
Chapter 2—At Home with the Wife and the Eldest Daughter 
  
  
Sean left the dogs and walked to the porch as Becca came out, and they brought the groceries 
through the front door and the doorway into the kitchen that had yet to have a door put in. The 
walls in the kitchen and most of the cabin had exterior wall boards with tar paper stapled on the 
outside but no exterior siding, and they lacked insulation and drywall. 
     Becca was a tall slim young woman with straight black hair, just like her prodigal biological 
father. The other two kids had average builds with straight dirty blonde hair like Sean. Sean knew it 
irritated Sadie to no end that all three of her children looked more like their dads than her, with her 
thick figure that was prone to weight gain and her dark auburn, curly hair. 
     Sadie brushed the frizzy mess around her head back with her hands hopelessly and sat down at 
the kitchen table, waiting for Sean to make himself a fresh pot of coffee and pour himself a cup 
while Becca became a part of the scenery putting the groceries away. He knew that the moment he 
sat down Sadie would have some complaint just as she did every night. Vaguely he recalled that 
growing up he’d heard that women were good cheerleaders. He found that odd since many of the 
women he’d known had only been good at finding faults and complaining. And Sadie certainly 
never greeted him with any comments like, “Wow, thanks for working hard all day, good job.” 
     He avoided her as long as possible then decided to face whatever was going to come from her. 
He sat down and she immediately said, “Do you have any money?” 
     “No. I didn’t get to check cashing today.” 
     “You didn’t get to it? Yeah, sure, and what exactly were you doing that was so important you 
didn’t get to it?” Sadie said with a decisive look in her eyes that said she thought he was masking 
his covert true intentions. “And why do you always come home so late? You say it’s not a plan but 
it must be because you always get home at about the same time every night and—what is that?!” 
she said looking at something Becca was about to put away in one of the cupboards that was 
missing a front door. “That’s not VitaMax!” 
     “They were out of VitaMax. This is the same thing.” 
     “It is not the ‘same thing’ Sean—I did research on the different multivitamins and I…” 
     As Sadie continued Becca quietly walked across the room to stand directly behind her mother, 
then she soundlessly mouthed blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, before pretending to choke herself. 
Sean smiled. Sadie turned around to see Becca standing there with her arms by her sides and an 
innocent smile on her face. 
     “Why don’t you go to bed?” Sadie asked. 
     “But this is entertainment,” Becca replied with a grin. “It’s better than the soaps. It’s 
believable.” 
     “Go to your room.” 
     “I’m almost 18 mom, you can’t send me to my room—we’ve been over this.” 
     “She has a point there Sadie,” Sean said with a smile. 



     “Don’t you step in, you’re not even her real father.” Sean and Becca immediately frowned and 
lowered their heads silently. After a long moment of silence Sadie said, “Now Sean, will you be 
going to church with us tomorrow?” 
     “I can’t, I have to work.” 
     “I can’t believe this. Your kids never see you anymore. You’re always working seven days a 
week.” 
     “It feels like eight days a week, and I’m no happier about it than anyone else is.” 
     “Well the kids and I are going. Becca will be singing in the church youth choir, remember? I 
can’t believe you’re not going to be there for her.” 
     “I would love to be there but I need to put food on the table.” 
     “She’ll be hurt if you miss her performance.” 
     “Yeah well she’ll really be hurting if she hasn’t got any food to eat or a roof over her head. Just 
take the tape recorder and the camera.” 
     “We don’t have any batteries for them.” 
     “What do you mean you don’t have any batteries? I just bought a ton of batteries.” 
     “You bought batteries two months ago.” 
     “Yeah, two months ago I bought a ton of batteries. You couldn’t have used them all up already.” 
     “God, you’re impossible Sean. You’re so damn cheap. You just expect everything to last forever 
so you won’t have to spend any money on anything, ever.” 
     “I’d spend money if I had any money to spend.” 
     “Then why don’t you make more money?” 
     “Well that’s why I’m going to work tomorrow.” 
     Sadie threw up her arms theatrically. “I can’t listen to you anymore,” she said and left the room 
as Becca rolled her eyes. 
     “Don’t worry about my performance dad, I’m only doing it because mom wants me to, okay?” 
she said quietly. 
 “Okay, kiddo.” 
     “I’m going to go to bed,” she said and walked out of the kitchen. 
     “That’s not a bad idea,” Sean said under his breath. He set his coffee cup down on the table, 
turned off his percolator, and turned off the kitchen light as he left the room. 
     In the front room, near the wall between the front room and kitchen, there was an old metal 
wood stove with a long rusted metal chimney pipe leading out through the wall. Sean walked over 
to it and quietly damped all the air vents off for the night. Then he looked around the stove: there 
were metal baskets of wood drying on top of the stove but nothing looked like it had been there 
long enough to catch fire, there was plenty of dry kindling by the stove to start a fire with the next 
day, and the cast iron pot that sat atop the back of the stove had water simmering in it, putting 
moisture back into the parched air. Sean looked at his knuckles. It was only October and already 
his hands were drying out. He would have to remember to pick up some kind of salve for them. 



