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      Sitting in my car in front of Mom’s house in Jess Ranch, I swallowed hard. At age 43, I knew this day had been coming for months and I simultaneously anticipated and dreaded it. The Jess Ranch retirement community had been Mom’s home for the last year. Situated 100 miles North of Los Angeles and our house in the Granada Hills suburb of the San Fernando Valley, she seemed to be happier than ever.

      I decided to go to Mom’s house alone this time for two reasons: I wanted to find answers about the Jones family secrets of the past, and I wanted my kids to understand where they came from. My sister Linda and Dad were now long gone, and Mom, in her 80’s, wasn’t far behind. My kids Josh and Gabby were almost teens and I wanted to create a family tree for them. As the youngest child with two big sisters and four much older half siblings, I hardly knew my extended family.

      As I stared aimlessly out my open car window, my mind flashed back to my childhood in Granada Hills. For a moment I was twelve years old again, sitting for dinner at the big bright white dining room table: Mom, Dad, Becky and me. Linda was noticeably absent as usual although her absence was never mentioned. The persistent smell of Dad’s Mennen cologne and smoke from his Camel cigarette wafted out of the kitchen, overpowered only by the scents of Mom’s elaborate, homemade cooking. Mom laughed as she simultaneously stirred the buttermilk gravy and poured herself a gin and tonic with a twist of lemon. The gin was mostly odorless; however, her Heaven Scent perfume, like Dad's Mennen, was permanently infused to her skin.

      Now here I was, sitting in my parked car in front of her house. After years of struggling at the thought of approaching Mom about the past, I was finally ready. Battling my own deep sense of loyalty, I had worked up the courage to talk to her about our family secrets. Meeting with Mom was not only for me, but also for Linda. 12 years my senior, Linda was the only one in my family that I had felt close to. Our relationship was special—although I was too young at the time to identify such things. But when we were together, I felt differently, relaxed, connected, alive! Linda and I never had a bad day together. Whether it was a day at Santa Monica beach, going to a Dodgers game or doing mundane chores, Linda and I fit together in ways that seldom if ever occurred with the rest of my family. Little did I know, while this was going on, she was doing all she could to get away from Dad. All the while never mentioning an ounce of the horrors she endured. Unbeknownst to me, she was more than my sister or best friend. She was doing everything possible to ensure that I had a happy childhood. She was the one I felt the most comfortable with, and the most loved. After all that she gave—including her life ultimately—a part of me felt a determined sense of finding some answers, of some meaning for all that happened. I will always be my sister’s brother.

      Mom was the youngest in a family of immigrants from Norway. Short and stout, her smile perpetually glued to her face, Mom never had a bad day. She would get mad on rare occasions, such as when I wet the bed and she had to deal with it, but my most persistent memory of her is her laughing, gregarious manner.

      When talking about her childhood, Mom laughed and said that her mom was busy with so many kids. Svanhild, her mother, was pregnant with Mom when her husband died and she remarried two years later. Mom never used details when she described how terrible her step-father Frank was, except to say that he was a chronic alcoholic. These brief mentions usually occurred in the kitchen as she was fixing dinner. “Clay, get me a potholder quick, this oven dish is hot!” She’d laugh as she had one hand on the open oven door and the other on a meat thermometer. She said, “I remember when my mom was fixing dinner, nothing was ever good enough for Frank. He was awful.” More smiles and less details.

      “How did you learn to cook?” my 12 year old self queried.

      “Ohh, I learned all that after I met your dad! I finally had the time and patience to learn recipes. And he never complained! He was easy to cook for, still is. And once I had the right tools, my Corning Ware and baking dishes, oh and my Betty Crocker cookbook, I enjoyed it! But not everything comes out the way I hoped, so I just throw those recipes away!” She shrieked with laughter, sipping on her gin and tonic.

      Wrapping her arms around Dad’s shoulders and neck from behind, she continued. “When I married Dad, everything changed for the better.” She smacked him a kiss on his cheek. Dad put down his cigarette, silently smiling as he lifted his bourbon and water to his lips.

