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1991  

I. 

 

I’m not going to say that my sister likes to have control over things. I’m not going to 

point out how every Christmas she would open her presents as slow as humanely possible, 

placing them in neat stacks next to where she was sitting so as to savor them, so that at the end of 

the morning, as my brother and I reveled in our new toys, she would make us all watch as she 

opened the rest of hers. I’m also not going to point out how whenever she and I played with 

Mark and Carrie- our best friends growing up- she had to pick the game we were to play. 

Always. It was her way or none at all. She also invented one or two, that always seemed to 

require someone having to expose their buttocks to the other three. Ah yes, “The Butt Game.” A 

perfect example of the hours of youth spent in the throes of idle youths. The butt game is not a 

misnomer, it was, in fact, a game. The four of us would be hanging out, usually in the basement 

of our house, and on one such occasion, the now infamous Butt Game was invented. It’s sort of a 

take on the make you laugh game, which goes as such: Someone in the group tries to make the 

other three laugh. The rules are, you can’t use words, you can only use your body. So like 

charades, but without any thought required. Then, Jen came up with the idea that the person who 

did laugh had to be punished by pulling his or her pants down and exposing their butt to the 

others. Then there was “The Game in the Dark.” Which was just hide and seek in a darkened 

house that invariably ended with an injury. I seem to recall, one time, running face first into a 

cement pole in our basement trying to escape being tagged “it.” I remember the flash of light and 

hitting the ground before I really knew what the hell had happened. Ah, fond childhood 

memories really are precious. 
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 So it came as no surprise that when Mom and Jen picked me up from school that day, a 

day in which I had not attended a single class, which was pretty standard for the fifteen-year-old 

me, it was Jen who would deliver the bad news.  

 “Puppa died last night.” Is all I remember her saying. She was referring to my mom’s 

dad. I don’t know why we called him puppa, or if that’s even how it’s spelled, but it is how it 

sounded. It’s probably spelled papa, but that sounds like pop, and it was definitely pronounced 

pup. Phonetics aside, he was dead. I was sad. It was my first real family death. My family, until I 

was eight years old was quite small. Well, it was big, and then small, and then big again. I don’t 

want to linger on this, and since brevity is the soul of wit or whatever, here is the brief history of 

my family size and its odd oscillation. My dad has a pretty big family- He was the oldest of 

seven, and by the time I was born some of them were also having kids, so I had a couple first 

cousins on that side as well. My mom grew up with one sibling, a brother named George, who 

was nine years her senior, and he had a daughter, my first-cousin and best friend for most of my 

childhood, Sara. As a side note, Sara was not fond of “The Butt Game,” if memory serves me, 

but she would indulge in The Game in the Dark- mostly because she had no choice. If Jen said 

we were playing, that’s what we were doing. But the game Sara and Jen and I loved playing 

together, with other neighborhood children was “Commercials.” This is a game where we would 

create commercials, much in the vein of Saturday Night Live, and one of us would judge who 

came up with the best commercial. I seem to recall my sister being the judge even when she was 

a contestant. More on that to come. The point is, she called the shots for playtime. My mother 

also called the shots in the house, so between the two of them, not to mention more than a couple 

type A aunts, I had a more female-centered upbringing than Wonder Woman. Back to family. 

Until I was five years old, my mom basically had three relatives, George, Sara, and her Dad, my 
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puppa, also named George. Her mom, Lorraine, died when my mom was six. My dad had a 

much bigger family. But, when I was five, there was a big family fight between my parents and 

my dad’s family, and we stopped seeing them. Like forever. I’ve never seen them again. So from 

five to eight years old, it was my immediately family, my mom and dad, my sister and my 

brother Tim. And my mom’s family of three. My puppa George had a good size family who 

mostly lived in a small Pennsylvania mining town, and though the stories about them that my 

mother told me would rank in my imagination somewhere in the realm of mythology and legend 

but in a Tex Avery kind of way, I didn’t really know them.  

 Long story short, family deaths were not something I had experienced at the age of 

fifteen. We were too busy abandoning them.  So when puppa died, I didn’t really know how I 

was supposed to react. I didn’t cry. I remember looking out the car window shamefully thinking, 

I can use this to get out of school for at least a week, right? Maybe longer. Turns out, it was 

longer. Another point of interest is that it was Halloween, 1991. My grandfather died, probably 

after midnight on what we in Detroit called Devil’s Night, which is the night before Halloween 

where seemly youth would wander the darkened streets to TP houses and soap windows and pull 

pranks on innocent neighbors. Why? Because it was Detroit. What the hell else were you going 

to do? So puppa died on Halloween, or Devil’s night. Either way, it’s kind of ghoulish, and also, 

it was my mom’s favorite holiday, so you know kind of typical of him.  Her mom had died on 

Valentine’s Day, so there’s a tradition on that side of dying on non-holiday holidays. I assume 

mom’ll go on St. Patrick’s Day or Oscar day- which in our house was bigger than most bank 

holidays. And here I was, facing the death of one of the members of my small family. This 

moment serves as an inciting incident to a story that is as unbelievable as it is shocking. Even as 
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I sit here writing this, I’m confounded by the sheer amount of impossible variables that led to 

what can only be called an odyssey.  

 The rest of that Halloween afternoon is a bit of a blur. I remember my mom changing her 

mind a couple of times about whether or not she was going to even attend her father’s funeral. 

Oh yeah, we lived in Denver at this point. We had moved in August. My grandfather, in what 

I’m sure has been a constant source of guilt for my mom, died two months after we moved. So, 

we needed to plan our way back to Michigan. This is how it went. My mom would fly and my 

dad would drive the rest of us. No wait, my dad would drive all of us. No wait, my mom 

wouldn’t go, the rest of us would drive. No wait, Tim and I would stay with her. Yeah, that’s it. 

My sister and dad would drive alone, and my mom and brother and I would stay home. Done.  

 “Yeah, but, I don’t have to go to school, right?” I clearly remember the fear in my voice.  

 “Not now.” Mom said in that tone that actually meant ‘not ever.’ 

 So, my dad and sister packed up and drove off in my dad’s car. The trip took about 

eighteen hours, give or take, so they should be there early the next day. I was sitting in the living 

room, I remember looking out the big picture window, which was draped with these enormous, 

hideous, macabre thick velvet curtains of a reddish-brown hue that made it look like the Addams 

family lived there. I think the house came with them. They were probably too heavy to remove, 

and so they were just built in to the price like an enclosed patio or maybe they reduced the price 

like when someone hangs themselves in the attic, they knock off a few thousand. Either way, 

these heavy drapes the color of bloody stool were dramatically parted and the autumn day was 

the perfect personification of the cycle of life, by which I mean most everything was dead, and 

perfect for my teenage melancholy. I was about to walk to the piano to practice my two finger 

chords when I heard the vacuum cleaner turn on. Yeah, mom was vacuuming. Some people 
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grieve by baking, some by screaming, and some by cleaning, my mom usually did all three. 

Sometimes at the same time. She’s not a bad multi-tasker. One Christmas, for very specific and 

valid reasons, she baked twenty dozen cookies while painting the kitchen and screaming that no 

one ever lifted a god damn finger to help her. Like I said, she had a valid reason. And the cookies 

were top-notch. So the cleaning had started, which made my mouth water a little, in Pavlovian 

response to the myriad of baked goods she was no doubt plotting in her head as I was heading to 

tickle the ivories.  

A word about the piano. A couple of years back, while we were still in Michigan, mom 

decided she wanted a piano. I think she was shopping for throw pillows for the new couch and 

thought, you know what would really brighten up that dark corner? A four-thousand-pound 

Steinway.  So she got one. And there it went in our sunken living room next to our sliding glass 

door, or as we midwesterners call it, the doorwall, and our preposterously large wicker papasan 

chair that no one could ever casually get in or out of without rolling onto the floor. The piano 

was huge. It was a baby grand. Do you know how big grand pianos are? It’s like parking a Fiat in 

your living room. But there it was, this unfinished, partially tuned dull black baby grand that my 

father, my quiet, tie-wearing, accountant father sat down at, after he and my uncle tore up most 

of the grass across the courtyard rolling it from the truck, he just sat at the keys and to my 

astonishment, he started playing it. I was thirteen-years-old and up to that point had no idea my 

father could play. What’s more, my mother, who had been married to him for fifteen years also 

had no idea. Turns out he was pretty good. He got sheet music and before long was playing 

Mozart and Beethoven and the theme to Terms of Endearment, which still causes a swell of 

sentimental emotion for probably everyone in my family-even if they don’t admit it. At least it 

still does for me. I’m a sucker for nostalgia. I say nostalgia and not sentiment, because sentiment 
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is cheap and nostalgia is earned. It’s the difference between the films A Christmas Story and 

Forrest Gump. One plays on the nostalgia of a time and a universal experience of family and 

hope, and the other is a sentimental mess starring Tom Hanks. My dad tried to teach me how to 

play the piano, but it felt like math homework to me, so I almost immediately stopped. I wanted 

to make music, not understand why little symbols correlated to the keys. I took the same 

approach to actual homework. I also wouldn’t put together puzzles, do crosswords, and when 

Sudoku became all the rage, I tried one and realized I’d rather take up mafia informing than ever 

look at another.  My dad and I live on opposite sides of the brain. He lives on the side that can 

solve problems, has common sense and tells him to stop eating. And I was the creative fat kid 

who wasn’t about to be human gentrified by reason and responsibility.  

 Mid-vacuuming- back to Halloween, keep up. This story, like the great tale of Odysseus 

is one of many twists, turns, mermaids, one-eyed monsters, and of course vengeful gods 

throwing wrenches into the best laid plans of mice and my parents.  Anyway, mid-vacuuming, 

the guilt bulb goes on. She turns it off and my mother looks at me, and I know what she’s going 

to say.  

 “I can’t miss my father’s funeral.” – Yeah, I was gonna say, that wouldn’t make much 

sense.  

 “I can’t do that, right?”- No, no one does that. 

 “We have to get packed and go.” –Yeah, I’m already packed from the third or fourth plan 

we had.  

 “We’ll have to take the dogs.” That sounds about right.  

 “Let’s go.” I was always enthusiastically prepared to go along with mom. I was also the 

go-to for my mother’s manic spontaneity. Many a time I would be allowed to skip school to go 



   7 

see movies with mom. Full grown-up movies. Woody Allen’s latest was always a tradition for 

us. I started to become interested in independent and foreign cinema when I was about twelve, 

and I’d talk my parents into taking me to see movies like The Crying Game, Howard’s End, and 

Dead Ringers, none of which went over terribly well with anyone in the family. But mom was 

the most likely to go to whatever movie I wanted to see, and it is definitely from her that I 

learned to passionately debate the merits of film. We’d have shouting matches in my family 

about movies that we disagreed on, with none of us willing to alter our opinions. It is from the 

immutable rigidity of my family that I learned how to understand the difference between being 

and becoming. Which is what this story is really about. I’ve been lost in the idea of being for so 

many decades, that my embracing of becoming is the only proper way I can tell this story.  

 Let me explain this very elementary philosophical idea as I see it. Being is a fixed state. 

We can delineate and separate one another into categorical abstractions when we look at life 

from a place of being. Becoming is the evolution of the universe. Nothing in the universe is in a 

fixed place. It’s expanding, it’s changing, and we are parts of the universe, therefore, we are not 

fixed objects meant for categorization. We’re different people from one experience to the next. 

