,” I said, as the heavy gun wobbled in my grasp. “Bobby, call
the police.”

“You’ve poisoned my own
children against me,” Daddy growled at Mama.

“We don’t like you because
you’re so mean and you hurt Mama,” Bobby yelled.

“Go away and don’t bother us
any more,” I said, the gun still leveled at Daddy.

Daddy’s face was beet red, but he backed
toward the door. “This is all your fault, Janet,” he said, glaring
at Mama. “I’ll get you for this.”

“Get out,” I said
again.

The door slammed. Mama, Bobby and I stared at
it until we heard the sound of Daddy’s car engine rev. He left
rubber in the driveway as he took off, then it was deadly quiet,
except for the sound of a crying baby.

I let the shotgun’s barrel droop. Mama
stepped forward, taking it from me. In one smooth action, she
unloaded it.

“Emily, don’t you ever touch
a gun again,” she said.

“Then let’s get rid of
them,” I said. “Let’s get rid of all Daddy’s stuff!”

Even though it was after midnight, Mama and I
started packing Daddy’s things in cartons and trash bags, while
Bobby went upstairs and quieted the baby.

“You can’t take him back,” I
told Mama.

“I won’t,” she promised.
“But I don’t know how we’ll make it. We may not be able to keep the
house. But I promise, Emily, you children and I will always be
together.”

She broke down sobbing, and I put my arms
around her, comforting her like I wished she could comfort me. I
had to be strong for her. And suddenly I realized I was no longer a
child.

Daddy didn’t come back the next day, but one
of his buddies came to pick up some of his stuff. I don’t know what
Mama did with the guns, but they were gone, and the case was empty
after that.

Daddy didn’t send any money, so Mama found a
job as a salesclerk at the mall. She worked from four until ten
most evenings, as she had to wait for me to come home from school
to take care of the rest of the kids. She was dead tired every day,
but she actually seemed younger—and definitely happier. And none of
us kids missed Daddy—only his paycheck.

We had a garage sale and sold the rest of
Daddy’s stuff. Mama frowned as she counted the dollars and change.
“It’s enough to pay the mortgage for a month, but that’s all.”

One of our neighbors knew someone at legal
aid, who got Daddy’s pay garnished, which helped a lot. Bobby
wanted to get a paper route, but Mama wouldn’t let him.

“Get good grades at school.
Then when you grow up, you can get a well-paying job to take care
of your family. I know you’d never abandon your kids,” she said,
and her voice cracked.

Our lives settled into a quiet rut. We did
eat macaroni and cheese most nights, but Bobby’s and my grades at
school also improved. We really thought things were going to work
out.

Then Daddy started coming around.

At first, he didn’t seem quite so mean. He’d
bring groceries and drink coffee with Mama at the kitchen
table.

When the lawn mower broke, Mama called him,
and Daddy came over and fixed it. But he still made Bobby cut the
grass.

Daddy showed up on Amber’s birthday, bringing
her a beautiful porcelain doll. But when she spilled punch on the
doll’s dress, he yelled at her and made her cry.

One day I came home from school and found
Daddy’s car parked in the driveway. I knew he should have been at
work—and I had a bad feeling in my stomach. He was sitting in his
old chair, a bottle of beer in his hand, watching TV.

“What’re you doing here?” I
said, unable to keep the anger from my voice.

“I live here,” he said,
looking smug.

I glared at him, wishing I could wipe the
arrogant look from his face. Instead, I rushed into the kitchen.
“You let him come back?” I accused Mama, unable to keep the panic
from my voice.

“You don’t understand,” she
said, and pulled me into a hug. “The store closed and I lost my
job. I didn’t know what else to do. Emily, we need him. And he
promised me it would be better this time. He promised.”

“And what if it isn’t? What
if he’s just as mean as he always was? What if he hits you
again?”

“It won’t happen,” Mama
said, but her eyes looked worried.

