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FOREWORD: MASTERING HAPPINESS
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“I am not what happened to me. I am what I choose to become.” 

Carl Jung 

I chose happy... I am fundamentally a happy person - always have been, always will be. No one will ever take that from me. Perhaps that seems like a strange introduction for a book that recounts a number of abuses running the gamut from childhood sexual abuse to attempted spousal murder. 

You don’t “find” happiness though  - you make it. That’s how I have maintained my happiness, my smile, my laughter, my open spirit, my unbreakable zest for life and my ability to love profoundly, despite traversing through those events. Happiness is within you, not without. It’s not dependent on someone, some thing, some place. That to me, my friends, is one of the most beautiful thoughts I can think of. If you harness the power of happiness within you, no one, no trauma, no event can take it from you. If that’s not empowering I don’t know what is....

This is not a book about abuse. Although I endured various traumas throughout interludes of my life, they do not reflect the “story of my life”. They represent brief chapters at most. I am not one-dimensional. I live multi-dimensionally, spherically. This is a book about blessings.  Yes, I have experienced dark moments of trauma - as have we all. That’s all they are though - dark moments interspersed in an otherwise bright life. My abuses never defined me or my life and those dark moments cannot extinguish my light. Indeed, you need the darkness to see the luminous twinkling light of stars...

This is my journal of love. Self love. The most loving thing I have ever done for myself. Indeed, I have never worked harder on anything in my life. I’m writing this as a cathartic expression of a lifetime that encountered traumatic experiences along the way. I finally realized that this cathartic release is sufficient motivation in and of itself. 

I also realized that although my periodic moments of darkness could not extinguish my essence - my light of happiness - my light could not shine as brightly as I wanted it to until I truly healed from my unresolved traumas. I needed to release the grip the past had on my present to live life authentically, to the fullest.

This is also a story of the incredible power of self healing and the transformative power of gratitude. This story chronicles my healing journey including the priceless contribution of my “earth angels”, my truest friends and random beautiful souls, who helped me get through and past the darkest moments of my life. 

My journey of self-healing is an empowering one. I was finally able to appreciate that it was fully within my control to stop the cycle of abuse I had endured throughout my life. I remember seeing a quote along the lines of “Don’t blame the clowns for being clowns. Ask yourself why you are going to the circus?” I don’t know the author’s identity but the quote profoundly resonated with me. I needed to stop going to the circus. This book is the story of how I was able to gain control and stop the abuse, something that had eluded me for decades despite my desire and determination that things be different.

This is a very raw, vulnerable account chronicling my very personal journey of healing. I share the details to give context and insight into the trauma psyche, not because I want anyone to feel sorry for me or for shock value. Quite the opposite, as my “ending” is a happy one. Indeed, I view it as the “beginning”, free of the figurative psychological and physiological shackles of my traumas.

I’ve lived an incredible life and I truly believe the best is yet to come. Both of those distinctly in and of themselves are extraordinary blessings which I do not take for granted. I am writing this book to truly put the dark moments in my life behind me. For decades, I had thought I was moving “forward” by repressing past traumas and running from one distraction to another. In reality, my unresolved past haunted me,  continuing to condemn me to a pattern of abusive, disrespectful relationships and numbing behaviors. I finally realized why I needed to heal and, equally importantly, how. These realizations catapulted me on my healing journey. Despite my long and varied history of abuse, I was able to start profoundly healing from my traumas relatively simply and quickly once I appreciated I needed to, believed I could and discovered the guidance as to how I could.

I humbly and fervently hope that this is an empowering book of inspiration to help others in some small way navigate overcoming their own unique traumas. Everyone’s healing will uniquely be their own but I humbly share my pathway in hope of providing some useful insights to others. Healing does not happen in silence. It’s time to “Roar”. It’s time to embrace yourself and your limitless life with savage self respect and love.

I never gave up. I hope you never give up on you, your dreams and your desires. You owe you to live your fullest, most authentic life. My healing enabled me to stop running aimlessly and truly move forward with the passionate open hearted intensity that has always defined me. I am primed for peace. I am now firmly on a path where I confidently believe the rest of my life is the best of my life. Life is good; it’s going to get great. Happily ever now. Watch out world. Here I (we) come. Let’s roar.
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PART ONE: CHILDHOOD: LOSS OF INNOCENCE
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“See the world with the innocence of children.

Approach the world with the daring of children.

Love the world with the readiness of children.

Heal the world with the purity of children.

Change the world with the wisdom of children.” 