One moment to the next. And the totality of our lives is the story of the universe in a 

microcosmic way. It may be hamartia  to think of oneself as significant as the universe, but for 

this story, it is the changes, the moments of flux and chaos where humanity is most easily 

glimpsed because they are moments where authenticity is an imperative. And so, like the 

universe, it is when we are literally becoming something else, that we are most uniquely most 

ourselves.  

So, on Halloween in 1991, as my dad and sister were already on their way from Denver 

to Detroit, my mom made a last-minute decision to jump in her car and follow them, and whether 
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I knew it or not, I was less than a week away from becoming something new. I grabbed the bowl 

of candy mom bought for the trick or treaters and a 12 pack of diet coke and we were  good. 

Mom and I lived on the same side of our brain, which meant absent my father, bad decisions 

happened. Almost always last minute, though highly utilitarian if you consider the greatest joy 

for the people involved to be all that matters, and usually food related. My mother and I had a 

go-to food for nearly every occasion. And a location to get said food that was always within 

reach. Chocolate cake from Bill Knapps, French Fries and Milkshakes from White Castle,  

Biscuits and gravy from Bob Evans, Pizza from Hungry Howies, Burgers from Rally’s. White 

chocolate from Sanders. Also Vernors flavored ice cream from Sanders. Bumpy cake from 

Sanders, Cream puffs from…you know what, I didn’t realize until just now but Sanders might 

need a separate chapter. #respect. On special occasions, a road trip was necessary, and no joke, 

we’d drive for hours to get to food. Frankenmuth, a Dutch-inspired city which was a two-hour 

drive from the suburbs of Detroit we would regularly make for the fried chicken dinner at 

Zenders.  We’d go to Mackinac Island, an actual island! A boat was necessary to get us there, 

just so we could get fudge. But like the best fudge. For real. No joke. One-hundred percent. And 

not just chocolate flavored, but vanilla- and this cannot be overstated, that will change your life. 

Mackinac island’s vanilla fudge is basically just brown-sugar sweetened butter that melts in your 

mouth and alters your brain chemistry to where you too would travel hours by car, get on a ferry, 

and then take a horse and buggy- it’s a weird island- for just even an ounce of this dense, 

smooth, creamy, ivory-colored confectionary heroin. Like I said, I live on the side of my brain 

that justifies just about anything if it means I get dessert.  

 The two dogs we had to take with us to my grandfather’s funeral were  a Shih-Tzu named 

Sachi, and a pug named Bubba. We grabbed their food, their food bowls and leashes. My brother 
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and I packed as fast as we could, and we loaded up my mom’s Ford Taurus and within an hour, 

while it was still light out, we headed east. Completely unaware of the adventure that lay in the 

open road. It is a tale of the Nebraska highways like you’ve never heard before.  
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1984 

I. 

 This particular story starts in October of 1984. My mom’s cousin Johnny died one 

morning in his backyard. I think he was picking apples or something like that. Growing up in 

Michigan my grandfather had apple and pear trees in his back yard. His cousin Johnny, who 

lived less than a mile away from him, also had them. Johnny also had a wife named Rose and 

two daughters, Joanne and Diane. And while I have memories of all of them, Rose stand out as 

the most memorable. This stands for a couple of very significant reasons. First, she worked at 

Sanders, an ice cream parlor known for their hot fudge and chocolate candies. To this day, I can 

close my eyes and totally recall Sanders white chocolate Easter bunnies. A solid bunny-shaped 

confection as creamy and decadent as the finest French dessert I’ve ever had- and I’ve had them 

in very respected bistros in Paris. I love that that preceding statement is actually true! Sanders 

also made cakes and pastries, the best being their Bumpy Cake, which is a chocolate cake 

covered in a chocolate ganache that was rippled across the top like little chocolate waves, hence 

the name bumpy, but what was so special about this cake was that these ripples were filled with a 

buttercream frosting that was like the middle of a Twinkie, light and airy and just perfectly 

sweet. This same cream was also jammed into their cream puffs, which was choux pastry baked 

into a round shell that was cut in half and then filled with cream, it was then topped with ice 

cream and their famous hot fudge. Anyway, I also remember Rose because she had the strangest 

accent I’ve ever heard. I have no idea where she was from. I’ve heard Romania, Czechoslovakia, 

Germany, and I always thought she was from Transylvania. But wherever she was from, her 

muddled accent was a strange concoction of all of the above. Finally, I remember Rose because 
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it was she who would spill a family secret over her husband’s dead body- literally- and change 

my life forever.  

 As I said, it was October 1984, and Johnny died picking apples in his backyard. He was 

in his sixties and had the opposite of good health. He had bleeding ulcers, gout, cancer, and heart 

trouble. All of which could be connected, according to Rose, to his diet. The man ate and ate and 

ate. He ate so much he died of it. He ate himself to death.  Stories of his appetite were legendary 

in the family, and in fact nearly every story told at his funeral about him had something to do 

with food. I have a very early memory of Johnny on Christmas, holding out some kind of baked 

good, and me running to him to get it. Mom says I took my first steps to Johnny who was 

dangling chocolate in front of me. I’d call it genetic, but I’m getting to that. Johnny was the first 

dead body I had ever seen. I was eight-years-old so probably not too far behind the rest of the 

world when it came to life experiences. But I have to think that the experience of my first funeral 

was somewhat different than the average persons, if for no other reason than the fact that it was 

at Johnny’s funeral that my mother found out she had been adopted.  

 I use the term “adopted” loosely. Like how one could say West Side Story is an 

“adaptation” of Romeo or Juliet.  Or saying that the New Testament is more than just fan fiction. 

My mother was given away at birth. Her biological mother gave her to an aunt who was in her 

forties and unable to have children of her own. The aunt she was given to, Lorraine, lived in a 

different state, far enough away from the rest of the family that my maternal grandmother 

wouldn’t have to see my mother ever again. And she didn’t. That is, until the day after Christmas 

1984. How did all this come out? Well, apparently Rose had promised her husband Johnny that 

she would never tell my mom the truth. He literally hadn’t been dead a week before Rose let it 

slip. My mom, who was twenty-eight at the time, processed this information pretty much the way 
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you’d think a twenty-eight-year old mother of three would. She broke down. Something to know 

about mom, she doesn’t keep things to herself. Ever. I was eight, as I said, and the night Rose 

told my mother this shocking news, I was informed of it. My whole family was. My mother 

came home and told us the whole story of how Rose spilled the beans. It was shocking to me, 

mostly to discover that the man I called puppa, wasn’t my actual grandfather. I have since come 

to understand that genetics have very little to do with who your real family is. But that comes 

later.  

 At the age I was, the information was immediately processed as something that wasn’t 

about me. It would take me decades before I would understand the psychological toll this took. 

But at the time, I thought it was something that was really only happening to my mom. After all, 

she was the one who was given away. She was the one who had to deal with the feelings of 

abandonment and the questions about why her birth mother would give her away. I didn’t have 

these questions. I didn’t want to know the woman who gave my mother away. As I said, my 

mom didn’t keep things to herself. This is entertaining, but can also be a burden. For instance, I 

knew everything that happened to my mother in her childhood. I knew that Lorraine was 

abusive. Abusive to the point that I pictured her as Faye Dunaway’s version of Joan Crawford in 

Mommie Dearest!  A movie my mom and sister and I had repeatedly watched. I had seen it so 

often, at eight-years-old I could and would quote it endlessly. “No wire hangars,” was ubiquitous 

in our house. Lorraine, much like Ms. Crawford was a rager. My mom told me she was so 

volatile and terrifying, you never knew at the start of the day if she were going to play music and 

dance all day, or lock you in a closet. Mom says she was impulsive in both good and bad moods. 

One day, she decided to buy a new car. My mom remembers going to the dealership, picking it 

out and proudly driving it home. She remembers them surprising my grandfather with it when he 
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got home from work, and she remembers my grandfather yelling at the top of his voice about 

how they couldn’t afford it, and how she should have asked him. He told her it would have to go 

back and that was that. My mom says that Lorraine just sat there staring as George scolded her. 

Nothing too dramatic. But she was awoken in the middle of the night by the dancing lights on 

her walls. The lights were a combination of flame and firetrucks. Looking out the window, she 

could see the garage was burning. The garage, with the new car inside it. My mom ran 

downstairs to run outside but was stopped short when she saw her own mother, rocking in a 

rocking chair, staring at the blaze with a strange look of calm satisfaction on her face. 

Horrifying. The images of Lorraine in my head were of a toweringly terrifying woman, and then 

I had to learn that my mom was given to her, she didn’t belong to her. Someone put this awful 

burden on her. I was going to hate whoever that was. And I did. No one tells you at eight-years-

old that this choice to hate wasn’t really conscious, but I knew that the woman that was going to 

call herself my mother was not someone I would ever love.  

 About a week after Johnny’s funeral, my mom decided to confront her father. I remember 

she and my dad having talks late into the night, I always snuck to their closed door to listen to 

what they were talking about, and I remember the vulnerability and fear in my mom’s voice. She 

believed her dad wouldn’t admit to it, and that he’d stop loving her for even asking. My mom 

had such guilt when it came to her father. I think it has something to do with the fact that 

Lorraine died when my mom was six, and because she was so young, she was terrified she’d lose 

her dad too. So, like a good Catholic (sarcasm) she knew she had to be filled with guilt, lest God 

was like to punish her for being sinful.  Everything my mother did to rebel against her dad 

caused her guilt. She was certain she would be the reason he died. Now she had to confront him, 

to ask him if he’d lied to her for her whole life. She wasn’t sure she could do it. Luckily for her, 
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Rose had the same inability to keep anything to herself. Rose must have told my grandfather 

about the talk she had with my mom because not two weeks after Johnny’s funeral, my 

grandfather called my mom. This was monumental. My grandfather never called anyone. He had 

a phone in his kitchen, a rotary phone that hung on the wall and had a cord so long you could 

take it into any other room in the house, including halfway down the basement steps. My 

grandfather was the opposite of hip. In my mind, he was born old. He had a huge piece of wire, 

like an unwrapped hanger keeping his refrigerator door closed. It was so old it no longer latched 

on its own. He had canned goods in his cupboards that had expired in the 70s. And once, my 

mom and I found ear drops that had been prescribed to Lorraine, who had been dead at least 

twenty years. He drank Tang every day, kept his spit in an old milk container, and had an old 

holiday tin on his kitchen table that was filled with generic peanut butter sandwich cookies. He 

sat in his fifty-year old rocking chair next to a window. And that’s how I remember him. Like 

Archie Bunker, a contemptuously unhappy, racist man forever rocking in his chair. The only 

other time he had ever used the telephone to call my mom was when his Pomeranian, a vicious 

little fucker named Fluffy, had died. Fluffy was an asshole. To this day, I’ve never seen another 

Pomeranian that could snarl the way Fluffy did. He used to hide under furniture, just waiting for 

your feet to get close enough to snip at. I remember screaming when I was probably four-years-

old because Fluffy had attacked my toes at the edge of a bed. My grandfather loved that dog, 

obviously because the dog was the perfect animal version of the cantankerous man himself.  

