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  To my husband—




Thank you for giving me the time, space, and quiet courage I needed to write this memoir.

Your patience, your steady presence, and your belief in my voice made these pages possible.

Your story with me belongs to the next book…

and I can’t wait to write it.
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  Foreword



I had the pleasure of interviewing the amazing, Debra Cohen on my music-based podcast, “The Rainbow Flipper Musical Explosion” (episode 6/11/2024). She is, all at once, spiritual, kind, strong and extremely talented. She’s lived many lives and worn multiple hats. Her soul knows no boundaries. 




Debra is unlike anyone I’ve ever interviewed. A special kind of human you feel blessed to even speak with. From her days as a rocker, opening for and playing with stars such as Joan Jett, to her finding faith and melding it with her passion for music; Debra has stories and experiences she’s graciously shared with us in her memoir you’re now reading (or listening to). 




Here, Cohen is sharing something special with her readers. Something only the brave dare write about: an intimate look into their own lives. Her enlightenment and love through thick and thin, joy and pain, is a testament to the importance of looking within ourselves to discover the rock stars we truly are. 










CZG

Christopher Zane Gordon Links: 

https://linktr.ee/czg123

Read Honey Badger Don’t Care the Book!

CZG Comedy/Randall’s Vids *SUBSCRIBE (the best YouTube Channel)
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LISTEN TO THE GREATEST PODCAST EVER!







  Preface



I did not set out to write a memoir.  I set out to make sense of a life that often felt like a puzzle dumped onto a cold, hard table—pieces upside down, edges missing, colors blurred by time.  For years I carried stories inside me that were too heavy to hold and too personal to share.  But as the seasons of my life changed, a quiet truth began whispering: 

What you have lived through may help someone else find their way.




This book was born out of that whisper.




Writing these pages required me to revisit places I once ran from—childhood memories I buried, wounds I minimized, and moments that shaped me long before I had language for what I was feeling.  I have learned, later in life, that so much of my sensitivity, my emotional intensity, and the way I processed the world were not flaws or weaknesses.  They were signs of a neurodivergent mind trying to survive in a world that didn’t yet have words for children like me. 




If I had understood then what I know now, perhaps I would have met myself with more compassion.  And perhaps the adults around me would have,too.




So, before you enter this story, I want to make an appeal—especially to parents, grandparents, teachers, and anyone raising or guiding a child:




Educate yourself about neurodivergent traits.

Learn the signs.

Listen without judgment.

Approach these children with understanding, kindness, and compassion.





	A child who cries easily, reacts strongly, or gets overwhelmed is not “too sensitive.”

	A child who struggles with focus or becomes confused under pressure is not “lazy.”

	A child who is quiet, intense, or deeply imaginative is not “overly dramatic.”




They are simply processing the world differently.




Had someone recognized this in me, many chapters of my life might have unfolded with less pain and more gentleness.  But I share my story now so that perhaps your child—or the child you once were-will feel seen, understood, and valued.




This memoir is not just about the past.  it is a testimony to the resilience that grows when we finally give ourselves permission to heal.  If these pages offer even one moment of recognition, solace, or courage, then writing them has been worth every tear, every memory, and every triumph rediscovered along the way.




Thank you for holding these stories with me.

May they guide you to greater compassion—especially toward the children whose hearts beat just a little differently.
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Thank you, all of you, for helping me bring this memoir into the world.






I

Prologue


Born in 1954, the year TV’s invaded living rooms, I grew up in a world learning to dream in black and white.  The 60’s exploded with hippies, music, and change, and I survived it all with a sensitive heart, a record player, and a stubborn belief that life had meaning.  This memoir follows my journey through chaos, music, heartbreak, and healing—proof that even a tender soul can rise, reinvent, and keep singing.
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  I Scream - You Scream - We All Scream

  
  




It was a very happy and sad day on November 22, 1963.  My life as an 8-year old was about to be radically changed that day, just seven days before my ninth birthday.  I was the oldest of three from a middle class home in the suburbs of Boston, Massachusetts.  It was a time when my mother played music on her Magnavox stereo all throughout the day.  Among her favorites were Doris Day, Johnnie Mathis, Connie Francis, and of course, Elvis Presley.  I loved to listen to the upbeat songs that she played and became a fan of the more obscure recordings of Martin Denny and Claude DeBussy.   Claire de Lune captivated my imagination as a child in the most wondrous of ways; that tune took me to a magical place in my mind where everything was pleasing and deLightful.  

