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On such a night, long past midnight, a man accompanied me to my one-room flat where the predictable happened. When our deed was done, I lay on my side with my back to him, motionless, under the sheets and naked, curled snug into myself like an embryo and braced on one edge of the capacious king-size brass bed that had been my husband’s and mine. A different man was there now, by my invitation and submission, naked, too. Glass-eyed, the both of us, from drinking straight whiskey and swallowing pills without names. Quiet tears spilled onto my pillow. I sensed his smirking; I was not what he had expected. All I had wanted was affection. Without a word, he dressed and left. And I knew I would not see him a second time. So I anguished there, alone, with only my scalding shame. 
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Dedicated to Mama and Daddy, without equal. Thank you for your bravery, honesty, devotion and selfless forbearance. For giving me someone to look up to and forward to becoming. For loving each other and me when I was insolent and unlovable. For praying me out of hell. And to my Big Brother whose resilience taught me to “keep moving forward.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Why I Wrote This Book

[image: ]


I wrote this book for the benefit of you who read it and to God’s gracious glory. 

It tells what happened in my in-between years, the ones sandwiched by childhood and emergence from the disturbance I was for a very long time. It tells of multiple spiritual deaths; my spirit died each time I suffered a blow. I identify them all and how I live now despite and in light of spiritual death. This book also answers questions about why someone, why I, ventured down the perilous paths I have taken, and uncovers fascinating and enlightening outcomes that hopefully inspire you to steer clear of similar self-destruction yourselves or if already on a self-destroying course to turn from it. 

I urge you to read this story all the way through, even the ugly unsettling parts. Keep reading through my mother’s mental illness; teenage sexual exploitation; rebellion and disappearance; a deceptive abusive addicted spouse; divorce in my 20s; alcohol abuse and promiscuity; abusive lovers; terrifying threats by fire and guns; a 14-year crossing into and out of lesbianism; and deeply painful family tragedies, dysfunctions and betrayals. I tell of my slow bloody journey from self-inflicted and learned self-hatred, self-destruction, guilt and shame to a wholly altered life, one defined by the willingness to pursue God’s will. In the end, as I reveal, no matter what our upbringing, wholesome or wretched or something in-between, we each have a spirit given by our Creator and what we do with it is a matter of choice. Even the most horrid experience as terrible as it is leaves us with a choice as to what we will do with it and after it. When I stopped looking outside myself for causes of bad breaks and bad temper, I took hold of something supernatural and powerful and things shifted in my favor.

Because life is a continuum, like a river, and intermingles with itself in a constant spin, I tell my story in linear time but also in serpentine fragments, those back and forth segues, because our past becomes our future and our future fades into our past. Both are recognizable and relevant. Time, as life, is at once concrete, elusive, eternal. So I tell my life story inhaling and exhaling through shifting whispers of time. 

Despite parts of my story irritating some who may deny certain events ever happened or insist a predisposition to a particular even unsavory way of life is unchangeable, those who know me contend I am the quintessential example of the contrary. Also, while childhood influences may manifest in adulthood, analyzing implications of genetics or the psychology of environmental influence is not within scope of my book. I only describe my risky and risque life, which was tripped up and frighteningly ugly at times, for years at a stretch, but which now is changed, so much so, people who have known me long have observed my “transformation.” I am recognizably different. Tangibly, I have returned to the humble virtues of youth and grown up anew. 

If we cannot be authentic first and foremost with ourselves, and so with each other, then what is the worth and substance in human life? If we are not an honest lot, then all human life is an empty facade void of worth. There is dignity, daring, sparkle and splendor in truth.
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My favorite place is alongside a murmuring river, any river. I suppose it is because I am perplexed by time and space that comes and goes like a river flows. When alongside an experience, it is as if it is everything and all. But once it goes, like a river flows, it vanishes somewhere. Where does all that everything go? 

All I know is, no longer am I the infant in a crib in diapers who learned determination early. A bone specialist bolted my ankles together with a silver steel brace I wore 24/7 for six months to straighten my legs (I presume I was pigeon-toed), like a female Forrest Gump. Mama took pleasure in sweet appreciation of my determined learning to flip myself over in the crib to then pull myself up to stand, all with a wide baby’s smile. 

Neither am I a child of 4 anymore, nor a young woman of 30 or maturing woman of 50, but all my past years, live. In present tense. All of “them” are “me.” Does all that life, all that space and time, accumulate into some mysterious universal collection of energy somewhere, to then become one shared stream of energy or light disbursed in bits, here and there, in various forms? Will I recognize it when I see it? Is this what memories are? Do other people see and hear what I do? Is it all waiting for me somewhere like a game of hide and seek? Will I find what has passed if I chase it, down river? Will I remember this day, once I go, down river?

And what of dreams, sometimes vivid and other times obscure; sometimes bizarre or otherwise honeyed, of which sensations from the latter linger indefinitely. Do dreams have meaning? Why do some recur while others do not? Why do we not remember some while others leave stubborn scars on our psyche? Don explains dreams are the means by which the subconscious mind makes sense of occurrences and circumstances and thus informs our conscious mind. Yet, some dreams are merely “a bunch of stuff,” he says. And sometimes, no clarity comes at all. But some dreams answer questions we ask of the subconscious, that power within, God, or Spirit. These sincere supplications can deliver either with clarity or symbolism solutions to perplexing situations in which we find ourselves. Sometimes, I have asked a question outright and the answer has come into my mind swiftly. And sometimes, there is no answer at all. 

