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For those who remain lost in the darkness of shame and the bitterness of somber secrets









“A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us.”


—Kafka
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Prologue






It was difficult to imagine how my journey to learn the truth about what happened to me could lead to the discovery of secrets more appalling than the enduring and insidious memories that rarely left my thoughts. These memories kept me from complete amnesia, and although I disregarded them with great effort, they will undoubtedly remain forever etched into my bones. For me, survival was a creative act of ignorance until I ran out of ingenuity and was pulled from its dark and lonely recesses. Unable to hold back my secrets any longer, I came face-to-face with my unspoken trauma when truth burst from my lips at the end of a routine day. With a hefty dose of courage, I untangled the woven layers of shadow that kept the details of my memories hidden. I became determined to make sense of my wounds and uncover the truth of what lurked in the foggy haze of my repressed memories. I made progress in stages, taking my efforts to heal in a deliberate and gentle manner until I received shocking information that led me to scrutinize my ongoing research amid the debris of the past. After four years of healing work and a fresh start in a new state, I was shattered by an end-of-life confession from Mother as she faced the fear of uncertainty only death can bring.


As the end of life nears, a transformative process often begins and prompts one to review the events that occurred during one’s lifetime by reflecting on the good times, the bad times, and the roles played within both. For those who have committed cruelties or crimes and who have held secrets and misdeeds, it becomes clear that the end of life may be a final chance to lift the silence and alleviate burdens of guilt and regret—one’s last chance to clear the conscience before moving on to the great unknown.


The deathbed confession may be seen as an opportunity to absolve sins or as a last-ditch effort to save one’s soul. It teeters between courageous and cowardly. For those of the Catholic faith, like Mother, it is believed that confessing your sins to a priest will allow God to forgive them and permit your soul to enter heaven. As Mother’s health was deteriorating, in the absence of a priest, she chose Roseanne, the director of the care home where she resided.


Are we all worthy of the opportunity for redemption at the end of our lives? For people who have led immoral and destructive ones, will resistance to redemption remain, or will the fear of death soften even the hardest of hearts and make one beg for mercy?


Although Mother held many secrets during her life, in the end, she would not forego the final opportunity to seek forgiveness and relieve herself of undoubtedly her most vicious one. At the time of Mother’s confession, the effects of dementia were causing her to believe the past was the present.


Memory is not one process of the brain but a complex set of various structures. In dementia patients, the perception of time and the function of memory are disorganized. Short-term memory can be impaired while long-term memories remain intact. Many can remember events that took place decades ago, while unable to recall what happened earlier the same day, and some live fully in the past. Childhood events are well encoded in the brain, and the effects of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can appear in those who have repressed painful memories. Traumatic memories can emerge to be relived over and over, and it is possible to become, to some extent, trapped in those memories. This often results in an added diagnosis of depression and is treated as a form of psychosis.


During the year between Mother’s confession and her death, her dementia increased in intensity to the point where she did not remember the past or the present. It was her greatest gift. Despite our lifelong disconnected and difficult relationship, I remained her caretaker not only toward the end when she resided at the care home but throughout her life since my childhood. During a routine monthly check-in, Roseanne and I planned to discuss Mother’s upcoming move to a facility capable of providing the advanced medical care she needed as her health deteriorated. After our usual friendly exchange via text message, Roseanne began a conversation that would change my life forever:




She has been having a tough time. The dementia is progressing, but she is still aware of me, the girls, and the other residents; she still knows the basics but seems to be living in the past. I am guessing there may have been some bad times in her life, and she has some regrets. She is often depressed and cries.





This statement did not surprise me, and I sadly felt a sense of satisfaction. I had never been able to shake off the past, but I thought Mother would never crack. She was the rubber, and I was the glue. Things were different now, though, and my intense demand for the truth led me to wonder if this might be an opportunity to get answers. I had a clear understanding Mother revealed something to Roseanne. I trusted her and tried to lead the conversation toward finding out what she knew.


I took a deep breath and typed:




A long time ago, something bad did happen, and I was trying to find forgiveness when I picked her up and brought her to Vermont. Dementia brought her back to how she treated me as a child. She was mean. Her behavior was extreme and erratic. It was my reason for finding a residence for her immediately. She needed more help than I could give. I must ask you, Roseanne, did she mention anything during her time with you about what happened in the past? I have been waiting for her to tell me the truth my whole life. I am afraid it may be too late now.





As I paced back and forth in my backyard, the crisp early spring chill was not just from the still-cool weather. As I stared into the forest bordering the property, an uneasy feeling stirred within me as I watched the ellipsis blink and waited for the words to appear on the screen. After several minutes they emerged:




I hate to say this, but it has been a difficult week. Yesterday was a bad day. She was crying and carrying on all about you. She said she did something bad and you would never forgive her. She said they made her do it. She said she loved you and she was sorry. She kept repeating how she didn’t do anything to stop them from hurting you. She said she knew this was why you did not want to see her. The girls told her you loved her and that, whatever happened, you forgave her a long time ago. I had to take her to her room because she was so upset and upsetting everyone else. She couldn’t stop crying. She was hysterical. I asked everyone to leave so I could get her calmed down. She did say something to me, but I don’t know if you want to hear it, Kathleen.





