














PRAISE FOR


Buried Saints


“Writing powerfully from the heart, Miller tells a compelling story of her family’s surviving and even thriving in the wake of devastating events in the lives of their children. With humility, vulnerability, and warmth, she does not shy away from the pain of loss and betrayal but faces it all head-on with courage and leads us gently through the losses of abuse into hope. Love is costly and demands more than we think we can give, but the rewards are beyond measure. This family’s story bears that out in so many life-giving ways. I appreciate her and her husband’s willingness to let us in on her family’s struggle and the courage it took to bring the truth to light, to allow those hurt to tell their story, and to do all in their power to protect from future harm. Every parent should read this book.”


—The Rev. Dr. Heather Wright, author of Redeeming Eve: Finding Hope Beyond the Struggles of Life and Small Group Leadership as Spiritual Direction, and coauthor of Sacred Stress: A Radically Different Approach to Using Life’s Challenges for Positive Change


“What a beautiful, thought-provoking, very powerful, heart-wrenching story. A story truly about true faith, love, and miracles. This is a story that needs to be written and read. I shudder at how many people are secretly living a version of this. Maybe this story can give them the help they need. It is a message that needs to get out there.”


—Misty Smith, spiritual life coach


“The author has written a hauntingly beautiful account of a family torn apart by tragedy and rebuilt by strength, love, and faith. The story of trauma and the insidious ways that it affects people’s lives and the ripple effect it has on the whole family is eloquently shared and leaves a mark of deep sadness yet deep faith in the power of human connection and healing. I am humbled by the strength of the author to persevere and to find the positives among the rubble. A must-read for anyone looking for a renewed sense of faith in the human spirit.”


—Sandra Birch, licensed clinical social worker and trauma specialist


“I have been an ordained priest for forty-six years. I have also been a practicing family therapist. After reading Buried Saints, I was struck by the depth of human pain that innocent young people have to endure and survive. There is no minimizing human suffering. Yet our capacity for resiliency is amazing. In the story of Buried Saints, the deeper underpinnings of faith have contributed to weaving threads of resiliency. It is, tragically, an all-too-familiar story in our society. Yet we are not without resources. Everyone can be inspired by this story of hope.”


—Liam G. Collins, ordained priest


“Seldom have I come across a story that is equal parts purpose, principle and passion—where, within and throughout, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Kudos to Brin Miller for being one of the rare authors to accomplish that feat.”


—Brian Goldthorpe, www.messagingmastered.com
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WHEN I WAS A KID, TO TAKE A PHOTO YOU HAD TO SNAP the shot, finish the film roll, and wait for it to be processed by hand. It could take weeks to get back tangible evidence of that special event. You relived the day on paper weeks after the actual moment had passed.


Now, though, no more waiting—you can instantly review the moment on a screen just seconds after it happens. And you can instantly delete the imperfect shots like they never happened. The gratification of having captured the perfect shot or deleting something unseemly is a simple click away. Today, “Say cheese!” is instantaneously followed by “Mommy, let me see it.”


Life looks neater and tidier without the moments before and after a perfect picture. The second when the wind blew your hair, covering your face just at the exact wrong time. Or your smile wasn’t ready, so the picture actually caught a frown and a wrinkled chin. The awkwardness, even if it is funny, doesn’t get showcased in an album or frame. The imperfect or embarrassing gets cut.


Growing up, I made promises to myself that I would never be the mom wearing pajamas at the bus stop or who went to nursery school drop-off with my hair standing on end, still in my slippers. Then one day life snuck up on me. A series of days that turned into months and years.


My story is filled with images of one eye open and half a smiling face. Messed-up hair and stained clothes. This is a picture of me screaming and of punch flying through the air just before it hits everything in its path. This is a picture of bloodred juice spraying the walls and the floor and the chairs simultaneously. This is a picture of the children, out on the street running from me, the mom gone crazy.


This is the story of how my family endured an incredible breach of trust, and my daughters endured unimaginable abuse. A story of how faith saved us all, but only after that Hawaiian Punch bled across the kitchen floor like my heart blown wide open. This is the most imperfect of love stories. It’s a story that might have stayed in the shoebox at the back of the closet; but it won’t because it’s mine, and love wins, so it is told.
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DAWSON WAS DONE. HE DIDN’T WANT TO BE MARRIED TO me anymore. Our fights were prevailing and our fists were up in defense. Nothing was the same anymore. There was too much loss and regret. Too many things for us to blame each other for.


The dinner dishes were all tucked in the dishwasher; the evening ritual of laundry folding while the girls took baths was done. The night was winding down.


