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Praise for Grace Through Fire


“Narrated with unflinching candor, Grace Through Fire is a revealing memoir about the psychological toll of dealing with unprecedented family challenges.”

—Foreword Clarion Reviews

“This remarkable memoir is a testament to the courage and tenacity that it takes to emerge from the shadow of trauma—and to Deborah’s ability to write about the extraordinary events of her life with an unflinching eye. Deeply moving.”

—Virginia Lloyd, literary consultant and author of Girls at the Piano and The Young Widow’s Book of Home Improvement

“With remarkable honesty and grace, Deborah Samuel transforms profound loss into a powerful testament to healing, faith, and the courage to begin again.”

—Deborah Read, Emmy Award–winning television producer and host of Over 50 Shades of Great

“In Grace Through Fire, Deborah finds the courage to share her spiritual and emotional journey. A powerful and inspirational story from despair to triumph.”

—Harvey Kahn, film producer

“The heartfelt journey of a can-do girl who one day, couldn’t.”

—Paul Brickman, screenwriter

“Deborah’s story is both deeply moving and inspiring, reminding us that our most difficult experiences can often become our greatest source of strength.”

—Brent Consedine, President, Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices California Properties
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Author’s Note


This book is written based on my personal journals, and my recollections of the events described. I understand that some who are mentioned in this book by name may have different memories or interpretations of the events.






ForewordLOIS P. FRANKEL, PHD


Deborah Samuel’s inspirational memoir, Grace Through Fire, is reminiscent of a book I read decades ago: Composing a Life, by Mary Catherine Bateson. In that book, Bateson suggests that the lives of women are not linear like the lives of men, but rather composed of starts and stops, pivots, and periods of uncertainty. The roles historically ascribed to women—not who we truly are, but what is projected onto us—contribute to discontinuity of life-defining choices and experiences, particularly for women not content to live a life circumscribed by fate or the past.

Reading between the lines of Grace Through Fire, you will find that Samuel is the epitome of a woman who could have simply continued living a life in which she felt trapped by dynamic forces out of her control. Instead, she chose to consciously compose a life leading to good health (both physically and emotionally), fulfillment, and joy. Despite coming from a family of origin with a history of multigenerational dysfunction, modest means, and limited familial support and encouragement, Deborah overcame every obstacle that life threw her way. Grace Through Fire is testament to the fact that you are not bound to remain on any particular predetermined path; rather, you are challenged to define your life in spite of it. As Bateson points out, it is much better to ask, “How can I put the circumstances of my life and my possibilities and my talents together in a way that will be beautiful and satisfying?” What a potent question! Pause for a moment to ask yourself that question. The answer may not come to you immediately, but when it does it will point you in the direction of the life you long for and deserve.

As an existentially trained psychotherapist with a focus on the unique challenges faced by women, my role has always been to help others define their lives by illuminating the choices available to them. The problem is that society often tries to artificially narrow those choices for women, which led psychologist Anna Freud to remark, “It is the good, capable, conscientious woman who is more likely to be depressed than her counterparts.” Deborah Samuel was not immune to these and other obstacles. In fact, for decades they weighed heavily on her. It wasn’t easy for her, but when she began making choices based on her desire for authenticity and greater control over her destiny, everything changed. Once she was intentional, the world worked with her to achieve her dreams.

At its core, Grace Through Fire is a road map. A woman not unlike you and me blazed a trail that you can follow if you are at a crossroads in your life. Her transformative path began when she embraced one incredibly difficult but essential concept: Stop doing and start being. As we bustle blithely through life, we absolutely cannot experience the feelings that contribute to our unhappiness or frustration. Busyness camouflages feelings, making it almost impossible to access them. Ask yourself: Could it be that I stay busy because I don’t want to feel the pain in my life?

As you read this book, pay close attention to how once Samuel slowed down, she was able to access the help that was readily offered to her by others. It was there all along, but she couldn’t see it through the blur of activities she had convinced herself she had no choice but to perpetuate. Clarity of vision requires time and space—something others don’t want to readily give to women. Why should they when you are meeting their needs so well! As you will soon read, Samuel’s choice to carve time out for herself led to things she could not have imagined had she remained with her feet firmly planted on the familiarity of her treadmill.

