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To Bruce and my children—
Your love is everything to me




“This above all; to thine own self be true.”


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE





THE BEGINNING


We all enter the world a blank slate. Free of thoughts and ideas. Who we eventually become is determined by the upbringing and experiences that fill that slate. We don’t get to choose who will raise us. We don’t control whether they’ll be caring and loving, or distant and rejective.


If you were born lucky, home can be a pillar of strength. Supportive, safe, nurturing, and protective. A safety base from which we venture into the world. The root of our self-definition. A secure place to dream.


For those of us less fortunate, home can be a backdrop for pain. The place where growth is stunted. Where nurturing is nonexistent and dreams are slain. A place where love is replaced by apathy, compassion replaced by indifference.





THE DREAM


I could tell by the vibrant intertwined colors of red, blue, salmon, and scattered bits of green against a dark background that the flying carpet was the carefully handmade kind. An oriental one of Persian origin. Intricate woven patterns of tiny flowers and leaves along the border matched the multi-leaf pattern that adorned the middle. The beige fringe that dangled at either end is what I remember the most. It was this fringe that I’d clung to for many nights of my childhood.


The nightmare was a recurrent one. Every time, it began with the flying carpet floating through chilly air on a dismal day. I was nine, ten, eleven—always somewhere around there. My mom and grandmother sat cross-legged on the carpet toward the front, as if in the front seat of a car. I sat alone behind my grandmother, shivering. A vast dark ocean lay below. Suddenly, the wind would pick up and knock me around. I’d grab the beige fringe that hung off the edge and hold onto it for dear life. Terrified of the ocean below, I screamed, “Mom—help me—I’m falling!”


My grandmother, my mother’s mother, to whom I was close, always exclaimed, adamantly, “Joan, Susan is falling off! If she falls, she’s going to drown! You need to grab her!”


My mother’s response was always the same: “I’m too busy driving this thing; I can’t stop. If I stop now, we’re all going to drown.”


Screaming for help, I tumbled and spun toward the ocean’s surface and slammed into the icy cold water. Then I began to sink to the bottom, still hoping my mother would save me. It was there on the dark ocean floor that my breathing slowed and became shallow. As I was about to take my last breath, I’d wake up—shaking and crying out.


As a child, I didn’t know the meaning of the dream. I knew only that it was terrifying. There were many nights when I refused to go to sleep and begged my mom to stay with me in my bed. When I told her about the dream, she said, “Susan, that could never happen; try not to worry about it.” But for years the nightmare returned.


I eventually stopped having that nightmare, but the memory of it has stayed with me. I think about it often. As an adult looking back on that horrid dream, I can see that it’s a clear representation of my life.




Having courage
does not mean
that we are unafraid.


Having courage
and showing courage
mean we face our fears.


We are able to say,
“I have fallen,
but I will get up.”


—MAYA ANGELOU





CHAPTER 1


JUNE 2007


What the heck was that? I silently asked myself. I was sitting in a meeting on patient safety with about twenty-five other nurses and doctors at Yale New Haven Hospital when out of the blue, I felt a pins-and-needles sensation in my right breast. Why would I experience something that felt like a mini-letdown reflex at this point in my life? I hadn’t felt anything like this since breastfeeding my three children. For a moment, I smiled at the memory of them as babies: Sarah with her dark almond-shaped eyes and toothless smile grinning at me for the first time. Patrick who could be soothed only by being curled up in a snuggly attached to my chest. And, Samantha, who could sleep anywhere, playing in the snow. I would turn fifty-one next month; my youngest was thirteen years old, and I was pretty sure I was going through menopause. Though the pins-and-needles feeling was brief, it was enough for me to take pause. I looked away from the meeting and gazed out the wall of windows.


I WAS AN RN and worked at Yale New Haven Hospital as the manager of the postpartum units. Despite my nursing background, I knew very little about breasts other than teaching new mothers how to breastfeed. So, after the meeting was over, I sought out my friend Mary, a lactation consultant whose office was down the hall, to see if she had any insight into the sensation I’d felt in my breast. I figured it was just hormones, but I still wanted her opinion.


Mary was in her office working on her computer when I approached.


“Hey, Mary, do you have a second?”


Turning her chair around to face me, she replied, “Sure, Sue, what’s up?”


“Well, I don’t know, I just felt this tingling in one of my breasts, and I thought it was kinda weird.” Cracking a smile, I said, “You’re the breast expert, so I wondered if you’d ever heard of anything like that before. You know, maybe because of hormones in menopause.”


