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Praise for Facing the Jaguar

“Facing the Jaguar is one of the few books that will hold you spellbound from the very first page till the last.. . . Babs Walters is a beautiful writer, and I look forward to reading more of her work. I also applaud her bravery, courage, and strength in sharing her story.”

—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review

“Facing the Jaguar is a powerful story of reclamation. Walters’s evocative and honest writing takes readers through experiences of childhood abuse, dissociation, and conflicting emotions. Without offering advice or excuses, she reveals what it takes to heal. This is a must-read for anyone seeking to understand a survivor’s journey or for survivors looking for healing and hope.”

—Jane Epstein, survivor, TEDx speaker, cofounder of 5WAVES.org, and author of I Feel Real Guilty

“In this honest and raw memoir, Walters exposes a secret that burdens the souls of countless children—because most don’t tell. Her story is a plea to all adults to believe and help the courageous children who do tell. An important and brave journey from a frightened child to an empowered woman.”

—Feather Berkower, MSW, author of Off Limits: A Parent’s Guide to Keeping Kids Safe from Sexual Abuse

“In her gritty and authentic memoir, Babs Walters courageously reveals the secret life she lived as an abused child and young adult—and how she coped. Her poetic and powerful writing reveals the mark that trauma leaves and how Babs learned to hide to protect herself. Babs used her bright and creative mind to heal and ultimately to become a voice for others who have suffered such traumas. This is a touching and emotionally resonant book for every child who has to grow up without the love and support they need. A must-read!”

—Linda Joy Myers, president of the National Association of Memoir Writers and author of Don’t Call Me Mother and Song of the Plains

“Initially nervous I might need to read this memoir much like I would watch a troubling film—through my fingers and ready to look away in an instant—I quickly realized this poignant book, told so clearly and with the most stunning of prose, deserved my complete attention. Facing the Jaguar is a chilling, honest account of parental abuse, but it is also a story of hope, tenacity, and the belief that with hard work and a determination to understand, the cycle of generational trauma can be terminated.”

—Patti Eddington, author of The Girl with Three Birthdays: An Adopted Daughter’s Memoir of Tiaras, Tough Truths, and Tall Tales

“Babs Walters recounts her life with a poignant and introspective perspective, asserting that she is neither the victim nor the heroine but merely the teller of her story. Through vivid imagery, she describes her life and captures the long-lasting impact of trauma and survival. Ultimately, this memoir is a testament to her quiet resilience and ability to HUSH No More that will encourage other survivors to do the same.”

—Dr. Vanessa Dunn Guyton, survivor advocate and executive director of HUSH No More

“A public advocate for childhood sexual abuse survivors who has developed workshops for women dealing with abuse, addiction, and domestic violence, Walters tells her story not just for personal catharsis but also to provide inspiration to survivors, demonstrating that courage, personal autonomy, and healing are possible. The book’s lean, focused text does not leave room for tangential stories, underscoring its fierce insistence that confronting abuse head-on is an essential step on the path to recovery. A painful but powerful story of abuse and the long road to healing.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“In Facing the Jaguar, Walters takes us on a personal journey, challenging the stigma of childhood abuse and poverty and overcoming the shame of the unspoken—incest. This is a story that will tear at your heart for the little girl, then have you wildly applauding the courageous woman she becomes.”

—Jean Kraljev, LMHC

“Facing the Jaguar is a small book with a huge impact. Despite the abuse of her childhood and young-adult life, Walters comes of age turning these experiences around to survive and begin healing. Her words inspire others to confront their own family secrets, their own jaguars. This is a true story of a brave woman giving meaning and purpose to uncontrollable circumstances.”

—Randi Busse, author of Turning Rants into Raves

“In this profoundly moving memoir, Babs Walters demonstrates extraordinary bravery and resilience by sharing her harrowing experiences with family secrets of domestic violence and child sexual abuse. The decision to bring these deeply personal and painful truths into the light is not only an act of remarkable courage but also a gift to others who have faced similar struggles.”

—Jeniffer Thompson, host of The Premise podcast
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This book is dedicated to all my sisters

who were obedient and loyal to their families,

who kept the secrets they were told not to share,

who could not find someone to listen

or someone who could hear them,

who held the pain inside themselves for far too long,

who felt all alone.

