
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Annie O’Sullivan has done it! Can You Hear Me Now? is bravely and creatively written to expose the reader to a world full of chaos and madness as she paints her canvas of her painful childhood; a world of darkness and destruction, a world of pain and the reality of growing up abused in a dysfunctional home. Annie shares her soul with us in hopes to open our eyes, and open our ears to the plight of so many abused children today. Compelling, frightening, and completely honest, Annie O’Sullivan demands our attention and we hope she will continue to do just that.


      Laurie Ann Smith - Author, Child Abuse Prevention Public Speaker, No More Silence Penworks


      This is a book for survivors of abuse of any type and those who love them and want to understand them. It will touch your heart and show us all we are not alone.


      Eda Henschel - Reader


      I must admit this is one of the few ebooks I have ever read. It was hard to read at parts, with me going through events in my life, too. I continued reading though and was happy I did. Annie gives me the inspiration to continue moving forward not only in life but in my advocacy for children. I encourage every individual to read this book.


      Renee Hutchinson - President, Baby James Foundation


      Raw and real, this book touches a nerve for everyone whether they’ve walked this road or not. Totally capturing the essence of childhood innocence destroyed and a lifetime of discovery and healing, it’s a must read for anyone, whether a survivor of abuse, or an outsider looking into this hidden world that so many are living. Great reading that will make you weep with the sadness and rejoice at the inner power the author has to move on and take back the power. This is a must read.


      Jeannie Short - Reader, New Zealand


      What a wonderful book this is for survivors of abuse of any type. This is a book that truly touches the heart and serves to show us we are not alone. God bless you Annie for sharing your story with us. In you the rest of us can find strength. God bless...


      Joan Davenport - Survivor


      With life’s depredations, perpetrated against the vulnerable, the Great Mystery is raising an amazing group of whom I coin “Warrior Survivors”. As the chief of the Turtle Island Warrior Society, and advocate for Sky, Earth and All In Between, I also stand with these Survivor Warriors in what in all reality is a battle against the crimes of abuse perpetrated by those whom we are supposed to trust. In my journeys, I met such a warrior through Nell Cole and Fire Talk Productions/Stage Left. Her name is Annie O’Sullivan; an extraordinary human being, with Sacred Fire which burns in her.


      Annie tells her story eloquently, bringing readers, or listeners, to a place and time beyond one’s own realities. She takes us successfully out of the comfort zone, and into a world of such cruel reality as to make it virtually experiential. Yet, through the truth of her ordeals, this Warrior Survivor shines with strength, power and hope - not just for herself - but for all who have been through literal hell on Earth. It is a great honor to know Annie, and I know that through her story, you will come to know - and honor her - too.


      Chief David Little Eagle - The Turtle Island Warrior Society


      As an avid reader and supporter of survivors, I applaud Annie’s willingness to look into those dark corners of her truth. Her genuine honesty awakens our common battle to reclaim our lives.


      Nell Cole - Producer of Fire Talk Production


      Saying I’m an avid reader would be an understatement. Rarely, if ever, has a book touched me like “Can You Hear Me Now” by Annie O’Sullivan. I found myself crying with her, angry, yelling and screaming right along with her. “Can You Hear Me Now?” totally captivated me as it will anyone who dares to read it. This book written from intense pain, abuse, tragedy and triumph; it has it all. This is a must-read you will never forget.


      Becky Striblin Kemble - Rome, Georgia, Survivor


      Annie O’Sullivan has looked evil in the face and lived to tell about it. Through her art, photos, and talented writing, she vividly shares her life of unrelenting sexual, physical, and emotional abuse. Other survivors will find hope in her ability to succeed against the odds. Every reader will gain an insight into this epidemic that plagues our society; therefore, having an awareness that may save a child from abuse…perhaps their own.


      Brinda Carey - Advocate for Child Sexual Abuse Survivors and Author of Don’t Cry, Daddy’s Here


      I was completely captivated by this tale. At times it is quite horrific, even more so as it is written from the perspective of an innocent, young child. The language used and the tone and detail all express this story perfectly in a way that though shocking at times, you will not be able to put it down. The strength of the author to not only have lived through and survived such ordeals but to be able to so eloquently relive these events and share them with the world is inspirational.


      Suzi Davis - Author


      Annie O’Sullivan has such a brilliantly unreserved writing style. It’s so rare for a truly important story to be told in such a visceral and impactful way, though it must be incredibly hard to tell. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a bright, piercing light cast on this subject before. Thank you for that. The most important and lasting works, the ones that help countless people and contribute to real societal change, tend to take a slow but deep foothold. I believe that this story is one of those.