“Not really,” Mary said. “I haven’t heard of anything like that, but you never know, right? Hormones do crazy things.” Then her eyebrows crinkled as she asked, “How long did it last?”


“I don’t know—five seconds or so.”


“That is kinda weird. I can do a little research into it if you want.


I didn’t want to waste her time over what was probably nothing. “No, that’s all right, I said. “I just realized it’s June, and I totally forgot my mammogram is due this month. I’ll just make an appointment and mention it to them.”


“All right. Well, let me know what happens.”


After thanking her, I walked back to my desk, rested my hands on my forehead, and closed my eyes. My mind wandered back to my surprise fiftieth birthday party, almost a year earlier, and how that birthday had catapulted me into a new decade. I thought about all the changes I’d been through and what the next few months would bring. Because my husband Bruce had taken an 80-percent cut in pay when he entered the fellowship program, the one major change for me was that after working part time for the past thirteen years, I had gone back to work fulltime, not as a staff nurse but as a nursing manager to support our family while Bruce was working on his fellowship. I actually loved being the breadwinner for a change. And knowing that it would only be three years made it easier for me. The tables turned, Bruce had more time with Samantha, while I had less. He did all the things that I used to: bus pickup and drop off, soccer practice, making dinner, and countless other tasks that had filled my days.


The next few months would involve driving sixteen hours to our new home, in St. Louis Missouri, leaving my family and friends behind and doing all the things that entail setting up a new home


My thoughts returned to the tingling in my breast. It was really beginning to bug me. Was it something that I should be worried about? Does breast cancer have a feeling? I can’t die at fifty. Okay, Sue, I said to myself, you’re making a mountain out of a mole hill. Don’t wind yourself up.


For the past three years, I’d been enjoying life in the winding back roads, rolling hills, and small-town feel of Farmington, Connecticut. Red barns, white fences that kept grazing horses from roaming, and fresh fruit stands became some of my favorite sights. After eleven years in East Longmeadow, Massachusetts, where Bruce had a private OB/GYN practice, we’d been ready for a change, so we moved to Farmington where Bruce had been accepted into the University of Connecticut’s (UCONN) three-year fellowship program in maternal-fetal medicine (MFM). He’d always liked the challenge of high-risk pregnancy and was looking forward to the new direction.


Then three years were up. Bruce’s fellowship was ending, and he accepted a position with an MFM group in St. Louis, Missouri. We’d be moving in less than a month, and although we were facing another big change, we were looking forward to a new chapter in our lives.


When I’d started dating Bruce seventeen years earlier, he was an OB/GYN resident in his second year of a four-year residency program, and I was a RN who worked on the labor and delivery floor of the same hospital. My feelings toward men at the time were murky at best. Since the explosive ending of my first marriage five years earlier, I was happy living life as a single mom. My two children, Sarah and Patrick were ten and eight years old, and they were my life. A relationship seemed like a complication to me, and I didn’t want any complications. But as Bruce and I continued to spend time together, my resistance weakened. He asked me out more and more, and being with him was a joy. On our first date, we went to see The Nutcracker at a small theatre in the town of Northampton, Massachusetts. After it was over, we walked to a quaint coffee shop all decked out in red and green, gold glitter, and a small Christmas tree adorned with mini white coffee ornaments. The steam from our hot drinks and the smell of gingerbread cookies floated through the air as we chatted. I loved the fact that Bruce looked directly into my eyes when I spoke; he made me feel special, which was an extremely unfamiliar sensation for me. Slowly the emotional barriers I had built up over so many years started to come down, and we became entangled in each other’s lives.


In the fall of 1991, one year and ten months after we met, we married. Bruce and I talked about having more children. Two perhaps. I was thirty-five, so we started trying to get pregnant pretty quickly. It took two years for us to conceive, and Samantha was born when my older kids were fourteen and twelve. Sarah and Patrick welcomed their baby sister with open arms.


After Sarah, my first-born, arrived back in 1979, I’d suffered from the “baby blues.” They hit me a few days after she was born. Sadness lingered, and crying came easily. When I looked at her with pride and awe, I wondered if my mother ever looked at me like that. The unconditional love I now felt was something I’d never experienced before, so why was I feeling so low? I read up about it and learned that having these blues was pretty common for new mothers, and that knowledge made me feel better. Then, before I knew it, the happiness I felt at being a new mom eclipsed the sadness. When Patrick was born two and a half years later, the blues ran deeper. This time the melancholy felt like someone had pulled a dark shade all the way down on my life. I realized that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d smiled.