Neale Donald Walsch
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Chapter 1 

The Flashbacks
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I didn’t start having flashbacks of my childhood sexual abuse until after several therapy sessions that I had gone to following my first husband’s attempted murder. I could sense a number of times that my therapist was trying to tactfully and gently get me to delve into my childhood, particularly my relationship with my father. I offhandedly brushed her efforts aside, a little irritated she seemed to be trying to guide the sessions to tangential, irrelevant topics. I assumed she was just fixated on traditional psychotherapy, a la Freud’s Oedipus complex, never imagining she suspected I had been a victim of childhood abuse based on our sessions. Sure I had lifelong issues with my father, I kind of silently scoffed. “What on earth relevance did that have insofar as my relationship with “BS” (my shorthand reference for the first husband) was concerned?” I ignorantly and tacitly chastised her. 

I hadn’t even wanted to go to therapy at all, having resisted my best friend Mike’s pleas to go after the attempted murder. I had had an unsettling therapy session decades earlier following an attempted suicide and I was not exactly a fan of conventional psychotherapy. Nonetheless, I finally acquiesced to appease Mike. He apparently thought therapy was a good idea after having survived attempted murder at the hands of my husband of fifteen years. Probably and sadly in large part due to my low sense of self worth, I didn’t appreciate the gravity of the incident nor the need for therapy. I am very introverted and independent (an undesired necessity from not feeling I could trust or rely on anyone). I generally recoil at being the focus of attention or letting anyone help me. Therapy seemed to be in stark opposition to my fundamental persona and I was vehemently opposed to it. To me, it felt like attending therapy based on BS’ attempt to kill me would be wallowing in it, something I had no interest in doing. What happened, happened, I thought, with my trademark “c’est la vie” approach. I just wanted to “move on”.

I think largely it was that fact that I didn’t appreciate the gravity of what had happened that made Mike lovingly but assertively persist. As my resistance to therapy increased, his insistence did too. He was more aware of the likelihood that I would continue to subject myself to abuse if I didn’t appreciate the significance of the situation more than I was. I finally agreed to pacify him, knowing he had nothing but the best intentions for me and feeling like it was the path of least resistance, something I had been gravitating towards after the incident. 

To be honest with myself, I’m sure somewhere deep down, I knew I could use some sort of “therapy”. I hadn’t resembled my usual passionate, energetic, happy self since BS had tried to kill me. Nothing interested me and I was in serious jeopardy of slipping into an abyss of depression I was likely not going to emerge from without some intervention. My doctor had put me on Lexapro but it only made things worse. I hated how it numbed me and made me feel like my brain was literally sloshing around physically, as well as figuratively in a sea of apathy. I was feeling increasingly distanced from my normal persona, fearful we would never reunite. It also shocked me how I was told that Lexapro could cause delayed orgasms. This somewhat amused me, making me ponder whether I was likely to spontaneously “erupt” at some inappropriate time like during a work conference. Intuitively, I also knew that I absolutely didn’t want to take something that had such potent potential to change my physiology in such a manner. Again, I agreed to take it in my “path of least resistance mode” at the time.

It was after several therapy sessions that I spontaneously and seemingly out of nowhere started having extremely disturbing and vivid flashbacks of my childhood sexual abuse by my father. He and I often had a volatile relationship during my childhood. Since childhood to this day, I am not comfortable being alone with him. I always felt like I could never do “right”, walking on eggshells, waiting to be accused of having done something wrong. He was emotionally immature and melodramatic. He seemed incapable of accepting accountability for anything and I always felt like I was his scapegoat for anything that went wrong. He actually called me after the attempted murder (BS had called him and told him he had tried to kill his daughter) and yelled at me as if I were somehow responsible. I also remember physically fighting with him periodically - a lot of the details are a blur but I remember him describing me as “scrappy” and I would get in trouble from leaving marks from my long fingernails on his skin during our sporadic altercations. Despite this uncomfortable dynamic, I loved him though, as children do, and I knew he loved me as much as anyone. I was never consciously cognizant of any sexual abuse before my flashbacks. 

To my surprise, however, the flashbacks did not shock me though they deeply disturbed me. I distinctly remember the weekend after they started, screaming at the top of my lungs alone in my house in some sort of intuitive primal release. I felt completely unsettled/ungrounded, like life would never be the same, mourning the loss of my prior superficially blissful ignorance. My swirling thoughts instantly fixated on my mom, not my father. I remember the flashbacks making me feel profound confusion and a sense of abandonment by her, right, wrong or otherwise. Interestingly I seemed to “accept” my father’s role relatively easily. Feelings often defy logic. 