      Lin Racher - Professional Writer


      The events of her journey—incomprehensible, the evil to which she was habitually subjected—unimaginable. Yet while soberly and heavy-heartedly working my way through her painful recounting, I could not help but come away with a profound sense of astonishment and admiration: In spite of the horrors consistently heaped upon her pure young soul, the strength to survive—even thrive—is irrepressible in this resilient and courageous woman. Read this disturbing yet engaging saga; sensitize yourself to the grim reality around and amongst many of us. You will find yourself affected and changed—forever.


      Mary Beth Egeling - Author of Messages from My Hands and Love-abouts. Proud sponsor of the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children


      Seldom am I speechless, as I was when I finished this book. I know many survivors personally and have heard hundreds, if not thousands of their horror stories of Childhood Abuse and Childhood Sexual abuse. I have listened to them for over three decades of my own recovery from drug addiction and from the horror of my own Childhood Sexual Abuse. The stories are not pretty. The ones who tell theirs are the ones fortunate enough to survive. Many do not. Most go unreported. The remainder are seldom heard. Others suffer a lifetime of torturous silence. That Annie survived is an act of Divine Intervention in its highest form. That she talks about it is truly a miracle. That she has triumphed and thrived is almost other worldly. Her riveting and poignant story has deeply touched my soul. I am awed, honored and humbled by her presence in my life, and for her courage to share the raw and hard to hear truth of her personal experience in order that others may heal.


      Bo Budinsky - Survivor, Advocate, Speaker, Author
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      To my children,


      who showed me how to be the child I never was,


      and the mother I wanted to be.


      


      I love you all so very much.


      


      Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      Foreword


      February, l992


      


      One evening in January of 1989, I picked up a message from a distraught couple seeking therapy for the wife. A number of therapists had refused to take her military insurance coverage and the implored me not to turn them away. That was the beginning of what was for me one of the most instructive and rewarding relationships I have ever had the privilege to experience in my work as a psychotherapist.


      When I met with my new client a few days later, she told me a story of such complex, bizarre, and shocking detail that I wondered how she maintained enough mental stability to arrive in my office to tell it. The telling itself was an impressive act of courage; Annie took the risk that I would not believe her. Many people might doubt for instance that a double amputee in a wheelchair could terrorize an entire family to the point of complete obedience to his every mad and cruel whim. Experienced therapists, however, have learned that stories like Annie’s are usually true. We have numerous, well-documented accounts of unimaginable abuse, terror, and chaos from patients and clients whose families were dominated by one or two pathological, sadistic parents. Annie was one of many clients who have taught me about these families and the incredible resilience and inner strength of some of the children who survive them.


      Over the three years of our work together, I also came to appreciate the enduring aspects of Annie’s struggle to survive familial abuse. Her attempts to find stability in relationships with men had led her into a number of marriages that started well and ended badly, including the one she was in at the beginning of therapy. Her relationship with family members seemed to be ten percent promise and ninety percent hurt, as one or another approached her offering support, but eventually betrayed and denied what she knew to be true about their past. She occasionally trusted the wrong friend, overworked herself and exploded in rages she didn’t understand as she tried mightily to be “normal.”


      In the midst of her efforts to be a good mother and to get on with her education, her growth, and her healing, Annie coped as well as she could with emotional intrusions from the past. During times of stress, she would bathe obsessively, scalding herself, going through a ritual of multiple rinses, trying to wipe off the last drop of contamination from the abuse. She walked in her sleep, woke up from unremembered dreams in a state of panic, had nightmares of bloody battles and consciously wondered when her father would come and kill her for telling. She kept a loaded gun in the house in preparation for that event. Sometimes she felt suicidal. Like all abuse survivors, she worried at times that it had been her fault or that she had imagined the entire story. She also feared that anyone who came to intimately know her would eventually abandon her.


      There were also the physical remnants: vaginal, rectal and urethral scarring, several miscarriages in the space of a few years, vomiting after conversations with family members on telephone, frequent gastro-intestinal symptoms, a sense of being detached from the physical sensations of her body, unpleasant memories at times during sexual intimacy and flashbacks of the pain of rape.


      The major task of our therapy was to safely let Annie have as many memories of her childhood as were necessary to allow her to understand her experience as real and explainable and then to find ways for her to put the abuse and her identity as a victim behind her. She had already began this work, and as the trust between us grew, she was able to continue to tell her story and to document it with photographs, hospital records, her own writing and information provided by family members. Although to describe this work is easy, to accomplish it is most difficult. To do so, Annie had to face her sense of shame about what happened to her, the family that allowed it, the acts she’d been forced to commit and who she had been as a child. In coming to accept the child, she also learned to appreciate the ingenious strategies for survival she had developed in her early years.


      We made extensive use of artwork, sand tray therapy and group therapy to achieve our goals. Her artistic talent was a major vehicle for recording and expressing her history and her inner experience in therapy.


