Chapter 7

My marriage to Jack was a travelogue without fun, glitz, or luxury. We left eastern Kansas mid-summer. Jack’s new dream was to make a fortune installing cable TV in Colorado. He had the wife of his dreams in the truck of his dreams hauling the camper of his dreams. What more could a man ask, except a well-stocked beer cooler? We headed for the mountains, a part of the country I had never seen. The plan was to scope out the area, start work, and find a place to live. Eric, then five, was to stay with my mother until we sent for him. I believed Jack when he said our lives were about to change. I listened to him when he talked about all the money he was going to make. I followed my man because I was a good woman. So what if he had written a 300-dollar check for fancy wheels and a grille for his baby blue truck? So what if he didn’t tell me, and the check bounced? That fight was history. I knew I could get all the problems fixed. Once he learned how to handle money, we would be deliriously happy. Like now, just riding down the highway.

I opened my window a little more to let the wind whip my face. Even a hot wind was better than no wind. The mileage sign just outside Lawrence read ‘Denver 560 mi.’. I fidgeted with excitement, crossing and re-crossing my legs to release the little streams of sweat from behind my knees. Jack took my hand and pulled me closer to him on the bench seat.

“How about some tunes?” he asked.

“Sure.” I turned on the radio and cruised the dial. “What do you want? Anything but country,” I said. “No country.” He laughed.

“You pick,” he said, “and, Hon, could you get me a beer?” He lit a cigarette.

I tuned the radio to a familiar song and reached for the cooler under the dash. I pulled out a can with one hand and a chunk of ice with the other and handed Jack his beer. I rubbed the ice across my forehead, down my neck and arms, and gasped with the shock of it on my thighs. Jack popped the tab on the can. I jumped, and we laughed. Then I held the ice on my knees to let it melt down my calves.

I watched the interstate. I wondered sometimes where the other cars were going. If they were going home. What kind of home? A real home with a real family? I watched the scenery change. The fields and woods gave way to the soft, rolling Flint Hills, then more fields. Flat, flat, flat farmland that went on forever.

“Look at the map,” Jack said, “and see where the next rest area is. I really gotta take a leak.” I unfolded the map. “And could you get me another beer? Thanks, Hon.”

Five minutes later we were parked on the shoulder of the highway so Jack could take his ‘leak’ next to the camper. The thick, hot July air was hard to breathe. The crickets and grasshoppers in the field hummed and buzzed continually. Now and then, the whoosh of passing vehicles drowned their noise. I frowned at the lonely, empty field sizzling in the sun.

Jack climbed back in and lit another cigarette. I ran my hand over the sweat on the back of my neck and held my hair up ponytail fashion.

“Let’s get moving,” I said. “This heat’s killing me.” He smiled and slapped my bare leg. “Ow, Jack, that hurt!”

He looked startled for only a second. “Oh, come on. Really?” I frowned and crossed my arms. “Did it really hurt? I’m sorry, Baby.” He leaned over to kiss my leg, but lingered, teasing me with his tongue. I jerked away. “Stop that!”

He just smiled again and pulled out onto the highway. “Pop me another one, okay?” The singer on the radio whined over love gone bad while I pulled another beer from the cooler.

The cable TV promise of fortune was a bust. Some company had already come and gone. Day after day we sat around the tiny cab-over camper. We ate a lot of macaroni and cheese, Spam®, and potatoes. Jack filled the camper with a lot of cigarette smoke. I tried to read but kept reading the same paragraph over and over. Without the expected income, we had to limit our outings. Usually beer and cigarette runs. Sometimes we’d leave our little home on stilts in the campground and do some sightseeing.

“Don’t forget the cooler,” Jack would say. “We need to fill ’er up again.”

I watched the numbers scroll by on the gas pump. Twenty-two dollars. I watched Jack open the ice and pour some into the bottom of the cooler. He pulled beer cans from the twelve-pack box and arranged them in the ice. More ice. More cans. More ice. Done. He closed the lid, gave it a pat, and threw a new carton of cigarettes on top. I added up the totals in my head. Twenty-two for gas, one for ice, eight for beer, thirteen for smokes. I closed my eyes and sighed. That didn’t even include a stop for lunch. I pictured a fancy table, a fancy menu, a fancy meal. Why was it always just a picture? For lunch we shelled out a precious eleven-fifty at a hamburger joint.