Three weeks after the cesarean section, I was still guarding my stomach and I had trouble picking up Sarah. When I did sleep, it wasn’t much. At the end of April, the temperature spiked to 68 degrees, so I forced myself to go outside with Sarah and Patrick, hoping the fresh air would make me feel better. While I held Patrick in a snuggly against my chest, I pushed two-and-a-half-year-old Sarah on the aluminum swing set in our backyard. But I just couldn’t bring myself to hoot and holler like I usually did when she went high on the swing. What is the matter with me? I have these two beautiful children; I should be grateful and full of glee. Why do I feel so bleak?


During my pregnancy with Patrick—the fighting in my marriage along with the emotional abuse escalated, and when I started to become intolerant of my husband’s abusive ways, I became like a mother bear coming out of hibernation and fighting back to protect her cubs. He realized that I had changed, and he didn’t like that. That April day, I understood clearly that I loved my children and despised my husband.


Knowing what I know now about postpartum depression, I realize that the signs and symptoms had been omnipresent—I just didn’t recognize them. Now years later, I knew what to expect, but this time the depression didn’t wait until after childbirth; it crept into my life during my pregnancy. The nurse in me knew that I might be living in emotional darkness for a while, and sure enough, I struggled with depression through Samantha’s entire first year. Desperate for help, I started therapy with my previous therapist, Cindy, to deal with my constant anxiety and intermittent panic attacks. What I didn’t know at the time was that the next six months would involve recovering repressed memories and nightmares and would at one-point employ hypnosis.


Two months after Samantha was born, I started to have random thoughts of cutting my baby, so for a time I became afraid of knives. Looking back on it now, I think her vulnerability frightened me. The rational part of my brain knew that I would never harm myself or my baby, but the irrational thoughts terrified me so much that I hid all the sharp knives and never told anyone about my thoughts. Not even my therapist. If I tell Bruce or Cindy, they’ll think I’m nuts and lock me up somewhere. They’ll take my baby away. So I suffered in silence and prayed daily for the thoughts to go away. I saw Cindy weekly, sometimes biweekly. We discussed anti-depressants, but I resisted taking them because I didn’t want to stop breastfeeding. But the crazy thoughts didn’t go away, so when Samantha was fourteen months old, I started taking an antidepressant.


Then, after months of not caring if the sun came out, I picked up my 35-mm camera, which I hadn’t done in months and started taking pictures of my children. I looked forward to the day the photos would come back in the mail all developed. I started listening to my favorite music and sang along to the songs. And, to my delight, a few weeks after starting on the medication, I heard myself laughing again. That’s when I knew I was on my way back. I was petrified of ever going through that darkness again, so Bruce and I agreed our family was complete.


THE TINGLING SENSATION I’d experienced in the meeting reminded me that I was due for my annual mammogram. As far as medical appointments go, I dreaded my yearly gynecological exam, and this was just as bad. My schedule was always jam-packed, so procrastination came easily. But I knew better than to ignore this strange symptom; my grandmother on my mother’s side had had breast cancer. Just get it done, I thought.


Feeling some degree of relief from the decision to take a next step, I lifted my heavy head from my hands and looked out my office window at the beautiful view of the water on Long Island Sound. It brought me peace and clarity. Nature always did that for me. I picked up the phone and set up a mammogram appointment for the following week.


I sat in the mammography waiting room of the UCONN Medical Center feeling a roller coaster of emotions; my leg bounced up and down, and I picked at my fingernails. The mammography technician, Sherri, called my name and led me to the exam room. We chatted a little bit. She was the same person who’d done my mammogram the previous year, which I remembered because we’d talked about our teenage daughters. Although I hadn’t seen her in a year, I remembered her fondly. I told her about the tingling feeling I’d experienced the week before in my right breast. She said, “Okay, then, let’s do that side first.”


Together, we walked over to a narrow, tall, rectangular X-ray machine that skimmed the ceiling. I stood facing the front of the machine and removed my hospital gown from my right arm. The technologist raised a black metal film holder, about the size of a placemat, to my breast level. She used her two hands to position my right breast on the cold plate, then guided my arm onto a grab handle. A plastic upper plate, called a paddle, was lowered and now my breast was held captive in between two compression plates. The pain was so intense, it stopped my breathing. On a scale of one to ten—an eleven.


