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To Collection


It is another beautiful sunny day in Nassau. It is made more beautiful because my granddaughter Kiera is here to share it with me. We are sitting on the terrace at my beach house. The gentle breeze is swaying the palm fronds, and the ocean waves are lapping almost noiselessly at the shoreline. We talk, we laugh, we sing, and I marvel at the miracle, or series of miracles, that have brought us together in this paradise. These hard-won miracles that delivered me from financial ruin, depression, and loneliness in to the light are the basis for this book.


“Here’s the church


And here’s the steeple,


Open the doors


And all the people.” Kiera is laughing.


And all the people indeed. And where was I, and what was I doing at four years of age?


The first story - THE INNOCENTS - is the first in this series of sixteen stories that chronicle my fifty years, stretching thousands of miles, and seemingly many lives.


This memoir begins by telling of the experiences of an unwanted child, born to American parents in the Canadian city of Vancouver, British Columbia. This child’s experiences as she grows, and ages, lead us through North America, Europe, Asia, South America, and finally the Bahamas.


It took fifty years to banish the demons planted in the mind of the innocent child that this author was. Fifty years for her to accept the fact that she, as much as anyone, deserved respect, love, and to live a life free of fear.


“Never let them break your spirit,” her grandmother often admonished her. The spirit faltered often, yet it did for her what all the King’s horses and all the Kings men were unable to do for Humpty Dumpty; it never failed her entirely. Through trial and error, she finally became a whole person.


My little Kiera is dancing in the sun. Dancing and as happy as all children everywhere ought to be free to be. My desire is that this memoir will enlighten, and encourage compassion, empathy, and understanding.


Weather I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or weather that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.


Charles Dickens novel


David Copperfield
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CHAPTER 1


Grandma Malone (Grand) was the sort of grandma that appears in children’s books, at least physically. She wasn’t very tall, and her figure was, well, round I guess you’d say. She called her form a (borderline figure). She dressed mostly in black, a classy, versatile color she told us, one that goes anywhere and with anything and when she went out the last thing she’d do before opening the front door was to pick up her little black hat from the hall table, and standing in front of the mirror she would tip the little hat a bit further to the left.


“Cockily,” she would say with a wink. “You want people to know you have spunk dear, and that way they won’t be as inclined to walk all over you.” Proud of having designed and made everything she had on, including the little hat, she would grab her cane, (she would likely have made that as well if she had had the time) and off she would go, with at least one of her seven grand-children trailing behind. This was Friday night after all, and when we were small, (small being younger than fifteen, by which time most children are too busy for such things) we took turns accompanying her on her shopping trips.


We loved those Friday nights. They were the high points of our week. I’ll admit to being happy when my three older cousins decided they were too old or busy (to help Grand shop) and I came in to my own, so to speak, at the age of eight.


It must have been close to six o’clock by the time I got home from school, changed, and Grand was finally ready to set out. In my mind’s eye it’s always rather dark, and definitely always raining. I guess it sounds strange, but I remember feeling particularly cozy walking along beside Grand in the wet, dark evening clutching tight to the handle of my huge umbrella.


We always took the bus downtown, and people being kinder and gentler then, always made room for the little old lady and the child to sit together. After we finished shopping for sewing material and choosing a half pound of candy for each family member, (everyone had their favorite kind) we, each grabbing a handle of the brown paper shopping bag, headed straight for the Woolworths lunch counter.


Hot tea and fish and chips, and unless she had been suffering from a bit of heartburn, lemon in her tea. At the end of the meal, her work-worn hands searched the cracked, and peeling black leather change purse for just the right change, and she said with a wink: “Here, you leave this extra for the lady, because she treated us special.”


On the way out the door she would slip me a quarter, coincidentally just the right amount for the little booth that took four pictures all in a row once you adjusted the stool, pulled the curtain, and deposited the quarter in the slot. Grand never did join me.


“No darling. I don’t look good enough for a picture to be taken.” Yet she looked awfully special to me.


She must have been very special to the many people she clothed, fed and housed as well. For as I grew I came to realize that the bits of material she had purchased, and I never saw again, had been used to (“Make some adjustments in a garment that is just right for so and so.”) The friend who stayed over a night or two, and we never saw again, who left with a “Nice bagged lunch so you won’t have to bother to stop to eat.” A man, young, and his very young wife and baby who one day knocked on the door of the old Victorian looking for a room to rent, who stayed two weeks, and were sent away with more than when they had arrived, and a thank you for being such good company. “You don’t owe me a thing. Just do for someone when you can someday.”


Well I guess in the strictest sense of the word all of these people were homeless, but to Grand they were “Just people who need a little help sorting things out.”


Grand always told mum that she was setting a bad example for my brother and sister, by her treatment of me. She never did stop however, and it was (us and her). Somehow I wasn’t one of them but Grand often told me that someday I’d be glad, happy to be me, to be different.


When mum was pregnant with my sister she had me memorize my dad’s work number just in case she fell ill and needed him to come home. I was twenty-two months old when my sister came along. Grand told me that I should have been sent to school early. Mum held me back however, until my sister was ready for first grade. I was eight and one half years old by then.


“She’s tiny, no bigger than Laura. Why should I bother to send her before I have to?”


“She won’t be with her own age group. She’s being held back when she, if anything ought to be put ahead.”


Mum even dressed us alike; she loved the attention she received when people approached to comment on (the twins).


“You have no right to undercut a child’s potential, and individuality” Grand always said. “Never allow anyone to break your spirit, or tell you what you can, or cannot accomplish darling. You must believe in yourself” Grand always said.


Of course there were always people who had the power to hold you back, no matter how hard you worked, and how positive you were.


I was ten years old when Grand bought us a house to live in. My worst memory during the years of all the evictions was one particular motel. We three children and mum had arrived late at night in a cab and entering the room, I ran straight for the bathroom and closed the door before turning on the light. Spiders, I remember the spiders. Large and black, they covered the walls, shower curtain, tub, toilet, everything. Within minutes we found ourselves in a cab again, on our way to Grand’s.


I was five when we took our first cab ride to nowhere. At the time I was afflicted with the nervous habit of blinking. Grand told me that she couldn’t count the number of times I blinked per minute. I shook too, and would burst into tears for no apparent reason.


Mum was always telling me that I was a wicked child, and that the devil was going to come along one night while I was sleeping and carry me off. Sometimes when I was sitting across from her at the kitchen table she would look up, and pretending to see something behind my shoulder would make faces, and laugh and pretend she could actually see Lucifer, as she called the entity, and at the time, being small, I had believed her.


The day before dad left I remember sitting at the dining room table, and he and I building the most beautiful house of Lego blocks. They had been arguing all day, but that was usual. Now just as I placed the last block on the wonderful dream house we had built, he raised his hand and smashed the dream apart. I began to cry, and he told me not to be a baby, and more words went between them, and was you’re nothing meant for me? And he got up and left the table and she laughed maliciously. I was five years old.


The next morning before sun up I heard someone moving about and got out of bed. I found dad walking to the front door, and he told me to stand at the living room window and watch for his car. He was just going to the store. It seemed an awfully long time, and the sun was up, and his car never returned.


Looking out of my bedroom window I liked to watch the duplex that sat across the side street. I knew that if I stood long enough the smiling lady would come out and wave to me. I must have made a sad little picture, crying and waving, my little face framed in the dirty window pane.


One day mum got very busy. She bathed us all and even washed our long matted hair, and dressed us in our best dress. We were having company she said. Years later I would be told that the company had been a social worker. After the social worker left I was not permitted to look out of my bedroom window, and the blind was pulled down tight and tacked in place. That was the last I would see of my friend, the smiling lady.


I had another friend however, a friend I didn’t think anyone would take away. She was so kind to all the children who visited her, and sometimes she would look right at me and speak. Sometimes she even said my name. I knew she cared about me. Then one day a man came and unplugged the television set and carried it out the front door, and with it my friend Betty White. That afternoon we rode away in a taxi, and I wondered if Betty White felt badly because she couldn’t say hello to me anymore, or if the smiling lady had seen my hand waving out the side of the closed blind.


Dad reappeared not too long afterward, and we moved from the motel to one of the most expensive hotels in the city. Initially, we had room service, and ate dinner in the lovely hotel dining room every night. However, as the weeks wore on our dining experiences became more and more humble, until finally we found ourselves eating in all night greasy spoons. The best of the worst was frequented by drunks, and shabby elderly people. One old lady in particular always wandered over to our booth, to, she said “Admire the beautiful children.” She smelled of urine, and had the odd habit of putting ketchup into a mug of hot water and then she broke the crackers up and stuffed them in with the ketchup. Fortunately, we were too young at the time to realize the full horror of what was happening.


Eventually we found ourselves back at Grand’s. The Salvation Army brought us a big box a few days before Christmas. Laura began to cry that there must not be a Santa. I told her that he had to have helpers deliver early because he was so busy. The lady looked sad and told mum that she was lucky to have a girl like me. I was seven that year.


