
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
      
 
      
 
    I would like to offer my sincerest thanks to everyone who encouraged me to get my story on paper, and to all the people who have been a positive part of my life.  
 
      
 
    I would like to thank my husband, Angel, who has been my rock as I dealt with the ups and downs that came with healing from the past. I thank my children who give me the motivation to keep going and keep being better.  
 
      
 
    I would like to thank my editors, Richard and Nancy, thank you for being patient and kind teachers.  
 
      
 
    To my friends, who have helped and encouraged me along the way: You are all a constant encouragement to keep going. 
 
      
 
    I sincerely love all of you, thank you for everything you do.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  
 
    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    I Dedicate this series to all the foster kids out there who wore the term ‘foster’ like a badge. To all the kids who were never in foster care, but never felt wanted by their parents . To all the adults and children who felt abuse, loss, sadness, depression, and never had someone to tell them it was going to be okay.  
 
        
 
    It is going to be okay. You are not alone. You are loved. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
   
    Little Lost 
 
    Girl 
 
      
 
    Part One: Separation 
 
      
 
    Angelique S. Anderson 
 
  
 
   
 
  

 Hungry 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    The little girl sat on her worn mattress, tattered doll in hand. Her stomach rumbled for the hundredth time that morning as she sat staring at the door. She willed with all her might that it would open and on the other side her nanny would be standing with a bowl of cereal or fresh scrambled eggs, still steaming. She licked her lips. 
 
    “Eggs are my favorite!” Her young mind spun with the possibilities and the thought of a hot breakfast. But the door never opened, no matter how hard she stared at it or how long she prayed that it would. 
 
    She got up from her mattress, which had no frame, and sat on the cool, carpeted floor. Her eyes wandered across the dirty floor, searching for scraps to eat. A half-eaten cube of noodles in a Top Ramen bag; a stale peanut butter and jelly sandwich—her stomach ached for anything to eat…anything so that she wouldn’t have to leave the safety and security of her room. 
 
    She dropped the tattered doll on her bed and made her way to the door. Her small hands wrapped around the knob, and she turned it as quietly as she could. The door cracked open slightly, and she peered into the narrow hallway. The nanny was nowhere around. If fate was kind, she could tiptoe to the kitchen and grab something to eat. 
 
    Her heart pounding furiously, she closed the door behind her, with a dreaded certainty that she would be caught. Slipping into the hallway and pressing herself against the wall as she moved forward, she could barely breathe. It was early afternoon; all the lights were off and the small house was dimly lit.   
 
    As she entered the kitchen, a ray of sunshine streamed through the single, dusty window above the fridge. Her ears perked at every noise, and she carefully pattered to the one cabinet she knew would contain food. It was low to the ground, and the door was the least squeaky of all the doors in the kitchen. She pulled it open quietly, and with satisfaction, she saw cans of Spam and Top Ramen. 
 
    She reached for the Top Ramen and quickly stuffed it in her shirt. The packaging made a noisy, crinkling sound and she started to perspire. She knew she was going to get caught…and then she wouldn't eat today. Her nanny would take away the meal in an instant and then yell at her for the rest of the afternoon. 
 
    Afraid she had alerted the sitter, she stood as straight as she could and tucked the plastic packaging into the top of her shorts. Then, she pulled her shirt down and turned quickly, beginning the trip back to her room. Suddenly, she heard heavy footsteps and the floor creaking beneath them. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing in there?" a large woman yelled at her. 
 
    "I was hungry," Star answered in a terrified voice, scrambling to get out. 
 
    "I don't give a damn!” the nanny bellowed, and then she uttered a string of expletives. She always used ugly words that made Star feel even smaller than she already was. The little girl scampered down the hallway before the nanny saw the lump under her shirt. 
 
    “Please don't let her hear the sound,” Star whispered aloud. She managed to reach her room and shut the door before the nanny intercepted her. She dropped on her bed and shoved the packet of uncooked noodles under her blanket. It wasn't safe to eat it yet. Sometimes, the nanny would burst into her room and smack her on the head after she ventured to the kitchen. So Star sat still and waited patiently. 
 
    After a time, when there was no further noise to suggest that the nanny was coming, Star opened the soup. She used the blanket on her bed to muffle the crinkling sound of the plastic wrapping. Then, she broke off a piece of the hard noodle square and consumed it. It would be hours before her parents arrived home and she had to make it last. 
 
    As the dull ache in her tummy faded to a quiet discomfort, she grabbed her doll and curled up on the bed. If she could sleep until her parents came home, she could get through the rest of the day. She pulled her worn blanket over her and closed her eyes.  
 
    She drifted off to sleep, dreaming of the day she would be warm, loved, and no longer hungry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Seeing Is Believing 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Star awoke to the sounds of laughter and slurred speech. Her parents were drinking again! She was giddy with happiness at the thought. When her parents drank, they were so much fun. They would often bring her presents. Sometimes, she would sit with them in the living room, talking and laughing like a real family. 
 
    She flung back her blanket and jumped out of bed. Sprinting to the door, she yanked it open. Her bright blue eyes sparkled in contrast to her tattered clothes and knotted blonde hair. 
 
    “Mommy! Daddy!” Star exclaimed as she bolted into the living room. “You’re home!” 
 
    “Yes, we are!” Her stepmother raised a beer as if to toast her and cheer her on. With her other hand, the woman took a long drag off a Marlboro cigarette. She blew pungent smoke into the air, and Star held her breath for a moment. She hated the smell of smoke, but hated even more the clouds of cigarette smoke that hung thick in the living room air.  
 
    “Well, what did you do today?” her stepmother asked. “Come here.” 
 
    Star ran to her stepmother’s side obediently, and she was rewarded with a half-hug from the hand that still held the cigarette. Star didn’t know how to answer a question she had answered so many times before. They never believed her, but she had to try again. 
 
    “I hid in my room.” 
 
    “What did the babysitter cook?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Star answered quietly, lowering her eyes to the dirty floor. 
 
    “Nonsense, she must have cooked something! The two of you are eating us out of house and home!” 
 
    “Mommy, I didn’t eat today!” 
 
    “Of course, you did!” 
 
    “Mommy, no I didn’t. I stayed in my room. Nanny doesn’t like me out here when she is around.” 
 
    “Well, then where the hell is the food going, if you aren’t eating it?” Her stepmother’s voice was no longer pleasant. In fact, she sounded perturbed. 
 
    “Mommy, I told you. Nanny is eating all the food. She doesn’t feed me. I’m always hungry! I hate her!” 
 
    Star’s father, who had been sitting in the worn-out recliner by the front window, asked,  
 
    “You haven’t been eating?” 
 
    “No daddy. I’ve been trying to tell you. I keep telling you…but you never listen to me.” Tears ran from the little girl’s blue eyes and for the first time in weeks, her stepmom and dad took her seriously. 
 
    “Alright, we are going to figure this out once and for all!” Her stepmom stubbed out her cigarette and tromped to the kitchen. A moment later, Star heard the fridge opening and closing, then the sound of cupboards and doors opening and slamming shut. Then she heard another noise she didn’t recognize; it sounded like papers and then metal banging against a hard surface.  
 
    Star ran into the kitchen and found her stepmother going through the trash. Empty cans and wrappers from various foods, chili cans, hot dog packaging, soda cans, and half-eaten sandwiches were scattered across the floor. Star could smell the ham from a discarded sandwich and her mouth watered. 
 
    “Mommy, I didn’t eat that.” 
 
    Her stepmother looked at Star as if seeing her for the first time. She knew that the little girl was far too skinny to have eaten even a little bit of what she had found in the trash. Her face turned white and she walked over to Star, giving her a hug. 
 
    “I’m so sorry we didn’t listen to you. Do you want some cereal or something?” Star nodded her head vigorously. Cold milk, with sugary bites dancing in it sounded so good. She didn’t care that it was late at night. Her stepmother poured some Fruit Loops and placed the bowl on the table. Star slid onto one of the plastic seats and crunched happily.   
 
    “Go ahead and eat. Your dad and I have to talk,” her stepmother said as she disappeared into the living room. Star could hear muffled words through the wall and knew they were talking about the nanny. She also knew that the nanny would not be coming back. Maybe now they could be a real family, and her stepmom would stay with her while her daddy went to work. She swung her legs under the table and smiled to herself. 
 
    After finishing, she placed her dish in the sink and returned to the living room to tell her parents goodnight. Both were passed out on the couch, empty beer cans strewn around on the floor next to them. Star was so happy they finally believed her that she skipped off to her room. She picked up Dolly from the bed, snuggled her tight, and then fell asleep. It was the first time in a long time that she didn’t have nightmares about a troll trying to gobble her up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Changes 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    In the morning when Star opened her eyes, she was greeted by the smell of eggs and bacon instead of gnawing hunger pains in her stomach. She jumped off her mattress, changed her clothes, and grabbed her dolly. As she skipped into the kitchen, she smiled when she saw her stepmom’s dyed blonde hair waving about. 
 
    Finally, everything is going to be different now! Star could feel herself rejoicing inside, and she couldn’t wait to spend the day with her stepmom. 
 
    “Good morning, Mommy,” she cooed. 
 
    “Good morning, sweetheart,” her stepmother answered, flashing a half-hearted smile. An alarm went off in Star’s mind—something was wrong. Why wasn’t her stepmother happy? 
 
    “Is everything okay, Mommy?”  
 
    “Of course. Everything is fine.” Her stepmother looked Star in the eyes and forced a thin smile. Star knew it was a lie. She sat in silence, eating her breakfast. The feeling that things were about to get worse and not better hung in her thoughts like a dark storm cloud.  
 
    Star’s father came home in the afternoon, right after they had eaten sandwiches, and she saw the same half-hearted look on his face. The nanny was gone, and her parents weren't fighting. Yet, Star couldn't shake the feeling that something was not right.   
 
    A few days passed uneventfully and Star began to bask in a false sense of security. The idea that everything was okay settled into her thoughts, and she began to relax a little. Maybe her mom was just worried about something, she told herself with hopeful reassurance. 
 
    It had been four days since Star felt hunger pains. She was so elated to be rid of the gnawing feeling that she was sure nothing could bring her down. Late that afternoon, she would discover that she was wrong. She was sitting on her bed playing with her doll when her stepmother called to her from the living room. 
 
    “Star, your dad and I need to talk to you. Can you come here?” Not sensing anything was amiss, Star bounced into the living room, doll in hand. Her dad was sitting on the couch, his face red and tears in his eyes. Her stepmom sat across from him in the worn-out recliner they both loved so much. She motioned for Star to sit on the floor in front of them. 
 
    This was it—the feeling she’d had days before that something was off. Her defenses went up, and she admonished herself to be brave. I can handle whatever they tell me. I can, she thought. Walking over, shoulders back, head high, she sat cross-legged on the floor. 
 
    “Star, your daddy and I have something to tell you. It’s going to be hard to hear, but I need you to be a big girl for me, okay?” Star’s eyes grew wide, and she felt her inner strength crumbling. 
 
    “Umm… you see … your daddy and I… we have a problem. We have a gambling problem,” her stepmother confided. 
 
    Star relaxed a little, thinking that a gambling problem didn’t sound like such a big deal.  
 
    “That’s okay, Momma, I don’t mind.” Star smiled and put a reassuring hand on her mom’s knee. Her stepmom’s eyes searched her face, and she shifted her feet. 
 
    “You see, Star, the little bit of food that’s left is all we have. We don’t have money to buy more. We spent the rest of the money trying to win big so we could pay our bills, and we lost it.” 
 
    “What does that mean, Momma?” 
 
    “Sweetie, that means someone with a lot more money is going to take care of you while we sort this out.” 
 
    Star frowned at the news and felt her little heart begin to crack. “You mean…you’re going to give me away? To a stranger?” 
 
    “No baby, we have a friend who has boys and she has always wanted a girl. She wants to take care of you and give you everything we never could. When daddy and I have enough money, we will come and get you. I promise.” 
 
    “You’ll come and get me?” Star echoed in an angry tone as she stood up. She felt sick to her stomach. How could her parents give her away to some random person? Fighting back tears, she asked,  
 
    “Who is this person, anyway? Are they coming to get me?” 
 
    “No, honey, they can’t come and get you because they are in Montana. She has paid for a plane ticket for you. Your grandpa will meet you at the airport and take you to her,” her stepmother said with a sad smile. Star was so angry she felt like throwing something at her. 
 
    “She is going to take such good care of you. You aren’t going to want for anything.” 
 
    “Yes, I will! I want my daddy! I don’t want to live with a stranger! I don’t want to go! I don’t want to go!” Star screamed at the top of her lungs. She ran into her room, slamming the door behind her. Tears streamed down her face as she came to terms with what her parents had just told her. 
 
    “Don’t they want me?” she asked out loud. Only bitter silence echoed back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Departure 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    There was nothing anyone could say after that. Star knew it was just a matter of waiting for her parents to ship her off, to dispose of her. The days seemed to drag on for an eternity, and then, the fateful day arrived. She was told to pack her second-hand suitcase. Two hours later, she was boarding a plane to go live with someone she had never met. 
 
    Finally able to eat when she was hungry, what should have been a happier time for Star had become darker than she ever could have imagined. It was surreal, like a bad dream, yet it was the middle of the day and she was wide awake.  
 
    The day Star said goodbye to her parents, she put on her nicest blue dress. It was her favorite because it had the fewest stains. She loved the white ruffles on the arms and collar. She always felt like a princess in it. She wanted her daddy to remember how pretty she was so he wouldn’t forget about coming to get her. 
 
    “Star, are you ready to go?” Her stepmother called down the hall to her. She took one long, last look around with tears in her eyes and made sure that Dolly was packed away safely. She pulled the cool metal zipper up with a sigh. The wheels on the suitcase worked well and she grabbed the leather handle, wheeling it out of her room. She had few belongings so it didn’t weigh much. 
 
    Star tried to keep a brave face, but the moment she saw her daddy pacing back and forth in the living room, she started to cry. She didn’t know when she would see him again, and she didn’t understand why they couldn’t just figure out a way to keep her. She didn’t eat that much, and she wouldn’t mind going hungry again if that is what it took. 
 
    “Why can’t I stay? I don’t want to go!” she wailed. 
 
    “Hush now, Star. You’ll have everything a little girl could dream of. Sit here and let me brush your hair.” Star walked indignantly over to her stepmother, who sat on the couch. 
 
    “Sit right here,” the women said, pointing to the floor between her feet. “Let me put your hair in pigtails.” Star sat cross-legged in front of her and tried not to wince as her stepmother tugged and pulled at her hair. After a few minutes, she said, “There, all done. Now go or you’ll miss your plane.” 
 
    “I’m going on a plane? Alone?” Star was terrified by the thought. How was she going to ride on a plane by herself? 
 
    Her stepmother grabbed the handle of her suitcase and wheeled it out the door as Star turned to her father and pleaded, 
 
     “Daddy, please let me stay. I won’t eat that much. I promise!” Tears ran down her face, as she begged him one last time to not make her leave. 
 
    “Oh, little Star.” He pulled her sobbing little body close and hugged her tight. “It won’t be for long, I promise. I’ll come get you as soon as I can.” Her father’s shaggy beard tickled her face. He set her down and held her hand as they walked out to the car. 
 
    The ride to the airport was a blur, the time with her dad too short before they were checking her in and handing her off to a flight attendant. 
 
    “Hi, sweetheart, my name is Kim. I’ll be your flight attendant until you reach Montana, okay?” 
 
    Star’s eyes darted back and forth between her stepmom, who was smiling, and her dad, who wore a somber expression. Her dad bent down and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “Remember, my little Star, this is just for a short time.” He patted her head and smiled half-heartedly at her. 
 
    “Yes, just for a little while.” Her stepmother repeated, but her face was less concerned. In fact, she seemed almost happy Star was leaving. The little girl felt confused and was about to speak when the flight attendant took her hand. 
 
    “Are you ready to ride a plane? You’re a lucky little girl! I didn’t ride a plane until I was a teenager,” Kim said in a comforting voice. She had a bright smile and cheerful brown eyes. Her hair was almond colored and hung in a neat bob around her pretty face. 
 
    Star couldn’t bring herself to speak as the flight attendant led her away from her parents. She still couldn’t internalize what was happening. She watched over her shoulder as her father receded in the distance, and she hoped this was just a terrible dream from which she would soon awaken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Plane Ride 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The attendant led the sad and frightened young girl to the airplane, and for the first time since Star had arrived at the airport, she began to feel how little she was. The airport was huge and filled with bustling crowds of people. Every angle was bright and reflective, like a hospital. To the left, as they walked, Star saw massive, plate glass windows. She gazed out, seeing a number of planes waiting in the terminal. 
 
    Even though her heart was broken, she couldn't help but feel a small ripple of excitement. She was going to ride a plane!  
 
    “Those are cool,” she told the flight attendant, who looked down at her and smiled. 
 
    “Aren’t they? Just think…you get to ride one! That’s pretty awesome, huh?” Kim responded. Star nodded in agreement, but she wished that her daddy was standing next to her. 
 
    “Here we are honey, here’s our plane.” The attendant gave Star’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry sweetie, it’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Star didn’t know what the pretty flight attendant knew about her, and maybe she knew nothing at all, but hearing Kim’s reassuring words made her feel a little better. She watched as the attendant handed her boarding pass to a second attendant dressed in a similar uniform. The woman tapped a few keys on the computer terminal in front of her and then nodded to Kim. 
 
     “You’re all set, sweetie,” Kim said with a reassuring smile. “Let’s get you boarded, and then I’ll bring you some food and sit with you until we land, okay?” 
 
    Star looked up and forced a polite smile. The truth was, she felt overwhelmed. Her heart was crumbling at the thought of leaving her father and stepmother behind; yet, at the same time, a nervous flutter of excitement was churning in her tummy. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Star managed. She walked hand in hand with the attendant, stepping onto the bouncy corridor of the ramp leading to the plane. Once on board, Kim guided her to her seat, which happened to be next to a window. 
 
    “Here we are…go ahead and have a seat. I’ll put your suitcase up here for you.” Kim pointed to the overhead storage compartment. “Would you like a pillow so you can sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, Please.” Star sat straight in her seat and brushed out the wrinkles in her dress. With a few minutes to herself, she began to think about her dad standing in the terminal. She remembered the cold smile on her stepmother’s face. For the first time in her young life, she felt something akin to intense dislike for the person she had always known as Mom. 
 
    A short time later, Kim returned with a small pillow and a tray of food for Star. She pulled down the table tucked into the seat in front of her and opened an orange juice. 
 
    The plane remained grounded on the runway for at least twenty minutes. By the time it lifted off, Star had finished her meal. Kim removed the tray, attended to the needs of nearby passengers, and then came and sat with Star. The attendant asked lots of questions, and for a little while, Star forgot her troubles. Nothing cheered her up more than meeting new people. 
 
