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Preface

A little over 5 years ago, I self-published my memoirs to get closure on my 37 years in a notoriously litigious Cult. This composition is not in essence a redo of my memoirs, but a reexamination, and more so a self-help book. The name of the Cult, being irrelevant, will not be disclosed.

Further, the section of my initial book that focused on those 37 years is condensed, covering only what aligns most with my purpose to inspire and help others get closure from negative life experiences and reclaim their lives.

What drew me into this Cult was its stated purpose which aligned with mine; bringing understanding and peace to humankind. What was not to like about that? Further, the founder proclaimed that “what is true for you is true...,” it was open to all, no matter religious beliefs or lack thereof. Allegedly, a member would not have to “believe or else!”

In joining, it appeared I was surrounded by like-minded people, unlike what I had experienced with some family members, work associates and acquaintances. During my early Cult years, I was relieved that I could be myself. I didn’t feel pressured to compromise my integrity to be accepted, or so it seemed. 






Eventually, the accumulation of negative experiences, including one where I could have died, woke me up. That incident planted the seed that eventually put me on the path to live 

a Cult-Free Life. 






Substituting the words “Sober,” “Drug-Free,” “Gang-Free,” “Abuse-Free,” etc. for “Cult-Free,” I found the common thread of “Belonging.” Vulnerable and driven by the need to “belong,” even the intelligent and well-intentioned can be led not only down a path of no return, but one of destruction. I consider myself fortunate to have reversed course in the nick of time. 






My Cult experience is merely part of my journey, not something I consider myself a victim of nor regret. On the contrary, the experience ultimately made me the critical thinker I am today and is the driving force behind most everything I do. In some ways it seems more of a blessing than a curse. To wit, I am more resilient today than ever. 
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​Part One

Pre-Cult Years
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Belonging-My Transformation to a Cult-Free Life, Part 1, Chapter 1 of my book, I share my experience of coming to peace with my mother. This is significant in that we rarely, if ever, saw eye to eye and had a strained relationship for a good portion of my life.






My mother passed just after I had finished the first draft of Part 1 of my initial memoirs. Since my mother figured highly into my memories, it was only fitting that I commenced writing my story during the twilight of her life.

She was by no means perfect (none of us are) but she taught me the value of hard work and manners and was there for me throughout my life, even when I was distanced from her during my Cult involvement. Sad to say, it took composing my story for me to fully appreciate her.

I’ve included some not so nice things about my mother that illustrate the circumstances that made me a prime candidate for membership in the Cult. Rest assured, she and I achieved closure before she passed, and all was forgiven on both sides.

Chapters 2-7 cover my “Pre-Cult” years from Newborn to Preschool, Elementary School through High School, and a year or so of wanderlusting. I chose the memories that most impacted my life and put me on the path to joining a notorious Cult in the fall of 1975.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

Finding Peace with My Mother
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My relocation to Omaha, Nebraska in May of 2014 turned out to be one of the best moves ever. At the top of the list of pros was that it put me in the geographic middle of my rather large family.

My mom and three younger brothers resided outside of Boulder, CO. My older brother, half-brother, and multiple cousins from both my mother’s and father’s side resided near Detroit, MI. My sister resided near Santa Fe, NM, and my half-sister, in a rural area northeast of Atlanta, GA.

I had the pleasure of seeing my younger brothers due to being near the route of their travels during the summer of 2015.

I had planned to visit my older brothers at Christmas time in 2014, but one suffered a heart attack a couple of weeks before my scheduled trip, so I canceled the visit and vowed I would make the trip the following year once he recovered.

On October 14, 2015, to be exact, I headed out to Detroit for my long-awaited reunion. Within a couple of hours of landing, I met with my two older brothers and their significant others at a fabulous Greek restaurant. While in Detroit, I was also able to reconnect with my cousins from my father’s side and spend time with one of my best friends of nearly fifty years.

The high point of my stay was a conversation with my sister-in-law concerning my mother. We knew her days were numbered and were concerned that things were not in order. More specifically, there was no “last will and testament” and that could complicate the fair settling of her estate among all siblings.