In a world where so many others are quick to tell women what they should do or who they should be, it’s no wonder many of us have lost contact with the inner voice that can guide us masterfully if we will only listen to it. A very wise friend once told me, “Don’t let the noise in your head drown out the music in your heart.” Grace Through Fire illuminates how you, like Deborah Samuel, can reclaim the music in your heart one step at a time.






Part IRocks







chapter 1A Shot in the Dark


The phone rang at 2:12 a.m., jolting me awake. A shock of adrenaline pulsed through my system. I heard my wife, Susan, fumble around the nightstand, find the cordless handset, and answer the call. “Hello … Mert …? Mert …?” Susan repeated the name twice, clearly questioning whether it was really my mother calling at that hour. I could hear Mom’s voice, faint on the other end of the line, but couldn’t make out what she was saying. There was a moment of stunned silence. I felt Susan’s body tense next to mine. “You better speak to Deb.”

Susan snapped on the lights. I grabbed the phone, every nerve in my body firing at once. Nobody calls at that hour unless it’s bad news. For more than forty years, my father had threatened, assaulted, and abused my mother. For years I’d dreaded a call like this in the middle of the night. It was a knife hurtling toward my heart.

“Mom—what’s happened?” I spluttered, my pulse spiking by the second. “What did he do to you—tell me, please!” The vision that had haunted me since childhood—Mom’s frail body bleeding out on the kitchen linoleum or lying bludgeoned by the foot of the bed—vividly blazed in my mind.

“Deb …” my mom started. She sounded tired and old, like her words came from the most abandoned place in her seventy-six-year-old body. “Deb, you need to come over right away.”

Despite the clammy Arkansas night, goosebumps rippled up my arms. The darkness outside the window felt very close.

Mom spoke again. “I just shot your father.”
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My fears had come true, but the reality was far worse than I ever imagined. At first, in shock, stunned, I froze. But then I quickly shifted to crisis mode, my blood pounding, stress hormones surging, my focus narrowing to a single goal: survival.

“Don’t do anything, Mom,” I ordered. “I’m calling Laura.”

Many times over the years, I and my younger sister, Laura, had mentally prepared ourselves for this moment. Eternally anxious and alert inside our home, we had role-played the imagined event the way other girls play at first crushes and white weddings or the surprise revelation of a puppy at Christmas. The shocking call in the wee hours. The worst of the deadly sins revealed. The Walter family legacy of violence and bloodshed catching up with two honest girls no matter how hard they worked to plow their own paths out, up, and away.

Now it had become a reality, only not as we had always assumed it would. It wasn’t Dad who murdered Mom. It was Mom who murdered Dad.

Laura, who lived just a few miles away on the other side of town, picked up my call instantly. Her words came ragged and quick. “I know, Deb. Mom called me first.” A pause. “She killed him.” My sister was two years younger than me and the obvious success story in the family, a self-made businesswoman known throughout our hometown. But I could feel her starting to unravel. I could sense from Laura’s shaky voice that her core was splitting.

Instantly, my thoughts sharpened. “Do not go to the house, Laura. Hang up the phone and call the police. You need to say that you just got a call from our mom and that some kind of emergency occurred at her house, and that you don’t know what happened, okay? Give them the address, ask them to please send help immediately, and then hang up and call me right back.” I knew her call to the police would be time-stamped. We needed to be sure that no matter what the cops discovered when they got there, Laura and I would be on the record as having been in our own homes, far from the scene.

We also needed to guard our own safety. If we got to my parents’ house before the police arrived, to a place loaded with decades of volatility, with loaded firearms stashed in both bedside tables and emotions at a fever pitch, who knew what we would be walking into?

I turned to my wife, who was staring at me from the other side of the bed with an expression of disbelief.