      Mom almost never talked about her first husband who she was married to before Dad except to say he was “horrible” and nothing more. They had two girls, Barb and Joanne, my half-sisters who were some 20 years older than me and I rarely saw. Mom and Dad met when she was working for him, but she never disclosed details. Years later I learned that Mom became pregnant with Linda while having an affair with Dad and still married. Dad had been divorced from his first wife with whom he had two children also: Jo and Chuck, my other set of much older half-siblings. Linda's illegitimate birth was the impetus for incredibly destructive secrets to come including the unspoken truth of who her father was.

      My dad Charles was born in Trenton, Missouri in 1908. On the year he was born the Supreme Court sustained Oregon's 1903 ten-hour day law for women in factories and laundries. The decision classed women together with minors and rested on women's biological “inferiority,” their potential maternity, and their “natural dependence on men.” Says the Court:

      
        
        “That woman's physical structure and the performance of maternal functions place her at a disadvantage in the struggle for subsistence is obvious. This is especially true when the burdens of motherhood are upon her. Even when they are not, by abundant testimony of the medical fraternity, continuance for a long time on her feet at work, repeating this from day to day, tends to injurious effects upon the body, and as healthy mothers are essential to vigorous offspring, the physical well-being of woman becomes an object of public interest and care in order to preserve the strength and vigor of the race.”

      

      

      Dad’s first car, a Model T Ford, was introduced on August 12th, a week after he was born, and General Motors was created in September of that year. At Ft. Myer, Virginia, Thomas Selfridge became the first person to die in an airplane crash. The pilot, Orville Wright was severely injured in the crash but recovered. Three years earlier the Wright brothers had made their historic first flight. The FBI was founded, as was the Ex-Lax company. Mother’s Day was observed for the first time that year, although not in every state. Hobos of America was founded by hobo Jeff Davis, 20, who fought to distinguish hobos from tramps and vagrants. Some others who shared Dad’s birth year were the actress Bette Davis, future U.S. President Lyndon Johnson and Oskar Schindler, who rescued Jews during World War II. Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid were killed by soldiers in Bolivia that year and Roosevelt was in the White House. Not F.D.R. but rather Theodore Roosevelt, our 26th President. Dad was six when World War One started. In 1936 when he was 28, the Summer Olympics were held in Berlin, where Hitler’s Nazi Party had recently taken control.

      Dad was tall, thin and good looking. He alternated between having a smile or a grimace on his face, depending on the contents of his stomach, or more precisely his liver. Dad worked in the cookies and crackers industry all his life. His story about greasing cookie sheets as a young man to later become a manager of a large commercial bakery was recounted by him and Mom countless times. This would eventually take all five of us to Brazil and Mexico where he brought his expertise to commercial bakeries there.

      Dad was overtly racist towards blacks, and had no difficulty expressing that, frequently cursing about “niggers.” He was well-versed in discrimination and was fluent in hate speech as a second language. Since a young boy, I could never understand why Dad hated black people. They seemed no different than us. By the time I was seven, I knew I would never be like him. I rarely felt close to him and as time went on I realized I wanted to do “father-son” things (such as going fishing), but we never did. As the youngest in the family, and the “quiet one,” I never asked.

      Although I was never expressly taught, something in my soul told me at very young age that while some people look and act different than others, inside there’s a part of us that is all the same. Whether watching him rant about the race of the caddies at a golf game on TV, or in conversation with Mom about a black person she knew, I learned, without ever being told, never to challenge his ideas about race. I accepted him as he was. In complete silence. Or perhaps I simply stayed quiet in self-preservation auto-pilot.

      By the time I was 12, my dad was almost 70 and full of gray hair. Then he grew a beard which was long and gray too! By the time I was a teen I was especially embarrassed to be seen with him in front of my friends. Not that this was a major concern, as my father and I rarely did anything together. On the rare occasion when one of my friends saw him, they would ask if he was my grandfather. I felt embarrassed telling them he was my dad. I felt awkward in an already uncomfortable stage of life

      Throughout most of my childhood, I didn’t feel connected to either of my parents. I grew up content within my daydreams and distractions. Mom always said Linda and I were loners, self-sufficient. Eventually I realized that Mom was equally as prejudiced as Dad, but she didn’t show it. Mom was a very subliminal and polite racist, always using nuance and innuendo. As young as I can remember I told myself I would never see or treat anyone that way, no matter what race they were. Once I became a young adult, things began to come into focus. I gradually came to understand that our family was different, odd, troubled. However, it would be another twenty years until I fully understood the depth and complexity of our struggles. But then I realized that I had the opportunity to not only save myself but also alter the trajectory of the Jones clan, hopefully for the better.

