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From the Author
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Hello, before I tell you my life’s story, I wanted to say something. I am a survivor. It is one thing that has rung true from the beginning up till now. I don’t know what my life has to offer after this book comes out, but I do know one thing—I will survive. If my life hasn’t taught me one thing, life is hard but you’ve come this far and have survived it, so keep going. If you read this from the beginning to the end, you will see that I have gone through a lot and will probably go through a lot more before my time’s end. If you can take away anything from what I’ve gone through, I hope it is this....

You can do anything you put your mind to. Never give up. You don’t become weak when you ask for help—if anything, it can make you stronger. So seek help when you need it and always strive to be the best you. Thank you... Please have a tissue ready while reading my story, it wasn’t easy getting through it. If I can survive it, you can too!

Special Disclaimer: This book has been written without permission from my family. If they knew I would write my life’s story, they would deny it and claim it was in my imagination. This is what I remember and how I perceived things. In no way is this an attack on anyone.
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1 Before The Beginning+
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I HAVE HEARD that the beginning is the best place to tell a story, fiction or not. But since I’m not like anyone else, I’d like to begin from before the beginning. It might help you to understand something. 

My parents met through a blind date. It wasn’t their blind date, which makes it funny. My aunt was the one who had the date. When my father showed up to pick her up, she wasn’t interested. My mother volunteered to take her place. They’ve been together ever since. But this isn’t their story, it’s mine...

My mother shared two stories with me when I was a child. I combined them to share those two stories with you now...

During my mother’s pregnancy for me, the doctor told her he would like to have an ultrasound done because he was hearing two heartbeats and wanted to see if there were two babies in her womb. That’s the first story. During this ultrasound, the doctor told her that she would be giving birth to a boy. When I was born, on March 11, 1976, my mother was surprised by a girl instead of a boy. And I was born with a heart murmur, which explains the second “heartbeat”. I still have it and sometimes the doctor (or nurse) can hear it. If you don’t know what a heart murmur is, it’s an echo of a heartbeat which can sometimes sound like two heartbeats, but in reality it’s only one. If it is severe enough, it can cause health problems with the heart. As far as I know, mine’s not severe enough to be concerned about, and with a recent doctor’s visit, my heart is healthy. One of the nurses that heard it during a doctor’s visit asked me if another nurse could hear it—she said the nurse was new and hadn’t heard one yet. Of course, I didn’t have a problem with her listening to it so I agreed. I honestly thought that part was cool. I was able to help a nurse become more educated. Okay, back to the story of my birth.
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After my birth. Picture taken by my father.



MY MOTHER SHARED THIS story with me a couple of times. My maternal grandmother even told me about the gender mistake once. She did tell me a little differently, saying the doctor was wrong. Obviously, he was wrong. I was a mother and grandmother before I fully understood any of this. But growing up, I didn’t understand why I was always treated differently from my sisters, Hope and Wendi. I didn’t feel loved by my mother and I didn’t understand why. Now it makes sense. My mother blamed me for getting the gender wrong.

Occasionally, my mother did say she loved me, and there were moments in my life where she was nice to me. But I didn’t always feel it, sometimes I made myself feel it because I loved them all so much. Words are just words until they are backed up by actions. And her actions spoke louder than any words she ever said to me. As you read my story, you will see what those actions were.

As an adult, my mother didn’t say “I love you” unless I told her first. I heard her tell everyone else (my sisters, my children, my grandchildren; but never me). When our son and daughter (two different times) lived with us as adults, she would call me up to speak with them. While on speaker phone, I would hear her affection toward them. I would often tell her I was holding the phone as the three of us spoke (mother, me, and one of the children), but not once had she said those three words to me. It upset my children probably as much as it upset me.

I often felt like a true Cinderella without the step-sisters, or step-mother. I am a middle child with two sisters, same mother and same father. I often felt misunderstood, ignored, and picked on. The mental abuse was powerful. I’m not even sure why my mother told me the story about the doctor’s promise of my gender. Was she rubbing it in that I wasn’t what she wanted? Was I a mistake? I will never know the answer to those questions. I did know that she had always wanted a son—I heard that a father isn’t a man until he has one, and that was how she looked at it. I don’t think it’s true, but I believe she believed it. She often said she wanted to give him a son. In fact, I lost count for how many times I heard her say it growing up.