     She told Kim about her nanny, and about how the heavyset woman used to eat all of the food in the house. She confessed about her parents’ gambling problem and explained it was why she was being sent to Montana. She felt proud that she had told her story bravely without crying.  
 
    Kim listened with patience, but it seemed her mouth turned into a slight frown. Star couldn't understand why the woman would be sad. Her life wasn’t that bad. Soon her daddy would send for her and her normal life would resume. Little did she know how wrong those words would prove to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     


 
   
 
  

 Grandpa 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of staring out at the clouds and the bright blue sky that seemed to stretch forever, Star grew tired of talking. She pushed her pillow against the window and laid her head on it, falling asleep almost instantly. She began to dream. The troll was back, and it was laughing at her.  
 
    Star was awakened by a gentle shaking. The flight attendant was looking down at her and saying, 
 
     “Star…honey, we are almost there. You slept through lunch, would you like something?” 
 
    Star looked out the window and saw nothing but clouds and sky. On her best behavior still, she nodded politely. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be right back.” Kim walked down the aisle and returned several minutes later with another tray. 
 
    Ten minutes later, a deep, pleasant voice announced: “Attention passengers, this is your captain. We will be landing in approximately forty-five minutes. Please gather your belongings and return all flight trays to your attendants. We hope you’ve had a pleasant trip and thank you for flying Southwest.” 
 
    The realization that Star was about to meet her grandpa for the first time she could remember made her giddy with excitement. She talked to him often on the phone but hadn’t seen him in person since she was a baby. If not for the photographs he’d sent her, she would have no idea what he looked like. 
 
    The nervous energy in her tummy was building. She was going to see her grandpa! And she was going to live with a family she had never met. The flight attendant came back and sat next to her. Moments later, the plane began its descent. 
 
    Star watched with fascination as the plane landed on the tarmac. Within minutes of landing, she was escorted off of the plane and onto the unloading ramp. Kim took her by the hand and led her to the seating nearest their terminal. 
 
    “Who’s coming to get you?” Kim asked as she took a seat. 
 
    “Oh, my grandpa is!” Star could feel herself lighting up and beginning to look forward to this adventure. She felt a sudden burst of excitement as a familiar voice called to her, “Hey, little sweetie!”  
 
    Star jumped off the chair and ran towards the sound. A tall, thin man with gray hair approached her. His gentle face was wrinkled and smiling. She would recognize that face anywhere! She jumped in her grandfather’s arms and he lifted her up, hugging her close. She inhaled the scent of Old Spice cologne. 
 
    “Grandpa!” Star cried happily. She was grinning from ear to ear, never mind what the future held. Kim rose from her seat and greeted Star’s grandfather. “Hello, Sir…Here is her bag. Are you guys all set?”  
 
    The man lowered Star to the ground and she ran to hug the flight attendant. “Thank you for everything,” he said. The flight attendant smiled sweetly at Star, handed her meager belongings to her grandfather, and then turned and walked away. Star felt a sadness descend on her heart as another person walked out of her life. 
 
    “Come on little sweetie, let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    “Okay,” Star answered, her mood brightening. She grabbed her grandfather’s hand and skipped along beside him as he walked to a modest, blue economy car in the parking lot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 New Family 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Star was delighted that she was allowed to spend the night at her grandpa’s house before he took her to meet her new, temporary family. Her grandpa lived in a small mobile home near a beautiful lake. It was peaceful compared to the sound of slot machines and bright lights that dazzled her senses back home in Las Vegas whenever she went out with her dad or stepmom.  
 
    After breakfast, they went to a park and fed the ducks as they talked. Star’s grandfather promised that he would try to pick her up every weekend so they could spend time together. This news made Star happy indeed. For the first time since she had been told that her parents were sending her away, she began to feel as if things might not be so bad after all. 
 
    For lunch, they went to a little diner located next to a Mom and Pop grocery store. Her grandpa let her order a Shirley Temple, and as she sipped the bubbly, cherry-flavored drink, she thought it might have been the best thing she had ever tasted. 
 
    Not long after they were seated at a dark wood dining table, a large, beautiful woman with hair that cascaded down to her waist joined them. She had coffee-colored eyes and a friendly smile. As much as Star wanted to dislike her, the woman’s easy nature made it impossible for her to do so. Star’s grandfather exchanged a friendly greeting with the woman, and then she sat down at the table.  
 
    “Diane, this is Star.” Her grandpa smiled and nodded, urging Star to say hello to the woman. 
 
    “Hi, Diane.” Star said in a shy, weak voice.  
 
    “Hi there, kiddo!” Diane stretched her hand across the table with palm open in a friendly gesture. Star looked at the hand for a moment and blinked before putting her tiny fingers in it. Diane’s hand was silky soft and warm. 
 
     “You can call me Dee, if you like,” the woman said. 
 
    “Okay.” Star gave a little shrug and reluctantly returned the woman’s smile.  
 
    “I know you're concerned, little one, but you don’t need to be,” Diane said. “I have a big house and you’ll have your own room and five brothers.” 
 
    “Five brothers?” Star’s eyebrows arched at the thought of five boys in the same house with her. For her short time on Earth, she had been a single child. She hadn’t even started school, and the thought of being in a house with that many boys made her tummy flip. 
 
    “Yes, but don’t worry. They are all in school, so you won’t see them for most of the day. It will  be just you and me. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Ummm…Okay…” Star knew she should be more thankful. This woman seemed nice—and she was willing to take her into her home. Except now, the good feelings she had felt when she first met Diane had faded. She could imagine living with her, but she could not imagine living with five boys. 
 
    “You’ll like living with me. We can go shopping and talk girl stuff while the boys are at school. Would you like that?”  
 
    Star looked down at her hands, which had retreated under the table and lay folded in her lap, and she answered, 
 
     “Yes, ma’am.” Her mind returned to the reality that her parents had sent her away. Now she was sitting in a restaurant in a strange town with her grandpa, and she was being sent to live with a woman she didn’t know who had five boys, who also were complete strangers. The woman was nice enough, but she wasn’t family. Star wasn’t even sure how her parents knew this lady. 
 
    “Do you want to take her now, and I’ll bring her stuff by later?” Star’s grandfather asked. 
 
    Diane answered with a cheerful grin, “I’d love to take her now. Does she have much stuff?” 
 
    “No, just a small suitcase.” The two adults exchanged glances, and Star noticed that they both looked sad. She couldn’t help but wonder why. 
 
    “Good, then we’ll go shopping. Would you like that, Star?” The woman’s voice had become a bit high-pitched, as if she was nervous. Star noticed it and instead of answering enthusiastically, she simply nodded. 
 
    “All right, little sweetie. I am going to get your things, and I’ll be by later okay?” Star’s grandpa said. “Remember to use your manners and say ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’” Her grandpa moved his chair back and stood up. Diane stood up as well. Star’s face creased into a frown as she fought back tears and wondered, Oh no…is it time already? She felt her palms begin to sweat. 
 
    “You be a good girl, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, grandpa.” Star climbed out of her chair and wrapped her arms around his legs, wondering why she couldn’t stay with him. Why did she have to live with strangers? She knew it was too late to ask that question now, and a gnawing tension had begun to form in the pit of her tummy. 
 
    Maybe I’m not good enough. Maybe that’s why my mom and dad got rid of me. The idea played again and again in her young mind. 
 
    “Come on Star…let’s do some shopping!” Diane’s face was lit with a happy smile, and Star stuffed her own emotions inside, pretending she was happy too. It was something she would learn to do and practice quite often over the years. 
 
    Star watched her grandpa’s back as he went up to pay the cashier, and then she waved at him as he left. Diane held out her hand so that Star could hold it, and reluctantly she did. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Playing House 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Star loved her room, and she really liked the fact that her mattress was on a real bed frame, elevated off the floor. She loved having clothes that were clean and smelled nice— not like  cigarettes or stale beer. She never worried about being hungry or going without. 
 
    For a while, Star loved her new life. She enjoyed sitting and talking with Diane about things that were much older than her understanding. Dee, or “Mom” as Star had begun to call her, treated her like a grownup, and they were great shopping buddies. 
 
    Star adjusted to having “brothers” for the first time, although she knew they didn’t really like her. They all managed to get along for a while. Then, shortly after her sixth birthday, things began to change. 
 
    One night, she was awakened by her hand being dipped in warm water, and she saw a snickering boy standing at the foot of her bed. She wouldn’t discover until much later that this was why she had a bedwetting problem, which made Diane’s husband extremely angry.  
 
    He spanked her every time she wet the bed, which only intensified the problem. When he began using the belt, Star stuffed toilet paper in her pants before he whipped her, hoping to blunt the pain from the sting of the leather hide. 
 
    The boys’ attitudes changed as well. Not only did they do things that got Star in trouble, like dipping her hand in warm water so she would wet the bed, but they taunted her mercilessly whenever Diane and her husband were not around. 
 
    Star felt the world began to crash around her. She desperately wanted to get away from this place. Every time her grandfather picked her up to visit on the weekends, she would eagerly inquire about her dad. Had her grandpa heard anything? When was her dad coming to get her? The answer was always the same. Her dad wasn’t able to come yet—he didn’t have the money. 
 
    During her first winter in Montana, the temperatures plummeted and it was too cold to play outdoors. Star spent a lot of time playing in the basement of the big house. She would pretend to cook and play house with her dolls. With Diane’s husband out of the house and Diane being the only one at home except for the younger son, Star began to feel a pit of loneliness growing inside of her. 
 
    The youngest brother rarely talked to Star. He was always the first to get home from school. He was younger than his siblings but a few years older than Star. He rarely said much and mostly kept to himself. It was a surprise to Star when he started coming downstairs to the basement to play house with her. She would cook and clean and ask him to “mow the lawn” while she took care of the baby. She thought they were developing a friendship, and she was happy to have someone to play with. 
 
    One day, he invited her to play a game that she didn’t quite understand. He asked, 
 
     “Hey Star, do you want to make the baby come alive?”  
 
    Star, who was busy cooking an imaginary meal, turned to him and asked with a confused frown, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I know how to make the baby come alive,” he answered with a knowing smile. Star looked at her plastic doll, wondering how it could possibly be made to “come alive.” 
 
    “It’s just a toy, Joey. You can’t make it come alive.” She placed a hand on her hip and scowled at him indignantly. 
 
    “Nuh-uh, you can make it come alive,” he insisted. “Want to know how?” 
 
    Star nodded, curious to hear the explanation. Joey proceeded to describe doing things with their boy and girl parts, and Star’s heart beat nervously. Something inside of her wanted to run. 
 
    “Eeeeeew! That’s gross! I don’t want to do that,” she answered, scrunching her face in disgust. She couldn’t understand why boys were so disgusting. 
 
    “Come on, it will make the baby come alive…” he promised. 
 
    “No! That’s gross! I don’t want to do that. We’ll get in trouble.” 
 
    “No, we won’t. I won’t tell. Come on…” 
 
    “Joey, no! I don’t want to. Why can’t we just play house?” 
 
    “We can’t play house without the baby coming alive,” the boy insisted, growing angry. 
 
    Star didn’t know why his ultimatum  bothered her so much, but it did. She didn’t want to put their boy and girl parts together. She didn’t want to make the baby come alive. She just wanted to play house. 
 
    “If you don’t do it, I’ll tell dad you cussed and you’ll get a spanking.” 
 
    Star’s heart dropped. What was going on? Why was he trying to force her? She began to feel a deep, unsettling fear. The thought of being spanked yet again by Diane’s husband was enough to inspire dread. Sometimes, when he hit her bottom, he didn’t stop. He would keep striking her again and again. When he used his belt, it often left welts and bruises.  
 
    At that moment, she wanted so badly to cry, even though she didn’t understand why. Maybe it wasn’t such a big deal, she thought to herself.  
 
    “Fine,” she finally relented, “but you better not tell on me.”  
 
    “I won’t tell! It will make the baby come alive.” He seemed so sure of it, but Star knew that would never happen. It was just a toy. 
 
    “What do we do?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Let’s go to your room.” 
 
    Star grabbed her dolly and they ran up the stairs. They crept quietly through the house and into her room. Once inside, Joey shut the door and climbed on the bed. 
 
    “Get under the blanket,” he ordered, and Star did as she was told, fear mounting in her heart. She didn’t want to do this. He unfastened the button on his pants and slid them down. “You slide yours down too,” he ordered. Star opened her mouth to protest, but Joey shushed her and said, “Come on, we have to hurry so we don’t get caught.” 
 
    “Okay, okay…” Star muttered, pulling down her pants and exposing her underwear. 
 
    “Now get under the blanket.” Star pulled the cover back and lay down. Joey climbed in over her and pulled the blanket up so they were completely covered. He took the doll out of her arm and laid it next to them, and then he put their boy and girl parts together. 
 
    “See, we just have to do this until the baby comes alive.” 
 
    “Is it alive yet?” Star asked after what seemed like forever, a sense of fear growing in her mind.  
 
    “No, not yet,” he answered.  
 
    Star kept talking, asking questions, while he moved on top of her. She didn’t know what he was doing, and she didn’t like the feel, but she was too scared to ask him to stop. So she lay there, helplessly staring at her toy doll, hoping that somehow Joey was telling the truth. 
 
    “The baby is not coming alive. Let’s stop.”  
 
    “No…shhh…it will,” he reassured her. 
 
    Just then, Star heard the click of the doorknob and the door to her room opened. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Diane shouted into the room. She stormed over to the bed, ripping off the blanket. “Get off of her! Pull your pants up!” 
 
    Joey jumped off Star and did as he was told. Ashamed, Star pulled her jeans and underwear up and began to cry. Diane yanked Joey by the arm, half-dragging him out into the hallway. Star could hear the solid “smacks” echoing in the hallway as Diane spanked him. 
 
    “Star, get out here.” Diane barked. Star climbed off the bed and walked fearfully out into the hallway. “Bend over!” she shouted. 
 
    “Mom, he made me! He said if I didn’t do it, he would tell on me,” Star tried to explain, but Diane would not listen. 
 
    “He didn’t make you do anything. Bend over!” 
 
    Star began sobbing but bent over while Diane swatted her repeatedly. After several minutes, she went numb and it didn’t hurt as much. 
 
    Over the next few days, life in the house became eerily silent. When the weekend arrived, Diane’s husband called a family meeting and asked Star to come and talk with them. Reluctantly, she entered the living room. Diane, her husband, and their five sons were seated around in a circle.  
 
    “Star, we need to talk,” Diane’s husband said in a monotone. The look on his face was stoic, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. After a long, uncomfortable pause, he said, “You need to pack your things. You’re leaving.” 
 
    “I’m leaving?” Star cried incredulously. 
 
    “Yes. It has come to my attention that you don’t fit in here. So, pack your things. Your grandpa will be by to pick you up in the morning.” 
 
    “What?” Star couldn’t believe her ears. She had wanted to leave so badly, to be free from the torment of the five boys in the house. Now that it was happening, she realized that she didn’t really want to leave. She wanted a family. She wanted someone to love her and tell her she was safe. 
 
    The boys stared at her. Was it her imagination or were they leering? She could swear that the oldest boy snickered, and she felt a flush of embarrassment in her cheeks. Why had they called a meeting for this? Couldn’t Diane have told her this news in private?  
 
    Humiliated, Star ran up to her room, sobbing. As she packed her belongings, she could not stop herself from thinking out loud,  
 
    “Maybe if I had been good? Maybe I am a bad kid. Maybe that is why no one wants me.”  
 
    The mind can be a treacherous place, especially for a child caught up in events she does not understand and cannot control. Star’s mind was already setting in motion ideas that would stay with her for a very, very long time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Moving Out 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Star packed her belongings and everyone in the house avoided her for the rest of the night. She felt like a disease that had attached itself to the people she loved and no one wanted around. She tossed and turned that night, and woke up too early the next morning.  
 
    When the sun came up, she skipped breakfast and waited in her room. It seemed to take forever for her grandfather to pick her up. When the doorbell finally rang, Star felt it was the most wonderful sound in the world. She grabbed her suitcase, which once had been nearly empty and now was filled with clothes and Barbie dolls…signs that Diane had loved having a little girl.  
 
    She realized that it was not this house or the family she would miss—it was Diane. She had grown to love the woman like a mother. 
 
    As she walked out of her room for the last time, she looked back over her shoulder longingly. Bright sunshine streamed in through the window; the plush cream carpet felt soft underfoot. It was the nicest place she had ever lived. She would miss her soft mattress and clean sheets. She shut the door behind her and dragged her suitcase down the stairs to the wood foyer near the front door. 
 
    Diane and her grandfather were talking in hushed tones. Her grandpa looked so sad it made her heart hurt. Somehow, she would make it up to him. She would be a good girl from here on out and not cause any more trouble. 
 
    “Do you have everything, Star?” Diane asked. Her face was red from crying, her eyes puffy and sad. If only Star had behaved and not peed the bed, and not played house. She would still have a home and a family. 
 
    “Yes, mommy,” Star answered softly, choking back tears. She knew it would be the last time she would call Diane that. She wanted her to know she still thought of her that way and still loved her. She dropped her suitcase and ran up to the woman, hugging her with all her might. 
 
    Diane hugged her back, and they both broke into tears. The boys were out of the house, and Star was grateful for that. She didn’t want them to see her crying. She didn’t want to see them at all. When Diane let her go, she whispered in Star’s ear, 
 
     “Be good for your grandpa, okay?” 
 
    Star nodded her head vigorously. She would be a perfect angel…even if it killed her. She looked up at her grandpa who still seemed overwhelmed with sadness; but he smiled at her with kind eyes and then picked up her suitcase. 
 
    “You ready to go, little sweetie?” He motioned for her to come and held out his calloused hand. Star couldn’t even respond, she was so broken and confused by all that had happened. She ran out the front door and climbed into his car, sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    Star’s grandpa didn’t come out right away. It appeared that he was talking to Diane. When he finally came down the walkway and climbed into the car, his face was somber, and he asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, Grandpa…” Star sobbed, and then she told him everything— how she had been spanked repeatedly for wetting the bed, and why it had happened. She told him what Joey had forced her to do. He listened intently and looked very sad. 
 
    “I’m sorry, little sweetie,” was all her grandpa managed to say. Star didn’t know how to respond, but it was the one and only time in her life that he had failed her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Home Or Something Like It 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    The drive to her grandfather’s mobile home was longer than Star remembered. It gave her plenty of time to wonder what would happen to her now. Where would she stay? Would her dad send for her? So many questions about the future nagged her mind. She hated not knowing what was going to happen. 
 
    “Where am I going, Grandpa?” Star asked in a frightened voice.  
 
    “You’ll stay with me until your dad comes,” her grandfather answered. Even though she felt like he had not helped her deal with what had happened, she at least knew that he wouldn’t leave her. He had always been her constant. 
 