Daddy had taken the day off from work to move
back in, and the whole family was crowded around the kitchen table
for supper that evening. To celebrate his return, Daddy bought
steaks. But Dee-Dee didn’t want to eat hers and pushed her plate
away, spilling her milk all over the bowl of mashed potatoes. Daddy
hollered, making Dee-Dee cry, and Amber went running from the
table. She hid under her bed and Mama had no luck getting her to
come out. Daddy started yelling, and then all the little ones were
crying. Daddy stormed out of the house, and we all went to bed
early—even Mama.

It was late when Daddy came home drunk. He
picked a fight with Mama, and hit her—just like old times. This
time Bobby called the police. The patrol car showed up with lights
flashing, and when the cops saw Mama’s face, they hauled Daddy
away. All the neighbors were peeking out of their curtains, and
Mama threw herself on her bed and cried herself to sleep.

The next morning, Daddy was released, but we
didn’t see him much for a few days as he had to go back to work. He
blamed Bobby for having to spend a night in jail, and that weekend
punished him. Bobby had to wash all the windows on the house,
including those on the second story.

“Rob, he’s too young! He’ll
fall off the ladder and hurt himself!” Mama cried.

“Aw, you worry too
much.”

Bobby was awful mad, but he knew better than
to do a sloppy job. Daddy wouldn’t even let him stop for lunch, and
it was almost three o’clock when Bobby finished.

Daddy came out to inspect the work. “Looks
pretty good,” he said. Then he took the bucket from Bobby’s hand,
dumped dirt in it, and threw dirty water on all of the downstairs
windows.

“Now you can do the whole
job over again.”

Bobby just stood there until Daddy went back
into the house, then he started to cry.

“I hate that bastard,” Bobby
growled.

“Don’t let Daddy hear you
talk like that or you’ll feel his belt,” I warned him.

“I’ll call the cops if he
does.”

“And then we’ll all be in
even more trouble, and you know he’ll take it out on
Mama.”

Bobby kicked the sponge and it got dirty. He
rinsed it, and started on the windows again.

I felt sorry for Bobby, but wasn’t allowed to
help, so I snuck him a couple of cookies to keep him going.

The house was very quiet that night. Even
Dee-Dee and Christopher had learned to keep out of Daddy’s way.

No matter what Mama did, she could never seem
to please Daddy. She wanted to keep on working, but Daddy told her,
“No wife of mine is going to work.”

That lasted a couple of weeks.

“Starting tomorrow, I’ve got
a job at a convenience store,” Mama told me one day. “It’s just
weekday evenings. You’ll have to watch the kids, but this way we’ll
have some money if Daddy should move out again.”

I knew then that she wasn’t thinking if he
moved out—but when.

Only two weeks passed before Daddy found out
about Mama’s job. They had another big fight late that night, and I
crept to the top of the stairs to listen.

“I told you, I don’t want my
wife working.”

“Is that what you tell your
girlfriend?” Mama accused.

I heard the crack of an open palm on
another’s skin.

“You leave Cheryl out of
this,” Daddy said.

I sank down on the stair, shaking with anger.
How could any woman in her right mind would want a man like Daddy?
Why had Mama put up with him for so long?

When I came home from school the next day,
Mama was crying, and folding the last of Daddy’s shirts, putting
them into a cardboard carton.

“He’s gone again,” she said.
She actually seemed sad about it.

“Don’t cry, Mama—we ought to
celebrate,” I told her.

Mama smoothed my hair. “I worry about you,
honey. That you’ll think all men are like your Daddy. But they
aren’t. Grandpa never treated Grandma that way. And years ago your
Dad was a kind and thoughtful man. Do you remember?”

“No,” I said. I didn’t want
to believe her.

“That was before Amber,
Dee-Dee and Christopher were born,” Mama said. “Supporting a family
of seven is a lot of responsibility for one man to handle. And
having to work two jobs has been hard on him.”

