

[image: image]




[image: Image]


DEDICATION

To my mom, the true champion


CONTENTS

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue



	Chapter 1

	 
	LIFE BEHIND THE SMILEY FACE



	Chapter 2

	 
	GOD’S SECOND PARADISE



	Chapter 3

	 
	A DOUBLE IDENTITY



	Chapter 4

	 
	SOMEWHERE—ANYWHERE—FAR AWAY



	Chapter 5

	 
	BARE-BRANCHED BUT READY TO BLOOM



	Chapter 6

	 
	THE ’99ERS



	Chapter 7

	 
	“I SHOULD HAVE DIED A LONG TIME AGO”



	Chapter 8

	 
	AN ARM LIKE FRANKENSTEIN



	Chapter 9

	 
	MADE IN THE WUSA



	Chapter 10

	 
	BAA, BAA, BLACK SHEEP



	Chapter 11

	 
	“ONLY A DAUGHTER CRIES LIKE THAT”



	Chapter 12

	 
	SHADOWS



	Chapter 13

	 
	“YOU CAN’T GO BY A GUT FEELING”



	Chapter 14

	 
	STEPPING INTO LIQUID



	Chapter 15

	 
	“DON’T LET THE DEVIL STEAL YOUR JOY”



	Chapter 16

	 
	THE NEW #1



	Chapter 17

	 
	PRETTY SWEET



	Chapter 18

	 
	UNPROFESSIONAL PROFESSIONALS



	Chapter 19

	 
	SEATTLE’S FINEST



	Chapter 20

	 
	IT JUST TAKES ONE



	Chapter 21

	 
	THE SILVER LINING



	Chapter 22

	 
	FAIRY-TALE ENDING





Acknowledgments

Questions and Answers

About the Author

Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher


PROLOGUE

I DON’T BELIEVE ANY ENDING is ever completely happy. But maybe my mother did back when I was born. She had known a popular older girl in high school named Hope, who had been kind to her, and for her the name was filled with a sense of friendship and belonging. My father said he viewed my birth as a fresh start, a chance for him to leave something good in a world that had brought him mostly trouble and bad luck.

Hope.
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LIFE BEHIND THE SMILEY FACE

I GREW UP IN A tract house on Marshall Street in Richland, Washington.

My earliest memories are filled with happiness: A small red house with a wooden fence; my free-spirited mother, Judy; my big, outgoing father, Gerry; my older brother, Marcus; and me, Baby Hope.

On the outside of the fence, for everyone passing by to see, was a giant yellow smiley face. On the other side was a yard with a sandbox and a jungle gym. An English sheepdog named Charlotte. Rabbits and turtles and kittens. Out back we played Red Light, Green Light and had Easter egg hunts and birthday parties. Inside the house, my mother, a budding photographer, set up a darkroom to develop film, as well as a workout room where she practiced karate. I snuggled with my parents in their bed and watched TV. The cozy kitchen was where we had family spaghetti dinners.

Smiley face on the fence, happy people in the house.

But the truth is a little more complicated. Clutter—plastic toys, yard equipment, bikes, an old, beat-up car—filled up our side yard. The neighbors complained, so my parents were forced to put up a fence to hide it all. My mom didn’t like thinking the neighbors had won some kind of victory, so she painted that yellow happy face as tall and as wide as the fence would allow. The smiley face wasn’t about happiness but a protest against our neighbors.

My mother came to Richland because of the nuclear reactors. With neat rows of streets along the banks of the Columbia River, Richland looks like a normal American town. But it has a complex history.

During World War II, the U.S. government started the Manhattan Project to create the first atomic bomb. They wanted to continue the project in secret. They forced the relocation of about 1,500 residents from Hanford, a small farming community near Seattle, and built a 586-square-mile nuclear campus there. Workers were brought in and housed in tent barracks and, later, in small tract houses in nearby Richland. The workforce grew to 51,000, and three nuclear reactors were producing the plutonium that was used to build some of the first atomic bombs. No one was allowed to speak of it: Husbands and wives weren’t even allowed to tell each other what their jobs were. Residents hung blackout curtains at night and spoke in whispers inside their own homes. There were signs posted in public places: CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES.

Old-timers tell stories handed down over the years, of neighbors seen chatting in public before abruptly disappearing without so much as a good-bye. The secretive origins of Richland became a part of our ordinary lives.