By the end of any given day, eight o’clock was when my body ached the most and my legs had nearly taken their last steps and were longing for sleep. I was worn down from a three-year-old, a four-year-old, and a twelve-year-old. Tonight I was emotionally drained as well; the blame had sucked the life out of me. The kids had heard fight after fight—night after night. We never talked about it, but they knew the drill. Yelling, slamming, stomping, mommy crying, and daddy screaming. Each night its own scene in a horror film about parenting mistakes done to a tee.


Tonight, though, we had to go out to a cocktail party, putting a damper on our usual angry routine. I mustered up my standard game face and plastic smile, performing our other perfected routine.


It was okay. My face looked distressed even in my most relaxed moments. I have always been a reserved person. I don’t trust people easily and for that I was used to being judged by my outward appearance, even on my best days. So the bad days like today—with my blank stare, the lump in my throat, and sore, puffy, dry eyes—wouldn’t change anyone’s first impression. No one ever bothered asking me if I was all right. It was easier to assume my life was perfect and I was your typical type-A unapproachable snob. Blond hair, blue eyes, always dressed nicely with the tall, dark, handsome, perfect-looking husband, and kids that followed suit. I’m sure there were some people who envied my picture of perfection.


The babysitters came, so I put energy into my steps. We had two babysitters. There was no particular reason except they were best friends and I was close with both of their mothers and had been for a long time. Since they were only twelve going on thirteen, it never seemed like overkill to me. Actually, I liked it. It made me feel like my girls were safe. I had known both sitters since they were about eight months old themselves. It was more like family than a service. All the same, to save my pride, I avoided their eyes as I gave them directions for the rest of the night. Our girls, Kennedy and Taylor, would go down for bed after a small bit of TV. When the school fundraiser was over, Dawson would drop me back home and take the sitters home on his way to go pick up Tom, my stepson, when his swim practice was over. I would return around nine. Still ducking my head and acting busy, I walked toward the door. My defeated body marched mindlessly outside and to the car. Dawson was waiting in angry protest, having already escaped the house to avoid the sitters and me. He didn’t look at me, only straight ahead at the road, hands gripping the wheel. I was turned toward the passenger-side window anyway. Silence chilled the air. It was a short drive, and there really was nothing to say.
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I HAVE FIVE to seven long, deep wrinkles on my forehead and unmemorable eyes. I don’t have a soft inviting look when I’m distracted or afraid. I’m the kind of person who looks judgmental and like someone to be afraid of.


My expressions have always plagued me. Worse, my expressions have always robbed me of looking sensitive. Because of this I have always carried a voice in my head that wished for someone to notice who I am on the inside instead of trusting their perceptions of how I appear outwardly. Just this little voice that screams, “Ask me if I’m okay and be there when I answer no.” I have heard this voice all my life.


All the same, I wouldn’t wait long for anyone to ask tonight. We walked into the open door of the party. As usual the main cluster of school parents was in the kitchen. Following the noise, we walked through the house to join the crowd. Dawson went left and I went right. I tried to put on a smile as I set the appetizer I was asked to bring on the table. Chatting about nothing seemed to absorb enough time to make the party pass. It was a kindergarten fundraiser, so almost every face was new. Though I was trying not to be self-conscious, I couldn’t help but imagine that my face looked frozen and expressionless, like I had just completed Botox treatments earlier that day. Dawson was across the room introducing himself to the other dads. I could hear his voice booming across the kitchen. He was easygoing and often the life of the party. He had a knack for being able to compartmentalize fights and shut down his bad mood when needed.


Hours later Dawson circled back to the door, signaling to me that it was time to go. As I heard him and distracted myself by pretending to get some food, the weight of the world just felt like it was about to swallow me whole. It seemed like midnight when we finally left, but it was right around 8:45 p.m., just as planned. I wrapped up my conversation and left robotically. I felt defeated after putting up a front for the public. It seemed useless to meet elementary school parents now, since after the divorce, the girls and I could very well be living with my mother. Though nothing had been decided, the loud arguments with the even louder threats shook me enough to imagine all the what-ifs of a divorce tragedy. So it was easy for me to wonder if my kids would even be in this school come a month from now.


In the haze that again consumed me on the short drive, Dawson dropped me at home and picked up the babysitters to take them home. I walked into the house to a moment of silence. It felt heavenly. Even a little bit light. I took a few deep breaths and attempted to enjoy this moment, but then my fear of a second divorce turned to anger, and I decided to take my ten minutes of solitude to vent to a friend. Claire had been my neighbor during my first marriage. Also divorced, she and I had remained close. She was the mother of one of my sitters, so I knew she was up waiting for her daughter to come home.