Our dreams are ours. The symbolism, validity, credence or interpretation belongs wholly to the individual dreaming. I learned from Don to keep a pen and notebook on my nightstand, so on occasions when I awaken from a meaningful dream, I immediately switch on the light and record it. And then return to sleep.

I am astonished at how time and I have created a cross-stitch of experiences that form on the finished side of the fabric of my life a pleasing picture. But on the underside are knotted threads and frayed ends hidden from view. Sometimes I’m astounded at the twists in life. And sometimes I’m disgusted by the choices I have made. And I wrestle with If Only. If only I had not put myself in those places, with those people. If only I had not lived so thoughtlessly, dangerously, impulsively. Were my destructive choices pre-destined with some higher purpose in mind? I could have been killed. Jailed. Shot. Stabbed. Beaten. Drowned. Kidnapped. Worse. But I was not. Why not? Why are some? Why not others? Why am I still alive but my younger brother is not? Or the woman on that horrid dismal night who crashed her Ford Bronco into a parked 18-wheeler; gone, too. Will I see them again someday, down river? 

My memory is somewhat sketchy before the age of 8 but I distinctly remember the river that summer. Mama was at an institution in Victoria and Daddy was working in San Antonio where we lived. My youngest brother and three sisters and I were at my Aunt Marie and Uncle James’ home in the country in Cuero, an historic Texas town along the Chisholm Trail where gunfights ensued, so stories go. The old house was spacious in my childhood memory, with scratched worn wooden floors and airy rooms. The bedroom where all us kids slept had a wood-framed unscreened window that opened with some effort and early one morning a cow stuck its head inside it. When we awoke at its mooing, we found my 5-year-old cousin had wet the bed, again, and the sheets were cold because of it. 

Nearby was the Guadalupe River where in the afternoons we played in the mossy rippling waters that were ankle-deep in some places, knee-deep in others, and waist-high and swimmable in still others. To say I swam is untrue. Mama nearly drowned in the river as a child and so kept us away from the inner parts of rivers, lakes and the waves of the ocean. Only tiptoeing into the water’s edge or going in barely ankle-deep was familiar. 

But that summer, with Mama away and us with our cousins, we played freely in the river. I did not linger only in the shallowest parts. I let the river wash around me and then carry me along for a short distance, a few yards or so, gliding along with the current like a human sailboat. As I write this, I can see my littler self in a Sears-catalog one-piece black bathing suit, my long hair soaked and sticking to my freckled face and my skin glistening in the sunshine. 

I remember the smoothness of the stones on my bare feet, legs and hands when I sat down in the shallows. And the delight of it on a hot day. Not only toes, feet and ankles like when Mama was nearby but all of me. Submerged in the water, I felt the push and pull of life in that river. It was both soothing and powerful. It had the power to sweep me away if I let it. I knew something about power at 8. My legs pressed hard and sure against the force of the river’s downstream current as I stood and walked through it in its opposite direction upstream. Here, in the river, while safest in the shallowest parts, I imagined I was master over the mighty water while being nearer the middle of it. And I have been lured by the river ever since.

A typical child with average intelligence cannot intellectualize the essence of creation, or her oneness with it, or that which created it and her. But her spirit knows that essence is alive, that the hypnotic lure we call life keeps pulling each of us forward, through space and time, like a river going someplace, always going someplace, never still too long. It is like when I am outside in a dark, noiseless midnight, looking heavenward and feeling a tug, no longer an observer but inside the sprawling sky, the moon, the stars. And I wonder, is this what makes the river flow, and the moon glow, and the wind blow, and the wolf howl, and the grass grow tall and sweet, and a human being who is born to become 10 and 20 and 80 and 100 years old?

For decades, I was swept along blindly in a living nonexistence, a submissive rider on the downstream current of life, often pitched about and injured by its turbulence. But today, I choose whether to drift with the current or plunge head first to swim strong upriver in the opposite direction. 

So I return often to the river to walk reverently along its banks and listen to its rippling speech, and to the tempo of time in front and above and in all that surrounds me. I am bound by it, and in it, and it in me, profoundly aware of its intimate reach into my heart. 

The river’s lure, the moon’s hypnotic pull, the assuring stars, the bond with another human being, with all creation, these and more all are bits and pieces of the same... thing. I am subdued by all that whispers to me, while on the inside, I am coursing like a river. 

“And it shall be that every living thing that moves, wherever the rivers go, will live” (Ezekiel 47:9 NKJV).  ​
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I suppose like most adults I cannot recall my life at 4, but I am told two unalterable events occurred that year. One was an accident. We had a swing set in the backyard that had two swings plus a slide on one side and a tall crossbar on the other side from which we hung and swayed like monkeys. Apparently, I was swinging one day and fell off onto the ground, hard, breaking my collarbone. I remember the swing set but not the fall. The other event transformed our family forever.

It was 1959. Our big family lived in a little house at 244 Charcliff in southeast San Antonio, Texas. It was the second home my young parents purchased, after outgrowing the first one they bought in Highland Hills thanks to the G.I. Bill. Eight of us occupied the 900-square-foot one-story house: Mama, Daddy, my two brothers, three sisters and me. The front room served as the girls’ bedroom, the boys shared one small bedroom, and my parents had a room. Our one tiny bathroom had a sink, bathtub and commode and a small window overlooking the backyard. I remember Daddy in his white tee-shirt and khaki slacks shaving at the sink while we three youngest girls took a bath together. I imagine our shared baths were a function of savings, both of water and time. A tiny kitchen with a window over the basin faced the street, and a cozy living room had been formed by a section of closed-in carport. 