“My worst fucking nightmare just came true,” I said.
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Outside, the night languished, but for me time accelerated. I yanked on an old varsity sweatshirt and grabbed my car keys. Telling Susan to stay by the phone, I floored it down the interstate. Our small city of Rogers, Arkansas, is a daytime kind of place where people are cheery-eyed before coffee and tucked indoors by nine o’clock. In the hours after midnight, the cross streets are deserted, and the interstate is abandoned. Pressing my foot to the floor, I prayed that a cop would pull me over so that I could explain the emergency and get a lights-and-sirens escort.

The normal thirty-minute drive to my parents’ neighborhood took seventeen minutes.

Screeching onto the street where I had grown up—the Baptist church on one side of the street, the Seventh Day Adventist on the other, one-story breeze-block houses separated by chain-link fences facing each other from end to end—I winced at the glare of headlights from the squadron of cop cars, parked at odd angles, already there. Pulses of cold blue light illuminated the front of a house—my parents’ house. The drapes in neighboring windows twitched nervously—the octogenarian couple who lived to the right, the young family with toddlers who lived to the left, the pastor and his wife across the way—all awakened by swarms of cop cars with sirens and perhaps even by the sound of gunshots in the night. Their unremarkable street, now crisscrossed in yellow tape, was a crime scene.

I jumped out of my car, my breath short and my heartbeat quickening. The garage door was open, and a cluster of detectives surrounded my sister, who had heeded my warning to only arrive several minutes after the cops.

“Laura!” I cried, running toward her in the garage. She was wailing, her hands clutching her head. The door to the kitchen was open, and a police officer stood by it, blocking entry from outside.

“Is he dead?” The first words from my mouth. I didn’t bother to introduce myself.

Introductions seemed unnecessary.

“Yes,” the detective said, sizing me up in a glance. “He’s dead.”

I scanned the kitchen for something, anything, to tell me what the hell was going on. The harsh fluorescent light that my parents had never upgraded made me squint. The whole damn house was ablaze with light, every bulb in the place switched on, like some kind of strange nocturnal worksite—after-hours construction, maybe, or an ancient archaeological dig. But there was nothing to see. Just the old Formica floor, the beat-up table and chairs, and the ticking clock on the wall. I looked again and squinted harder. And then I saw her, on the far side of the room. A frail figure seated at the old desk by the laundry room, staring at her hands, the life force sucked out of her. My mother, five foot four and 110 pounds soaking wet, clad in the oversized sweats she always slept in—not for warmth, but as her only barrier against insatiable hands roughly demanding sex. I knew she was sitting in her own feces. Her body posture telegraphed that humiliating detail. Decades of living in an emotional war zone had conditioned her bowels to spasm when she faced shock.

Mom had wanted me to come over that night. She had called me at dinnertime, tracking me down in my school office where I was working on a grant for the at-risk youth program I ran. “Deb, come on by and show your father the paint job you just got on your Mercedes,” she had said. “You know he’d like to see it.” For some reason, she still thought about what would appease my dad. Perhaps she just wanted a break from talking about what medications they each needed to take or from the arguments he still incited when they were alone. But I had told her, “Not tonight”; a lot was riding on that grant, and I wanted it perfect.

So I hadn’t gone. And something very bad had happened. And now my mother sat there alone, soiled, the scent of gunpowder on her hands.

The detectives finished their first pass of the crime scene, their radios crackling with static. A tight-faced officer ordered me and Laura to the side. “Go sit on the curb. Stay separated from each other. And don’t move.” Until otherwise cleared, we were persons of interest, tainted by association. Just as, in some ways, we always had been.
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Ten minutes. Thirty minutes. An hour. I teetered awkwardly on the edge of the sidewalk, my feet planted in the gutter, my tired mind spiraling, searching for threads it could pull into some kind of story that made sense.

I saw myself at age five, hiding out in a closet with a fistful of purple bubble gum pilfered from my friend Sandy’s family restaurant. I was taking refuge from Dad and Mom fighting in the kitchen about his philandering.

I saw myself at age nine, waking up in my bed to a house full of emptiness, my father on the road driving trucks for Walmart, and my mom working the night shift at the Union Carbide factory nearby. Mom hadn’t wanted to work nights, but Dad forced her to because it paid better. Never mind that Dad made enough money trucking that Mom didn’t need to work. Never mind that it left me and Laura sleeping alone and unsupervised most nights, vulnerable to all kinds of sketchiness.