But then, on that sullen day in November, I got the news, oh boy:  my idol, JFK, was assassinated.  It broke my childhood heart.  I can still see little John-John standing on the curb of a sidewalk saluting his father as the limo drove by.  I cried unfathomable tears and then tucked them away, far away somewhere in my mind, but I had a crutch to escape my grief. 

It was the day that the album With the Beatles was released in the UK on November 22, 1963.  I  first saw them on the Ed Sullivan Show.  My sisters and I loved to visit Nana and Grandpa’s house every weekend because we were each given our own bottle of tonic with a bag of chips to sit in front of their black and white TV.  It was better than the television that we had at home.  This one didn’t have tin foil on the tips of the rabbit ears; the reception was so much better and larger than life.   

And then that joyful moment that I was waiting for finally arrived in the midst of a grieving nation as Americans mourned the loss of their President:  Ed Sullivan announced the news in his funny New York accent.  I thought that he said that it was going to be a really good shoe, but of course, I knew that he meant show, and then he said, “Ladies and gentlemen … The Beatles!”  And out they came on stage, the “Fab Four”, and the screaming began. The teenage girls in the audience suddenly went audibly wild over these guys.  The TV camera panned the audience and you could see a tsunami of tweens and teens yelling and crying and sobbing while The Beatles sang their love songs to us.  Each one of us imagined that they were singing to us.  Spectators could still hear the music above the millions of teenagers roaring across the nation, but at a concert, it was another matter.  The collective screams made it nearly impossible to hear the band singing at all. This counterculture revolution was a landmark event, drawing an estimated 73 million viewers and shattering television viewership records. Sullivan’s introduction of these Liverpool lads offered a beacon of hope to a nation of sorrows by bringing The Beatles to a massive American audience, marking the beginning of “Beatlemania” in the United States.  I was instantly caught up in a crush with these British singers, hooked for life by their drop-dead gorgeous looks and their crooning harmonies. They opened up their set with, “All My Lovin”:




Close your eyes and I’ll kiss you

Tomorrow, I’ll miss you

Remember I’ll always be true

And then while I’m away

I’ll write home every day

And I’ll send all my lovin’ to you




I’ll pretend that I’m kissing

The lips I am missing

And hope that my dreams will come true

And then while I’m away

I’ll write home every day

And I’ll send all my lovin’ to you




All my lovin’ (Ooh), I will send to you

All my lovin’ (Ooh), darlin’, I’ll be true




Close your eyes and I’ll kiss you

Tomorrow, I’ll miss you

Remember I’ll always be true

And then while I’m away

I’ll write home every day

And I’ll send all my lovin’ to you




All my lovin’ (Ooh), I will send to you

All my lovin’ (Ooh), darlin’, I’ll be true, huh




All my lovin’ (Ooh), huh, all my lovin’, ooh

All my lovin’ (Ooh), huh, I will send to you1




And in the twinkling of an eye, I was transformed from a cartoon kid into a love-hungry soul for Beatles’ lyrics and those Liverpool lads; I couldn’t get enough of them.  I was bewitched with Beatlemania to the umpteenth degree!  Paul McCartney’s puppy dog eyes melted my heart.  I was madly in love with him even though I had no idea what love really was.  I had such a bad case of loving him that I wanted him to wait for me to marry him when I came of age.  Every time he sang, “Till There Was You,” I imagined that someday he would finally kiss me:







There were bells on a hill

But I never heard them ringing

No, I never heard them at all

‘Til there was you




There were birds in the sky

But I never saw them winging

No, I never saw them at all

‘Til there was you




Then there was music and wonderful roses

They tell me in sweet fragrant meadows

Of dawn and dew




There was love all around

But I never heard it singing

No, I never heard it at all

‘Til there was you




Then there was music and wonderful roses

They tell me in sweet fragrant meadows

Of dawn and dew




There was love all around

But I never heard it singing

No, I never heard it at all

‘Til there was you




‘Til there was you2




I didn’t know at that time that Sir Paul did not write those lyrics for me; they were actually penned by Meredith Willson. I’m not sure if it would have mattered to me anyway.   I sang these words to Paul a thousand times while looking into his dreamy brown eyes on the television screen.  