      Three of her productions come to mind when I think of the stages of her healing. The first was a drawing in marking pens done in her second group session, eight months after our therapy began. It depicts a small girl of about four or five, whose body is scarred, bloody, impaled, and disabled, who is holding bricks in her outstretch hands (one of her father’s favorite forms of punishment) and who wears a pert little bow in her hair, with the caption, “Daddy’s Little Girl”, accompanied by a big black heart. The ironic caption summed up for Annie the denial and the deception practiced while her father committed his crimes. The picture also tells all her secrets, openly and graphically, about what was done to her. In this way, it represents the end of her own denial.


      The second piece is a clay-modeled figure about four inches tall of her father in his wheelchair. In one hand, he holds his bullwhip, the other a carving fork he’d used to stab her. His blood spattered t-shirt reads “I (heart) my kids” on the front, and the back of the wheelchair bears the slogan, “Child Molester”. He wears a pipe-cleaner gag. This gruesome little figure was the representation of her refusal to be intimidated by her father ever again. She immensely enjoyed that the group joined her in laughing at him, and that he was small enough to put into a shoebox and rattle him around if she wanted to.


      The third piece that comes to mind is a mask Annie made when a guest artist came to teach the group how to cast body parts in plaster molds then reproduces the form in paper mache. This art form allows for great freedom in incorporating a variety of materials and colors into the finished product. Annie’s mask, the product of an involved process which involved part chance, part intent, both conscious and unconscious, was both ethereal and beautiful. She expressed surprise at the finished piece, but could recognize in it her emerging sense of herself as a beautiful, strong, and gifted woman. At this point, her recovery took on tremendous momentum.


      The year that followed was far from easy. Her pregnancy, as her others, was painful and difficult. Not only did she suffer considerable physical symptoms, her spouse withdrew his support. The eventual failure of the marriage challenged her newfound confidence. Her children were in distress, her nightmares escalated, some friends were loyal and some were not and our work consisted mainly of support and planning around these crises. Thanks to her efforts up to that point, she did not lose ground in her progress toward a new identity. Even at the darkest moments, her old demons appeared in her artwork as diminished, peripheral figures, no longer dominating and threatening her existence and self-respect.


      Today, our sessions take place every few months rather than every few days, but Annie’s struggles are not over entirely. There are memories she may never want or need to explore, and others that may demand her attention in the future. She will likely remain on antidepressants for the foreseeable future. She has a great deal of work ahead of her in raising her youngest child, and in negotiating cooperation with his father. Learning to trust and distrust appropriately is a lifelong process for Annie as it is for other abuse survivors. Fortunately, Annie is extraordinarily well equipped to succeed in these matters. Her courage, honesty, integrity, humor and creativity have carried her through the worst of times, and have enriched her life and that of those around her. She has the ability to reach out to others in need, to inspire love and loyalty in her friendships, and to speak her mind assertively.


      She also had the wisdom and toughness to know that, despite the pain of remembrance, hers is a story worth telling. In writing this book, she has promoted her own healing, and potentially that of many others who will read this and recognize their own experience. In this way, she has transformed her anguish into a ticket out of the dark, high fortress of shame and isolation for herself and many others.


      - Carol Lambert, Therapist

    

  


  
    
      Part One – Confusion


      I was told recently: “This book is pretty in your face about the issue of child sexual abuse.


      I am pretty sure people only want to hear the sanitized version of these stories.”


      My reply was: “This is the sanitized version. That’s all anyone ever gets when a survivor tells their story.”

    

  


  
    
      It Was That Bad


      “What do you mean it wasn’t that bad? What do you mean it wasn’t that bad?”


      I am completely outraged speaking to my brother, John. “It was exactly that bad. You tell me you don’t remember that particular beating. I didn’t know you were taking inventory of the beatings! My recollection is we beat feet when somebody was getting their ass beat. We left the room, got out, and made ourselves invisible. We certainly never stuck up for each other!”


      When one of us got a beating all I could ever think was, “Thank God it’s not me,” and got the hell out of there. The guilt from this was the topic of many therapy sessions.


      My brother isn’t saying much and I think to myself, “Wasn’t that bad? The hell it wasn’t! You must have forgotten about when you and Dad tied Gabe up to the broomstick and beat him until you broke his jaw. You must have forgotten the time he stabbed me in the arm with a paring knife over a dirty dish in the sink. Oh, yeah! You didn’t see it, so the scar on my arm isn’t really there! You must have forgotten the time they ground out a lit cigarette out on my forehead. Oh yeah, the fork mark in my left thigh? That’s not there either. Maybe the scars on my back are from things that didn’t really happen because you didn’t see it!”