On August 9, 1945, the first atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki, Japan. Although it is often considered to mark the end of World War II, the use of such a powerful bomb that caused so much pain and destruction was also a dark moment in human history.

My family actually didn’t help make the bomb. It wasn’t until 1969, long after World War II, that my grandfather, Pete Shaw, and Grandma Alice moved to Washington with their four children.

How did my father come to Richland? I wish I knew the entire answer to that question.

Here’s what I do know: My mother, who had moved to Everett, Washington, as a young woman, married my father and became pregnant with me while my father was serving a prison sentence. My brother, Marcus, was a toddler at the time. Overwhelmed, my mother had no choice but to move in with her parents in Richland. My father followed after his release. He and my mother eventually set up house behind the smiley-face fence, a few blocks from my grandparents.

I was born on a hot, dry day in the middle of summer: July 30, 1981. My father chose that day to bring his other two children from his first marriage to Richland for a visit. My half brother, David, was twelve, and my half sister, Terry, was nine. My mother brought me—her new baby, Hope Amelia Solo—home from the hospital to a chaotic house with three young children. Things never really got any calmer.

David and Terry lived in Kirkland, Washington—just outside of Seattle, on the other side of the mountains—with their mother. They came to visit every summer and sometimes went camping with us. They learned to call my grandparents Grandma and Grandpa. I didn’t realize until I was much older how hard our mothers worked to make sure the four of us could feel like a family.

Terry adored me. She liked to dress me up, but as I got older, I resisted. I was an active, grubby little kid. I didn’t want to wear dresses. I didn’t like dolls. I liked to play outside, wear an oversize Orange Crush hat, and do whatever Marcus was doing.

If he ran, I ran. If he played baseball, I played baseball. If he rode his skateboard, I wanted to ride his skateboard—not mine, his, because mine was hot pink and girly and his was so much cooler. Even as a little girl, I was tough and strong. One day I took Marcus’s skateboard to the top of the little hill across from our house and rode down. I smashed into our bikes, which were lying in the driveway. A pedal gashed my chin, and blood splashed everywhere. I was running in circles to distract myself from the pain as the blood gushed through my fingers. I had to go to the emergency room and get stitched up.

Marcus and his friends would challenge me to pull them in a wagon. And I could do it, pull all three of them. When my mom went on a bike ride, I would run alongside her, chatting, never getting winded. My father and I would play basketball against Marcus and David. My dad would have to lift me up toward the hoop so I could shoot. I loved to play Wiffle ball and hated losing, determined to play until I won.

Luckily for me, I was growing up in a time when active little girls could finally turn to organized sports. That wasn’t the case for my grandma, who had loved speed skating while she was a girl in Duluth, Minnesota. Or for my mother—a wiry, athletic woman who loved karate and waterskiing. In the early 1980s, youth soccer was growing fast everywhere. It was my first organized sport, starting in kindergarten. I had no problem scoring goals, even as a five-year-old. We were the Pink Panthers, my dad was a coach, and I always played forward. I would dribble through all the other kids and score. It was easy for me, and fun.

My mother was working at Hanford by then, testing plutonium samples on rotating shifts. She was exhausted a lot of the time. My father stayed home, taking care of Marcus and me. He worked on and off, sometimes doing counseling for troubled youth. My early memories of my father are of a loving, loud, larger-than-life man—six foot three with a huge belly and a big laugh. He had jet-black hair and tattooed arms—a skull and crossbones on one bicep, a mermaid on one forearm, and my mother’s name, JUDY LYNN SOLO, on the other.

To him, I was always Baby Hope. We had a special bond. I remember riding on his shoulders and stroking his thick black hair. I remember wrestling on the floor with him, his big round belly shaking with laughter. He helped teach me to read. On Christmas he dressed up as Santa. He was a popular youth coach—my soccer teammates loved him. He also coached all my brother’s sports teams—baseball, basketball, soccer—and all the kids adored Coach Gerry. Sports were his passion: In our house we loved the Oakland Raiders, the Red Sox, and the University of Washington football teams, which made us stand out in an area loyal to the Seahawks, the Mariners, and Washington State.

When my dad was around, we would share tubs of Neapolitan ice cream—although he ate all the strawberry—while we watched TV. We’d go to 7-Eleven and get white-powdered doughnuts and Slurpees, mixing up all the different flavors.

