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“There is often an unspoken hierarchy in the recovery community, with IV drug users unofficially labeled ‘least likely to succeed.’ Mary Beth’s story counters that assumption in the most inspiring way. Her tale of trauma, loss, and ultimate victory over addiction is a testament to the strength of empowerment approaches to recovery like Women for Sobriety. If you are struggling with the idea that there is only one way to get sober, you need to read this book!”


—Adrienne Miller, Women for Sobriety president and CEO


“Judge O’Connor casts an unflinching gaze over the past to explore the factors that contributed to her demise into drugs, abusive relationships, and self-harm, and the resources that helped her build an empowered life. Harrowing and hopeful, her story assures readers that recovery is possible.”


—Jean McCarthy, podcast host of The Bubble Hour, author of the Unpickled series


“A riveting memoir about a harrowing childhood and the deep abyss of drug addiction—followed by an inspiring story of recovery and a practical guide to building an individual recovery plan—no higher power required.”


—Mary M. French, administrative law judge, retired


“Recovery, like Rome, is a destination with many roads. There is an abundance of stories where recovery is laid at the feet of some notion of God. But only a small minority of addicted persons actually walk that pathway. Much larger numbers find recovery elsewhere. Mary Beth O’Connor’s memoir begins to fill the information gap about recovery for people who, like many younger Americans today, check ‘none of the above’ when it comes to religious affiliation. Starting in her teens, Mary Beth did about all the drugs you can do. She could have been a poster child for the victims of dysfunctional family life. Yet eventually she pulled out of it. She tried 12-steps and found it wanting. She took charge of her own recovery. She achieved not only abstinence but big-R Recovery, overcoming her inner demons, and demonstrating the competence, intelligence, reliability, and social skills necessary for professional advancement. This is an inspirational story of survival and renewal.”


—Martin Nicolaus, founder, LifeRing Secular Recovery, author of Empower Your Sober Self and Recovery by Choice


“From Junkie to Judge is an essential addition to addiction and recovery literature. Mary Beth’s remarkable and gripping story smashes stereotypes about professionals and drug use. An avowed atheist, she also gives hope to those who’ve been told recovery requires faith.”


—Lisa F. Smith, author of Girl Walks Out of a Bar: A Memoir, co-host of Recovery Rocks podcast


“What a wonderful example of the possibilities that are inside us all! This is a deeply relatable story of childhood pain that is transformed through the trials of addiction and recovery. This compelling account of triumph over adversity speaks to the challenges we all face and the hope of what is possible once we do the work of healing the past. As a person in long term recovery, I found From Junkie to Judge to be a valuable resource for those considering a life free of addictions.”


—Arlina Allen, One Day at a Time podcast host


“From Junkie to Judge is a story of hard-won grace, and a remarkable tenacity to persevere. Mary Beth narrates an extraordinary journey of transcendence and advocacy. We are so fortunate to have her record, and this guide to recovery—and recovering well—that finds witness in her overcoming adversity, becoming oneself, and blazing the trail for others to follow.”


—John Evans, author of Young Widower: A Memoir and Stanford University lecturer


“Very rarely do you find a person who has the courage to be so honest about not only their particular experience but the human experience. Judge O’Connor exhibits that courage in spades in her memoir. She takes you in detail through her struggle and her subsequent recovery from addiction and trauma. It is an unbelievable example of the indomitable will to not give up. As a person in long-term recovery and an addiction clinician, it was great to read something that details just how real addiction is, how hard getting sober can be, and wonderful tools to help all of those in the fight. To anyone reading this who is struggling—you are worth it and deserving of all the beautiful things the world has to offer you.”


—AJ Diaz, LMSW, CASAC-T, co-founder of You Are Accountable
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Disclaimer: Some of the names and characteristics of people have been changed to protect their anonymity. The author does not endorse one specific method of recovery. Before embarking on any recovery program, you may want speak to a healthcare provider or a professional.










Foreword


I FIRST MET MARY BETH O’Connor in the fall of 2018, at a coffee bar during our She Recovers in LA Conference at the Beverly Hilton Hotel. It was a brief encounter, but Mary Beth really made an impact. My frenzied energy likely indicated that we had but a few minutes to chat, so Mary Beth cut right to the chase. She told me that she had become addicted to meth by 17, found recovery at 32, and had accumulated over a quarter century of sobriety. Oh, and she was a federal judge and had written a memoir. I was captivated and would have liked to sit down with her and dig into her story right then and there. Alas, my event responsibilities beckoned, so we bid adieu, and both got back to the task at hand—celebrating women in recovery.


I’ve had the honor of getting to know Mary Beth since that first meeting. We’ve spent time together at recovery events, we have a relatively consistent Messenger relationship, and she joined the board of our non-profit foundation in 2020. I also love following Mary Beth on Facebook where she shares tidbits of her life with her beloved partner, Doc.


Through reading this real and raw memoir, I now know Mary Beth on an even deeper level. From Junkie to Judge is a triumph—both as a literary project and as a life story. Mary Beth details a childhood and young adulthood rife with trauma and neglect. She reminds us that we become addicted because of what happens to us, not because there is anything wrong with us. Her story is stitched together with poignant details of abuse and pain but also moments of lightness and possibility. She never descends into shame or self-pity, and her generosity in seeking to understand those who hurt her most is nothing short of inspiring.


