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PRAISE FOR


Lookin’ for Love


“Recovering addicts and members of faith-based recovery programs will find a familiar—yet wholly original—protagonist to cry with and ultimately cheer for.”


—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Hardland


“Lookin’ for Love by Susen Edwards is an inspiring story of harrowing trials and tribulations followed by incredible redemption. The story is riveting, leaving you wondering how Ava is ever going to dig herself out of the devastating drug-riddled, messy relationship hole she dug herself . . .”


—Ginelle Testa, author of Making a Home Out of You


“This roller coaster of a story has sharp turns, steep slopes, and jaw-dropping tension, careening from crisis to crisis . . . Strap on your seatbelt for this scream machine ride and witness all the drama in Ava’s topsy-turvy world.”


—Vivian Fransen, author of The Straight Spouse: A Memoir


“Lookin’ for Love was so full of twists and turns, I forgot it was based on a true story multiple times while reading it . . . This book will remain on my list of favorites.


—Dr. Dawn Filos, author of Tales of a Pet Vet: Stories from the Clinic and House Calls
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Kukaa, kukaa!


Eighty-two women drop their work and sink to the ground. The Swahili word means “sit” but in our world it means “squat.” Those who remain standing are guards. We often squat for up to ten minutes. When we stand, the blood rushes from our heads and some of us topple over. The guards laugh and clap at our expense.
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Part One
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Natalie







My mother’s love was conditional. Her unspoken words were always with me.


If you rub my feet, I’ll love you.


If you get good grades, I’ll love you.


If you clean the house, I’ll love you.


My mother’s love didn’t last.


If you don’t rub my feet, I won’t love you.


If your grades aren’t good enough, I’ll hate you.


If you miss a speck of dirt, I’ll ignore you.


For years I believed I wasn’t smart enough, talented enough, or hard-working enough.


Maybe I reminded my mother of my birth father, her first husband, Edgar Stanton.


Courtships were almost nonexistent during World War II. Edgar was handsome, thirty-years-old, an army first lieutenant and chaplain stationed stateside. What else did my mother, Natalie, need to know? They met at a United Service Organization (USO) dance in New Jersey, married, and moved to his home state, Ohio, where I was born on March 15, 1944. Two years later, Edgar died. His record shows he “died non-battle.”


I have no memory of Ohio or my birth father. What I do remember is my mother telling me that my father died in the Battle of the Bulge during the war.


What she didn’t tell me was that Edgar was a bigamist with another wife and two children. It all came out when my mother was denied spousal benefits upon his death. I accidentally learned of his second family later in life. That’s when I learned he died of sepsis in an army hospital in Missouri, not on the battlefield.


I suppose I should mention my mother was a habitual liar.


We left Ohio and moved to Newark, New Jersey, to live with my Hungarian grandparents, who raised me until I finished kindergarten. We lived above Central Cleaners, their dry-cleaning business. My grandparents spoiled me as did the other shop owners on our street. Each day around three o’clock, we’d head for Traflets ice cream parlor for coffee ice cream, my favorite.


In the summers we rented a house in Atlantic Highlands, where my grandfather kept a Steelcraft boat. I loved our fishing trips and spending time with this generous, kindhearted man. We’d bring our catch to the dock, where he’d give it all away.


My mother had a job as a telephone operator, a respected career for women in the 1940s. Her job accounted for her absence during the day. But where was she when I cried out for her at night? My grandmother was the only one who comforted me.


War widows were in abundance in the late 1940s. Unmarried soldiers returning from the war had their pick of women, with or without children. My mother remarried when I was four years old. I wasn’t included in her courtship, engagement, or wedding. I suspect I was left at home to avoid any misunderstanding. Weren’t all brides virgins? At least my mother didn’t wear a white gown, a partial admission to her past and my existence.


For years I wondered why I continued living with my grandparents instead of moving in with my mother and her new husband, Hank Wilson. Didn’t my mother want me? Did her husband hate me so much he didn’t want me in his life? I later learned they both worked until my mother became pregnant. It was much simpler to leave me at Central Cleaners. Had I been allowed to stay with my grandparents, perhaps my life would have taken a different course. But we can’t live our lives on “what ifs.”


After kindergarten, I moved into an apartment in Paramus, New Jersey, with my mother and new father. I was legally adopted and began life as Ava Wilson. A few months later, I was given a baby brother. I resented the intrusion of a screaming infant and the attention he generated but soon learned to love little Henry. I pretended he was my baby. The love I had given to my grandparents was transferred to him. There was no point in showering it on my mother. From the day I returned, she made it clear I was an unnecessary appendage. If it wasn’t for my new father, I would have been sent back to my grandparents.


I’d hear the arguments at night after my parents thought I was asleep.


“She’s our daughter,” my father said.


“But she’s not your daughter. She’d be better off with Nagymama,” Natalie replied, using the Hungarian word for grandmother.


“I adopted her. She is my daughter.”


“We have no room for her. We can’t afford two kids,” Natalie said.


“We won’t break up the family.”


My new father’s parents divorced when he was a teenager. He lived with the stigma of a broken home and was determined not to repeat the cycle.


Their bedroom door slammed shut. All was quiet.


Please send me back to Grandma.


The apartment was silent for the next few days. As our punishment, dinner for my father and me consisted of a box of saltines. My mother ate toast and tea.


To keep the peace, my father allowed Natalie to be herself, which in most cases meant the silent treatment. The one thing he stood firm on was keeping me in the family.


Two years later, my parents bought their little piece of the American Dream—a three-bedroom tract house in Edison, New Jersey. I was eight years old.


My father worked as a union carpenter. It was dangerous work but paid well, which made my mother happy, at least most of the time. We never knew when something would set her off and she’d stop speaking to one of us. Her silences became more frequent, sometimes lasting for days, even weeks.


“Hank, tell her to pass the butter,” Natalie would say.


I’d pass the butter.


“Henry, tell your sister to get her elbows off the table.”


My brother turned to me. I moved my elbows to save him the embarrassment of my mother’s silence.


“Henry, rub my feet.”