      The conversation has stopped, but my mind is reeling in my anger at his denial. Maybe he forgot the time I was out in the yard with that sledgehammer. Dad was hitting me with a stick and screaming at me to kill a puppy. I finally got scared enough and been beaten enough to hit the puppy with the hammer.


      I didn’t know what else to do!


      Dad got angrier at every passing moment. I botched it. I was screaming, the dog was screaming and my brother came running out from somewhere and finished it. My brother beat that dog to death with the sledgehammer I had been holding.


      “It was exactly that bad!” I repeated it again.


      I hate repeating myself. I do it when I’m upset and believe I’m not being heard.


      This is the one brother I still talk to and it is not going well.


      Once again, I am afraid for my future. In my early thirties I fell apart, but I emerged from my breakdown and went on to ten years of therapy that helped me pull myself back together. Never, not once in my life, had my family been there for me when I needed someone. Now in my early fifties, I need someone, so I tried again and called John.


      My mother, Kate, was a beautiful woman; raven-haired with the red highlights of her Irish ancestry. At 5’7”, she was tall, slim and long legged, and built like a Barbie doll. However, she lacked the confidence one would think beautiful women have. Shy, quiet, naïve, gullible and passive, she was the perfect woman for a man like my father. Mom stayed with him for twenty-five years and left him only when her mother discovered he was cheating. He cheated on my mother my whole life. I thought husbands just did that. Grandma had proclaimed, “We are not having that! What are you doing with him?” I can only imagine my mother’s reply.


      Bryan was my father. He was 5’7”, the same height as my mother. While tall for a woman, 5’7” was short for a man. Mom never wore heels. “It bothers your father,” she would say. Otherwise, he was attractive, well built, and charming. People always liked my father. We moved around so much I doubt anyone ever got to really know him.


      Dad was a violent child. He had “problems”. They called him “Poor Bryan”. He couldn’t seem to get along with anyone for very long and was passed around the family from aunt to uncle to cousins. At sixteen, he violently raped his cousin and as was the practice back then, the courts gave him an ultimatum: join the military, or go to prison. My father joined the military, got married, and went on to breed his own victims.


      The first child protection laws were enacted in 1966 when I was eleven years old. Until that time, to rape, beat, or otherwise abuse your own children, although immoral, was not a crime. People looked the other way. It was believed, and some still believe, that what goes on in your family is a private matter.


      By my father’s own words, I was six months old when we first “played house”. I was told that I started it.


      In my preteen years, during his time in the Marines, my father was in an explosion that blew his legs off and killed his colleague. Instead of being a wake-up call, the accident made him worse and encouraged his belief that nothing could touch him, since he was now a war hero.


      I have three living brothers. I am the oldest. Curtis was nine or ten months younger than I and died a questionable crib death at six months. John is nineteen months younger. Gabe is seven years younger and Bryan the youngest, was born sixteen years after me.


      John and I usually talk three or four times a year. I wanted to call him ever since I left the orthopedic surgeon’s office thinking he would be the one I could talk to and feel better since he might understand what my body was going through. I could feel myself heading to a dark place. I thought he would be the one to understand. I was wrong.


      John is a pothead of legendary proportions. He has suggested on several occasions I would be happier and less uptight if I would partake occasionally. He is married, has a child, and while he appears to be happy enough in his marriage and is making it work, he has no desire to have another child and his wife forbids him to discipline their child. John has a wildly bad temper and in his younger days, he was known for walking through glass doors. It was frightening to witness and I have been led to believe he has stopped. It is likely difficult to walk through a door if you’re completed stoned.


      As far as I know, Gabe is either drinking or on drugs. Decades into adulthood, John and Bryan found him and he looked terrible. He would not let them into his house, which had completely gone to hell. They saw him through the window. He looked unkempt and wild, was drinking beer and watching a small TV from a folding yard chair. No other furniture was in the room. The front yard was a desolate tract of tumbleweeds, rocks, and dirt from lack of care. The strange thing is that Gabe’s house was always one of the nicest on the street. My oldest daughter stayed with him for six months while she was attending college. He was always scrupulous about his home and the yard and took great pride in them both.


      John told me he hears things through extended step family. Gabe pays support for his child, so we’ll always know if he is still alive. We know that his ex-wife has had several restraining orders taken out against him in trying to deal with his temper.


      I look on the internet from time to time to see if I can track where he is living. I discovered he moves a lot. He refuses to speak to any of us. He has old friends who occasionally turn up wondering if we know how to get hold of him. We don’t know why he won’t talk to us. Gabe won’t talk to anybody, not even our mother.