From Junkie to Judge is more than a memoir. As Mary Beth herself declares, sharing her story is her advocacy work. And her work is much needed, especially in this era of massive overdose from a poisoned drug supply. Mary Beth joins others who advocate vociferously for multiple pathways of recovery; it’s become clear over the past several decades that people need to be supported to find and follow individualized pathways and patchworks of recovery. That is exactly what Mary Beth did. From the start of her own healing journey, Mary Beth distrusted the idea that only 12-step recovery would work for her—in part because she is an atheist but also because she understands that recovery is not a one-size-fits-all endeavor. Her instincts were right. But always generous and respectful of things that might not work for her, Mary Beth never suggests that non-secular pathways won’t work for others. This is an important distinction in the recovery movement. We only get to say what works for ourselves.


Mary Beth took control of her recovery from the start. She researched all sorts of strategies, listened, and watched what seemed to be working for others, tried things out for herself, and kept adjusting. If you ask her what works for her, and continues to work for her, it is connecting with a wide range of secular ideas about recovery and sharing her story with and for others in, or seeking, recovery. As Mary Beth says, taking charge of her personal recovery helped build her confidence and competence, and she uses that process and technique in all areas of her life. Her memoir will inspire others to take charge of their own recovery and lives too.


The stigma associated with addiction prevents the average person from comprehending that women who were once severely addicted can recover and go on to lead fulfilling and amazing lives. But we do. I often say that if you looked at my LinkedIn profile you would never suspect that I spent my young adult years doing and dealing drugs. If you looked at Mary Beth’s profile, you couldn’t imagine that she had dropped out of law school and spent years shooting speed intravenously. But here’s the thing. Neither Mary Beth nor I are trying to hide our past, in fact the opposite is true. We aren’t ashamed of where we have come from, and we purposefully recover out loud to show other women—and the world—that recovery is possible.


Mary Beth has accomplished much in her life and much in her recovery. She believes in the concept of being of service to others in recovery, and her memoir accomplishes that and more. Mary Beth offers up the hard, gritty details of her past in addiction because she understands that sharing our recovery narratives can inspire others to choose recovery too. Our stories have power. Mary Beth shares her story with unflinching honesty, grace, humor and, that most important ingredient for anyone in or seeking recovery, hope. With this book, and through her other efforts, this “junkie” turned judge turned advocate, will save lives.


Dawn Nickel, co-founder, She Recovers Foundation and author of She Recovers Every Day: Daily Meditations for Women in Recovery










CHAPTER 1 My First Shot



WHEN I GRADUATED from my New Jersey high school in 1979, I was an honor student and a junkie. I don’t mean I smoked a lot of weed or popped too many pills—I shot speed daily. Methamphetamine to the chemist, crank in my hometown, crystal in modern terminology.


I hit a nerve in my right wrist as I injected before the ceremony. When the principal presented my diploma and shook my hand, I bit my lip to suppress the scream that surged from my belly to my throat. Inside the leatherette cover, one note congratulated me for winning the most scholarship money, but another demanded repayment of sixty-two dollars from a candy sale, funds I had used to score a gram of meth.


My classmates avoided eye contact when I staggered off the stage. They giggled and prodded one another, excited to launch the next chapter in their lives. I slumped in the plastic chair, dread suffocating me as I contemplated flunking out of college. I almost failed last semester, skipping school so often, and UCLA’s gonna be so much harder. Maybe I’ll get lucky and die of an overdose on a dorm floor. I snapped the folio shut. Jesus, is that my best option? How the fuck did I get here?


Ten months earlier, after snorting crank for three days, I had fallen into the turbulent sleep of an overdue crash. I clawed my way to consciousness, then focused on the clock radio’s fluorescent 7:08.


“Cindy,” I shouted toward my sister’s room. “Is it AM or PM?”


“Goddammit, I’m sleeping. Because it’s morning.”


I threw off the sheets, struggled to a sitting position, and waited for the dizziness to subside. As I stood, I planted my hand on the bed for balance. Trudging to my mirror, I examined the dark roots setting off my Nice ’n Easy blond hair. Smeared mascara framed bloodshot eyes above sunken cheeks. I held up my hand and watched it shake.


Shit! I look like that old drunk at the Silver Fox who spends her days chained to a barstool.


I shuffled to the refrigerator and grappled with the Pepsi tab before I collapsed on the sofa and lit a cigarette. Like every other morning, I snatched my purse from the Formica coffee table and dug for my drug kit.


No crank. Just a few black beauties. Warm tears spurted down my cold face. It’s okay, it’s okay. You have the beauties.


Weaker than meth, but at least these pills delivered an amphetamine high. Should I break them open, discard the time-release ebony granules, and snort the powder for a more intense rush? My nostrils ached from overuse, so I swallowed two. As I waited for the energy burst, I smacked my cheeks. Pull it together. You need meth. This early, Bubba’s your best bet. If you look trashed, he’ll send you home.


I spent the next hour constructing Mary Beth. Shower, blow out, hot rollers, another black beauty, frosted blue eye shadow, maroon shorts, and a breast-enhancing halter top. Scrutinizing my image again, I straightened my shoulders, tossed my hair, and practiced a laugh. Relief! A façade sufficient to hide the depths of my deterioration.