She’d sit in her rocker, light her first cigarette of the evening, and glare at me. I’d close the door to my bedroom, grateful for the freedom. It was only a matter of time before Henry would be the villain, and I’d be back at work.


After everyone went to bed, I crept into the living room and counted the cigarette butts in the ashtray: twenty—a full pack after dinner. None of us knew about second-hand smoke in the 1950s. Adults believed it aided digestion. Kids . . . well . . . we coughed and made the best of it, promising ourselves we’d never take up the disgusting habit.


My father treated me with kindness and love, but like my mother, his love was conditional. He only expressed it when we were alone and only on days Natalie was speaking to me. When she ignored me or pressured me to succeed, he remained silent. Dad, say something! I’d pray for him to read my mind. My prayers went unanswered.


Outwardly, we gave the impression of being a good Christian family. Most weeks we attended services at the Episcopal church in town. My mother resented the church almost as much as she resented me. As a first-generation Hungarian, she was raised Catholic, but because she was on her second marriage, they married in my father’s church. I wanted to believe in the peace the minister claimed came with accepting God and Jesus, but something was missing. Was it my mother’s resentment I felt? Was it my innate sense that I didn’t belong and was the remnant of a fraudulent marriage?


It wasn’t only in church where I lacked a sense of belonging. It was the underlying theme of my life. Looking back, I’m convinced my mother projected her personal feelings of inadequacy onto me. She trusted no one, not even herself. How could she love and trust me when she didn’t love herself?


The 1950s was a decade of prosperity and conformity. Insights into human behavior were rare. Had counseling been available, my mother would never have taken me. She would have seen it as a sign of failure. For her, outward appearances were everything. To please her, I succumbed to the pressure to perform.


I cleaned, walked the dog, got decent grades, and rubbed her feet. I’d do anything I could to serve my mother. It wasn’t until eighth grade when I made her proud.


“Guess what, Mom? I made the twirling squad!”


My mother sat watching afternoon TV. “Ava, don’t slam the door.”


“Did you hear me, Mom?”


My mother popped a piece of saltwater taffy into her mouth. She hadn’t heard a word I said.


“I made the twirling squad! I get to march in all the parades and football games.”


I had her attention. Her daughter would be in the spotlight. My mother actually smiled.


“Here’s my costume.” I held up a navy blue and white uniform and placed a tall, white, fuzzy hat on my head. I grabbed my baton and gave it a twirl.


“Be careful,” she said. “Wait till your father gets home so you can show us both—outside.”


Life improved after that. My mother’s love was still conditional, but it was there. My parents sat in the stands at our home games. They cheered and waved as I marched by. The following year I became head majorette.


By my sophomore year in high school, being head majorette wasn’t enough. My mother pressured me to improve my grades. She was determined I’d be the first in the family to go to college.


“I want to see you at Moravian College,” she said.


Moravian College, one of the oldest in the United States, promised prestige and success for me and more importantly, for my mother. She went back to work as a telephone operator and promised to save money for my education. Instead, she bought herself a green Ford Thunderbird convertible.


At the rate my mother spent money, I knew nothing would be left for my education. I took a job during study hall in the main office of the high school. The few dollars I earned wouldn’t make much difference in our finances. But between the job and my position as head majorette, I hoped to earn points for extracurricular activities.


Working in the office gave me access to my student file. During the spring semester of my sophomore year, I pulled my records, snuck the documents home, and changed my grades from Cs to Bs. I was confident better grades would help me get into Moravian and make my mother happy.


My deceit backfired. The vice-principal caught me and contacted my parents for a meeting. I was well-liked at school and had no prior discipline problems, which kept me from being expelled. Instead, I was stripped of my head majorette title and banned from school functions for a year. Classmates shunned me. I went from popular to pariah.


My shame and guilt were all-encompassing. My parents didn’t ground me. What would be the point? I had no friends left and no place to go. I sat in my room wishing my parents would slap me, scream at me, or do something to feed my remorse. Instead, the house was silent.


That night I strained to hear my parents’ voices in their bedroom.


“She’s worthless. I should have left her in Newark,” Natalie complained.


“I think she did it to please you,” Hank said.


“Please me? Are you crazy?”


“You put a lot of pressure on her. She’s just a kid,” he said.


“And that makes it okay? You’re no better than she is. What are the neighbors going to think?”


“I wouldn’t worry about the neighbors. Try worrying about your family for a change.”


I couldn’t believe my father had stood up to my mother.


Drawers slammed. Something was thrown against the wall. Glass shattered. More than anything, I wished I was the one shattered. But who would pick up the pieces of me once they hit the floor?


The ubiquitous box of saltines sat on the kitchen table the next morning. When my brother asked for cereal, my mother made no move to help him. I brought him cereal and milk. He shouldn’t have to suffer because of me.


“Sit down.” Those were the last words my mother spoke to anyone in our family for days.


Dinner progressed from saltines to toast and tea, then eventually to home-cooked meals. Conversation directed at me was utilitarian.


“Pass the macaroni.”


“Clean your room. It’s filthy.”


After two weeks, I summoned the courage to apologize. “I’m sorry. I made a stupid mistake. I only did it to please you.”


My father’s eyes showed a hint of compassion. He opened his mouth to say something. My mother intercepted.


“Sorry? Mistake? You want forgiveness? Did I tell you to steal your file? You’re no good. You were never any good.”


Once my mother’s mouth opened, it stayed open. She barked more insults at me, none of which I heard. I took shelter in my room.


My junior year in high school was spent in exile. Everyone knew what I’d done. My friends avoided me. My parents barely spoke to me. My father may have forgiven me but couldn’t escape my mother’s wrath. With my social life in ruin, I began taking the bus into Plainfield for dances and other teen-centered events. I made new friends, ones who hadn’t heard about my disgrace or didn’t care.
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Boys







Ava, you were the best drum majorette we ever had. We want to reinstate you,” Coach said at the start of my senior year.


Words of praise were alien to me. I’d been beaten down at home for seventeen years and shamed at school for over a year. How could I hold my head high and accept forgiveness when I knew I was worthless?