Every winter the skin on his knuckles would dry until it cracked and bled a little as the skin split 
open. 
     Near the wood stove there was a large fluffy couch that was brown, and it was brown with good 
reason—Sean had picked it up several years before, knowing it would be hard for any dirt to show 
up on a brown couch. He walked the few feet over to the couch and folded it down flat. He took 
three sleeping bags from a nearby small chest of drawers and threw them onto the couch. Then he 
took off his shoes and laid down on the couch, under the three sleeping bags, which he laid opened 
on top of him like blankets. It was too warm for him under the three sleeping bags now but during 
the night the temperature in the cabin would drop by about 15 degrees Fahrenheit and he would 
thoroughly need those covers. 
     He closed his eyes and tried to drift off to sleep but found his mind full of thoughts about 
church, choir, religion… 
  
     Sadie had been raised Baptist, an upbringing that she’d thoroughly rebelled against after moving 
out of her parents’ home. One of the things Sean had liked about her when he’d started dating her 
was her free-thinking analysis of religion; she used to say it was a tool that kings and emperors had 
always used to control the masses and make them want to control themselves, “god” being 
something of an ever-present judge or sheriff making the masses believe that all of their actions, 
even those they did in the privacy of their own homes, was being carefully scrutinized by others, by 
“holy beings”. When they’d first been dating they would sometimes talk about all the ways in 
which religions had been used to control people, societies, world events. Sadie had seemed 
brazenly intelligent to him at that time: a totally independent, freethinking woman with control 
over herself and the course of her life. But as soon as Brian had been born she’d been talking about 
baptizing him. 
     Sean had been raised to see child raising as the woman’s domain—not that he believed women 
had to have and raise children, it was just that he’d never been taught what men were supposed to 
do with children, besides going to a job every day to make the money to feed and house them. So 
he’d left the raising of the children up to Sadie. Except for this. 
     He’d been raised with a religion—Catholicism—that he’d always found very oppressive and 
he’d watched good young women, like the first serious girlfriend he’d ever had, breaking down and 
crying in church because they thought they were sinners and priests playing along with it just to 
make more money for the church. He’d had one very strong opinion about how his children were 
going to be raised: NO RELIGION. 
     This had led Sadie on one of her many research frenzies and before he’d known what was 
happening she’d been dragging him, Becca, and their infant son to a “Unitarian Universalist” 
church. He’d never heard of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations before then 
and he hadn’t cared to go to any church services but Sadie had been on one of her new project 
highs and it was much easier to just cave in and go with her on it than to try to argue with her. 



