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			This book is dedicated to my paternal grandmother who loved me unconditionally.

		

	
		
			I could never have put all these memories together without the love and support of my husband, Bill; my daughter, Lisa; my son, William; and my loyal friends. Thank you. I am forever grateful.

		

	
		
			I have written my life story truthfully. I don’t want to cause unnecessary harm to individuals in my story. Without the people in my life, both the good and the not-so-good, there would be no story. It has taken me years to forgive, but I’ll never forget. In forgiving, I must also look at myself and my actions in order to avoid having to ask forgiveness of myself. Therefore, I made the decision to change the names of some people in order to avoid bringing them unnecessary pain. My life has been trauma after trauma after trauma. I’ve made every effort possible not to bring more trauma into my life or the lives of those who are part of my story. To those who have caused me pain, I wish you no harm. Living in peace is something each of us deserves.

		

	
		
			Cover: The picture on the cover is of the author at her childhood home when she was one year old. The teddy bear on the highchair was her favourite toy at the time. The little girl looking down on Debbie represents her identical twin sister, Daphne, who was stillborn. Debbie has felt Daphne’s presence throughout her life. The photo shows how the author envisions her sister watching out for her through all of her trials in life.
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			Foreword

			It is an honour to write the foreword to our mother’s autobiography. We are incredibly proud of her for having the courage to write her life story. We know it was a difficult, but rewarding, undertaking. In her true style, Mom has taken the negatives in her life and turned them into positives in an effort to help others. We hope that whoever reads our mother’s story will learn they can stop the trauma cycle from continuing; it can end with you.

			Our mother was dealt a horrible hand, one that came with lots of loss, trauma and grief. She could have carried all of it with her and passed it on to us, but she chose to go through the agony of healing so she would not pass the poison of pain through the next generations. We are beyond grateful for the choices she made. She gave us the most amazing, memorable childhood, the kind that every kid dreams of. Having us gave Mom a chance to relive her childhood. It gave her a second chance to be a kid, with us.

			Mom always had time for us; she played with us, read to us, coloured, played games, laughed with us, talked to us, listened to us. She would come into our rooms before bed and sit and talk with us about our day, sometimes for hours. She always listened, validated, supported and helped us navigate the confusing road of life. In her eyes we could do no wrong. Where other parents may have given up, she never did. Not once did she show us anything but love and support. She is our best friend.

			The knowledge and information she has taught us cannot come from a book. She showed us what true love is and what it means to be family. And most importantly, she validated us. Every feeling, big or small, Mom was sure to let us know that we were heard and listened to as valuable members of our family.

			We know it wasn’t always easy raising the two of us, especially in our teenage years. Mom never hid her trauma from us, and she used her life lessons to help us become better, more understanding and empathic people.

			We had the best fucking home on the block that all of our friends wanted to hang out at! Mom made everyone feel welcome, so much so that a lot of our friends confided in her as if she was their own mother.

			Our mother is the most kind-hearted, thoughtful, supportive, caring, honest, honourable, strong woman! We are so grateful for you, Mom, and so proud of you. Through all the trauma and pain you’ve come out on top. Thank you for your unconditional love and acceptance. Thank you for having the courage to tell your story. Your love of helping others will endure on these pages.

			Thank you, Mom, from the bottom of our hearts, for everything you’ve done and continue to do. Our world is a better place because of you. We are grateful for the beautiful memories you blessed us with.

			We love you beyond measure. xo

			Lisa Samson

			William Samson

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I want to use my life story to give hope to those who suffer from mental illness, and to their loved ones who are so deeply affected by the suffering they witness; they often must stand by, feeling helpless. The stigma of mental illness, sadly, is still rampant in our society. Little by little, as each person gains the courage to speak up, we will end this stigma.

			It took me a long time to let go of the shame I felt because I have a mental illness, which was intensified because I am a counsellor. I was fearful of being judged. Slowly, I gained the strength to let go of my concern about what others think of me. It is the most freeing feeling to be able to bare my soul to the world.

			My dream is to have my autobiography in educational institutions around the globe. I think back to when I was in university. Had I been required to read a book such as A Recipe for Complex PTSD & PNES, I would have gained valuable insight into two illnesses that little is known about but so many are affected by.

			Many do not understand the damage they are doing to children when they expose them to trauma and abuse. My heart breaks for the children who suffer at the hands of those who should protect them. My mental illness was preventable if the professionals I sought guidance from had been given the knowledge, and authority, to intervene. Fifty years later, children are still suffering. I hope that those who read my story who are in a position to make changes to the “system” will be inspired to take action.

		

	
		
			Childhood Innocence Robbed

			My fight for survival at birth foreshadowed my life. My identical twin sister, Daphne Pauleen, was stillborn. She took much of the nourishment and was a healthy nine-pound baby, leaving me to fight for my life. I weighed just over four pounds but, because of the malnourishment, dramatically lost weight. My grandmother often told the story of how she kept a Bible on the bottom of the stair railing, and when I turned purple and they thought I was going to die, she would get the Bible ready so she could baptize me. Babies weren’t considered a Christian in the Anglican Church of the ’50s until they were baptized in holy water. This has always been a sore point for me. How dare they bury my perfectly healthy, beautiful baby sister in an unmarked grave in some corner of the cemetery just because she wasn’t a “Christian”? I’ll fix that, I thought to myself when I learned of this atrocity.