I drove my brown ’73 Valiant to Bordentown’s four block city center. High school dropout Bubba worked as a mid-level drug dealer. At twenty, he still lived with his parents in a narrow row house. I exchanged pleasantries with his mom as she spread her famous ham salad on Wonder Bread. “Help yourself to a sandwich if you get hungry later.”


Bubba beckoned me over and we walked a couple blocks to spend the day with Matt. His wife at work, the unemployed truck driver provided a safe haven in a tacit exchange for drugs. Proud of his chiseled body, Matt would use speed and then spend hours weight lifting.


As we approached the two-story brick apartment building, Bubba tugged at his loose pants. Naturally plump, too much crank and too little food had reduced his waistline.


“Mary Beth, if I’m not careful, I’ll be crazy skinny like you.”


“Hey, I put on a couple of pounds.”


“Hmm, I’ve never seen a collarbone stick out like yours.”


Jesus. He’s on this again. Yo, Bubba! Just last week you gave me enough meth to choke a horse.


Shrugging, I strolled backward, facing him, hoping to appear casual as we neared Matt’s apartment. “So, I heard they arrested Dennis for pointing a gun at a cop.”


“Yup. During a parole check. He’d been up for days and thought the fuzz was gonna shoot him. Won’t be seeing him for a while.”


“Good. He tried to force me to suck his dick a couple of weeks ago.”


Spinning around, I beamed at Matt as he let us in, my mouth watering as we sashayed to the glass kitchen table. Bubba set aside ten vials filled with speed for clients to pick up throughout the day. He poured a mound of the glistening white crystals from a sandwich-sized baggie and waggled his finger at us.


“We gotta make this last all day, minus the tastes I’ll offer my customers.”


From a folded denim sack, Bubba removed a razor blade and silver straw. He chopped the meth rat-a-tat-tat, like a sous chef dicing vegetables during the dinner rush. He carved out three long lines. As the crank provider, he snorted first. The speed disappeared in an instant. Bubba thrust himself up and knocked the chair to the floor. “Man, oh man, oh man. My skull’s about to explode.”


He exhaled four times in staccato, then waved me over. As the woman and his occasional sex partner, I had second dibs on the drugs. After pecking him on the cheek, I sidled into position. I rolled the metal cylinder between my fingers, then bent down, pressing a finger against my right nostril to increase the suction of the left. I moved the straw along the line as I attempted to ingest the crank. “God damn it. Nothing.”


Months of heavy drug use had clogged my nose. Despite several efforts, I couldn’t inhale the speed. Matt scraped my line into a pouch he made of tissue. I swallowed, then gagged when the damp paper clung to the inside of my throat. Panic threatened to engulf me as I choked. Bubba jumped to his feet and nabbed a Bud. After several swigs, I gargled to propel the crank toward my stomach.


Matt already had snared the silver straw. I fixated on him as he vacuumed up his portion. “Fuck. That’s good shit.”


Bubba nodded with pride, grabbed a deck of cards from the hutch, and began to shuffle. Matt skittered around the apartment, rearranged magazines, and scrubbed a Teflon pot with steel wool. Clutching my half-empty pack of Salems, I shifted to the olive-green recliner and waited for the slower impact from injesting the drug. Leaning back, I propelled the footrest forward. Thirty seconds later, I slung my legs over the chair’s side. My Dr. Scholl’s sandals flapped as I jiggled my feet.


Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating Party hung above the buffet. My mother had purchased a larger version of the same print at Quaker Bridge Mall because it was pretty and matched our furniture. A flash of fury overwhelmed me as I recalled my stepfather backhanding me across the face because I hadn’t dusted it to his satisfaction. As my second cigarette burned down to the nub, my cheeks began to glow, and a familiar heat traveled from my chest to my fingertips. I tilted my neck and expelled a slow “aah.”


Bubba whirled around. “There’s my girl.”


I stretched my arms to the ceiling, then shimmied my shoulders. Bouncing over to the pressboard stereo cabinet, I flipped through all two dozen albums, then selected Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon. The boys joined me in the living room to wait for round two. For the next thirty minutes, we debated my drug consumption options. Matt lobbed the nasal spray to me, I tried to draw in the liquid but to no avail.


“Why don’t you stir it in your soda?”


“Tried that. Nasty taste.”


“Well, sweetie,” Bubba said, “I think we need to pop your cherry. You’re gonna have to shoot up.”


An ecstatic tingle pulsed through my body as I anticipated a new high. To prevent Bubba from witnessing my ear-to-ear grin, which might worry him enough to change his mind, I gathered the paraphernalia. Matt snagged a pristine hypodermic, a set of works, from his wife’s dresser. Eyeballing my share, Bubba grasped the razor blade and swept crank from the pile into a tablespoon.


Having watched others, I knew how to prepare the shot. Removing the orange cap from the set took more force than expected. I gasped when I heard the resounding snap of success. I drew up a small amount of water and slowly squirted it onto the meth. With the flat end of the plunger, I crushed the particles until they dissolved into liquid. To avoid losing even one drop, I scraped the residue on the spoon’s inner rim and watched it flow toward the mixture. I wadded up a tiny piece of cotton, centered that ball in the speed puddle, then positioned the needle against it, to suck the elixir into the syringe. To remove any air bubbles, I flicked the plastic barrel and guided the crank to the top. Matt handed me his belt and I tied off my upper arm.