I suffered my first heartbreak when he got married to Linda Eastman.  With every ounce of my teenage love, I had wanted him to wait for me, and so did millions of other teenage girls across America. You had to have been there to believe this phenomenon. It was as if the whole world had become addicted to this concept of adoring love.  Beatlemania became some sort of a pandemic, affecting teenagers across the nation, but not everyone saw this as a good thing.  When Art Linkletter, the TV personality who turned drug expert after his daughter’s acid-inspired death, testified before a congressional commission on drug abuse in late 1969, he warned parents of the specific evils menacing society at that time:  Timothy Leary, The Beatles, and rock and roll radio. 

“Tim Leary,” Linkletter said, “because he and others who speak highly of LSD [are] among the murderers of my daughter.”  He continued,  “The Beatles, because they are a terrible, terrible example for youth… and Top 40 radio because half the songs are secret messages to the teen world to drop out, turn on, and groove with chemicals and light shows at discotheques.”3  

He may have been speaking a foretelling message of truth to American parents.  When I heard about Art’s comments as a love-struck teen, I shrugged them off as poppycock - words from an old fart.  But in my later teens, I became one of those wayward children as I entered the land of the hippies.
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  Laugh-In

  
  




With my daily dose of Beatles lyrics echoing around in my young mind, I started to wonder what love really was.  At fourteen years old, I had not yet dated, and thankfully, the innocence of the television world at that time had not yet revealed the bedroom smut that we see on today’s TV.  So, there was still something left to the imagination.   American television shows like Dick Van Dyke, The Andy Griffith Show, Leave it To Beaver, Shirley Temple, Shari Lewis and Lambchop, I Love Lucy, and Carol Burnett,  were home staples.  As teenagers in the early sixties, we never saw the bedroom scenes that are needed to boost the ratings on today’s television shows. 

I was left to wonder what love really was.  I knew from loving The Beatles what it felt like, but I had never kissed a boy yet.  My parents had never told me about the birds and the bees.  As a matter of fact, my mother had never told me that she loved me until decades later, near the time of her death.  My Papa had run off with my babysitter when I was twelve, so I felt very much unloved.  I blamed myself.   I still remember kicking and screaming on Nana and Grandpa’s  front porch as my Papa told me the news, carrying me away in a bear hug to his car to return me to my now broken home.  The only sense of normal life I had as a child after my Papa left me was when my sisters and I spent the weekends at Nana and Grandpa’s (his parents).  Those memories are still very special to me.

Somehow, the goofy TV shows of that time provided some relief.  In 1968, entertainment took a dive into more artistic musical expressions with the birth of  Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In.  I absolutely loved that show, and the musical guests that were on it, especially Cher.4  I liked watching her more than listening to her sing.  She wore so many wonderful costumes and was stunning to look at.  She is still a glamour gal today!  She and Goldie Hawn had the perfect beach bodies and I aspired to be as slender as them, along with Twiggy, who was so skinny that she made the front cover of Life Magazine.  Every teen in America wanted to look like her - the skinnier, the better.

I started to explore different kinds of music like The Rolling Stones and The Animals.  There was a certain fascination with these rock bands that drew me into their world.  And then, along came Woodstock.  I remember asking my Papa to take me there because I was still too young to drive.  I wanted to see Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix and all of the hippies5 that migrated to Bethel, New York in 1969.6  He gave me some sort of excuse for not taking me.  I had begged him to take me to see The Beatles at Suffolk Downs in East Boston, but that didn’t happen either.  I held a grudge against him for awhile for not taking me there.