I was ready. I wanted the truth. Finally, her admission of guilt for helping to cover up what happened to me in the rectory. I had recently been fighting a repulsive feeling she may have dropped me off that day knowing what was going to happen. She told Roseanne “they” made her do it. She did not stop “them” from hurting me. I read those words again. They sent a shudder down my spine. I braced myself and typed:




I do, Roseanne.





I took deep breaths again and prepared to hear the truth about what happened that day, thirty-six years ago, which had altered the trajectory of my already-fragile young life and permanently marked my subsequent days with its dire consequences. The ellipsis appeared, and I watched as it faded in and out. My mind raced in wonder until the words appeared:




She said to me that she took you to bed with her and did things to you. Things you will never forgive her for. She told me that she was abused too. It started when she was a young girl. Her life was ruined and instead of protecting you, she let it happen to you too, and worse, she helped them. I am so sorry to say this to you, Kathleen. I am heartsick for you, honey.





I read the text repeatedly. I could not direct my brain to make sense of those shocking words. My breathing became shallow. Nauseous and dizzy, I entered the forest and leaned against a tree. I sank to the ground on weak legs and closed my eyes. I knew the feeling of being in shock and this was surely it. I took deep breaths. What words could convey the feeling I was left with from this grotesque statement? I responded:




Thank you for having the courage to tell me. I assume the “them” are the pedophile priests she hand-delivered me to when I was around eleven or twelve years old. Well, this explains a lot. Did she say anything else?





I used every tool I had learned about healing over the last four years within those few minutes to gain control of my emotions. I could not lose this chance to know more. I needed to know the whole truth. I had hoped Mother had taken this opportunity to get everything out in the open, but Roseanne’s response ended the possibility.




No, that was all she said, Kathleen. She just kept repeating she was a horrible person. You would not believe what I did. I did horrible things for them. I am so sorry, honey.





The shock of her confession churned into a pure and vibrant rage in the pit of my stomach. I had no tears, only grave and solemn anger, which I allowed to take over my entire being. My body was tense and wedged against the sturdy tree. I stared into the forest. It was awakening from a long winter’s sleep, with the first hint of warmth transforming the landscape with foliage and budding wildflowers. Yet there I sat, frozen in disbelief and anger.


I reviewed the text messages from the beginning again, thinking I might have misinterpreted the words. I went back to read a third time when Roseanne’s final message appeared:




I will pray for you to find peace in your heart, Kathleen. I am sure her actions changed the person you are or could have been. She knows what she did. I am sure she has paid the price for it in many ways. You have a beautiful family. Be as happy as you can be every day. Life is fleeting. You wake up one day older than you want to be and wasted days when you could have been happy. I know this from my own experience, honey. Sending you big hugs.





I had briefly considered that learning whatever information Roseanne had to share would be the end of my inquiry into what had happened to me, but it was just the beginning. I knew this confession was merely a small piece of a larger story. It would also prompt a gradual release of my blocked recollections and an intense demand in my heart for accountability.


Just months before Mother’s confession, I had been gifted with the ability to seek justice by filing a civil lawsuit against the Archdiocese of New York and related defendants through the newly passed Child Victims Act. After learning of her hideous actions, I inquired as to whether Mother could be added to the list of defendants. Due to her dementia diagnosis, she could not. Still, she had provided important clues about the dysfunction I was born into. These clues became the catalyst for the path I set out on to uncover what happened. I was determined to know the whole truth. And in the end, what I learned was even darker and more heartbreaking than I ever could have imagined.
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Chapter OneIT’S A GREAT LIFE IF YOU DON’T WEAKEN






Stories are powerful. They play a vital role in our collective and personal development. Entire cultures have passed on traditions and folklore through storytelling. Stories have the power to evoke empathy and compassion, allowing the reader to see the world through another’s eyes. Stories can be healing. Every story we learn makes emotional connections in our hearts and minds, giving us opportunities to develop understanding and appreciation for others. Stories educate us on topics we may not otherwise be familiar with. We can find meaning in stories, especially those told by others with shared experiences. Our personal story shapes our identity and is referenced throughout life. It affects our physical and mental health. Our story determines our self-worth, level of risk-taking, confidence, shame, or guilt. Our stories are encoded in our genes and passed down through generations. Healing the story of a traumatic past can reconcile history and rewrite stories to a more just ending. Sharing stories of truth with love and understanding effectively supports personal power, healthy relationships, and community healing for the greater good of the human spirit.


This is my story. It is the story of my heroine’s journey. A journey of reclaiming the parts of myself lost through adversity, embracing a new way of life to make peace with the past, and finding the wisdom in my wounds. I began writing it down as a form of therapy. At first, I could just write a sentence or two. Writing the words was as hard as saying them aloud.


“Writing is cathartic,” said Jennie, my expressive-arts counselor, who suggested I use writing to give voice to unspeakable words.


“Cathartic” means “providing psychological relief through the open expression of strong emotions; causing catharsis; having to do with purging the body.” It is true. Writing is cathartic, and once I realized its positive impact, I wrote every day. The words that formed the descriptions of what had happened to me shaped my scattered glimpses of memory. Each sentence flushed the toxic effects of trauma and secrets out of my body and onto the page. My secrets had been stored away in an abstract space I formed in my childhood psyche for so long that acknowledging them was like opening a time capsule of nightmares. I had to pretend the nightmares were not real. Years later, repressed memories would be explained to me as “emotional grenades.” It was only a matter of time before something snagged a pin and one of them detonated, blowing me to smithereens.