Although I was troubled by a host of unanswered questions that plagued me, I absolutely did not want to reveal my flashbacks to any family member - again, right, wrong or otherwise. I always protect others - even the less than innocent ones - over myself. I had a profound need to raise the issue with my mom though - somehow, indirectly.  My most potent feelings from the flashbacks were ones of abandonment and fear and I felt them in the present sense. I didn’t feel angry at my father at the time, surprisingly. I was more concerned with something terrible having happened to me in my mom’s absence. I really wanted to figure out where she had been. I needed to figure it out. It was all I could fixate on.

Even in my adult body, fully capable of taking care of myself and geographically distanced from my father, I felt a deep indescribable foreboding based on my flashbacks - not based in reality, of course. I didn’t appreciate it at the time but it was as if I were my vulnerable five year old self again. I needed to figure out the pressing enigma of where my mom had been to enable the abuses to have happened to me in order to stave off any more trauma. Of course, my mom is not responsible for my father’s abuse and I wasn’t attributing accountability to her at all. I just needed to understand the logistics to arm myself for some potentially pending hypothetical trauma I illogically was terribly fearful of. 

Presumably most of us all view our mothers as our primary caregiver and protector. I’ve always had a particularly deep attachment to my mom though and I don’t mean that in a typical mother-daughter sense. I had never before appreciated the source of my somewhat unhealthy extreme attachment to her. 

I have never loved anyone more than my mom but we view our mothers as our source of comfort, our fiercest defenders, etc. and I felt like I had been let down. I apparently didn’t have much in terms of expectations of my father but my mom was an entirely different story. She was my confidante, my protector, my hug-all-the-hurts away go to. My mom always joked how I talked into her armpit as a young child. I was very shy and introverted and either burrowed my way in under her arm or was forever on her lap. She was always joking about how my “bony butt” tore into her thighs. My mom has often recounted how terrible she felt taking me to kindergarten. I would literally wrap myself around her leg, clinging to her for dear life and begging her not to leave me. I distinctly remember feeling petrified about her departure like something terrible was inevitably going to happen. I remember hating the game show “Password”, a game I had previously enjoyed watching with my mom. When kindergarten started, the beginning of Password signified it was time to go to school. I have always had a death phobia - not about me dying - but about loved ones dying. The ultimate “abandonment” if you will. I made my mom promise me when I was about 5 or 6 that she would not die before me. That is how deep my fear of abandonment from my mom is. I just realized that I wrote that in present tense. At 56, I know I still have to come to grips with my mom inevitably “being gone” one day lest I truly unravel when it happens. I can’t even use the cold, clinical term for being gone associated with my mom. I have in recent years told her she was off the hook for her promise, provided she doesn’t leave before my father. 

In my 30’s, my mom confided in me that she should have left my father years before when my sister and I were in grade school but then she got pregnant with my brother and decided not to. I remember silently trying to come to grips with my mom ever having thought of leaving me and my sister with my father. Of course that last part was a panicked assumption on my part. I remembered her always chastising a female family friend who had left her husband and three daughters. I was deeply pained trying to reconcile the two. It haunted me so much for years that I finally raised the subject with my mom. To my great relief, she dismissed my concerns by quickly clarifying that she would have taken my sister and me. But for that deep-rooted fear of abandonment - which I associate with something awful happening to me - I would have never assumed she meant she would leave me and my sister. It makes me sad that I did and highlights to me the far-reaching impact that abuse can have not only on the psyche of the abused and the abused’s relationship with the abuser but with others as well - in my case, my beloved mom. I was filtering my mom through my panicked childhood eyes. In my head, terrible things happened when my mom was gone. That’s why I always clung to her in general and went into crisis mode when I had to go to kindergarten.

The flashbacks sent my emotions askew and I had to get to the bottom of this mystery in order for my world to ever be aligned again - to the extent it ever was. At the time, I felt a bit something akin to anger towards my mom - not my father, which is also telltale to me. I didn’t expect better of him. Despite my feelings, I didn’t want to divulge my actual flashbacks to my mom, desperately wanting to shield her from that pain despite my feelings that she had “abandoned” me in some way, enabling the abuse. Again feelings defy logic but I was fixated on my mom, not my father, the actual perpetrator of the abuse.

My maternal grandparents had divorced when my mom was an adolescent and one of my grandmother’s boyfriends tried to sexually assault her as a teenager. Thankfully, he was unsuccessful but the attempt obviously continued haunting her in adulthood. She had confided in my grandmother who apparently didn’t believe her. To this day, my mom resents my grandmother (long deceased) for dismissing her divulgence. My parents left my sister and I with my grandmother and this man innumerable weekends during childhood so my parents could have free time to socialize, aka, go out drinking. As an adult, this situation had always troubled me but I had never questioned my parents. This history however came to the forefront of my mind as I was initially trying to “process” my flashbacks. 