I saw myself at age ten, arriving home from Girl Scouts, my guts tightening in anxiety at the sight of Dad’s Chevy Scottsdale truck parked in the drive. After a blessed two weeks of him gone on the road, now he was home. I put my guard up and tried to walk tall.

I saw Laura and me in our tween and early teen years, perched nervously on the wheel wells in the truck bed as we pulled in from a hot summer day at Beaver Lake. Dad had glimpsed a copperhead snake lazing in a woodpile and, delighting in my mom’s fear of reptiles, had waved it in her face with the sadism of a schoolyard bully. Mom had screamed as she stumbled backward, dropping her beer. The confusion my sister and I felt at seeing her panicked and humiliated eyes—How was this funny?—made our insides twist.

I saw my fourteen-year-old self, guilty and angry after yet another teenage pervert from the neighborhood had duped me into doing something I didn’t want to do, feeling so stupid and mad at myself for trusting him.

And I saw myself leaving home at sixteen, determined to put my family lineage of messed-upness behind me and pick a route for myself, even if it meant living in a girlfriend’s home several neighborhoods away while finishing high school.

Throughout my entire childhood, a much older part of me had known with certainty that none of this was normal. I would go to other kids’ houses and see their moms putting out dinner to a loving word from their dads, and two parents checking how the spelling test had gone. I didn’t want any of them to come over to my house, where no matter how much I prayed it wouldn’t, messiness spilled out. I craved a white picket fence like their homes had, one that would hide my family’s ugliness and chaos from the world.

I couldn’t build that fence. But what I could do was leave home as soon as I was old enough.

When I did, nobody stopped me or cried much. Maybe they appreciated the gumption it took. But Mom couldn’t follow suit. After we both left, Laura and I had tried countless times to rescue her. But she was too entangled with her abuser to free herself.

“Mom, we will take care of you,” the two of us would insist, knowing how wretched she felt most of the time. “Just come stay with one of us.” She would try to screw up the courage to leave, even packing her bags and telling us a day and time to be ready. But she could never follow through.

“You’ll lose everything, Mert!” Dad would threaten when he found her packed bags. “Just like you lost your damn loser kids.” He was a shitty husband and a narcissist, and he knew Mom’s weaknesses. He knew how to eviscerate any brief confidence Mom had managed to build up by evoking the four kids from her first bad marriage, before Dad. Three of the four had gone down wayward routes, lost on self-destructive paths. Though Dad had been sure to keep them at a distance, saying they were not welcome in our home, he would gaslight Mom about her cruelly having left them. This controlling story of feminine incompetence, targeted at her own sense of failure, convinced Mom that life outside her marriage to Dad would only end in destitution. The paralyzing fear of change and a second failure kept her locked and silenced, increasingly muted with each year.

Eventually, her desperation grew stronger than the fear. That night, after what might have been one too many forced sexual intrusions of her worn-down body, or one too many sexually transmitted diseases brought back from his disgusting truck stop encounters, or one too many rants about her mothering, her capacity, or her mental faculties, Mom had picked up the most powerful gun in the house: a loaded 357 Magnum that Dad always kept in the bedroom on the side table by his bed. She fired four slugs into his chest. In a flash she went from muted mouse to murderer.

It wasn’t until two years later, when she gave me a letter scrawled by hand, that I would learn what had gone through my mother’s mind as she turned to grab the pistol. “I thought, I will take whatever punishment comes, and I’ll make my judgment with God,” she wrote. “God already knows my pain. And I really don’t care, because I’m already in hell.”

The senior detective stood heavily before me, his outline silhouetted against the still-flashing lights. He gestured curtly toward the back of a cop car, and an officer yanked the door open. I slid onto the vinyl seat, gagging at the scent of bleach that some night-shift worker had used to clean up unpleasant effluvia shortly before. You gotta be kidding me, I thought. Couldn’t they send a different car?

The joke was on me. I wasn’t presumed innocent. On her way to the station for questioning, the closest relative to a murderer doesn’t get a nice car.