“I don’t deserve to be head majorette,” I told Coach.


He looked into my eyes and said, “You paid for your mistake. The position is yours if you want it.”


“Thank you, but no thank you,” I said, firm in my decision.


I was defeated and preferred to stay that way.


What I didn’t tell Coach was that I had discovered bad boys. They were exciting, dangerous, handsome, and most importantly, attracted to me.


Frankie Lombardo was my first bad boy. His Italian heritage and dark good looks contrasted with my Germanic blond hair and blue eyes. Walking down Front Street in Plainfield, I’d glance at our reflection in the shop windows and imagine what our children would look like. I hadn’t learned bad boys aren’t thinking about the future. For them, it’s all about seizing pleasure in the moment. Frankie was no exception.


My parents held the outdated belief that Italians weren’t quite “white,” something I suspected was a carryover from their parents’ generation. When Frankie invited me to a dance at Plainfield High School, I knew I had to lie about his family name.


“His name is Frankie Lambert. I met him at the library,” I told my mother.


Frankie fit my teenage image of a ladies’ man. Girls flocked to him. He was the best dancer at the high school. I discovered I, too, was a good dancer.


My parents were waiting up for me when Frankie dropped me off after the dance.


“Frankie Lambert? You’re a damn liar.” My mother slapped my arm.


It wasn’t the first slap, and it wouldn’t be the last. Natalie’s anger was rarely physical, but I almost wished it were. A slap stings for the moment. Words vibrate into your core. Silence inhabits your soul for a lifetime.


“How . . . I mean . . . ?” I saw his wallet on the kitchen table. Frankie must have dropped it as we were leaving.


“He’s a damn I-talian,” my father said, stressing the “I.”


And you’re superior because your skin is whiter?


“Go to your room. You’re never seeing him again. Understand?” She slapped my arm again.


The next morning our family set off for church. Silence engulfed the interior of our 1955 Niagara Blue Mercury Monterey. My parents laughed and joked with friends, giving the impression we were the perfect suburban family.


The laughs and jokes remained at church. Silence returned and stayed with us as we drove home. I sat on the rattan loveseat in our breezeway, hoping for forgiveness, hoping my mother kept no record of last night’s wrongs.


I heard my mother dialing the phone.


After a pause, she said, “Mrs. Lombardo? This is Mrs. Wilson. Yes, Ava’s my daughter.”


Another pause.


“My daughter lied about your son. Told me his last name was Lambert. We don’t want her dating Italians. We prefer you keep to your own.”


My parents were bigots, but I always expected they’d keep their opinions within the family. It would do me no good to stand up for Frankie and his family, for myself, for equality, or for fairness.


We all experience pivotal moments in life. This moment was one of those, but it wouldn’t be my last. The number one essential human need is belonging. The second is worthiness. I felt neither. I thought about something George Gobel, a popular comedian at the time, said. “Did you ever get the feeling that the world was a tuxedo, and you were a pair of brown shoes?”


After seventeen years, I realized I was that pair of brown shoes. Nothing I did would make my mother happy. It was time to make myself happy. From now on, if my mother told me not to do something, I would do it even more.


Frankie and I continued to see each other. I’d invite him to our house when my parents went out. We drank my parents’ liquor in my bedroom. I detested the taste and how dizzy it made me feel, but each sip symbolized a small victory for me and brought me one step closer to freedom.


Once I met Kevin Harrison, I left Frankie. Kevin was cuter and another bad boy. Looking back, I should have stayed with Frankie, but I had already begun my downward spiral.


Kevin and I didn’t last long, just long enough for me to meet his parents and his older brother, Tom. Tom was tall—six-foot-two inches tall, thin, with blond hair and blue eyes. He wasn’t as good-looking as Kevin, but we felt an instant attraction.


I had never met a family like the Harrisons. They were loud, expressive, and argumentative. An open bottle of whiskey served as the centerpiece on their Formica kitchen table. The more Kevin’s parents drank, the louder they became. Tom became the centerpiece of their arguments.


“You drop outta high school to join the navy. Then you fuckin’ get kicked out.” Mr. Harrison slammed his hand on the table and downed the rest of his drink. He poured another before Tom had a chance to speak.


“You’re good for nothin’,” Mrs. Harrison screeched.


Kevin and I tiptoed into the living room. Voices transformed into a low growl.


“What happened?” I whispered.


“Tom got a dishonorable discharge from the navy,” Kevin said. “It’s none of my business. The sooner I get away from this family, the better.”


The sooner I get away from this family, the better for me, too.
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Tom







Kevin and I drifted apart. Tom wanted to take his place. I kept an inner dialogue going.


He’s too old for me.


He’s not a bad boy—he’s a bad man.


The guy’s a loser.


The family is bad news.


Tom never gave up, even after I left for college.


None of the private colleges I applied to would take me. I ended up at Trenton State College, about an hour from home. The freedom was intoxicating. No more hassles from my mother. No silences, bigotry, or hatred. No one knew about my past or the disgrace I’d brought upon myself.


My one success in college was playing the character of Jane Ashton in Brigadoon. My strong alto voice would never bring me fame as a singer, but I didn’t care. I loved the lights, costumes, excitement, and attention.


My parents and brother came to opening night.


“You were great, sis,” my brother Henry said after the show. “Wish I could sing like you.”


“You can. Join the glee club at school. That’s how I learned to sing,” I said.


“Mom said you take after her. She told me she sang opera before she married Dad.”


How do you tell your baby brother your mother is a liar?


“Henry, I think Mom made that up,” I said gently.


“Yeah, I kinda thought so.” He looked away.


“How about we take you to the diner to celebrate?” my father asked.


I wanted to hang out with the cast after the show, but my family had driven an hour to see me, so I joined them for cheesecake and coffee. I was still high from the performance and determined not to allow memories of my childhood to cloud the experience.


Meanwhile, Tom pursued me. He found a job selling flooring and drove to see me several times a week. Each visit pulled me farther away from my classes, peers, and interest in success. It wasn’t only Tom pulling me away. College was my mother’s dream, not mine.