Once my pin got snagged, the ensuing explosion caused a violent blast and a declaration of truth shot out of my mouth. Just one, at first. After the initial rupture, I released the rest of the truth over time. In a slow drip, I shared my true story with the person closest to me. I shed the lies I wrapped around myself like a protective shield. My true story was rooted in the muteness of shame and dissociation. But now the truth was released, and I was cloaked in its salacious narrative.


Writing transformed from catharsis into an intense pursuit of truth and healing. In researching my history and the serendipitous path I traveled as I grew, where I found deep resilience through mentors and creative pursuits after the worst of it was over, I became cognizant of how I am so much more than what happened to me. Writing allowed me to reshape my story into a more authentic one.


Intuitively, I always knew I would tell this story. Still, I anxiously wrestled with every facet and every outcome until it became clear that I had to just tell the truth, even when all others had abandoned it. I realized that if I did not tell this story, it would be my deathbed confession.


Standing within the heaviness of my unearthed wounds, I stepped further into my journey and into an investigation of my past with a focus on identifying the root cause of the dysfunction that marked my life. To fully shed the dense weight of trauma, I needed to know why such misery flourished and how it choked the lives of those around me. I knew there was much more I needed to learn to free myself from years of silence and the collective unexpressed grief and fear I still carried. The deep-rooted, unresponsive old systems of indifference had to be explored, healed, and restored. To do this, I had to start at the beginning.


Staten Island, one of the five boroughs of New York City, is geographically connected to New Jersey at its west; it’s bordered by the tip of lower Manhattan and Brooklyn at its north and, at its east, by the great expanse of the Atlantic Ocean, the path my ancestors traveled to the United States as Italian immigrants in the late nineteenth century. Rather than the teeming and overcrowded tenements in Manhattan or the Bronx, they settled in an area of the North Shore of the Borough of Richmond called New Brighton, named in honor of the resort town of Brighton, England. There was a rich history here.


By the time my ancestors arrived, the land, farms, and surrounding forests and vegetation once tended by the original inhabitants, the Lenape, were buried by concrete and development. Beginning in 1834 and conceived by wealthy real estate developers and other entrepreneurs, the land was set up to further develop and promote the area as a summer retreat to lure wealthy Manhattanite high society. They built an elegant summer getaway with quaint cottages and stately Victorian mansions, many of which are landmarked for preservation today. The fashionable summered here and enjoyed swimming, boating, glamourous balls, and fresh air outside of the city. Lawn tennis was introduced in America at newly built athletic clubs on the waterfront during this period.


Although just 5.2 miles from Manhattan by ferryboat, the Borough of Richmond was a world away from the crowded city. New Brighton was incorporated in 1866 as one of six wards in the town of Castleton. In 1861, the onset of the Civil War resulted in large changes to the neighborhood’s land use, and residential real estate became in high demand. Water and sewage systems were developed in the late 1800s, followed by the settlement of several immigrant groups, which quickly urbanized the village. In 1898, the Borough of Richmond was consolidated with New York City. The area thrived due to its fast-growing economy thanks to the large manufacturing plants built on the waterfront, which employed many residents. By the end of the 1920s, some of the borough’s first large apartment buildings and three- and four-family dwellings were erected to house the increasing population. It was not until 1975 that the Borough of Richmond’s name was changed to the Borough of Staten Island.


On the waterfront, the Kill (the Dutch word for “stream”) Van Kull met the Hudson River, and this well-situated location transformed into a bustling area for manufacturing and trade use as the Industrial Revolution took hold. Over time, the quaint summer retreat of the wealthy became a toxic area beset by poor air quality from pollution, illegal dumping, and contamination from the many cargo ships and tankers delivering goods to New York City and New Jersey for distribution throughout the country. Manufacturers of plaster and Sheetrock and chemical plants filled the area and leaked toxic substances into the air, land, and water. The emergence of production and commerce brought with it the destruction of the environment and adversely affected the health of the area’s inhabitants and workers. New Brighton became a concrete landscape mixed with industry, taverns, and residential housing.


Toxicity has a way of spreading through air, water, soil, food, and even DNA transmission, generation to generation.


Beginning in the mid-1970s, the closing of factories brought job loss but also ceased the further spread of toxins. The construction of housing projects developed affordable but segregated housing, and the area saw an increase in poverty and today would be known as an economically challenged food desert.


The most egregious toxification of the area came from the role Staten Island played in the Manhattan Project, the 1939 research and development of nuclear weapons during World War II led by the United States with support from Canada and the United Kingdom, in response to the fear of Hitler’s Germany using nuclear technology to develop weapons. Scientists were examining uranium and plutonium in facilities set up in several locations around the United States and Canada, with most of the work and testing performed in a Los Alamos laboratory in northern New Mexico. The Atomic Age was ushered in on July 16, 1945, when the first atomic bomb was detonated, creating a forty thousand–foot mushroom cloud in the desert 210 miles south of Los Alamos, causing considerable damage to nature and human health.


The high-grade uranium ore needed for the project was mined in the Belgian Congo and purchased by the United States. In 1938, twelve hundred tons of uranium stored in 2,007 steel drums were delivered by tanker through New York Harbor, along the Kill Van Kull, and stored in a linseed oil manufacturing plant just over two miles from New Brighton. Although it was called the Manhattan Project, Staten Island was tasked with storing the radioactive materials. The Archer Daniels Midland building, located adjacent to the Bayonne Bridge connecting Staten Island to Bayonne, New Jersey, would store the uranium for three years until it was loaded onto railcars and transported to Los Alamos. It is still not known whether the drums leaked upon arrival or departure. The secrecy behind the country’s effort to produce the world’s first atomic bomb kept the possibility of a radiation leak hidden for over fifty years until a local community leader investigated after hearing a rumor about radioactive contamination, which, by the 1990s, was no more than an urban legend.