Another rented house and I was allowed to attend the school across the lane, but only for a few months. We all came down with the measles. “You had to go to school, didn’t you? You had to bring this home to the others.” The chicken pox came next. I was covered with what felt like millions of mosquito bites, and burning blisters. I was left alone in a dark bedroom and told to be quiet. I lay listening, and when it sounded as though everyone was in the other part of the house, too weak to walk, I crawled on hands and knees to the telephone in the hall and called Grand. I remember my thirst, terrible thirst, and when I asked for water mum told me that if I nagged her for it I would not get it. “Patience is a virtue and wicked people are supposed to suffer.”


It seems as though Grand stayed for days. She brought calamine lotion to smooth over my burning itching skin, gave me all the water I wanted to drink, and fed me chicken soup.


Well Grand bought the house for us to live in, and dad went away again to work. Laura and I began day classes at the convent school. Mum often threatened to send me there to live permanently. I guess the only thing that had prevented her from doing so was her sorry financial state. She didn’t like it when I called Grand for help. Like the time she grabbed Laura by her hair and jabbing her knee in Laura’s back forced her face into the wall. I pulled her away, and Laura escaped.


That evening mum ordered me into the den to listen to her make a phone call. She called my best friend’s mum and told her that I was a wicked child, a child who had raised her hand to her mother. As she hung the receiver back in its cradle she turned to me, and with a sneer said: “Now let’s see how many friends you have.”


My friendships remained intact. The adults we came in contact with must have at least sensed the neglect and abuse we suffered. They were kind, though none were either able or willing to try and free us from our nightmare.


When I was ten years old Grand gave me an alarm clock. Now I could wake myself and the others, pack our school lunches, and braid my sister’s hair, praying all the while that they would hurry and not be late for class. I would catch it if they were. The Mother Superior stood watch every morning, then went from room to room to check for late arrivals.


The Mother Superior had problems of her own. She was young and beautiful, and very lively. She would gather the long skirts of her ugly black habit up in one hand and delight in playing soccer with the boys at lunch time. She could play hop scotch, and skipped double Dutch better than anyone we knew. However she cried a lot. As we girls grew older we realized that her crying times coincided with the unannounced and abrupt departure of a handsome priest. There were two over the years, and the crying episodes were followed by her taking little vacations. Sometimes she took quite a few vacations until the crying stopped. Years later we found out that she left the Order (ironically named the Sisters of Mercy) and because of doing so was disowned by her family. The good news was that she married an ex-priest, who, quite happily became a city bus driver.


Most Saturdays I carried a big green bag of dirty clothes to Grand’s to wash them in her old ringer washer, and spent time visiting with Grand while they dried in the sun. Rainy days were laundry mat days. We had a new model washer and dryer in our kitchen but were never allowed to use them. Mum claimed the noise gave her a headache.


Sundays I left at eight a.m. for the ice rink. I had my quarter, enough to get in and buy a candy bar those days, and water from the fountain was free. I made sure to stay all day, and prayed all the way home. Yes, I prayed as I walked that neither sibling had done anything to enrage mom that day. I was now held totally responsible for their behaviors. They had learned, as Grand had predicted, to disrespect me. They now blackmailed me, particularly Laura, by threatening to misbehave. They might accuse me of swearing, or saying something about mom, anything to get something from me, though I had little to give.


I once asked them why they wanted to see me hurt, when I had always defended and cared for them, and Laura answered that I was supposed to look after them, and give them what they wanted because I was the oldest. “And besides, they like us best.” Everything I did was belittled, whether academic, athletic or simply wanting to be left alone. I once asked the whole family seated together why they did not leave me alone if they did not like me. I never did get an answer, and was too young at the time to make any sense of them on my own.


A kind British lady who taught elocution at our school three times a week asked me to join her drama club. “You will need ten cents three times a week, and we will meet after school for one hour. All those dimes will add up and help us pay for transport to the spring competition.” I was thrilled. I ran home that day as fast as my legs would carry me. I kept thinking, “I am not a nothing, I am not a nothing.” And I somehow convinced myself that mum and dad would be real happy to hear this about me.


“Oh my God” Mum laughed. “We would have to hide in the last row of the auditorium in the dark. Look at her. Would we claim to own that?” Dad would go along with her if they were having a friendly period.


“The others were not asked to join were they? Who do you think you are?”


“We were the greatest singers, and your mum was the most beautiful entertainer I ever saw. Did you know that? You think you can compete with her?” Their laughter followed me to my room. I was ten years old. I should have known better.


That spring dad started a little league ball club for my brother. He had been turned down when he tried out for others. “You run like you’ve got a piano tied to your ass” he told him. My sister got a camera, walking doll, and those new style shoes they called squashed heels.


Jack did get a shiny new three speed bike, judo lessons, a new ski jacket, and skates. I did ask how he could do so much for one, and deny me a dime three times a week. “He deserves the best; he’s going to be a great man someday, you watch. Christ, you’d better be nice to him so that he’ll talk to you.” They were given wonderful presents that year. Transistor radios, a walking doll for Laura, a camera, I will never forget that year. On Christmas morning I tore the wrapping from a small china perfume atomizer, it was empty.


I did not say anything; all of my concentration was centered on holding back my tears. “You keep your nose in books. We couldn’t see that you needed anything. You’re not like the others”.


I began sleepwalking shortly after this Christmas. I shared a bedroom with Laura, and mum noticing the window open one morning, and the floor soaked with rain commented, “you will give dear little Laura a cold. We really should send you to the convent. The nuns will give you penance to do, and perhaps put you in a cloister where you won’t be allowed to talk to anyone. You’ll spend your life in prayer, and have a chance to save your black soul.” On another occasion I sleepwalked into the den, picked up the telephone receiver, and began talking to the dial tone.


One evening as we sat watching television, I happened to glance up and saw tongues of fire reflected through the piano window. The neighbor’s roof had caught fire. I froze in fear, afraid to utter a sound. I would be chastised for disturbing mum with the bad news. It had happened before. That was the day President Kennedy was assassinated.


It was a dreary, rainy day. The Mother Superior came running into our class crying, something we had seen her do many times. This day however, we were marched over to the church for an impromptu mass, and then sent home for the day.


I entered the house by the kitchen door. Mum appeared suddenly in the doorway leading to the hall. I immediately told her the news, and she scolded: “Why would you burst in here with such awful news? You are wicked. I had a lovely day planned, and you have ruined my day.” I walked to Grand’s.


This time I kept quiet. I heard the fire trucks approaching, sirens blaring. Next morning we found out that the kids next door had been playing with matches and ignited a tree. The flames then shot up to the roof. Our little neighbor had been injured, though not by the fire. Her alcoholic father had beaten her as punishment.


I knew about alcoholics. Once while we were staying at Grand’s between evictions, mum’s brother burst through the door one evening. I was about six at the time. Finding no-one downstairs, he began to throw things, curse, and finally hollered that he was going to kill whomever he found in the house. We heard thuds as he bounced from wall to banister and back, as he made his way up the stairs. For a moment there was dead silence, then suddenly he burst through the door. I looked round the room. Mum was backed against a kitchen cupboard, eyes wide, frozen in fear. My brother and sister, he a toddler, stood holding on to one another crying uncontrollably and a couple of cousins had fled and were hiding under a bed.


This scene has replayed itself so often in my memory. I did not hide. I remember my feeling of anger as though it were yesterday. I hollered to him to go ahead and kill us. No one could quiet me. It was David and Goliath and David won. Uncle fell to his knees in front of me, and taking my hands in his, quietly apologized. Then standing, he slowly turned, and made his way down the stairs.


I would grow to know many more tyrants.


One of the most frightening, vicious people I have ever known was a fellow grade school student I nicknamed (Nazi boy). Good grades were rewarded every summer with a trip to the Berlin Wall. He was every teacher’s nightmare, occasionally tyrannizing the class by launching into long, frenzied speeches proclaiming the superiority of the Aryan race. Shouting and pounding his fists on his desk, his face would turn beet red, as he lamented the end of the second world war before all undesirables had been exterminated. The teacher would order him to drag his desk out into the hall, and tell him that he was not going to join the rest of the class until he apologized for the disturbance. Days would pass, and his parents would intervene, apologizing for him taking class time, yet never for the wicked remarks.


The war had ended six or seven years before his birth, and so he had been trained to hate. He was no more than a robot, an anti-Semite, an anti-everyone, with no mind of his own: Whose family had immigrated to North America after the war and took advantage of the democratic right to voice an opinion-by voicing the opinion that most, or at least half of us had no right to exist. He attended church with his parents every Sunday morning, and as I stared at the back of his closely shorn head, from a pew a few rows back, the dichotomy of hatred for most of the human race, and their claims of Christianity always confounded me.