***
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I DON’T REMEMBER EVERYTHING about my childhood. The things I do remember, I wish I could forget. Luckily, it wasn’t all bad. I wasn’t physically abused but the phrase “sticks and stones...” is not true. Words can hurt and they made me more vulnerable to other things than I wish to admit. When someone says, “forget the past” or “let it go”—those people have no idea how difficult that can be, sometimes quite impossible. And those who say it’s an excuse don’t quite understand the power of pain, regret, or even the suffering those things can cause. It isn’t an excuse at all. Being bullied, teased, laughed at, ignored, and made to feel like you’re not worthy of love has a very strong impact on a person and usually does more damage than it’s worth.

The first five years of my life is vague so I must rely on the stories of my youth for the next part of my story. These stories were shared with me by my mother, grandmother, and other people in the family. How much of it is true, I couldn’t say. I am adding them here because I don’t remember them but felt they were important to share. I think knowing these things can shed a light on how I became the person I am today. I am always trying to be a better person. I have made mistakes and made wrong choices in my life, and I do regret many of them. But I did those things with a broken heart that will probably always be broken. That is why I titled my story Broken.

My mother told me I was diagnosed with Hyperactivity at a young age. She said I couldn’t handle this information so I was sent to a psychiatrist to help me cope with the diagnosis. This was when they discovered other things wrong with me, mentally. I do remember seeing the doctor and playing a game of Candy Land with him. For some reason, it is the only memory I have of my visits with him. I was diagnosed with depression later on. These are two things I grew up with and had a hard time dealing with. Today, Hyperactivity is known as ADHD, which I learned a couple years before writing this book.

According to my mother, the first time I saw a black person, I cried. We were in Decatur, Indiana. It was in the middle of the summer. I thought the woman was going to melt and I was sad for her. That was what she told me. We lived in a small farm community. The entire population of Monroe was white, so I only saw people of other color on TV. I understood that people on TV wasn’t quite real so seeing the woman was new to me.

I’ve been lost twice. One time was in a hospital. We were visiting someone, I believe it was my mother’s half sister (my grandfather was married twice and had a daughter with his first wife). During this time, I had bad hearing. I had tubes in my ears for a temporary time until my hearing returned to normal. During the visit, my father went back to the car. I went with him but he didn’t know I was behind him and he walked too fast for me to keep up. I was found wandering around by one of the nurses. My hair was short so I looked like a boy and since my hearing was off, my speech was off too. The nurse asked for my name. My mother heard over the loud speaker, “will the parents of Tommy Hopper come to the nurses’ station.” No one thought anything of it until my parents realized I wasn’t with either of them. They found me. Evidently, I told the nurse that I wanted my mommy and my name was Amber. I do not remember being lost at the hospital, but the story of it occurring did stay with me over the years. After becoming an author, I did think about using that name as a pen name. But I didn’t want people thinking I was a man, so I dropped that idea.

The second time I was lost, was in a museum in Chicago, Illinois. Again, I was with my parents. I don’t remember how I got lost but I do remember being lost this time. I was given a miniature replica of the building made of wax as I waited for someone to come claim me. It was the only part that stood out in my memory. I’ve been to the museum a time or two after that day and it was different, but when I was there the second time, I could remember looking at the floor below and seeing something else. Today, I don’t remember what it was but I do recall that moment. I remember seeing a train during one of my visits at the museum. I’m not sure if the train was when I was a little kid or as a pre-teen.

When I was four years old, I was put in head start. This is a class before kindergarten. I don’t think there was a pre-school back then. My grandparents wanted to take me to Florida with them for a week or two. The teacher agreed that I would learn more by going with them than attending class. During my visit to Florida (this was the first time I’d been to Florida); I saw a drinking fountain that was labeled “colored”. My maternal grandmother told me I rushed to the fountain and drank from it. When I asked her why I did that, she told me I thought it was flavored water. I was born in ’76, so this must have happened in 1980, which tells me there was still segregation going on at the time. That does make me sad thinking about it because though I was raised by parents who were racist, I never was and couldn’t quite understand why they were.

I remember two events at the Bluffton Street Fair which was where my paternal grandparents lived at the time. They had an upstairs apartment that overlooked the fair. The first time, I was much younger. I was playing in one of those bouncy “blow up” rooms with the plastic balls inside it. I fell backward into the “bowl” of balls, not paying attention where I was landing. My head hit another head. We were both helped out of the balls and off the “ride”. Of course, I was crying from the pain. I believe the girl I accidentally hit was too. Our heads hit hard. I do recall some of that instance, but I’m not sure how old I was. It’s funny how memories work sometimes. 