      
        
        Monster: derives from Latin monstrum, an aberrant occurrence, usually biological, that was taken as a sign that something was wrong within the natural order. The word connotes something wrong or evil; a monster is generally morally objectionable, physically or psychologically hideous, and/or a freak of nature. It can also be applied figuratively to a person with similar characteristics.

      

      

      That day, as I made my way to Jess Ranch from Arizona, driving across the hot summer desert, watching the barren landscape go by, my mind wandered. It was a route I’d traveled to California from Phoenix, Arizona many times before, always with my kids Josh and Gabby. But this time I went alone. Driving West along I-10, I couldn’t help but notice the parallels between the desert landscape and our family during the years I was growing up. The rolling sand dunes, occasional cactus here and there, untold acres of Joshua trees, barren tumbleweeds blowing, twisted rock formations. All were created out of something. Each a perfect creation in their own way.

      As I drove on, each mile bringing me closer to Mom’s house in Jess Ranch, I wondered what part nature played in our family’s creation. Some say that everything in nature is perfect. I suppose the desert is like that. I wondered about the snakes and prairie dogs. I admired the birds flying overhead—as a young boy I had wished I could be one. To fly high above the earth, seeing farther than any other creature. To feel the wind rushing against my body. To overcome the limitations of gravity and soar in the clouds. From a very young age, I saw eagles as symbols of nature’s grandeur and wished I could be one.

      But what about families? What about our family? Families are natural creations too, right? And if nature is perfect and grand, then there must be something perfect in the creation of our family, too. But where was the perfection there? How could that be?

      Nature also has an unforgiving side. Eat or be eaten, survival of the fittest. The strong crushing the weak. Perhaps it was not for me to see the end result of our family’s creation; I was only a bit player with a small role in a much larger production. Perhaps that production would play itself out long after I was gone.

      The road rumbled on the steering wheel. My right foot ached from holding the car at a steady speed all day, as the sun slowly sank into the horizon directly ahead. Was I really doing this?

      Linda was always my favorite. Although I was too young to understand theories that I would learn much later as a child welfare professional—social-emotional development and the like—when I was with Linda, the world came alive. With Linda I could relax and be myself. We laughed! We started playing guitar together when I was seven. We went to the Dodgers games and the beach in the summer when we lived in L.A. While I was too young to understand the theory, Linda and I shared genuine love and affection. Looking back it was as if an emotional-relaxation switch was turned on or off depending on whether we were out together or I was home with the rest of my family. Even though she was twelve years older than me, and I didn’t get to see her as often as I would have liked, from an early age we shared something special.

      I wanted to talk to Mom about Linda, about the “things that we pretended didn't exist," including her death in such an awful way. But that conversation would be problematic. I would have to face Mom and talk about the unspeakable, including sex, drugs and violence. It was Mom and Dad’s cruel version of Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” campaign. Not to mention the particularly sensitive question of whether or not Dad was Linda’s biological father and most agonizing of all, his sexual abuse of her that went on for decades, hidden in plain sight. Could I actually face her? Would I ever summon the courage? Or would I be crushed into nonexistence?

      The courage to talk about this with Mom grew out of my recovery from growing up with two alcoholic and deeply troubled parents. Mom and Dad had been too preoccupied with their own twisted inner worlds to nurture and protect their children. But now I had grown past the denial. Past the anger. Past the unbearable pain of losing Linda, whom I adored. Although I was approaching my 40’s, the thought of facing Mom alone about this scared the living shit out of me.

      Growing up with two alcoholic parents took a toll. A few of the gifts of the magi included: fear of authority figures; fear of angry people; frozen, repressed feelings; difficulty making decisions; and an over-developed sense of loyalty—to name a few. These were my silent passengers, rather they were co-pilots navigating the flight that was to become my life.

      At age 41, at Becky’s suggestion, I found the Adult Children of Alcoholics recovery program (ACA, a 12-step program). Many people in ACA share a collection of problematic characteristics found in people who grew up in a family such as ours.  These traits can be described as follows:

      
        
          	
        Adults who grew up in “dysfunctional” families (often with alcoholics and /or people with other struggles)  sometimes self-isolate and can be afraid of others in authority.
      