“You’re just making
excuses,” I said angrily, and stalked into the laundry
room.

As usual, the hamper was full. I opened the
cupboard to get more detergent to start another load and found the
whiskey bottle. My blood ran cold. Was Mama a secret drinker?

I shoved it back in the cupboard, afraid to
think about what that bottle of amber liquid meant.

When summer vacation came around, Mama
started working full time. Our neighbors, the Boyds, moved out and
another family moved in. They had a teenaged son named Eric, who
was tall, with wavy dark hair, and a killer smile. He was only a
year older than me, and soon we became friends.

Eric would come over after Mama went to work,
and usually didn’t leave until just before she came home. Amber
went to day camp, and Bobby would disappear for hours on end,
hanging around with his friends. I’d send Dee-Dee and Christopher
out to play, and Eric and I would play house. It was fun.

Eric would bring over a couple of his
parents’ beers and we’d sit on the couch and drink them. I liked
the taste, and I knew I could handle it. We’d been doing this for
about a week when, after our second beer, he put his hand on my
breast.

“You feel nice—soft,” he
told me.

“Don’t do that, I said, and
slapped his hand, jumping up from the couch.

“Why are you so mad?” he
asked, sounding totally confused.

“Because, you’re just like
every other man! There’s only one thing on your mind.”

“Can you blame me? Come
here,” he said, and led me to the bathroom, making me stand before
the medicine cabinet’s mirror. “Look at yourself. You’re
beautiful.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” he said, and
turned me to face him. “You have beautiful blue eyes, and blonde
hair. And you’ve got a great body. I’d be crazy if I wasn’t madly
in love with you.”

“In love?” I asked,
surprised.

“Yeah.”

Then he leaned forward and pressed his warm
full lips against mine.

I wasn’t sure what I was feeling, but when
Eric kissed me again, I didn’t want him to stop.

We were back on the couch kissing and
fondling one another when Chris came in from outside. I buttoned my
blouse and hurried into the kitchen. Eric played video games with
him for a while before he had to go home. And as I started making
supper, I kept thinking about the new intimacy we’d shared.

Soon Eric and I were doing more than just
necking when the little ones would went out to play. Eric bought a
package of condoms at the drug store and together we learned how to
use them.

I was afraid Bobby would tell Mama about Eric
and me, but Eric swiped some of his mother’s cigarettes and bribed
Bobby to keep quiet.

When the school year began, Mama went back to
working just evenings, and Eric and I would make love in Mama’s bed
after I put the kids to sleep.

Eric made me feel so special. He made me feel
loved, something that I hadn’t felt in a long time—maybe never.

We made plans for the future. In a year or so
Eric would go work at his father’s used car lot, and he’d get me a
job there, too, as the firm’s secretary. Then we could be together
all the time.

Everything was perfect until I missed my
period in October. I kept waiting for it to come, and as every week
went by I got more and more scared. I told Eric, but he said not to
worry. We’d always used condoms and everybody said they worked
ninety eight percent of the time.

In early November, I bought a pregnancy test
and sat in the bathroom and cried when it came out positive.

How could this have happened to me?

Bobby banged on the door. “Hurry up! I’ll be
late for the bus. Mama, Emily’s hogging the bathroom!”

“Emily—” Mama
called.

I opened the door and ran for my bedroom.
Dee-Dee was still on the bottom bunk, playing with her dolls, and
Amber was getting dressed for school. I threw myself on my bed and
cried.

“Mama, Emily’s crying,”
Amber yelled down the stair well.

Mama came charging into our room. “What on
Earth’s gotten into you?” she asked.

“I feel sick. I can’t go to
school today,” I said.

“Well, then go back to bed
for a while,” she said, and took the girls downstairs.

I cried for most of the day, and when Mama
went to work that night, I called Eric on the phone. “I’m
pregnant,” I said.

“You can’t be.”

“Oh yeah, you want to see
the pregnancy test?”