On a Saturday in May 1971, I was born in this place, joining a family who masqueraded as ordinary (a skill I also grew to acquire and master the art of) but who were truly nothing short of remarkable failures. Mother was an emotionally damaged woman shrouded in depression and dark secrets. Father was a man plagued by alcoholism, and by noble yet failed attempts at impeding further harm to his family from said secrets, who lived in a state of drunken evasion for many years before jumping ship. I merged with an extended bloodline and community plagued by toxic male aggression, submissive women, wannabe Mafia brutes, charlatan holy men and women, and lurid and criminal goings-on, which were all made possible by cheek-turners, complicit and fearful enablers, and an ever-present, overarching code of silence.


Ten months after my birth, stricken with severe pneumonia, I almost died in the same hospital where I was born. I spent several weeks there, and at one point during my stay, the doctors told my family to say their goodbyes, as it seemed I would not survive. Of all the stories I have heard of my early years, this might be the only true one. It was the only story whose details did not change over time when it was told. Further validation came much later in life when I found the hospital bill from March 1972, addressed to Father for $1,372.91, a fortune in those days for our modest family.


Today, I wonder if I had changed my mind about what I signed up for in this human existence and attempted to make a dash for it.


Mother was born in 1931 amid the Great Depression, the fifth of ten children born to my grandparents. A clear and stark disconnection existed between us of which I was always acutely aware. Her lack of tenderness was upsetting and puzzling until I became mature enough to comprehend how the circumstances of Father leaving may have led to her disposition. Still, the only views my young mind could connect to her strange demeanor were distressing ones, like how she never offered the standard motherly love, which seemed to come naturally to other mothers whom I witnessed or saw on television. She was not a hugger or a particularly warm person. She was different, often angry, and often sad. She talked to herself all the time, smoked cigarettes, and read bad romance novels, the kind with a shirtless man riding a horse on a beach with a woman in a willowy dress nearly collapsing over his manly greatness on the cover. She occasionally attended Thursday-night bingo games at my school but otherwise did not socialize much.


From an early age, I was her only confidante, her sounding board, and the main recipient of her petulant complaining and deep want for pity related to the circumstances she found herself in after Father left when I was a toddler. In response, I tried to avoid her, learning to withdraw into an alternate place where I was alone and where I developed a deep yearning for attention, affection, and love. Her confusing rhetoric grew stranger as I matured, and through her ramblings, she taught me to not trust anyone and to never expect that I deserved the feeling of security and other prerequisites to a peaceful life. She taught me to understand how men were superior to women and that I should be in their service. She taught me to be quiet and small. She trained me in the art of closed-minded, jealousy-driven commentary and taught me never to be curious about learning any lesson other than that life is hard and disappointing.


As I matured, I wondered if she had an undiagnosed mental illness, but as a child, I feared her and feared for her. My greatest hope was that I might one day wake up to a normal, caring mother. Instead, tasked with being her caretaker and sympathizer, she brainwashed me directly and indirectly to serve her through psychological abuse and manipulation.


Many mornings, I would awaken from the sound of whispered talking coming from the kitchen. As a small child, I would lay in bed and listen, making out a few words: “He said he would.. . . She is something else.. . . If I had the money to . . . Oh well, you get kicked in the ass again, Mother.. . . It’s a great life if you don’t weaken.”


I wondered who came to visit so early in the morning. With the anticipation of seeing whoever it was she was talking to, I jumped up and walked into the kitchen only to find no one there. Mother sat at the kitchen table alone. I asked who she was talking to, and she denied she was talking at all and said I must have been hearing things.


Each time, it seemed like I heard a conversation with all the ingredients of a back-and-forth exchange between two people. At times, she stopped talking if she heard my footsteps approaching. Often, she did not hear me approaching, and as I grew and listened from behind the wall, I learned small pieces of details, which began to shape the million-piece puzzle I have been constructing ever since. It was a recurring situation and became so common I learned to ignore it, put on the television to cover her whispers, or put my fingers in my ears to muffle them. Mother was undeniably alien to me, and I became convinced that something had gone wrong with my arrival on earth and I’d ended up in the wrong family.


Memories of my childhood were held in fractured glimpses until I emerged from my forgetting and inspected them thoughtfully and with purpose. Looking through old family photographs over the years, I have yet to find one of Mother holding me as a baby or throughout childhood. Not one. No holiday or school events. No random family photos. None. This detail served to validate my sense of being unwanted by her.


During times with extended family, when stories were being shared around the dinner table at a wedding or other gathering, there were always stories told of how my grandparents would take me upstairs to their apartment often. They would take me out of my crib without a word. Now, I understand how they offered me an otherwise-absent connection to love, safety, and relationship. Gifting me these important early bonds created space for crucial resiliency.


Mother never had any interest in or passion for anything, just the simple drudgery of day-to-day happenings . . . no want for knowledge or conversation beyond the weather and what she was scraping together for dinner. She gave up on life long before I was born and lived in a stark and sad world. The visceral disconnection between us left me without a clear identity and sense of self.