Here’s to all the family secret-keepers.

Here’s to telling.




Trigger Warning: This memoir contains references to domestic violence and childhood sexual abuse that may be disturbing or triggering to some readers.



This is a true story of my lived experience and memory. To protect the privacy of the individuals involved, many of the names have been changed.






Prologue


I make the decision. This time I am going to tell him that the relationship is over. No beating around the bush or room for misinterpretation. Crystal clear language in the simplest of terms.

Unlike my other visits with him since my mother died, I am not bringing my father a cooked meal or fresh vegetables from the farmer’s market to tide him over for a few days. No gifts or offerings of any kind. No phone numbers for contacting Meals on Wheels. No help with packing up unused clothes to empty Mom’s closet. Or cleaning bookshelves crammed with a lifetime of photo albums and musty old paperbacks, or the garage filled with remnants of car and machine parts, or the guest bedroom stuffed with one-of-a-kind oddities like a spare closet. I am on a mission. One that’s entirely on my own terms.

I write down the words I plan to say and practice them several times. I anticipate what can go wrong. Nothing, I conclude. I am going to his house and can walk out anytime I want. He is no longer physically well enough to follow or chase me. What I dread most is the invisible, electrically charged current I always experience that radiates from his body and crawls over my skin anytime I get too close to him. The experience is not unlike getting too close to the flames of a blazing fire where the more heat you feel, the more your body is forced back. His proximity has always provoked profound stress.

I arrive empty-handed and don’t even want to sit down. He is in the kitchen, one of the few places left uncluttered in the house. The dining and living rooms are now being used for storage of about a dozen boxes with medical records. He plans to read them all and sue the hospitals and doctors for malpractice in their treatment of my mother years earlier. The dining room table is stacked with insurance and police record folders from his two car accidents this past year, of which he believes he was wrongfully accused and they are someone else’s fault.

He doesn’t get up when I walk in, and I want to be able to look directly into his eyes. So, I sit down across from him on the only other chair not covered in mail. Before I can even start to speak, he tells me about problems he is having. I understand that people who live alone long for someone to witness their daily trials. I notice that I am making excuses for him and will myself to stop.

“The medical alert company is a rip-off,” he starts. “They just raised the monthly cost for something I don’t ever plan on using. Don’t they know that I am on a fixed income? They don’t really care about seniors like me. I have plenty of other watches and will wear one of them from now on. I’ll show them.” He smiles a sly grin as though he is victorious.

The medical alert watch is for his own good, but I swallow my warning.

“Dad,” I jump in before he begins his usual riff.

But he out-shouts me. A typical move. He has had another car accident. Of course, it is the other three cars’ fault. The crooked cops, too. He was taken to the hospital when the police report was filled out. So, no wonder the bastards all took that opportunity to put the blame on him.

Of course, he complains about how his three children are so busy that they can’t take care of him. Can’t do the things for him he is having difficulty doing since the accident. Since Mom died. Especially me, who lives so close. Who should know better. He needs someone to fight with the police, the insurance company, the car rental place. Take up his mission with my mother’s medical records. Even if he says nothing else, I can tell he wants me to do something for him that I won’t want to do, that he has no right to expect. I feel shaky but confident with what I’m about to do. I need to interrupt his rant.

But how do I capture a lifetime of hurt? Of pain? Of struggle? Of continued abuse? Now that he’s in pain and wants my help, no wonder I feel sick inside. I am fighting with myself about whether I should or should not help. Why should he get what he needs? What about all those years and what I needed? This is all a one-way relationship. Or is it?

After all, he gave his sperm. He sacrificed, too, with years of working to keep a roof over our heads. But then there were his life lessons—children should be seen and not heard, don’t make waves, I’m doing this for your own good so you won’t be frigid like your mother, you can never tell anyone or I’ll have to kill you, or go to jail, etc.

What do I owe him, really? I didn’t ask for any of it—the good or the bad.

“Dad,” I say a little too loudly, staring right into his eyes. “I’ve made a decision.” I hear my voice shaking a little. But he is hard of hearing and probably doesn’t notice.