Suddenly, the horror and weight of it all—the generational family trauma; the terrifying implications for my mother; the odd coincidence that the date was 10/4; the trucker sign-off my dad used to use to say goodbye to his mates out on the road: “Ten-four ol’ buddy”—felt far too great to hold. I had been recognized as National Teacher of the Year, was a respected at-risk education expert who had toured the country coaching her peers, and was loved by my cohorts of kids. In an instant all of that seemed forgotten; I was now the daughter of a murdered father and a murderous mother.

I had worked so hard to distance myself from the reek of family dysfunction. But not hard enough. The stench had followed me like an odorous swamp fog. And now Mom, someone who didn’t have the steel to defend me as a child from predators, let alone defend herself in prison, would likely be looking at a life sentence or even capital punishment. This was Arkansas.

I slumped in my seat as the cruiser sped toward the station, the metal grate rattling close to my head. My mind ran an endless loop, like a reversed mantra: This is not happening, this is not happening, this is not happening. My exhausted brain couldn’t do anything but deny a reality already soaked in blood and photographed by forensics. This is not happening. Except it was.

Dawn was breaking when the cops let me walk from the Rogers Police Station. My sister had been interrogated there as well, but I had no idea where she was. The place wasn’t designed to allow friendly sisterly talk between suspects. The sunrise glinting off the windows of downtown buildings made me blink. The ordinary citizens of Rogers—the kind of people whose parents don’t murder each other in the night—were heading out on a lazy Saturday morning or taking the dog for a walk. But I wasn’t one of them anymore.

Somebody’s got to pray for me, I thought. What else but a prayer by someone who really knew how to pray could meet the size and scale of this problem—this cardinal sin, this violation of the Ten Commandments? On that list, we now stood at commandment number six: “Thou shalt not kill.” I hadn’t stepped foot inside our Catholic church at all for fifteen years and not regularly since my grandmother sent me and Laura there for a stint of Catholic school. But I knew I had to go there now. Once a Catholic, always a Catholic, I mused. I called Susan and asked her to drive me over to St. Vincent’s: “I’ve got to go see a priest.”

I pushed through the doors, while Susan waited in the car outside. The altar boy setting up for Mass looked startled at my disheveled hair and tear-stained face. “Father is not in ’til seven,” he stammered.

“I’ll wait.” I collapsed in a pew, breathing in the scent of dusty corners and burned incense, my spine aching against the wood.

This is not happening. This is not happening. This is not happening.

The silence of the church felt mighty. Judgment or solace? I couldn’t tell.

When the priest finally appeared, moving calmly toward me like a ship on quiet waters, I spoke in flat, surrendered tones.

“I need you to sit with me. My mother murdered my father last night, and you’re gonna be reading about it in the newspaper this morning. I need you to pray with me. I need you to pray with her. And I think you better get ready to visit her in jail for a good long time.”

He nodded, his face smooth and unruffled from decades of sitting with crises and chaos, and began saying the Prayer to Saint Michael. His words washed over me, clearing some of the sludge clouding my mind. I desperately wanted coffee. My students would soon be wondering where the heck I was. I had left Susan praying for me out in the parking lot, still unsure of exactly what had happened. She, too, would surely be anxious. But I couldn’t worry about either of them just yet. I was being sucked down by an undertow, one I had struggled tooth and nail to free myself from for years. The family history of weakness, failure, and violence had surfaced from the depths to suck me down.

For years now, I had built my own jetty, plank by plank, to get me off that cursed shore. I was guided by the faith that if I worked hard enough, I would become known for doing good, not be notorious for coming from a family known for bad. Now all that was about to collapse into the dark waters of the past. I couldn’t abandon my mother to her own screwed-up fate. And I couldn’t let it pull me under with it.

I had to fix this mess.






chapter 2Granny Get Your Gun


I was good at managing crises. Growing up in a volatile family, I had unconsciously honed those skills, and then I perfected them as a teacher of at-risk youth. As a physical education teacher, I got all up in the drama because PE is where kids feel free to unleash and act out their grievances. Plus, I had the keys to the gym, where all the fun stuff happens! So kids quickly dropped their defenses and let it all hang out for me.