I lasted one semester. My parents were furious. Once again, I was a disappointment and a disgrace. My feelings of shame, guilt, and worthlessness returned with a vengeance. I took a job at the town library. It didn’t pay much, but it got me out of the house.


Tom couldn’t have been happier. No more trips to Trenton, no more dorm curfews. Tom got a library card and became our most frequent patron. At first, I was impressed, knowing he was working his way toward a GED. I soon realized he was there to see me.


“Tom, you’ll get me fired,” I whispered when he kissed me in the stacks.


“I don’t give a shit. No girl of mine should be workin’.”


“You expect me to sit home with my mother waiting for you?” I couldn’t think of a worse fate.


“We could get a place together,” he said.


Society hadn’t come to terms with unmarried couples “living in sin” in 1963. That lifestyle was reserved for artists, beatniks, and the dregs of society.


“My parents would kill me. You know how they feel about you,” I replied.


By this time my parents had met Tom. His charm hadn’t seduced them as it had me. They couldn’t understand my attraction to a high school dropout from an alcoholic family.


“The family’s got a reputation. They’re a bunch of drunks,” my father said. “Do you know how often the cops come to their house to break up a fight?”


“He can’t help who his parents are,” I said. “Tom’s different.”


“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” My father loved clichés.


Are you implying I’m anything like you and Natalie?


I may not have had career or educational goals, but my main goal in life was to not become my parents. If I could break the mold, so could Tom.


The following Friday Tom picked me up after work.


“Let’s go to Mario’s for dinner,” he suggested.


Since I was underage, he brought a bottle of Dewar’s scotch to share with me on the way to the restaurant.


“Come on, Ava, have a drink.”


I had no taste for scotch. When I did drink alcohol, it was usually vodka with a lot of orange juice.


“No thanks.”


He shrugged his shoulders as if to say, Your loss. More for me.


When we arrived at Mario’s, Tom rolled out of the car, lit a cigarette to steady himself, and within a few minutes, sobered up enough to escort me into the restaurant.


He ordered a double scotch and soda, gulped it down, and turned to me. “Ava—”


“Yes?” I looked into his bloodshot eyes, wondering how many of me he saw.


“Since you won’t get a place with me, maybe we should—y’-know—get married or somethin’.”


Was he proposing?


Tom reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a two-inch cube. “Open it.”


I looked at the ring, then at Tom.


“It was my grandmother’s ring. Now it’s yours if you want it.”


My mind was numb. I can’t say I was in love with the guy or even contemplating marriage. What I did know was Tom cared more for me than I did for him. Wasn’t that a good thing? Didn’t his love mean a lifetime of loyalty?


I took the ring and slipped it on my finger. The flicker of candlelight on the table cast rainbows across my hand from the tiny diamond. The ring was made for me.


Tom may have been intoxicated from the scotch, but I was intoxicated from the promise of freedom from my mother, from the disgrace that had followed me for eighteen years.


“I’ll marry you,” I said, sealing my fate.
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The Wedding







I hid the ring from my parents, waiting until my mother was in a good mood to share my news. What was I thinking? My mother was never in a good mood.


It didn’t take long for my secret to be revealed. My mother heard me on the phone with my friend Laura. The next thing I knew, she was tearing my bedroom apart, looking for the ring.


“Where is it?” she screamed.


“Where is what?” I continued the pretense.


“The damn ring!”


“Here.” I pulled it from my jeans pocket and threw it at her. “I’m marrying Tom and there’s nothing you can do about it.”


“There’s plenty I can do about it. Break it off or leave this house.”


“I’m gone.” I finally stood up to my mother. It felt great.


I had an open invitation from Laura to stay in her extra bedroom if things got dicey at home. I packed my things, called Tom for a ride, and was gone in an hour.


It was mid-January. Laura’s apartment lacked decent heat, but my freedom made up for it. Tom spent a few nights with me until he arrived loud and drunk. Laura’s neighbors called the cops.


“I’m sorry, Ava. Either Tom goes or you go. They’ll kick me out if he causes trouble again.”


w


I made sure I returned home when my father was there. I begged them to take me back.


“Tom’s a loser,” my father said. “Call off the wedding.”


“If you marry him, he’ll beat you up every day and twice on Sunday,” my mother warned.


“I’ll think about it,” I lied.


I’d seen Tom’s temper but never directed at me. He hadn’t been given love at home. If I showed him love, I was convinced he’d change. Maybe I was mirroring my own life. Maybe I was too hopeful. Maybe I was a fool.


Our wedding was scheduled for April 27, 1963. Two months before the wedding, I learned I was pregnant. My mother continued to pressure me to cancel the ceremony. I couldn’t tell her I had to get married.


Abortion was out of the question. I’d heard horror stories about backroom abortions and the damage inflicted on victims. I couldn’t bring myself to have a baby and give it up for adoption. Tom would never speak to me again.


I foolishly tried hiding my condition. I faked my period by rolling up clean sanitary napkins in the bathroom garbage, thinking my mother would never check. Once again, I was wrong. Did I “glow” from pregnancy, or did my mother hear my morning sickness?


“You’re nothing but a piece of trash. You deserve a bum like Tom.” My mother’s words stung more than ever. Another layer of shame piled itself onto my fragile soul.


Nobody was backing out of the wedding now. But not everyone was attending.


“You can forget about your father walking you down the aisle. We will not be coming to the wedding,” my mother informed me a few days before the ceremony.


“Fine, then we’ll elope,” I said.


“No, you won’t. The chapel’s reserved, and we paid for the reception. I’ve lost you but I’m not losing our money.”


“I want to talk to Dad.”


“He has nothing more to say, and neither do I.”


Looking back, I should’ve gone to my father. I should’ve backed out of the wedding. I should’ve done a lot of things. But I was nineteen, pregnant, naive, and frightened.


Did my father know I was pregnant? Did he know he wasn’t walking me down the aisle? No more words were spoken to me until the evening before my wedding when my mother broke her silence.


“Get out of this house, now!” she said, before we sat down for dinner.


“Where do you expect me to go?” I tried keeping my voice steady, and my tears hidden.