 “He’s going to tell me,” my mom said as soon as she hung up the phone. I remember her 

jumping to her feet, she was filled with an anticipatory joy that felt incongruous to me. She was 

about to have her lack of true identity confirmed by the man that had raised her, and she seemed 

to be beaming. Of course, I look at this memory now with the softest of criticism. My mother 



   15 

was hopeful in that moment of a discovery that would lead her to something she had always 

wanted- to be wanted. She was lost in the idea of being something, and she was ready to jump in 

without hesitation. A jump that, it turns out, was off of a cliff. But she couldn’t see anything 

except a fulfillment of a person she always suspected herself to be. She would belong. Looking 

back on this, I feel such sorrow for her. She was so convinced that she would have to work to get 

people to love her, that her choices from this moment on changed everything forever. And not 

for the better. But all she saw was the potential for being something new. I think she was 

convinced she’d become a different person, and somehow more loveable. Her childhood, it turns 

out, was a lie. A lie, populated by a family who all apparently knew the truth, they knew she 

wasn’t one of theirs, and seemed to treat her accordingly. Now she stood on the edge of 

possibility. Love might be genetic. It might be all that’s required. Of course, the person my 

mother was before she answered that phone call from her father, was never seen again. 

Sometimes when we’re broken, we have to put ourselves back together. Sadly, my mother 

wasn’t just about to meet a new family, she was about to give them pieces of herself she could 

never get back. I see this moment in my memory and I wish I were the age I am now, so I could 

tell my mom what was about to come, and warn her that she must hold onto herself. But alas, she 

didn’t know who she was, literally. For the rest of that day, before she went over to see her dad, 

my mom was in a weird limbo, as if she had no true identity. She had been lost in the idea that 

she was adopted. Then she was partly convinced it wasn’t true. Now, she knew what was 

coming, and so she sat in a kind of identity void. If only you knew yourself, mom. If only. 

 I didn’t get to go with her to my grandfather’s. I knew why she was going. We all did. 

But only she and my dad went. We stayed home with my Uncle John, who was not an uncle, but 
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a family friend of my mom’s, and played a large part of my childhood. We’ll come back to 

Uncle John.  

 I was never okay being wrong. I have this terrible character flaw of needing to be right. I 

hate it. I have to tell myself every day of my life, it’s okay to be wrong, and even then, it’s still 

my default setting.  My mother will argue with everything I say. She’s the most argumentative 

person on the planet. Literally everything. I grew up truly believing that if someone thinks 

something that I think is correct then there was obviously something wrong with them. I don’t 

want others to think I’m stupid. But it’s like pathological. I’ll make enemies as long as they don’t 

think I’m uninformed. This is the thing I am trying the hardest to change in myself. I was bullied 

at school. I was bullied at home. I knew that my intellect was all I had. I was gay, fat, and in my 

mind physically hideous, but I could be witty and smart. That was in my control.  This is relevant 

to our story. Promise. You see, as I set out to write this, I had funny anecdotes, and crazy stories 

of my past to tell. I knew it was rife with drama and the therapeutic effect of writing has always 

been useful to me. But it has occurred to me, at just this most recent moment, that I’m not really 

writing a story about my mother. I’m writing mine. I’m hoping, much like Tennessee Williams, 

that recreating the truth of my own existence, through someone else, will allow me to 

comprehend a better version of my own. Twist the facts, bend the truth a little, seek to make 

some of that  preferential “magic” that Blanche eloquently confesses, and suddenly the pain that 

sits in the cracks of my own humanity gets filled with humor and light. The truth, as I see it, is 

only clear when I write about others. This is my second greatest flaw: deflection. I can write my 

mom’s story, and I can be the eyewitness to her history, without hitting on the effects it had on 

me. Why would I do this? I just said, it’s a flaw. Let me be clear here; I don’t want to write a 

scathing account of my damaged childhood. I don’t want to be one of those people that blames 
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his parents for his own inability to find happiness. I don’t suffer from some Freudian anhedonia, 

nor do I harbor secret resentment for my parents. I hold the same resentment that everyone 

should have for the people that ever dared to think it was a good idea to bring a child into this 

awful world. That’s the duplicity of realism and sarcasm that’s hard to convey in written form. I 

guess I’ll let you decide when something is earnest and when it’s hyperbole, and in the best 

moments when it is both. It might not be fortuitous, but I am an optimist.  As I write this, I have 

come to face the truth that there is no real throughline, no thread holding the narrative of my life 

together. Which is something that I spent way too much money in Graduate School learning all 

about. Then I realized it wasn’t just for the sake of the story, but for the man. So, to appease 

narrative structure, and provide myself with what I hope will be a psychologically satisfying 

catharsis, I list the following three thematic progressions that I will develop as we move along. 

First, it is only the erroneous mind that can’t admit it’s wrong. Human’s would never have 

adapted without the acknowledgement that someone else’s idea was better. People who oppose 

you aren’t always the enemy. Second, to cut and run doesn’t stop the hurt. In fact, it hurts more. 

And finally, self-awareness is not, as my mother says, a way to keep yourself from being happy. 

Sure, sometimes it’s overwhelming how many hours a day we have to spend in our own god-

damned heads. But narcissism demands a willing participant, and we cannot escape the reality 

that we are all insanely self-obsessed. We can use this power for good. I hadn’t really considered 

that before. So, the combination of fear of fault, cutting out anyone who hurts me, and my 

unwillingness to see either of those things, has led me to more loneliness, more isolated 

heartache than I would have had, had I just opened my mouth and said, “I’m flawed, I’m scared, 

help me.” I was terrified to be myself, because I would be rejected, so when I fell in love for the 

first time, I was the human equivalent of saran wrap. It took over a decade to get over that one, 
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and he knows it. I say this, because no matter how severe the pain of losing him was, he is my 

best friend to this day, and he has proven to me that love needn’t be categorized nor judged and 

that family is a choice. It took me a long time to realize this. I used to think romantic love was 

the only great love anyone could have. I pushed everything onto the idea that only another gay 

man could really be deserving of my love because only another gay man could ever not reject me 

in the way I feared the whole world would. This is the negativity of identity politics, we believe 

ourselves less human and categorizable. But up until very recently, I was lost in ideology. And 

being gay made me a part of a group with expectations and anger and hurt. This meant that my 

encounters with men were intense. Crazy intense. I scared the shit out of my second boyfriend. 

More on that later. This led to many, many encounters all with the idea that I was looking for the 

perfect man. The man who would see me and want me, unconditionally. I didn’t want myself, so 

he would have to fill that gap. This ultimately led to my removing my own feelings, as I do, 

completely, and I ended up breaking a nice guy’s heart. Though I do credit myself for not 

extending that one beyond a few months. I could have destroyed the guy, and I’m glad to know 

that my low self-esteem didn’t fancy that idea.  

 How did I get on this topic? Right! Mom headed to her dad’s house to find out the truth 

of who she was.  When she came home that night, she told me everything her dad had told her. 

He said that she was given to them when she was born by Lorraine’s niece. A woman named Pat. 

The last he had heard, Pat lived in Toledo, Ohio and he thought she had other children. It was 

slightly vague, but it turned out to be accurate. My mom was excited and sad at the same time. 

Psychologically, I was at an age when I could understand the implications of right and wrong, 

and I could separate myself from my mother, and I was very good at the last part. I get this from 

my dad. We can remove ourselves totally from the situation and be convinced it’s only 
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happening to the other person. We’re both really good at this with my mom. And she really likes 

that we can do this. I never thought of Pat and the rest of the people in Ohio as my “real family,” 

they were my mom’s. I never questioned if my parents were really my parents, as my sister did. 

The minute she found out my mom was adopted, my sister became hysterical and threw a fit. She 

seemed totally convinced that she also had been adopted, as if it was a genetic trait that all first 

born daughters in our family share. I see this moment as a turning point in the relationship 

between my mother and sister who, as of the time I’m writing this, are estranged. My sister 

refuses to speak to either of my parents. More on that later.  

My mom was given away. She had a “real” family out there somewhere. And now she 

had a name and a location. Oh, yeah and her brother George, he wasn’t their biological child 

either. There was so much to talk about. So much to think about. And my little family, that had 

always been just a handful of us, was about to crack wide open and forever change who we were.  
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1991 

II 

 

Now, I am prone to exaggeration. I know I am. Actual details about reality have never 

been easy for me illustrate. Similes about the beauty of life don’t exactly fire my synapses, I was 

too early exposed to Mel Brooks, to Woody Allen, and Carl Reiner. When I see a flower, I don’t 

find language to describe its beauty, I think it should shoot water into the face of a buffoon. 

Double entendre and puns make me happier than any biblical passage ever could. Ironic 

language meant to be overly clever is actually clever to me. I mention this because the trip to my 

grandfather’s funeral is a comic mind’s goldmine. What transpired is outlandish, unrealistic, and 

a third word for seemingly impossible. But I swear, it’s all true. But for dramatic effect, which is 

like crack to me, I will be diverting occasionally for context. I will be flashing backwards, 

forwards and sideways so as to heighten the mystery, elicit empathy and extend the dramatic 

tension within an inch of its life. In my journey of becoming, the things that mattered most, were 

often overlooked in the moments themselves, but in retrospect provide the strongest impressions 

of who I would become.  

So there we were, my mom, my brother, my two dogs and me packed into my mom’s 

white Ford Taurus, a car with far more miles on it then it’s two years in existence should have 

afforded. It had already driven from Detroit to Denver and back and back again in just over a 

year. But in the moment, the health of the car was not on anyone’s mind.  It was a sunny 

Halloween afternoon when we started. I remember unrolling a tootsie roll from the enormous 

candy bowl that had been meant for trick-or-treaters but I now recognize as partially being the 

inciting incident for my mother’s type 2 diabetes, and I was taken by the significance of this day. 
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Halloween was always an event in our house. It was my mother’s favorite holiday, and her way 

of demonstrating that was to create elaborate haunted houses in our basements. Like totally 

professional-level haunted houses. She would transform our entire basement into multi-room 

haunted houses complete with a narrative of murder and mayhem. She and my father would put 

up fake walls- I still have no idea how! There would be black and red lights, dark corners with 

dead bodies, bowls full of eyeballs and tons of other grotesqueries. My friends would come 

every year to take part in my mom’s haunted houses, and after we all took turns going through, 

all the normal lights would come on and the haunted house turned into a party, with music and 

food and games. It was the best. This was our first Halloween in Denver, and we’d only lived 

there a short amount of time, so there was to be no haunted house that year, so at least my 

grandfather hadn’t ruined a good one.  

Road trips were not something foreign to me and my family. In fact, I think it’s safe to say that 

every year of my life up to this point, and again I’m fifteen, had contained at least one road trip. 

At just fifteen, I think I’d been to over thirty states.  Every summer, my mother would plan 

vacations that usually entailed a good amount of driving. She had a slight flying phobia, a phobia 

that I considered silly and irrational, until on my first international flight I discovered it was 

hereditary.  I was eighteen, on a flight from Denver to London, I learned what the expression 

mortal fear is. I’ll get to that story. It’s high drama- pun intended- that involves a panic attack, a 

super patient flight attendant and hives. But up to the age of fifteen, I had flown twice in my life. 

Both times to Los Angeles, once when I was two years old, and once when I was twelve. As a 

child, I was apparently fine with the act of transporting myself through the air at five or six miles 

above the surface of the earth- a bit of physics that would cripple my willingness to travel for a 

couple of decades.  But road trips, those were how my family and I got around. My mom 
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planned trips, my dad did the driving, and sometimes we rented an RV. We would drive to 

Florida, our most common destination because of, I assume Disneyworld, a place I liked as a kid, 

but quickly outgrew. I was not the kid that wanted to go to the movies to see the latest cartoon 

animal battle evil, and in fact I found most Disney films placate their audience, and, let’s be real, 

are just poor representations for girls.  