The second occasion, I was a little older. I was still thin back then. My older sister wanted to get on a ride but she had to take me with her—mother’s orders. It was one of those rides that would spin while it went around. She had to have the inside seat. Back then, whatever she wanted she always got. They put the metal bar over our laps and we got ready for the ride to start. I was okay when it started, but the spinning went faster the longer it went around. I held on for as long as I could but I was slowly slipping out of the seat. I ended up on the floor to the ride and holding on with white knuckled fists. I remember thinking, I was going to die and it was because my sister had to have the inside where it was safer. By the time the ride was over, I was almost ready to let go. I couldn’t hold on any more and my head was sticking out of the opening. Let me tell you, I was more terrified than anything else in my short life. I thought I was going to be thrown off the ride and get killed. That fear has been with me since. My sister looked down at me and laughed. “What are you doing down there?” she asked me. I yelled at her, once my heart returned to my chest. “I was falling out of my seat. It was all I could do to stay in the ride!” It was something like that. I don’t remember the exact words I said to her. This was a memory I do have, but I felt it was better adding it here since I was given the other story of the fair. But to this day, I can’t get on any roller coaster rides because of that fear of falling off. I’ll get on a kiddy’s ride, and I have. You might think that’s funny, and honestly, I don’t care, because fear is a very strong motivator and has caused me to make a lot of bad decisions over the years. It is one thing I’ve been working on, but just can’t shake.

I’ve lost count for how many stories I’ve heard of my sleep walking and talking in my sleep. I do remember hearing many of them. My mother told me I walked to their bedroom, had a complete conversation with my parents as I sat in their chair by the bed, and my dad carried me back to my bed—all while I was asleep. Thankfully, I outgrew the sleepwalking. I still talk in my sleep though. I love hearing my husband’s stories about the conversations we had through the night. Of course, I don’t remember any of those! The most recent one my husband told me was that I told him I loved him. He said it was the cutest thing he ever heard. More about him later. I’ve actually heard myself talking in my sleep, which woke me up. I guess I was coming out of sleep when I heard myself talking, so I do know it’s real and I still do it. I felt embarrassed about it, but it wasn’t something new for my husband so I always got over it. But still, it’s weird hearing yourself saying that stuff when you’re not awake.
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2 My Childhood
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SO NOW, I GUESS THIS is the best time to tell you about my childhood. I was bullied, teased, laughed at, left out, and more while in school. Needless to say, I hated school. I was different, shy, and quiet. There were a lot of things I didn’t know how to do, though I should have known. Simple things like blowing my nose. I “pulled” it in; making a sound that wasn’t pleasant. I was teased and laughed at for it. The kids at school called me “Pigby”. My last name was Rigby; they simply changed the first letter. That name had a big impact on my life.

I’m not sure what grade I was in when the teasing first began, it is possible it started from day one. I was older when I finally learned to blow my nose properly and even then, I couldn’t do that in front of people. I still can’t. I’m not even sure why that is—maybe it just makes me too nervous. Who knows? What I do know is that the teasing hurt because it came from everyone, including children from other grades who I didn’t know, but they knew me through their siblings or my older sister. She often teased me as well. There are two years between Hope and me.

I remember when I was in the second or third grade and I was getting annoying, even for the teacher, because of how loud the noise with my nose became. My teacher decided to do something about it. At the time, our lockers were in one unit on wheels, which could be moved anywhere and divided the other class rooms (we were in one giant room) that did have walls that could be slid open or closed, but they were always open. She took the lockers and rolled them into one square and put my desk inside the area, with the inside of the lockers facing each other. I was separated from the class unit. I actually liked it. It was a time where I could sit there, listen to the teacher, and feel normal. I didn’t feel the kids’ stares, or hear their whispers. I was at peace. When I heard laughter, it was because someone said something funny like a joke that wasn’t about me. At least, I didn’t think it was about me. I felt like a normal kid. I don’t remember how long it lasted, but it was only during that one year. I thought of this small space as an “office space” and I often day dreamed that it was just that. Even then, I always wanted my own office space which is funny now. It was before I wanted to be a writer, which makes sense to me now. Maybe I already was and didn’t know it. I was a story teller at the time, so becoming a writer makes sense—I was in training to be a writer and didn’t even know it.

