
There is a 12 inch box TV sitting on the floor and it’s playing something loud and colorful, but I 
am much more interested in my mom’s leg hair. I’m sitting underneath her desk, crammed along 
with everything else into a living room far too small, and I push my baby soft hands up and down 
her prickly skin from her ankles to her knees. My sister has her face an inch from the screen 
while a big white cow and a red devil have a conversation, and it illuminates the highlights of her 
baby curls. I keep bumping my head on the particle board above me, but mom notices more 
than I do, keeps taking a hand away from the thick plastic clack of her keyboard to rub over my 
head. The room is stale and smells like the cardboard boxes holding all our things. I press my 
face against her leg and feel the sharp little hairs on my cheek. 

No, this is not the first moment I have of my mother. Little balls of thread, beading off an 
old comforter that I am wrapped in tickle my face. All I can see is my baby-green blanket 
cocoon, but I feel the wide expanse of my mom’s arms holding me against her chest. She and I 
are bouncing down stairs. I hear thunder and think it’s just someone in the neighborhood 
shooting a gun. I hear gravel crunching underneath her sandals, I hear the panicked yelling of 
my father, deep and firm, carrying my sister, slamming the front door, slamming the screen 
door. There is a tornado in the next county over and I can tell when lightning illuminates the sky 
even through the blanket, but I am far too young and far too cradled to feel unsafe as I am 
carried to my father’s truck. She pulls the blanket away from my face and I breathe in the fresh 
damp air. The fabric of the truck ceiling is peeling away and falling down, and she holds me so 
tight I can smell how she smells warm and salty like food. 

How young do children start remembering things? I must have my years wrong. The 
house is bright. My mother seems tall and thin, and angry. From my place on the couch, I stick 
out chubby legs and feet which must be mine, and I can’t reach the coffee table. I don’t see my 
sister anywhere. I don’t understand what my parents are yelling at each other about, but I know 
that this must have happened before my father lost it. The house is bright because he hasn’t 
covered up the windows.  

That must be wrong too. I remember my mother at a payphone and my sister and I in the 
car. Outside the sky is black and my mother is illuminated like an angel under the streetlamp 
above the phone, but her face is red and her hair is standing up and she’s wrapped up in a big 
sweatshirt. This is as thin as I ever remember her. Inside the car, Kayla and I share a bag of 
Funions with the villain from Samurai Jack on the packaging, and I think he’s too scary so the 
side with him on it faces her. Mom opens her car door to rummage around in her purse and a 
whoosh of cool air flows into the car. She says, “We’re at the wrong exit, girls. We’ve still got 
farther to go.” 

I am laying on a permanently-placed blow up mattress in my grandparents’ living room, 
in my favorite itchy pink Barbie nightgown. My mom lays beside me and plays with my baby 
curls in her long fingers, and I feel her jeans against my legs. The weather is playing on the TV 
and I get up because my granddad taught me to point out Michigan on the map, and he and I 
are both proud when I do it. Later, when everyone has gone to bed, the house is dark and cool, 
but we sweat because our mattress is too close to the rickety old wood stove with the broken 
apart tiles underneath it. She talks to me and tells me stories because she can’t sleep. 
“Ma, why are your legs sharp?” I ask her.  
“Because there’s hairs growing on them,” she tells me.  



“Why?” 
She sings me a song by the Dixie Chicks and I use her arm as a pillow. I ask her when dad will 
be home, but she just keeps singing.  