“That’s not our problem. Maybe your future in-laws will take you. You’re no better than they are.”


My wedding dress hung on my bedroom door. Each pearl button sneered at me as I shoved it in a brown paper bag. I wiped my tears with my veil, then stuck it on my head as my final act of defiance. I grabbed the rest of my ensemble and my honeymoon suitcase, purposely slamming my mother’s chair as I pushed my way through the kitchen and out the door.


I called my parents’ friends, Mary and Ed, from a neighbor’s. They were kind enough to open their home to me. I asked them to pick me up in front of our house—anything to humiliate my mother.


Mary and Ed drove me to the chapel the next day. In the parking lot was my mother’s green Thunderbird. I should’ve realized they’d come to save face.


“Mary, thanks for last night. Ava hasn’t been sleeping well. Wedding jitters, you know. I thought it would be better if she had a change of scenery.” My mother was at her fraudulent best.


Mary’s eyes darted in my direction. She knew the truth. I suspected their friendship had abruptly ended.


A wave of nausea came over me as I started down the aisle. Was it morning sickness, doubt, or fear? I held onto my father’s arm for support and stared at my satin shoes. I couldn’t look at my father, the guests, or Tom, who waited for me at the altar.


I knew I was walking into the biggest mistake of my life, yet my feet kept moving.


When I said, “I do,” Tom’s face broke into the biggest grin I’d ever seen. When the minister pronounced us “man and wife,” he crushed me in his embrace.


“Love ya, Ava,” he whispered.


Maybe I was wrong. Maybe things would work out for us.


My mother was all smiles as we made our exit. She joined the small crowd on the church steps throwing rice and waving.


We hadn’t hired a limo to take the bridal party to the restaurant. My mother said she wanted to save the money for our reception, giving guests the option of prime rib as well as chicken cordon bleu. What she didn’t tell me was that she had canceled the dinner once she learned I was pregnant. Our guests were served hors d’oeuvres and cocktails in the smallest banquet room at Smitty’s Bar and Grill.


Fifty people squeezed into a space meant for twenty. Piped-in music replaced the band I had expected. With nowhere else to stand, everyone crowded onto the miniature dance floor.


After an hour of bumping and jostling, the crowd dissipated. I asked myself who was more embarrassed: me or our guests? It certainly wasn’t my mother.


My parents left without saying goodbye. I saw my father’s pained expression as he looked back at me. He had to go home with my mother. I was free.


Before leaving for our honeymoon in Virginia Beach, we changed our clothes in Smitty’s restrooms and stayed for a few drinks at the main bar. Tom’s parents promised to pick up our wedding gear and return Tom’s rented tuxedo.


If only I could have rented my gown, too.


Waves of nausea hit me once we left the bar. Tom’s cigarettes, champagne, too little food, and broken shocks on his 1956 Chevy Bel Air didn’t mix well with pregnancy. I left a trail of vomit along the New Jersey Turnpike. Tom’s temper escalated with each stop.


“What the hell’s wrong with you?”


“I’m pregnant, or did you forget?”


We said nothing more until we got close to Washington, DC. “Tom, we need to stop for the night. We should’ve left tomorrow morning.”


“Bitch. I wanted us to wake up in Virginia Beach. You better not ruin anything else on this honeymoon.”


He pulled into the parking lot of the first motel we came to. What Tom saw was a blinking VACANCY sign. What I saw was what was known as a “motor court” in the 1930s. The room smelled of mold. Long black hairs peeked out from under the sink. I pulled the tattered bedspread down and collapsed. All I wanted to do was sleep.


Tom had other ideas.


When I turned away from him, he rolled me toward him.


“Not tonight, please? Maybe in the morning,” I said.


“No, now!”


His breath reeked of stale cigarettes and too much alcohol. Another round of nausea hit me. I ran to the bathroom.


“Get out here, Ava Harrison. You’re my fucking wife!”


I locked the door, sat on the toilet, and wept.


Bang! Slam! Tom pounded on the bathroom door. I knew if I didn’t come out, we’d be thrown out of the motel. Cautiously I opened the door.


“That’s better,” Tom said.


I knew I had no choice. I took a deep breath, clenched my teeth, and let my mind drift to the days before Tom entered my life.


Is rape possible between husband and wife? My entire body ached.


We arrived in Virginia Beach early the next afternoon. I wanted to see the sights. Tom wanted to find the closest liquor store.


“C’mon, honey, let’s fool around.” Tom pushed me back on the bed.


Sex was out of the question. I felt bruised inside and out. Nausea overpowered me.


“Not now, Tom. I feel miserable.”


“Nobody says no to me!” Tom raised his arm and slapped me across the face.


I screamed.


“Shut up and do what you’re told!”


I rolled into a fetal position and cried into the pillow.


Tom lit a cigarette and poured another shot of whiskey.


“How ’bout I put this cigarette out on your tits?”


“Get away from me!”


He tried a kinder approach. I fell for it. It was over in a flash. Tom rolled off me and passed out.


The next day was more of the same. Tom had no interest in anything but whiskey and sex. My wrists were bruised from where he’d held me down. I was afraid he’d cause me to lose the baby.


Tom snuggled up to me after another round of morning sickness.


“How d’ya like bein’ married to me?” he asked.


I couldn’t tell him the truth. “It’s nice,” I whispered.


“Show me how nice.”


He pulled me closer. My body recoiled in discomfort.


“Wassa matter? Too rough for ya?”


“Please, Tom. Leave me alone.”


Before I knew what had happened, he backhanded me and sent me flying across the room. I landed on the floor, inches away from the corner of the dresser. I couldn’t move.


The room was filled with Tom’s ragged breath and my muffled sobs. Neither of us moved for what seemed like an hour.


Then he said, “Oh my God, Ava. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I promise it’ll never happen again.”


I didn’t believe him for a second. I thought about my mother’s silence and how I thought a slap would hurt less. I was so wrong.


Eventually, my morning sickness passed, and I was a human being again. Tom was in a good mood and wanted to see the sights. People smiled at us and a few asked if we were newlyweds. I fantasized about us settling into an idyllic life, but I knew it would remain a fantasy. I’d move back with my parents when we got home.