“How much do we have left, Jack?” I had lost interest in the scenery.

“Oh, I think about a hundred and fifty. Something like that.”

“Well, is it or isn’t it?”

“It’s close enough.” He frowned. “We’ll be fine. We just need to head back to Denver soon. I’ll get work there.” He took another swallow of beer. “You worry too much.” Then he smiled his charming smile. He slammed the last swallow and tossed the can onto the floor with the others. I moved them around with my feet to stop some of the clanking. Closing my eyes, I rested my head against the seat back. The truck bounced over the rutted dirt road that led back to the campground. I played rag doll and let the motion have its way with me. Then I thought of macaroni and cheese and was too depressed to play anymore.

When I opened the camper door, I pinched my nose to block the smell of urine.

“Oh, shit!” Jack said. “I forgot to empty the cans.” While I started our ‘gourmet’ dinner, he took several beer cans to the door and poured each one out on the ground. This was Jack’s contribution to recycling. His exclusive portable potties. Perfect when he was too drunk or lazy to walk to the campground john. I often wondered when he would pick up the wrong can and drink. I figured the odds favored it eventually. The idea was almost funny.

By the time we had moved into the townhouse in Loveland, Colorado, in the summer of 1982, we had already been through five addresses, seven job losses, two trucks and three cars. Most of the time, Eric was with us, but sometimes he was back with his grandma. The baby blue truck had been totaled, and the new truck my mother co-signed for us had impossible monthly payments. Jack had gone into the trucking business convinced that driving the ‘big rigs’ was the real ‘road to easy street.’ Jack’s vocabulary could be summed up in cliché and obscenity. With him, each new job meant fame and fortune. But of course, none of that ever happened.

The only happy times I remember were our outings to the mountains. I loved the drive to Estes Park and Rocky Mountain National Park. The further we walked in on the hiking trails, the more peaceful I felt. I loved the smell of pine, of fresh cool air, the sound the wind made through the trees. Those were the times we felt like a real family. I loved watching Eric explore. I loved holding his little hand. And Jack enjoyed playing with him on those walks. But we couldn’t stay long. Had to get back to that cooler in the truck.

One of our biggest misadventures occurred when a group of us took a float trip down the Big Thompson River too soon after the spring thaw. All that held us from the rapids were our inner tubes. We not only lacked the training, but not one of us knew anything about the river’s course. The water level was high and the current very strong. Still, the first few miles were uneventful and fun. Even when we saw a huge downed tree blocking half our path, we began shouting confident strategies for going around it. But the river’s surface disguised the dangerous currents beneath. I was straggling a little behind and watched in panic when someone else’s large tube was sucked under the tree trunk effortlessly. Its rider emerged on the other side, but I was desperate to find the current that would carry me around. Desperation was useless. I realized I was going to join the unlucky ones. Jack and two other ‘survivors’ were out on the trunk and in position to grab my arms at the precise moment. I was supposed to come in feet first, brace myself against the tree, get caught and pulled up just at the moment the tube would vanish. It would have been a great plan, if it had worked. The timing was not in my favor. One moment I saw the tree and my rescuers clearly, the next I felt myself being swept under the water with a crashing force. The tube was sucked under sooner than expected. I waited to find my way to the surface and see that I had been carried safely downstream, but when I put my hands up, all I could feel was tree bark. I moved in different directions trying to find the water’s surface. My chest hurt, and I was feeling a new panic, an unfamiliar sensory overload. In an instant, my brain was in a separate world. I saw Eric as a baby. I saw him laughing. I saw his father lifting him high, holding him close, kissing his forehead. I saw so many years fast-forward in just seconds. I could still see my baby’s face when I felt someone pulling me up onto the tree. My hand had just broken the surface enough so I could be found. The last thing I remember was seeing Jack’s face. He was rubbing my arms and babbling the typical words of comfort. The next twenty minutes are lost to me. I was informed later that the group tied their tubes together before continuing on, and I rode calmly until the sound of rapids launched me into an extremely animated panic. I was left on shore for a peaceful hour until they could drive back to pick me up. During that hour, I reflected with some amusement on the cliché about how your life passes before your eyes in near-death experiences. I almost thanked God for my survival, but life at home was giving me less and less to be thankful for.