My mother was bedridden, bed panned, couldn’t feed, or bathe herself and had been under hospice care in one of my brother’s homes in Colorado for some months. We knew it was inevitable that she would pass, but there was no prediction as to when, since she’d been such a survivor. 






There were unexplained mysteries concerning her behavior. What trauma had she experienced in her life that made her toxic and difficult to be around? Why did she treat me, my siblings and our father with a lack of compassion at times? 

Of particular interest was a conversation she’d had with my sister-in-law many years earlier, concerning her life story, some of which I had previously been told. My mother’s parents were both of Sicilian/Italian descent. They came to the U.S. via the New York Harbor in the early 1900s, without papers, the origin of the slang word “WOP,” meaning an Italian immigrant.

From NYC they moved to a small mining town near Pittsburgh. The town was also known as “Scarin.” It was host to an abundance of haunted houses in which priests had performed exorcisms, including the house where my mother resided during her childhood. 

My grandfather, who had entered the United States without proper documentation, partook in   bootlegging to support his family. One day the distillery in the basement of the home they resided in blew up and nearly burned the house down! Bootlegger, distillery, Sicilian, if you guessed Mafia connections, you’d be right. 






Allegedly my authoritarian grandfather was abusive to my mother and her siblings. My grandmother apparently didn’t get in his way when it came to the children, thus letting him get away with the continued abuse. I’d been told that if it hadn’t been for mom’s two brothers, who knows what would have become of her. Perhaps that is why my mother made a point of warning me, and my sister, to keep our distance from him. Note: Since then, I learned my grandmother was the boss.

As an aside, my grandparents barely spoke a word of English. They always sounded like they were yelling at each other, and they waved their hands all over the place in the process. I once asked my mother, “Why do Grandma and Grandpa always fight?” She replied, “They’re not fighting. That’s just the way they talk.”

We pieced it all together, and it was not a pretty picture. Knowing my mother was soon to pass, I wanted to help her have a peaceful transition and I needed peace too. Thus, the inspiration to write and share my story, sooner rather than later.

My visit was over, and I returned to Omaha to get back to work. Then, on a Saturday night, two weeks later, I received a call from my brother, my mother’s caregiver. She had taken a major turn for the worse, and the hospice people predicted she had just a few days at the most; perhaps as little as 24 hours left to live.

I called several airlines in hopes of finding an affordable bereavement fare, but $700 round-trip was the best I could find. Luckily, my dear friend, Lori, offered to drive out with me. I hoped my mother would hang on so I could talk with her before she passed.

While preparing to head out, I contacted the rest of our family and shared the need for our mother to leave in peace. Upon reaching my half-sister, who was not able to get away to see her, the two managed to have a phone conversation. She also composed a beautiful message and emailed it to one of my brothers, who printed it and read it aloud in the presence of those gathered around her bedside. 


I was told that everyone got teary eyed, my mother included. I so wished I could’ve been there, and remained hopeful I’d have my moment, too. 




Arrangements were made for the priest to come over to read her the last rites. It appeared he would be doing that just before my arrival. I kept saying, both silently and aloud, “Please, Mom, hold on for me.” We finally arrived around 10:00 pm that Thursday evening, and she was still with us. I’d never spoken to anyone that close to death. I was dumbfounded. What should I say? 






I assumed she knew she was passing, just having had the last rites read over her. Boy, was I wrong! She was clueless, as I discovered, when I told her that she was going to a better place. Her response was “I’m going home?, When are we leaving?.”






My mother didn’t seem to know who I was, although she seemed more lucid than in earlier months. I should mention that she’d suffered a major head injury some years earlier, with permanent damage which had been mistaken for dementia and/or Alzheimer's.






She was also hard of hearing, so I had to speak directly into her ear. “Hi, Mom! It’s your daughter, Katherine.” “I’m Katherine?” she responded. “No, you’re Maria.” Reminiscent of Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s on First?” 