As an act of respect, I rang my parents’ doorbell rather than let myself in with my key. My mother glared at me through the screen door.


“What are you doing here, Mrs. Harrison?”


“Can I come in and talk to you?”


“We have nothing to talk about,” she said.


“Please—” I held onto the door to steady myself.


She opened the door, turned her back to me, and busied herself at the kitchen sink.


“Can we talk?” I asked.


“About what?” Her back was still toward me.


I sat at the kitchen table facing her. “I made a terrible mistake. Tom beat me on our honeymoon. You were right about everything. I’m so sorry.”


“I told you he was a bum. I warned you, Miss Smarty-pants.”


“I can’t stay with him. He’ll keep hitting me. Can I come home?” It was the first time I allowed myself to break down in front of my mother.


She faced me. “You made your bed. Now go lie in it.”


I stared at her broad shoulders, wide ribcage, and dyed blond hair freshly curled and sprayed—the classic 1960s housewife. She turned away from me and stared out the window.
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Mrs. Harrison







We lived in a rundown apartment in Plainfield until Tom’s parents gave us money for a down payment on a house. Tom took the train into Manhattan for work, leaving me to clean and repair a place that should have been condemned.


Nothing I did made Tom happy. He promised to be home at six but rarely got in before nine or ten, drunk on his ass.


“Where’s my dinna?” he’d scream.


I’d reheat what had been ready at six. It was never good enough. I’d put the plate of food in front of him; he’d take a bite, stand up, and slap me across the face. Sometimes he’d grab my upper arms and shake me. Despite the warm weather, I wore long sleeves to hide the bruises.


Everything changed after our son, Tommy, was born in November 1963. Fatherhood calmed Tom and brought me more joy than I ever thought possible. I’d stare at my beautiful baby boy for hours. Every new mom believes hers is the most beautiful baby ever born. I knew mine was.


“I promise to love you forever. I’ll always be there for you.” Tommy may not have understood the exact meaning of my words, but his smiles and giggles told me he felt their message.


Tom came home sober and on time and played with Tommy before I put him down. After dinner, he’d have a few drinks and relax with me in front of the TV.


Had we become the perfect American family?


Each evening I bundled up Tommy and drove to the train station to wait for my husband. For three months he stepped off the six o’clock train, gave us a huge daddy smile, and kissed us hello.


One frigid Friday in February, it all changed. No Tom. Had he missed the train? Maybe he called after I had left the house. In the days before answering machines and cell phones, I had no way of knowing.


“Should we stay here or go home?” I asked my baby.


Tommy had no answer. We waited for the seven o’clock train. No Tom.


Eight o’clock. No Tom.


I drove back home and waited. Sometime after ten o’clock, Tom stumbled in. Scotch seeped from his pores. Instinctively I stood in front of Tommy’s door. He’d never seen his father drunk.


“Missed th’ train. Boss an’ me worked late,” he mumbled.


“Next time call, okay?” I kept my voice soft and level. “Did you have dinner?”


“Had a piss-a.”


Half the pizza had dripped down his white shirt.


“Come to bed, honey,” I said.


He followed me complacently into the bedroom. I steeled myself for the first slap, for the rape I knew was coming. Nothing. He collapsed on the bed.


The next day it was as though nothing had happened.


Fridays became Tom’s night out. I didn’t mind. It gave me more time with Tommy. Within a month he added Thursdays. By April, Tom spent three or four nights away from me.


w


“Happy Anniversary!” I kissed Tom awake on Monday morning, April 27, 1964.


From his expression I knew he’d forgotten.


“I’ll make prime rib for us. Can you be home at six?”


“Sure, hon,” he promised.


A bouquet of spring flowers sat on the kitchen table while prime rib roasted in the oven. I strapped Tommy in his car seat and made the five-minute drive to the train station. No Tom.


We drove home. I turned off the oven, covered the meat, and waited for a phone call.


No call, no Tom, no anniversary dinner.


A little after ten o’clock, I heard a pounding on the door. Tom lurched into the living room.


I couldn’t help myself. “You missed our anniversary dinner.”


“Iss still time to eat.”


I knew the food was ruined, but I had no choice. He took one look at the plate of cold meat and congealed gravy and shoved it off the table.


“You call this dinner?” he screamed.


“Please, Tom, you’ll wake the baby,” I pleaded.


“He needs to see what a first-class bitch I married.”


I ducked to avoid Tom’s slap. His arm slammed into the sink.


“Now look what you’ve done!”


Tommy’s wails sounded from the bedroom and brought me to tears. Why did I bring an innocent baby into the nightmare of my life?


I picked up Tommy and held him close.


I’ll always be here for you. I’ll do my very best to love you. I promise someday I’ll get us into a stable home.


w


The 1960s were a time of change, social unrest, and women’s liberation. All of that was slow to reach me. Tom had friends on the police force. Even if he hadn’t, I couldn’t file a complaint. Women were always at fault. Our bruises were self-inflicted or justified. I didn’t know how to find a women’s shelter, even if one existed. I was too humiliated to tell my friends about the abuse. I doubted anyone would believe me. All they saw was charming Tom. Maybe he drank too much, but didn’t all guys?


Before Tommy was born, I had written to my mother, asking her to reconsider taking me back. I received no reply. When I called, she hung up without a word. I sent a birth announcement to my parents, hoping a grandchild would soften their hearts. I received nothing in return.


One afternoon, when Tommy was about six months old, I called home. My brother answered.


“Please don’t hang up, Henry.”


“Where’ve you been? I miss you,” Henry said.


I couldn’t drag my brother into the horror of my life. Instead, I said, “Would you and Mom come see my baby?”


“You bet!” Henry said. “Let me get Mom.”


“Wait—” Henry didn’t hear me.


“Mom! Ava’s on the phone. Let’s go see her baby.”


The next afternoon my mother and brother met Tommy. I straightened the house, hoping to make my mother proud. I watched her harsh eyes judge our secondhand furniture, the crumbling plaster walls, the cracked tile, and corroded plumbing. But her face softened when she met her grandson.