But as I got older, I started to see that my life wasn’t as perfect as it seemed. One spring, when I was a Brownie, the Girl Scout cookie money went missing. Sometimes my father went missing. One morning, my mother went out to get her car and it was gone: repossessed for lack of payment.

One afternoon when I was about five or six, my parents and grandfather stood outside in our driveway, having an intense conversation. “Come inside, Hope,” Grandma said. “Come on, Marcus.”

We sat at the kitchen table, with an Etch A Sketch between us. “What else can you draw on that?” Grandma asked as soon as we finished a picture. She was trying to distract us from what was going on outside, but I could hear the angry voices. I knew something bad was happening. Grandpa Pete was very upset as he talked to my parents behind the smiley face.

Later I learned that my father had taken my grandfather’s checkbook out of my grandparents’ home and stolen $1,800 by writing checks to himself.

My father moved out the next day. I didn’t get to say good-bye—he asked my mother if he could pick me up from school, but I was going to a friend’s house, so he said good-bye only to Marcus. For years I felt guilty that I didn’t say good-bye to my father that day.

A short time later, we had to leave the smiley-face house because my father had never paid the mortgage.

After we lost our house, we moved into a duplex in a low-rent part of Richland with my mother. We still had occasional contact with my father. My mother didn’t bar him from our lives because she knew how much we loved him.

He would promise to come and take us out for ice cream or come to our soccer games, and then he wouldn’t show. I remember waiting hours for him. Sometimes he would give me a card with a check inside, and I would ask my mother if the check was any good. Even as a little girl, I was learning not to take things at face value.

When I was about eight years old, my father left Washington, and I didn’t see him for a very long time.

It’s a complicated thing, knowing how much pain my father caused in my life and the lives of others, yet still holding love for him in my heart. No matter what he did, he was my father. He helped create the person I am. He showered me with love; he just didn’t know how to be a husband or a father or a responsible member of society.

If I hadn’t made peace with him later in my life, I’d still be bitter and angry.
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GOD’S SECOND PARADISE

MY MOTHER MARRIED MY STEPFATHER, Glenn, on the Columbia River on a beautiful March day in 1989. I was wearing a polka-dot dress that matched the one worn by my new stepsister, Connie. She was Glenn’s daughter from his first marriage, three years older than me. Two boats were tethered together, bobbing on the current. I stood rocking gently on the calm water, proud and happy to be part of the ceremony.

But the calm didn’t make it ashore. Glenn tried to instill order—I know now he was trying to do the right thing, but Marcus and I weren’t interested in a new father, or new rules. And we didn’t have a vote in the matter. Glenn was a no-nonsense man—six foot six, more than three hundred pounds, with a voice as rumbly as the truck engines he worked on. He barked orders at Marcus and me, made up rules, occasionally even tried to spank us. We had never been treated like that. Before Glenn came along, we had been free to do what we pleased, latchkey kids dependent only on each other, with a mother constantly working to support us. Now we had more order, more stability, but also more tension and anger.

It was only about four months after the wedding when my father dropped out of our lives. He simply vanished, leaving behind a gaping hole.

Our resentment of Glenn quickly filled the void.

Things were especially hard on my brother.

Marcus took after my father—dark-haired, dark-eyed, and big. When Marcus was a child, one boy teased him about being fat. When Marcus was in seventh grade, he beat the kid up, bad enough to send him to the hospital.

With that fight, Marcus was branded. He was a tough guy, a target of local police, viewed as a threat by teachers and parents.

There was another side of him, though. He was a good athlete and had lots of friends in the popular crowd. He had a kind heart and would defend kids who were outcasts. Every morning he gave a mentally challenged neighbor a ride to school.

But Marcus never backed down from a confrontation, and by the time he got to high school, his reputation was firmly established all over town. You didn’t mess with Marcus Solo.

And like Marcus, I was gaining a reputation. When I was in fourth grade I saw a bully picking on my classmate, a nerdy kid who couldn’t defend himself. I was furious. I pushed the bully off his bike and punched him in the face. The school principal called my mother, and I was suspended from after-school sports for a few days. The boy’s family was outraged that a girl had beaten up their son.

That was the first time I remember getting in real trouble at school, but it wasn’t the last time. I was trying to prove myself to Marcus. He was my closest family member and my protector. He walked me home from school, kept me company, made me laugh. We were strongly connected, the only ones who understood what we’d been through. We would sometimes fight each other, but pity the outsider who tried to mess with us. And the outsider in our house was Glenn.