“It has to be wrong. We used
protection every time.”

“What if one of the condoms
had a leak in it? What if—”

“I’ll buy another test. The
one you had was probably defective.”

But when I took that test, it, too, came out
positive.

“Shit,” Eric spat, sounding
a lot like my father. “This is gonna screw up my entire
life.”

“What about my life?” I
cried.

“Hey, you knew the
risks.”

“What are you
saying?”

“That if you tell anyone it
was me who knocked you up, I’ll deny it. I’ll tell them you’re a
tramp—because that’s what you are!”

With that, he flew out of the house, slamming
the door behind him.

I’d never felt so lost or alone. And I felt
so ashamed. I’d made the same mistake as my mother. By wanting to
feel loved, she’d ended up pregnant too many times. Having Amber,
Dee-Dee and Christopher not only ruined her marriage, but it ruined
her life.

I didn’t want that to happen to me.

The kids were in bed when Mama came home. I
was all set to tell her, but she was obviously exhausted and made a
beeline for the booze. She was drinking heavily these days—saying
it was the only thing that relaxed her.

I went to bed and cried myself to sleep.

The next day, I used the pay phone at school
to call the local family planning center to make an appointment for
an exam, then skipped out to keep it.

“Yes,” the doctor told me,
“I’d say you are at least eight weeks pregnant. What do you want to
do about it?”

There was only one decision I could make.

“I want an
abortion.”

The doctor shook her head sadly. “Are you
sure?”

I nodded, tears flowing down my cheeks. I
told her about Mama and Daddy’s separation—and both their
drinking—and our whole dysfunctional family. I told her about Eric,
too. Then she told me about my rights.

In our state, minors could have abortions
without their parents’ permission, but she urged me to talk to Mama
about it. She even offered to do it for me, but I shook my
head.

“Mama would be so ashamed of
me,” I said. “And she works so hard to support us. I can’t ask her
to take on yet another responsibility.”

“There’s always adoption,”
the doctor suggested, but I’d already made up my mind.

I made an appointment to have the abortion
the next day, and skipped out of school again.

Afterwards, I came home as though nothing was
wrong. I had awful cramps and just wanted to be left alone, but
Bobby wouldn’t watch the kids and somebody had to do it.

Even though I was exhausted, I couldn’t sleep
that night. I remembered the joy I felt when I’d first held
three-day old Amber. Silent tears burn my eyes. I had ended my own
baby’s life. It was the right decision, but I knew it would haunt
me for the rest of my life.

Finally, I cried myself to sleep, vowing that
I’d never have sex again. But I also dreamed about Eric, the way
his hands caressed me, the way he made me forget about my crummy
life. He had truly made me feel beautiful.

I got detention for skipping school, and Mama
was angry with me when I wouldn’t tell her how I’d spent the
day.

“You’re grounded,” she said,
but since I had to help out around the house and never went
anywhere anyway, it wasn’t much of a punishment.

Daddy showed up the next evening, and I
worried that he’d somehow found out about my guilty secret. He’d
always seemed so big, so strong, so invincible, but that night he
looked pale.

“Bobby, you watch the kids,
I want to talk to your mother and your sister,” he said tiredly.
Mama looked frightened as he sat us down at the kitchen
table.

“I’ve got heart problems,”
he said without warning, and Mama gasped. “I’ve been having chest
pains for a while now. Probably all the stress of working two jobs
for so long.”

Mama looked guilty, like it was all her fault
they’d had so many kids—why he’d needed to work so much. Had she
forgotten how freely he’d spent for all of his toys?

“I need surgery,” Daddy
said. “And afterwards, I’ll need time to recover. I want to come
home.”

“Of course you can,” Mama
said, and reached out to hold Daddy’s hand.

“Why can’t your friend
Cheryl take care of you?” I asked.

Daddy’s face reddened, but instead of
yelling, he put a hand on his chest and took a shaky breath.