By the time of my sixteenth birthday, I was sweet sixteen and never been kissed.  I started developing my womanly traits and at dating age;  I had no idea what love was all about.  There was a public fear at that time of teenage girls becoming old maids, so I looked for someone to date that resembled Paul McCartney and found John Playnard in school.  He had those same dreamy brown eyes, and like a magnet, I admired him from afar.  I was so infatuated with him but couldn’t conjure up the courage to talk to him.  My heart would skip a beat whenever I walked by him in the hallways; I think I held my breath at the sight of him because he was so drop-dead gorgeous.   One day, I saw him holding hands with Holly Dell, and that crushed my hopes of ever dating him.  So, I went for “Plan B” and found a wholesome boy named Don. He was the kind of guy you’d expect to see on Mayberry R.F.D. and he kind of reminded me of Opie’s older brother with big ears.   A double date was arranged with a girlfriend I had met at my first job in a department store, along with her boyfriend who also worked there.  The four of us went to the drive-in movie.  Kelly and Jack were in the front seat making out while Don and I were sitting in the back seat eating popcorn watching the movie in between their embraces. I was scared stiff to kiss Don, as I had no idea how to kiss and I had no romantic inclination whatsoever for him.  I could feel him scooching closer to me while I continued to look straight ahead at the movie with the fear rising within me of what could happen next.   You have to understand that I had no desire for Don; it was only because of the dread of becoming an old maid that I even went out on this date at seventeen.  And then, it happened.  Don tried to kiss me and I started to cry.  I was so mixed up inside and did not want to kiss him; I had no intention nor attraction for him.  Looking back, I see how crazy it was for me even to go out on a date with him.  I had to come up with something quick to excuse myself for this odd behavior, so I told the three of them that I had a stomach ache and they took me home.  I was mortified.  I blanked out any conversation that I had with my mother about it.  I did that a lot to survive traumatic events.




The Beatles came out with their album Revolver, and I started to become curious about John Lennon’s statement that The Beatles were more popular than Jesus.  I think he was right, although the Christians started burning their records for saying this.  It was quite a public uproar; even radio stations in the Bible Belt stopped playing their songs.  The whole thing really didn’t offend me that way as I really didn’t know Jesus anyway.  I was brought up Catholic during the time before Vatican II.  The Blessed Mother Mary was the main attraction then. Some Catholic churches at that time were voting to make Mary the “co-redeemer”; I remember it making the front page of Time Magazine. 

My sisters and I went to Mass faithfully every Sunday.  I learned to recite the entire liturgy in Latin.  I think that is where I developed a deep love for languages.  The priest prayed, “Dominus vobiscum”  (The Lord be with you) and the congregation responded with,  “Et cum spiritu tuo”  (And with your spirit).  I was very pleased to be able to recite the entire Mass in Latin.  I was actually disappointed when Vatican II arrived at which time the Catholic Church introduced English into their services.  To me, it took away the mystery of the experience.  They also took away the previous requirement for females to wear a mantilla which was replaced with a folded piece of tissue paper fastened to hair with a bobby pin.  I became very disappointed in the Church and by the time of my eighth grade Confirmation, I renounced Catholicism and started looking for something else to fill my heart. Catholic confirmation is a flashy ceremony for all eighth graders who make the decision to commit, or not.  Instead,  I went on a quest to look for my understanding of love, not knowing about the counterfeit lust that was all around me.  I thought they were one in the same.




In hindsight, I really wish that my mother had taught me about the spiritual value of virginity.  It’s kind of strange that not even the churches that I went to talked about it, even though you could see the word “fornication” in The New Testament Bible as clear as day.  It used to be a family shame not to be a virgin bride.  Instead, the Catholic Church harped on adultery and taught us that a mortal sin was getting remarried after divorce.  I wondered why it was so important to remain a virgin until marriage, while simultaneously being pressured by thoughts of becoming an old maid.  My high school friend, Loulou and I would talk about other girls whom we thought would become old maids.  It was a hot topic in high school at that time.  It was a sunny Saturday afternoon.  Lou and I were sitting on the hood of my red 3-speed Mustang, sipping Tab and flipping through Seventeen magazine. 