Usually, Marcus and I escaped to our grandparents’ house. Grandma Alice and Grandpa Pete had a sign by their front door: GRANDKIDS WELCOME. And they meant it. When we showed up, we were always let in, no questions asked. We could get a snack or play a board game or just tip back in one of their big recliners and watch TV. It was calm at my grandparents’. They loved us unconditionally.

Grandpa Pete was brilliant; he’d earned his electrical engineering degree from USC after serving in the navy. He managed the engineering unit at Hanford until he retired in 1988. Grandma said she married him because he was the only man she’d met who was smarter than she was. He always seemed happiest when he was out on the river, at the wheel of his boat. Every Christmas, Grandpa would decorate the boat for the parade of lights with a lighted tree, a star, and a cross he had welded together. He would let me steer the boat and get on the intercom to say, “Ho, ho, ho—merrrrrrry Christmas!” We liked to walk down to the river together with his black Lab, Maggie, and throw the rubber toy into the water for her. Grandpa could always make me laugh with one of his jokes, even if I had been in tears just moments before.

Grandma Alice was the rock of the family, making sure we all went to Sunday school, that we had enough pocket money, and that we had a place to stay if we needed to get away from home. My grandparents were spiritual people—they pastored at a church in nearby Mabton. Grandpa sang in the choir, Grandma gave sermons, and we helped clean up after the services. It felt like our own little family church. I went with Grandma to deliver flowers to nursing homes and to funerals. I walked up to caskets with her to say good-bye—I was never afraid of dead bodies because Grandma seemed so at peace with them. My grandparents set an example for how to treat others and withhold judgment; they cared for disabled adults and opened their home to those in need. They loved to travel: to Germany for the Passion play in Oberammergau and to the Holy Land in Israel for pilgrimages. Grandma Alice called Richland “God’s second paradise” because the stark desert plateau reminded her of Israel.

Grandma explained that every stress and strain in life was the Lord’s will. She peppered her conversation with bits of Christian thought. She told me, “Don’t let the devil steal your joy.” She loved my name and once told me, “Hope is, by definition, defiant. It is only when everything is hopeless that hope begins to be a strength.”

Grandma and Grandpa showed up for all our sporting events and school activities. They took me to soccer tournaments in their camper, setting up chairs and playing cards while they waited between games. Their house was our shelter—a place to escape Glenn. We’d stay there until my mother could convince us to come home, promising that Glenn would be cool. We’d go home for a while, and then the chaos would start again, and we’d run the four blocks back to Grandma and Grandpa.

My mother was working full-time at Hanford. When I entered middle school, Hanford had shifted into cleanup mode. The government had to deal with the massive amounts of hazardous waste left behind from the nuclear buildup of the Cold War. This kept Richland citizens employed. Mom was working to clean up what has been called the most toxic site in the world. And the environment after work was pretty toxic too.

Every conversation became a battle. If my mom tried to discipline me or offer advice, I would attack her for her own failures. I felt like the outsider in my own house. My mother seemed more concerned with Marcus than with me. He demanded more attention: He was in constant trouble. I was lower maintenance: younger, a good student, busy with sports and my social life. But I felt neglected. I didn’t have my father. I rebelled against my stepfather. And I felt I couldn’t depend on my mother. At night, lying in bed, I made up stories about running away to Seattle to find my dad. We’d watch sports and eat Neapolitan ice cream—he could have all the strawberry.

My sister, Terry, decided I needed a female influence. Ten years older than me, she was a young woman with her own busy life, but she stayed connected, driving over the mountains to visit whenever she could. When she went on a trip to New York, she sent me fashionable gifts, like a pink Swatch watch. One day she picked me up and took me back to Seattle for a girls’ weekend. I was thrilled.

Terry is beautiful, dark-haired and stylish. When I was young, I was in awe of her looks and fashion sense. On that weekend in Seattle, she tried to spoil me and smooth down my rough edges. I loved the attention. She took me shopping at Nordstrom’s department store and bought me a green dress covered in little white flowers, along with green suede shoes. I twirled in front of the mirror and admired the way I looked. I hadn’t worn a dress in years—since my mother’s wedding to Glenn. I usually just wore a dirty old Raiders hoodie, with my hair pulled back in a ponytail.

But in that fancy downtown Seattle department store, I liked what I saw in the mirror. I felt beautiful.