I became a trusted mediator because I was a great phys ed teacher. My teens were a motley crew of kids who had fallen into trouble and become known as fighters—cowboys and rednecks, tough Latino kids, teen moms, and affluent kids who’d simply made poor choices. They weren’t the track stars, the baseball wannabes, those with gymnastic prowess, or the prom queens. They deserved healing as much as they needed exercise and a chance to build life skills more than sports skills. So I did things differently for them. I built a rope course to teach them confidence and bravery. I introduced archery so even the clumsy kids could excel at something physical. I wrote grants to get the money to install a nine-hole disc golf course so that boys who fought one another in hallways could roam in packs together outside. I was honest with them about my own crappy and dysfunctional childhood and how it felt growing up as a blue-collar trucker’s daughter in the poor part of Rogers. My openness made them comfortable enough to be honest with me about their alcoholic parents, their drug use, their housing issues, and their expulsions. On my watch, we had a lot of “come to Jesus” talks.

But one parent murdering another was a whole other level of crazy, and I wasn’t a bystander; I was tangled right up in it, like a bug in a spiderweb.
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Laura and I met at a wine bar after dinner. Hastily scrawled notes quickly piled up around our glasses as we tried to make sense of a legal situation that was way outside our experience. My preteen niece and nephew had already been hit hard by the horrifying event; Laura had snuck out to meet with me to spare them from experiencing more of the awful aftershocks.

“Laura, we’ve got to get Mom a good lawyer, the best one we can find. We’re in the South! They don’t mess around with murder charges!” I fretted, shuffling the papers before me to find what I’d noted about manslaughter versus first-degree murder and life imprisonment versus death row. It was complicated. The reality of what the best lawyer would cost was also beginning to set in.

“Calm down, Deb,” my sister retorted, the rough spots in our relationship suddenly very close to the surface. I’d always been jealous of her quick rise to success and her gift for making money. She was a self-made entrepreneur who had bought a print shop business out of the back of a magazine for five hundred bucks and grown it to scale with multiple employees and numerous commercial real estate holdings. “She’s sitting pretty in Benton County Jail. It’s going to take a while for the system to move forward. Let’s be smart here.”

“But she’s our mother …” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Bile churned through my belly, making me nauseous.

Our mother had never protected us when we were young. Laura and I had pretty much been left to the wolves—vulnerable to sexual abuse outside the home and sitting ducks for whatever corrosive vitriol my dad spewed inside. Mom had failed to teach me anything I could use to defend myself, such as healthy boundaries and self-respect, and she couldn’t stand up to my father in his vile moments. Her weaknesses helped cheat us out of the childhoods we thought other kids got to enjoy.

Yet my heart grieved terribly for her. My mother was sitting alone in some godforsaken cell, deep in the bowels of the judicial system, cut off from anyone and anything she knew, no doubt overcome by shock, dread, and fear.

I swung on a pendulum between anguish and anger, between despair and rage. In one fell swoop, both our parents were gone. One was laid out on a slab at the county coroner’s office and the other locked in the county jail.

“She may be our mother”—Laura’s lacquered fingernails drummed a snare-like rhythm on the tabletop as she tried to make sense of something senseless—“but she also killed our dad.”

My practical, lacquer-free hands wrung themselves tightly in my lap. I pictured our father—cheater, jackass, and total jerk that he was—taking his last breath in their mid-century modern bed, the curtains my mom had sewn fluttering uselessly at the window. Had there been a fight before she shot him? Was he hurting her when she reached for the revolver, determined to stop the pain? Did he see his wife of forty-three years holding one of his own guns, stocked with bullets he bought himself? Did he laugh disdainfully as she grappled to defend herself, thinking she would crumple? Or did Mom reach the end of her rope after he had passed out asleep that night and, half out of her mind, made that god-awful final choice in the lonely silence of their room?

Later, during the trial, I would learn how hellish my mother’s life had become after Laura and I left home and Dad retired from life on the road. He had become a constant threatening presence, unhinged, unrestrained.

