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I am dedicating this book firstly to the loving memory of my amazing mother, who we lost entirely too early, at 66. She was a wonderful and caring mother who did everything in her power to raise my brother and myself; believe me I was no treat. I was a difficult child who challenged her at every turn. She loved and accepted me for who I am. Also, to my amazing family. Which includes my loving husband, my dear father, my top-notch brother, his amazing wife, my wonderful niece, her husband and my three very talented nephews, my mother’s three wonderful sisters, my aunts, and their spouses and children who have always been there for me. Also, my dear aunt who led me to the Lord so many years ago, and to all my other aunts and uncles and their families.
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Chapter 1: The Birth of Thomas
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It was a rather warm day for early October. The trees were starting to turn all of the glorious colors of fall when, on one Tuesday afternoon in 1968 at 4:05, Thomas O’Grady came into the world. The lively colors of autumn coated the landscape and provided it with such animation. It was a perfect backdrop for the beginning of Thomas’s journey. His father, standing in the long hallway, felt an inexplicable mix of emotions as he cradled his newborn son in his arms. The baby’s arrival was indeed joyful—a brand new addition to the family. The couple was beyond delighted, mingling with a touch of sorrow from the loss of their daughter nineteen months earlier to cardiac complications. When Mrs. O’Grady conceived a second time, she was more than concerned. Her days would be spent wondering and dreaming about the birth of her upcoming baby. However, when Thomas was born, the happiness of holding him pushed aside what had been pinning her lately. “Eight pounds, fifteen ounces,” the nurse announced. The faces were gleeful, and the smiles were genuine. Baby Thomas was born via cesarean section. He was a rather large baby of Irish parents. Well, his father was 100 percent Irish, and his mother, Leanne, who went by Lee, was half-Irish and a mix of several other ethnicities, including German, Welsh, and a tiny bit of Native American, or so the story goes. Thomas had blonde hair and electrifying blue eyes, a feature inherited from his mother. Despite having an older

sister who had passed away, Thomas was essentially an only child. Of course, back then, especially with the surgical birth, the days in the hospital stretched on as he and his mother recovered from the cesarean birth, creating a temporary separation from his family. The walls of the hospital room echoed with the whispered conversations of nurses and the piercing cries of newborns — the cries that confirmed a human life. Not much later, it was time for Lee to go home with her baby. As much as she was happy to welcome Thomas to his new home, a shadow fell over the O’Grady family. The new mother found herself engulfed in a dark place, grappling with postpartum depression. The struggle to deal with this got out of hand. She ended up back in the hospital shortly after being released from the hospital. As a result of her condition, she was put on lithium. She left behind her small family, but there was only so much she could do about it. She was disheartened by the thought of separation from her son. “This is only the best for you now,” said the doctor in an assuring tone, “Sometimes, we need to heal ourselves before we can help others heal.” “If you are not at your best, it might greatly affect your family and your son." Indeed, a woman’s course of life changes drastically when she becomes a mother. And in Lee’s case, having lost a daughter, she felt as if the deep scar of that loss had refreshed

itself. Memories and the weight of grief they carried with them hung heavy on her shoulders, and at times, she even struggled to carry herself around. Thomas’s father had to work every day to bring food to the table. With all that going on, Mr. O’Grady decided it was in his best interest for his son to be with his paternal family for the time being. Hence, little Thomas was sent to live with his grandmother, Nanny, for several weeks. Even though he was being cared for and visited by his rather large extended family, this was a difficult situation because Thomas was unable to have that essential nurturing time with his mother. It took some time for Lee to feel better and return to her motherly role. When she got back to her home, so did Thomas. Initially, all seemed well, and the family of three was reunited. Thomas was growing quickly. He was fast at picking things up, and at this point, he had developed social skills. He began forming strong bonds with his family. The holidays of Thanksgiving and Christmas came and went, and soon spring arrived. Thomas’s family had two cottages by a lake in the countryside. One belonged to his maternal grandmother, grandma, and the other to his parents. It was a nice getaway for the family during the summer. The lake was a short thirty- minute drive from their house on Thirteenth Street in Scranton. It was just the perfect place to enjoy solitude and fresh iced mint lemonade.