It wasn’t guilt I felt, but anger that he’d
use his illness to gain our sympathy.

“When can I come home,
Janet?” he asked, turning sad eyes on Mama.

“Tonight, tomorrow. Whenever
you want,” Mama said.

They talked for half an hour more, making
plans, but I couldn’t listen. I went up to my room and beat my fist
against my pillow.

I heard Daddy’s car take off, and Mama
brought the girls upstairs to put them to bed.

“Why are you letting him
come back?” I asked her, tears still stinging my eyes.

Mama handed Dee-Dee her favorite doll and
tucked her in, then turned to me.

“When I got married, I
promised to take care of your father in sickness and in health.
Right now he needs us.”

Funny how he never needed us when he was
driving his boat, or going away on hunting weekends, or screwing
around with his girlfriend.

Daddy had heart surgery the next week. I
spent the day at school—afraid he would die, but also afraid he
would live and insist on being a part of our lives forever. Mama
was at the hospital the whole day, holding his hand when he awoke
from the anesthesia. He was back living with us in a matter of
days.

At first, he was listless and if we were
quiet, he’d leave us alone, preferring to lie on the couch and
watch TV for hours on end. Mama quit work to take care of him, and
for a couple of weeks, I didn’t see as many whiskey bottles in the
recycle box.

That didn’t last, either.

As Daddy began to feel better, he began to
drink again. And even though he wasn’t well enough to go back to
work, he would disappear for long hours during the
evenings—probably visiting his girlfriend, I realized. He and Mama
would fight, and Daddy would clutch his chest and tell Mama she’d
be the death of him.

Still, it took two long months before Daddy
moved out again. With no real skills, Mama had to find yet another
minimum wage job—this time at a fast-food joint.

She’d only been working a couple of weeks
when the phone rang early one evening.

“Is this Emily Miller?” a
voice asked.

“Yes.”

“My name is Sergeant Hodges,
with the Gardener Police Department.”

The blood in my veins seemed to freeze. “Is
something wrong with my mother?” I said, sensing bad news.

“She was involved in a car
accident. The paramedics have taken her to Mercy Hospital. You were
listed as her next of kin.”

I sank into one of the kitchen chairs, not
knowing what to do next. The officer gave me the hospital’s number,
but upon hanging up, I called Grandma in Ohio instead.

“Oh, sweetie, Grandpa and I
will be there by morning. It’s all right, Emily. It’ll be all
right,” she promised.

But it wasn’t.

The next afternoon, Grandpa took Bobby, Amber
and me to the hospital to visit Mama. She looked at us, and tears
filled her swollen, blackened eyes. Her mouth worked, but she
couldn’t seem to speak. I held her hand, but her fingers didn’t
curl around mine.

“It’s okay, Mama, I’ll take
care of the kids until you get home,” I promised. I hoped she’d
understood my unspoken plea for her not to let Daddy reenter our
lives.

Grandma had other ideas.

“That’s your father’s
responsibility,” she said sternly. “And it’s about time he lived up
to it.”

She stalked out of the room.

We were still there when Daddy showed up an
hour later. His face was red with anger. “Why wasn’t I called
sooner?” he demanded, and his shouting upset Mama, who started to
cry again. The nurse threatened to send hospital security to drag
him out if he didn’t quiet down.

I pulled Grandma out into the hall. “Why did
you call him?” I demanded.

“Because he’s your
father.”

“Sperm donor you mean,” I
said.

Horrified, Grandma slapped my face, hard.
“Where did you learn to talk such filth?”

“I’m not a child anymore,
and I haven’t been for years.” I looked toward Mama’s room, where
Daddy stood blocking the doorway. “And that man hasn’t got a clue
how to be a father.”

The doctor arrived and ushered the family
into a conference room to talk about Mama’s condition.

“Her injuries were
relatively minor, but she hasn’t responded well to treatment. She’s
malnourished, and I’ve ordered a mental exam. She seems clinically
depressed.”