“Ugh, can you believe this picture of Nancy?” Lou said. “She actually wore her cat-eye glasses to the dance last night.”




I laughed. “Oh my gosh, I know! She looked like she was ready for bingo night, not prom. Poor thing’s gonna be an old maid before she’s twenty.”




“For real,” Lou said. “My mom says if a girl doesn’t have a steady by senior year, she’s doomed.”




“Doomed to a life of cats and crochet!” I said, making her giggle.  “And macramé plant hangers in every window.”




“You know who else is headed that way?” I asked. “Patty Miller.”




“Oh, Patty!  She’s sweet, but she’s got that… librarian vibe. Always reading in study hall.”




“Yeah, she needs to put down Wuthering Heights and pick up some eyeliner.”




Lou rolled her eyes. “Totally. And don’t even get me started on Debbie Turner.”




“The one with braces and those giant glasses? I asked. 




“Guffaw!”  Lou was practically choking in her laughter.  “My brother says she’s got a face only a dentist could love.”




I gasped, laughing. “That’s so mean! But kinda true.”




“Well, she’s nice and all,” Lou said, “but guys don’t go for nice. They go for cute. Like Peggy Lipton hair, short skirts, and some lip gloss.”




“Exactly!  You gotta sparkle if you want a date.”  As if I would even know.




Lou nodded knowingly. “Otherwise, you’re just another girl waiting around for a phone call that’s never coming.”




“I’m not ending up like that,” I said. “I’m gonna get married by twenty-one—live like a rock star—have a husband with a cool car and a stereo system.  But my mother wants me to be a nurse like her, so that I can marry a rich doctor.  She always tells me that I can learn to love a man with money.”




“Oh, right on!” Lou said.  “What’s that song about money makes the world go ‘round? I want one of those groovy beach weddings. Bell sleeves, barefoot on the sand. Gotta have money for that!”




“And all the old maids from high school can come—if they’re not too busy feeding their cats!”




Lou burst out laughing and sprayed me in the face with her Tab.   “We’ll send them an invite anyway. Bring your knitting needles!”




We tossed our hair back and turned up the radio as “American Pie” came on, singing along like we didn’t have a care in the world as I wiped the tonic from my cheeks with glee.




* * *

*******************************************************************




When my father left me, I was twelve. One day he was there, and the next he was gone—off with our babysitter, the girl who used to braid my hair and help me with homework. My mother never spoke his name again; she just filled the silence with anger. I learned early that love could vanish overnight, and that silence could be louder than shouting.  Ma always told me,  “When the bills fly in the window, love flies out the door.”  She never told me that she loved me until the week she was dying. By then the words felt like a foreign language—something I’d waited my whole life to hear but could barely understand when they finally came.

Most of what I did hear from her were the other words—the cutting ones. The slaps, the sarcasm, the backhanded compliments that carved into me deeper than bruises ever could. Between the yelling and the beatings, my confidence shrank until it fit inside a whisper. Singing, for me, became dangerous; it meant opening my mouth, showing my heart, giving someone a target.

In the late 1960’s, I was a teenager fortunate enough to have my own bedroom. My mother had given me her Magnavox blonde stereo player, where I played The Beatles and a few others, one of whom was Olivia Newton-John. I liked to retreat into my lavender room and have singing sessions. It made me feel happy in a place that felt like mine.

One late afternoon before supper, I’d slid open the lid of my record player, lifted the needle, and listened to Olivia singing to me, “If Not for You,” which was one of my favorites. I didn’t even know what love was yet, but I imagined it as I sang—eyes closed, hairbrush microphone in hand, heart bursting with hope and feeling. For a few minutes, I felt light. Free. Exhilarated.

When Ma called from the bottom stairs that supper was ready, I floated downstairs, still glowing with the joy of singing. The dining room lights were bright, and my stepfather sat at the head of the table with another beer in his hand—it was a nightly thing—getting drunk. My sisters and I came to think that was normal. Ma moved around the table to serve supper.