    They drove up the gravel road to her grandpa’s mobile home. Star had only been here once, the first night she arrived in Montana, but it was the most peaceful night she had experienced in a long time. It was safe and comfortable, which made her happy. After her grandfather parked, she jumped out of the car and ran inside. 
 
    “Hi, Grandma!” she called out. Her grandmother was sitting on the couch, looking through a Reader’s Digest. She glanced up with mild interest. 
 
    “Hello, Star,” she said matter-of-factly. Her grandmother had never been one to express much emotion, and Star didn’t let it bother her. She sat down on the couch next to her, a happy smile on her face. 
 
    Her grandfather came in a few minutes later carrying her suitcase, and he placed it in a corner. It was a small mobile home, ideal for one person and not meant for more than two. There was no room for a kid, but she didn’t care. 
 
    “Grandpa, can I sleep under the table tonight?” 
 
    “You don’t want to sleep on the couch?” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” Star grinned. He shrugged his shoulders as if to admit defeat and then opened then fridge to pull out something to eat. Star glanced around the cramped mobile home.  
 
    At most, it had about four feet of walking space between the walls, furniture, and various fixtures. She could turn around and walk three steps to the sink, or turn the other way and walk five steps to the couch. From there, a 180-degree turn and five steps would take her to the bathroom. Beyond that, two more steps would lead to the queen-sized bed, which in itself, was a room. A clothes closet, two and a half feet wide, ran parallel to the bed. The rest of the storage space was under the couch and cabinets above the small sink and fridge.  
 
    Her grandpa cooked a meal of macaroni and cheese over the stove and poured Star a glass of milk from the fridge. After dinner, he rolled out some blankets on the floor, placed them under the table, and Star crawled in with her doll. He hugged and kissed her goodnight, and she slept well. 
 
    When Star woke up the next morning, she found that for the first time in a long time, she hadn’t wet the bed, and she was so relieved! She had worried about it the night before, knowing that her grandpa had to go into town to the laundromat to wash the clothes. 
 
    Winter was nearly over and Star spent the remaining days outside playing in the snow before it melted. Just as the first buds of spring appeared, her grandfather got a phone call. Leaning out the front door, he called to her, “Hey, little sweetie! Your dad is on the phone. Do you want to talk to him?”  
 
    “Yes!” Star yelped with excitement. She hadn’t talked to her dad in so long, and she could hardly wait to hear his voice. Running inside, she grabbed the phone from her grandpa and said, “Hi, daddy! I miss you!” 
 
    “I miss you too, baby.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Star asked, feeling hopeful for the first time in a long while. 
 
    “I’m coming home, baby.” 
 
    “You’re coming home? You’re coming to get me, Daddy?” she asked, excitement building in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, I’m taking the bus to Montana. I’ll be there in a week.” 
 
    “What about Mommy?” 
 
    “Mommy is going to stay here for now. She will join us as soon as she can.” 
 
    Star was excited that her dad was coming to Montana and her mom would be joining them soon. She still had questions about her stepmother, but she hoped that with a fresh start, things would be different. Perhaps they could finally be a real family! She couldn’t wait. 
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 New Beginnings 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Living at grandpa’s home on the little hill overlooking the sapphire lake in northwestern Montana provided a short reprieve for Star’s heart. It was a small mobile home, and Star slept under the living room table, but it gave her a sense of stability and belonging in her young life. 
 
    Star’s father, Robert, had moved up from Las Vegas in November, just before the snow hit hard. The change from the desert climate of Nevada to the snowy winters of Montana must have been quite an adjustment for him, but Star was just happy to be reunited with her father.  
 
    When the snow melted with the warmer days of spring, Star spent more time outdoors. She enjoyed picnicking with her father and grandparents, and she loved the tranquility of nature. The hilltop where her grandpa’s mobile home stood was idyllic. Trees blossomed around the tiny trailer, flowers brought a lively splash of color to the yard, and blue jays swooped down in pairs, pecking at the ground. 
 
    A few months later, Star’s stepmother, Betty, joined them. It was a struggle to fit a family of five into a cramped living space meant for one or two, but they managed. They often took family walks down to the lake, which delighted Star. The dark and depressing memories of her past faded as happier ones filled their place. She was beginning to feel joy. 
 
    Once Star’s parents had income, they rented a modest apartment. It seemed as if they had been living in the cramped mobile home for years, but it had been just a few months. After they moved in to the new apartment, her parents enrolled her in school. 
 
    Star loved school, even though she didn’t fit in with the other kids and didn’t understand why. Star’s classmates made fun of her nearly every day. She ate lunch alone, or at the far end of the table, and while the other children laughed and talked together, she was ignored. After lunch, she would spend the play period alone, swinging or playing on the monkey bars. When she tried to play with the other children, they made fun of everything from her name to her tow-blonde hair.  
 
    Not fitting in never stopped Star from working hard on her studies, and what she lacked in friends, she made up in art and music. She adored painting and fell in love with choir. She was involved in almost every school production, even if she played a small part or helped behind the scenes. The hours she spent on creative endeavors were happy, fulfilling times for her. 
 
    One afternoon, Star came home to a gathering of somber adults in the living room. Her grandfather sat in one corner, and her parents were seated on the couch. Her heart raced as she felt a disturbing sense of déjà vu. This scene reminded her of the time she was called in for a family talk, and her stepmother told her she was being sent away to live with strangers; or the time after that, when the strangers she had grown to love sat her down for a talk and told her they were sending her away too. She wondered if today's news would be the same.  
 
    Star’s heart beat faster when her grandpa greeted her with a simple,  
 
    “Hello, little sweetie.” Something in his voice stopped her in her tracks. She considered throwing her backpack down and running out the front door, but she forced herself to stay and sat down on the couch next to her father. As the old sofa springs crunched under her weight, she decided that if her parents said they were sending her away again, she would run away. She would run so far and so fast no one would ever catch her. She could not bear the heartbreak of being cast away again. 
 
    “Little sweetie, I have something to tell you. Can you be brave?” her grandpa asked. 
 
    Star felt a lump growing in her throat and a feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach as she answered,  
 
    “Yes, Grandpa. I can be brave.” She looked down at her hands and felt guilty for lying. 
 
    “Little sweetie, your grandma passed away last night.” Her grandfather spoke ever so softly and then paused to let his words to sink in. 
 
    “Passed away? What does that mean?” Star asked. She lifted her head and tried not to show her delight that the news had nothing to do with her being sent away.  
 
    “It means your grandma went to sleep and never woke up. She isn’t coming back. She died.” 
 
    Star considered her grandpa’s words. She understood the concept of death, but at her young age, she didn’t comprehend what it was like to lose someone. Relieved that she wasn’t being sent away but saddened by the news about her grandma, she burst into tears. Her grandfather’s lowered lip trembled, and his eyes welled with tears. Her dad’s face was somber and reserved as usual. The only time Star ever saw him cry was the day of the funeral, when she saw her grandmother asleep forever in her baby blue, velvet-lined coffin. 
 
    At the funeral service, Star walked up to the mahogany coffin and peered over the top. Inside, she saw her grandmother, ash white and lifeless, her hands folded across her chest. Her face was expressionless, but her hair was done in soft chestnut curls that adorned her pale skin like a halo. Star thought she looked pretty in her pale blue pantsuit, holding a floral bouquet that seemed as fresh as if she had just picked the flowers herself and then laid down for a nap.  
 
    Star reached up to touch her grandmother’s wrinkled hand, and the chill was something unexpected. She realized at that moment her grandmother would never wrap her in a warm embrace or smile at her with sparkling eyes. She was asleep forever, adding one more unhappy memory to the pile of sad recollections she wished she could forget. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 She’s Got Personalities 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Not long after the funeral, Star’s parents moved from their small apartment into a two-bedroom house in a better part of town. The move afforded the family more living space and a safer neighborhood, but it was disruptive for Star because the school year was nearly over, and she had to transfer to a different school. 
 
     Despite the new surroundings and new peers, she was still treated like an outcast. If anything, she was treated worse because her new neighborhood was more upscale, and she felt even more out of place. Loneliness had become the one constant in her life she could depend on, and a deep sadness that had taken root years ago continued to grow, casting a shadow on her soul.  
 
    Star was too young to understand why kids treated her badly. She didn’t realize that an acrid smell of cigarettes clung to everything she wore. It didn’t help that her parents were struggling financially to make ends meet, and her wardrobe consisted of well-worn, thrift store hand-me-downs. If she had understood that, she would have known why the other kids kept their distance. 
 
    Shortly after the move, Star’s parents joined a local church. Star soon discovered church was the only place kids were nice to her. She loved hearing stories about Jesus, and she loved singing songs about him. Her parents attended church often, and although she could not find her place at school, church was different. There, people hugged her and told her they loved her. 
 
    As suddenly as the churchgoing had started, it stopped. Life began to change in other ways as well. The two-bedroom home her parents had rented developed plumbing problems. First, the toilets stopped working. The landlord fixed them, but then the bathtub stopped draining.  
 
    Eventually, they discovered the plumbing issues were caused by tree roots clogging the septic line. The plumbing problems angered Star’s parents, and one day, they packed their belongings and moved into a hotel room that was even smaller than her grandpa’s trailer.  
 
    Star’s new life crammed into a hotel room with her parents was difficult from day one. She slept on a mat on the floor between the nightstand and the dresser. The queen-size bed took up a good portion of the living space. Next to the narrow dresser, a five-foot countertop held a mini-fridge, a microwave, and a plug-in burner. Star was able to use the burner to make chili and boil water for macaroni and cheese.  
 
    Before long, Star’s father and stepmother returned to old, familiar habits. A beer or two a day escalated into her dad bringing home cases of beer, and Star often tripped over empty beer cans scattered across the floor when she came home from school. She would kick them aside, grab her kite or homework, and spend the rest of the afternoon outside. 
 
    Up to that point, Star’s parents had always stayed home. She only remembered a short time when her father had worked. She couldn’t understand how they were able to stay home or buy things. One day, her dad explained that her stepmother was sick—so sick, in fact, that the state gave her money to stay home. She wasn't sick with a physical disease; rather, he said, her head was sick. She didn’t deal with things the way normal people did.  
 
    Star asked questions, and her father patiently answered as she struggled to comprehend her stepmother’s illness from a child’s perspective. He said Betty’s illness was called multiple-personality disorder, and she would need to take medication for the rest of her life to control the symptoms. He explained that having multiple personality disorder was like having different people living inside your head who all wanted different things.  
 
    After Star had asked a few questions, she stopped listening. She had begun to realize her parents did and said a lot of things for their own benefit. Usually, those things affected her in a negative way and caused the sadness weighing down her soul to grow. 
 
    As her parents’ drinking escalated and a few cans of beer turned into many bottles and empty cases, things started happening that frightened Star. It was another day of binge drinking and chain smoking when her stepmother’s personalities became apparent to Star for the first time. She had finished her school homework, and she was getting ready for bed, while her parents talked and drank. Star turned down her blanket on the floor, ready to crawl in, when she heard a voice she didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Who said that?” Star asked, jumping to her feet. She turned around, glancing from her father to her stepmother.  
 
    “Hi. I'm Lily. Do you want to color with me?” 
 
    Star stared at her stepmother, wide-eyed, realizing that the unfamiliar voice had come from her. Frightened, she asked, “Daddy what is happening?”  
 
    Belligerent and drunk, her father laughed and replied, 
 
     “For God’s sake, Star, just color with her. She won’t hurt you.”A few days later, Star was finishing her homework when her stepmother started speaking in a different language. 
 
    “Mommy?” Star asked in a frightened voice. Betty continued speaking in an unknown language, her voice rising to an angry shout.  
 
    “Why are you yelling at me, mommy?” Star asked meekly. She stared at the woman who was lying on the bed—she had the same blonde hair and brown eyes but didn’t sound or act like the woman Star called her stepmom. Betty continued yelling incomprehensible words, growing more agitated, and finally, Star’s father told her to go play outside. 
 
    “Daddy? What’s wrong with mommy?” Star pleaded. 
 
    “Go outside, Star!” her father repeated in an angry voice. 
 
    Star grabbed her kite and ran outside. She ran across the gravel street and into a vacant field. She ran until she was surrounded by tall, dying grass, and then she dropped to the ground crying. She realized that she was totally alone. Her parents would never be there to care for her and protect her. They could not even take care of themselves. Star was alone in a terrifying world, with no one she could turn to and nowhere to go.  
 
    That day, the child that lived in Star’s heart died. She knew she was on her own and vowed that she would look out for herself and not let her parents’ actions determine her life. But despite her resolve, at seven years old, Star had nowhere to go. Her clothes reeked of stale beer and cigarettes. No one talked to her. No one cared.  
 
    After that day, Star’s life descended into a state of turmoil and fear. Betty’s personalities came out often. The only time Star had a playmate was when “Lily” came out to play. She was fun and loved to draw and color. It got to the point that, as her parents drank themselves into oblivion, Star began praying to someone named “Jesus” asking that Lily come out so she would have someone to talk to. 
 
    Another of Betty’s personalities was a woman who couldn’t speak. Star’s father called this personality “No-name.” Some days, No-name was friendly; other times, Star’s mere presence in the room upset her immensely. When things were good between them, No-name and Star would write notes to each other. On bad days, No-name would scribble furiously and point to the door, signaling that she wanted Star to leave at once.  
 
    The one thing her stepmother’s personalities all had in common was that they didn’t want Star around, so she spent a lot of time outdoors. She played alone in the vacant field, drew pictures, chased bugs, and watched clouds drift by, daydreaming and wishing that she were a million miles away.  
 
    Betty’s true personality—the stepmother Star knew and loved—had been overwhelmed by other, more dominant personalities and never surfaced anymore. Star didn’t expect to ever see her “real” stepmom again. Days turned into weeks, and she began to feel her life would always be full of fear and despair. 
 
    Then one day, Star came home from school to a change. There were no beer cans or bottles on the floor. Her parents were stone sober and having a normal conversation. The relief that flooded over her was much like the feeling one gets at having witnessed a miracle. 
 
    “Did something happen? Is grandpa okay?” Star asked, fearing something awful must have occurred to cause such a turnaround. 
 
    “No, Star, everything is fine. We have decided to move,” her father announced. 
 
    Star’s heart dropped to her feet, and she prepared herself for the news that she would be given away again. Instead, her father smiled and declared,  
 
    “I am going to work at Puget Sound College as a math professor!”  
 
    Star sat down on the floor, feeling dizzy. She stared at her parents, trying to make sense of the emotional roller coaster in her life. Every time her parents spoke, it was as if someone had waved a magic wand and dropped Star into a different life with new parents she had never met. She didn’t understand any of it. 
 
    Within a few days, her parents packed up their few belongings, pulled Star out of school, and departed on the drive to Oregon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Daddy Is Sick 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    After driving for nine hours and stopping just once at a gas station, Star’s parents were tired and irritable. As they reached the city limits of Tacoma, Washington, her father announced that they would be stopping at a friend’s house to rest. Robert explained that he hadn’t seen this friend for years, and he wanted to spend a few days visiting before driving south on the final leg of their journey and to his new life as a professor at Puget Sound College in Oregon. The friend’s name was Faith, and the “visit” turned into a living situation. Star ended up enrolling in third grade at a local elementary school.  
 
    Faith was a Native American in her late thirties. Star liked her the moment they met and found her to be a gentle, peaceful woman. She was patient with Star and taught her many things about her Sioux background.  
 
    With her bright blue eyes and platinum blonde hair, Star stood out from the dark-haired, brown-eyed children in her classes. Her first week in school was painful, and she was made to feel like an unwanted outsider. As the days went by, some of her classmates began telling her that they hated her. One girl made it a habit to remind her of that fact every day. When she would raise her hand to answer a question in class, kids would lean over and say,  
 
    “Don’t talk, you’re too stupid!”  
 
    It only took a few weeks for Star to learn to walk with her head down and talk to no one. She tried to be polite and stay out of everyone’s way. Eventually, she made a friend, but she spent so much time being afraid that she begged her parents to pull her out of school. Since the public school system in Tacoma was limited at the time, her stepmother began homeschooling her. 
 
    Even at the young age of seven, Star knew that Betty’s efforts at homeschooling left much to be desired. She did math exercises and learned to type on the computer. She wrote reports on articles she read in National Geographic magazine, and that was the extent of her learning activities. Star didn’t mind; she was just happy that she wasn’t being taunted by other kids. Her parents stayed away from alcohol and even quit smoking. Life was looking brighter. 
 
    Star spent most of her days writing papers, but when she finished her assignments, she wrote short stories. Sometimes, she wrote dark poems. Over time, she came to rely on writing as her escape. 
 
    As always, after the dust had settled with her parents and Star was beginning to feel happy again, something always stirred it up. One morning, she woke up to her world turned upside down. Betty was crying and Faith was on the phone talking in an urgent tone. Faith’s husband was driving all over town looking for something, but Star had no idea what. The one person missing from the scene that morning was Star’s dad. She looked around for him, but he was nowhere to be found.  
 
    “Where is my daddy?” Star asked. Her stepmother looked at her but said nothing. Star repeated the question with more urgency and a growing sense of dread. The third time, she yelled the question, and Betty stood up and left the room without a word. Faith finished her call and put down the phone, taking Star’s hand and leading her to the kitchen table. 
 
    “Have a seat, honey,” Faith said, patting her on the head affectionately. 
 
    Star did as she was told, but once she was sitting down, her emotions erupted and she rocked back and forth with tears streaming down her face, crying, 
 
     “Where’s my daddy? I want my daddy!”  
 
    Faith got on her knees in front of Star. Looking into her eyes with calm reassurance, she answered, “You don’t need to worry, honey. We will find your daddy. We don’t know why, but when we woke up today, your dad had gone missing. He didn’t take anything with him but his wallet and boots. The police are looking for him, and they’ll find him soon. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “My daddy is missing? He wouldn’t leave! He wouldn’t just leave me like that!” Star’s voice rose to a frantic yell and she kicked back the chair, pushing away from Faith. She ran outdoors, calling out for her dad. Faith came up behind her and gave her a hug. 
 
    Star broke into tears and dropped to the ground. Faith sat down next to her and held her for what seemed like an eternity. As evening approached and the sun dipped below the horizon, the phone began ringing nonstop. Faith went into the house to deal with the calls and questions while Star remained outside. She sat cross-legged in the grass, picking one tender blade at a time and tossing it. Her mind raced and her heart pounded in her chest as her sorrow turned to panic and a sense of dread. Why would her father just leave? Had she done something wrong to upset him? Had he stopped loving her?  
 
    That night, Star tossed and turned in a fitful sleep. When she awoke the next morning and Faith told her that her father hadn’t been found, she fell into a dark depression that left her quiet and withdrawn. She had no words, and when she did, she broke into tears and couldn’t speak. All of the “normal” things in her life Star took for granted began to crumble.  
 
    She wasn’t hungry, and she couldn’t think. She didn’t want to play. She began to feel numb, and the cloud of depression that engulfed her began to feel permanent.  
 