We were fortunate to own an electric wringer washing machine and hung everything on the clothesline in the backyard to dry. The backyard was encased by a chain link fence with honeysuckle vines engulfing the stretch along the alley with fragrant blossoms all spring and summer long. We kids used to pull out the skinny threads from the blossoms and lick droplets of sweet nectar at their tips. How we rushed to climb onto the thick honeysuckle to sit on top in time for the garbage truck to make its way through the alley, because sometimes the garbage men gave us paperback comics. When Mama spied them, she told us promptly to throw those “dirty” books in the garbage can, wash our hands, and never take anything from the garbage men again! We didn’t understand her deep anxiety over germs.

So when I was 4 and Mama was 33 she had a “nervous breakdown” that marked the start of lasting consequences and end of life as we knew it.

It is important to pause here to tell of key events in my parents’ histories that led up to that despairing day in 1959. I cannot tell my story without first telling crucial parts of theirs, because who they were formed who I was and would become, a realization that took me one-half of my lifetime to understand. 

Mama and Daddy were born in 1926 and 1923, respectively. They were raised during the Great Depression and fought WWII against fascism, enduring the largest combined-forces war in human history. Their entire generation lived with courage, maturity and wisdom, working hard from an early age at home on the farm through an international economic depression, and sacrificing at home and abroad during WWII’s crushing threats to liberty. This is why they are called the Greatest Generation and this is why they must be remembered for their honor and life lessons to us all. The Greatest Generation passed onto their children, the Baby Boomers, undisputable qualities of perseverance, bravery and faith in God. They had little, wasted nothing and shared all they had. 

When I grew up, respect was taught and practiced. We did not call my parents by any name except “Mama” and “Daddy.” The only exception was “Mother,” a formal term my father used with his mother and my brothers used often with Mama. Anything else was considered disrespectful. 

My parents were God-fearing, protective and providing people, as were their parents and grandparents. I never knew them to lie or cheat. In one way, I lived childhood in a bubble, protected from that which could hurt me and completely trusting. But in another way, hurtful things were happening all around me. And inside me. As I have matured, I have come to believe the sweet innocence of childhood is divinely ordained. We learn, soon enough as adults, about the ugly in the world in which we must learn to live, or die. We learn there are many ways to live. And many ways to die even while living. 

One-half of my beginning was Daddy. Eugene Patrick Guckian, invariably Eugene, Gene or Pat, was born into a family persuaded toward the Baptist faith on his mother’s side. He had one younger brother, George Edward, and three sisters: Helen Joyce, Dorothy and Doris Marie. His grandfather, William Guckian, immigrated to America from Ireland in the early 1880s to escape ruling British oppression. Many immigrants entered through Ellis Island, New York, but others, as with the Guckians, arrived at Galveston. Employment prospects teemed in Texas supplied by the Southern Pacific Railroad in Lockhart, where they settled. 

Daddy’s parents, William Patrick “Willie” and Alta (Mercer) Guckian, were farmers in Lockhart where my father was born. I remember fondly Grandpa and Grandma on their rare visit one summer. When we little ones heard the faint approaching ice cream truck’s distinctive, tinkling xylophonic melody, Grandpa reached into his baggy pants pocket jingling with coins, handed us each a nickel, and told us to get a penny from Mama so we could buy an ice cream. 

The Guckians moved to Gonzales when Daddy was 1 year old to help Alta’s daddy, Milford “Papa” Mercer, work his place. Papa Mercer owned a 640-acre ranch that spanned into Luling, complete with cattle, crops and oil wells. He drove an automobile, a sign of affluency in the early 1900s during the Great Depression when one quarter of the working population was jobless. Daddy’s family lived on Papa’s land in a small house built for them, along with families of hired help who had small houses of their own. Daddy told how sometimes on Saturday nights, after a week of hard work and supper, all the families gathered on the porch of the main house to play music, sing and dance. 

Papa kept a line of mason jars filled with hard rock candy and Scotch whiskey on the kitchen windowsill. First thing every morning, Papa poured some of that mixture into an empty mason jar or tall glass, squeezed fresh lemon juice into it, filled it with cool water, and drank it down. I do not remember Papa Mercer but Lynn has fond remembrances of him and the Mercer’s place in the country. At the back of their house was a sleeping porch with an iron bedstead and mattress where Lynn slept during visits. Between the house and barn was a sulfur water tank with a windmill and into that tank the undersized catfish from the river would go. By the time Lynn was old enough to know what a catfish was, he accompanied Papa to the tank where Papa with a handful of maize fed the fish. He’d whistle and up they’d come, some of them huge. 

Lynn remembers Papa standing on the front porch of the main house telling him to watch the giant red ants in the yard. He’d say, “See that one? Watch him.” And then he’d spit tobacco juice and it swallowed the ant. Papa kept a laying hen on the front porch so he was guaranteed a fresh egg nearly every morning. Behind the house was a chicken coop. One day, when Lynn went to collect eggs, he found a glass egg and asked Papa why he kept it in the coop. Papa explained it was there for the chicken snakes; they have a saw bone in the back of their throats used to open egg shells, but if they swallow a glass egg, it shatters and kills them.