I take a deeper than usual inhalation and plunge. “I have something to tell you. So please listen,” I continue. “I feel that I have given you more than I wanted to in my lifetime. That you have taken more from me than anyone should ever expect.” I notice the cadence of my voice, so much like his when he races and runs on when he doesn’t want anyone else to break in. I don’t want to be like him, of all people, so I pause but hold up my hand. I see that he sees me, and he doesn’t try to interject.

“This is important to me,” I say, speaking a little slower so I can watch the reaction on his face. His expression is like stone. Unreadable. “You took a large portion of my childhood and used it for your own needs.” I see his mouth begin to move and I hold up my palm again. “Almost all of my adulthood has been affected by a stolen childhood and your unhealthy behavior toward me.”

He doesn’t try to speak now, so I keep going. “You have no right to expect me to take care of you or your needs. I spent my entire childhood satisfying your selfish needs at the cost of not discovering or fulfilling my own. You think because the things you did to us are not happening anymore and it’s over for you, that it is over for us. You’re wrong. Because I was groomed to think I didn’t deserve any better, I confused love with sacrifice. I have spent years in therapy. Ruined two marriages. I’ve made tons of mistakes working out who I am, and how I want to be without your input. I’ve already given all a human being should have to give to another. More than any child owes a parent. You’re on your own.”

When I stand up, I’m shaking. When I walk out, I am still shaking. In spite of the exhilaration that comes from saying these words I’d held in for a lifetime, I also feel something else. I feel sad that our story has to end this way. That I can’t show my father that I also love him without him taking advantage of that.






Introduction


I am neither the victim nor the heroine of this story. I am merely the teller. The events that happened have been seeping out of me over the past seven decades, like water in a tea kettle that begins with a soft hiss as it slowly boils, then rapidly increases in intense bubbles until the low whistle erupts into a scream.

I have this recurring dream throughout my adult life that started in my childhood.

The sun is so high in the sky that it is blinding. Everything around me looks whitewashed and hazy. The ground I am standing on is light beige, the color of sand on a hot beach day. The pallid high cement wall behind us blends into the ground. The air almost seems electric as it makes rippled lines that zigzag and crackle. I struggle to keep my eyes open.

The line of men in front of me are wearing camouflage uniforms in faded khaki.

My mother, my little sister, and I stand huddled before them when the commander calls them to attention.

“Ready,” he shouts.

The soldiers raise their weapons.

“Set,” he continues.

We can hear the sound of metal catches being released in unison.

Before he can complete his mission, my mother forcefully pushes my sister and me forward. Then quickly crouches down on the ground behind us.

“Fire!”






Chapter 1


There have been many places where the road I traveled turned unexpectedly, like a switchback turn on a hiking trail, getting steeper while changing directions with no way to see where it will end or what’s around the bend. Some of these changes moved me forward, eventually. Quite a few of the paths I followed ended up more like a Halloween corn maze, with me finding myself back in the same place all over again. Coming to a dead end I would give in, retracing my steps or needing to stand in place and catch my breath before venturing out again.

Some of the turns proved positive with me making progress, breaking through toward my inner growth and healing. Others were more like a gradual breaking down in both my physical and mental health. Although, I couldn’t have told you that at the time. It’s only been upon reflection that I can see the whole map of my life. And which direction was which.

It is 1974 and Richard Nixon resigns after the Watergate scandal. It is a big year for him and a big year for me. It is also the year my second child has finally begun to sleep through the night. I don’t know how I survived with just a couple of hours of sleep each night for two entire years. It is not her fault. She has an immature digestive system and needs to feed and eliminate every few hours. I manage to get by on lots of coffee and even more cigarettes all day. I am not complaining. Just tired.

We have new social demands, all of a sudden. My husband Garry and I join a bowling league and make new friends. People seem to enjoy having me on their team since I am not well coordinated and get the highest handicap in the league. This results in extra bonus points for whichever team I am on. The group has a second dividing line besides high and low bowling averages. There are the wilder couples, beer drinking, tight-jean wearing with frayed bell-bottoms, teased hair for women or slicked back for guys, drawing even more attention to themselves by laughing overly loud, continuing at an afterparty. Then there is the dowdy mommy and daddy homebody crew, wearing tie-dyed T-shirts with at least one spit-up stain somewhere on them and who rush home after play to relieve their sitters. Surprisingly, we are invited to the first group’s parties where couples dance and drink and get high. Because I think these women are prettier, have more freedom, and know how to have fun, I push Garry to participate. Life is difficult enough. These people make it look easy. I want to be swept along in their ease, to be liked, to fit in. So I go along with it all.