Bubba smacked the pit on my inner elbow to raise the blood vessels. I twice clenched and unclenched my hand before making a fist. I slammed my arm on the glass tabletop, almost knocking the ashtray to the floor. Bubba placed the works at an angle, tapping until the point punctured my skin. He wiggled the hypodermic a bit and then withdrew it.


“You have baby veins, so it’s easy to miss. You gotta push hard enough so they don’t roll. Not too hard or you’ll go through them.”


On the second try, as he eased the tip forward, a minute curl of blood penetrated the syringe. Bubba retracted the plunger and bright red fluid gushed in, mingling with the clear speed. I loosened the belt. He pulled back slightly until a fresh droplet emerged, indicating the needle remained in place. Bubba mainlined the blood-speed amalgam with one graceful stroke.


My muscles twitched as I visualized the drug racing toward my brain. An ether taste rose from my throat. I gazed upward and coughed. My eyes wobbled in their sockets. Spasms in my gut made me hunch over. Adrenaline and euphoria flooded every cell. A blaze ignited inside me and irradiated the room. Gripping Bubba’s thigh, I opened my mouth to describe the shimmering paint, gleaming mirror, and throbbing music but could not formulate the words, or even a thank-you.


I giggled and held up my palms the way a child does when spotting a stack of gifts. I clutched my seat as the glorious power flowed through me, and I wondered if this was what happiness felt like. I took a deep elated breath. And sang my new mantra.


“When can I do it again?”[image: ]










CHAPTER 2 Conception



MY LIFE HAD STARTED SLIDING DOWNHILL within weeks of my conception, before my eighteen-year-old mother had realized she was pregnant. On the flight to Los Angeles to start college, Mom told me that my father, John, had adopted me. I may have missed a few details because I was distracted by an escalating panic as the thought, How the hell will I find meth in LA? gnawed through every neuron in my brain. I had a gram vial in my underwear because I was afraid to travel with any quantity, so withdrawal threatened to hit shortly after touchdown.


I do recall that Mom reminded me of her high school popularity. She’d met Don in 1960, her senior year, while working at Dunham’s department store. He epitomized the man she’d wanted to marry: good-looking, a business major at Rider College in snobby Lawrenceville, and bound for the executive suite. Mom’s assessment had been that Don wasn’t the brightest bulb, so, despite his claim that he preferred clever women, she’d known better than to outshine him. She’d exhibited the level of intelligence she’d thought he would appreciate, like dropping the occasional five-dollar word but feigning ignorance of politics.


Mom had pulled out all the stops, dying her hair blond, wearing pencil skirts over a girdle that squeezed her already tiny waist so tight she could barely breathe, and hiding her cat eyes in her purse because, as Marilyn Monroe advised, guys don’t make passes at girls who wear glasses. She had fantasized about their fabulous future while clutching the commemorative pillow from the Kappa Phi formal where she’d dazzled Don’s fraternity brothers. She said they’d taken a secret weekend trip down the shore, which she’d hoped would seal the deal, although she’d known she rolled the dice by having sex. He had broken up with her the next week, consistent with my grandmother’s warnings that upscale boys only chased working-class girls for one thing and then lost interest after foolish dreamers gave up their virginity.


As I listened to my mother, I wondered why she was dumping this on me now. Was she thinking about her life when she was my age? Was she making an effort to develop an adult relationship with me, more like friends? Or perhaps she imagined that by sharing what she went through, I would feel obligated to help her later? After all, my scholarship to a top-tier college seemed like it was putting me on an opposite path than the one she’d taken.


“When I missed my period, I’d hoped it was stress. Understand, 1960, an unmarried pregnant Irish Catholic girl. Disaster. No chance of getting a top-notch husband. And I assumed Grandmom would throw me out. Where would I go? And how would I raise you on minimum wage?”


Mom said she’d flipped back and forth from terror to picturing Don on his knees presenting a diamond ring. She’d begun dating John, a sweet boy with a low-level office job, who adored her. “I didn’t even have to try. To him, I was fabulous.” She’d thought about how her parents didn’t understand her, like the time she’d run up debt buying clothes with her employee discount. When Dunham’s had called because she was behind on the payments, Grandmom had carried on about her irresponsibility. “I told her off good. You’re happy in dowdy housedresses. I need to outshine the girls at Don’s college.”


“I know, Mom; you’ve told me this before. None of your debts have been your fault.” I wanted to say “not the credit cards or car payments, and not even when you drained my savings account.” I held my tongue because I didn’t trust she wouldn’t twist my arm or slap my face. After all, she seemed oblivious to the other passengers, who must have been able to hear her. Or she might have been enjoying the imagined sympathy.


Mom brushed a few strands of hair off her face, threw me a quick scowl, and plowed ahead. Grandpop O’Connor had arranged a meeting with Mom, my father, and all four parents. Grandpop had pushed hard for Don’s parents to make him marry her. To cover up her sin, according to Mom, but I wondered if also to protect her. “He needs to do the right thing. He had his fun and now he has to pay the piper.”


Mom said her eyes had pleaded with Don, but he never opened his mouth. His family had insisted their son’s promising future wasn’t going to “be ruined by a girl like that.” Grandpop had sputtered spit. “What about her life?”


Though the details were new, I’d known John wasn’t my biological dad for years, yet feigned ignorance to avoid a “why didn’t you bring it up” discussion. In high school, for a blood type experiment, I’d asked Mom for John’s and hers, which didn’t match mine. She hadn’t followed up, and I’d altered the data, so the teacher wouldn’t think I’d made a mistake or want to talk about the family secret.