The little girl who sat in the first seat in the first row of our class was particularly vulnerable to Nazi boy’s claims that the imperfect should be eliminated. She was fourteen and in second grade. Her size was that of a six year old, and her face, that of someone older than her years. Her little fingers were curled and misshapen, and her nails deformed. And when Nazi boy frightened her, the little hand reached in to the pocket of her uniform and drew out a Kleenex, then silently crying she wiped her eyes.


Bev was a kind sweet soul, and her presence taught more about compassion and hope, than Nazi boy’s tirades were capable of converting us to hatred. In fact they had the opposite effect. He was by far the most unhappy, miserable child among us.


I was in my late teens, and happening upon a concert in the park I stopped to watch the amateur musical competition taking place at the outdoor theatre. Within moments of finding a place the little one appeared. Dancing, playing her accordion, smiling happily, free I thought of the burdens German boy carried. Her parents, now quite aged, sat front row center, supportive, and proud as always.


My friends’ parents attended parent teacher nights. They hugged their children and told them how proud they were of them, and had long talks with the teacher. These were the children that were favored by most teachers, and who were the most successful. These were the children who had school supplies, and who did not have to risk a sharp rap on the knuckles with a metal edged ruler for writing on both sides of their paper, or letting their pencil go dull for fear of sharpening it away and being left with nothing. I always wanted to ask the teachers who disliked the disadvantaged children if they blamed us. Didn’t they realize we wanted nice things, necessities? These were questions only I could hear.


Silent screams of indignation, anger, and so intense that sometimes I thought my eyes were going to pop out of my head, if my skull didn’t burst. The nuns claimed to have taken a vow of poverty when they joined the order. They seemed to be very proud of this. I wanted to know if choosing poverty rather than having it chosen for you because you were small and helpless, brought you closer to Gods?







CHAPTER 2


Grand’s kitchen was often a place of refuge. I never think of her but what the image of her brandishing a big mixing spoon as she talked and hopped up and down between stove and kitchen chair doesn’t appear in my mind’s eye. On one such chilly autumn night I sat with Grand talking when uncle’s two daughters arrived home.


The eldest of the two was sly and manipulative. Overweight, with mousy brown hair, she did not speak but squealed, high pitched, yet monotone. Her sister Erin, younger by only ten months than Terra was slight, blonde, and popular with the boys. Both were nervous, and while Terra overloaded on sweets, Erin always appeared to be sitting on a chair of nails.


Out of the blue this particular evening Erin, usually the most pleasant of the two said: “Let’s evaluate Hedy. I say she’s quiet because she’s a conceited snob.”


“No” Terra said. “I think she is what Aunt Ellen always says she is. A wimp who just listens, and no matter how nasty we are doesn’t defend herself.” She followed this with her signature high pitched giggle, and bit into another doughnut, while all the time complaining about her weight.


“Well at least you know you’re nasty.” Grand told Terra. “Now what are you going to do about it?”


“Eat some more” Erin remarked. And the battle, another of their daily battles was on. Grand referred to them and my sister as (the fighting cocks) and attributed their behavior to a dominant Irish gene. Whatever the cause, they spent a great deal of time with mum, who complained that I irritated her because she (couldn’t get a rise out of me) as she put it.


“Don’t let anyone control your mood dear” Grand had told me often. Put downs, of which there were many, were an invitation to fight. Hurt feelings were the stuff of wimps, and placid is what I was dubbed.


While I could move out of the way of nasty people there was one day of the year that I could not escape. Ash Wednesday. The first thing in the morning the nuns marched us over to the church. At one point during the mass the priest dipped his thumb in a bowl full of ashes, and we moved single file past him stopping to put our forehead in the way of his big dirty thumb so that he could smear the sign of the cross across it, in big dirty ash. We were forbidden to remove this mark for the remainder of the day. We were admonished against removing it even to walk home after school. Walking through the Protestant neighborhood had never been pleasant in the school uniform that the neighborhood kids referred to as our monkey suits. But with a big black mark across your head?


I believed that God expected me to be smart enough to protect myself. Therefore by fifth grade I decided to wipe the big ugly smudge away before walking home. Out of sight of the school, forehead clear, I made my way home by the usual route. That of ducking down alley-ways, and through yards to escape the kids who would holler cat licker, cat licker, and throw rocks my way.


The following morning Nazi boy told me he had seen me wipe my face and then reported me to the nun. My hands red and sore from the beating with the metal edged ruler, I spent the remainder of the day in the corner of the room, my face pressed to the wall.


Fifteen years later I would encounter Randy, who told me that our school years had been the worst years of his life. The nuns and clergy had harassed him by telling him repeatedly that if he did not convince his father to convert to Catholicism, his father would never enter the pearly gates of heaven. His father was Jewish. A Russian immigrant who had spent his life laboring as a maintenance man, while a good portion of his hard-earned money had gone to support these so-called Christians. Most painful to Randy were the memories he had of causing his father to cry. The guilt he was unable to overcome preyed upon his mind and heart and led to a prolonged period of depression.


I recall dad being home only twice on Christmas day. Pre-occupied with her unhappy life, Christmas was a particularly depressing time of year for mum. She took the bus downtown Christmas Eve, to buy what little she could afford to put under the tree for us. Most often we did not have a tree, but went to Grand’s for Christmas dinner. The night before Christmas was chosen, because of the last minute sales. She returned home late and alone she wrapped the little things she had taken so many hours to select at the dime store. She wrapped with bits of paper that had not been torn, when ripped from last year’s presents.


Creeping to the foot of my bed, I listened as she wrapped and cried quietly. Barely five feet tall, she seemed to me to be simply an aging child. One could not help but feel sorry for her at times like these, despite her sometimes cruel behavior. The ten cent perfume, the scarf she said would bring out the green of my eyes, or compliment the gold of my hair, I remember these things with tears of my own.


I was ten the last time I visited Santa. I had been made to go for the benefit of the younger ones. I told him that there was no point in any of us believing. Poor sad-eyed Santa. His compassionate kind eyes, peeking out from between the inches deep synthetic white hair, wished me well and I beat a path to the nearest exit.


The grandchildren who lived with Grand full time were allowed to put a tree up in the entrance hall, and decorate it. Grand did not pay any attention to the tree, and if I happened into the kitchen while she prepared the turkey dinner alone, I often found her crying. Perhaps that was her reason for wishing to be alone.


Christmas and Easter season the nuns ordered us to go door to door selling cards. Grand paid our tuition, but it was never enough. Parents were expected to do extra work to raise money as well. Bingo, bake sales, and flea markets all needed volunteer labor and donations. This put tremendous financial pressure on many of the families. Some of which were so large, they were given a tuition discount for two or more children.


We were instructed to wear our school uniforms while canvassing the neighborhood. The nuns wanted it to be obvious that we represented the school. The curses, and doors slammed in our faces were points we were racking up in heaven. Christ, we were told was suffering right along with us. Now this was a fine idea if you were one who believed that misery liked company, otherwise it was not much comfort. Personally I did not feel one bit comforted, or comfortable, with the idea of all that suffering.


I couldn’t see how people could get away with dictating how we spent our free time. We dare not refuse the sanctimonious nuns and priests, therefore the burden of moving the merchandise was placed squarely on the shoulders of the parents. Most parents did not want their children going door to door (begging) yet most could ill-afford to buy up all of these unnecessary things.


Cat licker, cat licker, I run as fast as I can: I am crying and praying that I don’t trip and fall or drop my books before I reach home. I was fourteen years old before I found the courage to ask the leader of the ignorant neighborhood group (he standing alone at the time) what he thought of me forming a group of my own. Yes I said I thought we might punish him for living in a particular house, or attending a particular school. He told me that was crazy, and of course it was, which was my point. Then I asked him if he had chosen to be born into a Protestant family. “Of course not. You can’t choose who you’re born to.” No of course not. An odd confused expression crossed his face, and as he turned to run away he directed a few obscenities at me. After this the stones he threw never came quite as close to hitting me as they used to.


Grand told us to be true to ourselves, because the nasty behavior of others was their problem. She used to say that sticks and stones could break your bones, but names could never hurt you. Of course they could hurt, but her message was not to let them. “Consider the source, consider the source darling.” Though her eyes would tear up sometimes, and she would tell me that ignorance bred fear, fear fuelled hatred, and that eventually everyone was cheated by irrational thinking.


Grand’s mother’s family had emigrated from Austria through Ellis Island and though Grand’s mum had married a French immigrant, the children were raised with their mothers’ cultural traditions. One day the teacher asked our class to report to her the next morning on our ethnicity. Both mum and Grand told me that you trace your heritage through your mother’s side. The following morning I reported this to my teacher, only to be told that I was crazy. Oh well, we ate chicken soup to cure our colds, felt guilty eating pork, and were told all about the Day of Atonement every year. All of this while attending the Catholic school. This was all very confusing, until one evening I overheard a conversation between Grand and one of her sisters.