Once Dawson returned home, I quickly hung up the phone. He hastily entered the house, stomped upstairs, banged around, and slammed doors open and closed. He wanted to finish the argument that we had put on hold to go out. He never wanted to do that by talking; he just stomped upstairs, banged around items, and slammed doors open and closed. I was standing in the bedroom when he came in. The cathedral ceiling echoed all his noises. Though most nights this room was a warm and comforting place of rest, there were nights that were far from peaceful. The nights when he reached for his red-and-black gym bag. Tonight was one of those nights. Angrily packing it with two days’ worth of clothes, Dawson still managed to keep them folded and wrinkle-free at the same time. Once the bag was piled high, he hastily grabbed things in the bathroom and stuffed his brown dopp kit on top. All the running around and packing was loud and frantic. “This is it!” he exclaimed. He was moving out. All I could do was focus on how that stupid dopp kit would fall out the top of the bag if he stomped out.


For now, moving out meant he was storming down the hall to “Daddy’s sick bedroom” until he could find some extra money. This was his final straw. He was miserable, and he wanted a divorce.


It wasn’t the first time he had wanted a divorce. Yet each time he declared it, I felt as if a vise had just taken its last and tightest turn on my chest. This time I couldn’t think about it. Word after word coming at me made my body tremble. “I’m done. I’m calling a lawyer tomorrow. I don’t want to talk to you. This is it. I really mean it this time. I need to spend more time on myself. I need to focus on work. I can’t live with you anymore. Your control has gone too far.” Yes, I had heard it before, but this time . . . this time something was bubbling higher in his anger than normal. This time it was more intense than any of our arguments about kids or alcohol. It was different. It was true something felt deeply wrong, but I didn’t think it was the usual money or Tom arguments. It wasn’t just my general distrust of people or Dawson’s anger. As deeply as I tried, I just couldn’t name it.


After he stormed down the hallway, my focus shifted to the blue walls that were spinning around me. Maybe my head was spinning and the blue was still. I hate that sports bag. It doesn’t even fit all his stuff. How the heck does he not have wrinkled clothes? I hate ironed clothes. I hate his ironed clothes.


What will we do? I thought frantically. Where will I go? How will I make money again? Will I really stoop to living with my mother? Oh my mother, she will love this. Oh, she will fix me! How will I trust again? Will I hate him? Will we hate each other? What will happen to Tom? What will happen to me? And my dad? I married my dad? Maybe I married his dad. Worse, maybe I married his mother.


In our house the drama and the catastrophe were mounting. My brain felt ready to explode.
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MEANWHILE, TUCKED IN their brand-new big-girl beds, Kennedy at four and Taylor at three talked to each other about silly things to keep from hearing the fighting. I had thought they were asleep, but lately they seemed to talk a lot more before they closed their eyes. They had each other. I supposed they just needed sister time before they settled in each night. No noise came from Tom’s room. He was alone.


Still in disbelief in my room and mentally floating in and out between pain and anger, I stressed about what would happen to Tom. That thought could consume me even more than worries of my own daughters. I knew the girls and I would be okay, but what about Tom? He wouldn’t have me anymore. I was sure I was his only hope. His dad was consumed with himself—and his mother, well, she was just a trainwreck. I kept Tom’s life on schedule and on track. I was the one he leaned on when he needed help. I was the one he called first for homework, sports, friends, and advice.


My mind raced. I felt crippled lying on my bed. I cried. My body tensed. Rosacea covered my face with its heat and redness, and my eyes drooped from fatigue. After a few moments I was just numb, a dull ache inside my head, with eyes that felt dry when they blinked; tension coursed through my neck and shoulders, muscles eager to breathe but afraid to loosen up enough for oxygen.


I was instantly jolted back into the present moment with Dawson’s yell from down the hallway: “I want a divorce,” he repeated. “I’m done.”


After his last threat, my energy was completely depleted. My head was frozen, and my body could not move. Numbness was not a resolution but a temporary solution that helped me slow the trembling. I worked my brain hard to achieve numbness. It tamed the anger and helped me survive one critical moment at a time.


Finally, I broke my silence: “Fine, move down the hall. Take aalllll the time you want. I’m not discussing a divorce. I don’t care what you do, but I’m not discussing a divorce!” It was useless, though—he had already moved down the hall with or without my permission.