It appeared resolved when I gave her the full rundown of her offspring, in sequence and then said, “You have eight children. They are all grown up and all well.” Her next words stunned me. With a guilt-ridden look, she asked, “What have I done?” 






I responded, “You are a good mom. You were there for all of us; you fed and clothed us, kept a roof over our heads, made sure we were educated. We all turned out good.” At this, she breathed a sigh of noticeable relief.






My brother, her caregiver, stepped into the room, so I took a break, wondering what other surprises were in store for me. Minutes later, he came out and said, “Mom just asked when we are leaving.” She had said, “I want to go home to...,” and stated the exact address where we’d resided when I was growing up. Amazing long-term memory! I thought aloud, “She may as well add the ZIP code and phone number while she’s at it,” and we all had a little chuckle.

Worn out from the 10-hour drive, we called it a night. My brother took the couch and gave me and my friend his huge upstairs bedroom, with more windows than walls. What a view! I went to sleep surrounded by stars and woke up to a beautiful sunrise.

Back to my mom. I had an epiphany: since there was no bringing her back home, I’d bring “home” to her. I got to work recalling special moments of our lives together so I could remind her of them and help her rest in peace.

At first, I thought it would be a nearly impossible task, as it seemed most of my life with her was miserable. I found that was not the case. Meanwhile, my siblings, who couldn’t be with us, were phoned to say their goodbyes.

I was amazed at what I remembered, and even more amazed at her ability to recall. I started with the poem she and I had written before I’d left for school one morning, when I was in kindergarten. It went like this: “Goodbye, Mommy dear, I love you so, I hate to go. So, give me a kiss and give me a hug, and I’ll be happy all day like a bug in a rug.” She was overjoyed. Saying “God bless you,” she reached out to hug and kiss me. “Thank you for helping me remember that” she said. Each memory I shared brought a similar response.






Next one: “The Beatles were on the Ed Sullivan Show, and I begged you to let me go across the street to my friend’s house and watch it on their color TV – and you let me.”






And this next one had her laughing: “You loved our music when we were in our early teens. The Doors, Jim Morrison, you loved his voice and the song “Hello, I Love You.” I started singing it to her. It was one of the most joyful moments of my younger years with her. But, at the same time, I was overcome with grief and guilt over having missed so much of her life, due to having been distanced from her while in the Cult.






With tears streaming down my face, I left the room and walked into the loving arms of my brothers, our friend (and assistant caregiver) and the friend who’d made the trip with me. Most everything after that was anticlimactic as we got onto discussing how we were going to deal with her passing. 






Meanwhile, my mother perked up, a sign that she would not be passing during the three days I had arranged to be there. I made a point of sharing more moments with her before I headed back to Omaha, knowing it would probably be the last time I’d see her.

After I left, my brothers kept me in the loop, including my mother’s high praise of the meatballs I’d made during my trip: “These are good!” Of course, I’d learned the recipe from her. Days and weeks went by with “She’s still hanging in there.” Then, “Not looking good. I don’t expect she’ll be with us much longer.”

She made it through her 93rd birthday, Christmas Day, my birthday, and New Year’s Day. Meanwhile, I had been busy composing my book.

By January 3rd, I had finished the first draft of Part One and attached it to an email to a friend for side checking. No sooner had I hit “send ‘’ than I received a call from my brother, telling me that our mother had passed.

My brother had his hands full, so I took on the task of contacting the family and letting them know the sad news. I arranged time off work and a flight for the next morning. Everyone was understanding and helpful. It was so nice to be treated with such kindness. 

I landed in Denver and one of my brothers was there to pick me up. We were prepared for our mother’s passing and had ceased grieving, so we dealt with the arrangements with clear heads. I was relieved that I’d had special moments with her a couple months prior and had been able to put the ugly parts of our pasts behind us.






I was in for a big shocker when it came time to compose her obituary, my assignment. Those 37 years I’d missed made it nearly impossible. I didn’t know my own mother! Had it not been for my siblings’ input, I would have been clueless as to what to write in that review of her life’s important people and events.