Over time, I would also connect the dots between the physical abuse and injury she suffered for years and her brain trauma, then undiagnosed, which likely was at play. Over time, my harsher feelings would begin to soften, as I came to realize the unrelenting pain she must have lived with, and the quiet desperation, knowing nothing would change until one of them was dead. But back then, sitting with Laura, I wasn’t there yet.

I thought, Maybe she deserves what she gets.

As I stared past my sister to the sleepy street outside, exhausted, my gaze blurred a little, and I slipped back in time to how I’d been forced to learn to cope on my own. I saw my younger self on my blue Schwinn bike—in all its banana-seated, big-handlebarred glory—riding down our driveway and into the parking lot of the Southern Baptist church across the way. On a weekday afternoon, the church parking lot was empty—no old biddies there to wonder what a little girl was up to all alone. I wore a 1970s uniform of bell-bottom jeans and a turtleneck, pedaling furiously, powered by a ball of fire in my chest that propelled me desperately away from the turmoil under our home roof. I rode up onto the concrete path that circled the church and started to pedal around it with fierce determination. One lap, then two, then three, and four. Hot tears streamed down my cheeks as my pumping legs burned through the emotion I wasn’t allowed to express at home. Experience had taught me that there would be no comforting cry in Mama’s arms when I went back indoors, no nuzzle on the head assuring me that I was safe, no “hush there, honey.” Mom couldn’t connect like that. She couldn’t heal my pain because she couldn’t confront hers. If I went to her, most likely she would just tell me to pull up my big-girl panties and quit whining.

Laura’s tired voice brought me back to the present: “Actually … I do have a lawyer. He’s supposedly number one. He costs a fortune. But Dad’s retirement savings will pay for it.”

I choked on my wine. The idea that my father’s earnings— the money he flaunted in Mom’s face and that he threatened she would never get a penny of if she ever tried to leave—would end up paying for the defense of the wife who killed him would have been funny, if it wasn’t so fucked up.

“Okay,” I agreed with a sigh, feeling as utterly fatigued as she looked. “Let’s call him tomorrow.”

We would try to spare Mom from the worst-case scenario. I would try to be a good daughter to a woman who hadn’t been the best mother to me, and I would seek the will to keep this runaway train from going off the rails. I would run good optics on it, too, and show the world how well I could keep it together—at least on the surface—even if, underneath, everything was falling apart.

Laura and I weren’t the only ones scrutinizing the details of the case. Quickly, the “Walter family scandal” became a burning-hot news item—not just regionally but nationally. It had all the fixings of a lowbrow TV tagline: Lifetime Special: Gray-Haired Bible Belt Grandma Blows Trucker Husband Away with His Own 357. The headline writers went wild for it. The tabloids shrilled: Granny Get Your Gun! And the journalists from CNN and Fox quickly found Laura and me.

“Deb, they’re here again, waiting for you outside …” My principal, Mr. Jones, liked to warn me when the Channel Five news team was buzzing at the school’s front entrance, hoping for a scoop. I fantasized they were there to ask me about what I was proud of—my innovative adventure programming for troubled teens and how I used outdoor education to heal the hardest cases. I fantasized that they’d ask what I had learned by traveling around the country as a keynote speaker about alternative education or encourage me to share the career highs that had just won me my Teacher of the Year Award. But they weren’t interested in me. The real people involved didn’t matter. They just wanted to get a new juicy detail about why Mrs. Paul Walter pulled the trigger and when her murder trial would be.

I couldn’t stomach the media circus. Pulling my baseball cap brim low over my face, I slipped out the back of the cafeteria, my whole body surging with stress. For so much of my life, the shame about my messed-up family had felt suffocating. The embarrassment about what other people were thinking as our family fights spilled out to the front yard and ultimatums echoed down the street was almost worse than the humiliation of Dad’s heavy-handed slaps on my backside. Of course, when I was a teen, the humiliation and notoriety had stung severely. But somehow, when I was an adult who supposedly was past those young years, it was worse.