Although Thomas was too young to fully understand, his parents cherished these trips. They would spend several weeks at the cottages with Thomas's dad, Francis, but everyone called him Frank, who was still working while Lee and baby Thomas tried to make up for missed nurturing time. During their stays, Thomas’s parents often had errands to run, so Grandma or one of his three aunts would step in to care for him. Thomas was loved and cared for by his extended family as well, and they shared a special bond. One day, while Thomas’s aunt was changing his diaper, she reached for the baby wipes, and Thomas wiggled and ended up falling head-first off the countertop onto the hard floor. The fall caused a panic, but thankfully, it was short-lived. His aunt ran to make sure Thomas didn’t get seriously injured. However, babies are resilient, right? And luckily, there didn’t seem to be any severe injuries. In fact, there was no reason to even take him to the hospital. A simple ice pack seemed to do the trick. Thomas’s aunt comforted him in her arms, and he instantly forgot why he was crying.
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Chapter 2: The Big First Birthday
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As expected, Thomas was thriving; he became a little whirlwind of energy, curious to see and get his hands on everything. By the time he reached ten months, he was walking and babbling an impressive array of words, his laughter echoing through the halls of their Scranton home. Thomas’s three aunts absolutely adored him, each one adding something special to his life. Just up the street, Margaret who went by May, the oldest at fourteen, loved to play the big sister role. She’d show him how to stack blocks and let him scribble with bright crayons. Ann, at eleven, was a fantastic storyteller. She could spin tales about daring adventures and brave heroes that would keep him glued to her side for hours. And then there was little Lynn, just eight years old, whose giggles were contagious. She had a knack for turning every day into a fun game, bringing so much joy to their time together. Thomas's grandmother had married the girl's father before he was born, and since then, they had formed a bond that excelled in the typical definitions of family. To outsiders, they were a "step" family, but no one would ever know the difference within their shared home. Sometimes, families come together in unexpected ways, creating connections that are as strong as blood. Such was the case in this house, filled with laughter and love. Thomas and his aunts forged such beautiful bonds together. As Thomas's first birthday approached, the air was thick with the sweet little plan of celebration—like the scent of flowers blooming in spring.

On the day of his birthday, Thomas's mother transformed their kitchen into an active bakery as she baked a two-layer yellow cake topped with a luscious blanket of chocolate frosting. When the moment finally arrived, Thomas dove into the cake with his tiny hands, his giggles ringing out as he smashed the layers into a mess. His face was partially covered with frosting, and so was his shirt. Everyone burst into laughter. “Thomas, you look so mischievous with the chocolate on your face.” His grandma said, giggling. When the party was over, the clean-up became an epic quest. Gifts poured in from every corner—parents, relatives, and friends alike showered him with treasures that sparkled like stars on a clear night. Thomas was delighted; his laughter and shrieks of excitement brought joy to the family. Before long, Christmas rolled around, and there was Thomas right in the middle of another gift explosion. But one gift stood out among the rest: a rocking horse called Thunder. This wasn’t just any old rocking horse. Every time he bounced, it made a cool galloping sound that made him feel like he was zooming through space on an epic adventure. The springs took him high, and he couldn’t help but giggle with excitement. At this point, Thomas was starting to string words together into full sentences. His speech was coming along. He would recite his ABCs with the kind of confidence you’d expect from a little explorer conquering a new trail. Around him lay a colorful array of wooden puzzles and clever toys, all waiting for his attention. Thomas loved to tackle the tricky puzzles,