			I was born Deborah Ann (after Debbie Reynolds, my father’s favourite actress) on August 25, 1958, at the James Paton Memorial Hospital in Gander, Newfoundland. My parents wanted to name me Debbie but it wasn’t a so-called “Christian” name, so the Anglican minister refused. Although I wasn’t christened Debbie, I’ve always been known as Debbie.

			As I reflect on my childhood, it’s difficult to find happy moments. I lived with my father (Jim), mother (Ruby), brother (David) and paternal grandmother. I no longer refer to Jim and Ruby as “Mom” and “Dad” because one has to earn—and deserve—those titles. Jim and Ruby lost the right many years ago. For a long time, I secretly wished I was adopted and that one day my adoptive parents would come looking for me.

			I grew up in Burnside, Newfoundland, a small, rural community where “things” were kept hush. At a very young age I realized that in order to survive the abuse that was happening at our house, I had to make every effort to become invisible. I no longer call it a home because a home constitutes happiness, love and belonging, none of which I felt. When I visited friends’ homes for birthday parties I felt an incredible warmth and love that was missing from our house.

			My one saving grace was Nannie, who took me under her wing and became my protector. In her eyes, Debbie could do no wrong. She was my world and the one person who taught and showed me unconditional love. If not for her, I would likely not be alive to tell this story. She showed me how to survive—and even shine—in an environment no child should ever have to endure. Despite being a victim of her own son’s abuse, she never turned her back on me, always doing her best to shelter me from the storms which overtook our dwelling. Having lost her husband just a few years prior to my birth, my arrival gave her a sense of purpose. As Maya Angelou said, “People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” When I read her words I’m reminded of my beautiful grandmother; she made me feel like the most special girl in the world.

			In reality, Nannie and I needed each other. She had completely lost the sight in one eye and saw only shadows in the other eye due to cataracts. The doctor could not guarantee she would not completely lose the little sight she had, so she chose to not have them removed. She was a strong, independent woman who refused to give in. A representative from the Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB) came to visit Nannie and gave her a white cane. However, she staunchly refused to use that cane. Instead, I became her guide, helping her manoeuvre her way to visit her friends’ houses, the grocery store and to church on the gravel roads in our community.

			Whenever I hear old church hymns, I sit and soak up the memory of Nannie’s soft, angelic voice as she sang from her hymn book with the enlarged print (even though she didn’t need the book, as she had memorized the words of those treasured hymns). “How Great Thou Art” is particularly special to me. The lyrics and my memory of Nannie singing it bring me a heavenly feeling of comfort and peace. When I hear it, my body sinks into a deep, relaxed state. I’m so thankful Nannie instilled in me a belief of something greater than us. It has helped my spirituality grow and brought me peace when I felt I had nowhere else to turn.

			I cherish those memories, particularly the ones where we would sit with her elderly friends having lunch while they chatted and reminisced. One home particularly intrigued me because they had a hatch in the kitchen. Someone would always lift the hatch, climb down the ladder and bring up goodies for our lunch. I looked forward to the chewy candies and delicious fruit cake.

			Nannie had total faith and trust in me, especially as I got older. She didn’t believe in keeping her money in a bank, so she kept it in a small box in a trunk in her bedroom. Occasionally, she would ask me to count her money as she didn’t trust my father, mother and brother (rightly so). Although her vision was poor, she always knew exactly how much money was there, and I felt very proud to know that she trusted me with her life savings.

			I enjoyed spending time with my grandmother. The memories I have of us are quite special. At that time, horses and sheep roamed freely around the community, so one of our rituals was to gather horse manure in a bucket to spread around her beautiful rose trees for fertilizer. Nannie loved her trees and flower beds. To this day, I cannot pass a rose tree without smelling a rose and absorbing the memory it evokes of my amazing grandmother.

			Despite Nannie’s best efforts to protect me, it was impossible to eliminate the effects that an abusive, alcoholic, narcissist father had on a vulnerable child. The physical scars he inflicted pale in comparison to the emotional and verbal ones.

			I attended a small two-room school in Burnside from Grade 1 to Grade 4. I was an A student and loved going to school. My Grade 3 report card says, “Debbie is an excellent pupil.” Not only was learning a pleasure for me, but it was also an escape from the realities of living in an abusive home.

			I dreaded coming home after school or when I had been outside playing because I never knew what was in store. What kind of a mood would he be in? Would he be drunk? Would he lash out at me, as was commonplace, for no apparent reason or for something he imagined I had done wrong? It could be an all-out fight with Ruby over something as trivial as not cooking his meal the way he expected. Would I have to listen to his never-ending speeches about his greatness or how important he thought himself to be? I dreaded these speeches. I was forced to sit at the kitchen table for what seemed liked hours, listening to him rant about his talents that no one else possessed, his admiration of himself, his exaggerations, and on and on and on. I dared not look away or show a lack of interest as that would be grounds to be terrorized, which took many forms; he had to emphasize his control and superiority over me.