Another childhood memory from around the same time period revolved around a doll I called Meagan. I was at recess and one of the girls asked if she could play with my doll. I agreed that it would be okay. I was on the slide at the time and she was on the ground, so I tossed it down to her, not thinking. She didn’t catch the doll and the head came off when the doll hit the ground. It wasn’t my favorite doll so I wasn’t upset and I wasn’t thinking that she had done it on purpose. I watched the doll drop down to her and watched her miss the catch. 

After recess, our teacher asked me about the incident with the doll. I told her what happened, which is what I just shared with you. The teacher said, “that isn’t what [she] told me.” I was told to bend over and I was given a paddle for lying. To this day, I have no idea what the other girl told the teacher. The thing is, I wasn’t even upset about the doll, and it was my doll, so why was I being punished? When I went home, I put her head back on and she was as good as new. The head never came off again after that one time. The thing I was upset about was getting a spanking over it. The teacher from that year was one of two teachers I didn’t like. I can’t recall her name, but I do remember being told she retired. I believe that was before I graduated from high school, so it’s been a long time.

I was a teacher’s pet growing up. I think most of them felt sorry for me. They could see how the other kids treated me. And I liked the teachers, other than the two. I liked them because they were so nice to me and talked to me like I mattered. I didn’t think there was anything wrong with being a teacher’s pet. I didn’t get special treatment for it; at least I don’t think I did.

Fast forward to the fourth grade. One of the classrooms had a snake. I thought it was the coolest thing. There was a special event one day and we were given “permission slips” to send home to our parents for permission to watch the snake being fed white mice. My mother denied the permission. I was the only one in class who missed the viewing. I wanted to watch, but for some reason, I wasn’t allowed to witness this. I know my mother is afraid of mice, but I don’t know if that is the reason, or if there was something different. She refused to tell me though I had asked several times. While the other children were able to watch the snake have its meal, I had to sit alone in one of the other rooms. To this day, I don’t like being left out. Maybe it stems from all the times I was a kid being chosen last or being left out, I don’t know.

That same year, I decided I wanted something that belonged to one of the other students. I couldn’t tell you why, but I took the binder and hid it in my desk. I’m not perfect and I did regret doing it—not because I was caught, but because I realized it was wrong. It was the first time I ever stole anything and I don’t recall stealing anything afterwards. Not intentionally, anyway. But that memory stuck with me over the years so it probably is the reason why I never had a habit of stealing things. I do recall thinking it was a pretty cool binder—it had all these pockets and stuff. I can also remember who owned the binder, but I’ll leave her name out.

Over the course of the first five years of school, the teasing became worse and more often. I cried in front of my classmates due to the name-calling, laughing, and being the butt of their jokes. I learned that the crying was making matters worse, so I held it in until I was home and alone. It really bothered me and I had no idea of how to release the stress from it. I didn’t understand why no one liked me. I was a likable person. They would say things like; I had cuddies, I had lice (never had lice during my childhood), I was an alien, I wasn’t pretty, I was ugly, I was fat (I heard that one a lot), etc. To this day, I can’t stand the word, “fat”. I can’t pull myself to say it and if someone else says it, I correct them because just the thought of that word brings me back to this time in my life. I feel the pain as if it just happened and I want to cry. Of course, I have more power over that than I did when I was kid, so I don’t cry, but that pain has never really left. These are times where people told me to get over it. It is true that the past is the past, but it isn’t possible to “get over it”, you just have to learn how to deal with it and learn from it. I promised myself that if I ever had children, I would teach them not to treat others like this and if they did, they would be punished for it. That was how I learned.
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This picture was taken at school. I don’t remember this, but I do know my father took the picture.



DURING MY YEARS IN elementary school, I also had speech therapy. I had a problem pronouncing the “s” in words. That also could have contributed to the teasing. Thankfully, I was able to get the speech right and didn’t have to continue with the therapy past the fifth grade. During the writing of this book, I was given a report from the therapist that said my hearing was better so my speech should improve soon. Now, I understand why my speech was terrible at that age—because of my hearing.

My maternal grandmother always made sure I knew I was loved. She did understand me and often made me feel better. Of course, every winter my grandparents went to Florida because it was warmer there, so I had to wait until around May when they came home. I was miserable during those few months without them.

