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The first thing I learned as a child was that my mother wanted me dead.  

 

The house stood on a stingy, narrow piece of land shaped like a tongue lapping at the 

fetid, stagnant water that lay at its lowest point.  Late at night, the house creaked like the bones 

of a weary old man, and in daylight looked like it had been eaten by a rampant cancer, the sores 

of which were dark and viscous. It was the house in which I spent much of my childhood, never 

knowing that “white trash” was something to be ashamed of.   

 

In 1962, Han Suyin – pseudonym of Eurasian physician Elizabeth Comber – wrote in her 

dual novellas entitled Cast But One Shadow and Winter Love, “A woman who owns a house 

makes it her outer skin.” This was true in mother’s case.  The house became her identity, her 

outer shell, or at least the one she projected to anyone who cared to see.   

 

Rural Michigan in the sixties seemed worlds away from reality.  We were isolated on a 

long, dirt road that, in the summer, threw up dusty ghosts of the infrequent cars that passed. Most 

of the road was oiled except for the short stretch in front of our house.  “We can’t afford it,” 

mother said, routinely jabbing cigarettes into her mouth, one after another, as if stoking a fire 

that burned within.  

The things happening out in the world were but background noise.  The Detroit riots, 

segregation, Kennedy’s assassination…all of it playing out on a distant stage that we were not 

privileged enough to attend.  

Our land consisted of several acres of bramble and overgrowth that clutched at my 

clothes and hair each summer morning as I trekked down to water’s edge. I was a solitary kid, 
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not prone to roughhousing with my brothers or playing dolls with my sisters.  My milieu was 

nature. I fancied myself one of the animals I encountered each day and was disappointed when 

they didn’t respond when I tried to engage them in conversation.  I wanted more than anything to 

be Doctor Doolittle, the Rex Harrison version of that era in which he traveled about in the shell 

of an enormous pink snail.   

My need for solitude did not ingratiate me to many people, so I became a sojourner on a 

mighty quest to save the animal kingdom from those who would do harm.  Namely, my 

stepfather, who had, it was rumored, once taken a burlap sack full of newborn kittens down to 

the water and drowned them.  After hearing that, I cried for days and days, heartbroken and 

horrified.  It cemented our relationship going forward in which I actively despised him and he 

brought pain down upon my birdlike soul like a god of thunder.  

While my brothers were off blowing up toads with firecrackers and terrorizing others 

who lived on our road, I knelt at the edge of the lake building mud houses for frogs to live in. 

The lake – which was barely even that, being a slight depression in a field that filled with water 

at the end of winter – was my sanctuary, my Walden Pond.  

I was studious where my brothers were athletic and competitive. I was so markedly 

different from them that I often imagined that I was adopted, as kids tend to do. My family 

seemed to operate under the notion that “If it ain’t like us, kill it” was an appropriate life goal.   

 

To survive, we boys were made to take on paper routes or other menial jobs so we could 

pay for our own clothes and food.  Where others our age were playing Capture the Flag or Kick 

the Can until well past dark, we were busy collecting stray bottles for their refund value.  At a 

dime each, it felt like an embarrassment of riches.  
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Summers were the worst.  Because of mother’s incredible fits of rage, we slipped away 

after breakfast before we could be cornered and forced to do her bidding. I kept a paperback 

book in the back pocket of my ratty hand-me-down jeans so when I grew bored with my 

amphibious or mammalian companions, I could climb a tree and read.  It was far too muggy to 

do much beyond that.  The very air was irritable and exhausted.  Leaves hung limp as damp 

socks on the clothesline.  

It was the summer that Sam, our eldest brother, was caught smoking cigarettes. We were 

in the cramped kitchen finishing our lunch of PB&J sandwiches when a commotion erupted at 

the front door.  Our eyes widened, knowing that whatever it was, we were trapped.  Mother 

adored an audience for her carnival of torment, and she had one in us.   

She stormed into the kitchen pulling Sam by his long hair. He was screaming at her to 

stop, but when she had him against the sink, she punched him square in the mouth.  His head 

snapped back like the top of a Pez dispenser.  Little Sarah, the youngest, began crying quietly.  I 

hoped she wouldn’t start wailing in the face of this calamity, because it wouldn’t be beyond 

Mother to include her in whatever punishment was about to befall Sam. Mother yelled at Luke to 

go to his room, if only to open up a seat at the table.  The rest of us were frozen in place, unable 

to move.   

She slammed Sam into the vacated chair and handed him a pack of her cigarettes and a 

box of wooden matches.  “You will smoke every fucking one of them down to the filter.  You 

have fifteen minutes.” 

Sam’s eyes were tear-filled, though from pain or punishment, I never knew. While he 

systematically lit and smoked each one, mother put a stew pot filled with water on the stove.  She 

stood by watching impatiently to make sure he didn’t cheat.  By the time he was halfway through 
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the pack, his face had taken on the green pallor of a sky before a tornado.  Once he’d finished, he 

was ordered to kneel in the middle of the kitchen floor.  She took the now bubbling pot from the 

stove and set it on the floor in front of him.  The smell of burning linoleum filled the air.  Bile 

rose into the back of my throat, and now we were all crying silently, feeling Sam’s fear, his 

anguish.   