We went to a skin-care salon, where I got a facial. Terry shaped and tweezed my eyebrows. Then, all dressed up and made over, we went to the Space Needle restaurant for dinner. The Space Needle was like our Eiffel Tower. Being there meant you were someplace important and sophisticated, high above everything else.

From atop the Space Needle, I looked out over the city and felt like a princess, like Dorothy in the Emerald City. I felt so lucky to have a big sister who was so kind. While the rest of the Solo children had inherited our father’s hot temper and short fuse, Terry was a peacemaker. She knew that things were difficult for me at home, that I needed to feel safe.

When I got back to Richland, I was teased because my eyebrows looked too perfect. But my best friend, Cheryl, told me I looked pretty. I could always count on her.

She and I had met in third grade. I’d started playing on a new recreation-league soccer team and met a little blond girl named Cheryl Gies on the first day of practice. Pretty soon we were inseparable. Cheryl and Hope, Hope and Cheryl—for the next ten years.

Cheryl was one of the only people I let get close. She was allowed into my house, inside my crazy life, an eyewitness to the chaos. She saw it all. She didn’t pass judgment or criticize. I think she knew things were weird in my house and minded coming over, but she didn’t want to hurt my feelings. She remained my friend, no matter what she witnessed. When I didn’t feel like a normal kid, I took comfort in having a normal best friend.

Cheryl lived on the other side of town, in a new development of large homes on Appaloosa Way. At Cheryl’s house, no one was screaming or fighting. There were framed pictures of her family on the walls, pleasant-smelling candles in the bathroom, and no clutter in the hallway. Even their garage was neatly organized. Being at Cheryl’s was like traveling into another universe. I started to spend almost as much time there as I did at home.

Cheryl’s parents, Mary and Dick, were generous. They invited me to spend the night all the time. They could see past my tough front. They could tell I was a good kid. Their biggest concern was my risk taking: I was always the first one to jump off a cliff into the river, to try to swim out to an island, to leap between balconies at a motel where we were staying with our soccer team. I urged Cheryl to keep up with me.

I wasn’t intimidated by much. Why should I have been? I was coping with risk and threat on a daily basis at home.

In middle school, I was assigned to write a paper about what I wanted to be when I grew up. It was then that I decided: I am going to be a professional soccer player.

I was dreaming for something that didn’t even exist. This was years before the 1996 Summer Olympics, when the U.S. women’s soccer team first entered the nation’s consciousness. This was long before any kind of professional women’s league had been established. I didn’t even know the names Mia Hamm or Michelle Akers. I didn’t have any role models. But I knew how soccer made me feel, and that I wanted to hold on to that feeling for the rest of my life.

Life was calm and ordered on the soccer field. I was special. My strength and aggression were a plus—I dominated as a forward. Back then, no coach would have ever considered taking me off the field and sticking me in goal. I was a playmaker. Sure, if our team needed a goalkeeper, I was perfectly willing to fill in for a half. But I was too good an athlete to be goalie. That was where the slow girls played, the uncoordinated ones who couldn’t run or score. I was a goal-scoring machine, always leading the attack. I felt free and unburdened.

In middle school, our soccer team jumped up to another level. The core group had been together for years—pretty much since the day I met Cheryl—with our coach, Carl Wheeler. We became a “select” team, which meant a higher level of competition and commitment. We were expected to travel to tournaments. And there were costs involved, which made it difficult for my family. I was fortunate that Cheryl was my teammate. Mary and Dick drove me to tournaments, took me out to eat, and never made me feel as though I didn’t have enough. My coaches, Carl and later Tim Atencio, gave me rides and helped me out, buying snacks and Gatorade if I didn’t have anything with me.

Our team traveled around the state to play. We loved beating the top teams in Seattle. They were the big-city kids who were supposed to win. We were the scrappy country kids who showed up in T-shirts with numbers instead of fancy jerseys. When we beat those rich-kid teams, it felt awesome.

One autumn Sunday, we were on the other side of the mountains for a game. It was a dark, rainy day, and Cheryl and I had carpooled with another player’s family. We pulled up in the parking lot next to the field, which was in the middle of a park, surrounded by woods and dripping trees. I got out of the car and looked around for our coach. Then I saw a large man limping through the parking lot in a rumpled trench coat.

I dropped my bag. “Cheryl,” I said, “I think that’s my dad.”
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