“He’s beautiful, Ava,” my mother said as she bent over the crib. “He looks so much like you when you were a baby.”


I wouldn’t know. She’d destroyed every photo from her first marriage. I suspected she destroyed the rest of my photos after I married Tom.


That afternoon, I felt as though I were outside myself looking at a tender family scene. Did my mother want to be back in my life? How could she waltz into my life after a year and claim ownership of Tommy? She had hurt me more times than I could remember. I refused to bring my baby into her world of silence and hatred.


My mother knew about the abuse I suffered and did nothing. Now I would do nothing for her. She called several times after our visit. I hung up on her.


The phone calls stopped, but I didn’t stop thinking about my mother. She was a woman trapped in her past, in a culture that provided few tools for self-growth. She was born to immigrant parents whose struggle for survival and success took center stage. By the time I entered my grandparents’ lives, they had the time and money to give me love and attention, providing my mother with another reason to resent me.


Would my life have been different if I’d forgiven her? Would she have taken me back and provided a home for Tommy? Would I have been able to finish college, find a decent husband, a career? I’ve asked myself these pointless questions countless times.


I remembered my mother’s words, “You made your bed. Now go lie in it.”


My bed was made, and there I lay.
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Barbra







When Tommy was two years old, I found a part-time job at Dryer’s Pharmacy, and an elderly neighbor offered to watch Tommy for free. I now had some money of my own but more importantly, the job got me out of the house and into the community.


Mr. Beasley, my favorite customer, stopped in one day to fill a prescription.


“How’re you feeling, Mr. B?” I asked.


“Good. Say, do you think your boss would let me hang a poster in your window?”


“I’m sure he would. What’s it for?”


“The Elks are having a talent show in a few weeks. Mostly lipsynching, some regular singing. I remember you were a darn good singer in high school. Why don’t you sign up?”


I’m sure I turned a bright shade of crimson. I hadn’t sung a note in years, at least not in public.


After Mr. Beasley left, I read the poster. The Elks were offering fifty dollars to the winner. I doubted my own voice would win any contest, but maybe if I lip-synched . . .


Barbra Streisand was all the rage. Her hit single “People” was on everybody’s lips. Maybe it could be on my lips, too.


I paid the five-dollar registration fee and learned I was allowed a second song. I chose “Down with Love” from Streisand’s second album.


I practiced until I had every movement perfectly choreographed. Telling Tom would be the scariest part for me. To my surprise, he loved the idea.


“We’ll invite my parents and all our friends,” he said.


You mean those losers from the bar? I kept my thoughts private, relieved I wouldn’t have to keep my performance hidden from my husband.


Stepping onto the stage at the Elks Hall felt like my Broadway debut. I held my silenced mike, closed my eyes, and mouthed every one of Barbra’s words. I received a generous round of applause after “People” and a standing ovation after “Down with Love.”


I won. Me, Ava Harrison, won first prize. I hadn’t been this happy since Tommy was born. Tom and his parents shared my joy. For a moment, I wished my parents and my brother were there. I pushed the thought aside.


“I’m starting a college fund for Tommy with my prize money,” I said.


Tom didn’t argue. I knew my joy was fleeting. Live for today and enjoy the celebration, I told myself. And that’s what I did.


For a while life improved. Tom spent more time away from me, coming home later and later, often collapsing on the couch as soon as he walked in the door. If he didn’t want dinner, the food went in the garbage. My salary from the drugstore compensated for the waste.


My friend Laura noticed a change in me.


“It’s nice to see your arms,” she said.


“I don’t understand.”


“Come on, Ava, I know Tom slaps you around. Long sleeves and makeup only cover so much. Nobody bumps into doors as often as you claim.”


Tears of shame poured from my eyes.


“Leave him while you’re still young,” Laura said.


“But what about Tommy? He needs a father.”


“You call Tom a father? He’s a drunk. He beats the crap outta you, and he’ll do the same to Tommy when he’s older.”


“He’d never hit my baby,” I said between sobs.


“You keep telling yourself that, honey,” Laura said.


I knew Laura was right. I needed to get away from Tom before another round of violence started, but how? My boss at the pharmacy couldn’t give me a raise or more hours. Other than winning the Irish Sweepstakes, I had no way to support Tommy and myself.


The only consolation came from Laura and our friend Rose. They gave me the freedom to open up about my marriage. Whenever I felt overwhelmed, they comforted me. We spent late afternoons curled up on my couch drinking coffee and sharing secrets and dreams.


One spring afternoon, Laura handed me a brochure from an organization called Project Concern. “Check this out. It’s run by Dr. James Turpin. The library has a book about his work, Vietnam Doctor: The Story of Project Concern.”


“Maybe he could help me,” I said, half-joking.


“Sorry, Ava. He’s working mostly with kids overseas.”


“Maybe Tommy and I could move.”


Laura didn’t appreciate my sarcasm.


“I thought the three of us could do some fundraising for Project Concern,” Laura said.


“Count me in,” Rose said.


“I don’t see how I could help. Between Tommy, the drugstore, and you-know-who—”


“Just read the brochure. All you need to do is get on the phone and ask for donations. It’ll get you out of the rut you’re in, and you’ll make a difference to a lot of people,” Laura said.


I’d never made a bit of difference in anybody’s life, except maybe my son’s. A ray of hope began to build inside me.


“I’ll do it!”


Reading Dr. Turpin’s book and the information about Project Concern lifted me out of my misery. I’d suffered abuse with Tom, but I always had access to food, clean water, and medical care. The poverty he wrote about broke my heart.


St. Steven’s Catholic Church was the local headquarters for donations. We met with the head of volunteer operations who told us Project Concern needed medical supplies. Together we drafted an outline of an introduction we would use to solicit donations from area medical offices. Laura and Rose had full-time jobs, so most of the phone work was my responsibility.


Once Tom was out the door and Tommy fed and dressed, I sat at the kitchen table and opened the phonebook. My hand trembled as I dialed the first number, which was for Dr. Aaron. I spoke to his receptionist, who was also his wife.


