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This book is for my mother, 
who lives in every line.
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I pray her life will be different than mine.

Let me live dear father.

Don’t leave her motherless like me.

 — Mary Louise Glim, Waikiki, 1992








CHAPTER 1

The world is not made for mothers. Yet mothers made the world. The world is not made for children. Yet children are the future. Or so I’ve seen on posters at pediatric offices. Pro-life campaigns. PBS maybe. When I was in school, we spent our lunch hour foreheads pressed to the table while a small twitchy principal bellowed into a megaphone for silence. This was before the internet and secret viral videos and conscious parenting. He and the lunch ladies swatted at us but never hit. I don’t remember telling you about it. I’m sure it seemed irrelevant to me at that time in my life, meaning my entire childhood, when all we cared about was surviving my father. My head on the cool table, solemnly eating Tater Tots, probably seemed like heaven.

Do you get Tater Tots where you are?

Now I’m the mother of Nova and Lark, seven-year-old girl, three-year-old boy, and I sense I’m coming to something important. Or rather, something important is coming to me. It will serve us both to bear witness. The world is not made for us — certainly it’s not; just try to afford preschool — but this thing I’m starting to understand, transforming from felt to known, it’s about the energy of violence. The way violence shrinks women, makes us feel lucky for things that aren’t lucky. Even when we think we’ve outrun it, look back — see its long reaching fingers touching every choice we’ve made.

For many years, despite all I’d seen and all I’d survived, I thought I had evaded those long fingers. That life was about wise choices. For instance, if I did motherhood differently than you, if I ensured a peaceful family life, then I could leave the past behind. No. Not just behind. I could annihilate it.

I would not, for example, burden myself with recalling the time you put a flat of plastic bottled waters in our shopping cart. They were marked down, what we’d been waiting for. You had decided women with plastic water bottles poking out of their purses were living at the height of luxury. You even had me excited to carry one around in the mini backpack we’d stolen from Mervyn’s. “Don’t make eye contact,” you’d said as we left without paying for it. We never felt bad about stealing. Life owed us minor rewards. But stealing from a grocery store was a non-option. “Not the grocery store,” you’d said, exasperated once when I’d gone to pocket a candy bar. I asked why not. “You don’t bite the hand that feeds you,” you answered. I didn’t understand. The same way I didn’t understand why bottled water, Crystal Geyser to be exact, had become such a preoccupation. Now I know it was easier to fixate on small externals than address the fact that we did not know if we would live to see the next day.

We might have gotten the waters that afternoon had my father not come with us, might have been able to expertly hide them around the apartment, maybe even have a moment of total enjoyment, tipping our heads back and drinking in a place where others might observe, think, Who is that extravagantly loved and enormously worthy mother and daughter consuming such pure water? But my father had been home for a week nursing an injury, mashed his middle finger during a mining shift, something to do with looking away when he’d needed to look. He was slowed down on pain pills but that morning declared he was sick of being inside. “Goodbye, peace,” you’d mouthed to me as we got in the car.

He was slowed down, but not as much as you’d estimated. He picked up on your desire in the store and made quick work of it, throwing the waters from the cart, crashing them into a display of baked beans. Cans everywhere. Snarled in your face that you were a poverty-stricken bitch and bitches like you drank dirty dog water. That’s how he did most of the verbal stuff, not so much yelling, not so much screaming. More of a low demon growl meant to be heard up close.

You tried to pick up the cans but there were too many. People stared. I felt angry at you, not my father — which is part of the disease of all of this, I know, and we’re getting there, I promise — but what made me so mad was the way you took care of the onlookers instead of defending yourself. Now I know you didn’t want the pity of strangers. At that time, I was only newly attuned to the life-sucking energy of pity, the way it stretched the canvas for shame. Young, eight maybe, still possessing hope that someone would do the right thing and shoot my father between the eyes.

We put diseased animals out of their misery, we don’t want them to suffer, to infect the rest of the lot. We let men live.

You angled your head down, saying, “It’s okay, it’s okay,” as we walked out single file behind my father, having purchased nothing.

In my pocket, though, a pack of gum. Something I could not, would never, show you. Is this betrayal? I wondered as my father steered the Jimmy to Burger King, a public place so he wouldn’t strangle you. Sometimes we could wait these things out, strategize safety, my father an active participant in the game of our survival. The next day, you woke to a bottle of Aquafina by your bedside. You held it to your chest. I started to point out it was the wrong brand, but you said, “See, he loves me.” I shook my head at your stupid ability to forgive. “I know what you’re thinking,” you said, putting the prized bottle in your purse. “You’re thinking one day you’ll grow up and do everything better than me.”

I thought having babies, soft mobile extensions of my body tucked sweetly in organic linen slings, would help me escape all that. That as a mother I would ascend and actualize into who I was meant to be. Babies, the ultimate distraction. No time for memories with a mouth at the breast, tracking infant weight gain and defecation. Unbridled happy exhaustion, new life in arms. Sometimes I thought it was working. But now my babies had transformed into kids. Walking, talking individuals, holding up mirror after mirror, and in those mirrors I saw my own face, and it was not as I’d hoped. Instead of healing and transformation due to all my wise choices, I saw my father’s face just under my skin, so similar in structure, his eyes my eyes. And behind him, you, Mother, looking at me with something like expectation, sorrow, and in my worst visions, a roiling and motivated anger.

I’ll carry the burden of you and my father and everything that happened on the island for the rest of my life. But I vowed to carry it in silence. So many lies I’ve told to ensure it would be my secret forever. Mine to death. I really had things figured out.

Until the morning I got your letter.
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