      His ex-wife says she can’t talk to us or let us see our nephew because apparently Gabe “would go through the roof and he is difficult enough to get along with already”. I lived one half mile from her house for three years and never saw her or my nephew. Gabe’s problems started years ago, not being able to sleep, drinking more than he should, smoking pot; he complained of getting violently angry and blacking out. He unsuccessfully tried anti-depressants for a time before turning back to alcohol. I’m sure everything fell apart for him after that.


      Bryan, my youngest brother, was a toddler when I left home, so I never had a relationship with him. I joined the Marines and moved across the country. I attempted to keep in touch. I sent letters, cards, money on holidays and his birthday. Years later I discovered, as my father was dying, that Bryan never received anything but a few cards. He chuckled about “the damn old man” taking the money.


      There wasn’t much opportunity to get to know my baby brother once I left home. There have never been family get-togethers, weekend BBQs, Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner celebrations. We did not return to the nest. We didn’t miss each other. After my father died, I thought maybe Bryan and I could start our relationship. For a short time we made some effort, but it didn’t last. Neither of us had enough family glue to pull it off, nor did we know how to bridge the gap. The lies from my father’s mouth would take a lifetime to sort out and ultimately heal.


      In 2004, I moved from Alaska to Nevada, and John and Bryan came out to visit. Gabe already lived in Nevada. I’d called Gabe when I first arrived in town and he was angry. I called again when John and Bryan arrived but again, it just angered him and he told me not to ever call again.


      Bryan and I sort of buried the hatchet and agreed to disagree about Dad. He refused to believe that his life could have been so different from the one John, Gabe and I lived. I thought and hoped fervently that with my father’s death we could heal and be a family. Oddly, even John and I now talk to each other less and less.


      I had been in a car accident. Everyone was quite sure it was just a little whiplash and that I’d be fine in a couple of days with a chiropractor and some muscle relaxers. I made an appointment with my own doctor and to my surprise, was promptly referred to an orthopedic surgeon. I was told to go see him the next day.


      When I arrived at the office the next afternoon, the receptionist said cheerily, “It’s the C-4 woman!” I didn’t understand what she meant and waited my turn. I was engrossed in a magazine when the nurse finally called me to see the doctor.


      The doctor pointed out damaged areas of my neck that showed up on the x-ray and MRI, discussing my condition. It was bad. I was under the impression the damage was from the recent accident and in seeing this, I wondered how I had walked away. I didn’t have to be a doctor to see that the bones in my neck were messed up.


      The doctor went on to tell me that while the accident definitely caused some of my current problems, the deterioration he was looking at in the x-rays took years to acquire. He started asking me questions – what kind of accidents I been in when I was young, was I in a car accident previously, or was it motorcycles? Had I fallen out of a tree as a kid? I told him I had been in a car accident when I was sixteen when my dad hit a tree, but the doctor discounted that when I gave him the details.


      When I asked about it, the doctor said no, this was not degenerative disc disease. Having no signs of arthritis, I had to have been injured as a child to show this kind of wear and damage.


      I pondered: could it have been from that beating? That day so long ago? It was life changing then; it was apparently life changing forty years later. I was obligated to think about memories I had put on the back shelf of my brain.


      On that particular afternoon all those years ago, my father was in a rage. I don’t remember why and accepted a long time ago that ‘why’ was not important. Dad’s routine was to have his anger traverse into a blind, spitting rage: escalate from screaming to beatings, and later would complete his cycle with a sexual assault of some sort. When all that was done, he would practically purr his love and devotion to my well-being. It varied little. The day that I would remember forty years later in a doctor’s office, was not much different.


      I relived that day right there and then...


      I feel like a rag doll as he throws me around the room. The living room has a wall of glass panels with a sliding door looking out on the back yard and blood is on three of them. It matches the curtains. I saw the blood spray. It’s probably my nose. I’m not surprised or alarmed. It had happened before. The difference is this time was how angry it is making him. He is screaming, spitting in his rage, “You need to clean that up!”


      My father grips my arm above the elbow, kicks me with his artificial leg as he sits in his wheelchair, and punches me with the other fist. The blows to my face, back, kidneys and stomach feel as if it they are happening all at once. His arms are like a gorilla’s from using a wheelchair and crutches for years. I twist and turn, only hurting myself worse. He is very strong. At fourteen, and always small for my age, I weigh in at about seventy pounds and am 4’8” and no match even for a guy in a wheelchair.


      I can feel my father taking hold of my ponytail and trying to yank it out of my skull. Thankfully, the hair tie comes loose. My hair is flying all over as he grabs a new fistful and at the same time, slaps my face. More blood flies. I see it splatter the window and floor. My arm is being twisted out of the socket and I sweat both with the effort to fend him off and with white-hot searing pain in my shoulders.