I was fifteen the year Grand took me on a trip to California. “Well we just followed mother’s traditions; they did not even speak about religion.”


Then Grand, “Well father would have sent us to that Baptist church remember, where they forbade you to cut your hair.”


They both laughed, and then Grand’s voice broke a bit, and she said “Mother just wanted to protect us. Well, we marry Catholics, and are we any better off? I was never really accepted in that church, no matter how hard I worked for them. They aren’t much better off in some places either. Look at all the fuss over Kennedy, because he is a Catholic running for President. Now this one is asking questions. She does not feel that she belongs anywhere. The men in our family never drank or raised their hand to a woman either. No good comes of denying your own. Poor mother, we have been subjected to bigotry anyway, and have to feel guilty to boot.” then as they both began to cry a little, I slipped off to bed, and cried myself to sleep.


My happier memories are of Grand seated in her big wicker armchair on her front porch. Spring and autumn evenings were spent this way, listening to stories of her past. Tell me a story, Grand, is all we had to say, and laughing she would ask if we had yet heard this one or that, and once we found one we had not heard yet we settled down to listen.


Grand was only ten years old, and her mother sick in bed after giving birth called Grand in the middle of the night and told her to go out and kill a chicken and make chicken soup. After graduation from school Grand worked as a teacher, nurse, dressmaker, and designer. The story about the period spent working in a sweat shop best illustrates the kind of woman Grand was.


The sweat shop inhabited a dingy, dirty, shabby old building. It warehoused human beings paid by the piece, and worked until they could not see straight by the end of the day. The worker was given a ticket for each piece of work completed, the ticket placed in the worker’s drawer at their work station. At the close of the day the worker turned in their tickets, and collected their pay. Grand found it odd that the woman that sat to her right never raised her head to acknowledge her, not even to say good morning. After finding her tickets short day after day upon her return from lunch, she realized the reason for the woman’s odd behavior. She always returned from her break sooner than everyone else as well.


The workers were not allowed to take their tickets from the drawer until the end of the day. Now on the tenth day Grand returned from lunch, and turning to the silent one said: “Here, you obviously need these more than I”. Handing the woman all of her tickets she stood and walked out. Grand never looked back. The following morning, dressed in her best street clothes, and carrying a carpet bag full of samples of her work, set out. Walking door to door in the wealthiest neighborhood of the city, she canvassed for customers. Within a short time she had more work than hours of the day to complete it. Pride, motivation, and an unwillingness to be beaten down, had changed her life for the better. “Friends called me reckless for walking away from what they considered the security of the sweat shop, but you know darling there is never any security in being a door mat.”


When we were in the early elementary grades Friday nights were spent with mum. After school we boarded a bus for downtown with her. We referred to it as going shopping, though looking is a more accurate way to describe our forays through the dime stores. The old wooden floors had been worn white over the decades, by people such as us. People with not much money to spend, women mostly, wandering the aisles, looking at the pretty inexpensive things. Perhaps they bought a ten cent perfume for a little girl, such as me.


Or a ring for twenty cents, your very own birthstone, set in a cheap tin band. And for twenty five cents you entered that little booth, pulled the curtain, and had four black and white pictures taken in a row. Mum never would have her picture taken with me either.


Stores closed at six o’clock those days on Friday nights, and after browsing with mum we would make our way to the coffee shop up the street. There we sat in a booth, and mum would teach us how to order our meal, and use the cutlery in a proper manner. Yes we had to sit up straight and mind all the proscribed table manners.


It was on these occasions that mum listened to what we had to say, and the conversations never deteriorated and dwelt on the anger she felt toward dad, as it did when we were at home.


I felt so sorry for him when she called him horrible names, and poked fun at his appearance. And sometimes when he had been subjected to her cruel assault for hours he would break down and cry sitting right there at the kitchen table. Then she would smile the mean ugly smile, just like the one she used when I cried.


She began to leave the house at around noon when he was home, returning very late, mostly after midnight. They had their own rooms on separate floors of the house, and had lived that way ever since I was about seven years old.


Dad made more money when he worked away, and he’d send all but what he needed to maintain himself in the lumber camps home to mum. She put it all away saying that she was keeping it for a rainy day, and then sending us to our Grand’s to eat.


The first few weeks he was gone she would play the piano at midnight, and often in to the wee hours of the morning. When I complained that we needed to sleep so that we could go to school, she appeared at the end of my bed, and banging the iron footboard, began hollering. It happened more than once, and the tirade began with her spewing hateful thing about dad, and predictably progressed to her unhappiness about being a mother. It continued for hours and when sheer exhaustion and fatigue caused me to fall asleep in spite of her, she banged the iron footboard to awaken me.


She kept this up until she actually foamed at the mouth, and her hair, a thick dark mass popped out of her hair pins and flew wildly round her head. Framed in the light shining in from the dining room she took on the appearance of something not quite human, and very frightening.


On one such night as I looked at her she appeared to grow smaller, and smaller standing there. Her voice seemed to fade, as though she were floating further and further into the distance and I could no longer make out what she was saying.


Most nights like this I would simply block her out by saying my special prayer to God. It was a simple little prayer. I just asked him to please take me away, let me die in my sleep, if life for me were to continue this way. I imagined my ancestors up in heaven with God, and it seemed a wonderful place to be. I even imagined them smiling, and happy to see me.


Mum had refused counseling so often, and the few times she visited the therapist I remember overhearing her telling Grand how she believed she had outsmarted the psychologist. The sessions appeared to be some sort of game to her, something contrived for her amusement. Did she not realize how she hurt the innocents under her roof? Did she care?


It was all very frightening to me. She seemed to be two people. One told me that she wished that I had never been born, or that if I had died when I was an innocent baby my soul would have gone straight to heaven. The other spent hours curling our long hair. One Halloween eve she even made my sister and I little leprechaun costumes, to wear to our school party.


Early on during one of dad’s absences the abuse was so bad that I struggled to the telephone, hanging on to door frames, and knocked down, crawling along the floor, all the while being kicked, yet managing to grab the telephone, crawl under the desk with it and call Grand for help. My clothing was torn, some hair pulled from my head, and I had teeth marks and bruises on my arms by the time help arrived in the person of my nervous cousin Erin.


She entered my room as mum, who had thrown me on to my bed was pounding me with her fists, and alternately tearing at my flesh with her long fingernails.


Erin, taller than mum, pulled her away from me, pushed mum out of the door and closing it sat down beside me, her arm around me. She talked to me until I was able to stop my convulsive crying.


I was about thirteen at this time, and slightly built, no match for the raging maniac, my mother.


The following morning I pulled my bed in front of my bedroom door, and throwing a few pathetic articles of clothing in a brown paper shopping bag, opened my bedroom window tossing the bag out, and following it clearing feet high rose bushes as I jumped. Landing safely I retrieved my bag, ran to Grand’s barely stopping to cross street and never returned.


I don’t recall any talk of children’s rights back in the fifties. Rather, it was pounded into us by the clergy that one must honor thy father and mother, or face an eternity in hell, no exceptions. Mum always said that children were to be seen and not heard. A lot of women were not much better off. Parents, church, and eventually, their husbands controlled their lives. Grand said that it was not right. “People need interests, accomplishments, lives of their own. People are not property.”


Mum visited Grand as usual, but I would usually make myself scarce when she was there. She always found something negative to say about my appearance and always repeated the claim that I had heard all of my short life: “I was so much lovelier than any of my children. This one of course couldn’t be less like me. I can’t believe she is even my daughter.” Well neither could I.


I could overhear Grand telling her that children needed support, and encouragement, rather than condemnation. Sadly, Grand never got through to mum, nor did anyone else, including the parade of therapists.


Mum didn’t care how she made people feel. I remember her often saying that she liked to “Get a rise out of people.” I guess it made her feel powerful, in control, to cause others to lose control.


Well, being sent to school two years late caused me more pain than I’ve ever been able to effectively describe. Some of the children referred to me as retard because I was behind and the first day of school each year was always a devastating experience for me. As the teacher ran through the list of names on her roster she would ask each pupil their age and date of birth. I can still hear the laughter, and the whispers of retard, retard, when the teacher confirmed my age.


In the lower grades I was assigned a seat in the last row at the back of the class because of my height. One year I recognized this as a blessing, because of the holes in the soles of my regulation oxfords. These were very expensive, and parents were hounded unmercifully if they sent their children to class wearing anything else. And so, this particular year the soles of my shoes were reinforced with the cardboard cut from the back of a cheap writing tablet.


We were instructed to kneel during morning prayer. The teacher often wandered to the back of the room during our prayer; now if both soles were affected at least only she knew. Should only one sole be affected, I had only to cross one foot behind the other and no one was the wiser. This was good fortune.


The first year at the convent school was the worst. Our teacher that year was a young, fat, abusive nun. Because of her size she posed an even more intimidating figure, a fact I am sure she relished. I was handed an exercise one day, and smiled when I saw the big red A she had placed at the top of the page.