Side note: One of the most significant realizations that has been a driving force of telling this 

story, is my own unraveling of indoctrinated dogma that served as my moral compass for over 

forty years. As a child of baby boomers, growing up in the 1980s and 90s, the seismic cultural 

shift to identity politics and postmodernism was all I knew. I was raised to understand how awful 

bigotry was and how our country was mostly corrupted by it. I was raised to think whole groups 

of people are “oppressed,” and “victims” of patriarchal, heteronormative, white dominance.  So, 

my early activism against poor representation of girls in Disney films is really just the product of 

confirmation bias because of moral ideas that were being drilled into me and my fellow Gen 

Xers.  

I thought it was obvious that Snow White was a pro-misogyny film. A piece of propaganda, 

clearly written by a bunch of short, ugly men who had elaborate fantasies about beautiful women 

appearing at their doorsteps to cook and clean for them. And what’s with Snow White’s 

character arc? Really? The protagonist of the story gets poisoned and lies in a coma until a man 

rescues her?! Even at six or seven years old I wasn’t into the message. And I really only liked the 

villains in Disney Movies, because let’s be honest, they are the only ones with any nuance at all. 

I mean Maleficent was much more a representation of true human experience over the heroin, 

once again a beautiful woman in a sleep-induced existence. I mean, if her unconsciousness had 

been a choice, you know like Amy Winehouse, then at least she’d have some depth. As it was, 
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she was just a victim. During my childhood in the 80s, there weren’t many new Disney films, so 

I was raised on the “classics.” Then we got The Little Mermaid. Now, don’t get me wrong, I 

appreciated the music, and Sebastian is whatever, but again, it has a shitty lead female character. 

She has to give away her voice to be with a man?! I mean! I was bewildered by all the righteous 

rhetoric I was hearing spouted by liberal minded activists around me, and yet, they could just 

accept the terrible messages of Disney. “I grew up on Disney.” Is the standard response, which I 

just chalk up to the cinematic equivalent of Stockholm Syndrome and move on. I mean, what if 

you grew up with regular beatings, or being Republican? A thought that used to terrify me? I was 

raised so liberal, I saw Republicans as a kind of bogeyman. Another piece of indoctrination that 

led to the crisis of American culture that would peak in the era of Trump. So, in the late 80s, it 

was tradition that kept liberals from calling out Disney films, a hypocrisy that I used to rail 

against, I now miss those better times. I used to blame religion for the world’s troubles. 

Obligation to sentiment is why religion prevented world happiness, or so I thought- but that’s 

another can of worms. Long rant short, I wasn’t having the repeated narrative that Disney was 

dishing out. I was one of those kids that begged his mother to take him to see the new Merchant 

Ivory film. And she did.  So when it came time to go to a Disney theme park after about the age 

of twelve, I started to wish for the world to create the E.M. Forester-themed park. I was that kid 

that would have gone to a Downton Abbey fantasy camp. I would have traded A Room with a 

View trading cards. I’m now speaking only to other pretentious cinephiles- how amazing would 

it be to have Stanley Kubrick land?! Or the Ingmar Bergman experience? I don’t know what that 

would be exactly, but it would only be open in the rain and no one would be allowed to speak 

unless they’re positing a theory on existence or confessing an egregious sin. Oh, to be so human! 
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I was talking about Road trips with my family. We took them. A lot of them. And as I 

said, sometimes this would happen in a rented RV. Five of us hitting the open road in what 

equated to a moveable hotel the size of a small studio apartment. Being in such close quarters 

with two siblings and your parents is only fun for the first four or five miles, and then it becomes 

a moving torture chamber. My sister and I had a sometimes antagonistic relationship with each 

other, and being crammed into a formica hell wasn’t exactly going to ease that tension. We 

fought. My mom would scream at us, and try to separate us, but where are we going to go? I 

often found myself hiding in the tiny bed above the driver, which is kind of like an overhead 

storage bin for humans.  So, fighting was always a part of the road trips. Also, I came to expect 

that mom would be throwing up at some point. I don’t know if it was the constant motion, or the 

close proximity to me and my siblings, but it always happened. My mom was sick all the time. 

She still is. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my mother, it’s that it matters how you treat 

your body. She has never extended as much care to herself as most people would to a mouse 

that’s trapped under their sink. I’ll refer to this again and again, so it’s important to understand 

that my mom has always been cruel to herself, and watching that as a kid fucked me up, but also 

provided me with a counter argument, and I’m grateful for that. It took me decades to understand 

that my love for her would never be enough to make her love herself. It’s a heartbreak that one 

can never really get over. It’s one of the side effects of being oh so human.   

But the trips, outside of the RVs, at least in my mind, were epic. One summer we must 

have spent three weeks in an RV seeing the entire eastern seaboard of the United States and parts 

of Canada. We hit Niagara Falls- which meant we went into Canada, because let’s be honest, the 

Canadian side is better- I know! I know! That’s probably treason in Trump’s America. I’m good 

with it. I’d much prefer to be a Trudeau Canadian. Over Trump, I’d prefer to be a stateless 
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nomad refugee- but alas, I’m not motivated enough to fill out the paperwork. I’m basically like 

the Greenland of humans. You notice me when you fly over me, but I’m not technically doing 

anything for anyone.  I’m barely autonomous.  

After Niagara Falls we went down through New York. Yeah, if you want to know the 

definition of insanity it’s my father trying to find a parking spot for a thirty-foot vehicle in 

Manhattan. I assume NASA had an easier time figuring out how to travel out of Earth’s 

atmosphere. My mom and sister and I would just jump out to see sights and then jump back in at 

the next corner. My poor dad, he didn’t really see anything except hostile cab drivers, bicyclists 

and the middle fingers of many a pedestrian I assume. I, on the other hand, fell in love with the 

city. It was bigger, louder, and more eccentric than even my mother was. There was an energy I 

could feel immediately.  In my ten or eleven-year-old mind it was a mass of creative energy 

beckoning me like a benevolent siren. Having discovered theater when I was just five, I was 

thrilled to see Times Square, an entire city that seemed built for the theater. There was a whole 

city that respected other people who wanted to spend their lives pretending to be other people in 

front of a paying crowd. Theater was a life-saving part of my childhood, and one that I will go 

into later. For now, it was the road trip to New York City when I was a kid that made me fall in 

love with a city for the first time. Over the years there would be a couple more- Paris being the 

most significant.  But thirty years later, and I’ve never fallen out of love with New York. It’s my 

favorite place. I see it as romantically as Woody Allen’s opening montage of the film 

Manhattan. Even now, when I’m there, I feel that energy, that glorious electricity that gives the 

entire city a heartbeat- a soul. It’s the connectedness of other humans you can’t escape, and it’s 

probably futile to try in a place like New York City.  
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After New York we headed to Massachusetts. We found ourselves in Colonial American 

towns. And I was struck by something that we don’t encounter much of in the Midwest, history. 

There were stories, hundreds of years old that defined the character of the location, and 

influenced everything from the food and clothing to the art, architecture and I liked the 

harmonious connection I could find from then to now. And so began my curiosity of history. As 

I stood in Salem, Massachusetts, in places where women were burned and hanged for witchcraft, 

or near Plymouth Rock, where the first Europeans arrived to “settle” this “new land,” I was 

surprised at what I was feeling. It was a connection to something I hadn’t anticipated. And to this 

day, whenever I encounter historical sites it’s the closest I come to having a sense of what I 

guess people would call spirituality. 

Side note might be necessary here: I am a hardcore atheist. I don’t believe in anything past our 

living experience. I believe when you die it’s over. Blackness and nothingness. I also believe that 

if science discovers I’m wrong, then I will happily believe whatever they discover. Until then, I 

don’t look for spiritual meaning. It’s hard enough to have meaningful encounters with other 

living humans. I don’t see the point of projecting to an uncertain future if I can’t get my present 

day, very real and human life together first.  So, when things happen in this story that are 

unexplainable, please believe me when I tell you, I am never suggesting anything that would 

imply fate, destiny, or karma in any way. But if you should determine something is worthy of 

such exegesis, go for it. I prefer Aristotle’s definition of soul “the actuality of a body that has 

life.” It’s the innerworkings of something indescribable. Love, creativity, and compassion, the 

things that are not quantifiable make the experience of being human more than just biology.  

Therefore, when I say New York City has a soul, I mean it in the sense of something sublime- 
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undefinable- not that there’s an invisible New York City underneath that will someday meet an 

omnipotent creator in some invisible world somewhere else- that’s ridiculous.  

After Salem and Plymouth, we spent a few days on Cape Cod, which was magical. My 

mom and I were always drawn to the ocean. I don’t remember if my sister and brother had the 

same feeling of excitement as my mom and I did when we got to a beach, but we all loved it. We 

could spend all day, every day on the beach. Not even swimming, just looking at it. The vast 

openness, the rhythm of the tide, the smell, the sand, the sound. It was the greatest place one 

could ever hope to find oneself. Looking back now, I see this calling to the ocean as an early 

recognition of mindfulness. I searched for meaning even as a child, and often found it in the 

simplicity of the rhythmic tide. The grandness of nature. And the harmony of standing before 

something larger, and recognizing the smallness of myself. And while Cape Cod was a highlight 

of the trip, I have to say, and I’m not ashamed to admit this, the part that I was most excited 

about was a small town in Pennsylvania. Yes, that’s right, Hershey. 

Another side note: I was a large baby. I was born weighing almost ten pounds. I was a 

chubby kid. I was always forced to shop for school clothes in the unfortunately named “husky” 

section. I was a fat teenager. I wasn’t husky after fourteen years old, I was just fat. By the time I 

was eighteen I was over three-hundred pounds. How did this happen? Well, I could blame 

genetics. I could play the victim of the standard midwestern diet. But really, it was that I was a 

junk-food junkie. I think I might be the reason Little Debbie stayed in business. I could eat a box 

of Swiss Cake Rolls during one standard 22-minute episode of a sit-com. By the time I was 

sixteen, I had a job, and most of my paycheck went to food. I was pretty depressed at that age- 

that may be an understatement, if suicide was a warm and friendly fairy, she was sitting on the 

edge of my bed every night tempting me with a myriad of reasons I should follow her to Never 
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neverland. I didn’t. Mostly because the energy required for it was simply out of the realm of 

possible. But also because my nightly routine was good enough to sustain me. I habitually 

recorded the TV show Cheers onto VHS tapes and every night I would sit in my bedroom and 

watch the show for hours. I would usually accompany my viewing with bags of potato chips, 

pints of ice cream, packages of Hostess or Little Debbie cakes and an entire 12 pack of Coke. 

Sometimes I would include actual food, like frozen pizza or chef Boyardee, but mostly it was 

food that didn’t require a stove or microwave, and apart from the ice cream, I didn’t even need 

utensils. Thus my mantra, fork’s just slow you down. I sat, sloth-like in the dark, by the glow of 

the shitty television projecting the only friends I had in the world. But in my defense, I was 

misled by a title song that reassured me it was a place I would want to go where my name was 

known to all. I do credit the show Cheers as being the other reason I didn’t kill myself. It made 

me laugh. And if I could laugh, I wasn’t so bad off. As a result of years of commitment to the 

show, I still know every line ever uttered on every episode. It’s true. I can mute the show to this 

day and perform all the lines verbatim. A skill no one will ever ask me to prove. I gloat 

nonetheless. 