     When he’d heard and seen their religious service he’d been shocked; the assistant minister had 
been an out gay man who’d read a short essay he’d written about the continuing human rights 
movement in their congregations, the struggles of gays, people of color, women, the working class, 
and how the UU’s had always been a welcoming, accepting congregation that supported the rights 
of all individuals. Then the head minister, a woman from the U.S. South, had delivered a sermon 
she’d written about hate crimes and how religion often played a role in fostering hatred towards 
different groups of people. Then the entire congregation had joined hands to sing from the UU’s 
interdenominational book of hymns and words of wisdom. 
     The UU service had been nothing at all like the starched stiff services of his Catholic youth that 
told congregants what to think and encouraged everyone, even small children, to be incredibly 
quiet and reserved at all times, even after they went home. 
     After the UU service there had been a social hour in the basement, which had been a virtual sea 
of activity, with about 500 of the 1,000 congregants circulating around. Many of the members had 
recognized by his more socially conservative nature that Sean had been raised Catholic, and he’d 
recognized which of them had been raised Catholic as well. But he’d also met many liberal 
Christian UU’s from various sects of Christianity, two people who considered themselves Buddhist 
UU’s, one Jewish UU, and some children who only knew UUism. 
     Sean and Sadie had talked to some of the children separate from their parents to get a real sense 
of what it was like for children to grow up with UUism. They’d been so pleased that they’d picked 
up two enrollment kits from the front lobby that same day. Sadie had voiced an interest in joining 
the UU’s as soon as she could; Sean had sat back and read through the enrollment kit thoroughly, 
in the same way he’d watched his mother read through important documents when he was a kid. 
     He’d once watched his mother read through a house contract, and even though she’d only had a 
ninth grade education she’d been able to find a few faults that the highly educated professionals 
who’d written and proofread the contract had completely missed. By virtue of his mother’s 
consistent diligence he had learned to carefully read through every last word of anything he was 
considering signing his name and reputation to. 
     He’d found that members of the Downtown Unitarian Church of Portland were expected to tithe 
10 percent of their annual earnings to the church, in addition to putting money in the collection 
baskets every Sunday. Then it had become painfully obvious to him exactly why the church had 
been talking about trying to get new members, particularly more from the working class: they were 
a predominantly white, upper middle class church that had no concept of the financial struggles of 
the working class. 
     Sean had pointed this out to Sadie but she’d joined the church anyway. When it had come time 
for her to pay her annual membership fee he had told her no, they simply did not have the money. 
He’d told her she should tell the church that they didn’t have that kind of money so maybe they’d 
learn that that kind of a requirement was impossible for most working class people; he’d also 
suggested that they might accept volunteer work for the church as payment. Sadie had just gotten 



mad at him and refused to have contact with that church again so she wouldn’t have to, as she said, 
be embarrassed by his refusing to spend money.  
     Then she’d started going to the much smaller Willamette Valley congregation, in southeast 
Portland. He had gone there once for their first Sunday of the month potluck. Sadie had brought 
one of her moist organic cakes and Sean had brought his appetite. With only 100 people in the 
congregation it had been easier to socially integrate into the group than it had been at the 
downtown church.  
     Sean, Sadie, Becca, and baby Brian had sat at a table in the roomy basement discussing the 
woman minister’s sermon about the importance of sex ed in children’s education and how the UU’s 
had an Our Whole Lives mentor to help kids with the transition into adulthood, which had given 
him hope for the UU’s again. After a while though he’d begun to realize that no one was really 
talking about the issue. That no one in UU congregations ever really talked about issues, they just 
made generalized statements like “sex ed for young people is good”. But were they pro-choice he 
wondered. He’d seen some posters for Planned Parenthood, the National Organization for Women, 
and NARAL Pro-Choice Oregon in the basement of the Downtown Unitarian Church but there had 
been no informational pamphlets about those charitable organizations and there had been no one 
collecting donations for them either. When he’d thought about it he actually had no idea what any 
UU really thought about birth control, premarital sex, or abortion. Everyone in those churches was 
just politely dancing around real opinions. 
     They were good people though and he’d been confident that his children wouldn’t be 
indoctrinated into any one way of thinking while in a UU church so he’d thought it would at least 
be a good, safe environment for them. He’d seen the UU children running around in the basement, 
playing, making noise, and other childlike things that no child would ever dare do in a Catholic 
church. It seemed like a good environment for them, and he couldn’t deny that there were some 
positive aspects to having a church in one’s life; it was a social center, not entirely unlike the dance 
halls and roller skating rinks that had been very popular when Sean had been growing up. He’d 
wondered what had happened to them. Somehow they’d vanished without a trace when he wasn’t 
looking and there weren’t any social centers left, except for churches. But he still didn’t care to go 
to church every Sunday himself. 
     When he’d been a kid he’d woken up at 5 a.m. every Sunday morning and had been out the door 
before anyone else in the house had been awake. He’d fed his German shepherd Merlin then fed his 
pet chickens before running off down the street to the Powell Butte Nature Park. He’d been playing 
for as long as he could before one of his brothers would come find him, as always, and force him to 
go back to the house, wash up, and put on his best clothes for Sunday mass. After so many years of 
working so hard to avoid church he couldn’t see himself willingly going to church, more than once 
in a great while anyway. 
     But Sadie had been able to tell her Baptist mother and Lutheran father that she’d joined a church 
and would be taking her children to church every Sunday. She’d also told her parents that Sean was 
refusing to go to church every single Sunday as if he were breaking some law by choosing what to 