      My face hits the floor; I’m startled. I didn’t expect it. Did I fall? Did he throw me? Maybe he dropped me and I should run for it. I don’t know. I can’t run. He’ll catch me later and it will be worse. I can’t hide, he’ll just find me. He is going to kill me.


      Demerol would have been nice today. No one knew my father has been giving me marijuana and other drugs. At fourteen, I am using only when I think he is coming for me. I try to outguess him, outsmart him, or outthink him. Drugs are helpful, but I didn’t take them today.


      I’m so tired of defending myself, having pain, and lying to everyone about every aspect of my life.


      The room is too small for me to get out. The air is too heavy and oppressive and presses me to the floor like a lead blanket.


      Don’t move, I tell myself. A couple more kicks in the head and I’ll be gone. I’m tired and feeling a little numb, which is a good feeling. I only wish I could be still and just drift off. I can’t sleep if he keeps kicking me. I’m going to die here on the floor in front of that ugly bloodstained window. If I’m dead, at least I won’t have to clean it up. That’s okay, I decide, just let it be over. I’m not fighting. I’m not crying. I am tired. I am not going to fight it anymore. I didn’t know I could be so tired. He is going to beat me until I am dead this time, and I am not going to drag it out anymore; there is no point in trying to run. I can’t run; if he doesn’t kill me now, he’ll just kill me later.


      In that moment, I gave up on myself, God, family; everything and anything I’d hoped, prayed or thought might save me.


      My lying on the floor like a lump infuriated him. I’m just waiting to die. I just lay there and let him kick me while he screams, “Get up!”


      He can’t reach me to pull me up, so he kicks me and rams into me with the wheels of his chair. I don’t care any more. I enjoy being numb and I perversely and secretly enjoy his frustration at not being able to run me over. If I weren’t so tired, I would laugh.


      My mother is screaming as she runs out the bedroom. It’s just off the living room and she is in a rage. I’m shocked out of my haze, thinking she is going to help me. I think thickly through my foggy head, “It’s too late, it’s too late; why did you wait so long?” I’m feeling good because my mother is going to help me. Maybe I don’t really want to die after all. If she will help me, things will be different. You can think so many things in a couple of seconds.


      She is screaming. What did she say?


      “Get up! You get up!”


      I find that I can’t get up. I feel like lead. Mom is between Dad and me. As she reaches down to help me up she grabs my arm, crack! I hear it before I feel the slap on my face. I see stars as my head reels backwards from the force of the blow. This time I know I am falling to the floor. Did Dad hit me again? He’s behind Mom. I’m confused. How the hell did he hit me from there?


      “Get up! YOU GET UP!”


      I hear this in my ear along with the buzzing. Oh God, I was so wrong. She is in a rage and she continues to scream at me, “Get up! You get up!” She calls me a little bitch. Well, I won’t get up just so that she can throw me back on the floor!


      I lay there at the wheels of my father’s chair. I have now given up all hope. I marvel at their hatred of me and wonder why. I marvel at how long it takes to die. Dad has resumed kicking me and calling me names, and now my mother is in a frothy, spitting, screaming frenzy. I can’t understand what she is saying. She is kicking me in the head! She’s not helping me, not saving me. She’s kicking me in the head and the stomach repeatedly, all the while screaming, “Get up! GET UP!” Well, I’m not going to get up! I lay there as if I was dead already. I give up. I won’t help them kill me.


      My head feels heavy and big as she stomps on it. She’s trying to jump up and down on my head. Is this possible? I guess it is. Suddenly I see a brilliant, blinding, blue flash. I don’t feel real pain, I think I must be past that and I am grateful. I just see the bright blue arch of light. My mother just jumped on my neck with both feet. I scream, “Just fucking kill me and get it over with!” My voice seems to come from somewhere else.


      Suddenly Dad is yelling, “Kate! Kate! Stop it.” It was odd, him telling her to stop. Maybe he just didn’t want her to kill me; maybe he wanted to have the pleasure of it himself? Why didn’t they do it together? Where are those goddamn pills he gets all the time? It would be so easy. Gray is coming. I smile. Gray is good and I feel myself disappear.


      I thought I was going to die and welcomed it. I didn’t want to live anymore.


      I suffered that beating without medical care afterwards. Kids like me don’t go to the doctor. I suffered some headaches, bruises, some sort of shoulder injury and I believe a sprained wrist. My neck and shoulders hurt, but I knew better than to complain.


      I didn’t think about that day for decades.


      Fast forward to my early fifties. According to several doctors that I’ve now seen, I have the worst neck deterioration seen in someone my age. The disc is shot, mostly bone spurs remain and the spinal column is being squeezed off. They don’t know what to do with me. They’ve all told me my condition is due to early life trauma. If left untreated, I have a neck that would one day break when I bend over to tie my shoes.