      	
        Such adults can overdo “people pleasing" behaviors, which can cause identity issues.
      

      	
        These adults can be overly sensitive to criticism from others and may avoid arguments.
      

      	
        These affected adults often encounter their own struggles with alcohol, find partners who do, or have other unhealthy personality traits.
      

      	
        These “adult children" may view themselves as helpless or become involved with a partner who they view as such.
      

      	
        Such adults may take on more responsibilities than appropriate as it serves to distract them from themselves.
      

      	
        Adult Children may underestimate their own abilities to be assertive.
      

      	
        These adults can seek out discord and chaos at times.
      

      	
        Adult Children sometimes find a partner who they feel needs to be “rescued” or showered with mercy.
      

      	
        Adult Children sometimes deny many of their own feelings including positive ones in order to avoid discomfort.
      

      	
        These adults may feel low self-worth and underestimate their talents.
      

      	
        Sometimes these adults will remain in an unhealthy relationship in order to avoid being alone.
      

      	
        Adult Children may exhibit behaviors similar to parental alcoholics, even though they do not drink.
      

      	
        Rather than being assertive and pursuing their dreams, Adult Children tend to respond to life as it comes.
      

      

      

      As I read through the common traits, I immediately recognized that it could have been written just for us, and me in particular. I identified with most of the list. The chronic dysfunction (to say it politely) within our family eventually caused my blood type to morph into “O-Negative, shit happens.”

      Thus, I could never be a blood donor.

      I had learned to hide these things well from others and especially from myself. I became very self-reliant and ignored my feelings, fears and needs. All with my eyes blindly closed for my entire life. By the time I was seven, I had learned to fend for myself and stay out of the way of most people, especially Mom and Dad. But now, it was time to open my eyes to them. As the senior surviving member of our family, Mom was the best suited to help me to construct a family tree, and she probably didn’t have a lot of time left. This would be my safe point-of-entry to eventually face head-on the stark reality of why we couldn’t talk about who Linda’s biological father was. And perhaps other things. Things that we couldn’t, or more accurately never dared to talk about before. Those things that we pretended did not exist.

      By early afternoon, as the miles rolled past on the hot asphalt of Interstate-10, I was getting closer to Mom’s house. With every mile of the hours-long drive from Phoenix, I could feel my heartbeat accelerating ever so slightly. I gripped the steering wheel tighter, wondering how this would go. What if I went to all this trouble and chickened out at the last minute? What if I lost the nerve to talk about what was silently forbidden to mention for my whole life?

      Facing confrontations is not what I do. I avoid conflict. From a very young age, conflict avoidance had been an effective means of self-protection-emotionally and otherwise. Camouflage is an effective survival strategy in nature, and I became adept at blending in with the wallpaper. And the carpet. I could hide in plain sight into near non-existence. Not one to make demands, or hardly even requests. It kept me safe and completely unaware. My primary means to do this was to never make a fuss, especially if it involved things such as injury or pain to me. Without ever being told, I learned from a young age that if I had such needs, it was not okay to ask for help. Eventually in my recovery, the ACA traits would come to life:

      The 7th trait: Adult Children may underestimate their own abilities to be assertive.

      This eventually translated to denying many of my own needs, particularly love, protection and belonging in my family, but also being cared for when injured as happens at times. However, when I was with Linda, things were different. I could laugh and be silly, without understanding it at such a young age, I felt the way children are supposed to feel when surrounded by their parents and other members of their family.

      But after coming this far in my own recovery, I knew somewhere, somehow, I needed to face my mother. I owed at least that much to the memory of Linda. I had to do everything I could to understand what happened, what went wrong, and why. It was up to me in order to find myself for that little boy who dreamed of flying like an eagle and yearned for the freedom to know and feel his own feelings. As I drove on, the sun began sinking lower and lower on the horizon and the barren desert landscape gave way to trees, malls and civilization. Would the eagle lose its nerve? Welcome to Apple Valley, California.

      As I approached the entrance to Mom’s street, an elderly white man in a blue security uniform smiled and said, “Welcome to Jess Ranch.” He placed a parking pass on my dashboard as I forced a smile in return. Watching the large double gates slowly open, I tentatively pulled ahead. I whispered to myself, “We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.” And indeed I wasn’t.