She said: “What are you so happy about? If you get less than an A you’re retarded, you’re older than the rest.”


Just before Easter vacation she handed out papers, and instructed the class to make an Easter card for each parent. I raised my hand, and told her that my sister and I were each one paper short. She replied, “You don’t even know where your father is. I’m not wasting paper.” I told her that he worked out of town. That is what we had been told to say to explain all of his absences. Her face now beet red, this giant reached my desk in what appeared to be one long stride and accusing me of being sassy proceeded to beat my small hands with the metal edged ruler until they were numb. This was the year my sister failed.


The first half hour each morning was devoted to the study of religion. One morning when the giant asked Laura, “Who made you?” Laura replied, “The Devil?” She had suffered her share. Her reaction to the neglect and chaos surrounding us had been to become a bed wetter. Her escape quite often was to shut down. It was as though she entered a trance at times, not hearing or reacting to what was taking place around her. And poor little Jack bit the whole of his fingernails off, and began to smoke cigarettes by the age of eight.


Incredibly I was blamed for whatever mischief they got into, as mum claimed that the eldest child set the example. “They would never think of doing (whatever it was) themselves”. This was an insult really, because it suggested they were incapable of independent thought. She absolved herself from any responsibility as well, by asserting that the eldest sibling rather than the parent was responsible for setting an example for children to live by. A secondary perk would have been that she had only to bother abusing one rather than two children at any given time. I was in my twenties when she told me why they had been favored. “They were not serious like you were. You were too serious, even as a baby you hardly ever smiled. They had such cute ways of manipulating us, and were so clever at getting away with things. They just seemed to deserve favoritism.”


And one evening as I sat drinking tea with Grand mum entered the kitchen and said: “Remember my girlfriend Jean’s mother? I was about the age Hedy is now when I realized that Jean had that certain something I can’t quite put my finger on, that defect if you will, just enough to keep her from being attractive. Hedy is so much like Jean. Mother, aren’t you going to say anything?”


And with tears in her eyes Grand responded: “I can think of a great many things to say to you. I won’t however, because I don’t believe anything I say will make any difference to you. It never has.” Poor Grand.


I turned to movies for inspiration, and an escape into a fantasy world when I was not engrossed in a book. Audrey Hepburn, the idol of so many young girls my age became my role model. I worked very hard to improve my grooming, my walk, my speech, and did my best with the meager funds allotted me to put together a small, yet decent wardrobe. My attempts at self-improvement were met with disdain. I wanted to be the best that I could be, but was accused of either insecurity, or great conceit by mum and my older female cousins.


“I never chose motherhood. It just happened. I would have jeopardized my immortal soul by going against the dictates of the church.” Mum was not shy about letting us know we were unwelcome intrusions, and although Laura and Jack enjoyed most favored status while I was under mum’s roof, they left mum at the age of fourteen respectively. First to Grand, and then to dad.


Not long before I left Grand’s, I approached the house one night and as I placed my foot on the first stair leading to the front door, I heard the crashing of dishes. Then it sounded like a piece of furniture had hit a wall, and my uncle’s slurred profane language erupted. As sirens wailed in the distance, I ran next door and jumped down into what had been the basement of the house that had burned to the ground the previous summer. It was autumn now, and as I huddled in the corner of the ruins on this chilly night I looked to the stars. I made a wish, and prayed very hard that soon I would find a way to escape my awful existence. I had just left my best friend’s home, and as I stood there listening to the sirens approach I saw Celeste and her family in my mind’s eye. Oh how lucky she was.


The sirens stopped and I heard voices. The police had arrived, and were placing my uncle in their patrol car. The car drove away and I ran up the back steps and into the kitchen. I found Grand seated in the middle of the kitchen floor, on the only chair that remained in one piece. She was crying. Everything had been destroyed, including the corner chimney, now reduced to a pile of rubble, and many of the bricks scattered across the kitchen floor.


“It is not the material things that count. It is the human toll.” I raised two self-centered, spoiled children, irresponsible people. One a violent drunk.” She never pressed charges of course. She never had and back then the police were powerless to do more than keep him until he sobered up. When he returned he resumed painting the outside of the old house, a project he had been working on for as long as anyone could remember.


I returned years later to visit Grand, and there, perched half-way up the ladder in the same spot he had begun twenty years earlier, was uncle. The ladder was found in the same position the day he died. Electrical wiring was another on-going project. Thirty years of make work projects had cost Grand thousands of dollars, and produced nothing. They allowed her to make believe however, make believe that her son stayed around to help her. The fact that he was totally dependent had no-one fooled, not even him, we knew that much. The money had gone to keep the local tavern in business, and he and his hangers on in whiskey.


No-one wanted an education more than I, and yet the disparity in age, now very pronounced, between myself and my classmates, and the violent uncle who, now as he was aging and sick spent more and more time at home, was distracting. Unable to concentrate on my studies, I spent an increasing amount of time planning my escape.


One home room class provided the impetus I needed to put my plan into action. This particular morning the teacher asked each child to stand in turn, and tell the class what they planned to do when they graduated high school. When my turn came round I stood and told the class I wanted to become an archaeologist. Dead silence filled the room for what felt like an eternity, and then the laughter began. The teacher asked the class for quiet, and I continued. I talked of travel, exploring the world, an interest in other cultures, lost civilizations, and became lost for a few moments in my exciting plans for the future.


When I finished the teacher looked up from her desk blotter and told me that I had built a wonderful fantasy for myself, but that girls taught school, nursed, or got married. “Something normal,” she said. The exercise continued, and as each child stood they confirmed for the group that they were willing to conform to the limitations that had been placed on them.


Yes, I was the only one who did not intend to be something normal. The last bell of the day finally rang, and I raced to my locker. I took everything home to Grand’s: And late that evening I went out into the back yard, found the old iron drum, tossed all of my school supplies in to it and lit them on fire. I promised myself that someday I would get an education, which I did: but for now, this act was symbolic of my break with the past. I wanted to destroy my ugly existence. I wanted to escape.


I found a job at an A & W drive-in. They put me on split shift, and I walked the three miles each way twice a day to save the quarter bus fare. It was a lonely time. My friends were all in school, and we drifted apart. Now I spent my free time dreaming about my future. I did not know how I was going to accomplish my goals, nor when, but I knew that I could never give up. I was, I felt, pretty well all I had when it came right down to it. All of the adults in my life, including those who I believed cared for me had problems of their own.


The night before I left my Grand she came to my room to give me one last bit of advice. “Treat any child you have the way you would have wanted to have been treated darling. Never the way you were treated”.


“A boy, Grand. Someday I’ll have a son. A son like my favorite teacher Mrs. Thomas has. He came to the school to help her out when he had days off at high school. You can tell she is proud of him, and good to him: And you can tell he loves her back, Grand. It’s the way it will be for me someday, Grand. So don’t worry.”


Dad. He was in town to visit us on the two week vacation he was able to get every six months, because he worked thousands of miles away. He picked me up at Grand’s, and we took a taxi to the train station. I was proud of him. He looked good in his suit and dress hat. “First class.” That’s what he always said. He helped me find my seat in the coach, and placed my one big suitcase in the overhead.


“The train is your home while you’re in it you know. Your way is all paid. You don’t owe anybody anything. Just be confident. Be comfortable. Don’t let anyone bother you, push you around.”


The conductor began to shout “All aboard.”


Dad took from his pocket an envelope, and handing it to me gave me a hug. His hands were worn, hard-worked, he had tears in his eyes. Glancing from his hands that held the envelope, to the tears in his eyes made my heart hurt. Yes, I remember thinking my heart hurts.


The train was pulling away from the station and I noticed that a few other people felt sad. I guessed leaving, even when you wanted to was sad, even when you knew that you would see your loved ones again.


I watched my reflection in the train window. I wasn’t Audrey Hepburn but that was okay. There was already one Audrey Hepburn, and as Grand had told me; “There’s only one you darling, and that makes you special.”


“You’re on your journey into the future, aren’t you darling? You were always looking beyond what you had here. You cried so long and hard one evening when you were about eighteen months old and no-one could comfort you. Then your dad picked you up and carried you to the window, and asked you again what you wanted: And you looked up to the sky and said: “I want the moon.”


THE END


Heather Whittaker




THE STUDENT
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My train pulled into the station late in the evening. It was a prairie city, and very cold in mid-winter. The people were very conservative, and viewed outsiders, especially those from my coastal city, famous for its hippie movement, liberal viewpoints, and laid-back lifestyle with suspicion.


I quickly found a job waitressing, and on my first day off paid a visit to the Board of Education. I had taken some of my hard-earned wages and dressed myself in a tailored suit, new winter coat, and all of the proper accessories. Yes I felt very good about myself when I opened the door to the education office, and walked up to the reception desk.


I gave the lady the information she asked for. Where did I live, work, where was I from. The answer to this last question caused her to stiffen her posture, and quickly snatching her half glasses from her nose, she pointed toward the door with her free hand and ordered me out.