“Make sure you keep your head turned away and hold your breath when I say to,” Sherri instructed. And with that, she tightened the two plates, which compressed my breast into a pancake. The pain was intense but lasted only about five seconds. “Hold your breath,” she said as she stood in front of a computer behind a protection window.


“Oh my,” Sherri said. “This wasn’t here last time, was it?” After she released the plates, I covered my right breast with the pink hospital gown. I felt a kinship to Sherri and asked her if I could take a look at it and then walked over to the digital screen. I’d never read mammogram films and I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I was curious. As I stood dumbfounded, she pointed out the big fuzzy cotton ball on the otherwise blackish film. My prior mammogram films sat dormant to the side of the counter. Sherri picked up the one film from last year and held it up to the light, and then compared it to the one just taken. Looking at last year’s films versus this year’s, I could clearly see the difference. As I stood there staring at the screen, beads of sweat started to appear on my forehead and I could feel perspiration starting in my armpits. My hands went cold and a tingling feeling rose from my toes to my groin and up through my head. I was surprised that I was still standing, because I could have sworn, I’d dropped to my knees. I wanted to go home and crawl into bed. The white spot was right where I’d felt the tingling. Where the hell did that come from and how long has it been there? My breathing stopped.


I asked Sherri her opinion of what she was seeing, but like any medical professional, she didn’t reveal much. Instead she tried to reassure me by saying that the radiologist was in today and would look at the results after we were finished taking films. Sherri took two more X-rays of the same breast at different angles. My mind whirled as we continued onto the left side, the entire time trying to figure out how to make this large dot disappear.


Fuck. The rationalizations began.


It has to be a lymph node or something.


Can cancer be that small?


Maybe it’s fibrous tissue.


It has to be anything but the big C.


When Sherri was done with all the testing, she gathered up my chart along with my prior X-ray films, turned toward the door, and with a passing glance said, “I’ll be right back. I’m going to have the radiologist look at this.”


I sat silent in the exam room as the dark feeling of something-bad-is-about-to-happen started welling up inside me. It was the same feeling I’d had as a child when my dad came home drunk from work.


All of my past mammograms had been normal. I’d always gotten dressed, gone home, and forgotten all about it until about a week later when I’d receive a letter featuring that wonderful word “normal.” Not today.


After about ten minutes, Sherri came back into the room and told me that they wanted to do some further testing right away. I was upset that the radiologist didn’t come out of his office to tell me that himself.


“It is concerning,” she said. “He wants you to have an ultrasound.” So I was led out of the mammogram room and into the ultrasound waiting room. She’d told me it would take about fifteen minutes to get the room ready, so I asked if it was okay to go get my husband in another part of the building. The coin had flipped, and I was on the other side of the power dynamic. A patient. It wasn’t at all like me to be passive, and it surprised me that I asked permission instead of telling them that I’d return shortly with my husband. I called Bruce, and he answered on the second ring. At my “Hello,” he immediately knew something was wrong.


“Hey, Sue, Everything all right?”


“No,” I paused. “Can I come down to your office?” I asked.


“Of course. I’m in the middle of something, but I’ll meet you there,” he said.


Trembling all over, I took the escalator down one flight and race-walked my way to Bruce’s office.


“You look like you’ve just seen a ghost,” he said.


“Something like a ghost, all right, if a ghost is big and round. It was definitely white.”


After I told him about the mammogram and the big white dot, he tried to reassure me. “It’s probably nothing.” But I knew, just like I always do, that when Bruce is quiet, he’s worried.


“Don’t tell me it’s probably nothing. My intuition tells me otherwise. I’ve never had any issues with my mammograms, and this dot just happens to be located exactly where I had that tingling feeling. I don’t think this is just hormone related.” I know how medical people act when they don’t want to tell you something. I’ve given bad news many times. My God. This time I was the one waiting for the truth.


We hugged, and then silence took over.


Bruce took my hand in his and squeezed. He wrapped his index finger around my baby finger, the way we always held hands. I was overwhelmed by the comfort this gesture brought me. We walked down the long corridor back to the ultrasound waiting room and sat until my name was called.