Jack was drinking more and coming home later. One night after putting Eric to bed, I paced through the house until 1:00 AM. My stomach knotted up. I knew Jack was out drinking somewhere. That meant he would try to paw me when he got home, and he’d be wearing that nauseating smell. The pungent odor of alcohol-saturated flesh. I reacted to it in much the same way I reacted to the smell of any alcohol the morning after one of my own drunken stupors: with disgust.

I decided to go to bed; make him think I was asleep. I would move to the edge and almost hug the wall, hiding my face and lying still. I didn’t even know when he would get home and already my heart was racing. With Jack, each drunk had a pot-luck ending. I had tried the ‘reprimand-for-staying-out-and-getting- drunk’ method, but that guaranteed a loud and ugly argument. And though he had never hit me, he lashed out verbally and sometimes punched holes in walls and doors. I decided to lie still and wait for him to pass out. Sometimes it worked. But too often, my silence was another reason to get mad.

For a while I only dozed until I heard the front door. I turned and glanced at the clock, then turned back to the wall. 3:10 AM. My heart thumped in rhythm to his feet climbing the stairs. The smell of stale smoke wafted through the room. I closed my eyes. The bed shook as he sat down. The sound of a zipper. The clink of coins as his pants hit the floor. The bed shook again. Then it was still. I started to relax. A peaceful night? Wrong. His body slid against me. A hand fondled my breasts.

“Teresa? Wanna make love?” he whispered into my neck. “Teresa?” The stench of his breath made me want to move away, but I couldn’t move because I was, after all, sleeping.

His hands explored, and I felt so cold. “Teresa.” I cringed. “Come on, wake up.” He got louder. “I know you can’t still be asleep, goddammit!” Now I turned.

“Please keep your voice down, Jack. Eric’s asleep.”

He sat up. “See? I knew you weren’t asleep. You’re fucking with me! You don’t want me to touch you. How come? What the fuck’s the problem?”

“Jack, be quiet,” I whispered. He got louder. 

“Don’t fucking tell me to be quiet! I don’t have to put up with this fucking shit! You’re fucking pissed because I was out fucking drinking, aren’t you? I’m fucking talking to you, goddammit!”

I heard the small voice from the other room. “Mommy?”

“Oh God, Jack.” I groaned and sat up.

Jack screamed toward the door. “Go back to sleep!” Eric stayed quiet. I really tried not to get sucked into these scenes, but something in me was moving from simmer to boil. I wanted to take my son and go. A million times I wanted to go. But where? How? I couldn’t. I got up and put on my robe.

“Where’re you fucking going?” Jack shouted.

“Downstairs.”

“I just bet you are.” Jack put on his pants while I went to Eric’s room. In the light from the hall I could see tear tracks on my son’s face. A soft quiver crossed his lower lip.

“I love you, Sweetheart. I know it’s hard, but try to get some sleep.” I kissed his forehead, and he turned into his pillow. I could hear Jack going down the stairs. I pulled Eric’s door mostly closed and turned off the hall light. Below me was the dragon’s lair, and I was about to enter without a sword. I knew I should keep peace at any cost. I wanted peace, didn’t I? Part of me screamed for justice. Screamed to be heard. Once and for all I would make him listen. I tried to hold back. I really tried. By the time I walked through the kitchen door, peace was no longer an option. Jack was searching the refrigerator. I thrust my hands in the pockets of my robe and moved past him to stand beside the table.

“I’m sick of this, Jack. Don’t you think I have a right to be mad when you don’t come home till three in the morning?”

“Where the hell’s the beer?” he said.