Father was born in 1933. I did not know much about him other than the terrible words Mother spewed into my ears and the few little-remembered interactions of my own. I was the only one of his children with the same hazel-colored eyes he had. This made me feel out of place in my family. I was a blonde-haired, hazel-eyed girl in a family of brown-haired, brown-eyed people. No one looked like me because I looked like him.


What I did know about Father I learned in passing from others over time and from my own research. I knew he worked for several years at a Sheetrock factory and later became a bus driver for the City of New York with a route through our neighborhood. I had been told when I was born that he stopped the bus in front of our apartment building and kept the passengers waiting, so he could hold me for a minute or two. I had been told he was handsome and kind, one who would “give you the shirt off his back.” I had been told he was an artist and skilled at sketching portraits and landscapes.


In researching my past and the father I never knew, I requested information from the National Personnel Records Center to learn more about his military service. The letter I received in return explained a fire in 1973, which destroyed a major portion of the records of US Air Force personnel with surnames beginning with letters from H to Z for the period 1947 through 1963. I was provided with basic information through alternate record sources, but a complete copy could not be reconstructed. I learned he joined the air force when he was seventeen years old and served as an Airman Third Class during the Korean War. He enlisted in June 1951 and trained for ten weeks at F. E. Warren Air Force Base outside of Cheyenne, Wyoming. He was assigned to the 812th SUPRON Strategic Air Command (SAC) bomber unit. SAC B-29s had flown over 21,000 raids and dropped 167,000 tons of bombs during the war. Thirty-four B-29s were lost in combat and forty-eight B-29s were lost to damage or crashes, taking many young lives with them.


After the cease-fire on July 27, 1953, he returned to Walker Air Force Base in Roswell, New Mexico, which had been acquired by the US Air Force for flight testing and aircraft and weapons testing. He was discharged in June 1955 and returned to Staten Island. He later received the Korean Service Medal, the UN Service Medal, and the National Defense Service Medal.


He married Mother just a few months after his return in October 1955. As an adult, I learned she was three months pregnant at the time. They had two children one year apart. I arrived fourteen years later, and soon after, it all collapsed. From a tender age, Mother programmed and brainwashed me into believing Father was a terrible person who did not care about me at all. As a child, all I understood about the situation was how Father stuck around until my siblings were older, but soon after I arrived, he left.


Throughout my childhood, I had hoped Father may reconsider and take me to live with him. On occasion, I was told I would be seeing him and waited at the window for him to come and pick me up, dreaming he kept me and never returned me to Mother. He showed up a few times, but most of the time he did not, and I was left to stare out the window. Mother did not ever alleviate or lessen my sorrow. According to her, he was a drunk and did not care about me at all. He only cared about his new wife and her daughter. Mother groomed me for many things; one was to hate Father, who left me just like he left her.


She did not work throughout their eighteen-year marriage but was forced to once he left. He never sent any money. She was hired as a nurse’s assistant at a local nursing home. She complained so much about having to wipe the shit off old people’s asses, I believed it was specifically her job. She was a shit wiper. She wore a white medical uniform, which made it easy to tell my friends she was a nurse and helped people when they were sick.


“It’s a great life if you don’t weaken” was a phrase I would hear frequently from Mother, directly or indirectly, through her unrelenting self-chatter. It was her standard response to any unjust moment, her disappointment at having to be a shit wiper or any general sadness. “Do not be weak and it will not be so bad.” It comes from a cartoon by Gene Byrnes with the same title, published from 1915 to 1919 in the New York Evening Telegram. The phrase was a rallying cry for American soldiers during the First World War. I wondered who passed the phrase to her.


My family lived in a three-story apartment building bordered by a tavern on each corner and two blocks away from the Catholic church and school everyone attended. During my early years, my grandparents lived on the third floor and other family members on the second floor, with Mother, my two siblings, and me on the first floor. Because my siblings were teenagers when I was born, I had the sense of being an only child, even though I was not.


Each floor of the building had a clothesline hanging from the window, which stretched across the backyard to a pole where the kitchen-sink-washed clothing was hung to dry. As I grew taller, I was able to walk through the first-floor line and let the sun-dried clothes wash over me, gently caressing my head and flattening the top of my hair. It was a three-story-high ceremonial display of garments of all colors, shapes, and sizes, swaying back and forth in the breeze.


A small round pool was tucked in the corner close to the house. A swing hung from the top of the opened garage door, where I swayed back and forth listening to everyone talk. The adults smoked cigarettes, one after the other, stamping them out in huge ashtrays the size of a dinner plate. It was an artful mix of the women’s red- and pink-lipstick-edged butts and the men’s plain ones. I gathered leaves from the one tall tree standing on the small strip of dirt and grass, which bordered our neighbor’s backyard and ours, lighting them in the open garage with matches from beside the giant ashtray. One at a time, I lit the tip and watched the leaf burn until it was just ashes. I swept the ashes with the edge of the matchbook cover into little piles, creating a pattern to walk through.


I spent most of my time in my grandparents’ apartment stretched out on the black-and-white linoleum kitchen floor in front of the stove watching my grandma make gravy. “Gravy,” the New York City Italian American word for tomato sauce.


One of the great linguistic debates, the gravy-sauce dispute is a matter of semantics akin to belonging. The English word “sauce” sounds like the Italian word salsa. Italian immigrants wanted to fit in and be American so using the word “gravy” was an attempt at using a more American word. Also, the gravy goes on top of macaroni, not pasta. Another debate for another time.