Daddy listened grimly.

“Is my Mama gonna come home
soon?” Amber asked the doctor.

“Pretty soon,” he promised,
as we left the room.

A uniformed officer waited nearby to talk to
the doctor.

“What’s he here for?” I
asked.

The doctor’s expression darkened. “I’m sorry
to have to tell you, but at the time of the crash, your mother’s
blood alcohol was double the state limit.”

Oh my God! Mama had been drunk at the time of
the crash! Why hadn’t anyone told me?

Daddy moved back into the house that
night—and Bobby ran away. How I envied him, but it left me having
to deal with Daddy by myself, and take care of the rest of the
kids, too. It turned out Bobby had only gone to stay with his
friend, Gordon, and Gordon’s parents offered to keep him for a
couple of weeks, until things settled down.

Mama was supposed to be released from the
hospital and arraigned on Friday, but the phone rang on Thursday
evening soon after visiting hours had ended.

Daddy looked pale as he hung up. “Your Mama
just died of heart failure,” he said.

I stood there at the kitchen counter, making
the kids’ school lunches for the next day, not believing what I had
just heard.

“She can’t be dead—she was
supposed to recover. The doctor said so.”

“I’ve got to call the
funeral home,” Daddy said, and headed for the shelf where Mama kept
the phone book.

“Wait a minute—aren’t you
going to tell Amber and the others? What about Grandma and
Grandpa?”

“You can tell them,” he
said.

Stunned, I left the jelly-smeared counter and
stumbled up the stairs to the kids’ bedrooms, wondering how I would
ever tell Amber, Dee-Dee and Christopher that their Mama was never
coming home.

The youngest two couldn’t seem to grasp the
fact, but Amber understood too well. She sat down on the edge of
her bed, holding her favorite doll, and just rocked for hours on
end.

I held her for a while, but I really didn’t
know what else to do for her, so I left her alone and called
Grandma and Grandpa, who were still at a nearby hotel. Grandma
burst into tears and it was then I realized that I hadn’t cried for
my own mother.

I couldn’t.

I had no tears left.

The next two days were a nightmare. Bobby
came to the funeral parlor, but he wouldn’t look at Mama or speak
to Daddy. I heard a couple of our neighbors talking in hushed
tones.

“I asked the nurse,” Mrs.
Taylor said, shaking her head. “She said Janet should have made a
full recovery.”

“Then why did she die? Was
it hospital negligence?”

“No. Janet willed herself to
die because she didn’t want to live.” Mrs. Taylor looked toward
Daddy. “And who could blame her.”

After the funeral, Grandma begged Daddy to
let us to go live with her and Grandpa in Ohio. I prayed that Daddy
would say yes, but of course he didn’t.

“They’re my kids and they
belong with me.”

That was the end of the discussion.

I faced Daddy that night, feeling terrified,
but determined to speak my piece.

“There have to be new ground
rules if we’re all going to live here together,” I said to him as
he sipped his coffee laced with whiskey.

“What are you talking
about?”

“You may be our father, but
your behavior is no longer acceptable in this house.”

His eyes narrowed, but I didn’t let him
interrupt.

“Our mother is dead because
you treated her shabby. You hit her, you cheated on her, you let
her work herself—and drink herself—to death all because of your own
selfishness.

“You had a boat, but she
never had a dishwasher. You went bowling, and she never went out at
all—unless it was to work. You treated her like a punching bag, but
you will never hit one of us, or I will have you
arrested.”

Daddy pushed his chair back from the table.
“Who the hell do you think you are, talking to me like that?”

I met his steely gaze.

“Janet Miller’s
daughter.”

In that moment I knew I was stronger than
Mama had ever been, standing up to the brute who’d made her
life—and the lives of her children—a living hell for so many
years.