One of the anecdotes my younger brothers told me to include in the obituary is worthy of mention...During a visit with relatives in Alcamo, Sicily, my mother was disturbed by the litter. She commented on it to the people there saying, “This is such a beautiful city, it’s such a shame to let this happen.” She went further than that though. She created a movement that involved younger people, to clean it up. The project was a success!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2

From Newborn to Preschool
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I came into this life, springing from the womb of an Italian/Sicilian mother, into a family in Detroit suburbia. My father was a blue-collar worker of German and Yugoslavian heritage. I was their third child, my mother’s fifth; my given name, Katherine. I often wondered if I was destined to bring joy to their lives.

My father was brought up by his mother and aunt, having lost his father in one of the most devastating coal mining accidents in U.S. history, when he was two years old. (Note: There was only one survivor, out of approximately three hundred; a man who had stepped out for a smoke break.) My father had one sibling, my Aunt Anna, who my grandmother was pregnant with at the time of their loss. I was honored to have her and her husband as godparents.

Both of my parents, although five years apart in age, grew up in the same small town of Sharon, Pennsylvania, and later relocated to Detroit, Michigan with their families.






My mother had only achieved a seventh-grade education. However, I discovered fairly recently that she continued her education and learned Latin and Italian, the old and new dialects. My father finished High School and joined the Marines at age 16, to serve in the aftermath of WW 2 and then the Korean War. How they met is an interesting story, so it’s a must to share...






My mother was in downtown Detroit at the same time my father was home for a short leave from the Marines. He had just come out of a bar when he heard a woman screaming; he bravely ran into the alley and rescued her from being robbed and raped. As for the rest of their story, my mother refrained from detailing beyond, “We dated, fell in love, got married and started creating a family.” 






My mother’s chosen occupation was clearly raising children and being a homemaker, and that she did. She was an expert multitasker and put us young ones to work at an early age, to assist her. Her hands were full, without question, and she needed all the help she could get. 

I must say, I owe much to my parents for instilling me with a strong work ethic. In fact, I loved to work, especially knowing I was lessening another’s burden. I helped with the dishes as soon as I could walk and talk, and assisted my older brother on his newspaper route, starting at the age of four. As I got older, I helped care for and mentor my younger brothers, ran various errands, and the list goes on. 

But I was a restless child, and had a difficult time “fitting in.” I was easily bored and longed for things to keep me, and my wild imagination occupied. 






I was often spooked by the “boogie man” outside my window, and in the patterns on the closet door, in my bedroom. Not only that, but I was also a “sleepwalker.” 

I recall running around the house naked one morning, in search of the pajamas I had been wearing when I’d gone to bed. My mother and I finally found them in the basement, at the other end of the laundry chute. Apparently, I had taken them off and tossed them while asleep.

Then there was a recurring nightmare of being lost in my own neighborhood, finally finding my home, only to have the door opened by a total stranger. These dreams may have been the result of real incidents, two of which I will share now...

I couldn’t have been more than two years old when I was with my mom at Hudson’s, hanging onto the end of her camel- colored coat. I needed to go potty, so I tugged on the coat. A face I didn’t recognize looked down at me, and out of its mouth came, “Hello, little girl. You must be lost. What’s your name?” I started shaking and burst into tears and yelled, “Mommy! Mommy!”

The next thing I knew, I was in the “lost and found” department, being given treats by friendly people who took turns holding me on their laps. They made announcements over the loudspeaker to the effect that “A cute little girl, about two years old, blond hair, named Katherine, is here with us in the lost and found. If she’s yours, come see us.” 






My mother arrived, and, strange as it may sound, I wasn’t looking forward to seeing her, not only due to getting lost, but talking to strangers and eating candy without permission. However, the reunion wasn’t too horrible; my mother was more relieved to have found me than anything else. 






The other “lost” incident during this stage of my life was when we were visiting my grandma on my dad’s side. I’d gotten permission to play on her front lawn. But I strayed to other lawns on her block, where every townhouse looked the same. Tired of playing, I went up the steps and knocked on the door to come inside.