      The sparkling roads on the way to Mom’s house made the area feel oddly familiar. The houses were like smaller versions of my childhood home in Granada Hills, each with perfectly trimmed lawns, pristinely painted mailboxes, and smartly dressed roofs. Some had clever signs in the yard: “Here lives an old bird and one cute chick.”

      Noticing the uniformity and tidiness of the houses, I was reminded of how things may appear one way on the outside and be very different on the inside. Our family was like that. Every family has a façade. A persona if you will, an image. But image is not the same as essence. And in our family, it was the image that mattered. The image of a family who lived in the right neighborhood, drove the right cars, and wore the right clothes. And the children were so happy. Just look at those smiles! However, the hidden truth was that behind the smiles there lived an entirely different, wicked reality. Dad had been sexually abusing Linda (and as it turns out, other young girls) for decades. While Dad was committing atrocious crimes, Mom was busy running the house with her typically upbeat laughter as if nothing in the world could possibly be wrong. But what did she really know?

      Finally the moment had arrived. Taking a deep breath, I walked up to Mom’s front door. I paused before ringing the bell. Eventually, I leaned forward and rang the bell. I wondered anxiously if I should give Mom a hug when she answered.

      I hate “shoulds.” Learning to let go of them had been an agonizing process. I reminded myself of my “should” mantra: Don’t “should” on yourself.

      Trait #11— These adults may feel low self-worth and underestimate their talents.

      Standing at Mom’s front door, many of those old “shoulds” from the past came flooding back: I should be quiet; I should not dare to talk about the things we don’t talk about; I should not question authority—Mom and Dad for God’s sake! I should continue to tell myself that everything is and always has been, just fine. Above all, I should not talk about the things we pretend do not exist!

      Suddenly Mom opened her front door, greeted me with her usual smile, and just as usual did not reach out to touch me. I took in her short, stout frame, round face, bright green eyes, short grey hair styled with curls and highlights. As she approached her 80’s, she remained fashionably yet casually dressed. Mom always had her makeup perfectly applied and hair coiffed, especially when expecting company. Image mattered to Mom.

      I considered briefly initiating a hug but decided against it, this time anyway. Becky, four years older, and I had both grown tired of initiating the loving and nurturing that all children need and most parents want to give. Our parents had apparently been out on a field trip the day that was taught.

      There was no make-up exam.

      “Well, you made it!” Mom exclaimed as her beaming smile practically opened the door itself. “And what excellent time! Was there much traffic? Are you hungry? I’m baking a cake.”

      “Not too bad, Mom, traffic on the weekends is always better here. Hungry? I’m getting there, what are you cooking these days?”

      “Macaroni and cheese, your favorite of course!” she grinned with laughter. “Aannd… I have a new recipe for chocolate cake, I think you’re going to just love it! I have been soo busy, I can’t believe it! I feel like I’ve lived here forever but it’s only been a year! There is so much to do and everyone is soo soo nice! And the Bridge club is just taking off! Oh, and best of all, my doctor says I’m going to live forever!” By now she was practically beside herself, unable to contain her glee.

      By my school age years I had learned to be the good, silent, hard-working son. Rather than a classroom lesson plan or a moral teaching about values from Mom and Dad, the unspoken lesson revolved around keeping your head down, nose to the grindstone, and eyes dead ahead. I had learned long ago that Mom doesn’t talk about relationships, feelings, or matters that I would consider to be of substance. I could not change her now. Eventually in recovery I came to realize that although I couldn’t change Mom, I could change myself. For the last several years I had set out to work on my own recovery journey. That was all I really could control. A part of my recovery journey meant making an attempt (although with low expectations), at trying to open the perpetually locked safe that held our family’s secrets. “Confrontation” would be too strong of a word. Nonetheless, this effort was more about my recovery and honoring Linda than hoping to get some kind of a “confession” from Mom.

      Dropping my bag in Mom’s living room was like being transported back to my childhood home but on a smaller scale. I looked up in the entryway where a brass and stained glass Turkish lamp hung from the ceiling, just as it had back in Granada Hills—a reminder of Dad’s brief stint in Istanbul when I was a teen. I had never understood exactly why he felt the need to drag his family to Brazil and then Mexico from the time I was 7-12. Once back in the States, he apparently got a short-term gig for a few months in Turkey of all places. He died at 72, and now the Turkish lamp he brought back hung in Mom’s foyer as a silent memory of those days.