    For the next two weeks, Star awoke every morning and asked Faith or her stepmom in a hopeful voice,  
 
    “Has my daddy been found yet?” Every day, it was the same response: Robert had not been seen. Star retreated for the rest of the day into her cocoon of isolation, feeling unwanted and abandoned. 
 
    One day, Star realized that she wasn’t the only one suffering. She noticed Faith reading a Bible, crying, and saying prayers out loud to God, asking Him to bring Star’s father home. Star didn’t understand the God in the sky that Faith prayed to, but she hoped He would hear Faith’s prayers. Sometimes, when Betty wasn’t crying or pacing back and forth outside, she sat next to Faith and they prayed together. Star went to sleep some nights with the sound of their prayers drifting into her room. In some way she didn’t understand, the voices were calming, reassuring, and helped Star fall asleep. 
 
    After two weeks, it seemed that Star’s father had simply vanished into thin air. Then one morning, Star woke up to a different emotion and the sounds of bustling and happiness coming from the living room. She jumped out of bed and rushed into the room, expecting to see her dad standing there, smiling and with arms open to give her a hug. He wasn’t there, but Faith and Betty were crying happy tears, and they were smiling.  
 
    “Where is my daddy? Is he back?” Star asked, afraid to get excited or feel hopeful, but hoping against hope for some good news. 
 
    “Honey, your daddy has been found,” Faith said. “A policeman found him in a nearby town. It will be a few days before he is back. First, he needs medical attention.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Star asked, her eyes growing wide with fear as she imagined a dozen terrible calamities that might have befallen her father. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Star, your dad isn’t hurt,” Betty said. Despite the anxiety and exhaustion on her face, she managed a weak, almost cryptic smile and added, “When the police found him, he was talking to a pole.” 
 
    “Talking to a pole? Mom, what does that mean?” 
 
    “It means he needs to see a doctor before he can come home.” 
 
    It was several days before Star’s father was moved back to Tacoma. When Faith and her stepmother went to visit him, Star wasn’t allowed to go. She would have to wait two months to see her father, and it would be in a dimly lit room with beige curtains and not enough sunlight. 
 
    The day had started like any other, but when Star sat down to a bowl of cereal, Betty asked if she would like to visit her dad. Star could hardly contain her excitement. She dressed as nice as she could, and Faith brushed her hair, tying it in braids. They drove to a building that resembled a hospital, but inside, Star didn’t see doctors wearing white coats with stethoscopes around their necks. There were no nurses or patients on gurneys—only a check-in desk and a waiting room, where they spent more than an hour sitting around. 
 
    As Star was dozing off from boredom, Betty explained,  
 
    “Your dad is not well. We’ve always known he had issues, but we didn’t know it was this serious. Your dad has been diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. His mind isn’t well. Sometimes he imagines that he’s talking to people who aren’t there—or he imagines that events have happened when nothing has happened. He needs to stay here in the hospital until he gets better. Once he gets out, he won’t be well. He will need to take medicine for the rest of his life, and it will be our job to take care of him. Do you understand, Star?” 
 
    Star clenched her hands at her sides. Her young mind was reeling, and she understood only some of what she was hearing. If she could just see her daddy and talk to him, she knew he would feel better. 
 
    A woman who introduced herself as a nurse stepped out into the waiting room and called Betty’s name. Her stepmother took Star’s hand and followed the nurse. Faith declined to join them and remained seated in the waiting room, her eyes damp with sadness.  
 
    It had been almost three months since Star had seen her father, and she was so anxious to hug him, she almost cried. When they walked into his room, he was sitting on the edge of his bed, gazing out the window. He was clean-shaven, and his chestnut hair was neatly combed. Star ran up to him crying,  
 
    “Daddy! I missed you so much!” Her father lifted one hand and gave her a pat on the back, answering in a monotone,  
 
    “Hello, I missed you too.” 
 
    Star stepped away and gazed at her father with deep concern. He blinked and didn’t seem to recognize her. He didn’t smile at her presence, and his expression remained cool and aloof, as if meeting a stranger’s child for the first time and not caring. 
 
    Star felt a flood of emotions, the most painful being rejection. She looked at her stepmom for reassurance, but Betty gazed back with a wry half-smile. Star looked at her dad, uncertain of what she should do. She wanted to hug him, feel his arms around her, or at least hold his hand and laugh with him. She wanted to ask about his adventure and inquire about why he had left home. Yet, the man who looked at her was a stranger. It was not her dad. He stared at her with vacant black eyes as if his soul had been taken.  
 
    A tense silence hung in the air between them, making Star feel uneasy and frightened. Finally, she asked,  
 
    “When are you going to come home, daddy?” The man she no longer knew looked at her, or rather, looked through her. The corners of his mouth were turned down, and the sparkle was gone from his eyes. He didn’t answer. He slowly looked to Betty, who said, 
 
     “We don’t know yet, Star. We might find out today. Why don’t you go sit in the waiting room with Faith…I want to talk to your dad and the doctor.” 
 
    Feeling lost and alone, Star had no resolve left to argue, so she kissed her dad on the cheek, told him she loved him, and left the room. 
 
    While sitting next to Faith in the waiting room, Star was awash in feelings that she had hoped were buried in her past. Loneliness rose up and grabbed her like a black-clawed monster, reminding her that she was not worthy—she did not deserve a mommy who loved her, and now she knew she didn’t deserve a daddy either. A gut-wrenching fear settled on her. It was a terrible feeling she had experienced before, and now it was back, but more familiar and stronger.  
 
    It was the fear that she was doomed to be alone, unloved, and unwanted, maybe for the rest of her life. She shifted on the hard fiberglass chair next to Faith, pulling her knees up and onto the chair so she could curl up and fall asleep. 
 
    After that day, Star lost track of time. Eventually, her father came home. When she saw him walk through the door, she felt anger. She couldn’t understand how it was possible for him to be so sick he couldn’t remember her. She felt hurt that he had abandoned her again; but when he saw her, he gathered her up in his arms and told her he missed her and loved her. A small sense of relief washed over her, but the days after that did little to reassure her. 
 
    Star’s father was not the man he was the day he walked out of her life. He had no energy, and he wasn’t much of a conversationalist. He swallowed down pills several times a day and kept to himself, reading and studying chess books. Finally, he opened up a little and taught Star how to play chess. She loved having him back but didn’t love that he was just a shell of who he used to be. She wondered if her drunk, happy daddy was better than this complacent man who sat across from her day after day. 
 
    Her family’s situation had obviously changed. Star’s father would not be going to Puget Sound College to teach math. In fact, he would not be able to work again. It was just a matter of time before Star’s parents would face another life-changing discussion about what to do next. Eventually, they decided that returning to Montana was the best option. Star’s grandfather was there and could help her dad get better.  
 
    The family packed their belongings and drove back to Montana. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Time to Go Home 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The move back to Montana was the best thing to happen to Star’s family. Once again, after life kicked up an unexpected storm, things got better once the dust settled. Star’s grandfather had moved into a larger place, but they only stayed with him for a short time. Her father soon began receiving disability payments from the state because of his mental illness, and Betty had been on disability all along because of her multiple personality disorder. 
 
    Not long after returning to Montana, Star’s parents contacted their former pastor and resumed attending church. They both quit smoking and drinking, and they managed to take their medication regularly. Star enrolled in another new school, but she was able to make and keep friends because her clothes no longer smelled like smoke and stale beer. 
 
    A duplex became available next door to their pastor and Star’s family moved in. With her own room and a big back yard to make snowmen in the winter, Star’s life was the best it had ever been. She was, however, a damaged child, and it began to show up in ways no one noticed at first. She got into the habit of stealing books from local stores where her family shopped, slipping them under her shirt and hiding them under her bed at home. Her favorite was Archie comics, and she had accumulated quite a few before her stepmother caught her. 
 
    The day that Star was caught red-handed, Betty made her return the book she had hidden under her shirt, and she had to apologize to the store manager. When she got home, she had to write two hundred times: “I will not steal.” 
 
    Star learned her lesson and didn’t steal any more books after that. Instead, she became disruptive in class, making jokes and talking. She loved to talk. She loved having friends for the first time in her young life. 
 
    All the joys of everyday life that a child could hope for were in Star’s grasp, but she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was wrong. She loved church; it was the one place she felt peace. Her parents were taking their medications, and Betty taught her how to crochet and bake.  
 
    As the winter holidays approached, their house filled with the aroma of fresh-baked apple pies and pumpkin spices. Star’s favorite was homemade bread that her stepmom placed in tins around the house. They had to sit out for a day or two “so the yeast could rise,” Betty explained.  
 
    Winter was Star’s favorite season because she could go sledding and build snowmen. The snow fell, the holidays passed, and her days and nights were happy and peaceful.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Decisions 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    One afternoon, Star came home from school and knew what was happening before a word was said. She could feel change in the air the moment she walked in the door. Her instincts told her another storm was brewing. She didn’t know how fast her life would change or how bad it would be, but the opening salvo was always the same: “Star, please come here…we need to talk to you.” 
 
    Star’s heart sank like a boulder in a pond. Her throat tightened and she broke out in a cold sweat, knowing what those words had always meant. She knew that whatever came next would bring unhappiness and turmoil into her life. She had no idea how miserable her life was about to become. 
 
     “Star, honey, we are moving.” 
 
    “Moving? Where?” Those two words were all that Star could manage before her throat closed, constricting her breath. Now in fourth grade, she had finally found friends, a sense of belonging, and a taste of happiness. In that moment, she hated herself for allowing those feelings to take root. She knew better. She felt stupid for thinking things could or would ever get better. 
 
    “We’re moving to Las Vegas.” Star’s heart pounded and her mood sank even deeper into despair as she thought back to the cruel nanny who used to eat all the food, leaving her hungry. She recalled the night her parents had confessed their gambling addiction to her and told her they were sending her away—and she knew that if her parents returned there, it would bring misery for all of them. 
 
    “I don’t want to go to Las Vegas. I hate Las Vegas!” Star’s eyes filled with tears and her heart was breaking in a dozen different ways for a dozen different reasons. Then Betty delivered the ultimate blow, and everything that mattered in Star’s life came crashing down. 
 
    “You aren’t going with us, Star. You are staying here.” There was a smirk on Betty’s face—a peculiar, evil glint in her eye that Star had only seen when her stepmother’s darker personalities surfaced. Star stood frozen, staring in disbelief at her stepmother, who stood with her hands on her hips glaring back.  
 
    Betty’s attitude was cold and uncaring, so different from the woman Star had loved as a stepmother. This was the cruel, sadistic woman who had smiled when she dropped Star off at the airport several years ago; the one who came out during drunken rants and ordered her to leave the house, even late at night. 
 
    Star tried to comprehend how her parents had reached this point and the total destruction of their safety network. She was only ten years old; yet, it felt as if her life was over. Once again, she would lose her parents, her friends, her school. Then the worst thought of all blasted into her mind as Betty’s words sank in. 
 
    “Wait…what do you mean, I’m staying here?” Star asked. “Where will I go if I don’t go with you?” She held her breath waiting for the answer. If Betty said that she would be staying with her grandpa, life wouldn’t be bad at all. 
 
     She loved the Saturdays she spent with him. They had a ritual—a Happy Meal at McDonalds; a walk through Star’s favorite store that offered toys from under ten dollars; a stroll through the park to feed the ducks. Sometimes, when grandpa was low on money, they would go to McDonalds, window shop at the mall, and go straight to the park. He always held her hand when they walked and called her “little sweetie.”  
 
    When they weren’t talking, he was humming a song. On the rare weekends he wasn’t able to see her, he always called. Even when they had lived in Washington with Faith, her grandpa called every Saturday like clockwork. Although Star was only ten years old, her young mind understood those talks, and her grandpa’s steady reassurance and affirmation of his love for her kept her grounded. He was the one human being who had remained stable throughout her life. 
 
    “We found a family at church to take you,” Betty said in a cold tone that matched her icy smile. The cruel, uncaring personality that had turned Star’s life upside-down before was in full control, fighting a war of wills with a ten-year-old, and once again, Betty had won. 
 
    Star gave her dad a pleading look and hoped he would say something, anything, to make her feel better. She hoped with all her heart that he would say just one thing to make her feel safe. He stared at the floor. That moment when he said nothing to protect or defend her…when he failed to stand up to her stepmother and say it wasn’t right…was the moment Star gave up. She realized he would never love her enough to protect her.  
 
    Something about Betty made him weak. He showed his cowardice when Star was six and he allowed her to be sent her away to live with Diane—and he was showing it now, as Betty informed her that she was being handed off to another set of strangers with as little concern as she would have tossing trash in the dumpster.  
 
    The realization that Star’s parents didn’t care about her was a turning point in her life. She collected what little emotion she had left and shoved it so deep inside, she was sure she would love no one other than her grandpa ever again. 
 
    “So who are they?” Star asked, shoving her hands in her pockets. She was determined to do everything in her power to show that she didn’t care, no matter where she ended up. 
 
    “Jim and Darcy Johnson from church have agreed to take you,” Betty replied. 
 
    Star closed her eyes for a moment, trying to place the couple in her mind. She had hoped her parents would send her off to a family with kids, but when she couldn’t place the Johnsons, she knew they had no children. She attended Sunday school and youth group often enough to know all the parents, and the Johnsons had no kids.  
 
    “Oh,” Star said in a monotone as all of the memories of the past flooded into her mind. Suddenly, she realized how much her stepmom disliked her—and she knew why. Betty was jealous of a little girl. She didn’t want to share Star’s father or his attention. Everything made sense now…the excuses to send her away to live with strangers, the personalities not wanting her around, and now this. Her stepmother was jealous, and Star would pay dearly because of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Couple 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The sense of emptiness had grown from a dark, engulfing cloud into a bottomless pit. Star practiced going through the motions of being happy, and she became good at it. But inside, she was afraid nothing real was left. She developed a tough facade; sometimes, it took all her resolve to keep a smile on her face and pretend to be happy when it was expected.  
 
    Jim and Darcy were older, both with graying hair, and financially stable. Darcy owned a hair salon and Jim owned a landscaping business. They were unlike anyone Star had ever known. Their home was lovely and well maintained. Every room had perfectly matched décor, every corner was clean, and every knickknack was in its designated place. They gave Star her own room. It was a beautiful room, decorated in rich lavender, with lovely balloon curtains and a matching bedspread. 
 
    Star settled in well and began to relax. Life with Jim and Darcy was as close to perfect as she could imagine. She saw her grandpa almost every weekend, and when she couldn’t spend time with him because she was working for Darcy at the salon, he made it a point to call and ask how she was doing. He always told her that he loved her, and he always called her his “little sweetie,” a nickname he would continue to use long after she had grown up. 
 
    Jim and Darcy treated Star with kindness, but they were strict. They taught her to work hard, to be clean, and to have manners. They bought her nice things, and if she did her chores well, she earned an allowance. Eventually, she earned and saved enough to open a savings account. She enjoyed working at Darcy’s salon, and she loved the smell of acrylic nails and fresh coffee she brewed for the customers. 
 
    Star also worked with Jim in his landscaping business. After a short time, she found it easy to call him “dad.” He taught her how to weed by pulling at the roots. Sometimes, he would sit her on his lap and drive around on his riding mower. She might have been too old to sit in his lap, but Star liked having a “dad” and a father figure who gave her attention. Over time, he let her drive the riding mower by herself, but only now and then, and it was her favorite activity.  
 
    When Star wasn’t helping her “dad” with his landscaping business, she worked at the salon, taking curlers out of customers’ hair and removing perm rods after a perm. In the evenings, she dusted the glass shelves and cleaned the brushes. When she had no chores left to do, she played in the back of the beauty salon. A small candle-making company rented the rear of the building, and they produced hand-carved, wood candle bases. This meant that wood was always piled behind the building, and the sweet scent of fresh cut wood always hung in the air. 
 
     Star liked playing with the discarded pieces of wood, using the square, round and oval remnants to build things. She could get lost for hours building things and sometimes came into the salon with wood pieces and sawdust on her clothes. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Darcy became a little stricter and pushier with Star. It began with Star dusting the glass shelves in the front of the salon. The shelves were a few inches taller than she was and shaped much like a square waffle, seven squares across, and seven squares tall. Each square had four glass walls much like a bookcase but with dividers in the middle. Star would spend an hour and a half every day cleaning the glass case from top to bottom. There were two other glass cases in the salon, half the size of the first, which held a variety of beauty products on display. Star would spray each glass surface with cleaner, wipe it down, and then place all of the shampoos and other bottles back in their places.  
 
    One day, Star had performed this chore in the same manner as she had always done it. When Darcy inspected her work, she was irritable and demanded, 
 
     “Why aren’t the bottles facing out?” 
 
    “What do you mean, mom?” Star asked. She looked at the bottles and frowned. All but two were perfectly aligned with the labels facing out as Darcy had taught her to do, and those two bottles were only slightly askew.  
 
    “The labels, Star…they need to be facing out. They all need to be lined up just like this, and evenly spaced. It needs to be perfect.” Darcy demonstrated. She lined up the bottles up with precision accuracy, readjusting bottles that were already straight, and then said, “Take them all out and do it again.” 
 
    Star began straightening the bottles as Darcy had done moments before. But Darcy grew more agitated and yelled,  
 
    “I said, redo them, Star! Take them all out and put them back in again. We aren’t leaving here until you do!”  
 
    Star cowered and took a step back, surprised by Darcy’s anger. She held back tears as she spent another hour rewashing every glass shelf and placing each bottle in its place with as much precision as she could manage. 
 
    Small things like a few ever so slightly misaligned bottles escalated into larger issues, and before long, Star realized that Jim and Darcy were not only becoming rigid perfectionists, but they also were becoming emotionally demanding to the point of being abusive. Every chore had to be performed with absolute precision, and in less time than Star had ever done it before. When a chore wasn’t performed satisfactorily, their expectations become even higher the next time.  
 
    New chores were added to Star’s daily routine. She assumed the job of washing, drying, ironing, and folding the clothes. On weekends, she had to dust every room of the house and every wood item in the house from knickknacks to the cabinets and furniture.  
 
    One day, she finished her chores a half-hour early, and she was looking forward to spending time playing in the yard, but she was told to scrub the bathroom from top to bottom with bleach, cleanser, and a toothbrush. She washed the dishes twice a day, cleaned the kitchen every night, and washed and vacuumed the family’s two cars every other weekend. As her household tasks increased, she had to shampoo, blow dry, and comb two cats and a dog, and mop the kitchen floor once a week.  
 
    At the salon, Star’s daily tasks also became more numerous. She was expected to wash all of the brushes and combs, make coffee twice a day or more often as needed, and sweep the mat after each customer left. All of the nail trays had to be cleaned at the end of each day. Soon, Star took over answering phones, booking appointments, cleaning the restroom, and vacuuming. 
 