I channeled my “anger” and confusion vis-a-vis my mom indirectly, inquiring of her via her “secret” email my father did not access, why she used to leave my sister and I in the care of the man who had tried to sexually assault her. She responded that she knew we were in better hands with him there than just my grandmother, who smoked and drank a lot, saying my grandmother would accidentally burn us with her cigarettes. She also said she didn’t think he would ever try anything because we were so young and she had been a teenager when he accosted her. A wholly unsatisfactory response to me in many ways for leaving us - not because they had to for an emergency or work or anything - just so they could go out and enjoy themselves. 

I didn’t get the response I expected when my mom chose to share a “confession” instead of responding to my question. I don’t know what prompted her response; it was seemingly off topic but seemed to spot on answer the question where she could have been while I was being abused. My mom told me that she had finally started cheating on my father after the second pair of parents came to our home to chastise my father for having impregnated their daughter. In a way I felt I got more than I bargained for in terms of too much information. It did, however, give me a possible answer as to where my mom was during the abuse and an insight into the anger my parents had to have felt towards each other at the time. To this day, it seems odd to me that my mom chose this time to divulge this information when I was inquiring as to why we were left in the care of the man who tried to assault her.

That was the extent to which I indirectly delved into the subject of the abuse at the time with my mom. I felt I had some sense as to where she was and that was that for the moment. I “moved on” to try to come to grips with what had happened. My mom seemed clearly ignorant of the abuse itself. I had even asked my therapist if my father had repressed the memory of the abuse as I had done so “successfully” for so many decades. Even as I write that, I realize I wrote that as if I asked that as a factual question, not a hypothetical one - not whether he could have possibly repressed it. As if she could possibly know. It truly took me until this moment as I’m writing this to appreciate that I was hoping for some objective absolution of some bizarre sorts. Of course even had he repressed it, that most definitely would not excuse it. I think, sensing my need at the time, she kindly confirmed the possibility that he could have repressed the abuse - albeit not very convincingly - but sufficiently enough to help my adult mind segregate from my childhood past and enable me to coexist with him. 

Practically in an instant, the flashbacks explained so many previously inexplicable anomalies to me. Some may seem objectively trivial but each and every one is burned into my memory from even the tender age of five years old. I had a stuffed animal that went with me everywhere. It was a pink little monkey with green feet and hands - always been one for the ugly duckling/the misfit. I creatively named “him” “Monkey” and put one of my baby doll’s dresses on him because he was my babydoll in my little eyes. As a constant trustworthy companion, Monkey got pretty filthy and even the wires that supported his arms and legs started popping out. He may even have lost one of his button eyes at one point. I didn’t care one bit. To me, he was perfect and my constant comforting companion.

I remember coming home one afternoon from kindergarten to the devastating news that Monkey was gone. I can’t remember exactly what my poor beloved Monkey’s demise was. I was too traumatized and distraught that my best friend, my confidante, was gone. No one had even thought to let me say goodbye. It was probably a failed attempt to wash him or a decision that the wires were dangerous. In any event, Monkey was gone forever and I thought my heart would never heal. I was not only devastated with grief. I was petrified.

Good family friends were visiting that afternoon. I fondly remember the couple who were always so kind and generous to my sister and me. Monkey’s importance to me was not lost on this loving couple. Having heard of Monkey’s demise, they had thoughtfully come that afternoon to bring me a new gift. I still remember the range of my emotions from my happy smile about unexpectedly seeing them, to my gut-wrenching realization that I would never hold Monkey again, to the facade of trying to be pleased with the new little tiny normal looking stupid brown monkey they gave me. I’m a very polite person and was a very polite child. I tried to express real gratitude and pretend like I was happy with the cold, nondescript new monkey. I was utterly shocked, however, how no one could see that Monkey was irreplaceable. 

I believe I initially took my emotions out via anger expressed to the innocent new stuffed animal that I knew I would never hold tenderly or even name, despite my fixation with naming things. Eventually, I let him tag along with me, letting him dangle by my side with a nonchalant, lackluster grip. I think I could have become attached to him. I have that sort of personality, but it was too soon for my tender traumatized heart. Alas, I didn’t have sufficient time to develop a bond with the scrawny little monkey because something happened to him as well. I didn’t get the opportunity to say goodbye to him either because my parents thought I was so detached from him that I didn’t care. I remember, however, that his unexpected departure saddened and frightened me again; it had become a sort of replacement for Monkey albeit not a perfect one as Monkey was irreplaceable.