      Mom’s organ, a smaller version of the giant Wurlitzer she’d had years ago, sat in the living room, and the same ornately framed paintings hung on her walls. Paintings of scenery done in watercolors. One of a meadow, another of a bridge over a small river, all done with an impressionistic style, as though they weren’t any place that really existed. They could represent whatever the observer wanted. As a child, I would look at them and wonder: what would it be like if I could step into the paintings and live there? It seemed so peaceful and quiet. It was solitary. Seeing the same artwork on the walls now, it felt odd that I would have had such thoughts when I was younger. But that was a part of who I was.

      Mom reached for a lemon from the fridge. “My doctor says I have never been healthier. I am going to live forever.” She laughed. “And I have never been so happy in my entire life! I love living in Jess Ranch. There is so much to do! Oh, that reminds me, I need your help while you’re here. I’m rearranging some boxes in the closet and they’re too high for me to reach. Or maybe I’m too short! I am four feet twelve after all.” She laughed again as she fixed another gin and tonic.

      Cooking dinner in her small kitchen, we made the usual small talk. That made delving into deeper subjects now, after all these years, that much more difficult. With her advancing age and her short-term memory lapses, she started asking the same questions over again. How long did it take for me to get here? Was there much traffic? How was my job? I tried engaging her in more substantive conversations, but to no avail. “So Mom, I’ve been working in child welfare for awhile now and we’ve seen a lot of families get in trouble because of their drug use.” I swallowed again. “And some because of alcohol too.” Without missing a beat Mom smiled as she stirred her mushroom gravy and said, “Well, I suppose there are some people who just drink too much but I’ve never met them. Can you reach above the fridge and get me the gravy dish? I really should get a ladder or something.” Mom was too skilled at avoiding and I had grown too weary and afraid to challenge her skirting around particular subjects. Cooking, entertainment and cleaning were as deep as Mom went.

      I made my best effort at trying to start an honest conversation that would hopefully open the door for deeper issues, all the while I was not optimistic that it would produce fruit. That turned out to be right.

      After growing up without ever discussing any of the forbidden subjects, I had learned to walk on eggshells. It was like a dance. I had learned to believe certain things didn’t matter and to go along without questioning them. I adjusted. Eventually the mold was cast and I took my place. I officially became one of the Pretenders. Mom and Dad pretended nothing in the world was wrong in the Jones household in Southern California. As the youngest child why would I ever question that? I only learned and responded to what I saw and heard. Eventually I learned to pretend there was nothing to see here.

      I was a soloist in a string quartet. With no strings.

      But I didn’t know we were pretenders until I began my recovery journey. Within a few months of ACA work, the term seemed to fit in my mental map of the Joneses. After all, we pretended that Charles was Linda’s dad, although I was never sure; we pretended that there were no issues surrounding the substantial alcohol consumption; we pretended that nothing was wrong with Dad as he had a stroke at the dining room table; and of course we pretended that there wasn’t an ounce of struggle, stress or discord between him and Linda. The cumulative effects of all the combined pretending nearly sunk all of us forever.

      Mom still had the same dining room set that we had growing up, now some 30 years later. The smooth white-and-chrome table and high-backed brown vinyl chairs could have been out of a surgical suite. The edges of the hard white surface were as sharply defined as a steel ruler.

      More memories came flooding back. The four of us must have sat at this very table for thousands of meals. Playing cards or games together; Mom cooking her overly big meals as she recounted her daily digest of attorney boss Mr. Laiches and the fabulous job she was doing; Mom and Dad drinking; Dad being semi-conscious in a drunken stupor and everyone pretending not to notice; Becky fighting with Dad and at times with me; Linda’s conspicuous but ignored absence; Mom smiling as she chopped lemons and prepared her gin and tonic with joyous glee as though nothing in the world could possibly be wrong. So much had happened at this very table. It was the perfect metaphor for our family: Solid, bright, unbending. Unfeeling. It cleaned up well after a messy evening of drinking and insanity. The table had been a silent observer for years of our family’s antics. Yet thirty years later it still appeared exactly the same. It was the rock that held all our secrets. Secrets that lived in the dark recesses of our home, never to be brought into the light.