One memory of the old Mercer camp house I do recall albeit vaguely because I was very young, but Lynn made many a visit there to fish with Daddy and other relatives. Down by the river, called the bottom, there was a camp house built on stilts that decades later was washed away by a flood. It was built in 1944 when Mama and Daddy married and the whole family gathered to raise it. It changed over time and even wound up with screened windows instead of shutters, air-conditioning and indoor plumbing. The Mercers, Guckians and other kin enjoyed retreats there when they’d fish, hunt and gather at the table. There were cans stuck in the rafters with fishing poles in them for folks to fish with, complete with hook, line, sinker and bobber. “The Camp House” is a very fond family memory.

Daddy’s boyhood evolved around chores, including plowing fields with a heavy manual plow fastened to a mule, picking cotton, hoeing corn fields and carrying firewood; a one-room schoolhouse; community picnics where he helped his daddy barbecue; and vast open spaces where he fished, swam and rode horses. When he and George Edward played cowboys and Indians, they rode horses buck-naked sometimes. Daddy had a pinto stallion and on it one day he rode. Upon returning home in front of the gate, he saw beneath it a large muddy puddle. As he leaned from the saddle to open the gate, the pinto evidently did not want to walk through the mud, and bucked, pitching Daddy off and into the muddy water. 

He hated plowing but despised picking cotton more. When he was 10, they’d all go to the fields to pick. He filled his sack with scarcely enough cotton for a pillow and napped beneath a tall stalk, until his daddy found him and gave him a whipping. As soon as Grandpa was gone, he’d lie down again and go back to sleep. 

In the summertime, Daddy and his three sisters and brother rode down from their farmhouse in a horse-drawn wagon with their mother and daddy to the river to bathe. As Daddy told it, he and his brother “fell off anywhere along that river and swam clear to the bottom like ducks.” Daddy loved to fish and was raised to respect and know wildlife. Mama once told how Daddy could hear a bird singing in the distance and without ever seeing it tell you what it was.

It was along the banks of the Guadalupe River near Papa Mercer’s place where Daddy first made at the age of 12 what later became his tasty barbecue sauce. He set out to fish one day when Grandma gave him bread and fixings for sauce to take along to eat. The then young Eugene cooked the red gravy in a tin can over an open fire on that riverbank. Daddy said sometimes on weekends they loaded the family and camping supplies in a wagon and headed to the river to camp. Sleeping on tarps in open air, he said there surely were snakes all around but they never bothered them.

One day, as he and another boy walked to school, a dog followed. Daddy ran back home to retrieve some high-life, a liquid used to repel dogs or put on spines of work animals to get them moving, and poured it all over the trailing hound. When they got to the schoolhouse, the dog still in tow, they entered as did the dog behind them. Soon after, it commenced discharging diarrhea all over the place inside and outside. I never learned whether Daddy was punished for that, but I’m certain Grandpa heard about it. I did hear that Daddy and the other boy involved had to scrub the schoolhouse clean. 

As a boy, Daddy had a rat terrier that hated rattlesnakes. It seemed to have been born to kill them. One day, the dog was barking vehemently at a wood pile from which a large rattler emerged and bit it. The little dog swelled to the size of a football and ran away. For three days, he was missing. Then, one day, a scratching was heard on the back door and there stood the happy hound, perfectly well. 

When in my 40s, I accompanied Daddy and Mama on drives through Palmetto State Park, near Gonzales where they grew up. The San Marcos River runs through it. We drove past the pavilion and campgrounds to fish from a low-lying concrete bridge at a spot along the river where Daddy as a boy of 12 pulled a girl from the water before she drowned. On a different Sunday as we exited the park, we pulled over to admire the overlook of sprawling, red granite hills. Taking in the panorama, Daddy commented with evident fond remembrance, “Me and George Edward used to crawl all over these rocks when we were kids.”

Daddy turned 16 in 1939. That year, WWII began in Europe, so he decided to quit school and enlist in the Texas State Guard. His unit one year later was mobilized to federal service as part of the 36th (Alamo) Division, 141st Infantry Regiment, U.S. Army. At 18, he trained in the Louisiana maneuvers with 400,000 men in the largest war games of its kind up to then. Before deployment, Daddy was home one day when he and Grandpa went outside to work. In the 1940s, tractors required hand-cranking to start. When Daddy spun the flywheel to start the John Deere tractor, it rapidly spit fire on Daddy and set him ablaze, immediately igniting his cotton shirt, snapped up the front and cuffed at the wrists. Consumed in flames, he struck out running from the barn toward the water trough, with Grandpa chasing after him. When he tackled Daddy, the shirt peeled away readily and his burnt skin with it. For several weeks, Daddy recovered in a hospital from third-degree burns over 75 percent of his body.

By 1942, at the age of 19, Daddy had risen to Sergeant and trained in Florida and Massachusetts prior to embarking for the Torch landings in North Africa on Nov. 8, 1942, as part of the spearhead (lead unit to hit the beach and as a result absorb high casualties). It was the first land engagement of German and Italian forces by the U.S. Army. Daddy survived it unharmed. Deployed to the French Morocco, Daddy fought across North Africa, and following the surrender of the Afrika Korps and Italian forces began amphibious training in preparation for Operation Husky, the invasion of Sicily, which occurred July 9-10, 1943, from Tunisia. Once Sicily fell, Daddy, again, was in the spearhead on Sept. 9, 1943, this time for Operation Avalanche. There, Allied forces invaded the Italian mainland at Salerno on the southwestern coast of Italy. 