“Jack, did you hear me?” He slammed the refrigerator door.

“Yeah, you’re fucking mad. So what else is new?”

“Why do you do this? Where were you anyway?” My head ran the usual video tape of bar scenes and women. “Who were you with?”

“Oh God, here we go again. I wasn’t with fucking anyone but the guys from work.” He raised the volume. “How many fucking times are you gonna ask me that? Jesus Christ!”

I dropped my own volume. “Please keep your voice down. We don’t 

need …”

“Quit fucking telling me to be quiet! This is my fucking house, and I’ll fucking talk as loud as I fucking want to!” He turned and went to the doorway. “And I’m fucking going to bed.” I ran to grab his arm. Bad move. He turned too fast to face me and staggered against the wall. “Fuck! Leave me the fuck alone! All I wanted was to come home to fucking be with you, and you had to fucking start a bunch of shit!”

My heart pounded on. I knew I should stop it all right there. Too late. I was a train at full throttle. I had been sucked in.

“I didn’t start this … you did! I’m not the one who stayed out until three o’clock. I’m not the one waking people up in the middle of the night! I’m not the one who gets drunk all the time! I’m not …”

“Why don’t you just shut the fuck up?”

“Jack, please don’t get so loud …”

“I’ll get as fucking loud as I fucking want to! I’ll show you fucking loud!” The muscles in his jaw clenched. Bloodshot eyes bulged. My personal Mr. Hyde. My head was on fire. Quiet, peace for my baby. Shhhhh. Sleeping. Wait. Justice for me. Get it out. Slam it home. Knock some sense into this son-of-a-bitch. Stinking, repulsive. Handsome, charming, warm at night. Get the hell away from me, asshole. Please don’t leave me … At least I’m not alone. I’m so tired … I hate you …
My body shook violently, as usual. My teeth chattered. I was cold. No, I wasn’t. I just wanted to stop the shaking. I looked into Jack’s bug-eyed, clenched face and waited for the right moment to bring out the big guns. The one set of words that would insure continuing drama. My sick need for drama always won out. And I could count on certain simple phrases to make it happen. I dropped my voice once more.

“Fine, Jack. You go ahead and yell. But I’ve had enough. I’m leaving.”

“Like hell you are, you fucking bitch!” He planted himself in the doorway. “You’re not fucking going anywhere,” he said. He screwed his face into a sneer.

“Get out of my way,” I said.

“No way. Fuck you!”

I was just starting to admit that maybe I had miscalculated my level of control. I wanted to leave the room, and the dragon was blocking my way. What magic words would I use now? Something to catch him off guard. But I was the one about to be caught off guard. Jack turned and strode toward the stairs. I followed. He got loud again.

“Okay,” he said, climbing the stairs, “you wanna fucking leave? Fine. Fucking go.” I had only gone halfway up when Jack came back into view holding my son. “But Eric stays with me. He’s my kid, too. So fucking go ahead. Pack up and get the fuck out!”

My baby sobbed quietly and looked at me with tired, pleading eyes. My body turned to ice.

“Jack, please leave him alone. Don’t do this. How could you do this to a child?”

“Well, you weren’t fucking going to leave him here, were you? You would have gotten him up anyway. So now he’s fucking up. And you’re not fucking taking him!”

“You can’t keep him from me! He’s not legally yours, he’s mine! Put him down right now!” I was shaking again.

“Big fucking deal. I guess you’ll just have to fucking start some more shit then, won’t you? You wanna fuck with me? Huh? Tough! But you can’t fucking take him now!” He wore a victory smirk.

Pressure in every vein. “Give me my son!” I screamed. Eric cried louder. “Oh please, Jack.” I hid my face in my hands and crumpled on the stairs. I didn’t even try to stop the tears. I had spent it all. I was out of ideas and surprises. I just let the tension pour out of me.

Jack quit yelling. “So are you fucking leaving, or what?” He knew he had won. I shook my head slowly. My hair had matted in the snot and tears on my face. As I pulled it away, I breathed in deeply. While I wiped my face with the tail of my robe, Jack put Eric back in bed and came to the top of the stairs.