No sleep, no food, and loose boundaries all begin to build up, weakening my ability to think clearly. I can’t fully explain it, but I am drawn to this group of people. Garry would prefer just staying home, playing with the new Pachinko machine he bought or going to sleep early. I am a burden to him. He has said those words often. None of the other husbands we know have to deal with wives who have a family like mine, a history like mine. While I feel sorry for challenging his ability to understand or support me, I also want to belong to the in-crowd.

When I get a call out of the blue from one of the other husbands, I am both surprised and excited. My heart noticeably starts racing in my chest. It’s a good thing he can’t see me through the landline.

“I’d like to get together sometime, just the two of us,” he starts. “You’re not like the other women and I’d . . .” He hesitates. “I’d like to get to know you better.”

I feel uncomfortable, never having received an invitation like this before. He wants to get together just with me, not Garry. This doesn’t feel quite right. But I want more of feeling new and not a burden. I want to see me through his eyes. So I agree.

When you come across an accumulation of large boulders on the trail, it’s time to lower your center of gravity and scramble, literally crawl over or around them. That’s how I approached the first meeting with my father the same year. I sunk to my belly about as low as I could get.

The day we get together, my father, my sister, and me, it’s as if my mind leaves the room. Only my body slowly walks forward. The room is dark. My head is pounding in sync with my accelerating heart, so off pace with my slow movements. I feel myself start to shake like my insides will rebel and take flight following my sense of reason. Why am I here?

I fear for my life. Yet I came voluntarily. Well, not exactly. I am here out of guilt. I owe my sister this one last request at least. I am the responsible older one. Aren’t big sisters supposed to protect their younger ones? Besides, my sister is relentless.

I am twenty-nine years old, and while I would not have chosen this meeting, I would like some answers. I have had many questions over the years, especially: Why? At the same time I wonder if I will be alive after this, in which case the opportunity to reflect back on whatever answers I might hear will be a lost cause.

I sit down on one of the hard wooden chairs, knowing I am present and absent at the same time. It all feels surreal. This is not how I spend my days. I am a suburban housewife and a stay-at-home mom with a young son and a younger daughter. I cook. I clean. Changing nasty diapers is as scary as it gets. I feel safe in that role and focus on keeping my family safe too.

Willing myself back in the room, I notice a small window that I try to look out of to get perspective. My sister called for a six o’clock meeting after work. As the minutes tick by, and nighttime arrives, the outside provides less and less light. We are here with our father. It seems a fitting backdrop for waking up in a nightmare. I sit leaning left toward my sister, slouching deeply into my seat, as though the weight of me pressing down will prevent me from evaporating in fright. I become the buffer between my father and my sister, a role I never considered when we were younger. The reason I feel guilty today.

Even though the three of us are sitting so closely at the small table, I feel all alone in the universe. Like once more in my life, there is no protection to be had. A feeling I had not had since leaving home nine years earlier. My sister’s husband stands at the ready outside the room behind the closed door. My husband remains at home, having opted not to participate. This is my sister’s apartment, and she at least has me and her husband in her corner. I feel invisible.

He said he would kill us, this angry but proud gun collector who becomes even more violent after consuming alcohol. He is one of the adults in the role of would-be caretaker who was supposed to be our protector. How does a bullet feel when it enters your body? Will I die immediately or suffer for a long time in pain? I force myself to stop thinking like this. Who will take care of my children if I don’t come home? Can a person die from their own fearful thoughts?

I had erected such a thick protective barrier around myself, a callous born of pain and continued overuse that only now that I’m here do I feel the real danger I had put myself in.

I am not ready for my young life to be over. Yet I put myself into this perilous moment, free-falling from dangerous heights without a parachute or net beneath me. I don’t want to die. I have a lot to live for.