Daddy didn’t talk much about Salerno, likely because of its ferocity and bloodshed that occurred there. History calls it “Bloody Salerno” for the savagery that took place. Even the Germans paid tribute to the 141st Infantry for its bravery, tenacity and military dominance during the battle. Daddy again survived. In 1998, he and Mama saw “Saving Private Ryan” when the film premiered in theaters. Daddy wept quietly at the opening scene. While the movie depicted the Normandy Landing in France, Daddy said the Salerno Landing in Italy was precisely like that. 

As the fight made its way up the Italian peninsula, on Jan. 12, 1944, Daddy turned 21 in a foxhole in a cemetery on a mountainside near Naples. That’s where he buried a cache of German weapons covered in grease (cosmoline) and wrapped in a shelter half (one-half of a pup tent). He planned to retrieve it but never did. For all we know, it’s still there. When Lynn was in Naples in 1981 and ’82, he tried to find the location but had no luck. He surmises some Italian probably got a surprise when digging a grave in that cemetery or it was never found and remains there today.

Daddy subsequently fought through Naples to the Rapido River and Monte Casino. By June 4, 1944 (2 days before the Normandy Landing in France), he had seen combat in numerous spearheads and suffered shrapnel injuries and was pulled from the Front with sufficient accumulated points to be sent home. During WWII, for a soldier to return home, he had to have accumulated a certain number of points accounting for time in service, number of times in combat, and/or face-to-face combat in various theaters/battle areas. 

He sailed from Italy on the troopship Brazil, which arrived (we believe) in New York, and then took a train to Texas where he and Mama were married in August 1944. Sergeant Guckian was transferred to Maxwell Field (now Maxwell Air Force Base), Alabama, where Mama joined him and where they remained until he was mustered out following VE Day or Victory in Europe Day when in May 1945 Nazi Germany surrendered. VJ Day or Victory over Japan Day followed that August when Japan surrendered. This ended WWII and ushered in what would be called the Baby Boomer generation, as U.S. soldiers returned home.

Like soldiers of Daddy’s generation who survived WWII, he rarely spoke of battlefield experiences, saying only, “war is hell.” But he did share a few stories with me and even more with Lynn. Here I recount a few to depict the man my father was, who at a young age dutifully and unflinchingly confronted the shocking, unimaginable horrors of war abroad, and in so doing, kept the rest of us from it. One story has to do with “no man’s land.” Daddy commanded a platoon of 14 men assigned to areas of cease-fire in the middle of a bloody battle zone where each side carried in gurneys to collect bodies and body parts of fallen comrades. Another concerns the doctor Daddy served with who delivered him at birth. He was in a tent performing a surgery when their camp came under mortar fire. A piece of shrapnel shaped like a needle pierced the doctor’s heart, killing him and dropping him instantly to the ground. 

Most stories Daddy shared with Lynn were on the lighter side. Despite the revolting horror he witnessed repeatedly, Daddy held onto his wit. He said he knew he was going to heaven because he already had been through hell. 

While on patrol in North Africa with his squad in the half-track (a truck with steering tires in front and tank tracks where dual axles would have been), they were strafed (shelled) by an ME-109 (German front-line fighter plane). The gunner in Daddy’s squad manned the .50 caliber machine gun mount and apparently killed the pilot as the plane continued straight and level into a mountain and exploded. The gunner kept firing until pried from the gun. One night, following a lengthy patrol, Daddy climbed into a duce-and-a-half (two-and-a-half-ton truck) and fell asleep. When he awoke, he could see daylight through the canopy. Turns out, the encampment had been attacked from the air and he slept through it all—in a truck full of ammunition.

While in North Africa, he and his squad were traveling down a road in the half-track when they came upon an Arab in a donkey cart. They honked, yelled and did everything possible to get his attention to move off the road to no avail. Daddy wasn’t about to drive off the road as either side had not been cleared of mines. So, he let the Arab get a way up in front of him and then proceeded to drive over Arab, donkey, cart and all. The old man and donkey were not hurt; both were smashed in the sand. But the cart was demolished.

While bivouacked in Tunisia doing amphibious training, he took a DUKW (fondly called a Duck), an amphibious version of the duce-and-a-half, and a case of hand grenades out into the Mediterranean Sea to fish. The grenades stunned or killed the fish, which he scooped up and took back to camp to fry. This same camp was running short of toilet paper. One of Daddy’s relatives or friends was a B-24 bomber pilot who said he’d take care of it. Days later, air raid sirens went off as a plane flew in at low altitude. It was the B-24 bomber pilot who “bombed” the camp with a case of toilet paper with rolls streaming down from the bomb bay. 

This is one of my favorites Daddy told Lynn. He was in the thick of the fight at Monte Casino. One evening after his squad had set up their gun emplacement (they towed a 37-milimeter anti-tank gun behind the half-track), Daddy went to check on the British unit on their flank. When he arrived, the Brits were starting a fire to brew tea and invited him to stay for a cup. He asked if they did not know that the Germans had 88-milimeter guns on the mountain and would fire on them if they started a fire. The Brits replied, “Jerry can’t hit what he shoots at” and proceeded to start their fire. At that time, Daddy figured discretion was the better part of valor and took off for his own emplacement. About that time, the 88’s opened up and continued until the fire at the Brit emplacement went out. Daddy went back to check on them, finding shell holes all around the position and the Brits cheerfully telling him, “See, Yank. We told you Jerry can’t hit what he shoots at!” Now comes a second part to this story. In 1985, Lynn and his wife Judy vacationed in Tenerife, Azores. He sported a moustache then, as did Daddy in 1944. At dinner one night, an older Brit called out to Lynn saying, “By God, Pat, you haven’t changed since Casino!” It was the Brit from Monte Casino who had invited Daddy to tea. 