Hershey Pennsylvania, home of the Hershey factory. A place where chocolate came into 

the world. I mean, I understand now why people go to Mecca, why the holy land draws so many 

faithfuls. I get why Graceland is such a popular spot for throwing a loved one’s ashes (Google 

it!). I was ten or eleven, and I had found real meaning in life. Ironically, I don’t remember 

anything about the actual factory. It smelled good, we got to try some candy, and much to my 

dismay there were no little orange men who sang morality tales as we gluttonously ransacked the 

place. We spent what feels like hundreds of dollars in the gift shop and the rest of the road trip 

was a vague mix of Kisses and Krackle (an immensely underrated candy bar), Reeses Pieces and 
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Whatchamacallits. Yes, my mother and brother and I were in heaven. My dad and sister never 

shared our obsessive love of chocolate- they were crazy- though my sister did worship Sonny the 

Cuckoo’s breakfast cereal, it was really my mom and I that would have given up everything else 

in the world to keep chocolate a part of our daily lives. The fact that she is now diabetic and I’ve 

nearly had all my teeth replaced is the kind of coincidence that causes people to believe in a 

higher power. I chalk it up to bad genes.  

But here we were on Halloween, Mom and Tim and I- our first road trip without Jen and 

Dad. As the sun was setting in the Western Colorado sky, we pulled off the freeway to get gas 

before the long, arduous hours of Nebraska’s cornfields which are…what is the word for the 

opposite of picturesque? The last chance gas station for a hundred miles. It was a small place, the 

kind the Coen brothers would use to film a bit of foreshadowing. A hovel with one working 

overhead neon that hissed. A nearly toothless man at the register, chewing, I guess gum, it could 

have been cud, though to be honest, I still have no idea what cud is. In my mind, it’s like the 

protruding bit of flesh on the bottom lip of a bulldog. Which is what the man looked like. He had 

a droopy face and eyes that seemed to hover like grey Froot Loops in slightly bluish milk. Most 

of my similes will be food-based. He was wearing a ballcap so tattered and old that it was 

probably safe to assume it was just part of his head now. And when he spoke, his accent was as 

country as Sarsaparilla.  

“You folks headin’ east?” He said through the clump of what I really hoped wasn’t his 

own skin. My mom said we were and he shook his head and made a disapproving sound.  

 “You best be careful.”  

 “Oh?” My mom was being polite by engaging with him, but I just wanted to pay for the 

five bags of snacks we just picked out of his questionably small convenience store with labels 
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that were similar to but not the same as the one’s in real cities. Being in the country was always 

to me like being on a TV show, all food products look similar to, but for I suppose legal reasons 

had to be slightly different from the real ones. Also, the country is just awful. It’s a paradise for 

insects, religious zealots and the Manson family.  I wasn’t really paying attention to the man in 

the crusted hat, but he got more and more animated as he was telling my mother about the 

impending weather warning. 

 “There’s gonna be gusty winds! Bout seventy miles an hour!” 

He really hit the words gusty and winds. As if gusty had seven or eight diphthongs on that u, and 

winds was pronounced weeends. My mom and I would regale every one that we knew with an 

exact impression of how this man said “gusty winds,” for the next several years. My mom was a 

bit nervous that there might be a storm coming, but it was Halloween, so in our minds, it was 

going to be- at worst- heavy rain. So, we had our snacks, we had a full tank of gas and we 

crossed the state line from Colorado into the ominous Nebraska night. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   31 

1984 

II. 

 My uncle George, in my memories, was a kind, brilliantly smart man that I greatly looked 

up to, and to this day count as one of the reasons I became a reader and went to college. He had a 

confidence about what he knew that I admired, and he used words that no child could possibly 

understand. What was important though, was that he never code switched in front of us. He 

spoke to me like an adult, and I loved it. I don’t really remember him being married to my Aunt 

Jacki, a woman who became great friends with my mom from the start, which was when my 

mom was in school. Jacki is a regular fixture in my childhood memories. She also treated me like 

an adult, and included me in whatever she and my mom were talking about. She loved to laugh 

and she and my mom would drink coffee, smoke cigarettes and talk and talk. George and Jacki 

had one child, my cousin Sara. Sara was my best friend growing up. She was the only constant 

friend I had, and we were similar in ways that made our relationship mostly drama-free. She and 

my sister, on the other hand, not so much. They fought like sisters. Sara spent many, many nights 

with us, and as an only child, I’m sure liked being around other children. She’s there in so many 

memories that it feels as if, for the first fifteen years of my life, I had three siblings and not just 

two.  

 Growing up with such a small family, meant that the diversity of memories just didn’t 

exist. I have one aunt, one uncle and one cousin for the first eight years, and they are the core of 

what I think of when I think of my family. One of my favorite memories of Sara, one that I visit 

all the time is when she and I would sneak into movie theaters and watch and re-watch movies. 

The movie theater near our house, The Terrace, was a multi-plex that was a particularly easy one 

to accomplish our criminal behavior. I remember us watching Born on the Fourth of July like ten 
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times at The Terrace. What strange kids we were. I was twelve, and she was fourteen, and 

instead of repeating The Little Mermaid, which was that same year, we snuck into Born on the 

Fourth of July, and War of The Roses, and Steel Magnolias. If I watch Born on the Fourth of 

July, to this day, I still think of Sara sitting next to me, with a box of popcorn, staring up at the 

big screen as we took in Ron Kovic’s story over and over again. I also remember watching The 

Silence of the Lambs with her and her dad. My uncle George was the first person in my life 

whose criticism of films I took very seriously. He told me when I was about ten years old that I 

must watch Mel Brooks’ The Producers, and it changed my life. His laugh was infectious, and 

watching a Mel Brooks film with him was always a better experience than it ever could have 

been without him.  His reaction to Anthony Hopkins and the movie The Silence of the Lambs 

was something my mom and I still fondly reminisce over.  

However, as is our practice, in 1991, we moved to Denver, and stopped speaking to all of 

them- for decades. When my mom finally reached back out to my aunt Jacki after more than a 

decade, she found out that while we had been away, my uncle George had died. I was an adult at 

this point, and the anger I felt for myself seemed impossible to forgive. I didn’t get a chance to 

know him as an adult. I’ll never know how much more influence he may have had on me, or the 

discussions we could have had as I discovered literature and poetry.  I don’t know what it is 

about my family, but we cut and run like wild west outlaws. It’s the most painful aspect of 

myself, the regret of loss is sometimes overwhelming. There is a grace I have found in letting go 

of the past, but there are also wounds that I have to accept will never completely heal. This is the 

beauty of being human. And in order to become the next person, we mustn’t regret the last one 

we were. Which is the point of this writing. I am hoping to shape a clearer version of me, one 



   33 

who is open, and has the space and capacity for more, more compassion, more kindness, more 

love.  

 My grandpa was too afraid to tell his son the truth of his existence. My uncle George 

could become a bit unhinged at times, though I never really saw this, I heard stories of his anger. 

My mom had to tell him that he was taken from a mental hospital that Lorraine worked at. I 

guess he was stolen? That story never really got clarified to me, all I know is that my grandfather 

didn’t have any information about who his real family was. My mom did tell him, and he stayed 

calm, laughed it off a bit, and then disappeared for like a week. He turned up at the VA hospital, 

after checking himself in for psychiatric treatment.  

From mid-October to the Christmas holidays, my mother was a manic mess that year. 

Sometime after Thanksgiving she spoke to her birth mother on the phone, and they planned for a 

meeting with the entire family for Christmas. My mom didn’t want to upset our Christmas Day, 

which was always an event in our house, so they settled on the day after Christmas.  

Side Note: Christmas Day in our house.  Christmas for me growing up was literally magical. I 

think I believed in Santa Claus until I was eleven. I remember believing that I had seen an elf in 

our basement. I don’t remember why he was there, but I definitely saw him. I was naïve and 

optimistic and giddy about all things Christmas. I was like a Who from Whoville. Christmas 

countdown happened most of the year, and I could barely contain my excitement when it had 

finally arrived.  I see it now as more of that Blanche-style demand for less realism and more 

magic. But also, there was a familial element to it, where negativity and stress seemed to 

diminish under twinkle lights and sparkling decorations.  Of course, this was hardly true, family 

tensions during the holidays were always high, but I chose to see the positive side. And this is 

something I find more and more relevant to discovering, as is the desired inention of this writing, 
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the very authentic nature of myself. I was a happy kid. I wanted to pursue the joyous things in 

life. And Christmas was all joy for me. And looking back, that’s what I remember. And my mom 

was more than willing to enable my addiction to the Christmas spirit. First, she and my father 

always decorated our houses from top to bottom with elaborate lights, garlands, tinsels, snow 

stencils on the windows, a light up Christmas Village on a china cabinet in the dining room. She 

would buy Christmas themed towels for the kitchen and bathrooms, our placemats were 

Christmas, and our tree was always enormous strung with enough lights to absolutely be a fire 

hazard. We blared Christmas music starting on Thanksgiving, continuing all the way through the 

new year. My mom’s favorites were Andy Williams and Elvis, and to this day when I hear either 

of their Christmas songs, I’m flooded with memories and nostalgia. My mom baked a ton for the 

holidays, and there was always candy in bowls around the house. Two facts that would have 

made me love the holidays, but in our house, these were just cherries on top of the decadent 

sundaes. We would make hot cocoa and watch Christmas movies, Christmas specials like 

Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, and the hints of secrecy about who was getting what for 

Christmas were always thick in the cinnamon scented air. And then Christmas Eve arrived, and 

with it, presents and special treats like magic cookie bars and homemade fudge and a huge 

candlelit dinner. Music and games were played, and it really is the most Rockwell of all of my 

memories. I know there were tensions on some Christmases, and I know that my anxiousness led 

to my getting screamed at by my mother, but in my mind, this was as idyllic of a childhood 

memory that anyone could possibly have. I could never sleep on Christmas Eve, and I always 

saw it as a kind of torture, having to wait for the morning. And I was always awake on Christmas 

morning before sunrise. It was tradition in our family that the kids could not go to the tree until 

everyone was awake, and then the parents would go first. This was so my mother could take 
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photos of our reactions to the wonderland of gifts that awaited us.  My mother grew up mostly 

without Christmas. After her mother died, her dad stopped celebrating it, and so in response, my 

mother was determined to give her own children the exact opposite. And I have no quarrel with 

that. We got so many gifts, the living room was often filled from the tree to clear on the other 

side of the room. One year, she numbered our gifts in the order we were to open them. There was 

a reason for this, something having to do with certain gifts being Atari games for a system that 

needed to be opened before the games were. And I remember the number was over seventy 

apiece for all three of us. Ridiculous, right? But also, like what an amazing thing for a child to 

get to experience. This is not to suggest that there is no downside to being grotesquely spoiled, 

but looking back, I’m happy to take that joy with me for the rest of my life.  

 Christmas of 1984 was no different than any other. After spending the three to four hours 

that it took to open our gifts, we all sat in a different kind of feeling. The next day we were 

planning to drive from our home outside of Detroit to meet our new family in Toledo, Ohio, 

which was about an hour drive from us. I remember my mom being nervous, and my sister 

making it all about her somehow- a theme I seem to come back to over and over- but of course 

she was making it about her, she was nine-years-old and she found out that the very small family 

we had wasn’t our real family. Image has always been super important to my sister, and anything 

that came across as looking bad was intolerable to her. I still see this in her, and I know it causes 

her pain, and I hope she someday finds a way past it. It took me a long time to not resent my 

sister for her demanding personality and hatred toward my parents. I sided with my parents and 

thought she was spiteful and held grudges. This has changed, I’ll come back to this.  