Rogers, Arkansas, was a fly-your-flag, love-your-country kind of place where cheer squad girls went to Friday night football games and a good father checked out your crush before you got to date. But I was interested in girls, not guys, and my father’s response had always been to undermine and disrespect me. I had never known whether he would humiliate me by making an inappropriate or lewd comment to a girl I secretly liked right in front of my face. But all that was just small-town shame about my crappy life. Now it was bigger: My family was nationally notorious, and we were celebrities of dysfunction. The camera flashes and news microphones shoved in my face triggered the magma of disgrace to rise up, threatening to erupt.

At least the kids I taught were cool about it. Some of my students thought I was a hero and the bravest person they knew. Others thought I was a total whack job who out-crazed everyone in their own families. But we bonded over the shared experience of being outcasts. I knew that they caught my awkward appearances on the nightly news, barking at the camera guys to back off and leave me alone. The next morning, as I showed up freshly showered, amped up on caffeine, and ready to play ball, even the hardest knucklehead kids knew to check in on my mental state. “You doing a’ight, Ms. Walter?” “Rough one yesterday?” The most intractable kids, the ones who pushed back at me the hardest, would give me knowing winks. On some unconscious level they sensed that we had something in common, that I could understand them better than other adults. I, too, had troubles beyond my control, just like them.

Teachers can have all kinds of influence over the kids they teach, and not all of it is good. But I was committed to giving my students some of the things I’d sorely lacked, like a safe space to be real about their feelings and build some self-esteem. So I didn’t hide the ugly stuff. I tried to help them reconcile it and not just talk about attendance, report cards, and grades. I was especially good with the ones other teachers didn’t want to deal with—the big-talking, big-attitude fourteen- to seventeen-year-old boys.

“Listen, guys, just because your parents ended up in some bad situations doesn’t mean you’re destined to repeat them.” I’d casually chat with the guys as we got out the fishing poles and tackle. I was privately proud of the gear I’d bought, all paid for by a state grant I’d labored over and sent off with a feeling of triumph. The class snickered as they collected their equipment. A lot of these kids had never held a fishing rod before. I wanted to teach them outdoor skills that would actually serve for something in the Ozarks.

“You’ve got more options than you think you have, starting right now,” I’d tell them.

“Like what, Ms. Walter—become a wolf of Wall Street?” Joey was a joker whose dad was serving time.

“No, but you can use some of that hustle right here in Rogers.” I looked at them with respect. “When I was fourteen, I started my own lawn-mowing business in my neighborhood. Scraped some cash together to get an old lawn mower and started handing out flyers. I showed up exactly when I said I would and went the extra mile for each of my clients. Soon, I had a really big list, and they paid me cold, hard cash. I made more money in one summer than other kids made all year.” I knew the kids liked the thought of that. “I lifeguarded too and waitressed when the pool closed.”

“Awesome, and all that hustle got you … here, at the remedial high school, teaching us!”

“It did, Joey, and I love doing it. Because first, it got me working anywhere the pay was good—the sweaty, muscly jobs that paid double the girly ones. Detailing cars at dealerships. Loading trucks at UPS, working the big wing mowers at the Air Force Base.” Even the skeptical kids looked impressed. “And that stuff got me to aviation school where I learned to wrench on airplanes—that pays pretty big bucks, you know.”

“Like Top Gun!” Joey called out. The group chortled.

If only they knew how I could still smell the aroma of kerosene mixed with coffee, the aromatic signature of the aviation school’s hangar.

“Sort of. And by the way, I graduated with perfect attendance. Anything the guys did well, I made sure to do better, just to cover my ass. But the point is, I learned how to work with real things and to work with my hands. I learned how to fix things. How to commit to hard jobs and see them through. And employers will pay good money for that. It kept enough cash in my hand to have some freedom from my nutty family.” I knew that deep down, part of my motivation to go to aviation college came from a desperate, unmet yearning to connect with my father, who had a lifelong fascination with flight. Deep inside, and despite it all, I craved for just one “proud of you!” A checkmark from him to show I did good. But I didn’t share that bit with the kids.

“And now that I have a good career,” I continued, “I can also flip houses on the side, don’t you see? I
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