and he did so with such ease. Things were going wonderfully, or so it seemed. The season of winter went by quickly as Thomas showed great progress in learning new things. When summer rolled in, Thomas's parents decided to take him to the lake, where sunbeams danced on the water and where the air was filled with the sweet scent of wildflowers. Little Thomas couldn't contain his excitement. “Splash, splash!” he shouted, giggling as he plunged his hands into the cool water of his baby pool. It was also the point where he discovered his love for swings. He would spend hours swinging on his swing set, soaring high into the cerulean sky. But this made things a little tricky for his mom, Lee. “I can’t stand being outside with all those bees!” she said, looking out the window with a frown. “They scare me!” Lee came up with an inventive idea. She made Thomas a sturdy harness and tied a long piece of clothesline to it. “Now you can play outside without getting too far away!” she said, putting the harness on him. She tied one end of the rope to Thomas’s harness and the other end to the swing set. “Look at me, Mom!” Thomas shouted, bouncing happily. “I’m a pirate.” The word he had just learned. Lee smiled and replied, “Yes, Captain Thomas! Just don’t sail too far!” Thomas was happy playing outside with his new setup, swinging and splashing. He could enjoy the fresh air while Lee stayed inside, safe from the bees. “Just me in here, and the bees out there,” she said, relieved to be indoors. When Thomas’s

dad got home from work, they sometimes went for a ride on the red scooter. It was an old gas-powered scooter with a long seat where Thomas stood in front of his father. “Hold on tight!” Dad would say as they zoomed off into the woods to pick buckets of blueberries. “Look at all those berries!” Thomas would shout, pointing at the bushes. “Let’s fill our buckets!” Dad replied, smiling. Then Thomas would bring all the berries and hand them over to his mom. She would then bake delicious pies and muffins with her fresh blueberries. Those scooter rides were special times for bonding. That summer, Thomas was fully potty trained, which meant he had to learn to use the outhouse. “It’s just a big hole, right?” he said nervously. The outhouse seemed scary and dark, and it smelled bad. A huge lilac tree was planted right next to it to help with the smell. “Just be brave, Thomas,” Dad encouraged. “You can do it!” Bath time was another adventure. They all had to take baths in the lake. There was a small white structure at the end of the dock with a bench inside. “This is strange,” Thomas thought as he looked down at the fish swimming below him. “Don’t worry, they won’t bite!” Mom laughed. Despite the oddities, Thomas loved being at the lake house. The fresh air, the frogs, and the toads to chase made every day exciting. “Catch me!” he would yell, running after a tiny frog.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Joseph’s Arrival
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At this point, Thomas had become habituated to all the attention and love given to him by his parents and extended family. It was just before Thomas’s 3rd birthday when his brother Joseph was born. The arrival of a new addition to the family was surely exciting, and Thomas was happy to become the big brother. However, since Joseph was born just six days before Thomas’s birthday, his family ended up having to delay the birthday celebration. This did not make Thomas very happy. Unlike when Thomas was born, his mother was doing just fine after having Joseph. She was still on the lithium, though, so who knows what that did to Joseph’s development. She was home with the two boys most of the time. Joseph had the same piercing blue eyes as his big brother, but he had fiery red hair, which set him apart from his older brother. The novelty of a little brother wore off rather quickly. Now, Thomas had to share his parents with someone else. With the divided attention, he had to share his toys, share Christmas, and, worst of all, share his birthday party. You see, it didn’t make sense to have two separate birthday parties only six days apart so, as it went, one year they would have a shared party on Joseph’s birthday, and the next year would be on Thomas’s birthday. It worked out to Thomas’s advantage because he either had his party on his own birthday or nearly a week earlier in Joseph’s year. This shared tradition created a unique dynamic between the brothers as they both

soon learned to manage the complexities of sharing, not only birthdays but also the attention and affection of their loved ones. Years passed comfortably playing and being mischievous together. It was a special bond between brothers that could be seen. But every time they fought, Mom had to separate them. “Stop it now,” as she would say like all the mothers in the world. There would be a bit of chaos throughout the house, but this would make their home livelier. In 1972, May, one of Thomas’s aunts, had just graduated high school, and her father and Thomas’s grandmother had separated. The news was indeed shocking, and the fact that their separation meant the girls would be moving away, too, was devastating. Thomas was still grappling with this new side of the world, 'separation,' while Joseph was only 18 months old at that time; he couldn’t possibly have felt the gravity of the situation or the reason why his brother’s eyes were welling up with tears. Thomas couldn’t quite understand why people separated when it only brought sadness everywhere. He was too young to understand because the news came to him as a wave of confusion and curiosity. “Mom, may I know why people get divorced?” He asked with such an innocence in his curious young voice. Lee paused momentarily, taking
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