Why is she so bubbly? I wondered after the nurse called my name. The ultrasound machine that would soon announce my fate was rolled to the foot of the table. It hummed in my ears like a car engine running quietly at idle. The radiologist, Dr. Zimmerman, walked in and introduced himself. He was short and pudgy with a round, clean-shaven face and black, wavy hair. His dark-chocolate-colored eyes matched his dark-rimmed glasses and had a sympathetic look to them. His crispy-clean, white lab coat with his name engraved above the pocket smelled of starch. He told us what he was going to do, and with Bruce by my side, I stared in silence at a stain on the white ceiling tile until he started the ultrasound. At that point my gaze shifted. I couldn’t focus on anything but his expression. The lack of positive comments sent my mind into overdrive.


Everyone is so damn quiet.


What is everyone thinking?


Everybody is so serious.


The silence is killing me.


Somebody talk. Someone please say something.


Please, God, tell me this is not happening.


A glimmer of hope, a slight smile, anything—I’d take it. But he remained expressionless. Even the bubbly nurse’s smile was gone. The doctor rotated the ultrasound screen toward us, so we could see the image on the screen. The dot looked much larger because it was magnified.


“It has micro-calcifications,” he said.


What? What the heck is a micro-calcification, and what the fuck is it doing in my breast? I’m a nurse, I have a BS degree, I knew what micro meant, and that calcification had to do with how the body deposits calcium in the bones. But in my breast?


We watched as white dots appeared onto the screen. They looked like a troop of soldiers, all headed in the same direction, as if being pulled by some invisible magnetic force to join the one large white dot. I’d never seen an ultrasound this close up, and I wasn’t really certain what I was seeing. But it sure didn’t look good.


Oh shit, this cannot be good.


“What I am seeing is concerning,” the doctor said. “This lump, or tumor as we call it, is about the size of a fingertip. I can’t tell if it is benign or not. We need to do a biopsy to find out,” he added.


There was no mention of cancer, but Bruce and I knew what the doctor was thinking. A doctor had just said “concerning.”


I was advised to make an appointment for the following day to see a surgical oncologist. That’s when I knew he expected it to be cancerous.


The next morning, Bruce and I were sitting in the waiting room of the oncologist’s office, at the same hospital. I’d slept like crap, awakened anxious and cranky, and fought like crazy to keep my thoughts from going to the dark side. Bruce sipped coffee next to me.


We were pleasantly greeted by a nurse who introduced herself to me and asked how I was doing as Bruce and I were brought into an examination room. We were introduced to Dr. Ayer, and I liked her immediately. She sat with us and slowly reviewed the magnified version of the mammogram. Wow. The tiny dots didn’t look so tiny anymore, and the large dot looked huge.


Dr. Ayer said, “Honestly, I’d be surprised if it wasn’t cancer, based on what I’m seeing. Breast calcification is small calcium deposits that develop in a women’s breast as they age. They’re very common and usually benign,” Dr. Ayer said. “But if the calcifications form a pattern or grow in tight clusters like these, they can be signs of cancer.” My fear now had a name. Thoughts raced through my mind like dry leaves spiraling in the wind. Shit.


Am I going to die?


We discussed the next steps: I’d have the biopsy, she’d call me as soon as the results came back, and then we’ll meet and go over the results together.


The timing couldn’t have been worse. Our move to St. Louis was only one month away. We had a thousand details left to handle before being ready to relocate, and Bruce had just finished his fellowship. It was supposed to be a time of celebration. My staff had scheduled my going away party for the following day, and Bruce’s celebration was the following evening.


We drove home, each deep in the silence of our own thoughts.





CHAPTER 2


1970–1972


When I was thirteen, my father’s drinking took a sharp turn for the worse. While he used to return from his Friday night trip to the package store with a couple six packs of beer, now he came home with a case. He started waking us up in the middle of the night to look for tweezers, scissors, and combs, and for countless other nonsensical reasons. Because of this, I started to feel a deeper responsibility for my younger siblings. The two youngest were five years old and already followed me everywhere, and no one else seemed to notice that they were often left alone to fend for themselves. In effect, I functioned as the eldest sibling, even though, my sister Marie was two years older than I.


Mary and Margaret were the babies of the family, and my parents’ second set of twins. My sister Sheila and I were the first set of twins, born eight years earlier. I’d always been close to my little sisters, and both held a special place in my heart from day one. I felt bad for them. I’d at least remembered my father when he’d been sober, but they’d have no memories of a dad who was happy, generous, or loving. The only father they’d ever known was drunk all the time.