 I have such distinct memories of that Christmas. After opening presents, eating food and 

feeling the usual fatigue of exhaustion that I will forever associate with Christmas, the night 
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wound down and I fell asleep with the absolute fear that we were driving my mother to her “real” 

family to leave her there. I cried into my pillow that night, and it’s so strange to me now how 

certain I was that this was the last time I would really have my mother.  This was a feeling I had 

for as long as I can remember. I was crazy attached to my mom. So much so that going to school  

in kindergarten and first grade caused me such separation anxiety that I would cry in the 

bathroom because I missed her. I didn’t want to spend time away from my mom. I couldn’t have 

sleepovers at anyone’s house until I was a teenager. It was a very real sorrow that I felt when I 

didn’t know where she was, or if she was okay. On the very rare occasions that she would go out 

with friends at night, I would stay up in my room until I heard her come home, and the later it 

got, the more panicked I would be that something terrible had happened to her. I don’t know 

where I got this, I don’t know when it started, but I have a theory.  

 One of my earliest memories is of my dad’s mom, my grandma Mimi. I remember her the 

skin of her face, and the small liver spot near her hair line. I remember the gold polyester shirt 

she was wearing and her shiny earrings. I remember how she smiled at me and told me how 

smart I was when I pointed at something on a piece of paper. I think I was pointing out a word. I 

don’t remember. Then she picked me up and set me on the edge of the counter next to the sink 

and took an orange-brown tumbler from a cupboard and filled it with water from the tap and told 

me to be careful when I drank from the glass. I remember smiling at her, and this incredible 

feeling of warmth that I felt for her. To this day, I remember her voice, her sharp laughter, and 

her awkward gait, she walked lumberingly somehow. I don’t know if this is a specific memory of 

when she was drunk, or if she just walked funny, but I wasn’t even five years old yet. I 

remember her house, and I knew I liked it there, but I don’t remember too many specifics, just 

things like a brown table in the living room near the front door, and shelves with frames whose 
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photos I can’t remember, and the yellowish linoleum of her kitchen. She also had a sandbox in 

the back yard. I think. That’s pretty vague, but I remember falling face first in a sandbox and she 

was the one who picked me up and I remember we both laughed at all the sand that was in my 

hair and face. It was in my mouth. The crunching of it between my teeth drove me crazy, and she 

kept teaching me how to swish my mouth with water to spit out the sand. 

 Just before I turned five, there was a huge fight between my parents and my dad’s family. 

And then, without any warning I never saw her again. I never saw anyone in his family again. 

This was the first in a series of cutting people from my life, and this one was deeper than I knew. 

I was in my thirties before I realized the effects of this, and I had so much anger toward my 

father that when an opportunity presented itself, I tried to do the same to him. It’s a long story- 

my brother was on drugs, he was stealing everything from everyone else in the family, and I cut 

him out of my life- as you do- and my father refused to stop helping him, and enabling him, in 

my mind, my dad chose him over me, and I cut my dad out too. It didn’t work for long, thank 

god, I eventually spoke to him again, and we kind of pretended everything was okay, which is 

what my dad and sister are really good at, but my pattern to cut and run has dominated nearly all 

of my relationships up until very recently. I have no leftover attachments from my youth. I’ve 

been rekindling the one’s I can, but I live with real pain of abandonment from a grandmother of 

whom I have only those few flickers of memory.   

 I was too young to understand, but I feared that my mother could be next, and I held her 

as close as I could. This was a pattern for me that would last up until my first boyfriend, who I 

clung to with the same intensity that I had with my mother. I would panic when he wasn’t next to 

me. And god forbid, when he would go out of state to visit his family without me, I was a total 

wreck. I was so afraid of abandonment that I stayed with him for thirteen years, even knowing I 
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didn’t see him romantically after about two. Luckily, we got healthier together and are still best 

friends. I learned from him that I don’t have to cut and run when things aren’t the way I think 

they should be. On the eve of meeting my mother’s family, a family that included her mother, 

her three sisters and four brothers, some of whom had children- so I was about to meet a 

grandmother, aunts, uncles and cousins- all I could think about that night before was that I 

wasn’t gaining a family, I was losing my mother. And turns out, I wasn’t completely wrong.  
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1991  

III 

 Equanimity, something I don’t inherently possess, nor does anyone of my immediate 

family, was not something I thought I needed in my life.  I practice for it now, but didn’t know it 

existed until quite recently. As far as I understand it, equanimity is mental calmness, composure 

even in difficult situations. My family tended toward the opposite of this, precarious. We are 

reactionary, all of us, and the things that stand in the way of our ability to be calm number in the 

millions. Sounds from other people can set us off. Talking in a movie theater, noisy neighbors, 

music with bass turned too high, a revving motorcycle that passes by, our equilibrium is quickly 

thrown off by the world around us. And it causes negative reactions to just about everything in 

life. It’s how Everyone knows this feeling that’s experienced road rage. It’s almost as if we get 

into a car to drive, and suddenly the world is against us. Everyone is a bad driver, and we react to 

everything in a heightened and aggressive manner. Too much of the world reacts this way to 

other people all the time. It’s destructive, it lacks empathy, and it just plain sucks to be in a bad 

mood all the time. So, new default setting is: people are good, and they are coming at you with 

good intentions- If Anne Frank could do it… 

 What does this have to do with my grandfather’s funeral, or more specifically, the 

Nebraska highway five days before my grandfather’s funeral?  The honest answer is, I don’t 

know yet. I look forward to unpacking it with you, though.  Oh Nebraska! I’ve never liked you. 

From your right-wing politics, to your flat, monochromatic scenery. The first time I came across 

you was when my dad and I took a trip from Detroit to Denver the summer before we moved, to 

finalize buying our new house. I immediately found you flat and dull. You are full of corn and 

your roads seem only to go straight. You have no curves, no turns, no character. Solitary colors 
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and stretches of highway without services. Row after row of stalks of corn after seven hours feels 

like the state’s gaslighting you. It was an eight-hour trek from the Iowa to the Colorado border, 

with no change in the scenery. It’s like driving around a zoopraxiscope, over and over and over 

again, until you decide to surrender to the monotony or take a stand and refuse to eat corn for the 

rest of your life.  It is not an understatement that I hated Nebraska. As we crossed the border on 

Halloween, heading to my grandfather’s funeral, I  prepared myself for the lull in scenery, and 

was kind of glad the sun was setting. There is something to be said the for the night sky in the 

middle of America. From horizon to horizon, nothing but stars. You don’t even have to look up, 

you can see them straight across the wide open plain, and it’s truly breathtaking. It always makes 

me nostalgic for the pioneers and Native peoples who had crossed these plains centuries before 

me, and unlike city life I was accustomed to, this darkened prairie with a blanket of stars draping 

over it would have looked the same to them. I felt in touch with history. But only in the darkness 

and only when the all the road signs and streetlights were gone, and our car seemed to be like a 

spaceship floating through a timeless galaxy.  

It got dark about an hour into the state, but this night, there were no stars. There was just 

blackness. And then, there was snow. It started gently enough, as Autumn snowstorms tend to 

do. A blizzard on Halloween didn’t seem reasonable, so we didn’t panic. Had this been in a time 

of cell phones, my father would, at this point, know that my mom decided to drive to the funeral, 

and he would have been able to warn us of the treachery we were heading into. As it was, he 

would have no idea that we were even coming, until he got to my grandfather’s house after his 

eighteen-hour drive, and my mom could call him. So, there we were, me my mom and my little 

brother, and oh yeah two dogs, heading straight into a blizzard, without a single person in the 

world who knew we were doing it. 
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 My mom was a little nervous, she starting thinking that the guy at the gas station may not 

have just been eccentric. The car was getting hit with some pretty stiff winds, causing her to 

occasionally gasp and clutch the wheel with both hands as tight as she could. It didn’t seem to be 

a blizzard, though,  not at first, it was just a little bit of snow. To pass the time, and keep her 

attention, we talked. I don’t remember exactly what we talked about, but I know it was about my 

grandpa, and I know we were telling the collection of stories that my mom usually told about 

him. Keeping in the theme of road trips, I remember her telling me about the first road trip she 

remembered taking with her father.  

 It was 1963, and she had just turned seven. Earlier that year, on Valentine’s Day, her 

mom died. She was in school when it happened. She went to Catholic School, and wasn’t a 

model student, so getting pulled from a class to be sent to Father Bork, who ran the school, was 

not unusual. Seeing her brother George already in the office, however, and with tears in his eyes, 

she panicked and thought she had done something truly terrible. She remembers being told her 

mom was dead, and at six-years-old I can only imagine how that reality is processed. I don’t 

suppose she’s ever really gotten over that moment. Can anyone? Lorraine was a force in my 

mom’s memory. She recalled her manic behaviors as exciting and terrifying. Her dad, on the 

other hand, was quite boring. He liked peace and quiet. Now with Lorraine gone, my mom was 

left with her brother George, who was 15 at the time, so nearly gone, and her father. Just the 

three of them. When summer came, and school was out. Her dad told her to pack a bag, they 

were driving to Pennsylvania to see his family. She had met some of them that had come to 

Detroit over the last couple of years, but not many. She was about to meet a large, extended 

family, all of whom were aware that she was not his biological daughter, and would mostly treat 

her accordingly.  
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 McKeesport, Pennsylvania, a suburb of Pittsburg, is a mining town of steep hills and 

strange dialect. Pittsburghese, they call it, and my mother loved to imitate her aunts and cousins 

by overemphasizing the accent and the strange lingo.  With her most oft-quoted being her obese 

cousin Carol who she said would always enter a room with, “Oh gawd, do moy feet hort.” She 

used to mock the way they would turn “you guys” into “yunz’s” and the word “doohickey” just 

sort of substituted for anything they forgot the name of. The summer of 1963 was when she first 

met this extended family, and she was not impressed. Firstly, the trip from Detroit with her dad 

took about six hours. She sat in the backseat alone, and there was no music, and no talking, and 

he stopped for gas once, and that was it. The relief of getting there was quickly quelled by the 

people that greeted her. And after the whirlwind of meeting her dad’s brothers and sisters and 

their children, she remembers clinging to her father more than usual, and not wanting to be apart 

from his for even a second. The thought of being alone with these new people was not appealing. 

One morning, after a few days there, my mom woke up and couldn’t find her dad. She panicked 

and started immediately to look everywhere for him. I believe it was her cousin Carol who told 

her that her dad had gone home and would be back to get her at the end of summer.  

 “He had to work, and he can’t be worryin’ about you all day,” I believe is close to how 

my mom said she put it.  

 I have a hard time imagining how a six-year-old, whose mother had just died, could have 

processed such abandonment. I think of my own childhood, and my need for my mother’s 

presence. If she had left me with strangers for an entire summer, I would have lost my mind. 

There are parts of my mom that are so deeply wounded that I don’t think I have ever really 

known her. There’s a kind of instinctual wall that had to have been built at this time, that 

prevented her from the kind of self-love that a human being needs in order to fully experience 
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vulnerability with another person. I’m saddened by it, but I know for survival sake my mother 

has never been vulnerable with me unless she was afraid of something. Fear was my mom’s 

motivator, and if I threatened to leave her, in any way, her emotions were volcanic. This worked 

for me, because the thought of leaving was impossible, and so our co-dependency kept me safe 

and alive for the first twenty years of my life.  

