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Then Jesus spoke to them again, saying, 
“I am the light of the world. 
He who follows Me shall not walk in 
darkness but have the light of life.”


	John 8:12


	 




 


	DEDICATION


	 


	This book is dedicated to my Heavenly Father, Jesus, and Holy Spirit. Without you, this book would not be possible. May my story bring you Glory. This book is also dedicated to my family and friends. I am truly thankful for each and every one of you. You never stopped loving me and praying for me. God has answered your prayers. Finally, this book is dedicated to all who have lost hope. My prayer for you as you read my story is that you will have faith to believe what God did for me, He can do for you. With Him, all things are possible. May you, too, know the power of God’s love for you and His amazing grace. He is waiting with open arms for you.   


	With love,


	Michelle 


	 




 


	“Amazing Grace”


	~John Newton, 1725-1807


	Amazing grace! How sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but now am found,
Was blind, but now I see.
'Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,
And grace my fears relieved.
How precious did that grace appear
The hour I first believed.
Through many dangers, toils, and snares
I have already come;
'Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far
And grace will lead me home.
The Lord has promised good to me
His word my hope secures;
He will my shield and portion be,
As long as life endures.
Yea, when this flesh and heart shall fail,
And mortal life shall cease,
I shall possess within the veil,
A life of joy and peace.
When we've been there ten thousand years
Bright shining as the sun,
We've no less days to sing God's praise
Than when we've first begun.


	





“My frame was not hidden from You, When I was made in secret, And skillfully wrought in the lowest parts of the earth. Your eyes saw my substance, being yet unformed. And in Your book they all were written, The days fashioned for me, When as yet there were none of them.”


	~Psalm 139:15-16


	 


	Chapter 1


	MY CHILDHOOD…


	 


	 


	I was born prematurely on July 28th, 1956, in Oak Park, Illinois. I was the second child born of my parents, George and Donna. My older brother, Mitchell, died a short time after his birth from SIDS. I was named Michelle, after my maternal Grandfather, Mitchell. Less than two years later, my brother, Bryan was born. We were the only children in our family. 


	My Mom was raised in Albany, New York, and moved at a young age to the Chicago area with her family. She married my Father, who was born and raised in Chicago, at the age of eighteen, against the wishes of her parents. My Dad was ten years her senior. Like most parents, I believe my grandparents had high expectations for my Mom. They wanted her to attend college. Perhaps they believed she was too young. Maybe they noticed my Dad was a heavy drinker. He was a functioning alcoholic who suffered from PTSD after serving in the Navy and Marines during WWII, the Korean War, and later, Viet Nam. For whatever reason, my Grandparents were against their marriage. Nonetheless, my parents were married. 


	After my brother and I were born, my Mom became a stay-at-home mom while my Dad worked as a lineman for the Chicago Bureau of Electricity. When we were still quite young, my Mom attended college and later became an assistant professor of English Literature in a local community college. At the time of her death, she was writing her dissertation for her Ph.D. in English Literature. Years later, after her death, I learned from my Dad he had dropped out of college to put my Mom through school. He had wanted to become a lawyer.  


	I grew up on the northwest side of Chicago in a middle-class family and was raised Catholic. I grew up in the same apartment my Dad did. From the time I can remember, we went to church every Sunday. I hated going to church from the time I was small. We sat on hard wooden pews in an unairconditioned building on sweltering summer Sundays. My Mom dressed me in cute little dresses with scratchy petticoats and black, shiny patent leather shoes. My brother was probably just as uncomfortable as we sat for what seemed like an eternity listening to the Homily. Back then, the liturgy was spoken in Latin and I had no idea what was being said. Despite these feelings, I believed in God from a young age I would sing songs to Him. The Christmas season always filled me with wonder. Every Christmas, my parents placed a Nativity set on the coffee table in our living room. I would pick up the little statues of Baby Jesus, Mary, and Joseph carefully and hold them in my little hands. At night, I would sneak out of bed with my pillow and blanket and lie beneath the Christmas tree, looking up at the lights as I fell asleep.