    Eventually, Star learned how to cook things from scratch, and she was often asked to cook breakfast on the weekends and clean up the kitchen afterward. She didn’t mind the work. She worked hard and felt it was fair because of all the things the Johnsons did for her. The long list of chores didn’t bother Star; it was the constant criticism, the lack of appreciation, and then the outright demand that affected her.  
 
    If she put away the dishes, and a plate had even a slight smudge on it, she had to pull all of the dishes out of the cabinet and wash them again. If she missed a speck in a bathroom corner, she had to re-scrub every inch of the bathroom using a toothbrush. If she didn’t iron a shirt with absolute perfection, she had to take all of the clothes out of the closet and re-iron them. 
 
    On a good week, if Star completed all of her chores well and on time, she earned seven dollars. The money was put into a savings account with her name on it. 
 
    Even the criticism and lack of appreciation wasn’t that bad, and Star could have dealt with it, if Darcy hadn’t developed other new habits. If Star forgot the rule about “no elbows on the table,” even one elbow for just a moment, Darcy yelled that Star was a “pig” and ordered her to sit on the floor and eat like a pig since she insisted on acting like one.  
 
    Then, the spankings began. Before long, Star had an overwhelming sense that she was always in trouble for one thing or another. She felt that she always disappointed the Johnsons and never lived up to their expectations. 
 
     Star had already learned the lesson of how to get by in life with a smile when her heart was breaking and her parents had discarded her. Now, she was learning the even more difficult lesson of how to think, act, and feel like a total failure.  
 
    It was always about outward appearances with Darcy. She could scream her lungs out at Star on a Sunday morning before the family left for church, but once they arrived at church, it was all smiles and everyone was on their best behavior. 
 
    One week before Star’s eleventh birthday, Darcy called Star into the living room for a family talk. Star was informed that she was too much trouble, and it was too stressful for the Johnsons having her live with them. Two days later, she was put on a plane to Las Vegas to live with her father.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

  

     Home Is Where the Heart Is? 

    
     Chapter 7 


    

       


     Star had not seen her father for almost a year. He had called a few times, but the Johnsons wouldn’t let her talk to him for more than a few minutes. They were worried that contact with her father would change her behavior. More than once, Star wanted to mention it was Darcy’s behavior that had changed; but she knew her child’s point of view would not be well received so she said nothing. When Star learned that she was being sent to Las Vegas to live with her father, the news came as a welcome relief, and she was excited about being reunited with her dad.  


     On a sunny morning in mid-April, Star left the Johnsons’ home with her two suitcases and boarded a plane for Las Vegas. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing her stepmother again, and when Betty picked her up at the airport, the reunion was strained. Star didn’t know what to expect when she got home. 


     It turned out that “home” was a small two-bedroom house a short distance from the Las Vegas Strip. The house was old and not in the best condition, but it was much more than Star had expected. She had her own room, and that was a huge relief. She made friends with a next-door neighbor and started fifth grade.  


     Her parents had started smoking again, but they weren’t drinking. Her father was good about taking his medicine, and he was more laid back—more like the happy daddy that Star remembered from better times. They often played chess together or watched football. 


     Betty had changed for the worse. She became violent with Star, often whipping her with a wire flyswatter that left painful welts across Star’s legs. Star took the mistreatment in stride, hiding the welts under jeans or a long skirt and never mentioning the whippings in school. It became more difficult to conceal the day Betty hit her in the face with the flyswatter and left a welt on her cheek that turned into an ugly bruise. She told her friends at school that she had walked into a door and laughed it off.  


     Star’s parents went back to gambling, and soon, they started drinking again. Star knew it was just a matter of time until they not would be able to pay the rent on their two-bedroom home. When that day came, they moved out of the house and into a two-bed hotel room just down the street. 


     Days turned into weeks, and Star was left alone in the hotel room almost every night while her parents went out gambling. Betty gave her a stern warning:  


     “Do not let anyone in!”  


     Some days when Star came home from school, Betty would be gone, and she found her father sitting on the side of his bed listening to music and talking to himself. She tried to go on with her life, avoiding her parents as much as possible. She took the bus to and from school and sat outside in the afternoons, doing homework, or writing poetry and dark stories.  


     Star’s father got into the habit of asking her to make food or watch sports with him. She began to loath sports. If it wasn’t baseball, it was football, and if it wasn’t football, it was basketball. She begged him to let her go outside and play. Sometimes, he assented; other times, he insisted that she cook meals for him, rub his feet, or watch sports with him. Star began to resent being forced into the role of caring for an adult child and cleaning up after him. 


     The phone calls from Star’s grandfather became less frequent because she had to rely on the hotel room phone, and he couldn’t afford the long distance charges. His calls dwindled from every weekend to once or twice a month. Her grandpa was the one positive anchor in Star’s life, and she missed him so much. 


     School was difficult for Star. Moving back to Las Vegas had left her with no real friends. It was obvious to most that Star was a neglected child. Her clothes were frayed and never ironed, and she rarely ate lunch because there was never any food in the house for a bag lunch, and she had no money to buy lunch at the cafeteria.  


     Her peers at school teased and taunted her, and more than a few made her feel like an outcast from the poor side of town. The high point of her afternoons was getting home from school and sneaking outdoors as quickly as she could. When she was alone, she wasn’t being tormented. She could let her imagination run free and channel her inner turmoil into writing about being someone else living somewhere else. 


     Occasionally, Star sat outside and talked to her neighbor, who had become the best friend she had at the time. The neighbor was much older than Star, in her mid-thirties. Her name was Christine, and she always had a cigarette in one hand and a beer in the other. She talked to Star as if she was a grown-up, which made her feel important. Star liked Christine a lot. 


     During the time they spent together, Christine would talk about her job and how she hated it, and about her boyfriend, who was a jerk to her and sometimes became abusive. Star would confide how much she disliked school and the kids who tormented her without mercy. She would talk about how angry she was with her stepmother for always being away from home and making Star become her father’s caretaker.  


     Sometimes, Christine and Star would sit for hours and not say a word, watching the traffic go by or just daydreaming, and it always seemed just right. 


     About a month later, on a Saturday afternoon, Star was outside writing. Betty was home, which was rare. She called out the door,  


     “Star, can you come in…I need to talk to you.” Those words had the familiar ring that sent Star’s heart sinking and made her dread the news that was about to come. Assuming the worst, she dropped her pen and paper on the ground, slammed the door on the way into house, and plopped down on the bed. 


     Betty sat down across from her with a frown on her face and concern in her eyes. This was something new. Star had expected to see the cruel gleam in her stepmother’s eyes and the smug smile she got just before delivering her “You’re outta here!” news. Star wondered just how bad it was this time. 


     “I have something to tell you. Please do not repeat what I am about to say to anyone. Can you do that, Star?” Betty’s voice was sincere, and Star almost felt pity for her stepmother. 


     “Sure, mommy…I can keep a secret.” In reality, Star had no one to tell—no friends at school, no teacher or counselor. Her neighbor friend, Christine, might listen. It was depressing to realize that, no matter what her stepmother’s secret was, and no matter how it would affect Star, no one would care. 


     “Star, I am an escort. It pays well, and I need the money to pay for the hotel and to take care of you and your dad,” Betty said. She explained that an escort was someone men paid to date. They would pay her to go to dinner, go gambling, have a drink, and for female companionship. She added, 


      “Don’t worry, honey, I don’t kiss them, and we never have sex.” 


     Star was speechless. She blinked a few times and wasn’t sure how to react. She looked over to her dad for a cue or at least some response, but he sat in his chair, stoic and uncaring. Star took that to mean she shouldn’t care either. She shrugged and said, “All right. I don’t care. Is there anything else?” 


     “No,” Betty replied, looking away. Star climbed off the bed and headed back outside as quickly as she could. 


     Nothing changed after that, except Betty spent even less time at home. Sometimes, she didn’t return until the next day. She would wander in, her makeup smeared and her hair a mess, to drop off a case of beer and a pack of cigarettes for her father. She would shower, fix her hair, apply new makeup, and leave again.  


     It didn’t take long for Star to figure out that her stepmother was more than just an escort, with the all-night absences and returning home looking as if she had just gotten out of bed. Star knew that she needed to get away from this life, the sooner the better. 


     The idea of running away from home popped into Star’s thoughts almost every day, and she became more and more isolated from her parents. She avoided conversations with her dad and stepmom, and tried not to think about them. A week later, however, the next shoe dropped. Betty was at home, and Star had come in from playing. Instead of sending her back outdoors, Betty ordered her to go into the bathroom, shut the door, and stay there until she called her. 


     With the door shut, Star washed up and hummed a few songs to herself, assuming her parents were in bed together and didn’t want to be interrupted. Then her dad called out to her,  


     “Star, take out the bathroom trash and the trash in here.” 


     Star obediently removed the plastic garbage bag in the bathroom and tied it, and then went into the kitchen area to do the same. As she was carrying the bags to the front door, she glanced over and saw Betty sitting on the bed with a blue band wrapped tightly around her arm and a needle sticking out of the crease where the arm bends. 


     Star froze in her tracks, trying to make sense of the scene in front of her, but it made no sense in her young mind. She bolted out the door before Betty could yell at her. She ran to the dumpster, threw in the trash bags, and then ran back into the bathroom and slammed the door. 


     “What do you think you are doing, you stupid little bitch?” Betty shouted.  


     Star cringed at the words and replied, 


      “Daddy told me to take out the trash.” 


     “You’re a liar!”  


     Star broke into tears. Her stepmother was sitting right there when her dad told her to take out the trash—how could she not have heard him? Besides, why was her stepmom sitting on the bed with a needle doing sticking out of her arm? 


     “I told you to stay in the bathroom!” Betty screamed.  


     “I told her to take the trash out,” mumbled Star’s father. It was the first and only time he had ever defended her. Star felt an overwhelming urge to run and throw her arms around him. 


     Betty calmed down after that. A few minutes later, she called Star out of the bathroom and asked her to sit on the bed with her. She explained that she was taking a drug called crank, a term that Star would learn was the street name for methamphetamine.  


     “I need a pick-me-up sometimes so I can work longer hours and take care of you and your dad. I don’t use much of it, Star…just a little to keep me going. Please don’t judge me,” Betty said in a shaky voice. 


     “Fine. I don’t care,” Star replied. She left her stepmother sitting on the bed and headed back outdoors to the security of being alone and as far away from her parents as was possible under the circumstances.  


     In the weeks that followed, Star withdrew even more into a dark hole of isolation. She channeled all of her loneliness and despair into writing dark poetry and scary stories. Writing helped her deal with the turmoil going on inside her. She tried praying a few times but gave up because it felt like no one was listening. If God existed, and if he had listened to her prayers over the years, Star reasoned that He would not have allowed her to be put in the situations that had turned her life into a dark and empty place.  


     She did not realize that God’s hand was protecting her in other ways. So many strange men with less than pure intentions had picked her stepmother up from her hotel room and dropped her off at all hours of the day and night. Star would have been an easy and inviting target. Her prayers might not have been answered the way she wanted them to be, but she was being protected from something far more sinister.  
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     Chapter 8 


    

     As Star began to detach from life, her young mind turned to thoughts of suicide; but her fear was greater than her desire to end her life. She had never been good at dealing with pain, and if she opted for suicide, she wanted it to be pain-free and over quickly. 


     A week before school ended, Star got off the bus one afternoon, and as she walked to her hotel room, she saw yellow tape blocking off her friend’s room next door. Police were milling in and out of Christine’s room, and a fire truck and ambulance were parked in front of the hotel.  


     As Star approached, a uniformed police officer moved his hand in front of her to block her path and said, “Sorry miss, you can’t go in there.” 


     “I live there,” Star replied, pointing to her own room. The officer walked over and knocked on the door. When Star’s dad answered, he asked, 


      “Excuse me sir, does this young lady live here?” 


     “Yes. Has she done something wrong?” 


     The policeman shook his head.  


     “No, she’s fine. There’s been an incident and we are sorting it out. Have either of you talked with the woman who lived in that room?” He pointed to Christine’s open door. 


     Star’s father shook his head, but Star spoke up,   


     “I have.” 


     “What can you tell me about her?” 


     “Umm… she lost her job, and she was sad about it. Her name is Christine. She’s always sad,” Star answered. A frightened knot formed in the pit of her stomach as she looked at her friend’s open door with growing concern.  


     “Have you seen anything or anyone unusual in the area?” the police officer inquired, directing his question to Star’s father, who shook his head, looking bored and disinterested. 


     “What’s going on?” Star demanded. 


     An ambulance attendant pushed a gurney from Christine’s room out into the hallway, and Star could see disheveled, dirty blonde hair on the person being wheeled out. She recognized the messy curls and knew something terrible had happened to her friend. 


     “Sir, what is happening? Please tell me…she is my friend.” The officer looked down at Star as her eyes welled with tears and she pleaded in a small voice, “Please tell me.” 


     “Your friend has been shot. It appears to be self-inflicted. She’s lucky her boyfriend came home from work when he did and found her.” 


     Star was stunned by the news and broke into tears, asking,  


     “Is she going to be okay?” 


     “I don’t know, miss.” The officer tucked a notepad into his shirt pocket and turned away, speaking into his walkie-talkie. 


     Star couldn’t bear to watch her friend being wheeled away and ran into her own room. She dropped to the floor by the side of her bed, facing the wall where her dad couldn’t see her, and she cried quietly for over an hour. Her world was now even lonelier without her friend. 


     That evening, Star was sitting on her porch, lost in her sadness, when a hotel maid came to clean Christine’s room. She dragged the mattress out into the hallway and leaned it against the wall. Star’s eyes wandered to a large bloodstain at the top of the mattress, and she felt the urge to throw up.  


     Christine returned home from the hospital a week later, the day Star’s school year ended. Star had made a get-well card with colorful butterflies and flowers, hoping it would make her friend smile. When Christine saw it, she gave Star a blank stare, and when Star asked her several questions, the woman’s responses were vague and confused. The gunshot wound to the head had caused brain damage. Star ran back to her room and threw herself on the bed, weeping silent tears. Her father sat in stone silence on his own bed, as usual, staring off into space at nothing. 


     With school out, Star’s thoughts turned to how she would spend the summer. She dreaded the idea of being cooped up all day and night in a dingy hotel room with her statue of a father and her drug-addicted prostitute stepmother wandering in and out at odd hours. 


     Darcy and her husband had kept in touch with Star and called from time to time. Darcy had even invited her to come spend the summer. Star declined. She didn’t want to be a servant, and she remembered how her last stay with the Johnsons had ended with a plane ticket back to Las Vegas. Yet, as the situation with her father became more intolerable and her stepmother’s drug addiction spiraled out of control, Star knew she had to get away from Las Vegas. 


     The next time Darcy called with a summer invitation, Star asked if she could stay with the Johnsons permanently. She promised to do whatever she was told and to be the best kid ever. She expected Darcy to say no; after all, she had been a bad child and too much trouble. Instead, Darcy said she had been praying for Star. She explained that business at the shop had been slow and money was tight, but they could scrape together the money to buy Star a one-way ticket, and they planned to deal with a return ticket at the end of the summer. 


      “So, I can stay with you?” Star asked. 


     “Yes, of course.” 


     Star felt a wave of relief at Darcy’s willingness to take her back. As strict and demanding as Darcy had been, Star would rather have daily spankings than see her stepmother shooting up and her dad sitting in a catatonic trance day after day. The prospect of leaving Las Vegas thrilled her, and she didn’t care if she never saw her stepmother again. She ended her conversation with Darcy on a happy note, hopeful this time things would be different. 


     When her father awoke from his nap, Star sat across from him and asked,  


     “Daddy, when I go to visit Darcy for the summer, is it okay if I stay there?” She watched his reaction as his eyes locked on her and filled with tears. She knew he was lucid at that moment, which didn’t happen often, and he really saw her. 


     “Little Star, I was hoping you would.” 


     A deep sadness came into the man’s eyes. He slumped forward, and it seemed to Star that the weight of everything he had done wrong in his life weighed on his shoulders. The look of guilt and regret on his face was as close to an apology as Star would ever get. For the first time in her life, she understood that he wanted her to go away for her own good. She knew her dad was concerned for her, and she didn’t feel abandoned or angry at his response. 


     That evening, Star packed her suitcases again. Around eight o’clock, Betty stumbled in, mumbled a few words to her father, and sat down on the bed. Star considered telling her the news that she was leaving in the morning to live with Darcy. But when Betty reached in the nightstand drawer for her elastic strap and syringe, Star decided not to waste her breath. Fifteen minutes after shooting up, her stepmother went back to “work.” 


     The next morning, Betty was home and reasonably coherent. She called a taxi, and an hour later, Star and her parents were at the check-in counter at McCarren International Airport, five miles south of downtown Las Vegas.  


     Her father had a vacant stare, as if he had withdrawn to another planet, and Betty was fidgety and irritable. Star gave her father a hug goodbye. It would be the last hug and the last time she would see him alive. Her stepmother made no effort to reach out for a hug, so Star stood three feet away and they exchanged an icy “good riddance” smile.  


     Star turned away from her parents and walked alone to the boarding gate. She felt no sadness—only relief and a sense of freedom from a dark cloud that had begun to lift out of her life. Star knew that she would never live with her dad and stepmother again. She could only hope that living with the Johnsons would be better than it was the first time—but anything would be better than the destruction Las Vegas seemed to hold for her. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    Darcy and Jim 
 
      
 
    Star sat on her bed, holding her doll and gazing out at the serene countryside from her balloon-curtained window. The morning had dawned bright and sunny. Lifting her doll to her nose, she savored the fresh, clean smell, grateful for a new home where she didn't have to be dirty or be a caregiver to her father. She wouldn't have to wake up to the sound of her prostitute stepmother sneaking home in the middle of the night to put on fresh makeup and fix her hair or grab a pack of cigarettes. 
 
    Glancing at the closed door to her room, Star sighed and mentally prepared herself to start the day. In a few minutes, she would be expected out in the kitchen to begin the ritual of making breakfast. Things were back to the way they had always been with Jim and Darcy—Star was doing all the household chores, but she was thankful she had a safe and cozy place to live. She was on her best behavior, making meals and washing dishes, inspecting every plate and utensil before placing them on the table to make sure they were sparkling clean. Darcy and Jim expected perfection, and she tried her best to give it to them. 
 
    It was Wednesday, and Star was in a cheerful mood because later that evening, she would go to her church youth group. It was her favorite place to be. She had friends for the first time in a long time, and they seemed to enjoy her company. But first, she had to finish all her chores—put away her clothes, clean the house, brush the dogs, fold the laundry, do the ironing, and spend the rest of the day helping at Darcy’s beauty salon.  
 