do and what not to do with himself in his own life. Sadie’s mother had just said, “What do you 
expect? He’s a Catholic, they can do anything they want if they just confess it later and do a few 
Hail Mary’s.” 
     He’d still gone to the Sunday service once in a while to keep a relationship with the place and 
the people…and to participate in that delicious first Sunday potluck. Then one day he’d been 
talking about Darwin’s brilliant observations with one of the senior members of the congregation, 
an older woman who was always very encouraging of new people coming in. He’d thought he was 
finally going to get a real conversation with one of the UU’s, then she’d made a comment about 
how she and him were basically better than most of the other people in the church because after all 
they both had college degrees. 
     He’d said, “Actually I only got through about two years of college before I ran out of money 
since I was paying my own way through it. I don’t have any degrees.” She’d said, “Oh!” and 
suddenly leaned away from him with a slightly bewildered look in her eyes that confessed a 
combination of fear at having exposed her true self and disgust at having compared herself to 
someone she then saw as a sort of lesser life form. Then she’d made up some excuse about having 
to check on something in the basement kitchen. He had never set foot in a UU church again. 
  
     The scars Sean bore from having grown up in poverty ran deep. He remembered being a 
blissfully ignorant kid playing in the woods with his brothers and cousins, running home to his 
mother serving dinner and his dad coming home to wash up with Sean and the other boys for 
dinner. He’d felt completely secure in his home and his family.  
     Then when he was six he’d been invited to the birthday party of a friend of his, Johnny, who’d 
lived near Powell Butte too, but in a somewhat nicer neighborhood. Sean had gone to a thrift store 
with his own bottle return money to pick out a really good gift for him. 
     Johnny had been a popular kid in the neighborhood and a lot of other kids were going to be 
there. Sean had carefully looked through the bins of the nearest thrift store to find a good gift. He’d 
bought a Batman action figure that he actually would have liked to keep for himself. When he’d 
gone to the birthday party he’d seen that everyone else had been able to buy Johnny brand new 
toys. The other kids had insulted his gift a little because it was “cheap”. Johnny had just seemed a 
little confused by it and had moved on to the other presents quickly. 
     That was the first time Sean had realized there were different social classes. That was the first 
time he’d felt that he was seen as inferior to those around him because he and his family had less 
money. He’d left the party early, claiming he had a tummy ache and had meandered home slowly, 
not wanting to tell his parents how the party had gone for him. After that he’d avoided certain parts 
of Powell Butte just so he’d be sure never to run into anyone who’d been at Johnny’s birthday 
party. 
     Later he’d been going to Trinity Catholic middle school where there had been a very strict dress 
code that had created an environment with greater equality than regular public schools. He’d 
looked as presentable as any other student there and had had the opportunity to be treated better 



than the students who had financially wealthier parents by his choosing to be a very reliable student 
who always did his homework assignments and never acted out in class. He’d had good grades and 
had gotten along pretty well with everyone, fellow students and nuns alike. Most of the kids with 
financially richer parents had gotten their wrists slapped with a ruler many, many more times than 
he had. At Trinity he’d been judged for being rich in good character and high standards, without 
regard for his social class, which had made sense considering that the nuns themselves had taken 
vows of poverty. He’d done very well at Trinity, but he’d never gone to any of his fellow students’ 
birthday parties, or any parties for that matter. 
     Then there had been his high school, Barton Polytechnic Trades, an all-boys school where you 
had to watch your back so you wouldn’t wind up getting punched or held upside down from a third 
story window. He’d managed to make no enemies but no real friends either. He hadn’t even been 
able to hang out in the cafeteria because his family couldn’t afford to pay for the food, or the bus. 
He’d bicycled to and from his high school and made his own peanut butter sandwiches for lunch 
every day, which he’d eaten alone outside, not wanting to advertise how poor he and his family 
were. 
     The money he’d made at the tire shop where he worked all day every Saturday had gone for 
schoolbooks and new clothes. He’d never asked his mother for any extra spending money. She’d 
been working as a maid since his father died. He used to find her tucked away in some little nook 
of the house crying her eyes out, something that she never did in front of anyone. His mother had 
been a very emotionally reserved person who as far as he’d known had never cried before his 
father’s death. His father’s death had hurt her more than she would ever say, so Sean had tried 
never to ask her for anything. He’d just bicycled to school every day, eaten his homemade 
sandwich, done his homework assignments, worked at his job, and dreamed of going to college and 
maybe becoming a millionaire some day, and maybe offering some grants for kids who’d be 
struggling as he had. That was back when he was still hopeful. 
  
     Finally his mind rested and he was able to drift into a deep sleep. 
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