It was during the fifth grade when I did something extra special against my bullies. I remember that day even now, and that memory is as vivid as the recent memories I have. I don’t know what came over me, but it is a memory I will always cherish. Every year, in elementary, we would go to lunch in a line that was in alphabetical order. I was always between the boys. And we sat at the table in the same order. So, I would have boys on both sides of me and across the table from me. It just worked out that way. As I ate my lunch on this particular day, I noticed that these boys wouldn’t eat the same thing I was eating at the same time. Then I noticed they wouldn’t touch the floor if my feet were on the floor. 

An idea hit me fast and I performed this idea proudly. I took one bite from each food on my plate in no specific order and moved to the next food item. Just one bite and I took a drink from my white milk occasionally without using a pattern. I wasn’t allowed anything but white milk because I was hyperactive (wasn’t allowed sugar or anything with red dye number 5—more about that later). I secretly watched the boys just sit there watching me. Inside, I was smiling. They didn’t touch their food until I was finished eating and then they ate in a hurry because we had a time limit for lunch. I had so much fun and it was the only time I actually stood up to my bullies. It was the best day ever! And I had one foot on the floor, one foot on the chair, so they didn’t know where to put their feet.
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Front view of Adams Central. Courtesy of Google.



THERE WERE TWO SEPARATE occasions in gym class where I was left out by the teacher. This is the second teacher who I didn’t like. The first occasion, I was asked by the teacher to be the leader of the team, which meant I was the one who chose my team members. I chose a few who I knew were athletic and the others told me who to choose once they were selected. Of course, these same kids were the popular kids and the most liked. They were also the kids who teased me the most. That’s one thing that a lot of those movies got right—the popular kids were the cruelest. 

My team won, so I was feeling really good. Everyone on the team was given a prize for winning—a Snickers candy bar, full size. I love Snickers. But my mother had told the school I wasn’t allowed sugar, so he told me that he would bring me a nice apple in the next gym class. I never got that apple. 

This happened again though I wasn’t the team leader the second time around. In fact, I was the last one left and was stuck with the team, which was what normally happened. Even the larger kids (I was skinny at the time) were chosen over me. In other words, I was never chosen, whoever was the last team left to pick someone always got stuck with me and I would always hear the groans that I was going to be on their team. Again, he promised me an apple in our next gym class. We didn’t have gym every day. It was like three times a week, or something like that. I never got either apples. I was told later on by my family members to let it go, but at the time I was really hurt by it and things like that stuck with me. It’s hard to let things like that go when it’s a daily accurance and being treated the way I was. And I really didn’t understand why I couldn’t let things go. Of course, I did try because I didn’t want to keep hurting. I read articles about it later as an adult. I learned that it’s like having a bad tooth, and you suck in the air to check if it’s still hurting. I actually liked that comparison because it is true. I think that’s the real reason why I wanted to share my story—because I wanted to see if it still hurt. The answer is yes, it still hurts, but I can handle it a little better today than I did back then.

I hated gym class because I couldn’t run like all of the other kids. My side would always hurt and I was not very fast. Even the girls who were bigger than I am now could outrun me. For my weight, I shouldn’t have had any problems at all. I wasn’t overweight until high school, and even then, it wasn’t that bad, weight wise. I had zero athletic abilities. I did try though. Once I tried to run and go into a cartwheel like all the other girls could do. That didn’t go very well. I fell and I could hear my legs slap together. The girls watched and laughed at me when it happened. I didn’t try that a second time. I felt so embarrassed that I was being watched. 

I hated when we had to climb the rope. And the worst thing about that, we were being graded on it. I watched all my classmates go up the rope. The boys made it look easy. The girls managed just as well. Some of the bigger girls didn’t reach the top, but at least they got their feet off the floor. I couldn’t do that. My hands always slipped because they were wet from sweat. It didn’t matter how I dried them, I just couldn’t hold onto the rope. 

Once a year, our class would have country square dancing and we didn’t have to change our clothes for that. I did like that. I didn’t know how to dance but this was easy as long as we paid attention to the directions. None of the boys wanted to touch my hands. It was like I had some sort of disease that was contagious just by being inches away from me and touching would cause instant death. It wasn’t true, of course, but it was how the boys acted. The girls acted the same way, but weren’t as bad.
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