“Hello, my name is Ava Harrison. I’m calling on behalf of Dr. James Turpin and Project Concern.” I provided her with general information about the organization and the types of donations we were requesting.


“Of course, dear. We’d be happy to donate several first aid kits.” Was it the quiver in my voice that convinced Mrs. Aaron, or the true needs of the organization?


With each call, my confidence built. By the time I called Dr. Azariti, I didn’t need the script. Not every office was as amenable as Dr. Aaron’s, but most offered something.


My boss at the pharmacy was eager to help. He donated a case of Band-Aids and said he’d speak to other pharmacists in the area.


By the end of the week, I’d gotten to “H” in the yellow pages, and through St. Steven’s, arranged a truck to collect the donations on Saturday. Laura, Rose, and I stared in disbelief at the cases of medicine, first aid supplies, and vitamins that came off the truck.


After several months, St. Steven’s ran out of room, so we rented warehouse space to store the supplies. I had called every doctor within a ten-mile radius, then set my sights on dentists. Dr. Mitchum, an oral surgeon, nearly knocked me off my chair.


“Your timing couldn’t be better,” he said. “I’m closing my office and retiring. I have an X-ray machine that needs a home. If you can pick it up in the next week, it’s yours.”


Our local newspaper heard about the X-ray machine and wrote an article about Project Concern and our successful campaign. Tom skimmed through the paper in his usual drunken stupor until he saw my photo on page three.


“What the hell is this?”


“Collecting donations. Trying to help those less fortunate,” I said with pride.


“Huh, well, long as it don’t interfere with your housework and your job, guess I’ll let you do it. Next time ask my permission before you start somethin’.” He turned the page and buried his head in the paper.


Tom’s words hurt but did nothing to kill my joy. I truly believed I had found my calling.


We raised over $250,000 in donations, which were flown from McGuire Air Force Base to Puerto Vallarta, Mexico. Dr. Turpin handwrote a letter thanking us for our efforts. I cried tears of love and pride as I read his words.


And then we were done.


The next morning, I sat with Tommy at the kitchen table with nothing to do.


Perhaps I could find another cause, another way to help.


In my heart I knew it wouldn’t happen. Once again, I was pregnant.


w


Another baby was the last thing I needed or wanted. With no morning sickness, I was able to keep my condition a secret from Tom for almost four months. I knew I’d be forced to quit my job. No self-respecting woman worked once she started to show. My boss at the pharmacy wouldn’t hold my job, and even if he could, he’d want someone reliable, not a woman with an infant and a toddler. I sank into a deep depression, knowing I’d be returning to my nightmare of abuse for years to come.


Tom, on the other hand, was thrilled when he learned I was pregnant.


“Hope it’s another boy,” he said.


My pregnancy did nothing to change Tom’s behavior. When I questioned him about working late, he claimed he and his boss were entertaining clients. Being part of the “good old boys” network was vital to getting ahead in sales. He pointed to his ever-increasing commission checks to prove his point.


He never let me know until he came home whether he wanted dinner or not. If what I had made was less than perfect, he’d slap me across the face. He was careful not to throw me across the room, careful not to damage the baby.


Ultrasound to determine the sex of a baby wasn’t an option until the 1970s, so we had to rely on intuition and old wives’ tales. Laura and Rose were convinced it was a boy.


“Maybe another son is what Tom needs,” Laura said. “Maybe then he’ll stop drinking.”


“It’ll take a lot more for him to stop. And what if it’s a girl?” I imagined myself barefoot and pregnant until I finally gave Tom another son.


w


Fortunately for everyone, I delivered a baby boy, Lee, on May 1, 1967. Tom’s parents were overjoyed. I made no attempt to contact my parents and received no word from them.


I prayed for freedom, my babies, and for something to change.


A year later, my prayers were answered. Tom’s company promoted him to a management position and sent him to work in Stamford, Connecticut. He hopped a train on Sunday evening and came home on Friday. For the first time in five years, my weekdays were my own.


Tom’s raise gave me more household income. I bought a few nice pieces of furniture, toys for the kids, and books for me. I even thought about enrolling in a class at our community college. With less than forty-eight hours a week with my husband, I began to feel like a human being.


My respite was short-lived.


“Big news!” Tom told me after three months. “I found us a house in Stamford.”


“But what about our home? We’ve done so much to fix it up.” That was an outright lie. I was the only one who’d done any work on the house.


“We’ll sell it and make a profit. You’ll love Stamford,” he said.


Stamford was the last place I wanted to live, but what choice did I have? I had two young kids, no job, no skills, and no money of my own.


Our house sold in a matter of weeks for a $3,000 profit, which was huge in 1968. Our attorney, Michael, was Laura’s cousin. Laura encouraged me to share my story with him.


“This is your chance to get away from Tom,” Michael said. “The law says real estate profits must be equally divided.”


So this is what hope feels like.


“God bless you, Michael.”


I managed to get Tom’s signature on the real estate documents, knowing he’d be in Stamford for the closing. In the meantime, Michael agreed to loan me the security deposit on an apartment. I’d pay him back once I received my $1,500 from the sale.


I moved without saying a word to Tom. I left him with a table and chair, a knife, fork, spoon, and dish.


Have a nice life, I whispered, closing the door for the final time.


What did Tom think when he walked into that empty house? I imagined him throwing the dish against the wall and tearing through the cabinets for his bottle of scotch, which I’d poured down the sink.


Tom then drove to his parents’ house. From his brother, Kevin, I later learned what had happened once Tom arrived.


“Where is she?” he screamed. “Where the hell are my kids?”


His parents sat at their kitchen table in their own drunken stupor.


“We don’t know nothin’,” his mother said.


“You’re a liar. I know she’s here.”


“Have a seat, boy,” his father said, “and calm yourself.”


“Calm? You want calm? My wife took my kids and left me with an empty house, and you want calm? I’ll show you calm!”


With one grand sweep of his arm, he cleared the table. Dishes, glasses, whiskey—it all went flying, crashing to the floor.
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