She looked up at me suddenly, her face flat and unreadable.




“Was that you up there singing?” she asked, as if she genuinely couldn’t tell.




I smiled, proud of myself, still warm from the music.




“Yes,” I said waiting for…

something. Approval, maybe. Or at least curiosity.




She set the bowl down hard and narrowed her eyes.




“Well, you sounded like a sick cow.”




The words slammed into me like a door shutting. I felt my smile slide right off my face. The warmth drained from my chest, leaving me hollow. My stepfather didn’t say a word, just kept drinking. And I stood there, stunned, hearing her voice echo in my mind.




Sick cow.

Sick cow.

Sick cow.




I didn’t sing after supper.

I didn’t sing the next day, either.




For awhile, I stopped going up to my lavender bedroom with my records. The joy I had found up there—my one tiny refuge—had been snatched away with a single sentence.




And that is how my mother, without even looking up from the supper she was serving, silenced my voice for years.




After she died, I had hoped she’d leave me some trace of tenderness—a letter, a keepsake, proof that she’d ever seen me for who I was. Instead, I found a manila envelope on the dresser with my name written in her slanted handwriting.  Inside were all my school report cards, every grade from kindergarten to graduation. That was her final message: that my worth could be measured in letters on paper.  Not any words of sentiment enclosed, not even a smiley face - just twelve lousy report cards.  It was the nail that shut away any loving memories I might have had for her to surface and heal me.

Living with her had taught me how to hide and how to perform. She carried on an affair with the man who would become my stepfather and made me her alibi. “Don’t tell him where I’m going,” she’d say, smoothing her hair in the mirror. I learned to lie before I learned to drive, and when I accidentally revealed too much at dinner, the look she gave me could stop my heartbeat.  She was gaslighting me long before the term ever became popular.

That house became my first stage: acting sweet, pretending not to know, smiling through the shame. And it set the scene for the years that followed—years of trying to earn love by giving myself away, confusing attention for affection, performance for connection.

It would take decades, a hundred songs, and the grace of faith to untangle the difference.

For years I carried that manila envelope like a secret weight, even after I left home. Every new song, every wrong man, every frightened moment on stage was a way of asking the same question: Was I ever enough to be loved?

Sometimes, on long car rides when I was a kid, I’d stare out the window and let my imagination drift beyond the telephone wires and treetops. I remember one trip in particular—Ma driving us to our favorite retreat, Hampton Beach, New Hampshire. The salt air was coming through the window, and the sound of the tires on the highway had that steady, lulling rhythm that always made me think too much.

Somewhere between Salisbury and the seacoast, I started imagining what my epitaph would say.  I came up with all kinds of phrases—She dreamed too big, She loved too hard, She never learned to stay.

But the one that stayed with me, the one that felt truest in that moment, was:




“She died, never having known love.”




I didn’t yet understand why those words fit, only that they did. Even as a child, I could feel the ache of something missing—a tenderness I’d never tasted but kept hoping existed somewhere beyond the horizon.

When I finally walked out of that house for the last time, I made myself a quiet promise—that I would stop acting in her movie and start writing my own. I didn’t know what the script would be, only that it would begin with sound—with the voice she tried to silence.




Reflection – Rewriting the Epitaph

I’ve thought about that epitaph many times over the years—

She died, never having known love.

For a long time, I believed it would be mine. I wore it like a secret prophecy, proof that I was destined to search but never to find.

But love has a way of sneaking in through the cracks—soft, persistent, patient. It didn’t arrive the way I’d been taught to expect, wrapped in romance or approval. It came slowly, through forgiveness. Through song. Through learning that the God I had feared was not the God who heals.

Every time I sang and meant it, every time I forgave my mother in pieces, every time I chose gentleness over rage, that old epitaph began to fade.

If I were to carve one now, it would read differently:

“She lived, finally knowing love.”

And not the fleeting kind that comes and goes with faces and years, but the kind that stays—

the kind that comes from within,

the kind that feels like peace,

the kind that sings back when you finally dare to open your mouth.
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