	My heritage is somewhat out of the ordinary. From the time I was a child, my Mom told me I was of French and Spanish descent. It was only after my Grandfather’s death when I was twenty years old, we learned we were Yugoslavian. For whatever reason, my Grandfather had lied about his heritage. We learned he had run away from home at the age of nine and joined a circus. I can’t imagine the circumstances in his life that driven him to run away. They must have been tragic. Eventually, when he was old enough, he came to America and changed his surname. He went on to become the general sales manager for the Tucker Corporation and when the company went out of business, he eventually took a job as a car salesman for a Buick dealership in Oak Park, IL.  


	My Dad’s ancestors were just as unusual. We were of Irish and German descent. From the time I was small, My Dad told the story of how my Irish ancestors came to America. According to him, my great-great-Grandfather was an Irish revolutionist. He and other men plotted to kill the queen of England’s husband. Word got out of the plot and my great-great-Grandfather was thrown in prison, awaiting his execution. While in prison, he escaped by trading places with a dead man in his coffin and came to America. It is not known if my great-great-grandfather took the surname Holy from the dead man or if that was indeed his surname.     


	My memories of my childhood are mostly fond, although I do remember my parents fighting and having loud arguments. My earliest memory of them arguing was when I was around the age of four. Afraid, I had gone into the bathroom and locked the door. I sat on the sink counter wearing my Mother’s slippers and covered my ears. I loved those slippers. They were made of green velvet and the toes came to a point, like Aladdin slippers. A tiny, gold bead hung from the point of the toe. I would fantasize about riding a white horse with wings, far, far away until the arguing stopped.


	Growing up, my Mom was, for the most part, loving and nurturing. She was the one I would go to for comfort and as I grew older, she was the one I went to for advice. Although she disciplined me, she always encouraged me and lifted me up. I was still quite young when she returned to school and attended classes in the evenings. Whenever she left, I cried myself to sleep with my teddy bear. At times, she was critical, like my Dad, but more subtle and not as severe.  


	In my preteen years, she made me feel self-conscious about my weight and appearance. She would always tell me, “You don’t want to look like Aunt Helen.” My Aunt Helen was my Dad’s sister and she was very overweight. I began to develop feelings of insecurities, anxiety, and stress due to her criticisms and began starving myself to lose weight by the time I was thirteen. This, I believe, was the beginning of anorexia for me that would last until I was forty years old.  


	My Dad was a harsh disciplinarian and very critical. He would never reprimand us in a normal tone of voice. He roared. His loud, booming voice made me shudder and cringe. He treated my brother and I like little soldiers. Like his father and father before him, his way of disciplining me was taking his belt to me or backhanding me for what he called “talking back.” I was afraid of him. On one hand, I loved him and on the other hand, I feared him.


	As a child, I grew up shy, timid, introverted, and insecure. I was jealous of my brother growing up because he was the youngest and I felt he got more of my Mom’s attention. I was very cruel to him at times. Looking back, I believe I took out my anger and frustrations with my parents on him. For that, I am truly sorry. Years later, God is still healing and restoring our relationship.


	My earliest memories as a young child were of helping my Mom bake. She was superb! When she baked cakes, she’d let my brother and I lick the spoon from the mixing bowl. She also loved to sew and was quite a good seamstress. She made her outfits and made dresses for me. She played the piano and loved classical music. I loved to hear her play. Often, when I came home from school, I’d hear her playing as I walked up the stairs to our apartment. My Mom loved to whistle and whistled while she cleaned. Her love for music and gift for teaching and writing was passed down to me.  


	Dad was an outdoorsman and loved to hunt and fish. His love for the outdoors was passed down to me from an early age. When we were old enough, around 5 and 7 years old, My Dad would take us hunting with him and his friend, our “Uncle” Jack. I imagine it was to give my Mom a break. The farmland where we hunted had an abandoned house and barn. My brother and I were never tired of exploring them. We’d carve our initials in the old wooden boards on the walls and collect bottle caps and other cool stuff we found. On cold days, we’d sip hot chocolate from a thermos while Dad and Uncle Jack drank beer. 


	When we got older, my Dad put rusty tin cans on a fence and taught us how to shoot. I still love to shoot and I’m good at it. My brother and I acted as bird dogs, walking ahead of my Dad, scaring up the pheasants or rabbits in the fields. Afterward, we’d help him clean the birds or rabbits. We were thrilled when he gave us rabbit tails and tail feathers from the pheasants. 