As I opened my mouth to protest she angrily repeated her admonition for me to leave, adding “We don’t want any damned hippies here. You had better go back to where you came from.” I bolted for the door, and once on the sidewalk, I burst into tears. I was shocked, and frightened of protesting for fear that some government agency would force me to go back home. To what? I walked the city streets, and finally too cold and tired to do anything else, retreated to my room.


This bigotry regarding where I was from was new to me. It was all the more outrageous because I was within the same country. I kept waitressing, and one year later married a man of thirty-three, sixteen years my senior.


Having failed in my efforts to better myself, and quite poor, I married the much older man who had promised to protect and educate me. I was a new and hopeful bride, a resident of one of the most isolated places on the planet, a small mining town in the Territories. And within one year I gave birth to a beautiful, healthy baby boy. I named him after my favorite teacher’s son, Clark.


Now my husband began to publically taunt me about my lack of education, but not before taking my cat to the local dump and shooting him. I spent every waking moment with my son never out of my sight. I loved my little one so very much, and would have sacrificed my own life for him had it been necessary.


I now spent the hours that John was at work keeping the perfect house. Mercifully, he was not at home much, and preferred the company of his drinking buddies.


Should I ask him what he would like for dinner he would tell me to fix whatever I liked, then sit down to the table and begin cursing because he wanted something else. If he asked for chicken, and I served it to him, he would then holler that it should have been steak, then when I told him that I was not a mind reader he beat me about the head, once splitting my lip, and blackening my eyes so that I could not venture out of the house for more than a week. I was much too ashamed.


With the sweep of his hand he laid the contents of the table on the floor, then kicked and cursed me as I worked to clean it up as ordered, and start over. This was my new life. I began to sleep very little, and exercised whenever I had time to spare. My five foot four inch one hundred and ten pound frame quickly shrank to eighty pounds. I developed pleurisy and strep throat.


A girlfriend took my son and cared for him. He was safe, and happy. Then one evening as I lay on the sofa barely able to draw water through a drinking straw, John returned home from the bar. Pouring himself a drink he laughingly commented, “Most people don’t recover from a bout as bad as yours.”


My only source of medical attention was a young nurse. We had become friends before my illness, and she was aware of the type of man my husband was. Advice and antibiotics was all she had to offer me. She told me I had an eating disorder, and that every time I was tempted to reject food, to put a picture of my son in my mind. I was to eat for him, if I could not do so for myself. I had to win. In a matter of weeks I was able to get up, and I began getting stronger.


I did not believe that I deserved to be abused, nor that the abuse was my fault. I was embarrassed that I was not capable of finding a way out. My grandmother had taught me that one person does not have the right to abuse another. So my problem was not ignorance, but isolation. I was but one of quite a few women in the small mining town who were in my position. We did not have an education, trade, or family to take us in. We believed that we were stuck, and feared not being able to care for our children financially on our own.


We did not have telephones, and the mail arrived every other day via a van. This same van carried people in and out of camp, and it was impossible for one to make arrangements to leave without the husband being alerted. There appeared to be no other way to handle the situation than to keep one’s children safe, keep close to one’s friends and as one friend had said: Make a plan. This was really the equivalent to being kidnapped, and having to be on alert to make a clean get-away. The getaway would take some time, but I had a plan.


Determined to educate myself I joined book clubs, and soon I was reading psychology, sociology, the classics, and many others. I actually read on every subject available to me, including articles and books dealing with spousal, and child abuse. Books had been my salvation as a child, and they were here for me now. These were my best friends, and I filled bookcases with my friends. I read my way out of depression, and I learned.


Knowledge is indeed power, and now I felt the power to tell John that I would expose him should he harm my son or me. The physical abuse trickled to very nearly nothing. Now the threats began. “I own you like the car or the house, every bit of food you put in your mouth is charity.” Was that comment designed to cause me to begin to starve myself again? Starve myself in order to be more perfect. Starve to prove that I had control over something. If so it did not work. I had control of my thoughts.


“If you ever leave me I’ll hunt you down and take your precious boy. You’ll never see him again, and I won’t molly coddle him either. I’ll beat him into submission, he’ll find out who his betters are.” This was a sick man, though sick in such a cruel way. I had threatened to kill him while he slept, and only the fear of being separated from my son had kept me from carrying out my threat.


John had always told me that no court would award custody to a dumb, uneducated, bitch like me even if I were able to leave. He told me that the government would take my baby, and put him in a foster home. I found no books on the subject, and had no-one to consult. I found myself in the shower often, offering up the silent scream I had known as a child. The scream that had threatened to burst my skull open. And I prayed, I prayed to God to give me courage.


After four and one half years in the horrible mining camp, a place that I had come to believe was closer to hell than any fiery place mentioned in the bible, we finally left and moved to civilization. Now I worked whenever possible. I did everything. I babysat, clerked, earned secretarial, and cosmetology certificates among others, and worked full, and extra part-time jobs. Yes, I did everything but walk dogs, and all the while I raised my son, but I was not able to get enough money together to leave.


The lady my father had married shortly before Clark was born, was a kind and loving soul, a wonderful grandmother to my son, and the few times that I visited them my dad seemed to be happier than I would have ever believed possible.


She told me often not to wear my heart on my sleeve, but unfortunately failed to take her own advice. She remained with him, and two weeks before she died told me that she would as soon risk open heart surgery as risk a stroke, and be helpless and at his mercy. She had spent these last two weeks working to convince dad that a new will she had written was fair, in that my brother had received so much from dad she wished to leave my sister and I enough to leave our alcoholic husbands.


Sally never returned from the operating room: and the morning of her funeral he said, “It’s mine, it’s all mine”. He had run to the lawyer that morning and failing to grant her dying wish had had her original will prepared for probate. Sally had not been a sophisticated woman and had hired a lawyer she found in a little office in a shopping mall to prepare a new will. Dad had had no trouble subsequently paying him off.


Three months later my sister and dad drove three hundred miles to show me the new car he had just purchased for her. And me, I said. But Laura informed me that I could not afford a new car. “They cost money to maintain. It would be a waste of money for dad to buy you a new car”. Suddenly it was Christmas and I was eleven years old: And my sister and brother were opening expensive gifts, and I was pulling the paper from an empty perfume atomizer.


But it was not Christmas, and I was no longer eleven years old. Therefore I quietly asked about the money Sally had left Laura and me. Now his face turning its predictable shades of red, and his eyes cruel and cold he told me that he would buy me a car as well. I got the car, took it to the dealership at which it had been purchased, and found that it was not more than one-third paid for. According to the dealer, Laura’s had been paid for in full the day it was driven off the lot. Now I made a deal with the salesman. Three thousand dollars, an old junker, and my new car was all his. I filed for divorce.


Now fifteen years after boarding a train and distancing myself from everyone, I ended up living in the same city as the family I ran from. I did not want to remain in the city my ex-husband was living and could afford to move no farther than three hundred miles away. My brother, whom I had not lived close to for over a decade, and his wife offered my son and me a place to stay until I found an apartment. Three weeks later, as I was packing my car to leave their home they asked me for two hundred and fifty dollars, to cover our food, they said.


I paid, and we drove away to make a new life for ourselves. I was only sorry that after all the years of hard work, and striving I was not able to put thousands of miles between myself and son, and these people. At twelve Clark was bound and determined to work for the summer. Well, he asked my brother for a job, and Jack was more than happy to hire him. Clark worked like a little beaver, day in day out, up early and very conscientious about being at the restaurant on time. Then on his final day of work he was presented with a backgammon set for his efforts. I told him as much as I thought appropriate to tell a child of twelve, and emphasized that it was nothing to do with him really. I believed that it was because he was my son, and my sister confirmed my suspicions when she said: “Fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice, shame on me. You’re a wimp. It’s your fault you keep getting sucked in by people who don’t like you. We should have a pity party for you.”


A therapist I had met told me that he believed that I allowed any contact with them out of a false sense of duty, or an irrational fear of some sort. Or did I not want to admit the truth about them? Was the truth too painful? He suggested I tell them how I felt. I did so, only to be charged with selfishness, and wanting to hurt their feelings.


I had no contact for a year, and then dad’s new wife invited us for Christmas. As everyone sat at the table finishing their after dinner coffee dad said: “You should have been smart, and taken a trade like your sister did. She makes nothing but money. I don’t suppose you’ll ever do any good though.” Mercifully my son was spending Christmas with his father’s sister and her children three hundred miles away, and did not hear this. It always hurt him so to see me hurt. Now as I walked to the door, dad’s wife said: “Every family has a looser and you just happen to be it, at least right now.” And I concerned myself with not wanting to hurt their feelings. I must have been a bit crazy. Driving home I recalled my stepmother’s advice, about not wearing my heart on my sleeve.