“You comin’ to bed?”

I nodded.

“You’re not going to try something fucking sneaky, are you, after I go to bed?”

I didn’t answer. I was too tired to answer. Too tired to do anything sneaky. Too tired. The stairs were dark and soothing. Jack went to bed. I waited. Minutes later a steady snore sounded from our bedroom. I stood up and used the handrail to pull my thousand-pound body to the top. Instead of going to my bed, I went to my son’s. I lay down beside him and put my arm over his shoulder. He turned toward me and threw an arm around my neck. His breath came in the little spasms that take over after too much crying. We held each other and finally fell asleep.

The gap in the curtains woke me up. A streak of sunlight lay across my face penetrating one eyelid. I shifted away from the light and listened. I heard my little boy’s even breathing and my husband’s not-so-even snores. Too many things were awake in my head to go back to sleep, but I was too tired to get up. Still, the image of coffee, its look and smell, kept popping up on my list. Coffee and quiet. Powerful motivation. I pulled back the covers and swung my legs over the side of the bed. My sinuses throbbed, and every muscle protested. I fought with gravity to stand up and move my feet down the stairs.

As I passed through the living room, I picked up some of the beer cans that had sat on the coffee table for two days and set them down next to the rest of the collection that filled half the kitchen counter. The whole room stank of stale beer and smoke. Dirty dishes filled the rest of the counter. With the coffee started, I looked through drawers for a clean spoon and finally found a plastic picnic hold-over that had survived our moves. I sat down and fidgeted with it while the coffeemaker made rhythmic, hissing sounds. I watched the pot fill with dark brown liquid.

Another sound invaded the quiet. From my bedroom came the faint buzz of the alarm clock. 7:30. I sat still. Turn it off, Jack. But he wouldn’t. He knew in the deepest recesses of his subconscious that I always made sure he got up. I was the house alarm clock. Annoyance made me forget how tired I was. I climbed the stairs again and slammed my palm on the alarm button. Jack only groaned, turned over, and snored. I stared down at him. Maybe I wouldn’t bother. If he really needed to get up, he could do it himself. I shook his shoulder gently.

“Jack?” No response. Whispering wasn’t going to get it. I cleared my throat.

“Jack.”

“Mm.”

“You’ve got to wake up. Coffee’s on.” I shook him again and jumped as he turned toward me.

“Shit, leave me alone!” He turned again on his stomach and wrapped his arms around a pillow. “Go back to sleep. I don’t have to go to work today.”

“Why not?”

“Just don’t. Now, leave me alone.”

No work. What did that mean? Right now, I didn’t want to know. I just wanted coffee, and I was going to sit in my kitchen, by myself, and have coffee—in the quiet. Slight smile. But smiles were rare, and when they happened, they didn’t last long. I pushed Eric’s bedroom door open and groaned. I hadn’t noticed before. Clothes lay everywhere in little piles and wads. His small desk was disguised in crayon papers, Lego® blocks, and old shoeboxes full of whatever little boys fill them with. I went to the bed to leave a kiss on my sleeping child. His skin was so soft. His face so sweet. My eyes watered.

This unusual gift of extended time with coffee and quiet was supposed to be perfect and uncluttered. But some things just can’t be ignored. Like knowing that if certain bills aren’t paid by a certain date, we would be sitting in the dark and looking for a new way to take our baths. I sat at the table and stared at the beer cans on the counter until I couldn’t sit anymore. I got up and began pouring whatever was left in each can down the drain. I tossed the empties into a large paper sack. What would we do about the bills? I thought about the jobs I had had a hundred years ago. I picked up the stack of newspapers from the floor in the corner and spread them out on the table. I had already circled the few ads I could in every paper. Waitress, hostess, file clerk, kennel cleaner. I imagined myself rushing through a morning routine: shower and dress, get Jack up and going, Eric fed and dressed and off to daycare. How much would go to daycare? I shrugged and tossed the papers back to the floor. I went back to the sink and filled one side with soapy water and dirty dishes. 