 Most of the stories of the Pennsylvania family, who I’ve met more than once, but haven’t 

seen since I was about eight-years-old, were humorous to my mom, and she loved telling the 

tales. She liked the story about her Cousins Patty and Kenny, Carol’s children, both of whom 

were kind to my mother, and made some of the summer’s bearable. They would antagonize 

Carol, and my mom relished in the satisfaction of her obnoxious older cousin’s defeats. She 

would tell us the story of how she and Patty and Carol rode on the Scrambler at an amusement 

park one summer, and how Carol started laughing because the ride always turned in such a way 

that the person who was sitting on the inside would get squished by weight of the other two. This 

time it was my mother, and Carol thought it was hysterically funny. She didn’t continue to think 

it was funny, however, when her laugh attack got so out of control that she peed her pants. Patty 

and my mom had to try to partially stand up for the rest of the ride so as not to get hit by the 

sliding urine. And afterwards, they had to walk one in front and one behind Carol so their bodies 

would hide the wet stains on her pants.  

 She loved to tell the story of when Carol was making a cake with an electric mixer, and 

because she was so gluttonous she couldn’t wait to dip her fingers in and taste the batter, so she 

put her chubby fingers into the bowl, and her hand went right into the mixer. She howled in pain 

and Patty and my mom rushed into the kitchen only to find a bloody bowl of cake batter and 

Carol with her hand wrapped in a towel crying.  Then there was the time Patty mouthed off to 
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her mother and then ran as fast as she could from her bedroom, to escape the physical 

punishment that was sure to follow. Patty ran down the stairs and out of the house, and Carol 

started after her, and tripped at the top of the stairs, and my mom swears to god that she fell 

down the stairs on her ass, but bouncing as if she were a basketball. My mother liked to say, she 

was so fat that she literally bounced all the way down the stairs.  

 One of the good stories about Carol happened the second summer my mom was in 

McKeesport. To say my mom was a fan of the Beatles is a gigantic understatement. She was and 

still is obsessed. So, in 1964 when their first movie A Hard Day’s Night opened, my mom was 

pleasantly surprised to find out that Carol was willing to take Patty and Kenny and her to the first 

showing.  They not only watched the first showing, but hid in their seats between showings, and 

stayed for the second, and the third, and the rest of them that whole day. I think this is why my 

mom loved going to the movies, something she gave to me. Going to the movies was our church. 

It was constant in my life. My mom and I went weekly, more than once usually. It felt like a 

tradition, like a sacred thing almost. We respected the art of film, and the communal experience 

of sharing the larger than life stories projected before us in the dark. The sensory experience of a 

movie theater is still special to me. The popcorn smell is my childhood, the dimming of the 

lights, the parting of the curtain, all religious in some vital way. I think I have Carol to thank for 

that. She gave my mom this first real glimpse at what escape in a movie theater could really 

mean. And the importance of storytelling, and what it could mean to be truly moved by story. 

My mom’s love of the Beatles made it easy for catharsis, and I think that’s what she kept going 

back looking for. And every time those lights go out, there is an opportunity to get lost in 

someone else’s time, and place. A safe way to escape any and all things. And escape we would.  
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 “This isn’t good,” my mom said in full panic mode, driving with one hand on the wheel, 

trying to keep control on the now slick roads, the other hand tapping her cigarette against the 

cracked open window next to her to flick off some ash. The windshield wipers now at full speed 

and the onslaught of the snowflakes were blowing straight at us in such a way, that it looked to 

me like we were traveling through hyperspace on the Millennium Falcon.  

 “We need to get off the road,” she said, trying not to panic my brother, who was now 

leaning all the way up between the front seats with both dogs on his lap. Driving about twenty 

miles an hour, with not many other cars on the road, I don’t remember seeing any, my mom 

breathes a sigh of relief when she sees a sign that says there’s an exit with hotels and restaurants 

less than a mile ahead. She grips the wheel, takes a deep breath, and told us we we’re going to be 

okay. As we approached the exit, and she starts to inch towards it, she and I notice, at the same 

time, the blinking lights.  

 “What’s that?” I asked, trying to see through the flurry of cottony white that was falling 

from the sky in a ridiculous manner.  

 “Shit,” was all my mom said, and she moved the car away from the exit. I was going to 

ask her why she wasn’t getting off, and that’s when I saw it. It was a huge eighteen-wheeler that 

had been jackknifed trying to exit the freeway, and was now blocking the entire exit.  

 “We have to go to the next one,” she said, the tension back in her voice, and her hands 

gripping the wheel again, as if she was preparing to lose control at any minute.  And off into the 

blizzardy void we drove.  
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1984 

III 

 If someone could convince you, at eight-years-old that your parents are nothing special, 

that they’re just human beings with flaws and feelings just like anyone else, then perhaps the 

pain of that realization wouldn’t take a decade to get used to. There are two versions of my 

mother that compete for attention in my imagination. The latter version, as of Christmas 1984, I 

hadn’t met yet. But the first was my best friend. She and I were inseparable, and I think this was 

an instinct on her behalf towards the sensitivity and complete naivety that I clearly entered the 

world with. I really saw the glass as being only half-full, and it’s not always so easy to point out 

the moment when we change. By the time I was twenty, the year I came out of the closet, I was 

not the same as the eight-year-old sitting next to his mother on Christmas, looking at the tree all 

lit up and sparkly talking about how great the day had been. I was open about my feelings then. I 

remember telling my mother everything. I would tell my sister everything too. I would hold 

nothing back. Everyone knew what I liked, what movies, what foods, what celebrities I idolized, 

what music I listened to. I would run through the house in just my underwear making my family 

laugh, just because of an impression I learned, or to ease the tension I could feel between my 

parents, or any one of us and my sister. The kid that was sitting next to his mother that Christmas 

night understood something I would forget and have to re-learn decades later, that I wanted to 

look for the positives, not the negatives in life. Of course people change, and life hands us 

experience that alters how we view the world, but at the core of us, I believe there is an 

authenticity, something uniquely ours, that life can puncture, batter, and diminish, but if we are 

true to ourselves, can never take away. The next day, I was going to start letting it get taken 

away, and it would be years and years before I saw this kid again.  
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 My first-grade experience was remarkable. The best year I had in school. I still remember 

my teacher, Miss Nault, a kind and tall woman, thin with dark brown hair and a long nose, whose 

smile was so satisfying to me, that I remember making it my mission to get one from her every 

day.  Miss Nault made learning fun, and I honestly don’t have a negative memory of her class. I 

was outgoing in the class, I made friends easily. It was in her class that I met my friend Carrie, a 

spitfire of a girl who everyone called a tomboy. She had short brown hair and freckles and a no-

nonsense attitude toward playing at recess that I gravitated toward. My mom said the first time 

she met Carrie was after school near the beginning of the year, when I came running out of class, 

zoomed right past my mom with Carrie hot on my trail. We were racing one another to the 

monkey bars, and when we reached them, I think I won, we climbed up and hung upside down 

until my mom walked over. Carrie, along with her older brother Mark would become mine and 

my sister’s best friends for the next decade.  

 First grade was not a catalyst for my school experience. Nor was it any indication for 

what the next ten years would turn out to be. I have vivid memories of this class, and of the other 

students in it. I remember learning different parts of words, and what they were called. I 

remember adding and subtracting, and even at that age thinking that math was pointless. I really 

remember learning and singing Carole King’s Chicken Soup With Rice day after day. I loved the 

album so much my mom bought me a copy, so I could bring the joy home with me. I assume my 

entire family still know those songs because of how much I played the record over and over 

again. I remember Joe. Joe was a boy in the class, who sat next to me and didn’t really look like 

everyone else. His clothes were older, his shoes had holes in them. His hair was never in place, 

and sometimes he asked questions that elicited giggles from the other students. I didn’t like that. 

Joe was a really nice kid. We talked every day, because we sat next to each other, and he was 
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often my partner on in-class projects we would do. He seemed grateful that I was nice back, and 

I remember feeling protective of him when other kids would make fun of his dirty shirt, or out of 

date shoes. Kids are remarkably awful. In a group, kids of any age are just assholes. I learned 

from my sister, who was very much interested in groupthink, that if you want to survive the 

world, you have to be mean. And my sister was mean. It was a protection, but it was mean. She 

and her friends, all the way through school were terrible. So, part of me wanted to rebel against 

what my sister was doing, but there was a real part of me that knew it was wrong. I didn’t see 

treating anyone differently was ever necessary. Again, I was naïve and optimistic, but looking 

back, it’s really clear that I just didn’t fit in large groups, nor did I want to. And knowing how to 

be mean to someone just wasn’t my factory setting. To this day, I am stunned when people can 

blurt out mean statements to other people, whether it’s a rude customer at Starbucks, or someone 

who rolls down her car window to tell another driver that she hopes he fucking dies. I used to 

feel inadequate in my inability to have such walls built up against other people. Why wasn’t I 

able to say mean things back to people as quickly as others? It wasn’t me. And I now am 

desperate to hold onto that sweet kid that wanted to like everyone and thought people were good. 

As an adult, I became more and more guarded and bitter, and I shied away from groups. 

However, in first grade, my first taste of group life, I flourished. I invited the entire class to my 

birthday party in April, which is near the end of the year, so alliances and friendships had been 

solidified. And in a class of over twenty, much to my mother’s annoyance, every student showed 

up. It was the first and last time I would ever feel popular in school.  

 What happened? Second grade. I wouldn’t fully come to know what bullying was until 

the middle of third grade, and in fact most of the other students in my second-grade class were 

still friends of mine from first grade. I would usually only spend two years at the same school 
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before we moved. Oh yes, another thing about my mother, she moved. A lot. I went to 

Kindergarten at one school, then first and second-grade at another, third and fourth went 

together, then fifth was a solo year at a school in Ohio. My middle school years, sixth, seventh, 

and eighth- which were hellish nightmares were all at one- East Middle School, and finally high 

schools, ninth grade at one, and my tenth and final year at another. I dropped out of school on my 

sixteenth birthday. Quite a journey from the kid who absolutely loved first grade. Second grade 

not so much. I ended up in the dreaded class of Mrs. Plumbley, a nasty, nasty old crone whose 

abuse of children was legendary among the students of the school, and who turned out to be a 

dead-eyed, silver haired Disney villain, and put me off teachers for the rest of my education. She 

snapped at wrong answers as if the student was insane for being so stupid. She made kids sit in 

corners with their noses touching the wall if they disrupted. Once, and I’m not making this up, 

she tied a rope around a child’s waist and held on to the end of it all day, as if it were a leash she 

could tug on when the student wasn’t paying attention. 

 It was also in second grade that I got my first taste of mortality. I can pinpoint the 

moment when I first learned the very real idea of death. It was early in the schoolyear when one 

day, just as class was starting, Mrs. Plumbley told us that one of the girl students, whose name I 

don’t remember, wouldn’t be in class anymore. Her house burned down and her mom and died 

had died in the fire, so she was moving out of state to live with her grandparents. She seemed a 

bit saddened by the news, but she didn’t allow us to ask questions, and she offered no 

commentary, it was just business as usual after she put her glasses on and continued our lesson. I 

wish I could remember the girl’s name. I can see her face. I thought about her for the next month 

or so. Every time I head a fire truck, or saw a fire, I thought of this girl I had known and how she 

lost her parents. I tried to imagine what it would feel like. It haunted me. I couldn’t sleep. I was 
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afraid that our house was going to catch on fire. I already had attachment issues and this did not 

alleviate them. My new friend in class was a shy girl named Lara. She wore glasses and was 

taller than all the other girls in class. She was new to the school, and because of that no one else 

wanted to talk to her. I still don’t get that logic, but I didn’t think much of it at the time. I just 

saw a girl sitting by herself at recess reading a book, and I went over to play with her. Well, turns 

out, she didn’t want to play, she was very content reading over her book, which she promptly 

shared with me. It was a doomsday book, showing quite graphic images of the end of the world. 