      So now I’m talking to John.


      My brother asks questions and then cuts me off before I can answer him. He says to go see a chiropractor. I tell him I did. I tell him they take x-rays, and then won’t touch me. He says, “Well, I’m sure the doctors you’re seeing are all quacks. How can they tell your neck is like that from being beaten when you were a kid? They take out little blue crystal ball?”


      This is infuriating me; I’m sure he has been smoking weed but I don’t ask.


      After some length of our so-called conversation, my brother tells me, “Well, I have to have that same surgery in ten or fifteen years myself. It’s not going to be that big a deal.”


      I’m furious and as I hang up the phone, say, “Are you sure about that? What did you do, take out your little blue crystal ball?”


      So much for him being there for me.


      I started writing this book because I wanted people to know how it feels to be physically, emotionally and sexually violated as a child. Most people know the nuts and bolts of abuse. Most people know what it means when someone says that a little girl or boy was molested. Most people know the details without hearing it and without seeing it.


      What people don’t know is what went on in that child’s head.


      They say child abuse hurts you for the rest your life. I want you to know it’s more than a memory that causes poor decisions; it colors your life, and the physical abuse causes wear you don’t think about. The physical abuse goes on after you leave. It keeps going when everyone else thinks it has stopped. Something is set into motion when a person takes their fist to a child. It is a beating that can last a lifetime.


      My neck is not the first medical issue I’ve had over what happened to me as a child. Some of it was painful, embarrassing and very expensive. There have been moments when I thought they might as well have kept me locked up in that house, gone on with the beatings, belittling me, calling me names, and raping me till I was mindless or dead.


      After this conversation with my brother, I found myself angry and hurt all over again. Violated again, cheated again.


      I’m a walking advertisement for what abuse does to a person for the rest of their lives. I’ve had physical problems too numerous to name, nightmares that plagued me for years, expensive therapy, struggles with my own children and far too many failed relationships.


      And now, just when I thought I was past most of those, another one comes up.


      So, yes, my brother. It was exactly that bad.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Always With Me


      [image: 2-AlwaysWithMe.jpg]This is me. In a manner of speaking, she is more than I am. She is my Annie Girl. She represents all that I endured at the hand of my father. I have referred to this beat-up, pathetic and pain-ridden creature as “her” or “she” for years. She was my very best friend. She was very real, very touchable and always to my right. For decades, she held on to every thought I couldn’t think, every memory I couldn’t bear to look at, and feelings I didn’t know what to do with or want to have. She held in her small body what was inexplicable. She held all my confusion. She remembered how it felt to be me when I’d had enough. She remembered the stabbings and the sodomy. She let the horror; confusion and pain just disappear from my day-to-day reality and existence. She remembered the dead cats, shot dogs, the items forced into my body. She remembered hurricanes, closets, beatings, screaming, loneliness, and isolation.


      There were bruises that I forever explained away and sometimes couldn’t even tell where I got them. She knew. She remembered my father’s friends when I didn’t and couldn’t. When the bullwhip came out, she took it, not me. She took all the mind-bending chaos for me when I could no longer bear it. She was always with me and was in all ways, always, my best friend. I don’t remember my early life as a series of chronological events. They are instead a jumble of memories that come to the surface.


      


      She, with no name is my childhood.


      She, in her pain, was no longer content to remain silent and hold on to all these secrets.


      She didn’t want to hold all that pain by herself any longer.


      I started to remember what she had kept hidden for so long.


      And then, when I wrote them down:


      My world exploded…

    

  


  
    
      First Memories


      When my father got out of the Marines after Korea, he moved his young family to rural Washington and opened a diner on the road to town. We lived in an old house. I remember the window in my bedroom, a dark wooden floor and the bed, which had an off-white bedspread. It was rumpled where I had been jumping on it.


      I remember a kitchen that had a staircase to my room and I remember what my mother looked like standing at the sink in a dark-colored dress and with her hair in a ponytail. To me, that is the whole house. I’ve learned that’s how memories are – sometimes only bits and pieces, little shreds of photographs of time in our heads, supplemented by stories from people who were there at the time.


      I think I was four. I was in my room but not in my bed where I was supposed to be napping, looking out the window at some cows in the pastures and singing my heart out to them. The cows were meandering across the field, grazing on lush, green grass. I climbed onto the windowsill and was pleased I could see them better. As they moved, so did I. I inched slowly across the windowsill leaning, pushing against the screen so I could see them as they slowly roamed out of my sight. I had worked my way all the way over to the other side of the sill. The screen started to give a little but now I could see them again. That made me happy. I had to move yet again to see them and the screen gave just a little. I smile and sing some more songs.


      BAM!