I loved listening to the sound of my grandma chopping cloves of garlic and onions on a thick cutting board. I counted each time the knife hit the hard wood and waited with anticipation for the loud sizzle of the pieces as they were dropped into the heated olive oil in a pot so big, I could curl myself up and fit my whole body in it. The aroma quickly filled the apartment. She opened several giant cans of crushed tomatoes and poured them into the pot. As it cooked for what seemed like all day, we played games and watched Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood together, my favorite television show. My grandparents were the helpers Mister Rogers told me to look for.


I have strong remembrances of sitting on my grandpa’s lap and coloring at the table.


The care and love they provided to me when it was in short supply in my own home were significant. One day, my grandfather was not feeling well and asked me to sit on the chair while he went to rest. I never saw him again. I was told he went to heaven. It was winter, and I remember hoping he was not cold on the way.


My grandfather was born in 1893 and emigrated to the United States from the Campobasso region of Italy by way of Naples with his parents when he was a toddler. They settled in Staten Island. Italian immigration was flourishing during this time, with masses fleeing desperate poverty and arriving in the United States through Ellis Island. Scores of Italians settled in New York City, living in tenements in neighborhoods with other Italian immigrants. Anti-Italian sentiment was heavy because of their darker skin complexion and the assumption they engaged in misconduct or held a tendency for criminal behavior, which resulted in less protection from police patrols. This helped the Mafia, also known as the Black Hand, hold sway over the community by embezzling money from small business owners through death threats and violence.


In a twist of fate, as my grandfather returned to Italy in 1915 to visit family, his trip coincided with Italy’s declaration of war on Austria-Hungary. Because he was still an Italian citizen not yet naturalized in the United States, he was immediately drafted into fighting in the First World War (1914–1918) as a soldier in the Italian army. Overall, the Italian public was not enthusiastic about the war, and the army was not ready to undertake a prolonged conflict. They hoped for a speedy conclusion and victory. He became part of a special-forces unit known as the Bersaglieri, an elite troop that sported unique uniforms, with each member wearing four hundred black feathers of a particular wood grouse known as a capercaillie fastened to his hat or helmet. This unit was an aggressive military fighting force known for their fierceness on the battlefield as well as their dramatic, high-stepping marches on parade grounds. They were noted for their sharpshooting skills and agility. The plumes on the hats provided shade for shooting and served as a form of camouflage. This tradition gave birth to the phrase “a feather in your cap,” an accomplishment one should be proud of.


He fought as a soldier in the Fourteenth Regiment, Sixty-Fourth Battalion, in a series of battles. He was captured in October 1917, twelve miles north of Udine, and spent fourteen months as a prisoner of war in Austria-Hungary. Approximately six hundred thousand Italian soldiers were imprisoned in POW camps in the aftermath of the Battle of Caporetto. Poor treatment, heavy laborious work, and malnutrition prompted escape attempts in droves. Countless POWs died from pure exhaustion and disease from grim living conditions, poor sanitation, and food shortages. The war raged on, and the captured Italian soldiers were ostracized in Italy with little official relief offered to them in Austria. Soldiers who were taken prisoner by the enemy were regarded as cowards and traitors. Upon their release and return to Italy, they were held in quarantine and subjected to interrogation. Italy held no welcoming celebrations for their returning prisoners of war, not even for those who wore the elite feathers in their caps. The Italian political and military authorities’ handling of its soldiers was called scandalous and shameful. A prime example of their ineptitude was the wagonload of crackers they sent to starving prisoners, which arrived after the war ended. The government worked to ensure their clumsy initiatives and responsibility for the great suffering their troops endured would be quickly forgotten.


Upon my grandfather’s official discharge from the Italian army, he returned to the United States and settled back into life on Staten Island. After meeting and marrying my grandmother and starting a family, he applied for a job with the Department of Docks as a deckhand for the Staten Island Ferry, but he was turned away because he was Italian. The boat workers were mostly Irish, the other once-marginalized immigrant group who were the target of the long-forgotten “No Irish Need Apply” business ads in the newspapers of the 1850s. My grandfather did not accept their rejections and kept showing up until they eventually hired him. He worked on the ferryboat until his retirement.


A decade later, he was contacted by the Italian consulate in New York and notified he was being awarded the Silver Medal Cross and the Gold Medal of Victory, officially receiving the designation of cavaliere, the Italian version of knighthood given to citizens who have served their country valiantly. The Ordine di Vittorio Veneto was instituted with a single rank of knight “to express the gratitude of the nation” to those decorated with the Cross of War who had fought for at least six months in World War I and earlier conflicts. He spent part of the late winter and early spring in Florida attending the Yankees’ spring training games and had to be convinced to cut his trip short to come back to New York to receive the medals.


The effects of battle on the mental health of soldiers, known at the time as shell shock, was attributed to exposure to artillery attacks and bombings. Popular opinion was the exhibited symptoms were the result of a concussion to the nervous system, but it did not explain the same symptoms in soldiers who had not been exposed to bombings. Instead, their exposure to the effects of war gave a diagnosis of neurasthenia or nervous breakdown. Despite the pervasiveness of soldiers experiencing shell shock, it was often attributed to weakness and cowardice, which caused many to hide their symptoms and suffer in silence, not getting the help they needed. Formal treatment for shell-shocked soldiers was primitive at best and ranged from electroshock therapy to rest. PTSD was not a diagnosis, and no standard treatment existed for it until the 1980s. The now-understood symptoms stemmed from the release of stress hormones, which provided a surge of energy in the brain.