With the still-roiling pot of water now out of her hands, she moved around behind Sam.  “If I 

ever, ever get a call from one of the neighbors, embarrassing me again, you’ll think of this 

moment.”  

Before we knew what she was going to do, she leaned over him, clutched his forearms, 

lifted them as if he were a lifeless puppet, and plunged them into the water.   

His screams were louder than anything I had ever heard, and they followed me as I bolted 

from the table, through the living room, and out the front door.   

 

 As the U.S. became ever more embroiled in Vietnam, I slipped into an almost unbearable 

excruciation of outrage and fury at the injustices of the world. It was exacerbated by the fact that 

I was just a boy, slight and ineffective against those who ruled. My only solace was that I was 

smarter than both of my parents, and could use their blind ignorance against them.  I wasn’t sure 

how, or when, but I was resolved.   

 It was to be an unwinnable war.  

  

Sam disappeared a short time later. It would be thirty years before I heard of him again.  

 It’s a sad state of affairs when a boy learns to hate, no loathe, his own family. We, each 

of us, took on the terrible characteristics of those years and re-enacted them on each other over 
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and over, as if we could somehow find self-forgiveness in the doing. None of us could save Sam, 

and we couldn’t save each other.  It was everyone for themselves.  Mother often pitted us one 

against another to manipulate and hurt us further, creating false competition for her miserly 

affection.  We all fell for it, and then went off to fall apart on our own.  

 

 Sarah called one day to tell me that Sam had committed a spectacular form of suicide.  

Apparently, it made the evening news for several evenings in a row.  I would like to say I shed 

some tears for the agony of the life he must’ve led after he fled home, but I would be lying.  

There were no tears for any of us. We were war-torn and battle-scarred.  Shell shocked.  We 

turned Mother’s fury in upon ourselves and manifested it in our own ways.   

 I became a drug addict and alcoholic.  The drinking was only to help me control the high 

of whatever substance I was abusing at the moment. I ached to find solace, but there was none to 

be found. I was an abyss of pain and self-loathing.  

 

 Illness took mother in pieces. Due to her lifelong habit of smoking, she’d lost 85% of her 

lungs and could barely breathe, couching it in medical jargon as if that would make it less 

deadly, less a choice she’d made.  She did the victim bit quite well. 

The habit made her bones so brittle that every time she sneezed or had a coughing fit, her 

bones would fracture and splinter beneath her skin.  She was as hunched and wizened as a 

character in a fairy tale the only time I saw her before her death.  Where once she’d been a 

beautiful terror, she was now the monster hiding under the bed. Where once she was the 

nightmare each of us had each night, she had become less substantial than a scarecrow.  Her 

voice was as scratchy and knotted as an oak tree.  Her once lustrous red hair was as white and 
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wispy as frayed cotton. Those eyes, though…they still smoldered with hate and fury.   

 Once, on a five-day cocaine binge, I happened to catch my reflection in a mirror.  My 

eyes shone with a certain madness, and I recognized her in them.  Was this the way to 

redemption?  To become her so fully and thoroughly that I would finally, finally, be able to let 

go, stop hating myself, stop running away?  

  

A phone call announced her death.  I disconnected and sagged against my desk.  I stared 

off into that invisible place we retreat to when we’re uncertain as to how to go on. It seemed such 

an anti-climactic event, like all the anger harbored within was for naught.  However, I recognized 

that at the center of the maelstrom that whirled through my mind, was relief.  Perhaps now my 

mother’s voice would stop ambushing me at odd moments, reminding me that she might forever 

be a part of me in some sick and twisted way.   

 

Years later, I was riding the regional bus to work, and had become friendly with a woman 

who worked in a nearby office. It was a purely casual friendship borne out of the fact that we 

found ourselves needing to take public transportation to our jobs every day.  One evening, 

coming home in the early darkness that is the hallmark of winter, she asked about my mother.  I 

was always careful about talking about my family. Only close friends were trustworthy enough 

to hear that story. However, I found myself saying, “I didn’t have a very close relationship with 

my mother.”  

She looked at me, while I stared straight ahead, trying not to stumble over the horrific 

memories scattered before me like child’s toys. I heard Sam screaming.  I saw Sarah crying, 

trying to become invisible.  
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“You have to love your mother,” she said.  “She’s the one that gave birth to you. She 

loved you in the best way she knew how.”  

Without taking my gaze away from the headlights approaching in the opposite lane, I 

said, “No, I don’t.  When your mother does her best to kill her own children, there is no love in 

the world strong enough to combat that.”  

I reached up and pulled the stop cord.  The moved to the side of the road as I stood, 

gathered my things, and disembarked.  It was miles from my normal stop, but I didn’t care.  The 

walk through the darkness felt like forgiveness.  It felt like letting go.  