While in Tunisia training for the Sicilian campaign, Gen. George S. Patton was inspecting the troops and came upon Daddy’s squad with a half-track towing a 37-milimeter anti-tank gun. The General sat down behind the gun and told Daddy to give him a firing order. Daddy advised the General he might want to move back a bit from the sight on the gun, but Gen. Patton said, “I know what I’m doing. Give me a g******** firing order, Sergeant!” So, Daddy did and Gen. Patton fired the gun. The recoil knocked him backwards on his butt, when he looked up and said, “By God, Sergeant, you were right!” 

The 141st was a mechanized infantry outfit but it used mules to move equipment, arms and ammo. While ascending a mountain with pack mules, Daddy’s unit came under German artillery fire, at which point he said he’d walked behind enough mules plowing and wasn’t about to get killed because of one. He pushed his mule over the side and down the mountain. The firing stopped after that. 

When back in the States at Maxwell Field, Daddy transferred to the Army Air Corps Military Police. He completed military service Sep. 30, 1945 at 22, receiving decorations and awards for service to America during WWII during the European Campaign. He was awarded the Bronze Star Medal, American Defense Medal and Combat Infantryman’s Badge, the latter two of which he was most proud. Once home, he would raise a brood of kids with my mother, attain his General Educational Development (GED) degree, attend business college, become a founding member of St. Benedict Catholic Church and school, retire from federal civilian service and be named Sir Knight Guckian with the Fourth Degree Knights of Columbus. The Knights’ principles embodied my father’s: charity, unity, fraternity, patriotism, integrity, professionalism, excellence, respect. 

His moral standard in life was personified by perpetual service, sacrifice, humility, generosity and honor. Daddy never spoke of his achievements. He lived them.

After all he endured and would, Daddy was a sober husband and father, good to my mother and us kids, faithful and stern. He handled whatever came his way. And even rediscovered his sense of humor, laughter and joy in living. Again and again. I published an article about my father in the Gonzales Inquirer on Father’s Day 2004. After reading it, he looked long at me and fell silent. I asked, “Don’t you like it?” Daddy replied, humbly: “It sounds like you really think something of me.” 

My father was a tough, strong gentleman of muscle and fortitude, and dually, a man of sensitive mirth possessed by an endearing natural humility. He was a man of few words, except when detailing a cherished story, which often fluctuated between coarse candor and charming humor, and had an undeniable imposing presence everyone acknowledged and respected. And I mean, everyone. Daddy was to be feared as God is feared. Not as in Almighty but in reverent awe. ​
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Mama’s Breakdown

First Spiritual Death
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Mama, Margaret Elenora “Margie” Brzozowski, was born in Ganado, Texas and like Daddy was raised in the country. While a child, Mama moved with her parents Tedo and Floy (Kridler) Brzozowski and three younger brothers, Donald, Billy Joe and Charles, to Gonzales where Grandpa farmed as a sharecropper. Also like Daddy, Mama picked cotton, fed chickens, and was educated in a one-room school where all ages learned together. 

Unlike my father’s upbringing defined by dutiful work lightened by leisure and humor, Mama was raised in fervent rectitude; she was held to her mama’s stringent standards for housekeeping and personal conduct. Grandma Floy was a tall robust woman, stately and witty. Born in 1907 the eldest of two daughters among seven children, Grandma was the one who as a girl left her bed in the wee hours to bake yeast bread and cook breakfast for the family before everyone else arose to eat and tackle chores. She grew up with no electricity or indoor plumbing. 

Aunt Cathy, who Grandma dubbed Cat, told me Mama’s girlhood room in their tiny unpainted wood home on the farm was off-limits to her brothers. She did not want them to disturb its clean order. As the only daughter, she was pampered by her daddy and held to high ideals by her mama. Mama’s standard for cleanliness was concretely consistent and paramount with few exceptions. When she graduated high school, she received a new watch. One day, when she went to use the outhouse, the clasp on the watch broke and into the pit it fell. And in the pit is where it stayed. Mama gave no thought to its contaminated retrieval from the mucky hollow! 

Like other young women, she was excited to take a job in town, excited about dating, excited about the prospect of marriage and a family of her own. At 17, Margie worked in a bakery in Gonzales. One day, a local young man asked her on a date and she accepted. Shortly after, a handsome uniformed Eugene walked into the bakery accompanied by her Uncle Carol and Eugene’s sister, Dorothy, who asked her to go with them to a dance that happened to be on the same evening as her date with the other boy. Margie said yes. When she told Grandma Floy what had happened, and that she was not going to the dance with Eugene because of her promise to the other boy, her mama told her, “Yes you are!” And, so, she was ready when Eugene came calling. The young couple married soon afterward in a civil ceremony Aug. 19, 1944, and a week later at St. James Catholic Church in Gonzales. When Lynn was born, a doting daddy brought his wife peach gladiolas. Throughout Mama’s life, Grandma Floy reminded her often of the unusually decent husband she had in Daddy, unlike most, and she was lucky to have him.