Plus, I hadn’t seen John since I’d spent the weekend at his house when I was thirteen. At the bowling alley, I’d met a gorgeous nineteen-year-old. John had answered the door when Kurt arrived to take me out and hadn’t hesitated to wish me a “have fun” as I flew down the stairs. Kurt had shared a high-powered joint and we’d fucked in the woods. Afterward, he’d adopted the role of teacher, explaining the importance of condoms, with no apparent awareness that the better safety tip would’ve been not to have sex with grown men. I’d returned to John’s, bedraggled and unable to walk straight, and I hadn’t seen him since. So finding out he wasn’t my biological father hadn’t shaken my world.


Anyway, luckily for Mom, the Catholic Church had an elaborate system for unwed mothers, providing a Philadelphia facility where she could relocate for the duration and even routing her mail through Boston. The priests would’ve arranged for adoption, but my mother had rejected that offer despite my grandparents’ refusing to house us both. “You can’t expect to traipse back here with a child on your hip and pretend you’ve done nothing wrong.” Instead, Mom had moved back, and I’d been left at a nearby convent where the nuns cared for me. She’d dropped by when she could, she swore. And Mom had taken me out one day to push me in a borrowed baby carriage near Don’s apartment. She’d even succeeded in running into him. “He just asked how I was, patted you on the head, and took off with his buddies.”


My heart sank a little, knowing my father hadn’t changed his mind when he saw me. I thought how even then, before I was born, none of them, not my parents and not my grandparents, had considered my best interests. My father had avoided tying the knot and hadn’t asked for visitation. My grandparents had focused on salvaging the family’s reputation. Mom had insisted on keeping me, I think only because I was her best option for getting out from under her parents. Either Don would change his mind or she’d convince John to take us in. In the meantime, she had enrolled at Trenton State, picked up her social schedule, and squeezed in convent visits.


She did marry John, and I’d moved in with them at around six months old. With my sister, Cindy, half-sister biologically but not in my heart, we’d visited those nuns occasionally after church. I’d presumed all Catholic girls did so. They would ask about school and Mom would encourage me to perform, like singing my exuberant rendition of “Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.”


I am confident the nuns satisfied my basic survival needs. However, I doubt I received much nurturing from them or my mother. Even Mom’s descriptions made it clear she flitted through for cursory check-ins. I have wondered if Mom would’ve bonded with me more had I lived with her right away. And part of me wants to think she tried, since she did defy convention to keep me. But she also chose to spend minimal time at the convent in those early months, establishing a pattern that saddens me still. When I began dating my husband, he commented on my ongoing demands that we snuggle, which reminded him of the baby monkeys who hadn’t been touched enough and never quite recovered.[image: ]










CHAPTER 3 First Kidnapping



MOM AND JOHN HAD LOTS OF FRIENDS and we often socialized as a family. My mother, her sisters, and their girlfriends created the Whamahaw Club. The meetings started with a song about “weary housewives and mothers and half-assed workers.” The Whamahaws met monthly to commiserate, catch up on the latest gossip, and share amusing anecdotes, all while serving mixed drinks and hors d’oeuvres featured in women’s magazines.


In the summer of ’67, they invited husbands and kids to a picnic to introduce some new members. Cindy and I leapt out of the Dodge Dart and veered toward the voices emanating from the backyard of the maroon Cape Cod. I sprinted to Mr. Miller and beamed, revealing my two missing front teeth. The lanky grill master bent down and cupped my chin. “Well, lookie who’s here. The Holub girls. Let’s see, a cheeseburger for Mary Beth and a plain hamburger with nothing on it for Cindy-Lou. Right?”


We nodded and scurried off to horse around with the other kids for a half hour, then picked up our well-done charcoal-broiled burgers and a handful of New Jersey’s famous Charles Chips. We sang in unison, “Thank you, Mr. Miller.”


From the wives’ circle, Mom gestured for me to park myself at her feet. Her blue sundress shimmered next to my complementary salmon shorts and paisley gold top. Mrs. Miller tickled my neck as she settled into her lounge chair. “She looks so much like you, Pat. It’s no wonder she won the beauty pageant.”


I had heard this often but failed to see much similarity between my round face and my mother’s striking countenance. My dirty blond mop did not compare to her platinum coiffure. She moved with grace whereas I grew so fast I was clumsy and, to use her phrase, tripped over every crooked blade of grass.


“Sometimes beauty works against you. Did I tell you how we almost lost her? No? Well, when Mary Beth was three, she was outside with her boyfriend, Chucky, who lived in the apartment next door. The buildings made a square, with a lawn where the kids played games. Chucky taught her to build Lincoln Log houses. Mary Beth would make up stories for his GI Joes and her dolls, like they all happily drove to the shore but ended up arguing about whether to ride the Ferris wheel. They were so in love, they decided to marry, have six kids, and live on a fire engine.”


My mother took a long draw from her Pepsi, and the Whamahaws standing near the trees stepped closer. I swallowed hard and used a fingernail to make red ketchup swirls on the paper plate. I wanted to crawl away but knew that would disrupt my mother’s moment. I tugged at her skirt, but she brushed me aside.


“One day, some neighbors came over for gin rummy. We glanced out the windows now and again, to keep an eye on the kids. I can still see them, like in a movie, the sun shining bright as they chased each other, giggling like little idiots.”