    Star hopped off the bed and followed the military-style procedure of making her bed that Darcy had taught her, pulling the covers so tight that a quarter could bounce off of her comforter. She then placed her doll on top of the lavender blanket. She heard Darcy’s voice in her head saying she was too old for the doll, but it gave her great comfort. Pulling the cord to drop her curtains closed, she took a long blue skirt and a collared shirt with a bear print pattern out of the closet. 
 
    A few days after Star moved back in with Darcy and Jim, they had ordered her to undergo a makeover. Darcy chopped off her long blonde hair, leaving her with a boyish hairstyle, and then she  permed it, so that what little length remained disappeared with her tight golden curls. Star hated the style and thought it made her look like an old woman rather than a blossoming adolescent. Still, she tried to see things on the bright side and convinced herself that the short length was more manageable and easier to groom.  
 
    Star hurried into the kitchen and took out the ingredients to make pancakes. She preheated the griddle and had several pancakes cooked by the time Jim and Darcy came into the dining room and sat down at the table. After breakfast, she cleaned the kitchen, scrubbed the griddle and put it away, and then fed the dogs and cat. 
 
    For her remaining chores, Star headed downstairs to the cellar where the washer, dryer, and ironing board were located. Goose bumps ran down her spine as she flipped on the light—the basement had always given her the creeps. She pulled a load of clothes from the dryer and placed items that required ironing on a counter to deal with on Friday. Grabbing the remaining clothes that needed folding, Star headed up the stairs, hoping to finish the task before she had to leave with Darcy for the beauty salon.  
 
    When she heard a horn honk in front of the house, she dropped the towel she was folding and headed for the door. Darcy was waiting in the car, and Star knew she would be impatient. Jim had left a few minutes earlier in his blue and white Chevy truck to do a landscaping project for a local business.  
 
    In high spirits, Star chattered as they drove to Darcy’s beauty salon. Most days, she was reserved, but she was always in a good mood on Wednesdays. She kept busy throughout the day cleaning Darcy’s salon, wiping down the shelves, putting away brushes, answering the phone, making coffee, and attending to customers’ needs. When 6:30 rolled around, she broke into a happy smile when her friend Bridget strolled into the salon and asked, “Hi Star, are you ready to go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The Towel Incident 
 
      
 
    Star ducked into Darcy’s office at the back of the salon to ask if she could leave, and Darcy nodded, telling her to have a good time. Bridget's parents were the leaders of her youth group and often picked her up from the salon on Wednesday evenings when Darcy had late appointments and wasn’t able to drop her off at church. 
 
    The evenings Star spent mingling with her friends at youth group were the most pleasant times she could remember in her life. The kids played freeze tag, learned Bible verses, ate pizza, and hung out. She loved spending time with Bridget and her family, and she was delighted to be at church. The only thing Star didn’t like was that the night went by too quickly. At nine o'clock, she was loaded back into the van with Bridget and driven home.  
 
    On this particular evening, when Bridget’s parents dropped them off, Star grabbed her pink Precious Moments Bible and waved goodbye with a happy smile. She was content, even though her new life was a monotonous blur of chores. She realized that nothing could be worse than living in Las Vegas with her drug-addicted stepmother and mentally ill father. Leaving that difficult life for a clean house and a long list of chores seemed like a great trade-off to her. 
 
    As Star approached the house and walked through the front door, an alarm went off in her head. Jim and Darcy were sitting on the living room sofa with grave expressions. Star girded herself for bad news, but this time, her heart didn't drop because she knew that no matter what they said, she would be able to survive it. She had managed this long, and she was determined to survive whatever was going on now with the Johnsons.  
 
    “How was youth group?” Darcy asked as Star came into the living room. 
 
    “It was fun! We ate pizza, did our Bible verses, and played tag. Bridget has a crush on the new boy. And we listened to Michael W. Smith’s new CD,” Star answered, forcing a nervous smile.  
 
    Darcy remained expressionless as she said, “That's good, Star. We need to talk to you.” 
 
    Star flopped down in a big, fluffy armchair with a sigh. Bracing herself for the storm she knew was coming, she asked, “What did I do now?” 
 
    Darcy gave her a frosty look and replied, “We want to know why you've been blaming the cat for peeing on the towels, Star, when you’ve been doing it all along.” 
 
    Star blanched ash white, staring in shock at Darcy as the woman’s words echoed in her mind. After an uncomfortable pause, she asked in disbelief, “I'm sorry—I did what?” 
 
    “Let’s not play games, Star. Why have you been peeing on the towels?” 
 
    Star’s mind flashed back to conversations she’d had over the past several months with Darcy, who had complained about the smell of the linens and said she suspected the cat was spraying. But the offensive odor persisted, even after the family took the cat in to be neutered. Star was shocked that Darcy could even imagine she was to blame for peeing on the towels. 
 
    “Darcy, I am sorry, but I don't know what you're talking about. I never peed on the towels. Why would I do that?” Star asked, trying to sound reasonable. She waited for a sign that the woman was listening and believed her, but Darcy said nothing, so she repeated, “I swear I didn't pee on your towels. Why would I do that?” 
 
    “We know you did it, Star. Why don’t you tell the truth and confess so we can be done with this?” Darcy's face was an unreadable, blank mask. 
 
    “I didn't pee on the towels! I won’t confess to something I didn’t do,” Star protested.  
 
    The argument continued off and on for three days. Darcy insisted that Starr had urinated on the towels and demanded a confession, beating her with a switch, her hand, and finally, a belt. She slapped her so hard she bounced off a wall, and on another occasion, she fell against a table; yet, Star continued to deny the deed and proclaimed her innocence. She awoke each day with Darcy yelling and went to sleep arguing.  
 
    On the fourth day, Star gave up and confessed to urinating on the towels. Her heart ached, her body was sore, and she was emotionally exhausted. She hoped confessing would appease Darcy and put an end to the drama. She knew she was fighting a losing battle, and nothing she could say or do would change Darcy's mind. 
 
    Because Star was responsible for washing and folding the clothes in the Johnson household, she blamed herself for letting the incident happen. She vowed to take make certain it would not happen again. She double-dried the towels in the dryer and handled each towel carefully, making sure it was fresh and clean before she put it away. She never wanted to be blamed for such atrocious behavior again. 
 
    For a while, her plan worked and all was well. Then, a few days before her birthday, it happened again. Star took a shower, dressed for the day, and came into the kitchen to find Darcy standing with her hand on her hip. 
 
    “Why did you do it this time, Star?” 
 
    “Why did I do what, Mom?” Star asked, looking at Darcy apprehensively and seeing an angry look on her face. She knew this was another conversation that would not end well. “What did I do?” 
 
    “You know exactly what you did, young lady, don't try to play it off. Everything I have planned for your birthday is canceled if you don't confess right this minute!” 
 
    “Mom…” Star searched her mind for what she might have done to provoke Darcy’s wrath, but nothing occurred to her. She had performed her chores to perfection and without having to be asked. “I'm really sorry…I just don't know what you are asking me to confess to,” she said. 
 
    “You know exactly what you did! Since you won't admit that you peed on the towels again, your birthday plans are canceled. Go sit in your room until I tell you to come out, do you understand me?”  
 
    Star obediently went to her room with a word. She flopped down on her bed, wondering how her life had gotten to this miserable point again. She had done everything possible to ensure that the towels were fresh and clean when she put them away, and every item of linen was carefully folded. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Darcy stormed into the room with the same angry expression and barked, “Get your ass out here—it is time to go!” Star slowly climbed off the bed, defeated, keeping her eyes on the floor. As she reached the door, Darcy yelled at her again, “You little witch! I know you peed on the towels! You better confess right now or I’ll get rid of you so fast your head will swim.” 
 
    “Mom, I won’t confess to something I didn't do. I didn't do it last time, and I didn't do it this time,” Star replied, breaking down in tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Birthday Celebration 
 
      
 
    Darcy growled at Star and shoved her out the door of her room. She pushed her several times as they marched through the house and out to the car. They drove to Darcy’s salon in silence, and it was a long day at work. Star was sad but diligently went through the motions of performing her chores without complaining. She made coffee for the customers, took calls, and remained respectful, even though Darcy shot daggers at her every time their eyes met. A sick feeling churned in her stomach as the hours ticked by. 
 
    Star pondered how Darcy’s linens could have gotten soiled when she knew the towels were clean and smelled fresh when she put them away. The only possible explanation that came to her mind was the family needed to change the towels more often. They dried off with the same towel at least three times before tossing it into the hamper to be washed. She decided she would change them out more often.  
 
    When six o’clock rolled around, Star had just finished sweeping the last strands of hair from the plastic mat under the stylist’s chair. She heard a ding at the shop entrance, and then her friend Bridget from her youth group greeted her. Darcy glared across the room with a hateful look that sent Star’s spirit plunging into despair and said, “I hope you have a good time.”  
 
    Confused, Star glanced from Bridget to Darcy, wondering what her foster mother meant. Unaware of the ongoing drama, Bridget smiled brightly and said, “Let’s go, Star, you’re spending the night at our house!” 
 
    Star could hardly believe her ears! She had never been allowed to sleep over at a friend’s house. All the families she had lived with had been so strict or confined Star to her room so often that she was lucky to make any friends at all. Yet, here she was—even though she was in deep trouble for something she didn’t do—being allowed to stay overnight with a friend. 
 
    “Mom, are you sure? I have no overnight clothes.” Star glanced down at her blue jean overalls and wished she had worn something more appropriate for a sleepover.  
 
    “It’s okay!” Bridget chimed in. “My dad can take you home to get some clothes.”  
 
    “Your father should be home by now,” Darcy said to Star in an icy monotone. 
 
    Star nodded and ran to the back of the salon to fetch her school supplies. Then, her heart racing with excitement, she dashed passed Darcy, offering a smile and a wave, to which Darcy quietly replied, “We will deal with the issue when you get home.” 
 
    Star shivered at the thought of the verbal and physical abuse to come, but the excitement of spending the night with her friend overshadowed her dread, and she replied, “Okay, Mom.”  
 
    That night at Bridget’s home was one Star would never forget. It was the first and only time that she had felt like a carefree teen. Bridget’s parents ordered pizza, and Star received a Michael W. Smith music CD as a birthday gift. She played games with her friend and stayed up late talking and laughing. 
 
    Bridget’s parents were kind and compassionate. They lived in a spacious, three-story log house out in the country. Behind the house, they had a built a basketball court where the church youth group often came to play. Star felt at ease with them and yearned for the happy, stable family life her friend was blessed with.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Little Demons 
 
      
 
    Morning came too soon. Star’s heart raced as Bridget’s family drove her home, and a feeling of depression swept over her like a dark cloud. Not only was Saturday a chore day, but the drama of the soiled towels had not yet been resolved, and she knew the day would not end well.  
 
    Bridget’s father pulled into the driveway, and Star exchanged goodbyes with her friend. For a fleeting moment, she considered blurting out what was going on at home, thinking that if she did, they might be able to help in some way. But when Bridget gave her an affectionate hug, Star decided against it. She finally had a real friend and didn’t want to mess that up with her personal dramas. Beaming a radiant smile, she thanked Bridget’s parents for their hospitality and walked slowly up to her house.  
 
    Star opened the front door, and the smile melted from her face. Jim and Darcy were sitting in the living room; he was reading a newspaper, and she was reading a book. Darcy looked up as Star walked in and asked, “Well, did you have a good time?” 
 
    Star nodded, dreading the scene that she knew was about to unfold. 
 
    “Are you ready to talk?” Darcy demanded. 
 
    Star nodded and swallowed hard as she contemplated the mistreatment to come if she refused to confess to urinating on the family’s towels. Desperate to avoid a confrontation, she decided this battle wasn’t worth it. With a sick feeling in her stomach and guilt weighing on her heart for not defending herself, she confessed again to a deed she could not  imagine any decent person doing and muttered, “Fine, I peed on the towels.” 
 
    “Now was that so hard?” Darcy asked with a self-righteous glare. 
 
    Star thought of the vilest word in her vocabulary that could apply to Darcy and repeated it in her mind several times. Out loud, however, she simply answered, “No.” 
 
    “Go take a shower and do your chores,” Darcy ordered. “You are grounded for two weeks.” 
 
    “Is it okay if I do my chores first and then take a shower?” Star asked in a subdued voice, and Darcy nodded assent.  
 
    Star spent the rest of the day dusting, doing laundry, washing dishes, cleaning the bathrooms, and ironing. As night fell, she finished the last of the ironing and ran outside to feed the dogs. Then, she jumped in the shower. When she got out, she grabbed her towel to dry off but caught a whiff of something unexpected and pungent. She held the towel about six inches from her face and wrinkled her nose at the smell of urine that had soaked into the fabric. 
 
    Having been on the receiving end of verbal abuse and frequent obscenities in the past, Star chose a few swear words that seemed apropos and cursed Darcy out loud. For the first time, she felt something more than anger and hurt over Darcy’s mistreatment—she felt anger, disgust, and contempt. She knew her remaining days with the Johnsons were short, and it was time to move on. Throwing the towel on the floor, she dried off using the clothes she had worn earlier that day and put on her pajamas. 
 
    “Did you use your towel?” Darcy asked as Star walked out of the bathroom. 
 
    “Yes,” she lied. 
 
    “Did you like using a towel I peed on?” 
 
    “No.” Star fought back tears of anger. 
 
    “Are you going to do it again?” 
 
    “No,” Star answered, biting her lip to stop herself from saying what she was really thinking—Are you stupid? You stupid witch! I did not pee on your towels! She threw her dirty clothes in the hamper and resisted the urge to storm off to her room, knowing it would stir the pot. Instead, she walked calmly to her room and shut the door behind her. 
 
    Once alone, Star threw herself on her bed, grabbed her pillow, and cried into it. It was the first time she prayed with conviction and from the depth of her heart, pleading, “Please, God, get me out of here—or kill me! I can’t take it any more.” Tears streaked her face as despair settled over her. She held the pillow tight over her face to stifle her sobs, fearing that Darcy would hear and barge in to yell at her again.  
 
    Star waited hopefully, expecting an answer from God, but her prayer was met with dead silence. She berated herself for believing in what she had known all along was a fairy tale and sobbed into her pillow, “I knew you weren’t real! I knew you weren’t real!” 
 
    As she cried, something unexpected happened. It was so subtle at first that she didn’t even notice, but a warm feeling began to build in her heart. She felt the temperature in the room around her change, and it melted the hatred she held for Darcy. Her young mind, which up to that point had run rampant with intense, uncontrolled emotions, became peaceful. A gentle knowing materialized in the air around her, in her head, and in her soul. It was as if a great awakening had occurred in her at that moment—a sentient feeling that had no audible voice but still spoke to her saying, “I am here. I love you, and I have been with you always. Trust in me. Trust that I saved you from so much worse, and I have a plan for you.” 
 
    That day was an epiphany for Star. The peaceful feeling lingered around her, and she knew that she had been touched by the God everyone talked about at church. He was with her, in her room, in her heart, in that moment. It would be years before Star fully understood the most important thing that happened to her that day—she felt loved. But for now, she cried and prayed. She asked God to make Himself at home in her heart and give her the strength to deal with Darcy and Jim.  
 
    Star stopped crying as joy replaced her sadness. She felt an urge to share the beautiful thing that had happened. She wanted to share the experience of God entering her life with Jim and Darcy. She wouldn’t talk about the specifics—those were special to her, and she would cherish them for as long as she could, maybe the rest of her life. Joy radiated from her heart and glowed on her face as she rushed out into the living room where Jim and Darcy still sat in their chairs reading. 
 
    “Mom! Dad! Guess what?” she exclaimed. They both glanced up at her with disinterest as she said, “I talked to God and I got saved!” She thought that saved was the right word for what had happened—it was a word often used at church, and it fit. She felt as if she had been saved, not just from the troubles she had with Darcy and Jim but from herself and the bitterness that was eating her alive. 
 
    “We kind of knew you weren’t,” said Darcy with a snide half-smile. Star felt the joy in her heart evaporate like air rushing out of a burst balloon. Why had she told them anything? She should have known Darcy would say something to ruin it. 
 
    “I just wanted to tell you.” Star said, bowing her head and turning to go back to her room. 
 
    “No, that’s good,” Jim said. “Let’s pray together.” He gave Darcy a stern look, and she sighed but obeyed his wish that they join hands in a circle. They prayed together for a few minutes, although it didn’t feel like Darcy wanted any part of it, and Star wondered if Jim himself was humoring her.  
 
    Star went back to her room and prayed alone. She told God she was sorry she had waited so long and thanked him for loving her anyway. A feeling of tranquility came over her. Love unlike anything she had never known filled her heart from someone she could not see, but she knew He was as real as the air she breathed. She drifted off to sleep, feeling safe and warm. 
 
    After that day, life settled into a semi-peaceful routine. Star continued to double dry the towels and make sure none of them went into the closet wet. At least every other day, and sometimes daily, she would switch out the towels in the bathroom with fresh, clean ones. Weeks went by relatively free of stress. Star thought God might be protecting her, and the towels would not smell again. She began to believe that everything would be okay. Then, one morning, she awoke to Darcy yelling at the top of her lungs, and Star had a good guess why. 
 
     She spent most of the day arguing with Darcy and insisting, again, that she had not soiled the towels. This time, she dug in her heels, adamant that she would not confess to the vile behavior that had sent Darcy into a rage. For the rest of the day, Star was spanked, slapped, shoved, and verbally berated. The final argument of the day came when Darcy threw her on her bed and struck her again and again, demanding that Star confess and explain why she had urinated on the towels.  
 
    Star went numb from the pain. Tired of being hit, she asked God to help her find a way out. The idea of making up a story to stop Darcy from hitting and yelling at her popped into her head. Although she knew it was wrong to lie and God would never condone it, she knew from her friends at church that God is forgiving. She made the choice for self-preservation and asked God to give her strength. 
 
    “The demons made me do it. They told me to do it,” Star cried out. “They said if I didn’t, they would they kill me.” It was a farce, of course; Star was a twelve-year-old child and knew nothing about demons, but sure enough, Darcy stopped in her tracks and backed away. 
 
    “What do you mean the demons made you do it?” she demanded. 
 
    “The voices in my head…they tell me what to do,” Star lied. 
 
    Darcy glared at Star in shock, and at that moment, Star didn’t care that she was lying. She knew she needed to get out of this house. Feeling brave enough to stand up to Darcy, she sat up in her bed and scowled at her. 
 
    “We are taking you to the pastor for counseling,” Darcy declared.  
 
    “Fine, I don’t care.” Star muttered. She hoped that it would be her chance to tell someone outside her home about what she was enduring. Maybe God was giving her a way out after all. She could tell the pastor about how Darcy treated her, and he would make sure Star was removed from the home. She felt a glimmer of hope ebb into her mind. Maybe Darcy would be held accountable for her actions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Meetings 
 
      
 
    Star met with the pastor of her church once a week, but the sessions did not give her a chance to discuss the abuse she endured at home. Darcy was always right there, interjecting her own comments. The pastor’s position was clear from the start: Jim and Darcy were wonderful human beings and loving foster parents, and Star needed to modify her behavior to become a better child. He encouraged her to accept the blame for all that was wrong, even though she knew that couldn’t be right.  
 