There is no doubt my head was swirling with what a divorce would actually look like, but in reality divorce just didn’t seem like the option to me. It didn’t add up. My heart declared it wasn’t the end. There was pain in my chest just thinking about it. I didn’t have answers that weren’t filled with blame and venom. I didn’t know how to talk unless I was also pointing the finger, but I wouldn’t discuss divorce. He could have all the time he needed with his stupid bag and his “sick room,” but a divorce wasn’t in the cards.


I was once told the body owns the score. It was a medical reference to trauma. The body remembers more than the mind. Regardless of how miserable we were, my heart and my body weren’t ready to let go. It’s unexplainable; he was right. Nothing had really been the same these days. We could say it was the death of Morgan, our dog, but these weren’t feelings of mourning. The house did seem vacant without her tail hitting the floor. No shuffling as she rolled over—all eighty-five hairy, loving, black-and-brown pounds—when I spoke thoughts out loud. I desperately felt the void of her unconditional love and approval. Truth is, we were all offkilter, having buried her only two weeks ago. But at the core, our issues weren’t the dog. The truth was, over a short period we had built up a lot of anger toward each other. Our young love had been short-lived and we had had problems right from the start.
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NOTHING IN YOUR LIFE REALLY PREPARES YOU FOR MARRIAGE the way you end up experiencing it. It’s true that how you grow up sheds light on your potential actions or behaviors. But in the merging of two separate backgrounds, a marriage is very rarely the same as it was for one’s parents. I was not prepared for the compromise. It never occurred to me that I would have to mold my ways around someone else’s.


I had practically everything I wanted growing up. We lived in a traditional colonial house. We had two cars until we needed three—then we had three. I never longed for anything. I was hardly into the world of name-brand things, but when I was, I just saved my money to get them. I was pretty simple, and I was okay with that.


All my primary school years were pretty routine. Wake up, get ready for school, pick out clothes, brush teeth, go to the bathroom.


After school—thirty minutes of TV. There was only one TV set, so whoever got off the bus and inside the family room first got to choose the show. We spent many a half hour watching Bob Ross on the Joy of Painting. I didn’t get to the TV first very often.


Then we would load up the car to head to swimming. Two hours of swimming every day except Sunday. I just went with the flow every day, rarely asking questions or voicing discontentment.


After practice I would head to the shower. Sometimes to break up the monotony, my friends and I would mix it up a bit: boys would shower in the girls’ locker room, girls would shower in the boys’. In general, I was too busy to be in trouble.


Get dressed, blow-dry hair, and finally the locker room door opened and a loud bellow rang out: “The car is leaving!!” Once home, slurp down an overcooked, tasteless dinner with milk, do homework, and go to bed. Rise and repeat.


[image: Images]


DAD WENT TO work, went to the bar, and came home somewhere in the middle of dinner and homework. Mom taught during the day and took care of the four of us before and after her work hours. My parents rarely hugged, never held hands, and certainly didn’t kiss. They just were.


My parents lived a married life from different histories. My mom’s parents worked hard and served their country. They saved and planned for future what-ifs. My grandparents on my mother’s side were typical Depression-era keepers and set an exceptional example of satisfaction in simplicity. They split one beer every night. They had vintage 1970s furniture, not for style but because they didn’t need to replace what still worked. They even got an 800 number for all their grandchildren to call them on so no one would have to use their own money—but then only talked for a set limit of time because back then each minute was really expensive. They were close role models in our lives, and I saw fit to follow in many of their ways. I saved my money and didn’t take big risks.


My dad’s family inherited buckets of money and worked enough to play. He and his seven siblings argued a lot and lived in constant discord with one another. My dad had his first trust fund at thirty and felt compelled when money got tight to remind us it was his money.


But even trust fund money runs short, and Dad still needed to work to support four kids, a house, and a wife. So as jobs became scarce locally, the interviews moved him farther and farther from home, thus he traveled a lot during my middle and high school years for “work.” In between trips were many nights I spent putting Dad to bed. The square bottle filled with butterscotch-colored liquid would sit on the stone table next to Dad’s TV chair at 5:00 p.m. When there were no “interviews” and there weren’t any “projects,” his days were spent on the computer and ended with his nights in front of the TV. As the scotch, Glenlivet to be exact, disappeared inch by inch, the TV volume would increase bit by bit. Each night the bottle would appear and so also came the clinking of the ice cubes into the glass and the sound of his sips. When he drank, I couldn’t focus on anything else. How long could I sit there in front of the only TV in our house before an exit was acceptable? Time slowed with each passing second. Anxiety rose with each clink and sip. He never exploded on us in a drunken rage, but the discomfort of that possibility was always there.
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