I asked relatives, farmers who loved Clark almost as much as their own children to be Clark’s guardians, should anything happen to me, and I applied and was accepted at university. My plan had been successful. It was a plan I had not shared with a soul but my son. I was rejected five years earlier, as far as help with financing was concerned. I had approached the Finance Board and been told that it would be different if I were the head of the family. Under the circumstances however, I was advised to keep my two jobs. My husband now decided that it was he who deserved to further his education. Applied, quit work, and attended classes. I kept my two jobs.


I met my friend Anna while working at a low paying clerk’s position. We sat across from each other at a large desk, and over the course of long days spent stuffing envelopes, filing and answering phones, I told her that I was starting university the following September. Our backgrounds were very similar, our childhoods, husbands, and siblings. We had both been working to better our lot in life, and neither of us could understand how we had become the black sheep in our families. She had an elderly aunt in her corner, and I had my Grand.


On Friday nights she liked to come to my apartment for dinner, and was happy to see my son. She wanted a son of her own. Despite her horrible marriage, she became pregnant, and when her little son was only three years she was diagnosed with cancer. “You are so lucky to have been able to watch your son grow up, and he will always be there for you, I can tell.” She was right. “Oh if I had my health back I would not be afraid of anything. I would go, do, fight for what I want and need. Now you do it for both of us. No more victimhood. You will succeed. Prove to people that they don’t have to be victims.” She died not long after this conversation.


She fought for a year and a half to stay alive, to remain with her son. The last thing she did was spend what bit of money she could call her own, on a set of encyclopedias for her child. “I want him to be, to have more than I”.


I had once asked her what the worst parts of her treatments were. “The children, they are innocent, and frightened. We are in a treatment room together, two, three, four children may be among us. Their little bodies hooked up to the machines makes me feel so sad. I hate their pain more than my own almost. If I live I want to do something for the children who suffer.”


And so I lost my courageous, empathetic friend. The friend who listened and accepted me for who I was, as I had accepted her: and we told each other things we had not shared with anyone else. For one thing, though I was now thirty years old, the classroom setting at the university made me anxious. It caused flashbacks of my horrible school years as a child. I was once again older than many of the other students. I shared some of my school memories with Anna.


There were days when mum, having kept no food in the house would knock on the rear door of my classroom to deliver what was meant to be my lunch. She had stopped at the corner store on her way downtown, and collected a few items that were now handed me in a little brown bag. Twinkies, chocolate, milk, a candy bar. This was lunch. Taunted by the others as having been too retarded to remember to bring my lunch, I hesitantly opened the bag and removed the contents, knowing full well that the teacher was going to reprimand me for what I was eating.


For my tenth birthday party I was told that I could invite some school friends over. This was a shock to me, though I realized the intent behind the celebration. We were all instructed to sit quietly while mum played the piano, and sang with dad. I am sure this was my friends’ first introduction to opera, and it was my first and last party. I had spent the afternoon wishing I were invisible.


Respect for others was not a part of my parents’ repertoire. I was concerned about a fifth grade book report that had not been completed, and did not want my teacher to think less of me for it being turned in late. Dad told me that people were nothing but bone and hair, “nothing to worry about, don’t you know that?” While mum said that this was a horrible thing to tell a child, she also referred to people as, “Someone else’s mistake.” They dehumanized others so that they would feel less intimidated by them. I knew that they considered us mistakes, and were intimidated by any small successes we may have had.


Dad attended only one Christmas concert at our school, and it was just as well. He burst into song while a carol was being performed by the children. Parents were offended, teachers shocked, and we were embarrassed to tears. The following year I was given the lead in the school play, and became so fearful of him attending that I began blanking out at rehearsals and forgetting my lines. I was replaced: and though heartbroken, I was relieved. I knew if the same thing happened this year as last, I was going to be well-hidden in the chorus, and could pretend that I was invisible.


My sister had wanted to learn the piano, and the aged little nun who taught music at the school offered her lessons after school for free. One afternoon I walked into the living room at home and there found mum threatening to slam the piano key cover on Laura’s fingers. No-one was to touch her piano. Now the nun offered her own piano for practice. Mom would not allow this.


Decades had passed and during a trip north of the border to visit my son, I mentioned to dad how proud I was of Clark now working on his graduate degree. Old now and none the wiser, he leaned forward in his chair his eyes slits, his body tense, and told me I had better do the same or Clark would be, as he put it, “ahead of you”. I said I certainly hoped so, and that I was very proud of him. Now he gave me the familiar look of dismay, followed by disgust, and said only, “you never could think very well”.


In public he went out of his way to brag about our accomplishments. “Now tell me that I didn’t do a great job with these kids.” The voices ran through my head.


“She’s a dreamer, she thinks she’s so smart, says she’s going to be something one day.”


And dad, “Yeah, parents are supposed to mold kids, hell we own ’em. We can’t control her thinking though; thinks she’s better than us, can’t break her, can we.”


My favorite teacher had told me that dreams inspire us to set goals. I see her standing at the front of the class the day I gave an answer that differed from everyone else’s. My answer was correct, and Mrs. Williams told me to remember that. “Always stick to your guns if you believe you are right, and remember, there is no such thing as can’t.” I repeated this phrase silently, and often. It became my mantra. All of the people who loved me from Grand to Ann had given me the same advice; I had been lucky to have them in my life. Memories of them and their belief in me had helped me overcome some of the most trying periods in my life.


Now I was a student again, and though not taunted by classmates, I had an administration to deal with. There were more adult students in the school during this period than there had ever been prior to the eighties. Many of us were divorced and single parents. Professors accused us of taking up seats that high school graduates might have occupied. We who had been working and paying taxes for fifteen, and twenty years apparently had no right to be here. One professor even went so far as to ask all those divorced and single parents to raise their hands. He then proceeded to tell us that in the school’s opinion, we were there to collect benefits.


These were bursaries that those with dependents received. Though our incomes were less than we had realized while working, this was the accusation put forth. Some dropped out completely. Others downgraded their goals, to conform to what the arrogant professors had decided their futures would be. Looking to reduce their class sizes, and consequently their work loads, they had, I believe set an agenda structured so that most of us would simply disappear. I was not going to disappear, not any more.


During these years I could pick up a newspaper any day of the week, and turning to the editorial section, find at least one letter bemoaning what had become commonly referred to as the brain drain to parts south of the border. Well no wonder. While the United States was commending adults for returning to school, Canada was working to discourage as many of us as possible. With a healthy percentage of Canadian citizens fairly well educated, and few employment opportunities for these people, they needed a cheap labor pool.


I had had to tolerate the elitist attitudes of my professors, but when it came to my son being marginalized, had had enough. He walked in the door after school one afternoon, and told me that his teacher had told him that because of the fact that neither of his parents were professional people, the likelihood of him succeeding was almost nil.


Here was a child with an IQ of over one hundred and sixty, who had been asking questions of teachers for years, questions they had been unprepared to answer, and now he was being labeled, made part of an artificially contrived sub-group. Individualism, talent, effort, meant nothing. Who were these people who had appointed themselves gods, ready to dictate others’ lives?


I asked him to consider some of the questions I was about to put to him: Does one have the right to live up to their potential, should they decide to do so? Someone in the teacher’s ancestral line had to have become the first professional in the family, had they not? Does anyone have the right to put limitations on another human being? Are we programmed to continue through life like robots? Are we not responsible for our thoughts, and life choices?


The answers to these questions are obvious, and between us we agreed that people such as this teacher should be regarded as no more than challenges. Success being the best revenge, my son succeeded. And what of the other Children, those whose parents did not question, or did not care?


The first day of class one semester I entered the student finance office, and was informed that a new rule had been adopted over the summer. Single and divorced parents must now carry five courses, rather than three. Students without dependents were not affected however. I asked why I had not been notified so that I could have chosen the extra two courses. As things stood at this late date, the classes were already full. “0h you divorced and single people”. This was all the answer I got from the advisor. Her title seemed rather ridiculous under the circumstances.


I ran to Social Services and asked to borrow money if need be so that I would not lose the whole semester. “You have to quit school if you want help.” They offered me an office job at the local prison for five dollars and fifty cents an hour. People sitting next to me in that office were getting paid twice that for doing the same work. The first day on the job I was introduced as the woman from welfare. Yes, cheap labor. Why educate someone when you can force them to work for wages that barely allow for their survival.


The following semester I enrolled in school again, this time with a five course load. The young student living at home was entitled to the same amount of money as I. Day after day as I sat pouring over my books, I overheard them bragging about the new car, the ski vacation, or the trip to Hawaii they had just spent their new windfall on. Every semester I had to fight like a trooper to get my funding. Finally I transferred to a university from the college. I was assured by the university that half my credits would apply to my degree program. However after the first semester there I was advised that they were transferring one third of the credits. I had to redo all the others.


The rumors of a general goods and service tax circulated round the country, and the psychology professors I knew were delighted. I asked why anyone would want to pay even higher taxes. The answer: “Well those of us taking referrals will have a lot more clients. Stressed out people, we’ll make a lot more money. Referrals from Social Services, it’s a real perk.”