I always slept holding a stuffed animal. Even as an adult, stuffed animals used to take center stage in bed to the dismay of my sleeping partners. In more recent years as travels necessitated leaving my inanimate “buffers” behind, the stuffed animals were replaced by a pillow I clutch protectively over me. I absolutely cannot sleep without such a “buffering” comfort. I didn’t realize this was unusual until I had a boyfriend who appreciated that something underlay that constant need. He intuitively always suspected I had been abused even before I did and said he would know I was “healed” when I no longer required the comforting “protection” of the pillow.

Before my flashbacks, I didn’t appreciate the reason Monkey had had such an esteemed role in my childhood life. I just assumed he was my first real inanimate attachment/source of comfort so many young children have - like Linus’ obsession with his blanket in the Peanuts cartoon. 

Monkey and I were reunited again - via memory in the form of my flashbacks. I vividly saw myself clutching Monkey protectively against my chest as my father opened my bedroom door, the light from the hallway illuminating his face briefly before he shut the door, flooding the room in foreboding darkness. I tried to back away while gripping Monkey tightly, apparently expecting something terrible was about to happen based on the familiarity. I was trying in vain to use Monkey as a sort of protective shield - psychologically helpful if not physically. I also remember subsequently frantically grabbing for Monkey as my father was leaving the room, closing the door behind him, leaving me again enveloped in darkness with the soft embracing consolation of Monkey. 

I vividly remember him saying as he left - and many other times - “You know I love you more than your sister.” I have always become attached quickly. Others would definitely say “too quickly.” Admittedly, they are likely correct. I have this desperate need for “connections'' and to feel loved. I knew I always had a distorted association between sex and love. It is literally just today as I’m writing this that I fully realize the origin of that association - my father’s attestation that he loved me more - juxtapositionsed with something sexual. Lightning bolt moment. 

The abuse - and that critical repulsive statement that he loved me more than my sister - created extraordinarily difficult emotions for my little five year old self to comprehend. It was like the “act” was our little secret and it was my duty to protect him by not divulging it. The statement was programmed to make me feel special, uniquely bonded, uniquely loved. Even as a child, the abuse as well as the clandestine nature of it intuitively made me feel extremely uneasy but of course I wanted to “obey” my father and desperately wanted to feel worthy and to be loved. 

My worth was being defined and love was being conditioned. Comply, obediently subjugate or be worthless, unloved. Even at such a tender age I was able to understand the existence of the quid pro nature of the relationship. My unique unhealthy relationship with sex was cemented in my impressionable brain. It was all too much for my little brain to fully process or comprehend though and presumably that is why I protectively repressed the abuse for so many decades. As an adult, it repulses me that he would say that he loved me more, especially in juxtaposition to the abuse. In an utterly revolting way, love had been inextricably intertwined with the abuse that had been inflicted on me. For the first time as I’m writing, I see it as a twisted, manipulative way of acquiring my compliance and my silence. Even at a tender age, I was sensitive enough to know the mere statement wasn’t “right” and would have never divulged it for fear of hurting my sister. 

As I noted, it was like a floodgate of explanations of sorts was opened when I started having flashbacks. It was like my childhood flashed before me. My flashbacks included abuses in our bathroom and instantly shed light on some particularly embarrassing childhood recollections. I had “bed wetting” problems until I was about 9 or so. It seemed to oscillate between being an annoyance and a joke in my family, at least that’s how I remember it. I never consciously understood it until I had the flashbacks. It clearly wasn’t a matter of having too much liquid and sleeping through it accidentally. I say “bed wetting” in quotes because I wet my pants in numerous unbelievably embarrassing contexts while fully awake, petrified to go to bathrooms. I distinctly remember two school episodes. One when I was in kindergarten, I wet my pants in a cushioned rocking chair in the classroom library area. To this day, I remember being in line as the teacher was making us each pass by to determine who the “culprit” was after she discovered the wet cushion. I thought for sure the sound of my fiercely beating little heart or the crimson color of my blushing cheeks would have “ratted” me out as I nervously stood in line. Intervention came in the form of the school bell indicating the end of the school day before I got to the front of the line. The second time was in 1st grade and I wasn’t so fortunate to be cloaked in anonymity. I literally just peed my pants sitting in my chair, the puddle under my chair leaving no doubt that time as to the responsible party. I still remember being frozen in my seat, so terrified to go to the bathroom that I chose such an embarrassing option instead.