Over time, PTSD changes the brain by causing the area that handles memory, the hippocampus, to shrink. Trauma victims are significantly more likely to experience problems controlling anger, feeling anxious, and feeling constantly on edge.


My grandfather was drafted into fighting brutal battles on the front lines of combat for a country he left when he was a baby. War and related suffering from the effects of being a POW in the mountains of Austria-Hungary left its mark. He was organized for wartime long after the war ended. He suffered with anger issues but also had a stout heart, loved animals, and loved his family. During his time in Florida, he called to talk to the dog.


The story I was told about my grandmother was how after completing elementary school, she went to work at a garment factory to help support her family. She met my grandfather, and once she turned eighteen, they married and had eleven children, one of whom did not survive. Today’s availability of census data and other public records revealed the truth. My grandmother was pregnant and seventeen years old when she married. Thirty days later, she gave birth to her first child. She spent her entire life in service to my grandfather, fourteen years her senior, and to a cycle of pregnancies, births, and rearing children one after another, starting when she was a child herself. She passed away when I was ten years old. My remembrances of her evoke warm and loving feelings. She provided my sole source of resilience in my early life.


Mother dutifully followed the belief instilled in her, and many women of her day, that she would be safer, provided for, and happier if she stayed quiet and relinquished control to men. She was staunchly conditioned to see the women fighting for women’s rights as adversaries who disrupted the system of conformity to the male expectations she prescribed. She remained unwaveringly cloaked in and complicit to male control throughout her life and tried to pass on adherence to this plan to me.


In our history and lineage, like many others, the women were the keepers of the land. They were the practitioners of folk medicine who made significant contributions to health and medical care in Renaissance Italy. The women were the healers and the keepers of knowledge and tradition for hundreds of years until their work became undervalued through the Catholic demotion of the feminine and their hijacking of pagan practices.


Here is where the balance shifted. It is our collective indifference that keeps it unbalanced.


Although the women in my family did not outwardly acknowledge or ever seem aware of their connection to this past, some rituals were carried on. I recall watching my grandmother reverently set a bowl of water on the table. She recited whispered prayers while adding drops of olive oil to the water. If the drops of oil formed into the shape of an eye, the malocchio was confirmed. The malocchio, or evil eye, was brought upon a person by the envious glare of another. If one suddenly fell into misfortune or a string of bad luck, it was likely this envious glare had found you. There were ways to protect oneself from this misfortune, such as pinning a red ribbon to the lapel of a jacket or the strap of a purse. Wearing a bullhorn pendant on a necklace or using the bullhorn hand position, which to my amusement was the heavy-metal hand gesture brought to legions of fans by Ronnie James Dio’s Italian grandmother, in a downward motion would serve to block the malevolent gaze of the malocchio. In those moments of ritual, I saw my grandmother as the woman she truly was—the defender, the healer, the wise woman, and my very own guardian angel.


In researching and trying to make sense of my own trauma, I recognized the importance of understanding how intergenerational trauma can negatively affect a family lineage. Consequences of trauma, especially in earlier generations, were rarely discussed openly but instead blocked or minimized. The only option was silence.


Through this inherited muteness, the passing down of the impact of negative emotions, damaging coping skills, and ignorance of the root cause of the trauma is circulated through the family line. Unspoken trauma is like a parasite that slowly kills its host, severs relationship cords, leaves an impression of isolation, and slips the parties into a chasm of silent grief that deepens with each passing year. It takes just one person to stop the ineffective cycles of denial and silence. The consequences of this result in passing along healthy coping skills to the next generation.


In the fogginess of my early childhood memory lives a man called The Captain. I do not remember him fully but have had glimpses of memories of him from time to time throughout my entire life. For a long while, the only recollection I had was that he lived three blocks away up the hill on the corner by the public pool. I did not know his real name, but I knew he was important to Mother. I can recall the large garden behind his house. I would stand in a patch of tomatoes, lettuce, cucumbers, and other fruits and vegetables I did not recognize while Mother was inside. I did not know people could grow their own food; most of the food in our home came from cans or boxes. The plants grew high and over one another and were held up by tall poles, which towered over me. A concrete slab was positioned in front of the garden and raised above the soil. I stood on it so I could reach up and rub each plant’s leaves between my fingers. Some were scratchy and rough; some were smooth and silky. For a time, I wondered if he would be my new dad. He was nice to Mother, and we went to the house with the garden several times. Sometimes there were other kids there with their parents and we played and hid in the garden. I was so small, it seemed I could hide behind a tomato.


During the summer of 1976, shortly before I was going to start kindergarten, the Son of Sam emerged and terrorized the city for over a year, committing eight separate shootings in different boroughs. He wrote letters to the police department, taunting them, and appeared on the front of local newspapers and on the television news. Everyone was talking about it, everyone was scared, and no one knew where he could strike next. It went on for a long time and besides the overall sense of fear, I remember my older siblings and cousins were told to not be outside at night. I was already primed for fear and the shaky uncertainty that came along with dysfunction and understood how, if I did not go outside when it was dark, the Son of Sam would not get me.