			Throughout my life I’ve tried hard to turn the negatives into positives, as I believe that if we look hard enough we will find gratitude, even in hardships. These speeches taught me how to be an excellent listener, and this skill came naturally to me as I went on to become a counsellor. I often think of the CBC movie Jack, about the late Jack Layton. Jack’s mother-in-law, Ho Sze, says, “Every disappointment is a gift. We just have to unwrap it.” I’ve strived to live my life by unwrapping my many disappointments, and I’ve learned to turn them into gifts. Many of my “gifts” have given me the ability to help others, which is my ultimate goal for writing my autobiography.

			Jim lacked empathy and delighted in seeing others suffer. His abuse was sometimes subtle. One excruciating example was when he made a fist and scrubbed his knuckles over my head; it hurt so badly but I was not permitted to show any pain, tears or feelings as this would set him off and he would scrub harder. He took great pleasure in making me bow down to him, sometimes in the form of tickling, but his tickling was with his long fingernails that scraped my skin. The more I told him to stop the more he hurt me. During these occasions Nannie would intervene but she was putting herself at risk, as he would oftentimes turn his anger toward her. She saved me from as much as she could.

			Like many things in life which are learned in childhood, one has to strive to unlearn unhealthy behaviours. Being overwhelmed with worry was something I learned very early. I spent countless hours sitting with my grandmother at the foot of her bed, watching out the window into the dark night sky where there were rarely any lights. We would watch for the lights of Jim’s car as he drove the six miles from the nearest bar. I became anxious, wondering if he would make it home safe and alive. The added worry was wondering what kind of mood he would be in. Fear gripped my grandmother and I as we watched and waited to see the lights of his vehicle.

			Most nights he staggered in and all hell would break loose. He was always angry about an event that had happened while he was at the bar or an imaginary event he thought happened to my grandmother, mother, brother or myself. He would yell, curse and break things. I would stay in my bedroom, pretending I was asleep and praying that he wouldn’t come upstairs and take his anger out on me, but I couldn’t sleep; I was terrified. I would lie in my bed, crying and praying for peace. The fear that overtook my mind and my body is a fear that now, in my ’60s, I can still feel. Even as I write these words today, my body feels the same fear.

			One night that will haunt me until I die is when he fired a gun at Ruby as she ran out of the house. She could not please him, no matter how hard she tried. He always found something to fight with her about. That night, he falsely accused her of having an affair with a man in our community and was adamant that David was fathered by this man, not him. This was the furthest thing from the truth but it just shows the kind of man he was.

			Jim would make it home after his days, which would run into evenings, of drinking but I cannot imagine how he safely got home without killing himself or someone else. I dragged him out of his vehicle on a number of occasions because he had passed out over the steering wheel or was hanging out the door. I would beg and plead with him to wake up and come in the house. He couldn’t stand up, let alone talk, without slurred speech. These episodes pre-empted my childhood and forced me to grow up too fast.

			Burnside is an eighteen-kilometre boat ride to the island of St. Brendan’s, and a ferry makes the run on a regular basis. However, when residents of the island needed transportation outside of the normal ferry schedule they often called on Jim to transport them in his motor boat. A lot of heavy drinking went on during some of those trips. Jim would leave the house, sometimes when the weather was not safe for such travel. Other times he would take the boat out on the water when he was under the influence and should not have been doing so.

			Jim was a daredevil who had nine lives. During one of his adventures on the water he was unable to bring his boat back to Burnside because a storm rolled in. He made it safely to an island, but no one knew if he was dead or alive or where he was. Search and Rescue were called and, as soon as the weather cleared, a chopper began the search for him. Ruby and Nannie were very worried and hardly able to contain their fear, which was transferred to this little girl who went to her room and prayed that Jim would be found safe and alive. When he came home he was angry that Search and Rescue had been called and made it clear that he was just fine and didn’t need to be rescued.

			Jim not only took chances with his own life but he was reckless with others’ lives as well, which I realized at a very young age. I didn’t want to go anywhere with him. There were occasions where he forced me to go, despite my insistence, as well as Nannie’s, that I wanted to stay home. One such occasion was a trip in his boat to visit St. Brendan’s. On the way back to Burnside a vicious wind and rain storm blew in. David, Ruby and I were terrified. I can still picture the bow of the boat going under the water as each wave came crashing against the boat. In an effort to alleviate our fear, David and I made a game of watching the waves hit. It is a trip I will never forget and one that probably started my fear of boats. Nannie was home worried sick, fearing that she would never see us again. When we arrived home safely, Jim, although he rarely acknowledged fear, admitted that he was worried.

			I liked to spend time with Nannie when I was little. Jim, Ruby and David often went to visit Jim’s friends and their families where a bunch of men would sit around drinking, arguing and swearing. I despised these outings. Nannie was usually able to make a case for me staying home with her, which I was very grateful for. However, there were occasions where Jim forced me to go with them. One Sunday afternoon, I was forced to accompany them to a gathering at a popular beach just off the highway to Eastport. There were no girls; just boys for David
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