      Suddenly I was on the ground outside and screaming. I didn’t know how I got there and I couldn’t see the cows at all! I only saw my back yard and the two large garden snakes slithering out from beneath me. AAH, a snake! A snake touched my leg! I kept up the ear-piercing screams about the snakes.


      My mother thought I was upstairs taking a nap and didn’t know where to look for me while I screamed. The only way I could have gotten outside was down the stairs and right past her. I could hear her calling out my name but I didn’t answer. I kept up the ear-splitting screaming about snakes – their colors, their feel, their yellow, ugly eyes! My eyes must have been squeezed shut while I screamed, because I was surprised to be abruptly yanked up from sitting. It startled me into silence for a moment and then I started screaming again.


      There was a box of rusty nails on my left, a box of broken glass on my right. I landed between the two on a very large pile of grass clippings and leaves from recent yard work. My landing was so padded that I didn’t have a single scratch or bruise. Mom spanked me for screaming over the snakes. I’m told they nailed the window shut later that day. I guess when I was four they didn’t wish I was dead. Ten years later, they would tell me they wished just that.


      That house had a shed in the backyard; it was so old, the wood was faded to gray. It had a dirt floor and windows missing their glass panes. It was wondrous inside and full of all sorts of interesting things: old soda bottles, jars full of rusted nails, screws, and other metal things. There were shiny and dull pieces of glass. There were old boxes falling apart from years of repeatedly getting wet and drying out. There were old rusted tools, buckets and things I couldn’t identify everywhere. It was warm to sit in the sunny windows. I loved the mystery of all that stuff and of simply being in there.


      The shed was strictly off limits. It was the first place I would go when no one was looking. I didn’t do it to sneak or be bad. I just couldn’t resist; it was a fascinating place.


      If I jumped up and down in the dust, it made magic dust beams in the sun shining through the windows. I loved this place. I loved looking for pieces of glass to put in my treasure box. My mother had given me an old cigar box, telling me it was for treasures. I thought old glass shards were wonderful and beautiful treasures. My mother always acted as if they were precious treasure, too. I would show her my new discoveries and she would ooh and ahh over them. I always had good luck looking for them in the forbidden shed. Mom didn’t know where I found them.


      One day, while hunting for treasure, I came across a glass, five-gallon, empty water bottle in the shed and I knew it would make a terrific rocker.


      I sat on it and rocked, side to side. I sat rocking, enjoying the sunlight and feeling good in the warmth coming through the window. I admired a piece of glass sparkling in the corner and I know I will be adding it to my collection in a few minutes. I am having a marvellous time. I’m alone and no one is bothering me. I’m singing a little song. My dog is happy too, sitting there smiling at me (I’m four. Dogs smile at you when you’re four). Life is good!


      POP!


      Suddenly, I am sitting in the dirt – on the ground, just like that. I’m not sure what happened, but I can’t move and there is blood on my dress. I’d never seen anything like that before. It was upsetting to mess up my dress. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t get up. There wasn’t any real pain. I didn’t understand that this was bad and I just sat there.


      I don’t know how, when or what exactly happened when my mother found me but she did. I was sitting on the dirt floor, impaled by a five-gallon glass bottle. She had to get me off the broken glass bottle and it must have been gruesome.


      My mother was upset and yelling at me. I have a vague memory of her trying to stop the bleeding and putting me into a snowsuit to help soak up the blood. I did not want to wear it because it was summer. We had no car, no phone, no neighbors, and no way to get a doctor or any other medical facility. We lived in the middle of nowhere. My brother was too little to walk and I was very likely bleeding to death. My father was working at the diner. So, she gathered us up, and tied me into that snowsuit that doubled as a bandage, and we walked to my father’s burger joint.


      To get there was a walk down one very long, dirt, road. There was no traffic of any kind. All you saw for miles were hay fields along the way. I don’t know if we walked the whole way or got a ride. I remember walking. In an odd kind of memory; I can see us walking down the road, my mother carrying the toddler and me beside her, half walking, half being dragged as she tried to hurry. I see it as if I am behind us, as if I am someone else watching. I watch her tell me I have to walk because she can’t carry me. I watch the little girl crying.


      To be fair, my mother was probably beside herself. She couldn’t carry us both, and I was cut very badly, bleeding and had trouble walking.


      Somehow we arrived at the diner. I was lying on the counter, and my father laughing. They got the snowsuit off and my bare behind was out; the place was full of men eating lunch. My world got very gray as they started hooting.


      “Hey, O’Sullivan we get a lunch show! We’ll be back every day!”


      They were laughing. I was confused – I was hurt and they were laughing at me?


      Everything went from gray to black. I don’t know if I went home or stayed at the hospital. I must have been treated somehow, given the jagged scar and the proof of stitches across my hind end.
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