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Dedication

			This book is dedicated to the mothers, fathers and adoptees

			who have lost each other to adoption,

			and to those adopting families

			who welcomed and nurtured their adopted children.



	

 

			I wished to tell the truth,

			for truth always conveys its own moral

			to those who are able to receive it.

			But as the priceless treasure too frequently hides

			at the bottom of a well.

			it needs some courage to dive for it,

			especially as he that does so will be likely to incur

			more scorn and obloquy for the mud and water

			into which he has ventured to plunge,

			than thanks for the jewel he procures.

			Anne Bronte

			Preface to the second edition of

			The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1849)
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Foreword

			Traumatic events are personal earthquakes.

			My life changing earthquake occurred in 1970

			and spread across thousands of miles and fifty years.

			Many traumatic events over the years have been like aftershocks.

			Memories of traumas are aftershocks which have brought me to this moment.

			An event in 2008 marked the beginning of my journey of facing my painful memories, seeking support in my healing process, and gradually, over time,

			developing the strength and courage to tell my story.

			Naomi Morrisey, 2022



	

Part One

			“The horrors of war pale beside the loss of a child.”

			Joe Soll



	

Prologue

			Thousands of miles apart, two mothers feel desperately alone.

			One mother cuddles her baby for the last time before he is pried from her arms and given to strangers sitting in a jeep. They will take him to the other side of the world. As the monsoon saturates her, she peers past the glass of the rolled-up window trying to see what kind of people are taking her son. Tires crunch the gravel as the jeep turns into the street and leaves her behind.

			Where can she go now? Will her village accept her back?

			The other mother cuddles her baby for the last time before she is pried from her arms. Her daughter is then given to strangers, where she remains. This mother is taken home to the other side of the world. The sun is shining on this autumn morning, but she feels no warmth. Footsteps crunch over the gravel towards her.

			Where can she go to escape those who demand her silence and obedience?

			Both mothers feel the ground shift beneath them. Their lives have changed forever.



	

Chapter 1

			1993

			The big swivel chair swallowed me. I pulled the adjustable microphone to my mouth, and my feet dangled inches above the floor. I lowered my chair to anchor my feet to the floor, but then my mouth was inches below the microphone. This wouldn’t work. I raised the chair so my mouth was level with the mic and let my short legs float free.

			Sitting opposite me, Jerry demonstrated how to place the headphones to ensure the clearest connection. At first, they pinched against my glasses, pushing them off centre and out of focus. I adjusted my glasses first and then the headphones.

			Now I am ready, I thought.

			‘Speak directly into the mic, relax and be yourself,’ Jerry said warmly.

			Be myself? I wondered. How could I ‘be myself’ when I didn’t know who ‘myself’ was? Why ever did I agree to this live radio interview?

			In our pre-live chat, Jerry said he’d ask questions about why I came to Queens Lake, known as The Friendliest Town in the Cariboo, and why I decided to stay here and put down my roots. I was relieved that he didn’t seem interested in my early years. I’d be OK if I could just talk about my work.

			I assumed my usual sunny character, all smiles, upbeat voice and beaming with positivity. Across from me, Jerry raised his three middle fingers as a cue. One by one he lowered his fingers: three, two, one.

			‘Hi there, on this great sunny September Monday morning. This is Jerry Mee, calling out to you on our local Cariboo Country Radio Station in Queens Lake, BC’s friendliest town. We’re on the main route to northern British Columbia, the Yukon and beyond to Alaska. Today, as we do every Monday morning, we welcome a Queens Laker to share their little slice of life in our town. She is new to our part of the world, but she’s not just passing through. She loves it here and plans on staying. Please join me in a big hello to Naomi Morrisey. Welcome, Naomi. Why did you choose Queens Lake?’

			Ready or not, I thought, I was on. I paused, determined to stick to my professional background.

			‘Thanks for having me on, Jerry, I’m happy to be here. I completed my teaching degree and training in Vancouver. After ten years of teaching in various places, I went back to graduate school to study human communications and qualify as a speech-language pathologist. I have worked in large cities and small towns. I wanted to begin my new career in a small rural town. and this job was advertised right at the time I wanted to make an important change in my life I love my work supporting children who have a wide range of communication challenges.’