I also remember in around fourth grade, frequently engaging in an elaborate “ruse” to make it look like I had taken a shower at home, running the shower water, wetting the towel as if I had dried off and splashing my hair with water. I never undressed though. Instead, I calmed myself, “escaping” in the transformative pages of books. I remember my scheme eventually being discovered by accident. I had a huge library fine for the book  “Escape to Treasure Island” being woefully overdue when I couldn’t locate it. I had hid it in the back of the bathroom linen closet under towels during one of my “fake” showers. This also was another source of embarrassment for me but amusement to my family. To this day, I remember its jacket cover and the source of comfort the distraction of reading had given me.

As an adult, the first thing I always did when I returned to whatever home I was living in was to go to each bathroom and check behind the shower curtain to make sure no one was there. Interestingly, I only did this in my own home. Home was where I had been harmed. I eventually just started buying see through shower curtains. I also have a lifelong habit of locking the bathroom door regardless of whether I was alone or with whom I was living. I also remember recoiling in high school when I had to “draw” my father’s bath. I have no recollection why I was told to do it but distinctly remember the unease with which I did it.

I have also always been obsessed with brushing my teeth, dentists chastising me for the force with which I do it. Although my flashbacks immediately explained certain behaviors to me, like my fear of bathrooms, I didn’t instantly appreciate my oral health obsession. A lightbulb went off when my best friend from high school, Kathy, reminded me that we would use our high school lunch breaks to pick up lunch for her then walk a mile or so to my house simply for me to brush my teeth. It was a daily ritual with which I was obsessed, notwithstanding that I wasn’t eating. 

I distinctly remember being so “traumatized” by a little boy, Ellery,  at nap time in kindergarten. He would harmlessly tickle me. I was so distraught though that I got to sit at a table doing puzzles while the other kids napped. I actually fondly remember this past time. I always loved puzzles at a young age and was apparently very adept at them. My mom has told me she would even mix two puzzles together for me to do. I think I enjoyed the sense of order and control it gave to me. I also got to drink orange juice while I was doing puzzles, allowing me to skip milk time which made me happy because I hated milk. Despite the “Ellery”  incidents, I also remember liking boys quickly thereafter at the early age of six; I remember my first crush vividly in first grade. Promiscuity started at a relatively early age as well. I hadn’t appreciated at the time my habit of equating sex with love that would disserve me so many times throughout my life.

Like I said, the flashbacks explained some of my historical behavior to me. I had yet to have any real appreciation, however, about how deeply impactful my childhood abuse had been - and was - on adult me, my sense of self worth and my relationships. That would still take time. Unfortunately, a lot of time, an attempted suicide and a lot more abusive relationships....
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Chapter 2

An Intoxicating Life: Overdose #1
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It’s fascinating to me how vividly I can recall certain details from the lowest parts of my life, despite said points generally being accompanied by some form of intoxication. Some remembrances are so intense, so vivid, so painful I feel like I’m reliving the event. I think maybe in a way I am trying to come to grips with them by “reliving” them. Some details remain irrepressibly noteworthy somehow through the prevalent thick haze of memories I would just as soon forget. 

In high school, I overdosed on the sleeping pills prescribed to me for relentless struggles with insomnia, aided and abetted by a cocktail of my parents’ antidepressant and anti anxiety pills. Immediately before typing the preceding sentence, I was going through some of my notes from my dreams when I was trying to lucidly dream - more on this later. The sleeping pills had been prescribed because I was having horrific scary dreams as a teenager. One of the details from one of my recent dreams while trying to lucidly dream included my sister getting married (in the dream, not the reality). That detail helped trigger my memory to remember that the scary dreams had begun when my sister was no longer sleeping in the same room - in the same double bed - with me. I remember this was a time when she and I were not getting along. It took me until now to realize that I was afraid of sleeping alone and her absence is what triggered the seemingly inexplicable violent dreams. To this day, I absolutely struggle sleeping alone. I distinctly remember that the sleeping pills were counterproductive. They exacerbated the problem, resulting in even more ‘bizarre” and terrifying dreams. Certain essential oils and teas have the same effect on me now; they have the power to put me in a state of subconsciousness where I don’t want to consciously go. 