She was a Jehova’s witness, and her parents gave her material to bring to school to “educate” 

other students with. I was the only one talking to her, so I got earful every day. She told me that 

god was angry, and that the end of the world was going to happen the next year. Between her 

evangelical proselytizing, we managed to talk about the girl whose parents died, and she said it 

was god punishing them for their sins. I was more curious than anything. I didn’t believe her. In 

fact, I never had much belief in any kind of god, and I watched enough televangelists to know 

she had been brainwashed. But I was also scared that real people in the world talked like her. She 

seemed very angry at the dead parents of our fellow classmate and it made me think even more 

about death. I became obsessed. Everything I saw ended in death. Driving in a car could kill me. 

Crossing a street. Strangers. Wars. And now, this girl wanted me to believe in some doomsday 

countdown. I didn’t stop talking with her. I still felt bad that no one else would approach her. So, 

I looked at her bible. I let her show me pictures of Armageddon, of fiery chasms in the earth and 

people being pulled down to hell. I can still vividly see the cartoon drawings of fields of slain 

people beneath a blood red sky. When she asked me if I would come to her house so that I could 

join her church, I figured I should tell my mom. I didn’t have to tell her much, I mentioned that 

she was a witness of some kind, I couldn’t remember the word, and how she’d told me the world 
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was going to end, and that I would burn in hell unless I followed her rules, my mom took care of 

it. Lara stopped talking to me after that. I don’t know what my mom said to the school, but Lara 

never brought another book, and never mentioned hell or judgment day again. I was sad that she 

wouldn’t play with the rest of us, and I never stopped feeling badly when I would see her sitting 

by herself during recess, not playing. She must have felt terrible.   

 I brought my thoughts of death to the other students on the playground at recess. I wanted 

to know if I was the only one who worried about it. What happens after we die? Is there a heaven 

and a hell? Did they see death around every corner like I did? The short answer is: no. I got no 

help from a playground full of seven-year-olds. What a waste of resources. Most kids that did 

talk, just spouted dogma about heaven and how you go to sleep one night and never wake up. 

Ridiculous placation they’d no doubt received from their parents, a kind of dumbing-down I saw 

as stifling intellectual curiosity, though I did not have those words for it yet. So, while Lara’s 

rhetoric was admittedly crazier than most, all children really were just parroting their parents. 

Did no one come up with thoughts that didn’t get spoon-fed to them? When I would read Animal 

Farm three years later I would be reminded of my desperate search for non-conformity because 

of that poor girl’s tragedy. No one seemed to be haunted by it, and if they were, they didn’t want 

anyone else to know.  

 At the end of second-grade we moved. We moved from a big two-story house to a 

smaller one about twenty minutes away. This meant two important things. First, I would have to 

start a new school, and second I would no longer live just three blocks away from Mark and 

Carrie. For the last two years, I had become closer to both of them, but Mark and I really began 

bonding. He was my first real friend. We played Atari games like Space Invaders, Ms. Pac-Man, 

and Dig-dug non-stop, and talked about movies, mostly Star Wars, and basketball, he would try 
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to teach me soccer and karate, two sports he played, and though I really had no aptitude for 

sports he was genuinely kind to me, and he’d always stop to watch a movie or play a game I 

wanted to instead. Carrie and my sister were also bonding, and becoming close friends, and the 

four of us would hang out most weekends. Mark and Carrie by the time we were moving would 

go to the movies with all of us and sleepover almost every weekend. I was worried that we 

would lose touch with them, as happened with most people in my life up to that point. But I have 

to say, my mom made sure that we still saw them all the time. This was also the time when her 

friend John, a man a couple of years younger than my mom, who I would come to call Uncle 

John, came to live with us. I’ll come back to Uncle John. 

 After we’d moved in the summer of 1984, I started third grade and so much happened 

from September to December it seems odd looking back that all of it is in just a three-month span 

of time. Moving is always an upheaval, one though that I was already accustomed to at the age of 

eight. I never saw the negatives of it. I always saw it through my mother’s eyes, and my mother, 

I assume not wanting us to see her uncertainties, always made moving a huge and wonderful 

sounding adventure. I liked new things. I liked new houses, new bedrooms, new people, new 

experiences. And whatever trepidations I had about new schools or anything uncertain, I just 

took cues from mom and kept a wide-eyed optimism. Up to then it had worked. I didn’t have 

trauma from changing schools. I kind of hated school, so it didn’t really matter to me which one I 

went to. After Mrs. Plumbley, school felt like a burden I was going to have to learn how to deal 

with. Of course, my mom being super sensitive to my feelings often let me stay home sick. I 

would cry going to school in second grade, and tell her not to make go, and it worked. I missed a 

lot of days every year, sometimes because I was sad, and sometimes because mom needed a 

buddy to go to lunch and the movies with, and I was good with either.  
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 Third grade started different than any other. I was new in the school, and so I knew that I 

would not be treated well to begin with, and I had tried to make my peace with it. In my class, 

however, was a boy who had been held back a year. His name was Eddie Larkin. It was the first 

time in any class I’d been in where there were two Eddies.  Eddie Larkin was avoided by most of 

the other students in the class. Turns out, the year before, when he was in a grade higher than 

them, he was a bully. Now they were his classmates, and he was terribly outnumbered. Being the 

new kid, I didn’t know any of his history, I just knew that on the first day of school, when he 

found out we had the same name, he said we were going to be friends. I was thrilled. Eddie 

Larkin, it turns out, up to the Christmas holidays would be my best friend at school. He was also, 

looking back, my first crush. He had sandy brown hair, blue eyes, and because he was a year 

older, he was taller than I was, and confident in his primacy on the playground. He had a Marilyn 

Monroe mole over the left side of his lip, and I couldn’t stop wanting to be around him. I didn’t 

recognize it as anything other than friendship, but he did. Eddie was the first kid to call me a fag. 

I knew what a fag was, this was 1984, the AIDS epidemic was beginning and fags were 

terrifying. I don’t know why he turned on me, but I think it was probably because I was open to 

honesty at that time, and I had little idea of what boundaries were when it came to expressing 

myself with others, and I’m sure I revealed in some way my sensitivity or admiration for him. 

Whatever the inciting incident, by the time the holiday break came in December, I was on his 

shit list, and he was coming for me. The long winter break took my mind off of it, not to mention 

the fact that I was about to meet a new family. I didn’t really have a lot of time to consider what 

the boy who I really liked was going to do to me when January rolled around.  

 In October of 1984, the Detroit Tigers won the World Series. My family was always a 

sports family. Basketball was our favorite, but baseball, football-especially college: Go Blue-and 
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hockey populated the background of a good portion of my childhood. It was a bonding, tribal 

ritual that, looking back, holds a special place in my heart. The rallying of togetherness in sports 

is fascinating to me. And the night the Tigers won the World Series gave me a feeling of 

accomplishment. The city erupted that night. It was a massive celebration. My family and I drove 

downtown past Tiger Stadium to partake in the glory. Men were climbing the lights at the top of 

the stadium waving the team’s flag, and people with banners and giant foam fingers, decked out 

in Tiger jerseys and hats were screaming in the streets, drinking cans of beer and playing 

Queen’s We are the Champions on large boomboxes.  The Tiger’s victory came just after Johnny 

had died, and my mother learned the truth about her birth. So, it was a much-needed diversion.  

A kind of in-between moment that bookends one part of my life from another. It was a purgatory 

I wished I could stay in. There was no certainty in the future. My mom’s life had been a lie.  But 

this moment, this immutable and adrenaline fueled victory erased all of it for a night. I still 

remember the faces of celebrating fans slapping the window of our car as we slowly drove 

through downtown. I remember the sound of fireworks and the distant roar of fans in the stadium 

still there, still cheering on our boys. It’s too perfect now. It’s one of those moments where 

sentimentality can’t be removed. To describe it fully would no doubt induce a treacly set of 

emotional connections to the visuals, and a prosaic attempt at meaning would be all but 

impossible. But for me, like Christmas mornings, it held my wide-eyed optimism in an 

evidentiary state. The world was good. And this was proof. Just like Christmas, once again, had 

been.  

 This Christmas I’m writing about, in 1984, provided me with the most amazing 

Christmas present I ever got. Shortly after Thanksgiving that year, I remember our basement 

being off limits. Mom said me my sister and brother were not allowed to go down there. I knew 
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it was where she was hiding our Christmas gifts. In years past, I had tried to locate the hiding 

place of the presents, but I had understood, up to that point, that Santa brought the good gifts 

anyway, so I would humor my mom and dad and not look to hard for their less impressive gifts.  

My dad added a lock to the basement door, so we’d have to steal a key if we wanted to go down 

there, and I was more interested in being surprised on Christmas, so I never tried to peek. On 

Christmas morning, the door was finally opened to us, and my mom and dad told us we could 

finally go down. This was after we had opened our presents. I didn’t think there was anything 

else down there. I just assumed we were allowed because they didn’t need the space to hide the 

gifts. When I got down to the bottom of the stairs, I saw off to the right, taking up a quarter of 

the basement, the present my father had built me.  It was a stage. Complete with a thick blue 

curtain side entrances and a backstage area. The stage was encased by its own walls, and faced to 

the large part of the basement where an audience could sit. My parents encouraged my love of 

theater from the time I discovered it at five. And now I was completely lost in the wonder of 

having my own space to make believe. I remember crying, and my mom holding me, genuinely 

surprised at my reaction. I didn’t know what that feeling was, but it was something significant. I 

felt seen by my father. I knew he would be okay with me being different. He was inviting me to 

be strange, to be creative, to make up whole worlds right there in front of him. It felt like he gave 

me a magic lamp, as silly as that sounds, and I was going to explore the world with it. I spent 

most of the rest of that day on that stage. My head in the clouds, where it usually was, full of joy. 

Full of hope. When I climbed back up the stairs later that evening, I sat with my family near our 

wood burning stove, and just sort of relished how lucky I truly felt I was.  

 I don’t know if it was the glow of the Christmas tree in our darkened living room that 

night, or the scent of cinnamon in the air from the cookies we’d baked, but the moment became 
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encapsulated all at once. I think it was even lightly snowing outside. The faint hint of Christmas 

music in the background, Dean Martin. The five of us under the same roof, a family untorn, not 

yet pulled apart by the acrimonious gene that would eventually separate us into ideological 

camps of right and wrong, of bruised egos and prideful evasions. I was ensorcelled by some 

youthful innocence, an evanescent hopefulness that would soon be gone. Oh, how I wanted to 

bring it back. Just for one more night. One more Christmas in the comfort of who I thought we 

were. That warmth I felt, literal and figurative, the stove being nothing but a metaphor in 

memory. It is not the senses, but the imagination that tells our stories. And that eight-year-old 

boy had an imagination I truly now envy. It’s a source of warmth on cold nights. And I see this 

image in my mind, of my family, as we last were, and I have no one to share it with. And I just 

feel sad. But I suppose this is how everyone feels about lost youth and time. What makes me the 

saddest is that I don’t have a voice in my family. We are so far from understanding one another, 

that I am surely seen as the mollified go-between. The neutral party. Spineless and non-

committal to the causes of others. I am Switzerland to my family’s larger nations of power. What 

I feel seems invalid and bothersome. I suppose it is self-pity, rather than some poetic realization, 

but as I sit in the warm glow of memory, on a winter’s night, alone, typing these words, I can’t 

help but feel that no one I’m related to is thinking about me. Not in this way. Maybe not in any 

way. And that is not a source of warmth. But that night, I drifted off to sleep truly and 

completely grateful. There was no other place in the world I would have rather been. 