    Darcy and Jim gave the pastor a negative impression of Star, describing her behavior and telling stories that painted her as a terrible child, almost a monster. They said she acted intentionally to anger people and deliberately caused problems to get attention. They gained the pastor’s sympathy, and in the process, made Star feel that she did not deserve love or a decent home. 
 
    Star knew her relationship with Darcy and Jim was broken and beyond repair. She refused to accept the blame for everything that was wrong, and she would no longer confess to deeds she did not commit. She could not bear the ongoing physical and emotional abuse, and she was tired of hearing Jim and Darcy deny that they beat her and called her names no child should have to bear. It was time to move on. 
 
    During what would be their final meeting, Star looked the pastor in the eye and declared through clenched teeth, “I hate them. I don’t want to live with them anymore. That is why I peed on their stupid towels.” She gave Darcy and Jim a defiant glare and slid her chair as far away from them as she could move.  
 
    The pastor’s expression changed from embarrassment to shock to stern rebuke, but he held his tongue. After a long silence, he said with a hint of a Southern drawl, “Well, I don’t know what to say…”  
 
    “Star, if that is what you want, we will pack your bags tonight,” Darcy said. A look of intense dislike smoldered in her eyes.  
 
    “That is what I want. I am miserable and I don’t want to live with you anymore.” Star crossed her arms over her chest defiantly. 
 
    The meeting only lasted another few minutes. They all agreed that moving was the best choice for Star. She wondered where she would go next and knew Nevada was not an option. She had decided that she would run away before she allowed herself to be sent back there. 
 
    When they returned home, Darcy told Star to go to her room and pack only what she had come with. That order came as a shock to Star because the clothes and toys she brought had been thrown out—Darcy had complained that her belongings smelled like cigarettes and promised to replace them. If Star left with what she brought, she had nothing to pack.  
 
    She went to her room as ordered and sat on the edge of her bed, willing herself not to cry. She knew leaving was for the best. Looking around her pastel-colored room at the light lavenders and pinks that had been a part of her world for the past year, she took a mental inventory of the chores she had been required to perform, the many times she had been slapped and beaten, and the numerous homes she had lived in during her trouble childhood. Unable to hold back, she broke down crying. She was a little lost girl, sad and alone, fearing what might lie in her future.  
 
    Darcy huffed into the room and tossed a cardboard box on the bed next to Star, saying, “You can put your things in here.” 
 
    “I have nothing to pack. You got rid of it all, remember?” 
 
    “You can take your clothes and toys, but the porcelain dolls, bedding, and everything else stays here,” Darcy ordered. Then, she turned on her heel and left the room. Star looked over at the assorted glass dolls and their lifeless eyes staring back at her, and she felt relieved that they would not be accompanying her to her next home, wherever that might be. 
 
    She spent the next hour packing her belongings, which didn’t add up to much. When she finished, she had a box of clothes and a second, smaller box with a few stuffed animals. The treasure trolls she had cherished were gone—Darcy had burned them after deeming them “Satanic.” Her books of dark poetry had been left behind in Las Vegas with her father and stepmother. Gone, too, were her Barbie dolls and Polly Pockets because there had been no time to play with them at Jim and Darcy’s house. Now, facing an uncertain future, she wondered if she would ever get to play and be normal again. 
 
    That night at dinner, no one spoke. The only sounds in the kitchen were water running and dishes rattling as Star cleaned up after the meal for the last time. She followed her usual routine, washing, drying, and putting the dishes away, but her mind was racing. With all her heart, she hoped she would be sent to a home like her friend Bridget’s with foster parents who would be kind to her.  
 
    Star daydreamed for the rest of the evening, imagining what living with a nice family would be like and how it would feel to be wanted and cared for. She prayed that her next home would be filled with kindness and happiness. After slipping into her pink pajamas and saying good night to Jim and Darcy one last time, she tucked herself into bed and thanked God for giving her the strength to find a way out of her predicament.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    To Grandfather’s House We Go 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Star placed the two cardboard boxes containing her belongings by the front door, and she had a bowl of cereal. Darcy awoke late and instructed her to load her things in the Toyota. When they were ready to leave, Star hugged the Johnsons’ two dogs and one cat she had grown to love and kissed them goodbye. Her eyes welled with tears as Darcy pulled out of the driveway. A familiar feeling of loss and a yearning to belong swept over her. This cycle was becoming too much for her to bear. 
 
    Darcy’s house was out in the country, and it took a good bit of time for them to drive into town. Today, the ride seemed unbearably long. A silence hung between Darcy and Star like a sheet of thin ice ready to crack under the slightest pressure. Star didn’t want to talk, but her curiosity got the best of her. 
 
    “So, who is taking me this time?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m taking you to your grandfather’s house,” Darcy replied. “I’ll tell him about all the things you’ve done, and then he can figure out what to do with you.” 
 
    Star suppressed a squeal of delight as she thought, Yay! Grandpa again! Maybe this time he will keep me. In reality, she had nowhere else to go. Her father and stepmother were in Nevada, and she had no other family that could take in a teenager. She tried not to show her excitement at the prospect of living with her grandfather. It didn’t matter what vile things Darcy told him, as soon as Star was alone with him, she would tell him the truth about Darcy and her abusive treatment.  
 
    As the car pulled up to her grandfather’s apartment building, Star felt a weight lift from her. She knew how to behave. She would help her grandpa clean and cook for him so he would never send her away. Grabbing one box of her belongings, she dashed up the stairs and knocked on his door. She heard footsteps inside the apartment, and then the door opened. 
 
    “Hi, little sweetie,” said her grandfather, gazing down at her with sad eyes. 
 
    “Hi, Grandpa!” Star beamed. She walked into the apartment, inhaling the familiar fragrance of Old Spice aftershave. She hugged her grandfather and then hugged Gina, his girlfriend. Gina had been her grandpa’s high school sweetheart, and they reunited after Star’s grandmother died. 
 
    “Hi, Grandma!” Star said, smiling at the older woman with genuine affection. She loved her new grandma’s snow-white hair, and she loved that Gina enjoyed playing games like Uno, Scrabble, and Monopoly.  
 
    Darcy was right on Star’s heels carrying her other box. She immediately began complaining about Star urinating on the family’s towels and her uncooperative attitude. Darcy didn’t stay long enough for Star to argue, and she didn’t bother to wish Star a good life or even say goodbye. Instead, she turned abruptly on her strappy heels, and her curly, red hair quickly bobbed down the stairs and out of sight. 
 
    When Darcy was gone, Star told her grandfather and Gina about what had really happened. She told them about the beatings Darcy had administered, and that Darcy had burned her treasure trolls because she thought they were possessed by demons. Gina was livid over Darcy’s conduct, and they all agreed it was for the best that Star no longer lived with the Johnsons. They would figure out other living arrangements, but until then, her grandparents were happy to have her. 
 
    It was summer break from school, so Star spent a lot of time playing board games with Gina and visiting her grandfather’s relatives. She even got to spend time with her cousins, Danielle and James, whom she had known only in passing before her grandmother passed away. Star often went hunting with them for crawdads and tadpoles in the creek that summer. In the evenings after dinner, she played card games with Gina and her great-aunt, Shelly. 
 
    As summer neared an end, her grandfather received a notice from the manager at his apartment complex reminding him that it was in a senior living facility. Kids were not allowed, and guests were not permitted to stay longer than five days. The search for a home for Star began anew.  
 
    Returning to Las Vegas was not an option, since Star refused to live there, and in any case, her father and stepmother couldn’t afford a plane ticket to fly her down. Star had no other relatives with room to board her, and although her grandfather was in touch with Diane, Star was not welcome to return.  
 
    One day, her grandfather announced that he had a friend he wanted Star to meet. Her name was Jill. She was a likable lady with two pre-teen boys, and she had agreed to meet Star and see if she could take her in for a short time. The meeting went well. Star liked Jill, and she liked the woman’s carefree disposition. Jill had always wanted a daughter, and they hit it off well—but not for long. Star had become a free spirit by then and rebelled against being locked up in the house after school. Often, she went to the creek to hang out with her friends or stopped by to visit her cousins. She didn’t get along with Jill’s two young sons, and she wasn’t diligent about performing her household chores. She knew that she needed to check in with Jill, but she rebelled against strict rules. She also knew that staying with Jill was temporary, and it was just a matter of time before she would be sent her away to live elsewhere. 
 
    A few weeks later, Star was washing the breakfast dishes and discussing her Saturday afternoon plans. Out of the blue, Jill told her that she wasn’t allowed to visit her friends anymore. Being a headstrong fourteen-year-old, Star refused to agree to give up her friends, and the discussion escalated into a heated argument. She stormed off to her room crying. When Jill stormed in shouting obscenities, Star held a piece of glass to her wrist and threatened to end her life if the woman didn’t back up and leave her alone. 
 
    “You’re not going to kill yourself in front of my boys!” Jill shouted. She rushed at Star and tackled her to the ground. She was not a thin woman, and Star could barely breathe, much less move under her weight. Star repeatedly tried to push her off, but Jill refused to yield and continued to yell obscenities as Star called the police. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Foster Care 
 
      
 
    Less than ten minutes later, two uniformed police officers responded to Star’s emergency call. They demanded entry to Jill’s house and escorted Star out to a parked squad car. When the door slammed shut behind her, fear crept in and she worried that they would take her away, or worse, lock her up. She broke down in tears and asked God to help her be brave. As the officers climbed into the car, she knew something was up but wasn’t sure what. 
 
    “Am I going to jail?” she asked in a frightened voice. 
 
    One officer gave her a friendly smile and said, “I’m Officer Dean, and no, of course not.” Gesturing to the other policeman, he added, “This is Officer Lopez. He is my partner. Don’t be afraid. We want to help.” 
 
    “Want to tell us what happened?” asked Officer Lopez as he pulled out of the driveway and onto the street in front of Jill’s house. He glanced at Star in the rear view mirror, his eyes concerned but kind. Star’s heart thumped with fear, and she was sure a terrible fate would await her if she told the truth, but she knew lying to the police wasn’t an option. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Star said. “One minute, I was doing chores. The next minute, we were fighting. I got very upset and said I would kill myself. She grabbed my wrist and hurt it, and then she sat on me.” 
 
    “Are you injured?” Officer Lopez asked. 
 
    “My wrist hurts a lot,” Star answered, and then she fell silent as they drove. She had expected to be taken to the police station, but instead, they pulled up in front of a hospital. The officers asked her more questions. They both were courteous and promised she would not be arrested, so she opened up about her living situation and her grandfather. 
 
    When the officers finished questioning Star, they led her into the hospital and a nurse examined her. The woman looked closely at Star’s wrist, and then she poked and prodded at her ribs. 
 
    “Does anything else hurt, honey?” asked the nurse.  
 
    “No, ma’am,” Star replied. 
 
    “Your wrist might be sprained. You’ll need to put ice on it for fifteen minutes every hour for three or four hours when you get home,” the nurse said. She went out into the hallway to talk with Officer Dean and his partner. Several minutes later, the two policemen entered the room, and Officer Dean asked Star how she was feeling. 
 
    “I’m okay. What is going to happen to me?” she asked. 
 
    “Your grandfather cannot take you and Jill Harris is not legally related to you, so we are going to put you in foster care.” 
 
    “What?” Star whispered, aghast. “I don’t want to go to foster care.” She burst into tears. “I want my daddy!” 
 
    “Where is your dad?” Officer Lopez inquired. 
 
    “Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Okay, honey, we will try to contact him, but in the meantime, you’ll be placed in foster care. We can’t just put you out on the street.” 
 
    Star exhaled slowly as she yielded to a feeling of defeat. Everything she had heard about foster care from her friends and at school had always been bad. She wondered if her new foster family would lock her in her room and leave her there, just as Diane’s husband had done when she was a young girl. 
 
    Star rocked back and forth, her arms wrapped around her knees, wishing she could stop breathing and never have to worry again. She must have dozed off because when she awoke, the kind nurse was gently shaking her shoulder, saying, “Wake up, sweetie, it’s time to go.” 
 
    Star blinked and rubbed her sleepy eyes. The nurse took her hand and led her out of the hospital to the waiting patrol car. Officer Dean got out as Star and the nurse approached, and he opened the rear door, helping Star climb in. As they pulled out of the hospital parking lot, Star looked sadly out of the car window, wondering what kind of indignity or heartache she would suffer next. 
 
    They pulled up in front of a simple white building with no signs or architectural features. It looked more like a prison than a social services office that handled neglected and homeless children like Star. She waited for Officer Dean to open the rear door and then followed him into the building. A woman with a mop of dark curls and a professional smile greeted her. 
 
    “Hello, Star. I am your caseworker, and I am going to help you find a family. Okay?” 
 
    Star shrugged an acknowledgement.  
 
    “Good bye and good luck, Star!” Officers Dean and Lopez said in unison. 
 
    Star forced a smile and waved goodbye, wondering if they thought she was a troublemaker. She also wondered whether Jill had told them she was an awful child, just as Darcy had told people when Star lived with her. She sat in her chair, head bowed, as the woman across the desk filled out a stack of forms.  Star noticed a badge clipped to the woman’s blouse that gave her name as Lorraine Thomas. 
 
    “You are lucky. I have a placement for you tonight. We don’t usually have openings.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Thomas,” Star replied.  
 
    After the caseworker filled out another form, she said, “Let’s go. It’s getting late, and they are expecting you.” 
 
    Star followed the woman out of the room. She had a feeling things were as bad as they could get and feared that wherever she went next would be worse than anything before. Mrs. Thomas locked the building behind them and led Star to a dark burgundy Ford sedan, holding open the door while Star slid into the passenger seat.  
 
    When Star was younger, she had read a book entitled A Child Called It that resonated with her. It was a story about a boy in a terrible situation, and he had gone to court to face his birth mother after years of childhood abuse. Star remembered the little boy’s account describing his social worker and the memory of climbing into a car to go to a home with strangers who were supposed to care for him. Star never dreamed that she herself would be in that situation one day. She was afraid of strangers, and she knew that moving in with a new family would mean new rules, difficult adjustments, dealing with new conflicts and potential abuses, and possibly getting attached and thrown out again. She was not looking forward to this experience at all. 
 
    “The home you are going has fifteen children,” Mrs. Thomas informed her. 
 
    “Is it an orphanage?” Star asked. 
 
    “No, we don’t have orphanages anymore. These children all live there. Some are the couple’s birth children, others are adopted. If you behave, they will probably adopt you too.”  
 
    Star noticed that the caseworker’s voice was cold and emotionless, and she wondered if Mrs. Thomas had taken an immediate dislike to her. 
 
    “I’ll be on my best behavior,” Star said, as a sinking feeling churned in the pit of her stomach. She wondered how long she would last with that many kids around. At the same time, she thought it might be nice to have over a dozen siblings. Surely, one of them would like her enough to be her friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Foster Care Homes 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Thomas pulled up to a yellow, tri-level house in a well-manicured neighborhood. Without glancing back to Star, she simply said “Wait!” into the cool evening air. Then, she got out of the car and walked briskly up to the front door. Star remained buckled in her seat as instructed. She looked out the window and saw a large trampoline and a small wooden structure in the back yard. Chickens wandered around the yard, pecking at the ground.  
 
    About ten minutes later, Mrs. Thomas came out of the house and motioned for Star to join her. Next to the caseworker stood an exceptionally tall man, and a petite, red-haired woman stood beside him. Star climbed out of the car and approached them timidly. She wondered what new sadness would come into her life and what it would be like to live with so many people in one house. 
 
    “Hi, Star! Welcome to our home,” the petite woman greeted with a friendly smile. She placed an arm around Star and led her into the house. The next hour was a blur as Mrs. Thomas discussed Star’s situation with the family. The couple introduced themselves as the Mathesons. When the caseworker left, they told Star about their seven birth children and eight adopted children. They told her they hoped Star would be their ninth adopted child. 
 
    The house had bedrooms upstairs and downstairs. The seven boys slept upstairs, and no girls were allowed on the second floor. The eight girls slept downstairs, and no boys were allowed. All the children were assigned daily chores, but Star was given a week to adjust before she would be expected to help.  
 
    Since Star had no clothes or other belongings with her, the oldest girl in the house loaned her clothes to wear until her own belongings could be retrieved from Jill’s house. School started a few days later, and by the end of the first week, Star had found her niche. She went to school, came home, fed the chickens, worked on homework, and then went to sleep. On weekends, she and the other kids would play on the trampoline and camp outside or stay up late talking. 
 
    Fights erupted between Star and the oldest adopted girl. Sometimes arguments turned into cat fights where the two of them went at each other, fists and all. They clawed, ripped, and cursed at each other, much to the dismay of Mr. and Mrs. Matheson. After a few such incidents, they decided Star was not working out, so when she came home from school one afternoon, they told her they would not be adopting her, and she needed to pack her things. It didn’t take long to pack since Star barely had the clothes on her back. She stuffed her meager possessions in a well-worn suitcase and sat down, waiting for Mrs. Thomas to come and get her. 
 
    In the next foster care home, Star felt she could be at peace. A sweet couple took her in and gave Star her own room. The Dennisons had no other children and taught her how to care for and look after horses. They even gave her a miniature pony to call her own. The pony was there when she arrived, but they told her that as long as she took care of him, he was hers. 
 
    Star named the pony Dodge, and her favorite part of the day was brushing out his mane and walking beside him in the pasture. It was just one month later when the Dennisons sat Star down for a heart-to-heart talk. They told her she was not working out and Mrs. Thomas was coming to get her again. For the life of her, Star couldn’t figure out what she had done wrong. She had behaved and kept her room clean. She had taken good care of Dodge and worked hard in school to get good grades. 
 
    Mrs. Thomas was none too happy when she arrived that afternoon to pick up Star. As they drove back to the caseworker’s office, she made a point of admonishing Star, “Why can’t you behave? Why do you keep getting yourself kicked out of every home? I have one more home where I can place you, and it’s our final option. If it doesn’t work out, you will be sent to a group home. Believe me, you won’t be happy in a group home, so you’d better behave!” 
 
    The caseworker pulled up to her office building and parked, saying she needed to pick up some paperwork. She told Star to come inside with her. As Star sat waiting, a thought occurred to her and she asked, “Why can’t I go live with my stepsister?” 
 
    Mrs. Thomas frowned over her black-framed glasses and replied, “Does your stepsister even want you? If she does, she would have to pass all the required tests before she could foster you, but first, she would have to pass a background check.” 
 
    “She can pass a background check,” Star said, not sure if that was true or whether her stepsister would want her. Rachel was her stepmother’s daughter, and they had always gotten along, but the last Star had talked to her, Rachel had married and was living in a nearby town with her new husband. 
 