I have no recollection of what the teenage dreams were, just that they terrified me and set me on a lifelong path of insomnia. I struggle to go to sleep because I don’t want to experience my subconscious. My subconscious potently protects my day time with repression. The inner workings of my brain are only available while sleeping. I’ve never been able to nap alone. Even when I try when I’m exhausted from not sleeping, I wake up in a panic. I know it’s because I’m not inebriated and, hence, I’m cognizant of my dreams and their revelations. It’s human nature to avoid pain, physical and mental. I distinctly remember always falling asleep in classes in college given by my absolute favorite professor. It was as if I were drugged. I struggled so hard to stay awake knowing full well how disrespectful it was to fall asleep and obviously counterproductive to my education. I now realize my body gave into exhaustion in an environment - objectively highly inappropriate for sleep - but subjectively a safe haven. That’s why I sleep much better when I am with someone. Anyway, I digress, but an important digression to me and an excellent reminder/motivation for me to write down my dreams.

I was in my bedroom alone with the door shut, beginning to drift into the drug-induced abyss of never never land I had chosen. My parents barged into the room, startling me from the warm embrace of blackness that was beginning to engulf me - the segregation from reality, from life, that I had chosen. My father yelled at me. Yes, yelled at me. May startle you but apropos. It was something to the effect of “Sophie, what the hell are you doing?”, an oft-repeated question hurled at me so many times, my best friends from high school bring it up to this day. Don’t get me wrong. I know my father loves me as much as anyone but he has always been ill-equipped to deal with stress and compassion has never been his strong suit in these types of circumstances. This query - one of the isolated recollections of my first overdose - is also noteworthy because, as I said, it is the exact same thing he said to me after my husband tried to kill me. People always wonder why I apologize for things that are not my responsibility or fault whatsoever, why I always feel responsible for others and why I avoid asking for help like the plague. Being responsible and made to feel like everything was my fault was programmed into me from a young age. 

Fortunately, two of my “earth angels” made fateful appearances that prevented me from being successful at the ultimate escape. Shout out to my high school boyfriends who were instrumental in saving my life. My boyfriend at that time, Tim, had spoken to me on the phone shortly after I had taken the pills. It was obvious to him that I was in grave danger. Not knowing what to do he called Mike, my subsequent boyfriend who has literally and figuratively been saving my life ever since, remaining my blessed friend to this day. Mike told Tim to immediately call my parents, which he did. I don’t know what would have happened but for their intervention.

Next vivid recollection was the emergency room doctor asking me why I had tried to kill myself while I was retching up the pitcher of black charcoal he forced me to drink to rid my stomach of the drugs. I can still remember the thick chalky taste and desperately wanting everyone to go away and just leave me alone. Despite my drug-induced haze, I remember being struck by the fact that he asked me this insightful question in front of my parents. I have no idea how I answered or whether my answer would have been different absent my parents but I do remember I thought it was something that should be asked privately.

I have a fierce constitution, of which I am mighty proud and grateful. I’ve always been relatively small but I have great inner strength and a survivor instinct. When I hadn’t succeeded as planned at drifting off into never never land in solitude, I physically recovered from the overdose quickly.

I’m not sure what happened next but I remember being in some sort of mental institution, where all the possessions I had with me were being thoroughly inventoried. The staff took a tiny change purse I had away from me. I still remember it. It had a diminutive mirror and apparently they thought I might possibly use the glass to cut myself. I don’t really know what the nature of the institution was nor the politically correct term for “guests” thereof, particularly sensitive to the denomination since I apparently was one of them. I vividly remember some “patient/client/customer/other institutionalized person” screaming and wailing uncontrollably as I was being shown around my new “residence”? Temporary, I hoped. I remember a room with a circle of chairs for group meetings presumably where everyone divulged their deepest, darkest feelings. I felt extremely uncomfortable with the novel surroundings - particularly with the ongoing wailing and the fact that I was painfully shy under the best of circumstances. However, I also remember feeling vaguely optimistic that I wouldn’t be alone - my kryptonite if you will - and that maybe somebody felt the way I did and maybe someone could help me process it and move on with my life.

I kind of remember feeling abandoned but like I deserved to be left there for upsetting and embarrassing my parents. Writing this just jogged my memory - that’s the fascinating thing about memories - even the ones we think we lost. They are generally there somewhere - the retrieval process may take awhile and something may need to jog the retrieval - like reflection or desire to remember. I now believe that I went from the ER of the hospital to the hospital’s psychiatric ward. 

The next thing I remember is my father loudly insisting at “reception” that no daughter of his would be staying in such a place. Classic father - laser focused on how things would reflect on him - and with an insensitivity - a vocally loud one - for the “institution” and the “institutionalized.” My father is the quintessential parent who lives to brag about his children’s accomplishments, almost ad naseum. It wasn’t until years later that I appreciated the depths and full ramifications of that pride vis-a-vis me when his pride faltered. More to come. I remember a discussion between a doctor and my father, the doctor indicating that my parents would need to sign me out with an acknowledgement that my departure was against his recommendation. I remember my father hastily, angrily signing. I do not recall anyone asking me what I wanted or even looking at me. I was in the background, metaphorically and in reality, being neither seen nor heard.