	I was not very good at fishing. My Dad would bait the wiggly worm on the hook for me before casting the line into the water. He’d hand me the fishing rod and I would watch that little red and white bobber for what seemed like hours, waiting for the fish to bite but I never caught one. All I got was a headache from being out in the sun.


	My Dad was very handy at making things. In my eyes, there was nothing he couldn’t do. One year my brother got a little tool kit for Christmas. Dad helped my brother and I build a birdhouse with his little tools. We spray painted it gold and he fastened it to the tree outside our bedroom window. A squirrel claimed it for her home, much to our delight, and I would watch that squirrel emerge from the birdhouse leaping from branch to branch.


	He often took my brother and me to the park down the street to play. Dad would reach inside his pocket and pull out his pocketknife and some string. He made little bows and arrows for us out of sticks we found. That was the beginning of my love for archery.


	In the spring, he made kites for us out of old newspapers. The tails were made from strips of old sheets. Then he’d take us to the park, and we’d fly the kites. I thought they were much better than the ones bought in stores. 


	Growing up, my brother and I had days off from school that did not always coincide with the days off at the elementary school in Chicago where my Mom taught. Since we were too young to be left at home alone, my brother and I were treated to a day at work with my Mom or Dad. I loved watching my Mom teach and was very proud of her. I was equally proud of my Dad as I watched him work, sometimes from a bucket crane, high up in the sky.


	We grew up becoming “latch-key” kids as both my parents worked. As kids, we did do some things we shouldn’t have and it’s a good thing my parents didn’t find out or we would have been disciplined severely. 


	One time my brother decided to unscrew the light bulb from my parents’ bedroom lamp and place a bullet in the socket and turn the lamp on. We waited to see what would happen. Once the lamp heated up there was a loud “pop” and we dove for cover under the bed as the bullet exploded.


	One of our favorite things to do was stuff the toilet bowl with a bunch of toilet paper, sprinkle it with lighter fluid, and toss a lit match on top. Then we’d watch the flames shoot up and consume the paper before flushing the toilet. Years later, I decided to be a stay-at-home mom so I could keep an eye on my kids. I didn’t want them getting into mischief like us!     


	At the age of five, when most children look forward to going to school, I suffered anxiety from leaving my Mom. On the first day of kindergarten, a girl who lived down the street from us walked me to school. I was so frightened and anxious, I grabbed onto a telephone pole, crying, and would not let go of it. She finally had to take me home.  


	A year later, I entered first grade at St. Angela’s, the same Catholic school my Dad attended as a child. On the first day of school, I stood with my Mom, holding her hand tightly in a long line outside the school. My Mom pointed to a window on the top floor of the school. Looking up, I saw a nun, dressed in a black and white habit, looking down at us. She looked ominous.  


	My experience in attending Catholic school was very unpleasant. The nuns were quite strict and harsh disciplinarians. It was not uncommon for them to strike the students. Unfortunately for me, my first-grade teacher was an old nun who was very cruel. 


	One day in class, she dragged a boy by his ear into the coatroom, behind the blackboard. Horrified, we all sat in our desks, frightened. We cringed when we heard a loud “smack.” The boy came out of the coatroom with a long red mark across his cheek made from the ruler she had used to strike him. 


	I didn’t escape her wrath either. One particular day, I didn’t know all my ABC’s. As punishment, she dragged me to the convent during recess. She opened the door that led to the dark basement and told me to sit on the stairs and think about what I had done wrong. Then she closed the door. Frightened, I sat in the dark and cried the whole hour she was gone. After she left, a kindly cleaning lady opened the door and handed me a few cookies and closed the door again. She must have felt sorry for me. I never told my parents about these instances. I don’t know why. I guess I was afraid. From that day on, I was afraid of the nuns. 