			‘You moved around quite a bit during your teaching career, yet you plan on building your life in our town. Why?’

			I really didn’t want to talk about my life before I came here.

			‘Itchy feet. Lots of young people like to move around and see different parts of the world before they settle somewhere and put their roots down. Why Queen’s Lake? I was not here very long when it felt like I belonged here. So I’m staying.’

			‘So, where did your wanderings take you?’

			‘Many places. One year I taught English as a Second Language in Japan. I loved learning a new culture, language and making new friends. The thoughtfulness of the people I lived and worked with have helped me understand more about other cultures and myself. I learned a smattering of Japanese. But my job was to communicate in English with students of all ages from young teens to seniors both in structured classes and conversation and social settings. I had some wonderful times there.’

			‘Tell us a little about the Japanese people you met.’

			‘One of the most touching experiences I had in Japan happened on the first morning I was there. I was picked up from the airport late the night before and billeted in a boarding house of mostly Japanese teachers. On the way home from the airport, my driver pulled into—would you believe—a McDonald’s! She ordered a Big Mac and fries which she tucked into her large bag, and we continued onto the teacher’s boarding house. I was so tired from the journey and felt so overwhelmed by their sincere welcome and hospitality, that I never gave another thought to the Big Mac and fries. The next morning, I came down for breakfast to see a table set with chopsticks, as you’d expect. The Big Mac and fries were sitting on the table at the place set for me. They’d put them in the fridge overnight and served them from the fridge to my plate. They were so delighted to provide what they thought every Canadian liked for breakfast. I hope I smiled gracefully as I was eating it. My new Japanese friends soon realized that I wanted to experience as much of their food and culture as possible.’

			‘What a great story, Naomi. After your Japanese adventure, where did you go then?’

			‘I was headhunted to a school in Idaho. Many rural schools there have a large Native American student population, and this school was looking for teachers who had experience working among many cultures. While teaching that year, I decided to go to graduate school and study about how to help people with communication challenges, and I quickly realized this profession was perfect for me.’

			‘Now we’re going to take a short break for folks to grab a coffee. After that, Naomi, we’ll talk about your work here in Queens Lake.’

			Jerry winked at me as he pressed the button to activate a few short commercials. The first one began with a cheerful sound of an elongated ahh sound of someone inhaling the aroma of freshly-brewed coffee. He mimed sipping a cup. The clinking of cups in the radio commercial took me back to an afternoon in Idaho, eighteen years before. I was at the front of a Grade 6 geography class, my teacher’s long pointed stick clinking on a geophysical map.

			‘The seeds of an earthquake lie in the tectonic plates that make up the earth’s crust. When the plates move, the earth cracks.’

			I heard echoes of an eager voice piping up from the front row. Maybe her name was Rosalie? I smiled to myself as I remembered her inquisitive mind, and I was amazed at the difference between children like Rosalie and what I was like as a child. How is it that some children freely ask questions and dig into topics that interest them? In my family, the approach was: ‘Do not speak unless you are spoken to. Do not question me.’ I couldn’t recall ever raising my hand to ask the teacher a question. Rosalie’s frequent series of questions gave me hope.

			‘Sister, can you see these cracks, these fault lines?’ she asked.

			‘No, Rosalie. The fault lines are underneath the surface so you can’t see them.’

			‘Can you predict an earthquake?’

			‘Most of the time, no. At least not yet. Seismologists are earth scientists with special equipment that tracks seismic movement underground. They use hazard maps and can predict that something is coming, but they can’t determine the exact date and location.’

			‘Can one earthquake cause another one?’

			‘Yes. This is called the Domino effect. When a fault ruptures, the stress placed on that part of the fault is relieved, but this can cause additional stress on adjacent parts of the fault. This can result in aftershocks, smaller earthquakes that follow the big one.’

			This topic seemed to have grabbed the interest of most of my students. I wondered if it was my animated voice and body language. And maybe my interest or fascination with how and why earthquakes reshape our earth and our lives so dramatically? As the lunch bell trilled, I concluded the lesson.

			‘These aftershocks can happen ages after the main earthquake and can be just as dangerous.’

			When the final commercial ended, Jerry cued me, and I thought, If only Jerry knew the earthquakes and aftershocks that have struck and reshaped my life.