A woman I had never seen before opened the door. I was nearly speechless. She was able to get me to tell her my grandmother’s name and being familiar with the neighbors, she got me safely back to my family. Moving on...






With my siblings at school during the week, I had no one to play with. I had some nice toys, including some that my father had made in his wood shop, and a doll with which I had bonded.






One day I grabbed my doll and a wash tub and went out on the front lawn of our residential street. I filled the tub with the hose and gave her a bath. I needed a bath too, so I took all my clothes off and jumped into the tub. In a matter of seconds, I heard my mom scream "Katherine!,” as she ran out the door, down steps and grabbed me before our neighbors saw me naked. 






Each of us kids were unique in our own ways; what seemed to set me apart was that I was inquisitive and soaked up knowledge like a sponge. I also had a profound love for nearly all living things (spiders, snakes, bees and wasps, the exceptions; more on that in the next chapter). I wished I could hold the entire world in a big bear hug and put smiles on everyone’s faces.






Soon I was having difficulty staying amused with toys and longed for living things. Turtles, frogs, and guppies were next in line, but I yearned for more. 






When I was around five years old, I wanted a pet I could call my own, that would be my friend for life. My parents were content with me having the aforementioned. However, dogs and cats, my pets of choice, were completely out of the question. There was no sense in arguing the subject, it was a closed issue. “No” meant “no” with great finality. 






I coped with this as best I could, treating my frogs, turtles, and guppies with great care. I even went as far as to enter the frogs and turtles in races at a lake beach. I took this rather seriously. So much so, they inevitably became champions. As for the guppies, I saved several babies from being devoured by their dads.






My desire for a dog, a cat, or both, unfulfilled, I begged and begged for one. My parents explained the magnitude of care, expense and commitment required to have the pets I desired. My retort was that I was willing to pay the price, do extra chores, and help my brother more on his paper route, whatever it might take. The response was still “no.”






Then one day a thunderstorm seemed to appear out of nowhere. My brother, sister and I were down the street when it hit; we raced home on our bikes, dumped them in the garage and ran into the house.






Suddenly, there was a great scurry, a lamp and other items toppled to the floor. Then our eyes met; before I knew it, I was pounced on and could not break free. My siblings were met with the same treatment.






What a joyous moment in our household! It was love at first lick. A beautiful dog (a cocker spaniel, toy collie mix) had been sent from the very heavens to live with us, or so we thought. We named him “Tippy,” in honor of the way he’d presented himself to us, sneaking into our house the moment the door opened and tipping things over in the flurry of his grand entrance.






Back to reality: My Dad informed us that Tippy did not belong to us and had to be returned to his owner. He was allowed to stay with us overnight, due to the storm and it being so late. However, the next morning we were to seek out his real owner.

Tippy was thrilled to be with us and so loved, and we felt the same. We dreaded getting up the next morning to perform the mission of returning him. But off we went, straight after breakfast, with my dad as our guide. Along the way, we argued that our mission was pointless since he was obviously a stray, having no tags, and not even a collar. 






As soon as we reached the corner, Tippy stopped dead in his tracks and stared at a man who had just stepped out of his yard. First their eyes met; then the man looked at us, then back at Tippy. It was clear that he was the true owner. Still, Tippy did not move; instead, he made a display of affection for us. We all cried at the thought of having to give up our newfound treasure. 






Then the man walked up to my dad, and they shook hands. My dad explained how Tippy had come into our home during the storm, and how we’d kept him overnight with the intention of finding his true owner the following morning.






Then he cut my dad short. “You keep him,” he said. “I have never seen him so happy. I’m an old man and what he needs is kids.” Tippy understood every word, as evidenced by the licking frenzy that followed; first the old man, then my dad, then all us kids. The deal was sealed, and we returned home with him. 






Tippy was loyal in the extreme. He knew what we loved, and he protected us and our belongings – even our incubator chicks! One of our favorite pictures was of one of the chicks riding on his back. He extended his love and protection to my parents as well. We spent many happy years together.