Mrs. Miller raised her hand as if to comment, but Mom plowed ahead.


“Suddenly, Chucky raced into the apartment, ashen white, trembling from head to toe.” My mother gripped my shoulder and squeezed. “What did Chucky say to Mommy and Daddy?”


The women’s eyes fixed on me. I glanced at Cindy riding Dad like a pony, then, in slow singsong, provided the phrase she sought. “Chucky told you, ‘Somebody stole Mary Beth.’ ”


“That’s right. Somebody stole Mary Beth.” She paused as the other women exclaimed “Oh my God” and “Dear Lord.”


“As best we can figure, a teenage boy hurtled toward them from the parking lot, grabbed Mary Beth, and fled out the opposite side of the property.”


Mrs. Miller clutched her chest. “How horrible!”


Mom wiggled in her seat. “Look! Even now, goose bumps, imagining him watching her for weeks, waiting for his chance.”


The women nodded and Mrs. Miller rubbed my shoulder.


“The men threw down their cards and dashed outside with Chucky. Sobbing, he managed to say ‘big man’ and point in the correct direction. John and his posse bolted out of the complex in pursuit.”


“Oh, Pat, you must’ve been petrified!”


“I almost fainted from the shock!” As I expected, my mother slumped backward and pressed her palm to her forehead. “Anyway, the men rushed to the corner and spotted him. John told me Mary Beth peered over the boy’s shoulder, her big blue eyes pleading for help. He was skinny and couldn’t outrun them while carrying her, probably heavier than he’d guessed, with her baby fat.”


My mother pinched my cheeks, so I bit off a giant mouthful of burger and chewed so hard I bit my tongue.


“After a few blocks, he dropped her, hightailed it over a fence, and ran off. They saw his brown crew cut but not his face. So they never did find him.”


Mrs. Miller leaned down from the edge of her seat. “You are a very lucky girl.”


Mrs. Miller was right. I was lucky the boy hadn’t hurt me, although I suppose I’d felt as surprised and upset as Chucky. I remember the apartment and the square, but, due to my age, I don’t recall this boy snatching me up. I can envision it in detail though. My mother burned the images of this kidnapping into my brain by retelling the story throughout my childhood. I still can feel myself bouncing in the boy’s arms and, although I wasn’t there, I can see Chucky announce my abduction.


I picture my mother outside the apartment crying, “No, no, my baby!” I’m sure she worried about my safety but would bet she grasped the sympathy value of this crisis when friends comforted her while they waited on the porch. Her frequent performances suggest this, and that she never appreciated the impact on me of hearing this tale from a young age. Or perhaps she thought this would teach me to use life’s challenges to advantage through good storytelling that garnered the spotlight.


We lived in that apartment for another year. One night I awoke from a deep sleep and saw a woman with bushy red hair peering into my room through the window. She reminded me of Chucky’s mother but with luminous skin and huge teeth. She examined me, then scanned the room but didn’t seem to notice Cindy in the next bed. I recall a hot flash while a chill ran up my spine, which I’m not sure is possible, but that’s how it seemed to me.


I tried to lie motionless while I watched her through one half-opened eye. Her fingers splayed against the glass. I had to pee but dared not move. After what seemed an eternity, she sighed and slid away.


I ran to my parents’ bedroom down the hall, panting in panic, and shook Mom hard. “There’s a funny-looking lady.”


“What? What are you talking about?”


“Red hair. Staring at me from outside.”


“It was a nightmare. Get back to bed!”


My knees almost buckled as I flashed on the woman clambering through our window. I opened my mouth twice but couldn’t formulate an effective plea. I glanced at John, but he lay prone, snoring.


“Back to bed. If there’s a crazy lady, you don’t want to leave your sister alone, do you?”


My stomach sank as my mother gestured toward the door. I swiveled toward my room, shuffled back, then paused in the hallway to slow my rapid breath. I tiptoed to Cindy and stroked her hand, then climbed into bed, forgoing the bathroom to protect my sister. After allowing myself a few tears, I shook my head and whispered, “Don’t be a ninny.” I tried to stay awake, but my eyelids closed several times, then flew open when I thought I heard a board creak or a tap on the windowpane.


I’d wager I did conjure up this odd hag although I can’t be sure because no one checked. Rather than alleviate my distress, when bored, my mother might smirk and ask, “Have you seen the funny-looking red-haired lady lately?” At first, my heart would plummet to the floor at this question. Later, I told this story to friends, sometimes as a horrific event and other times as a childish fantasy.


These two incidents contributed to my profound sense of being unsafe in the world. For decades, apprehension subverted sleep. I dreamed unseen monsters chased me through dense forests or down steep mountains. I attempted to scream but could emit no sound. I searched dank caverns for my sister, terrified I would never find her.


I developed various techniques to calm myself. I whispered with Cindy about Christmas gifts or sang songs from Mary Poppins. I gave each finger an identity, like a talking puppy and a fairy godmother. My left thumb became teacher Mrs. Cassidy and the pinkie Fireman Joe. We acted out fairy tales, discussed trips to Hershey’s chocolate factory, and reviewed my school lessons. We played together almost every night until I dozed off.