			‘Welcome back listeners,’ Jerry said. ‘We’re talking with Naomi Morrisey today. Right before our break you said that the speech-language pathology profession is perfect for you. Why?’

			I snapped out of 1975 and answered,

			‘I’ve had visual problems since I was five and I couldn’t track words quickly across a page. I used to think that I was a slow learner I lacked self-confidence,’ I said, letting my guard down more than I wanted to. ‘There have been many times when I was unable to speak for myself, like I was frozen in silence.’

			‘So how has this insight helped you in your work?’

			‘Once I understood my reading challenges, I enjoyed learning. So I went back to school and became a speech language pathologist. I Love with children, helping them to communicate.

			‘Tell me more about this.’

			For the next few minutes, I chose my words carefully, to focus on my professional life. When I began to go into more technical details, Jerry commented,

			‘That’s great, Naomi. So, aside from your work, how are you settling in here?’

			‘Queens Lake is the smallest community I’ve lived and worked in. When I lived in a small rural area in Idaho, I realized I loved the quieter pace away from a big city. I loved the silences. The wide-open spaces and the endless clear skies. Now I’m starting to enjoy some other wonderful things about small towns. I’ve been living in a small apartment and that’s been good as I learned my way around my job and getting to know people. But I’ve just bought a three-bedroom house with a big basement and garage that will even hold more than just my old car. This expanded space gives me the opportunity to be quiet, to pursue my passions, and to welcome visitors from out of town. And Queens Lakers.’

			‘Do I hear the beginning of another story emerging as you talk about your new home? We’ve come to the time where we have to sign-off, but I have to ask: Is there anything else you’d like to tell us about how you’re putting down roots here and settling in?’

			‘Jerry, I’m making very dear friends and that’s the best part of living in this town. That’s all part of another story.’

			‘Thank you, Naomi, for being here with us today, and for sharing what you do and what you think about our town. We are lucky to have new folks like you in our community. I get the sense that if we were to chat with you again in a few months, you might have more stories to tell.’

			The interview was trickier than I thought it would be. I managed to keep most of the conversation focused on my work, but I was a bit disappointed that I couldn’t share some fascinating details about what that entails.

			I realised that being my Speech Language practice, particularly with children, was a huge part of my public identity. It filled a void that I wasn’t able to talk about.



	

Chapter 2

			 

			I leaned on the kitchen counter and gazed out the big window, enjoying the calm of being alone and quiet while I waited for the kettle to boil. Alone and quiet. That can mean so many things. There’s here, in rural BC, and there’s the wide-open spaces of being able to make my own decisions without the scrutiny or disapproval of others. The ding of my kettle slides me back to that seismic bike trip in Idaho in 1976. I could see and hear it so clearly.

			An afternoon was the best time of the day to explore the many rural trails and bike paths so close to our home. As we pedalled our bikes a little sluggishly up the gently rising rural path, we savoured the warm afternoon sun, the lingering summer light fingering the grass, and the rhythmic splashing of the brisk flowing waters of the Snake River. Our flapping T-shirts, anchored by our windbreakers tied around our waists, rolled up old jeans and serviceable mud-splattered boots were perfect for these occasional bike trips into the raw Idaho wilderness.

			The grasslands rippled across plains that stretched towards the mountains of ponderosa pine and those beyond up to the Canadian border. Streams and rivers brought icy cold water from those mountains for most of the year and it glided into the folds of these undulating plains.

			I barely noticed that I was lagging behind my two friends who were riding abreast, almost as if they were pacing each other. A sense of stillness overtook me as I absorbed the surroundings within touching distance, the sprawling grasslands and hills and mountains ahead of me, and the pitch blue wide-open sky above me. I wasn’t focused on the rough, gravelly path. Rather, I gazed upwards at a small spiraling speck gliding in a leisurely gyre. It looked like it was gradually descending towards me, as if searching for a place to land.

			My companions, a bit curious or maybe anxious and even impatient, glanced back occasionally. As we approached the small campground where we usually stopped to stretch, relax a bit and sometimes visit the little privy peeping between the clumps of trees, they slowed down, then stopped, waiting for me to catch up.

			‘Naomi, are you OK?’ Sister Joan called.

			‘Yeah, I’m fine. I just got distracted. Why don’t you head back home? I’d like to stay here a bit longer.’