However, as much as I loved pets, they were no substitute for my siblings and parents. That said, allow me to introduce you to my brother from another father, Lenny, who I absolutely adored the moment I met him.






I’d scream with excitement when he’d come home for visits from boarding school, and later, from the Army Reserves. I was the center of his attention. He’d twirl me around the front yard, carry me on his shoulders and play all kinds of games with me. They’ll be more about him in later chapters.






One would think that with dolls, pets, games, older siblings, and chores, I’d have been plenty to keep me amused, but I still tugged at my mother’s apron strings. I was hungry for knowledge. Learning to read and write fell into my lap, actually, into my mom’s lap; that’s where I sat while participating in my elder siblings’ homework assignments. It wasn’t too long before I was nearly on par with them, academically.






Soon I became a “pesky critter.” I’d whine if my older siblings wouldn’t let me play Monopoly, Parcheesi or card games. They’d claim I wasn’t old enough and point to the age “requirements” on the boxes. But that didn’t stop me. I’d complain about it to my parents and my father would demand, “Let Katherine play.” Finally, they’d give in.






We’d also bicker over what we were going to watch on TV. My father handled this brilliantly. He’d simply remove the cord from the back of the TV and say, “When you can get along with each other and agree on what you want to watch, I’ll give you back the plug.” Instant cooperation. 






I tried my best to stay in the good graces of my two older siblings. Had I not done so, they were not likely to welcome me to play with them and their friends. To that end, I was the patsy to sneak into the hidden candy stash during the holidays, and into the refrigerator for “off-limits” desserts. I was also the one to take the blame for things getting broken when we played indoors. I had such bad luck, I always got caught. But it seemed worth it to be included. 






Apparently, my mother couldn’t take it anymore, so she enrolled me in kindergarten under false pretenses, claiming I was already five years old (when I wouldn’t be until the end of December). She had promised the principal that she would find my birth certificate and bring it to the school in the coming week as proof that I was already five years old. 






That week came and went, with no evidence in sight; I was called into the principal’s office and told I had to return home. I knew when my birthday was, and knew I was not five yet, so I got very suspicious. How could my “mother” not know my birthday and not have my birth certificate? Was I adopted?






Upon arriving home, I confronted my “mother;” I started by asking her directly, “Am I adopted?” – which left her nearly speechless. Finally, she asked me why I would think such a thing. I explained what had happened at school. I also added that she was meaner to me than my older siblings.






She explained that she knew I’d be happier if I were in school, so felt it was worth the fib. She also disagreed that she was meaner to me, saying she loved us all the same. 






What settled it was her saying, “Look at that wedding photo of me and your dad. Now look at your dad’s nose. There is no way he is not your father.” 






Here is a bit more before I go onto the next Chapter...






Toddler or not, I was not exempt from discipline, nor were my siblings. There were strict rules to comply with, including do your chores, pick up after yourself, if you hurt a sibling, you must let them hurt you back, to leave the dinner table ask “Mother may I? only then can you go, don’t talk mean to anyone, don’t talk back to parents.

The discipline ranged from “go to your room,” no TV, no dessert, “you’re grounded,” no play time, getting one’s mouth washed out with soap. Crying was unacceptable and we were told in no uncertain terms, “If you don’t stop crying, I’ll give you something to cry about.”

My dad was a softie compared to my mom, but she preferred he do the disciplining, to wit “Wait until your dad gets home!.” Little did she know, while I acted scared, I looked forward to seeing him and knew he would not spank me too hard. However, one time I had a boil on my bottom and although he did a light spank, it hurt a lot and I cried. He felt so bad, he apologized and cuddled me for quite some time to make up for it. 
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​Chapter 3

Miss Smarty Pants- 

Elementary School Years
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While waiting for yet another year to start attending school, I continued home education. By the time I finally got into kindergarten, I could read, write, do some math, and even say and spell my exceptionally long last name. That name became the butt of jokes in later years; yet, according to my mother, teasing was a way of showing someone you liked them. Huh?