By fourth grade, I had an active story line to pick up each night. I visualized myself as Cinderella and created scenarios in which the prince saved me from peril. By my teenage years, I devised harrowing ordeals, such as being taken hostage and beaten. In my imaginings, friends or teachers noticed my suffering afterward, admired my ability to survive, and assisted my recovery. I used this method to settle my mind and fall asleep until my forties, when I realized that immersing myself in trauma might have been contributing to my lifelong anxiety.


Even now, when writing about this kidnapping, dismay resurfaces over my mother’s lack of concern for my well-being and how she telegraphed this so she could garner a bit of attention for herself. These experiences reminded me that I was not safe in this world and my mother did not care.[image: ]










CHAPTER 4 Carving Knife



DESPITE HER LIMITATIONS, my mother had many positive attributes. Although not well educated, she was exceptionally smart. My grandpop told me that when my mother was three, she could put together a jigsaw puzzle with all the states from memory. In the eighties, she won Jeopardy when she nailed the vague final question about Cliffs Notes, a study guide she’d heard mentioned on The Cosby Show. She also could be very creative when attempting to control the behavior of Cindy and me. She taught us the “Who Can Be Quietest the Longest” game, which I never won despite my best efforts.


And Mom cautioned us about the large green containers at the supermarket. “Until you girls turn five, I can put you in that bin and send you to the used kids store. Some parents do it for no reason, but I’ll only return you if you keep disobeying me.” When Cindy and I ignored orders or talked back, she would holler, “Don’t make me ship you off to the used kids store.”


Sometimes when she seemed particularly close to the edge, I would warn my sister, “Knock it off! She’ll throw us in the car and drive us to the used kids store.” Other times, I would threaten Cindy, “If you touch my doll one more time, I’ll tell Mom to send you to the used kids store.”


One day before shopping at Two Guys grocery, I ran to the green bin, stood tiptoe, pushed up the heavy rubber lid, and peered inside. I swung around and placed my hands on my hips. “There’s no kids! Just clothes.”


Mom smiled. “Those are donations for the used kids.”


I still chuckle when I see similar bins with a sign seeking contributions for foster kids.


Once in a while, she’d mention that I was a brain like her, but more often I confounded her. Like the time our cat moseyed into my room, so I leapt off my bed to cuddle him. Prince didn’t agree with this plan and fled down the stairs, so I ran after him, at one point grabbing his legs before he slipped away. I chased him into the kitchen, where he squeezed behind the stove. I tried to capture him by putting my arm into the crevice between the oven and the wall, but Prince moved farther away. I stuck my head into the gap to increase my reach. He appeared to sneer at me and escaped out the other side. I attempted to back out but couldn’t pull my head through.


Panic overwhelmed me as I struggled to free myself. I yelled for my mother. The stove muffled my calls, and I doubt my voice reached her. Tears streamed across my face as I began whimpering, “Mommy, Mommy.” It seemed to be hours, but probably was thirty minutes, before my mother ambled out of her room and nearly tripped over me.


“How the hell did you manage to do this?”


In retrospect, I cannot blame her for laughing.


And Mom did support me sometimes, like once at the dentist when I was five, when the nurse shoved cotton in my mouth. “Please, stop. Can’t breathe.” She instead grabbed another roll. As her fingers passed my teeth, I bit down hard. The nurse screamed in pain and apparent disbelief. My mother cackled. “She warned you!” It was a new story for her collection, but one I enjoyed.


Yet, despite some moments of connection with her, my world felt tenuous. Mom’s marriage to John is a prime example. He was easygoing, had a ready laugh, and was an interested father in the early years. He would spin us around, expressed pride in my great report cards, and convinced our mother to let us get a dog. A plump man of middling attractiveness, it seemed to me that Mom mesmerized him, like when I would catch him staring at her as she impressed party guests. John’s buddies would comment, “You lucky dog” and “I don’t know how you managed to snag her.”


I think my mother appreciated that John married her and treated me as a daughter. But she resented losing out on the big house and upwardly mobile life she’d dreamed of with Don. In her mind, John and all the things he provided were second-best replacements. She made it clear that, while she craved Chanel N°5, she’d settled for Estée Lauder. A typical dressing down of John involved complaints about our tiny apartment or a litany of disappointments rolled into one. “We need to go to New York once a month, go to that club where the Rat Pack shows up sometimes, and get great seats at the big Broadway hits. Make my friends jealous. But all you want to do is bowl and watch TV. You are so booooring.”


I didn’t understand the details but knew my mother was miserable. My ears pricked up anytime she raised her voice, because her unhappiness tended to explode into rage. This could be a synthesis of such events, but I have a memory of John commenting that she’d overcooked the pork. Mom burst out of her chair. “So I’m not the ideal little homemaker you imagined? Look at me! Did you think you married a meek housewife who would be fulfilled because she cooked the perfect dinner? If you want a divorce so you can find your mouse, that’s fine with me.”


Cindy and I glanced at each other, then at our plates, to avoid making eye contact with her. Our mother ran upstairs and slammed the bathroom door. We could hear her muttering to herself as she banged the wall with her fists, based on the sound. Despite the frequency of these outbursts, John looked like a little boy, stunned to find he lived in an unfair world. He stared at his plate for a few minutes, then grabbed his beer and retired to the backyard.


Even though we were alone now, Cindy whispered, “Is she that upset over pork chops?”


“Doubt it. She likes carrying on.”


Soon after, when I was six, we moved into a small two-bedroom apartment in nearby Bordentown. One night, my mother’s wails woke me. As I pushed back my blankets, I heard John sputter, “I… I… I just don’t understand. What do you want from me?”