	During my elementary school years, I would have a recurring dream. In the dream, I was running away from home but didn’t know where I was going. I ran through the woods and finally came to a clearing. In the clearing, I saw a beautiful, futuristic-looking house standing in the middle of a lush, green meadow. Excited, I walked through the meadow and entered the house where I found myself in the kitchen. There, I looked around me in total wonder. On one wall I saw a panel with several buttons. When I pressed the buttons, amazing things happened just like in the Jetson's cartoons—a panel in the wall would open and a blender, coffee pot, or toaster would appear. When I pressed the last button, all of a sudden, the floor of the kitchen receded, revealing an Olympic size pool with clear, blue water, just like in the movie, “It’s a Wonderful Life.” I love to swim. In the dream, I took off all my clothes and was about to jump in the pool when I saw a policeman with an old-fashioned flashlight and billy-club knocking on the window. Then I woke up. 


	For many years, I would have this same dream over and over. It wasn’t until after I became a Christian and learned about dream interpretation that I understood the meaning of the dream. The meaning is this: The home I was running away from was the religious church. The woods represented my feelings of being lost and searching for God. The futuristic house represented the new church God would lead me to in the future. It is the true church of Jesus Christ, mentioned in Acts 2.  


	Psalm 23:6 says, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me All the days of my life, And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” 


	The pool represented the living water of God, as spoken of in the Bible. The living water is the Spirit of God.


	John 4:14 says, “but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst. But the water that I shall give him will become in him a fountain of water springing up into everlasting life.” 


	The policeman in the dream represented the religious spirit. The religious spirit operating in people tries to prevent people from having a genuine relationship with God, replacing the relationship with works and traditions. Works are legal performances performed by men in hopes of being accepted by God.


	My grade school years were awkward. I was introverted and filled with many fears, doubts, and insecurities. I was a good student and made good grades, making my parents proud. When I was twelve, I discovered my love for creative writing after writing a classroom assignment. I also loved to sing, dance, and draw. Secretly, I wanted to take ballet lessons but was too afraid to ask my parents. Instead, my mother had me take piano lessons, probably because she played the piano. I hated taking piano lessons and didn’t have the passion for it. 


	Growing up, I was not able to speak up and voice my opinions for fear of being hit by my Dad. I was never able to pick and choose my clothes at the store but wore whatever clothes my parents bought me, even if I didn’t like them. Back then, children did not have much of a voice. It was the old “Children should be seen and not heard” standard.


	As a child, I loved to read and would escape into the wonderful world of make-believe to escape my reality. I still love to read. I was not popular in school and was not part of the “In” crowd. One particular girl made fun of me and made my life miserable. I did, however, manage to make friends with two girls in grade school, Beverley and Renee. We hung out together, mostly in their homes. I never invited them to my home because I didn’t want them to see my Dad get angry.


	I was a pretty good athlete. When I played sports, I wasn’t shy or introverted. I was a tomboy. I loved to climb trees, play softball, kickball, roller-skate, and swim. A group of kids on our block would get together and we’d play in the park near my home. Since I was the oldest, I was the leader of the girls. My first crush was a Polish boy who lived down the street. He was a year older than me and he was the leader of the boys. His real name was Eugene but he told us his name was Genu. I don’t know why he told me that was his name. Maybe he didn’t like his real name. We all called him Genu. As kids, we played hide-and-seek for hours, had water balloon fights, roller skated, and rode our bikes in the summer. In the winter we built snowmen, went sledding, made igloos, and ice skated.   


	When I was about 9 years old, my parents sent my brother and me to a day-camp in the summer. We went to day camp every summer until I graduated eighth grade. I loved day camp and had so much fun. The camp rented an outdoor pool at a country club and that’s where I learned to swim. We went swimming every morning, except Wednesdays when we went on field trips. We visited all the museums in Chicago and other places. In the afternoons, we went to the forest preserves. There, we ate our lunches and played. Every Thursday we had cook-outs in the forest preserve. On Friday afternoons, we went roller skating. I also took archery lessons in day camp. The man who taught us had an indoor archery range and he had a lion for a pet! He told us his pet lion had been in a few movies.  


	I became friends with one girl there, Nina, who was my age. Nina is Cuban and we were fierce competitors in sports. We were “summer friends” and I looked forward to seeing her every year. Those were good times. A few years back we reconnected on Facebook and keep in touch. 