    “All right. I will contact her and ask if she will take you in and get certified as a foster parent.” 
 
    Star’s tummy did a flip. It wasn’t much in the way of progress for her situation, but the thought of living with someone who might like her made her happy.  
 
    “Where am I going now?” she asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is you don’t mess it up until we can figure out something for you,” Mrs. Thomas snapped. “Come on, let’s go.” She picked up a stack of paperwork and headed for the door. Star followed behind, wondering what she had done to make her caseworker dislike her so much. 
 
    Star lapsed into thoughtful silence as they drove out to the country and her new home. It was a beautiful site—a sprawling ranch-style house with log siding and a huge wooden deck that wrapped from the front door around to the side of the house. It reminded her of her friend Bridget’s house, and Star said a silent prayer that the family inside would be just as nice as Bridget’s parents had been. 
 
    Star followed Mrs. Thomas up to the house, wondering if she could keep herself out of trouble long enough for Rachel to take her. Then her mind filled with worry that Rachel might not want her. Only time would tell. She walked up the redwood steps to the cherry-stained deck, and the walls around her heart hardened. No matter what happened here, she would not let herself become attached to the adults of the house or the children, if they had any.  
 
    At first glance, Star’s life with the new family, the Charlestons, differed greatly from her first two experiences in foster care. They gave her their son’s room because he was off to college, and she had her own phone she could use to call friends or family—if she had any friends or family to call, she thought sadly. At least, she could talk to her grandpa. It had been several months since they had talked, and she missed his friendly advice and loving support.  
 
    A large glass terrarium that came up past Star’s hip was situated along the right wall of the room. Inside was a large iguana Star was allowed to hold as long as she wore thick gloves. She nicknamed him George because she could never remember his real name. 
 
    The Charlestons’ home was clean and tidy, and Star’s new foster parents took good care of her. Star had gone to school with their daughter previously, so she was delighted to have a friend. But it didn’t take long for Star to get herself booted from this foster home too. She grew to hate the daughter with an adolescent passion because the girl spread embarrassing lies about her at school and made fun of her when they were out with her friends. When she could no longer handle being the subject of taunts and ridicule, she packed a few belongings, cut the screen of her bedroom window, and climbed out into the night. 
 
    The night she ran away, she walked for several hours towards the town, but the wind was bitter cold, and it was snowing. She walked past the road that led to her junior high and continued until she came to an abandoned bank next to a gas station. Star crawled under the bank sign propped against the outside wall seeking shelter from the cold. She pulled several pieces of clothing from her bag to cover herself, bunched her stuffed animal under her head, and settled in for the night. 
 
    An hour later, Star’s teeth were chattering and her eyes hurt from the freezing weather. Her toes and fingers were going numb, and genuine fear that she might freeze to death forced her to walk to the gas station and ask the attendant to call for help. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, and a young teenager with pimples who sat behind the cash register looked up from a magazine he was reading, obviously unhappy about being disturbed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can you please call the police?” Star shivered and rubbed her arms. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because I am a runaway. I ran away from home and I am asking you to call the police,” Star admitted. 
 
    “You ran away from home?” 
 
    “Well, I ran away from my foster parents.” 
 
    “Do they know you ran away? Did they file a report?” The teen scrunched his nose as if trying to avoid an intense itch. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Star replied. She looked outside and saw that the sun was rising. Her foster parents might have discovered she was missing, but she didn’t know for sure. 
 
    “Then I don’t need to call the police. You need to call your foster parents.” The attendant slammed the phone down on the counter in front of her and went back to reading his magazine. Star gazed at the phone and hesitated for several minutes. Finally, she got up the nerve to call her foster parents and ask them to come pick her up. 
 
    Mr. Charleston didn’t sound angry when he drove up to the gas station, and Star felt bad about cutting the screen in her room and running away. His only words to her as they drove home were, “We were going to take you to Disneyland, and we were going to adopt you.” 
 
    Star gazed out the window sadly and said nothing.  
 
    “Go get some sleep. I’ll call your worker in a few hours,” Mr. Charleston said as he pulled into the driveway in front of his house and parked. 
 
    Star trudged back to her room, packed her belongings, and crawled into bed, thankful to be warm for the first time in hours. Her fingers burned as the icy numbness wore off and feeling returned to them. She drifted off into a restless sleep hoping Mrs. Thomas would not put her in a group home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Stepsister’s House 
 
      
 
    Star sat across from her caseworker with her stepsister by her side. Rachel had passed the background check and home inspection, and she had even completed several of the classes required for her to be certified as a foster parent. Just a few more steps remained, and she would be fully qualified.  
 
    “You will do whatever you have to do to get your way, won’t you?” Mrs. Thomas snapped, glaring at Star from across the table as she filled out more paperwork. Star remained silent, not wanting to say something rude or disrespectful. “Thanks to your stunt last night, you have run out of foster homes. The group homes are filled, so I have no choice but to place you with Rachel. But if she doesn’t finish her requirements, I will pull you out of her home so fast your head will spin. Do you understand, both of you?” 
 
    Star and Rachel nodded their heads in unison. Star had no idea what her stepsister was thinking, but she was glad to be sitting next to her and not have to endure her caseworker’s withering glare alone. Now and then during the meeting, Rachel glanced over at Star and smiled, letting her know it would be okay, they just had to make it through this formal interview. 
 
    Once the paperwork was finished, Mrs. Thomas glared at Star one last time, and then they were free to go. Star was ecstatic. She was convinced that living with her stepsister would be the home she had always dreamed of. She was fifteen years old and eager for more freedom, a desire she felt Rachel would understand. 
 
    Star started Kalispell Junior High and soon bonded with a small clique of friends. They were a misfit bunch—the kids who wore dark clothes and kept to their own little group. They didn’t fit in with anyone but each other, and they were okay with that. Sometimes they took the bus to the mall and hung out there; other times they walked the railroad tracks and just talked.  
 
    Star was blissfully happy, aside from the drama that came with being a teenager, crushes on boys, and dealing with out-of-control emotions stirred up by the neglect and abuse in her childhood. She went to parties and had her first kiss, though it was disappointing. While her friends were off having sex, she was too afraid to let anyone near her because of the abuse in her past. 
 
    On the night of her homecoming dance, Star drank too much for the first time. She smoked weed too. In a drunken stupor and egged on by peer pressure, she let a boy climb on top of her and do what he wanted. Feeling nothing, she turned over and went to sleep while her friends partied all night. 
 
    The next morning, she felt regret and shame for what she had let happen. The feeling crept into her like a nagging conscience. It was enough to make her never want to do it again. After that, when she got close enough to one boy who she thought she was in love with, she refused his advances. He broke up with her soon after and then lied to their mutual friends that he had dated her on a dare to win a bet. Star had learned to deal with rejection at every level in the same way—she bundled it up and tucked it away, unaware of what effect it might have on her later.  
 
    She had resumed talking to her father and stepmother by phone again and often visited her grandfather on weekends, although not as often as she had liked to do before. Weekends were the time for her to hang out with her friends and cause mischief, and there was plenty of that to be found. 
 
    Star’s conversations with her dad and stepmother always were traumatizing on some level. They always had bad news to report. Her dad’s health was failing, and he had been in and out of the hospital. During the months Star had been in foster care and then moved in with her stepsister, her father had caught pneumonia, been diagnosed with liver disease, and had a heart attack. His medical updates depressed her. She wished that one day she would call and he would say that he was healthy and ready to be a dad again, but it never happened. 
 
    While her father was having medical issues and Star went on gopher hunting trips with her stepsister, things began to unravel in her life again. She could sense the change but couldn’t put her finger on it at first. Rachel and the man she had married were not doing well. Rachel would go to work while her husband was home; she returned, and her husband left for work. They stopped talking, and finally, one day, Rob packed his things. 
 
    The day Rob left, he patted Star’s head affectionately and said, “Guess I’ll see you around, kid.” He walked out the door, his cowboy hat touching the top of the doorframe, and he threw his belongings in the back of his pickup truck. Star watched him drive away but didn’t understand why he was leaving.  
 
    Star was free to come and go much as she pleased during that time because Rachel was always at work or out with her friends. She did her best to catch the bus and get to school on time. She hung out with her friends until dark and then caught a ride home; or if she had taken her bike to school that day, she would ride home. Yet, despite her freedom and having friends, Star felt loneliness pulling at her, always dragging her somewhere. Sometimes it was to thoughts of running away, although she had no reason to run now; other times it was to thoughts of suicide. It was a relentless companion.  
 
    During one of the empty days when Star had nothing to do, Rachel came home early and asked her to sit down for a heart-to-heart talk.  
 
    “I need to tell you something,” she began. “I need to tell you why Rob and I didn’t work out.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Star. 
 
    “I’m gay, Star. I have always been gay. I had a girlfriend before I had a boyfriend,” Rachel confided. 
 
    Star didn’t fully understand her stepsister’s confession or its implications. She asked, “What do you mean, you’re gay? Why did you get married?” Star was a boy-crazy teenager, and the concept of being gay was foreign to her. 
 
    “It was the right thing to do,” Rachel answered cryptically. 
 
    Star fumbled for the right words and finally asked, “Do you have a girlfriend?” 
 
    “No. Not right now. But most of my friends are gay too.” 
 
    Star looked away from her stepsister and digested the information. Nothing had changed in her world, yet everything had. She felt disconnected from herself but wasn’t sure why. She thought of Rob with sadness. Star loved him like a big brother, and it broke her heart to lose someone she cared about. After an uncomfortable silence, she asked, “So that’s why you and Rob split—you won’t get back together then?”  
 
    “No, we won’t,” Rachel answered quietly. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “We’re going to sell the house, Star. I got a job as a traveling plumber, which is why I am not here much anymore.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” Star felt panic rise in her gut, and she searched Rachel’s big brown eyes, realizing that she should trust no one.  
 
    “I don’t know yet. Maybe talk to your grandpa.” 
 
    “I’m not going back to foster care,” Star insisted. 
 
    “I won’t make you go back. We will figure something out.” Rachel spat a wad of chew into an empty beer bottle in front of her. When she leaned forward, her long, brown ponytail fell over one shoulder. 
 
    “Well, okay then,” Star mumbled, ending the conversation. Feeling dejected, she went into the kitchen to make a sandwich. Everything in her life suddenly felt uncertain, but she was determined not to be weak or sad. She would lose another home, and possibly end up in a group home, but she would hold her head high, smile, and pretend everything was all right. 
 
    In the days after Rachel dropped that bombshell, she was home less and less, and most evenings, Star hung out with her friends. On Star’s sixteenth birthday, Rachel and Rob were in and out of the house, removing their belongings, and Rob gave her a Matchbox 20 CD for her birthday. The rest of the year was a blur.  
 
    As the winter holidays approached, Star’s grandfather showed up at Rachel’s home unexpectedly. Star was elated to see him, and they sat on the couch talking for an hour. The look on her grandfather’s face should have told her that he hadn’t stopped by for a casual visit. But Star was so absorbed in her own life, she didn’t notice the sadness he was carrying. 
 
    “Star, your dad didn’t make it,” he said softly. 
 
    “What do you mean? Dad didn’t say anything about coming here for a visit,” Star replied.  
 
    “He didn’t make it through the night. He passed away yesterday evening.” 
 
    Star stared at her grandfather in shocked disbelief and exclaimed, “What? No! No! I just talked to him! Mom said he was getting better.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, little sweetie. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Star broke into tears as her grandfather wrapped his arms around her in a protective hug. She sobbed uncontrollably until her survival mode kicked in and she turned off the tears. Her grandfather left soon after to make funeral arrangements. When he was gone, Star withdrew into her room and shut the door. 
 
    Time stood still for three days as she struggled to deal with her emotions of loss as well as relief that her father was no longer hurting or sick. She was on her own now and only had to worry about her own survival. She went back to school and her friends, but time was running out for her. The prospect of ending up in a group home loomed in her future. 
 
    Star begged her stepsister not to tell her caseworker she had separated from Rob, but Rachel said they planned to sell the house since neither of them lived there anymore, and Star would need to find a place to live.  
 
    Star had run out of options. She bounced between her grandfather and her friends to stay off the street and keep fed. But life has a way of turning around unexpectedly. One afternoon after school, she hopped a bus to her grandfather’s house. That evening while she was playing solitaire, he asked her something totally unexpected.  
 
    “Little sweetie, if your mom called, would you want to talk to her?” 
 
    Star thought it was an odd question and replied, “Of course, I will talk to Betty. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Not Betty. I mean you’re real mom…your birth mom,” her grandfather said. 
 
    Star sat in stunned silence for several minutes. Her father had never mentioned her birth mom except on one occasion when he had painted a portrait of a woman who he said didn’t love Star. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Star answered honestly. She felt a strange flutter in her stomach and wondered, What would I say? What if she doesn’t like me? 
 
    “She wants to talk to you, little sweetie. Can she call you tomorrow after school?” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be okay,” Star replied with ambivalence. 
 
    That night, her heart raced and she tossed and turned, unable to sleep. She looked forward to talking to her real mom for the first time.  
 
    School seemed to drag on forever the next day, and Star couldn’t wait to get home. It was Friday, and the added tension of having a free weekend made waiting for the phone call from her birth mother that much more difficult. She was eating dinner when the phone rang. Her head was spinning when she answered it, and she simply said, “Hello?” 
 
    “Star? Star, this is your mom.”  
 
     Hi, mom,” Star replied. She felt a lump in her throat and tears in her eyes as she thought, My mom…my real mother! 
 
    They talked for over an hour. It was an emotional conversation, punctuated by tears of joy and regret; promises made, secrets revealed. There were so many things Star’s father had not told her. She was thrilled to learn that she had two half-brothers and a half-sister. A whole family was waiting for her in sunny California. It was like discovering a new, unexplored side to herself that Star didn’t know existed.  
 
    That conversation was the first of several that would lead to Star’s mother asking if she would like to move to California. She had always dreamed of being an actress or singer, and the prospect of moving to a state where that could happen was exciting. But even more important, she had dreamed of having a real family that would love her, a stable home, and roots so she would never have to move again. Now that dream was within her reach.  
 
    Star didn’t understand why she felt so apprehensive and had second thoughts about accepting her mother’s invitation. She would regret leaving her grandfather, and she struggled with the thought of leaving him behind. Yet, she also knew he would be relieved that she finally had a home, and he wouldn’t have to worry about her. He had always been her rock and fallback, but he was older now, and a rebellious teen bouncing in and out of his home had to be stressful. 
 
    Despite being more frightened than she had ever been by the unknowns in her future, Star agreed to move to California. Hasty arrangements were made, and her mother drove from California to pick her up. They had to deal with Star’s caseworker and obtain her school records so she could transfer. She cried as she said goodbye to her grandfather, the one person who had always been there for her and had loved her unconditionally throughout her life. The goodbyes to her boyfriend and other friends were difficult too because she knew it was likely that she would never see them again. 
 
    Star had few belongings, but she had a dog she’d been keeping at her stepsister’s house and then relocated to her grandfather’s apartment. Her mom agreed that Star could keep her dog, and after that, they spent the week getting acquainted and finishing up paperwork. Star was ecstatic. She had a family, and she would not be tossed around anymore. She was going home. 
 
    It was a two-day drive from Montana to California. When she walked into her mom’s beautiful home and she was shown to her room, Star knew she was where she belonged. 
 
    It wasn’t easy growing up with two brothers who were strangers throughout most of her life. In her half-sister, she found an ally and a friend. Holidays and birthdays took on a whole new meaning now that she could celebrate them with a real family. It took time for Star to adjust, but the little lost girl had finally been found. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Dearest Readers, 
 
    Thank you for purchasing this book and taking the time to read it. As the real life Little Lost Girl, I would like to give you an update. 
 
    I am happily married with a family of my own. I have been fortunate to find the healing I needed through my relationship with God and the man He gave me. My husband and I have had our ups and downs, even approaching the brink of divorce at one point. We were young, and I was so angry at life, he often took on my anger and other emotions. But I can joyfully say we have overcome much, and I have made peace with those in my past who broke me. I have forgiven and healed from many things, although healing is an ongoing struggle. 
 
    I did not grieve my father’s passing until I was in my mid-twenties. I miss him still. My grandfather, my rock, passed away when I was eighteen, and even now, some days I feel like I can call him up and talk to him. He was the biggest loss I could have suffered. 
 
    At this point, I have been married for nearly fifteen years, and I have been with the love of my life since high school. I have many interests, and I enjoy connecting with people and hearing their stories. I believe with all my heart that no matter what someone has gone through, they can still recover and heal. I also believe everyone’s story matters. 
 
    Over the years, I have heard so many heartbreaking tales, and mine pales compared to some. I have heard hopelessness and loss expressed in ways I couldn’t have imagined. The one thing evident in each story, however, is that all the stories I have heard are still being written.  
 
    If you are still alive and breathing, you can take the cards you have been given and turn them into something good. Perhaps you have your own story to tell, or you have the heart to help those who have experienced what you have. Search for ways to do that because when we suffer and hurt, and then turn that suffering around to help someone who has experienced the pain we have felt, our healing begins. 
 
    I hope sharing my journey has helped you in some way. If you ever are in need of someone to talk to, or if you have questions, feel free to email me at authoraanderson@yahoo.com 
 
    Until we meet again, know that there is someone here praying for you who understands and cares. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Angelique S. Anderson 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Resources: 
 
    There has been a stigma and shame placed on mental illnesses, but that is something we need to face together. If you or someone you know is struggling with mental illness, don’t be afraid to get help. Alcohol and drugs are a temporary, harmful solution to a problem that requires more in depth care and diagnosis.  
 
      
 
    You can find help with mental illness by going to: 
 
    http://www.nimh.nih.gov/ for resources for a variety of mental illnesses including: Anxiety Disorders  ADHD/ADD,  Autism Spectrum Disorder,  Bipolar Disorder, Borderline Personality Disorder,  Depression,  Eating Disorders,  Schizophrenia,  Suicide Prevention   
 
      
 
      
 
    You can also call: 
 
    Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) Treatment Referral Helpline at 1-800-662-HELP (4357) 
 
    For  adult survivors of childhood abuse and need help, please go to: 
 
    http://www.naasca.org/ for an extensive list of FREE resources including local help by state, and federal help. Get help, or get involved. 
 
    For physical or sexual abuse, call the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Abuse (RAIN) Hotline and get help. 
 
    1-800-656-HOPE (4673) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For suicide, or thoughts of suicide help call: 
 
    National Suicide Prevention Lifeline  (1-800-273-8255). Trained crisis workers are available to talk 24 hours a day, 7 days a week 
 
    If you or someone you know has experienced physical or sexual abuse, don’t be afraid to talk about it. Call the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Abuse Hotline and get help. You are not alone. 
 
    1-800-656-HOPE (4673) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John 3:16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whoever believes in him, should not perish but have everlasting life.” ESV 
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