I became the mother figure for Mary and Margaret. I didn’t have to step up as I did, but my heart gravitated toward their sad eyes. I’d wake them up for school in the morning, read them bedtime stories, and tuck them in at night. Even though it wasn’t true, I reassured them that although the house was in chaos, they were safe. They wrote me little notes with colorful hearts made with crayons, drawn with Xs and Os all over them. I’d find them tucked under my pillow at night, and on many nights, I hid similar notes for them. These notes filled my heart up. I’d leave them response notes on their pillows that they’d find when they woke up, and sometimes I’d hide the notes with clues on where to find them. The gleeful expressions on their faces when they’d find the notes were priceless. I loved seeing their smiles as they ran into my bedroom squealing, “Sue, I got your note!” There was nobody else in my life who made me feel like they had—useful, loved, and looked up to.


There were seven of us kids in all, products of an Irish Catholic marriage. Marie born in 1954; Susan and Sheila, 1956; Joan, 1958; Charles, 1961; Mary and Margaret, 1964. We’d eventually become known as “The McNally Girls.” I don’t think Charles liked that very much.


My mother was absent emotionally or physically during the chaos in our home caused by my drunken father. His benders occurred mostly on weekends when my mother worked as a nurse on the evening shift at the hospital. By dinner time, Dad was wobbly at best and would forget about us kids. Dinner became a can of Campbell’s SpaghettiOs, or Chef Boyardee meat ravioli.


I took on the caretaking role. I was the one who got my younger siblings up and ready for school. Each weekday morning, I’d wake up to my blaring alarm, walk to the other side of my bedroom to shut it off, then lumber down the stairs. First stop, the bedroom that Joan and Charles shared. As always, I peeked in the door and said, “It’s time to get up.” If I didn’t see any movement, I’d say it again, “It’s time to get up guys. It’s a school day.” Then, back upstairs, to Mary and Margaret’s room, which they shared with my oldest sister, Marie. Marie would be awake most mornings but not yet out of bed. Mary and Margaret always needed more nudging to rouse them. Last stop was back to my own bedroom to wake up Sheila, my twin and roommate.


In the afternoons and evenings, I would check Mary and Margaret’s homework and read them bedtime stories, snuggle with them in bed until they fell asleep, and keep them as safe from harm as best I could. I had a hard time understanding why my mother wasn’t capable of doing these things for her own children. And my mother also didn’t have the energy to give me what I needed, which was attention and comfort. I never seemed to get any.


I didn’t act out; I always followed the rules as a child. If the sign said, “Do not walk on the grass,” I didn’t even think about it. Because my mom acted as if the she had all the weight of the world on her shoulders, her daily irritability left me feeling that I was just in the way. The energy that my mom did have went to putting out the family’s fires, like the broken brown glass bottles that smelled of beer or the broken dishes strewn about the kitchen on any given morning. Even though we were a family of nine, I grew up feeling alone and lonely.


The first time I intentionally harmed myself to get attention, I was around ten years old. I scraped my knee on purpose so that my bleeding leg would draw some affection from my mom. I did it only a few times and stopped because it never delivered my desired results: love, compassion, and perhaps even a hug. “You’ll be fine, Susan,” is what I heard over and over again as she put the band aid in place and sent me on my way.


The lack of love and security I felt in childhood set the stage for many years of my feeling unlovable. I continuously searched elsewhere for the feeling of security I was missing. The unhealthy choices I made along the way—harming myself, choosing abusive relationships, making bad social decisions—were the result of my attempts to hide my never-ending feelings of emptiness, loneliness, fear, and despair.


Over time I noticed a marked change in my father. Instead of going to work on Saturday mornings, he was now home. His beer drinking would start at lunchtime and end when he passed out sometime late in the evening. Mom became aloof, said, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” a lot, and carried around her rosary beads always rubbing them. I absolutely craved a small token of my mother’s love. I needed more than anything for her to tell me that everything was going to be okay, even if it wasn’t. When I expressed a need, her response was always, “Susan, I just don’t have it in me to give.” I was on my own.