	Looking back on my first crush with Genu, our relationship was funny, sweet, and awkward. When I was growing up, the girls and boys showed someone you liked them by teasing them. We teased each other a lot. He would make me so angry sometimes when he teased me, I wouldn’t speak to him for a half-day. Then we’d forget whatever it was we were mad about and be friends again. The first day I got my braces I saw him in the alley. I smiled at him, self-consciously. He smiled at me with a wad of tinfoil pressed against his top teeth. I didn’t talk to him for the rest of the day.


	I was in 6th grade when I realized I liked him more than as a friend. I could tell he liked me, too, but we never admitted it. Our friends teased us constantly. Our friendship reminded me of the movie, “Grease” because he was a Greaser and I was a Dooper. He wore his hair slicked back and wore pointy-toed shoes. I wore saddle shoes and didn’t tease my hair.  


	On Valentine’s day in the 7th grade, my brother talked me into going down to Genu’s house. He said Genu had a surprise for me in his garage. I was suspicious but went. All the kids in our little group followed me. My brother knocked on the metal garage door. Then, Genu pulled up the garage door and stood there smiling at me next to his Dad’s car. Seated on the trunk of his Dad’s car was a huge stuffed animal with a sign on it that said, “Happy Valentine’s Day.” The kids whooped and hollered, teasing me. I was embarrassed but secretly happy.  


	One day in the spring, we were sitting on the stoop outside my apartment and Genu asked me to be his girlfriend. I was in 7th grade and he was in 8th grade. When I said “yes”, and he slipped his ring on my finger. Then he kissed me. It was my first kiss.  


	Later that summer he broke up with me. I was devastated and cried every day. The following Valentine’s Day, I had mailed him a Valentine’s Day card, telling him I still loved him. I had saved up the money I earned from ironing for my Mom and was wearing the new outfit I had bought. I waited outside all day, hoping to see him. I never saw him and moped around all day. Around supper time, I had given up hope. I remember sitting on my Mom’s lap crying because I missed him. Then, my brother raced through the back door and thrust something at me, before running off to wash his hands. I looked down at the paper in my hands. It was a homemade Valentine’s Day card from Genu. It said, “You can be my Valentine for as long as you want. Love, Eugene P.”       


	When I was started 8th grade, Genu was a freshman. He didn’t hang around with us much anymore and it made me sad. He had made new friends at his new school. We were worlds apart now and he started dating a Polish girl he met in school. I was devastated. One day He took her to my house and introduced me to her. Years later, I learned they married. 


	My eighth-grade year in school was very sad for me. My Mom told me I would be attending a different high school than my two friends, Renee and Beverley. I was heartbroken. When I asked her why I had to go to another school she told me this school, Trinity, was better academically. I told her I wanted to go to the same school as my friends, but she wouldn’t listen. That summer was very lonely for me. My little group of friends in the neighborhood had outgrown playing kickball and softball and we didn’t hang around anymore. It was the end of my happy childhood. 


	 


	 








“Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.”


	~1Peter 5:8


	 


	Chapter 2


	THE TEENAGE YEARS


	 


	 


	My freshman year in high school was miserable. I hated it. I never felt so alone. I had no friends. Since I didn’t drive, I didn’t have any way of seeing my friends, Beverley and Renee. Social Media didn’t exist back then, and we had no cell phones so we couldn’t text. I might just as well have been plopped on a deserted island. My Mom insisted I take Latin in school and I did miserably. My report cards were filled with “D’s” in Latin, Algebra, and Science. The only class I did well in was Art and English. 


	I wonder if my parents knew how depressed I was or if they even noticed. I tried to make friends there but failed miserably. I was shy, introverted, slightly overweight, and not part of the “In” crowd. I remember one day during lunch period I sat down at a table filled with my classmates. One by one, they all got up and moved to another table. It was very humiliating. 


	At the time, my Mom was writing her dissertation for her Ph.D. in English Literature. Things at home between her and my Dad were rocky, and they argued a lot. I don’t remember what they argued about, but it was clear to my brother and me that my parents were very unhappy. 


	Sometime around the age of twelve, I began having OCD and was obsessed with number three. I would wash my hair three times, wash my hands three times, and turn doorknobs three times before opening the door. I stopped doing these things one day while washing my hands. I realized it was not normal and I stopped.