Mother’s job was across the street from the school where I attended kindergarten. She walked me there in the morning. Our neighbor, the lunch lady, slipped me small containers of chocolate milk when everyone else had been given plain milk. I still drank the plain milk and hid the chocolate milk in the waistband of my pants, to hide it from the other kids. After school, Mother took me to her job, where I sat in a room and drank my prized warm chocolate milk. We walked home past the schoolyard and watched the older kids play stickball as we passed.


After the year ended, I would be going to first grade at St. Paul’s. Everyone in my family and in the entire neighborhood went there, including my older siblings and cousins, and before them Mother and her siblings. I had to wear a uniform, which relieved me from having to wear my hand-me-down clothes, but I was still disappointed when I found out it was a dress, not pants. We had to take the bus to the uniform store in Port Richmond to buy shirts, dresses, and special shoes.


A powerful thunderstorm came through after we arrived home and the lights went off. Once it became dark, I thought the Son of Sam was going to show up. Everyone gathered in the backyard. I stayed inside. I sat by the window with my forehead pressed on the screen and watched as they listened to a radio broadcast explaining how the entire city was in a blackout. The lights stayed off for a long time. After they came back on, life continued as usual and the next time the electricity went out, it was not due to a blackout. It was because the bill was not paid, and I learned to understand the meaning of not enough.


Not long after my grandfather passed, everything changed. My grandmother left to live with other relatives. Soon, the last remaining family left, the apartment building was sold, and strangers moved into the top two floors. I would only see my grandmother on Sundays, when we gathered at her new house. I would sit next to her on the couch where, in warmer months, when I wore shorts, my bare legs would stick to the thick plastic covering the cushions.


I waited all week for Sunday to arrive, when I could spend time with family. I especially loved to sit in the back seat of the car of another aunt and uncle, who usually gave Mother and me a ride there and back. It was a big car with soft velvety seats I would sink right into. It was a smooth ride. I thought the car wheels must have been hovering just above the ground because it was so different from the noisy bus or bumpy taxicabs, which seemed to shed parts as they moved. The radio station always played classical music. I usually felt unsafe in cars, but not theirs.


Sometimes we had to take the bus, which I did not mind. I was used to taking it everywhere else. Mother did not drive. To get to my aunt’s house, we had to take two buses and walk a long way. Sometimes we had to wait up to an hour for each one to show up. Mother would grumble the whole time about having to take the bus on a Sunday, when the schedule was different, but the prize of absorbing her grumpy complaining was to spend time with family and eat delicious food and desserts.


Outside of school, I spent most of my time alone in our apartment watching television or outside in the neighborhood with friends while Mother worked at the nursing home. In all sorts of weather, other neighborhood kids and I were outside from early morning until the streetlights came on at dusk. One favorite activity was making crayon-wax bottles. We collected matches, candles, crayons, and empty bottles. We sat in a tight circle, using our shared supplies to light the candles and steadily burn the tips of the crayons over the sides of the bottles, allowing the melted wax to drip down the sides, creating beautiful rainbows of color around the glass.


Across the street from our apartment building on the corner stood a crumbling, abandoned building with boarded-up windows, graffiti, and overgrown bushes and grass. As a child, it was the definition of what a haunted house looked like, and I never walked past it. I later learned this was New Brighton Village Hall, which provided an important space for the community.


James Whitford, in the French Second Empire style, designed an impressive architectural structure, completed one hundred years before I was born. After completion, it served as the village system of local government and teemed with village offices and institutions, such as the Staten Island Institute of Arts and Sciences. It also served the community as a police station and a court and offered youth activities and a health clinic. The building was designated a historic landmark by the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission in 1965.


After a fire in 1969, the hall was abandoned. In October 1971, the city auctioned the building for $26,000 to the Martin Luther King Heritage House, a nonprofit planning to create a community center. Sadly, fundraising stalled and the project was abandoned. In 1985, an out-of-state developer purchased the property with plans to create affordable housing. The following year, Reagan’s Tax Reform Act of 1986 was passed, causing major changes to the tax benefits of the project. It failed due to the elimination of tax credits on rental housing. This was the start of the “trickle-down effect” theory of tax cuts and loose regulations for corporations and the wealthy, which was supposed to eventually drip crumbs down to the poor; it never did and still does not. The property passed from one owner to another who promised renovation that never developed. After decades of failed plans to preserve the building, the former village hall was demolished in 2004 after the Department of Buildings deemed it unsafe and a danger.


The impact of federally funded community-based organizations who work toward improving the social, health, and well-being of the area residents can be life-changing, especially for children in insecure environments at home who can benefit from these offerings.


Congress passed a bill the year I was born to create a nationwide system of affordable sliding-scale childcare centers providing day care and after-school care to assist middle- and low-income single-parent families mostly headed by women. It was swiftly vetoed by Richard Nixon, leaving children home in vulnerable positions and without the opportunity for the guidance and mentorship provided by community programs.


From first grade on, I was home alone before and after school. Although it fostered within me a strong sense of independence, creativity, and capability beyond my years, it stemmed from an unhealthy place. There is a fine line between independence and feeling lonely, alone, and isolated.


The existing unmet emotional needs and lack of a bond with my primary caretaker only grew larger and left me with the perception that I could not depend on anyone but myself. Mother was not available, whether she was physically present or not. Being left alone at home without the ability to safely care for myself or protect myself in the face of danger would prove to have serious and lifelong consequences for me. It all started with an unlocked door.
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