As my father endured horrors of war, my mother survived another kind that subtly yet progressively culminated over time, as unrelated but troubling events piled up and dispensed the final blow. In the end, there was no coup de grace for my mother, only suffering for a very long time. Unlike Daddy’s resolute resurgence from the numbing, gruesome scars of combat, Mama was unable to resolve her torment. Even Daddy’s unwavering love could not fix it. 

Her first trouble happened when she was 9 and nearly drowned. Their farm was near the San Marcos River and into it her brothers flung her one day. As she struggled, screaming, Grandpa came running and brought her out. I do not know what penalty he delivered to my then-young uncles, but I’m sure it was severe. After that, Mama feared deep water and banned us kids even into our teenage years from it except at ankle-deep. 

Her second torment occurred at 18 about a year after she and Daddy married and before their move to San Antonio in January 1946. Their first child was stillborn. Awful as that was, it was not the entire tragedy. At the time, they lived in Alabama where Daddy was stationed at Maxwell Field and Mama’s unborn child stopped moving. The practice of medicine was not in the mid-1940s what it is today. There were no attentive birthing centers resembling the mother’s home bedroom or nurses busying themselves in making a mother-to-be comfortable and safe. She was placed at the base hospital in a solitary room and left unaided to scream and cry out through excruciating labor till finally she delivered the lifeless infant. Daddy, on duty at the time, was notified and hurried to her side. Mama later recounted afterward she saw a small black figure lying still on a table next to her bed and asked if the baby was a boy, to which the doctor replied yes. Decades later, in recollecting that dreadful day, Mama and Daddy wished they would have given their son a name, baptized him and buried him properly. They deeply regretted having agreed in their grief with hospital staff who said they would take care of it. 

Mama often mourned her stillborn son and thought of his going unbaptized with no name. Whenever we took a drive and spotted a discarded bag or bundle on the side of the road, Mama insisted Daddy stop to make sure it was not a baby. “Go see what that is.” And Daddy did. We never found a baby. Only after Daddy investigated was Mama satisfied.

Grief can deaden our senses or heighten them. Dread can lodge inside us temporarily or for life. And grief and dread can take on lives of their own inside a person. I believe Mama harbored a haunting fear after her near-drowning as a child that later was compounded by the catastrophic conditions of her first childbirth. She may have feared losing future babies but had them anyway and miscarried early in another pregnancy. When carrying her youngest, Roger Paul, she was prescribed weekly injections to treat anemia to carry him full-term. Jo Ann, 8 at the time, recollects walking with Mama two blocks from home to see a neighbor who was a nurse to get the shots. Roger was born in 1958. 

By late 1959, Mama had given birth to six “stairstep” children. Like steps, our ages were close. Roger Paul was a baby in diapers; Deborah Jean or “Debbie” was 3; I, Betty Lou or “Lou Lou” was 4; Mary Kathryn was 6; Jo Ann was 9; and Lynn was 12. Mama was a full-time mother and homemaker; Daddy was an Army veteran employed at a military base. 

Life soon delivered the pivotal blow. In 1959, we kids contracted a pinworm infection. Pinworm is a parasite spread person-to-person that then required treatment for many weeks. All of us took prescribed medicine daily, and the doctor told Mama she must rigorously wash in boiling water all dishes, cookware, clothing, bedding, towels and washcloths every day, and bathe us all twice each day. Bear in mind, there were no disposable diapers, automatic dishwashers or clothes dryers. Once the clothes, diapers, sheets and towels were washed, they had to be hung on the clothesline in the backyard to dry. Imagine the enormity of relentless around-the-clock labor required to care for eight people, including six children, one in cloth diapers. This was Mama’s lot every day, for weeks, aside from preparing meals morning, noon and night, and cleaning house. And we did not have pinworm once. We had it twice. 

My beloved Chatty Cathy doll did not escape germ warfare. She had brownish-copper hair, blue eyes and freckles, and a string on her back below her neck that when pulled made her talk through a screened opening on her chest. She said, “Please carry me” and “Let’s play house” and even cried and laughed. But one day, Chatty Cathy went missing, along with other toys belonging to my siblings. Evidently, anything we had touched while treated for pinworm that could not be laundered and sterilized had to be thrown out. That was a hard pill for us to swallow. 

At the peak of the pinworm malaise, my mother finally collapsed. On this day, all of us were home except Daddy who was working and Lynn who was on his paper route. Mama was in the kitchen cooking peas and washing Roger’s glass baby bottles. When Jo Ann complained of having peas for supper, Mama became frantic, bashing a bottle against the hard basin and hollering, “Alight! Alright!” severely gashing her hand. I was 4 and do not recall that day, but the subtle sure disconnect between my mother and me came without warning and without welcome and marked my first spiritual death. Doctors said Mama would never regain use of her hand but over time she regained its use completely. The injury on the inside was altogether different. On the inside, something severed. 

What came next was a sequence of events our family did not sit down at the supper table and discuss. But we did live it. We littlest kids did not hear about all the problems around it while growing up. But the eldest two bore the brunt. All I knew was “Mama had a nervous breakdown.” And even that was beyond grasp at 4. 

In the late 1950s, nervous breakdown was the term for Mama’s condition and personality change. Diagnoses or treatments of postpartum depression, or worse, postpartum psychosis, did not exist yet. As she turned increasingly agitated, nervous and obsessed with scrupulous cleaning and destroying germs, over ensuing years Mama fell prey to a protracted series of cruel, archaic medical and psychiatric methods. Meanwhile, Daddy agonized alongside her, not knowing what else to do or where else to turn, despite the gut-wrenchingly inhumane practices of the time.