Just like the time I asked her if we could talk about something I was afraid of. I wanted to tell her that I was scared to be home with my dad when she was working. The week before I had sliced the bottom of my foot on something sharp in the backyard and it started gushing blood. I limped bleeding into the kitchen to find my dad taking another bottle of beer out of the refrigerator. He brought me to the bathroom; and as I cried, he tried to stop the bleeding—but he couldn’t. He fumbled with the gauze pads and then dropped the entire box of band aids which went flying all over the tiled bathroom floor. I cried out, “I want Mom! You don’t know what you’re doing!” I tried to help him by putting pressure with a white washcloth, but bright-red blood continued to dribble onto the floor, and I was growing more and more frightened. All of a sudden, I stood up on one foot and demanded for him to bring me to our next-door neighbor Bettie’s house. Bettie was like a second mother to all of us and always told us if we ever needed anything to come over.


Without much effort, Bettie got the piece of glass out with a pair of tweezers, stopped the bleeding, and bandaged me up. When my mom changed the bandage the next day she said; “You’re lucky that you didn’t need stitches, Susan, be careful next time.” I sure didn’t feel lucky. When I told my mom that I was afraid that next time something worse would happen and Bettie wouldn’t be around, she told me I worried too much.


I often wonder if the recurring anxiety I’d later experience as an adult was an outcome of my mother never calming or reassuring me. I took it upon myself to tell my younger sisters what I myself wanted to hear. Even at that early age, I became aware of my own mothering instincts. They needed me, and it felt great to be needed.


When there was harmony in our family, I waited for turbulence. Frightening episodes didn’t happen every day, but I felt like I was a passenger in a pilotless airplane. It was only going to be a matter of time before it crashed. Like the calm before a storm, a tranquil day or two in our house usually indicated that something bad was about to happen. And that something usually took the form of a raging alcoholic hurricane called “Dad.”


IT WAS THE middle of the night when I was awakened by a high-pitched whistle followed by an insistent authoritative voice coming from the bottom of the stairs. It was the voice of my inebriated father. The shrill sound of the whistle blew again, and his voice got louder and closer. He flipped the switch to my overhead bedroom light, and my eyes blinked open.


Was there a fire or something? His bugged-out, bloodshot eyes sent a shiver down my spine. I cringed in fear, and was afraid I was going to pee my pants.


My father’s breath sent the smell of beer and cigarettes into the room as he chanted:


“Up and at ’em!


“Rise and shine!


“Let’s go downstairs.


“Everybody up, pronto.


“March!”


He stumbled over to my bed, abruptly pulled off my warm, yellow blanket, and threw it on the floor, exposing my bare, trembling, thirteen-year-old legs. Dazed and sleepy, I sat up and pulled the nightie over my wobbly knees, my eyes blinking from the bright light. What’s the matter with my dad? Did someone put a devil spell on him? Why is he screaming?


Dad’s half-lit cigarette dangled from his bottom lip, and I hoped the gray ashes wouldn’t fall on me. I looked over at my twin sister, Sheila, in her bed. Her eyes were also wide open, both of us startled and speechless as he yanked the covers from her bed, too. He continued on into the bedroom across the hall to awaken Marie and the younger twins, who were five years old.


He barked:


“Time to get up!


“Let’s go!


“Everybody downstairs.


“Time to put your thinking caps on!”


Although my dad had served a short term in the Air National Guard, he was not a military man. He was an attorney. But I imagined that this must have been what it was like to be an army soldier. He used words like “attention,” “stand tall,” and “march.” We obeyed his, “March two, three, march two, three,” down the stairs and into the kitchen, where he ordered us to sit single-file on the floor. Charles and Joan shared a downstairs room and were already sitting on the floor. Charles’s frightened stare made me shiver as I took my place in line. We were powerless.


The seven of us sat sleepy-eyed on the kitchen floor, lined up in a straight row. As we did annually for Easter and Christmas photo shoots, we automatically lined up according to our ages. There we sat: Marie, age fifteen; Sheila and I, thirteen; Joan, eleven and a half; Charles, eight; and Mary and Margaret, only five years old. We were a clan. My back was straight against the eagle-printed wallpaper, and I was flanked by Marie and Sheila. A silver cross and gold-colored rotary phone hung above my head.


What’s a thinking cap? I wondered. I looked down the row of my siblings, and every one of them looked terrified. I wondered if anyone else was also angry that our own father had woken us in the middle of the night like this. If they were, nobody said a word. They just kept their heads down.


“There are items missing from this house, and we need to find them. Now! Scissors, tweezers, and black combs!” my dad barked. The man with the silver whistle in his hand, screaming at us, looked like my father but was not acting like him. When he yelled like that, his face turned red, and sometimes spit flew out of his mouth.
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