For the first time in my life, I saw Daddy
back down. He looked away, staring at the worn Formica tabletop for
long minutes. He suddenly looked old, and I realized that despite
the operation, he had not regained his health. Finally he got up,
went into the living room, sat in his chair and watched television
for the rest of the evening.

Mama’s death changed Daddy. He was still an
incredibly selfish man, but he didn’t yell quite so much. Bobby
never lived with us again. Daddy told Social Services he couldn’t
control Bobby, who was placed in foster care. I almost envied him,
because the people he went to live with were nice. They even had a
cake on his birthday and invited the kids and me over. Bobby had
his own room, in a clean house with new furniture. His foster
parents even talked about helping Bobby go to college some day.

Despite Daddy’s more subdued attitude, he
still made our lives miserable. Without Bobby to protect him, Chris
became the focus of most of Daddy’s rages. He’d pick on Chris when
I wasn’t home, and my baby brother’s once quiet disposition changed
to that of an angry, surly boy.

For the next year I went to school and took
care of the house and the kids. But on graduation day I came down
to the kitchen and faced Daddy once again.

“I’m leaving.”

Daddy glared at me.

“I’m eighteen now and no
longer a minor. Amber can help with Dee-Dee and
Christopher.”

“Where will you go?” Daddy
asked. He didn’t seem angry, just annoyed, because I was about to
inconvenience him.

“My school counselor got me
a job as a live-in nanny. God knows I’ve had enough
experience.”

“Your mother wouldn’t like
this,” he said. He always said that when he wanted me to do
something, but I’d had enough of guilt.

“I’m only taking my clothes.
They’ll pick me up tonight.”

Daddy didn’t say a word, just finished his
coffee and headed out the door for work.

That was the last time I ever saw him.

I tried to keep in touch with Amber, but she
refused to talk when I called. She blamed me for dumping the
responsibility of taking care of Daddy, the house, and the other
kids on her. I couldn’t make her see that after ten years, I’d
earned a life of my own. Despite this, I felt miserable. I had
promised Mama I’d take care of the kids.

To soothe my conscience, I got the county
welfare people to check on them and make sure Daddy wasn’t
physically abusing them.

Amber left home at seventeen, leaving
fifteen-year old Dee-Dee to handle the house—and Daddy. Chris got
mixed up with the wrong crowd at school. Daddy didn’t want to deal
with him and had him shipped off to a foster home, too.

Chris didn’t make out as well as Bobby. He
ran away countless times and ended up in a juvenile facility. I
blamed myself, but wondered if things would have been any different
if Mama had lived or if I’d stayed at home.

Christopher’s problems only reinforced my own
resolve to make a better life for myself. I took computer classes
in the evenings, and got a job in an office. It was there I met a
wonderful man named Joe Renner. He was everything Daddy never
was—kind and gentle—and when I met his parents I instantly liked
them. I could see that his father was a good man who loved his wife
and children, and that Joe would be the same kind of husband and
father.

We were married the next spring. Dee-Dee
begged me to invite Daddy—and forgive him. She insisted that he’d
changed, but I didn’t believe her.

Mama’s five children were reunited for my
wedding, and for a day, at least, we were happy.

Daddy had a fatal heart attack later that
summer, and Chris died of a drug overdose a few months afterward.
Dee-Dee came to live with Joe and me and stayed for a couple of
years. We helped her pay for junior college, and she got a good job
and met her own Prince Charming.

I’ve got my own kids now, a boy and a girl,
and our home life is nothing like what I grew up in. I often think
about the baby I never had, and wonder what he or she would have
been like.

I see Bobby, Amber, and Dee-Dee as often as I
can, and am pleased that at least four of Mama’s children have good
lives.

Just about every day I think about Mama and
wish she could have lived to see—and know—her grandchildren. But at
least I know that the cycle of abuse my father started has been
broken, and that Bobby, Amber, Dee-Dee and I will never let
violence and selfishness corrupt our own families.
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