      “So, Mom, I’m working on a family tree for Josh and Gabby, and I could use your help.” She had a quizzical look on her face, as if she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to do such a thing.

      Then she smiled. “Well, okay, I suppose,” she said with yet another laugh, putting down her dishtowel. “We can look at that after we eat dinner. I’m so busy and I can’t believe how happy I am! Since I moved here and really got the Bridge club going at Jess Ranch, it has now grown so much that now they play in the recreation center. There are a few good players but many of them just aren’t. I like to play with GOOD players and it’s FUN! I haven’t heard from Becky in awhile, but I don’t have time for that. I’m too busy being happy to worry about her!” More laughter.

      More lemons.

      After dinner we washed dishes and returned to the dining room table. I took out a blank legal pad and started writing down the basics for our family tree: Mom, Dad, Linda, Becky and me. Then I worked up the tree and sideways, including Mom’s siblings, including a sister who had died before Mom was born and she had forgotten to include, until I mentioned her name, unsure of who she was. Mom was helpful, getting out old papers and notes, legal documents and family photographs. With each name I wrote down birth dates, marriages, dates of death, whatever information Mom could provide. As I methodically wrote each name down on the tree, I felt my body tense up with each addition. I wished this process would take longer. Much longer. Maybe forever. My body was practically screaming at me now. My internal Adult Child was anxious, afraid, felt guilty, all at once at the reality that here I was, on the fast track to “confronting” Mom about our past.

      Would she notice that I was nervous? Would she tell me everything is okay and give me a hug? I reminded myself that this is the woman whom I usually had to ask to hug her own grandkids. I had given up the hope of receiving affection long ago. I had learned to go without.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my chair as my anxiety rose. Within minutes, I felt my palms sweating. Would I have the courage to talk about one of the things we pretended not to know? My heart pounded in a menacing rhythm that could not be ignored. Yet on the outside, I was an adult statue with grotesquely sightless eyes and muted voice; the boy I was raised to be.

      Looking down at the legal pad, I bit my lip. I was seven years old all over again. Sitting in the same huge brown dining room chair. At the same bright white table. Would she tell me to leave? Would she run to her room? This woman who never showed any feelings other than being gleefully happy? And who never deals with conflict.

      Trait #1— Adults who grew up in “dysfunctional” families (often alcohol and /or other issues)  sometimes self-isolate and can be afraid of others in authority.

      After I made arrangements to come all this way by myself, would I have the courage to ask the one question I had silently wondered about for half of my life? Would I have the guts to break an unspoken family rule that said we don’t talk about who Linda’s father is and how she died prematurely?

      I searched my gut, my shaking legs and sweaty palms for anything that would tell me I wouldn’t get in trouble for raising these “small issues.” But maybe that’s all they were. Perhaps these were merely small potatoes and hardly worth getting excited about. I had learned long ago not to trust myself. Maybe I came all this way for nothing.

      My mouth was dry but my body was screaming at me in smothered silence. There must be more to this. I weighed a thousand pounds.

      I took a final gulp of air and jumped into the abyss. No turning back now. “So Mom, looking at these dates you gave me, it looks like you were still married to Lloyd when Linda was born. What was the story about that?” That was as direct as I could stomach. There was safety and refuge in my intentional ambiguity. But nonetheless, I had done it. I had gone over the edge and I had taken a leap that I’d never had the courage to take before. I broke one of our family rules. And it was a big one. I felt sick and out of my body. Who was I to question my parent’s actions? Who the hell was I anyway? I was not only a child, but I was the youngest. Surely I should know not to question my parents. What would Mom do now? For all those years I had been the quiet, obedient son and not dared to mention the unspeakable. I had lived my whole life telling myself it just didn’t matter. But this time I did it. I had opened my mouth and actual words had come right out. Now what?

      With a fleeting glance at the table, Mom busied her hands and replied casually. “Oh, I don’t know, that was a long time ago. Let’s have some cake. I tried a new twist on the Betty Crocker recipe book. Less sugar and more cocoa. Its supposed to be delicious!” She laughed. “Before I forget, there is an excellent special on tonight with Tony Bennett! I just love his singing!”