From social worker, student advisor, to professor, there was not much more than hostility directed toward those they had been employed to assist. Now these supposed mental health professionals were relishing the fact that these people would be required to suffer all the more. Kinder and gentler nation? Happily I did not believe these fools represented the public at large. Sadly however I believe they represent the majority of the academics, and politicians there.


I wrote a short paper the summer semester of nineteen eighty four: The hypothesis of which was: The identity of the student in Canada. Single, divorced parents returning to institutions of higher learning, have a more difficult time maintaining good grades. Therefore, single divorced, parents are abusing the system by attending.


Singled out as an identifiable group because of their special circumstances, this supposition or conjecture has been stated a fact. To date however this hypothesis has not been used as a basis for further investigation. Simply stated as fact, it has not been used to prove or disprove the accusations.


The failure to disprove allows for tentative acceptance, and does not bother with a rival hypothesis. It therefore moves from observation “B” to inference “A”. This hypothesis does not consider variables in circumstance, nor does it consider alternative explanations. Many factors contributing to these parents’ inability to maintain as high a standard as their life experiences suggest that they should, have been overlooked.


The responsibility, care, and maintenance for those under their guardianship, the financial problems inherent to most of these individuals, as well as the time factor involved in maintaining a balance between home, and study, all contribute to a high level of stress. All of these variables are not part of the single student’s experience. Therefore the external pressures present themselves in different forms, and to varying degrees as well. Because of these complexities, the so-called identifiable group has been poorly understood.


The Student Finance Board introduced a directive in nineteen eighty three stating that, single parents be required to maintain a five course load or lose recognition as a full time student. The single student is eligible for full time status with a three course load. It is a fact that the heavier the load, the sooner the student will complete the degree program. However it is reasonable to assume that this is the case for every student, whether single, or single parent.


The stigma attached to the single parent as a result of this bias, could over a period of time make observation “B” appear to be correct. Under duress, and therefore vulnerable, people are inclined to succumb to the expectations of others. Observation “B” then will have been used as a propagator. Taking into account the circumstances, and variance in life-style of each group, the relevant evidence suggests the hypothesis put forward here is far from correct.


I finally completed my studies despite the stigma, and bias and shortly before moving to New York I visited dad, who was now in the hospital. I had taken a psychologist friend along. His mild stroke had occurred three days after he had been accused of molesting a neighbor’s child, though on the day we visited the hospital I was unaware of this charge. Now dad looked at my friend and asked HIM how my studies were coming along. My friend answered positively and dad replied: “Isn’t that something? Hell she was always the dummy, you knew that didn’t you.”


And the dummy had tested in the top ten percent of the top one percent of the country for aptitude. To have shared this bit of news may have caused a legitimate stroke. I could not speak at any rate. I felt as though I had been kicked, and had barely enough strength to breathe.


We quickly made excuses to leave. Leaving the room, and walking down the corridors I recalled all the times when we were children, and had been told that dad was sick and in the hospital: all the nasty things said about children, and me always the nothing, the garbage, the dummy. As we reached the parking lot Gerry stopped, and looking into my eyes he brushed a wisp of hair from my forehead and said: “You know there has always been a sadness about you.”


Three weeks before that hospital visit one of Gerry’s friends had testified in an incest case. Frank had never made a secret of the fact that he was willing to testify for whichever side was able to offer him the highest compensation. Years earlier he had deserted a wife and children to, as he put it, explore his growth and potential. He had denied paternity when his second wife became pregnant, claiming he had had a vasectomy. Now married for a third time he claimed paternity and paid for an abortion. Now this ex-minister, turned psychologist, this weak and obviously unconscionable creature was selling himself as an expert on what was best for the families in question.


He testified that the father in this latest case deserved a second chance. “I told the court that I didn’t think he’d molest again. No-one can be sure of course, but they may as well pay me as someone else.” There was one little person who could be sure, and she would pay. The someone did not have a voice of course. She was after all, just another innocent.


I had spent my last year in school looking for employment. Those few prospects who answered my enquiries were indignant, and advised me that I was wasting their time applying for positions that had not yet been advertised. An American professor working in Canada had once confided in me that it was his opinion Canada defied one to succeed, rather than encouraged one. “It appears to be an obstacle course. It’s as though they employ people to dare you to pass in spite of them. And if you quote me, well, just don’t use my name.” He was the only professor who had not been sucked body and soul into the bureaucratic bubble.


The professor of behavioral psychology is a prime example of the type of person I had been forced to deal with during my student days. I had been maintaining a B average in his class, and called him one day to ask if I might submit my final paper one day later than scheduled; I had to take my son to see a specialist because of a back problem. I offered to bring the professor a doctor’s note. I offered to send the paper by courier. “Oh no, none of that is necessary, tomorrow is fine.” Weeks later the final marks were posted, and to my horror I had been given a D.


“Your paper was a day late. It’s not my fault you had other things to do, single parents”. Single parents, or sick profs?


I felt I was the luckiest person in the world the day my plane taxied into LaGuardia airport. I felt lucky to be an American. I found employment just months prior to my grandmother’s death. She was over one hundred years old when she passed away. The year prior to my move to New York, she had asked me to spend whatever it may cost to attend her funeral, on my son. She had asked me to promise her this. A practical woman, she knew the state of my finances, and more. “Funerals are for those left behind darling. They are an opportunity for the survivors to comfort each other. You don’t owe it to them.”


Then as she had when I was a child, she told a little story to illustrate her point. It was the story about the child walking in the woods on a cold wintery day, and encountering a snake in the grass. The snake promises to treat her differently than she expects, and she agrees to pick it up and carry it with her. Now feeling a sharp pain in her side, she asked the snake why he would hurt her after promising he would not: To which the snake replies, “You knew what I was when you picked me up”. Unfortunately I would forget that lesson from time to time over the ensuing years, but that is another story.
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Spring had arrived and I was finally graduating from university. The auditorium was full to capacity, and although many if not most of the students were in debt, all were enthusiastic and hopeful about their futures. These years of struggle, sacrifice, and the financial burdens incurred were viewed as investments for the future. These students, many of whom were parents, believed they had invested in their children’s futures as well as their own. I was one of these parents.


As a very young mother I had rocked my baby in my arms and dreamed of him graduating Harvard, as the Boston Pops lulled him to sleep. Well I was far from a Harvard graduate myself but this was my personal dream come true. The secret dream I had held on to for a lifetime. It should have been a wonderfully happy day.


“Do not expect to be any better off because you have graduated. Most of you will not be; in fact many will be worse off, student loans etc. ha, ha. Just be satisfied that you have accomplished this.” This was the dean of the university who with his references to the economy and belt tightening, sounded more like a politician running for office than an academic presenting a convocation speech. I was sorry that I was in attendance and now I had to cross the stage and shake hands with this man to collect my degree. Well I would not have to trust them to mail it to me at any rate.


I had forged ahead in spite of those who told me that I was incapable of raising my son on my own, let alone attending university. I had succeeded in doing both and now it as time to leave. Being an American citizen I decided to move to New York City from Canada. America, and the American dream. Well, advertise and they will come. My son was beginning first year university in the fall, and I needed work, I needed hope, and there did not appear to be much of either to be found here. My ancestors had immigrated to New York through Ellis Island. While they had endured a long and uncomfortable boat trip, I looked forward to a quicker and easier journey thanks in part to them.


As my plane approached the island of Manhattan I got my first look at Lady Liberty. This was the wonderful experience described so often in novels, plays, and essays, and now it was mine.


This autumn found me living in a studio apartment on Madison Avenue, and Sixty Sixth Street in Manhattan. I thought it was wonderful. I found that if I stood in my bath tub to peep out of the window I had a lovely view of the apartments on Fifth Avenue across from Central Park. I loved their roof top gardens; and the trees in the park rose above these buildings providing a cavalcade of color. The breeze flowing through the open window felt crisp and fresh and smelled of autumn, and oh yes, I loved my new city.


My building was over one hundred years old. My room had ten foot ceilings, and old sash windows covered by lace curtains. I enjoyed the sound of the radiator clicking away, the people, and the traffic. Even the saxophone player making music somewhere down the Avenue contributed to my happiness. This city was one great big alive people machine, and I was right here in the middle of it.


I began work as a temporary a few days after arriving in New York. The first assignment was receptionist at a children’s book publisher. I was offered a full time position but could not afford to accept. I had been what my grandmother termed financially embarrassed for far too long and needed more money. The people were very good to work with as was the case at the next assignment.


The collection agency placed me in their computer room. The boss offered me an advance on my wages saying that he understood how difficult it was to move to New York with its high cost of living, and start over. The receptionist demonstrated how to wear my shoulder bag New York style, strap over the head and across the chest. “Less likely to have it snatched from you, Heather.”
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