My Dad also played a role in my education. As young as I was, he thought I would appreciate his favorite music, Jazz, specifically Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong. He was right. I still have fond memories of sitting on my dad’s lap listening to his albums. One could say I was “daddy’s girl.”

I was virtually one to two years ahead of everyone else in my class, which contributed to my being bored. As a result, every semester of every year I scored poorly in self-control – with comments from teachers to my parents along the lines of, “Your daughter is brilliant, if only she could be quiet.” Some of my teachers decided it best to utilize me to assist with the slower students. I enjoyed that a lot.






According to my parents, my fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Lusk, commented to them “If anyone is going to make a difference in this world, your daughter, Katherine, will be the one.” Why? I was known for my ability to be impartial and to understand both sides of a debate or story; thus came the suggestion to my parents that I follow law as a career path, adding that I could be a judge or ambassador someday.






Being a “smarty pants” didn’t end in the classroom. Often, I had something to say on the playground, at the dinner table and anywhere else I was engaged in a social or not so social activity.






I recall one time, when my father called me out on this. We were at the dinner table, all eight of us, newborn baby brother included, when my dad commented, “Katherine, how is it that you always seem to get the last word in? You always have a remark.” 






Just when he thought he had me speechless, I smiled and replied, “That’s because I’m remarkable.” He threw his hands up in the air in exasperation and said, “I give up.” Once again, I 

had gotten the last word in!

My comments and remarks weren’t limited to kidding, though. I had things to say about more serious issues. In fact, I was quite a rebel at times; even had my mouth washed out with soap on more than one occasion. 

Of particular note was an argument with my mother. She said, “If I say that 2+2 is five, its five,” to which I responded, “But it’s 4.” She repeated herself, and I asked, “Why?” She replied, “I’m right even if I’m wrong, because I’m your mother.” We never saw eye to eye on that, but I learned rather quickly and painfully that it was best not to argue, at least not with her.

Most of my backtalk had to do with defending myself when I considered I’d been unjustly grounded. I even had dreams of my mother being “The Wicked Witch.” In our pre-teens she made a point of not letting me or my sister wear makeup or go to parties, as she was afraid we'd get into trouble with boys. So, our activities were limited; to a large degree we led, what I considered, “Cinderella” lives. It wasn’t until years later that I discovered my mother often grounded us for our own good.

At times I wondered if I was jinxed. Nearly every time I disobeyed, I paid for it one way or the other. I went to the forbidden field and stepped on a rusty nail. I fiddled with the forbidden glass jars, one with a spider in it and the other with a snake and they escaped into our backyard. I still have a scar on my chin, the result of going to the forbidden ice-skating rink and getting accidentally kicked in the face with a skate.

No matter the unpleasantness, my parents cared about my safety and taught me manners and the importance of being kind. I am grateful for that. One incident laid a very firm foundation for me, so it’s fitting to include it in this chapter.

A new girl, Laura, had moved to our neighborhood, and I’d started hanging out with her. Up to that point, I’d been very close with another girl, Shelly, who was very gifted as a pianist and singer. The sad thing was that Shelly’s face was scarred; I believe it was from third degree burns. Although beautiful as a person, she was not beautiful physically. 






Laura didn’t like Shelly and bullied her. The one thing that hurt Shelly the most, though, was that I didn’t come to her defense. Instead, I stood silent and remained friendly with Laura. 






My mother was perceptive and knew something was up with me. She sat me down and had me divulge what was happening. In short, I came to my senses and did the right thing. I told Laura that she’d hurt my friend, and I wouldn’t be friends with her anymore unless she fixed it. More important than that, I went to Shelly’s home and apologized.






Unfortunately, our friendship was never the same. I learned a valuable lesson, though, and gained insight into how important it is to maintain one’s integrity. That incident left a mark on me that has served me very well throughout my life.






Back to confrontations with my mother: The most volatile seemed to be when she brought up issues she had with my father and his family. My retort was usually, “Why don’t you just talk to each other?” and “I love my father; this is something between the two of
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