	Another disorder I had briefly was Trichotillomania. It is a mental disorder that involves recurrent, irresistible urges to pull out hair from your scalp, eyebrows, or other areas of your body, despite trying to stop. I pulled the hair out from my scalp as I sat in Latin class in my freshman year. One day I looked down at the floor beside my desk and saw a huge pile of my hair! When I went home, I looked in the mirror and saw the bald spot on my head. I was shocked and appalled. I never did it again. 


	From the time I was a small child until I became an adult, I bit my nails horribly. I sucked my thumb until the age of twelve! One day when I was twelve, I was invited to a sleepover. I made myself stop sucking my thumb the night of the sleepover so the other kids wouldn’t laugh at me. I never did it again. I believe these disorders and habits were brought on by stress and anxiety. 


	A few years before I entered high school, my Mom became friends with a man, Howard, from the university she attended. He was married and had two young children. Looking back, I realize his marriage was not doing well, either. Our families often got together for birthdays, holidays, and on the weekends. He was an alcoholic like my Dad so they would drink and discuss things like politics and the service. Howard had been a captain in the Army. Their family attended my brother’s football games with us and we would have dinner together afterward.  


	My Mom would spend long hours on the phone with Howard discussing her research and other things. Now that I look back on it, I suspect they were having an affair. My Dad was a good-looking man and he frequented a bar after work before coming home. Years later, he confessed to me the woman, Jenny, who owned the bar was the love of his life. Looking back, I suspect they were having an affair then. Was this what the arguments were about? I remember my Mom telling me when I was in eighth grade, she wanted to divorce my Dad. I was horrified and scared. Divorce, back then was scandalous.  


	As a young, shy, naïve girl, I thought Howard was witty and clever. He would quote Shakespeare, T.S. Elliot, and Hemmingway. Even then, I wanted to be a writer and envisioned myself writing great novels. I admired him and looked up to him. Unlike my Dad, who always yelled at me, he took time out to have conversations with me and was interested in what I thought. I trusted him and loved him and his family. 


	My Freshman year was finally over, and I had all but failed. My parents didn’t say anything to me about my report cards. They were dealing with something very serious that would change the lives of my entire family.


	My Mom began having severe headaches during my freshman year in high school. She continued to deal with the migraines but by the end of spring, our family doctor began scheduling tests for her to determine what was wrong with her. My parents never explained to my brother and me the seriousness of my Mom’s health. 


	Sometime in early June of that summer, my Mom was admitted into the hospital. She was getting worse and the doctors wanted to run more tests. My Dad was working during the day and visiting my Mom in the hospital after work. There was no one to care for my brother and me so he decided it was best if we stayed with Howard and his family. I was fourteen and my brother was twelve. During that time, Howard molested and raped me.    


	I don’t believe my Dad realized the danger he put me in when he arranged for us to stay there. If he had, he wouldn’t have done it. My Dad had a very bad temper. More than once he told me the story about an argument he had with a man while in the Navy. He almost killed him by ramming a tree branch into his chest. I was afraid to tell my Dad what was happening to me. He and his crew sometimes worked in dangerous neighborhoods, so he carried a nickel-plated, snub-nose .38 revolver. I was afraid he would kill Howard.


	I can’t begin to explain the torment, guilt, shame, confusion, and depression I felt. This was someone I loved and trusted. For many years I felt it was my fault—that I had brought this on myself in some way. I finally told my aunt in Lombard about what happened to me a few years later. I never did tell my Dad. He went to his grave not knowing what had happened to me. 


	My Mom died of a cerebral hemorrhage that June, one month exactly before I turned fifteen. She died during surgery. I was in a state of shock. Everyone else cried but me. I barely remember her wake and funeral. I remember walking out of the funeral home one day while the wake was being held. I went next door to the pet store and was looking at the parakeets. My Grandfather had given my brother and I a parakeet years ago for a pet. I remember the girl in the pet store asked me if she could help me with anything. I told her I was just looking and that my Mom had died. When I returned, everyone was worried about me. My Aunt Joyce suggested to my Dad to ask the doctor to prescribe sleeping pills for me because I wasn’t sleeping. He did, and the bottle of pills was placed in our medicine cabinet above the Crest toothpaste.
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