As a result, my mother suffered her own private hell while Daddy subsisted incessantly in bewilderment, heartbreak and despondency but with a fierce fortitude. All the while he worked at his job and sometimes extras, maintained our homestead, attended business college at night to move forward in station to better manage mounting monetary demands, and kept himself sane, and his children and wife safe and provided for. Through it all, he is the one who with the fortitude of a lion and fidelity of a saint held our family, and himself, together. It is with no small amount of grace that he and Mama had help from close relatives, neighbors and friends along the way. Mama’s struggle was no secret to everyone who knew us. But it seemed almost obscure as Daddy strove to keep our lives structured. 

None of us are sure about the exact chronology of Mama’s bitter journey through the anguish of mental illness over 12 years, but I will try to describe what happened. Prior to Mama’s collapse, my parents were fit adults in their 30s. Mama had taken excellent care of herself, children, husband and home. She was devoted to housekeeping and child-rearing and enjoyed gardening in her bare feet. Our home was clean and safe, and we were loved, well fed and clothed. As a rule, we all got regular medical checkups. 

As Mama took prescribed drugs hypothesized to help her, she gained weight. Some pills brought her “down” while others brought her back “up,” and a side-effect was weight gain. So off we went, with Mama driving herself and me to Montgomery Ward or Sears to shop for dresses that fit. From the racks she selected dozens we carried to the fitting room. One by one, she tried on each dress, usually without success, and I returned them to hangers. And so it went till all had been put on trial. Sometimes, we came home with nary a one. In truth, I hated those trips. As a self-absorbed child, I did not realize Mama must have been terribly frustrated with her weight, ill-fitting clothes and what she saw in the mirror and her own mind. And the pills she took did not help her get better. She must have felt powerless and often was nervous and sometimes screamed. 

Mama was strict about housecleaning and got progressively so. We cleaned and disinfected precisely as instructed, and if we did not, then she made us redo the task, whether washing dishes, mopping floors, dusting furniture or folding towels. 

When the pills proved ineffective, doctors next prescribed electroconvulsive, or electroshock, therapy dispensed at the State Hospital not far from our home. I do not remember how often or for how long Mama suffered them but Aunt Cathy who was 13 at the time recalls they were administered every weekday for at least a month. She described the treatments as the barbaric beating up of Mama’s body, leaving her a zombie unable to do anything afterward. Aunt Cathy said Mama adored her grandmother, Grandma Josie or “Jo,” and was devastated when she died. Grandma Jo used to say, “Little kids, little problems. Big kids, big problems.” My aunt surmises Grandma Floy’s perfectionism was innately in Mama as a girl, who later took it to its extreme as a mother of six amid the pinworm outbreak only to find she could not keep up. 

When premiered in 1938, shock therapy was used to treat severe depression. Still in use in the 1950s and simply put, electrodes were placed on the temples of a patient through which electricity passed. This reportedly caused the patient to convulse and lose consciousness, and the lingering after-effect was memory loss that ranged from slight forgetfulness to extreme confusion lasting indefinitely. I don’t know whether Mama suffered shock treatments without anesthesia, but when first introduced, patients were awake when electricity was bolted to the brain and suffered full-body seizures until losing consciousness. 

On treatment days, while the rest of us attended school, Daddy dropped off Roger at Grandma Floy’s, drove Mama to the hospital for treatment, and then went to work. Grandpa Tedo picked up Mama after her appointments and then drove her to their house to sleep a while before taking her home. When Grandpa brought Mama home, he escorted her to the bedroom to lie down, amid a house abuzz with kids barely home from school, loud and hungry. I vividly recall one such afternoon. It lives perpetually in my memory but I have forgiven Grandpa. After he helped Mama to her bedroom to lie down as usual, he headed down the hall to where we kids were playing and fussing. Removing his thick black leather belt from the loops of his slacks, he grabbed me by one arm, accused me angrily of being a smart mouth and the cause of a squabble, and whipped me so hard his belt left welts on my legs and me in gulping sobs. I did not understand then as a child how deeply grieved and troubled he was about his only daughter, my Mama, or what I had done that warranted Grandpa’s wrath. 

I remember, especially early on, Mama’s sporadic behavior vacillated from docile and comfortably familiar to hysterical and irrational. We had a long, aqua blue Formica dining table with shiny aluminum trim and eight chairs to match. To be clear, I am unsure whether I witnessed it myself or heard the story. From what others tell me, a childhood memory can be experienced by several individuals who later in life each may recall it differently. The table was set for a meal, complete with Melmac dinner plates and silverware. Melmac was popular then because it was plastic, durable, virtually indestructible and affordable. Something caused Mama to become agitated. Abruptly in a wild frenzy, she sent all the dishes and silverware flying from the table onto the floor with one long swipe of her arm and hand as she screamed. Daddy tackled her to the floor in the adjoining living room onto the braided rope rug, and held onto both her wrists to stop her from swinging and hitting until she was calm. 

I reflect on that day with a heavy bottomless sorrow and compassion for Mama and Daddy. The alarming hopeless tragedy of Mama losing herself and Daddy losing her seems worse than if death had come. I do not wish death to anyone. I only make a comparison. When someone dies, the agony is over and mourning begins. But with mental illness, there is no deliverance, no escape, no apparent end. Only intermittent reprieves. And the only thing Mama and Daddy knew to do, was to
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