I remember ending the day at Red Lobster - normally a big treat back then - with my parents and best friend, Kathy, and her boyfriend. I also remember thinking that was odd given the circumstances. I didn’t view it as a celebratory occasion but I was comforted to be with my friend. My parents always seem to be uncomfortable around me when something disturbing has happened. I do not recall a single conversation with either of my parents about why I had overdosed. Ever.

I was forced to go to psychiatric therapy. I think maybe my parents had agreed to that as a condition when they whisked me away from the ward. I only remember two things about therapy. First, my mom insisted on being in the room with me. To this day, I don’t know why - it’s inconsistent with her personality. I was very uncomfortable about being honest or open about anything given her presence. This was especially true given my persona of shielding everyone from anything contentious or unpleasant to them, often to my own detriment. Side note, my father insisted on being in the room with my mom when she went to therapy years later to her unexpressed (to him) dismay. Full circle.....Second, the therapist asked if I had been trying to get attention. To this day, this infuriates me, I shall assume for evident reasons without expounding. I left feeling dejected and despondent, like I was responsible for pain, chaos and shame I inflicted on my parents because of childish antics. In high school, I had wanted to be a psychologist - something drew me to helping others and I was fascinated by the mind. Perhaps that desire was an unconscious reflection of my troubled psyche and realization that I needed help. I think this dissatisfactory interaction with the therapist briefly intensified that desire. In any event, I became a lawyer, so neither here nor there.

I’m gratefully one of the lucky ones, having survived not only one but two intentional overdoses (the second detailed later). Difficult to get insight into the tragedy of suicide when the victims aren’t around to reveal their feelings or motivations. That was my first and only session. I still bristle recalling the therapist’s misguided, insensitive query. From the depths of my soul, getting attention was not a motivation one iota. It actually was the exact opposite. I just wanted to quietly slip into peaceful black solitude...
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PART TWO: ADULTHOOD: TRAUMA DRAMA: 

WHY DO THE WORK
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“Don’t blame a clown for acting like a clown. Ask yourself why you keep going to the circus.” 

Unknown
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Chapter 1

Attempted Murder
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The Lead Up

I remember the night my husband tried to kill me as if it were yesterday. In reality, it was over 15 years ago, the same span of time we had been married before he tried to choke me to death. How could I stay with someone capable of murder for so long you may be asking yourself? Some additional background into my already troubled psyche may be of benefit...

As I noted, my father is the quintessential parent who thrives on bragging about his children’s accomplishments ad nauseum. In my case, this meant my siblings. It wasn’t until later in life that I really saw that side of him vis-a-vis me. To the contrary, he always predicted that I would be barefoot and pregnant with a half dozen kids at an early age. It was obvious that this was something that would be less than praiseworthy in his view. 

I was a normal, sociable child and teenager who dated and frequented social events. My father focused on the less social, more academically-driven personas of my siblings, lauding the fact that they graduated high school as valedictorian and salutatorian. For the longest time - even into adulthood - I would be reminded that I finished only sixth in my class. Despite my more sociable life, I was actively involved in speech and debate and would spend a lot of the Summer break avidly researching and preparing for the start of the season in the Fall. I still couldn’t get my father’s approval. He never seemed too impressed with all my hard work nor even the numerous accolades I received. He loved bragging and apparently it was easier to explain perfect grade point averages and graduating 1st or 2nd in your class. 

I was a good kid and conscientious student but life wasn’t all about academics to me in contrast to my siblings. I always seemed to be grounded for innocuous things while they could do no wrong. Except for when I was getting in trouble, I rarely garnered much attention. This actually is somewhat shocking as I started drinking at a young age in high school but my parents never suspected nor found out.  

I spent a lot of time at my maternal grandmother’s house where there were frequent parties and always a well-stocked bar. My grandmother was extremely hospitable and generous and I felt more at home there, more comfortable, more “seen” and “heard”. She always made me feel special and loved. She was quite the sociable host and had many relationships. I was always enamored with the classic beauty Elizabeth Taylor and her unwavering passion and zest for life. I loved how she moved on from one failed relationship to the next, never closing her heart or missing an opportunity to love. One of my uncles nicknamed me Elizabeth Taylor at a young age for some reason. The nickname flattered me and it was with great pride that I perceived a




























[image: ]











































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Sophia Elan

o -1( 0






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