My feet landed on the rough carpet and I tiptoed to the door. I cracked it ajar and a small shard of light crept into the room.


“I can’t take it anymore! I swear, I’m going to do it.”


I peered down the hall toward the main part of our flat. I could only lay eyes on Mom, who stood at the end of the corridor, facing the living room, where I assumed John sat. The harsh illumination forced me to squint. She stood barefoot in her white blouse and ice blue pedal pushers. Disheveled hair, smeared lipstick. She held a carving knife over her wrist.


Although I’m not sure I heard the words, I knew she was threatening to cut herself. I imagined blood spewing from her arm as it had from my foot when I’d stepped on a nail in the yard. I slumped onto the floor as tears dripped from my eyes. My head banged against the bed frame, but I managed to stifle my yelp. I gripped the ruffled hem of my yellow baby doll nightgown with both sweaty hands and listened for a while as the argument moved into their bedroom. I thought about talking to my finger friends, but sadness overwhelmed me and I didn’t have the energy. I turned onto my side as my mother’s words transformed into the exhausted sobs that lulled me to sleep.


The next morning, I shrugged when Cindy asked why I had slept on the floor, seeing no reason to add to her worries. And I knew better than to bother Mom with my concerns. To her, my emotions were an inexplicable irritant. If my face crumpled because she said something that upset me, she would order me to “Stop being so sensitive” or wave me away, saying, “You’re being ridiculous.” A blubbering child sent her over the edge. “Stop that racket! Go to your room or I’ll give you something to cry about!” So I swallowed the lump in my throat and shuffled down the hall. As we walked past our mother’s boudoir, as she called it, Mom issued a common pronouncement: “Make yourselves cereal for breakfast. But I have another headache. So first, bring me two Excedrin and a glass of water.”


I used to say that my earliest memory was my mother about to slit her wrist. But in writing this memoir, I realized my brain had tricked me because, I think, this moment clarified the nagging dread that inhabited my core. Life was unstable, horrors lurked around every corner, and my mother was absorbed in her own pain. I didn’t understand why she suffered like this or was willing to take us down with her, but I couldn’t ignore the evidence. Even still, looking back, I can see that my mother usually didn’t intend to hurt us. She just focused elsewhere—on her unmet desires, frustrations, and drive to be special.


But she made sure we were fed, housed, and clothed. To the best of her understanding, this was her job. And she did it.[image: ]










CHAPTER 5 Goldfish



JOHN’S GRANDPARENTS, NANNY AND POPPY, babysat us weekdays once our mother landed a secretarial job when I was four and Cindy two. In their sixties, Nanny and Poppy owned a small home in the working-class DeCou neighborhood. Poppy would wait for us each morning next to the large oak, smoking his pipe, which Nan wouldn’t allow inside. Cindy would bounce up and down while he unlatched the metal gate, then rush to him because Poppy handed out hugs like they were free. We’d fly through the house, past the tiny sitting area with the heavy black telephone with the rotating dial, which Nan displayed, like a sculpture, on a three-legged table. To her, it was a sign of modernity and a pretense to being middle class, as if she didn’t realize that everyone now had a phone, although she warned us never to answer it during a storm because “lightning can run through the line and kill you.”


Nanny could be hauling canning jars of fruit from the cellar or preparing Poppy’s breakfast at the table in the petite kitchen. Sometimes we caught her pinning her long silver mane into a bun, as her mother taught her when she was a girl. Or she might be “putting on her face,” powdering her wrinkled visage and applying a touch of rosy cream rouge.


Nanny fulfilled the role of efficient homemaker, assigning a specific task to each day of the week, such as laundry Monday and gardening Sunday, and loved her “no more hand scrubbing” wringer washing machine. She wasn’t much of a cook, so Nanny taught Cindy and me to use the manual eggbeater to turn ice cream into “pudding,” maybe to keep us busy when she cleaned up after a meal. She fried hamburgers and fed us mayonnaise toast and buttered kaiser rolls. If we begged, she’d let us eat cereal at lunch, which I slurped up with the Tony the Tiger spoon that I’d ordered after I’d collected Frosted Flakes box tops for months. In the yard, Nanny planted an extensive flower garden, and Poppy converted the outhouse into a shed for her tools. Nearby, he installed a swing set and a sandbox for us.


As Mom dropped us off one day, we tumbled out next to the concrete post with a loop on the side to tie up horses, before there were cars, Poppy’d said. He squatted and pecked each of our cheeks. “Girls, we have a big surprise. Nan and I bought you a bright yellow motorcycle. It’s in the barn. Go take a look.”


I asked, “Poppy, are we big enough?”


His eyes crinkled and he patted my butt. “Don’t fret, you’ll see.”


Cindy flew past me and up the walkway. I sped across the lawn to beat her to our present, but we had to work together to open the door. I clutched the handle and pulled until it cracked ajar, then Cindy pushed against the bottom to help. We paused as our eyes adjusted to the dim light that filtered through the red slats. The sweet smell of fresh hay wafted toward me. I spotted the brown pony we’d ridden at nearby Carney Roses Riding Academy leaning down and enjoying her breakfast.


“Poppy, that’s not a motorcycle! That’s Silkie!”


“Yep, she’s old and they were gonna send her to the glue factory. I thought, My girls love Silkie. So I rescued her.”
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