      Suddenly I felt curiously left out. As if I had been waiting in a long line for forty years, I was next and the store had just sold out of the one thing I needed. I felt cheated. I felt I had earned the right to at least feel the distress of Mom skirting around important subjects. And this was the most important one of all. I was prepared to feel uncomfortable at her protest, at her shaming disapproval and still get through it. But she was an expert at being intentionally vague. I was no match for her. In a wisp of a few words and mention of chocolate cake and Tony Bennett, it was gone… poof!

      My rising anxiety quickly transformed into numbness. Feeling numb was a much more familiar sensation. No Feel-Ing. No-Thing. Fro-Zen. I had become adept at inducing numbness to squelch the searing physical pain of chronic ear infections that began at age two. My eventual hearing loss by age eight was coupled with the emotional pain of not feeling a sense of belonging and protection. It was safer to feel numb than unloved and vulnerable. It was the cloudy water in the fishbowl of life at the Jones house.

      Trait #10— Adult Children sometimes deny many of their own feelings including positive ones in order to avoid discomfort.

      I wanted to press Mom more about Linda’s birth and my sister’s strange and distant relationship with Dad. That was the least I could do for Linda and for the jigsaw puzzle that was my childhood. But for what? To torment an old lady? It’s impossible to push buttons on someone who has no buttons to push! Mom lived in a world of perpetual bliss inspired by the countless bottles of gin and compounded by the mental illness that gave her the mind of an ostrich with its head joyfully buried in the sand. Yet her smile persisted. I envied her in a way. Life must be so simple, so happy, when you eliminate all of the unpleasant parts.

      Where do I sign up?

      Working on the family tree with Mom’s help, I knew I had to press further. Would I have the courage to talk about the one thing I had silently wondered about for half of my life? As Mom sliced another lemon, I finally summoned up the courage to tell her that I felt really sad about what had happened to Linda regarding Dad. No matter how I tried, that was as direct as I could be.

      Although I had long been an adult, parts of the small, fearful boy were still breathing inside. I shifted in the once huge high backed brown leather chair that I had occupied some thirty years earlier. Gasping for air. I feared being crushed by a four foot twelve-inch tall bottle of gin. Or perhaps suffocated by laughter. It can be so heavy too.

      “Well, Linda never complained to me about Dad. If he was bothering her, she should have said something.” Lifting her drink, she continued. “She never said anything to me.” But then her demeanor suddenly changed. Looking down, she spoke softly. “If he did anything, I think that may have had something to do with why she got so sick, but I don’t know for sure.” She shook her head.

      I surprised myself and shouted, “I think that’s EXACTLY what happened!” I’d never felt more certain of anything in my life as my little brother and child protective voices came out in unison.

      For once, she wasn’t laughing.

      “Linda got sick, and that was awful, just awful for all of us. If Linda would have told me anything bad was happening, I’m sure we could have taken care of it. But she just never said anything. Linda loved you. Oh, and she was smart! She could figure out all kinds of things like confusing recipes and she helped me understand our taxes. Linda always knew what to do, she was practical!”

      “But Mom, it’s your DUTY to protect your kids! All of them! It’s never the child’s responsibility to tell, it is 100% the parents’. Even if that means protecting the child from the other parent!”

      I may be deaf, but I’m not blind.

      I knew in my heart the consequences of being so maltreated, so degraded, for so long. Being unprotected and unloved by her own family had robbed Linda of the very will to live. For once, I had a feeling of knowing, that ran deep in my bones and through every vein and pore in my body. This was the most real conversation I’d had with Mom in my whole life. Even though it led to the inevitable shutdown of her end of the discussion.

      But just then, she turned away, sitting with her back to me, staring at the floor with a stark, blank face. I could taste the weight of the silence in the air. Then she softly whispered, barely audibly, “He must have been a monster.” My whole body went limp. Like a circus puppet whose strings had been cut, as my heart sank right through the floor.

      Two days later, I packed my bag to head back home. It felt odd this time giving Mom a hug goodbye, but then I was always the one to initiate that with her anyway. I left Mom’s house in Jess Ranch a decidedly different man than when I had arrived. No longer in denial, but now I was feeling stuck in a pool of anger. The wall that held our family secrets had a substantial crack showing. I would come to learn that Anger is just Sadness's bodyguard. I drove out to Interstate 10, this time Eastbound, returned to Arizona where I began to live the rest of my life.
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