Well, my life almost ended once already this year. Remembering the smell of the gas as it filled my lungs and my conscious thoughts being washed away lulls me again when I notice someone has started speaking.

That same year, I also venture out on my first solo adult activity—tennis. The indoor tennis center not only offers year-round play regardless of weather but complimentary childcare. The fact that I am clumsy doesn’t stop me from cautiously signing up for a women’s beginners’ league. We play doubles so my partners end up covering the court, doing the work that requires coordination.

I am over budget with the tennis membership fee and cannot afford lessons, which I sorely need. Feeling embarrassed by how many times I miss the ball, even when it comes right to me, I eagerly sign up for a free class called “The Psychological Game of Tennis.” I have been a process observer ever since I can remember, learning the nuances of people’s behavior and moods. So this is what I think I might be better at than connecting with the ball. Or if not, I can learn something to help me minimize my negative self-talk on the court.

All together we are about ten women sitting in a semicircle on upholstered couches waiting for the lesson to begin. Carolynn, the counselor giving the class, says she is going to hypnotize us. It has only been a few days since my two-year-old has begun to sleep through the night and I feel drowsy even before we are instructed to close our eyes. I don’t remember anything about the brief guided meditation until we are told to open our eyes. Everyone is silently looking at me. Of the group, I am the only one apparently who was hypnotized. I feel silly, like the other women are laughing at me. Remembering comedy skits from TV hypnotists, I wonder what I said or did while under.

Seeing my discomfort, the counselor stays after to chat with me.

“I’ve never been hypnotized before,” I explain, always ready with an apology.

Carolynn smiles and says, “Well I’m glad you were open to the possibility.”

“But no one else was. That makes me sort of weird. Doesn’t it?”

“No,” she smiles again and pauses. “That makes you vulnerable and willing. That’s all. The others were uptight.” Letting that sink in, Carolynn pauses once more, then asks a non-tennis-related question. “What’s going on in your life right now anyway?”

The feeling like I am going to cry in front of a total stranger, even though she is a therapist, causes the muscles around my mouth and eyes to freeze, stopping me from immediately sharing. Instead, my body communicates what I am feeling. My eyes sting and burn with the effort of holding back tears ready to spill. And I can feel blotches of heat and embarrassment becoming visible on my cheeks.

I had buried the past for so long that I feared it rising to the surface and having to feel it again. I was terrified that it would leave me depleted and empty. The protective shield I constructed allowed me to live my life like nothing was wrong or different. I lived in a bubble with Happy Days on the outside and The Exorcist on the inside. Bursting this bubble, like a giant blister, would leave me raw and bloody, sensitive to the lightest touch.

As long as I could remember, I spent my life looking for answers, or even a tow rope. Here were three occasions where I was going to be exposed. The extramarital affair. The confrontation with my father. A new therapist friend. Who would I find underneath all this coverup? Who would I be without my façade? And who can I trust to help me across the ravine?

If I am going to make it, my first step will be to quiet the words of my father: “Children should be seen and not heard. Don’t make waves. We don’t talk about things that go on in the family. Or I’ll have to kill you.”






Chapter 2


“Let’s go, Barbara,” my mother says with a wave of her arm, making a wide swoop and circling back, meaning I should hurry up and follow her. We are leaving our apartment on Willis Avenue in the Bronx. It’s a railroad flat with three rooms that require walking through each one in order to enter the others and a communal bathroom on the second-floor landing.

I am five years old, and we walk together in silence the three blocks from our tenement apartment toward a one-story brick building I have never seen before. My mother takes my hand as we cross each street then lets it go once we step up on a sidewalk again. We climb several cement steps and enter the first door we come to into a dimly lit and empty hallway. I can hear our shoes clicking noisily in unison on the square tiles, which are black and white like a big game board. We walk toward a second door. We both stand facing it for a moment when my mother opens the door and prods me from behind into a room, closing it between us. I wonder what to do or where I am.

In my confusion, I feel my body grow stiff as though my legs are weighted down, glued by the soles of my shoes to the floor. There are children everywhere. Some are standing and talking. Some are sitting at little tables all lined up in rows. The woman in
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