			We always stayed together on these biking expeditions in rural areas, so when I saw their hesitation to leave me, I assured them that I was fine.

			‘I just want to soak in the silence for a bit longer.’

			Daylight saving time meant there were hours of light left, so there was plenty of time to make it home before dusk. We hadn’t encountered any other horse or bike riders or walkers on this rural path yet this afternoon, so I felt safe. My companions rode on, relieved that the return journey is a gentle downward slide most of the way.

			The crunching of their tires unnerved me, but I didn’t know why. It was like some force from the past was propelling me towards the future. I waited until the sound faded into the distance, then I dismounted, wheeled my bike to the picnic table and set the kickstand. Leaning against the table, I slipped into complete stillness. It was cooler in the shade of this little camping oasis, but that wasn’t the reason for a clammy coldness on my bare forearms. No, a Canada goose, that speck I was just gazing at in the sky, was standing in the clearing, also motionless. I could easily see its long, straight back, black neck and large white cheek patches. It wasn’t foraging for succulent young grass shoots or slinking around ponds looking for water. It was looking at me intently, as if daring me to blink and look away first.

			Ever since I’d arrived in rural Idaho and away from city life, I had been mesmerized by these birds. Like me, they don’t stay in one place for long. They spend most of their time in the skies, pond hopping from one Canadian and US wildlife sanctuary or waterway to another. They are constantly migrating, always searching for a place to land. South in the fall and north in the spring unless they are injured. But this one didn’t look distressed at all. Just watchful. Why had this migratory bird separated itself from the protection of its flock and selected this specific place to rest? Why then? Surely it was a bit too early for this bird to have left Canada?

			I was fascinated by the vocalizations these birds make. This one wasn’t making the ‘honk’ call to ward off intruders, or the slightly slower, lower tone that claims territorial boundaries. At first, its pace was gentle and then more ragged and insistent. Then it became silent. Its strong presence dominated me.

			A sudden realization made me gasp. The bird was trying to communicate with me. It had flown down to deliver a message to me. In our shared silence, we eyed each other. Then the bird did something unexpected. It didn’t flutter upwards and soar away. It turned its back on me and limped towards the clumps of trees, its black and white patches dissolving into the speckled greens and browns.

			Can people enter another creature’s body?

			Can other creatures enter a human body? Some non-western cultures think so.

			Did this encounter signal the seismic event that was about to happen?

			At this moment in this landscape’s half-light, I not only believed it was possible, I knew what this bird was communicating to me. The light softened gradually from golden to beiges and fawns. I knew I must move, remount my bike and head homeward. Still, I hesitated. I couldn’t go there yet. To the news, the seismic event that I knew would come before the light had been sucked into the late autumn afternoon.

			Seven of the eight members of the Sisters of St. Gerard sat around their community dining table in an uneasy silence. An hour or so before, Sisters Joan and Maura returned from their bike ride without me. Lucy would have asked after me and Joan would have explained that I wanted to stay a while longer in the quiet to rest a bit and I’d assured them that I’d follow soon after.

			‘Perhaps her back is bothering her more than usual,’ Lucy suggested.

			Lucy had been with me in Michigan when we were in that terrible car accident. Mary-Jane inhaled uncomfortably. She had been the superior in our house outside Lansing at the time of the accident. The community leaders had huddled with the lawyer and insurance people many times. They wouldn’t use the word ‘huddle,’ which suggests secrecy and an attempt to minimize trouble, but what else would you call a series of hushed meetings that helped decide they wouldn’t pursue legal action? What would outsiders think about such events that are discussed in secret or about people who forced others to not speak about such events? I was ambivalent about their decision to remain silent. Past experiences of keeping silent had not been to my advantage. Yet when authority spoke, I obeyed.

			Arriving home well before dusk, I stored my bike next to the others in the large shed out back that contained the small tractor and various agricultural equipment. I was tired and sweaty from the bike ride, but more than that, I felt a sense of unease—stronger than tension, more like turmoil—at the news I knew would come after I passed through the swinging kitchen door and across the living room. I wasn’t ready. Concerned looks were shared among the sisters as I uttered a lame excuse and rushed past them to the bathroom.

			After washing and dressing in our community’s religious habit, I lingered in the bathroom for longer than necessary. I knew the sisters were waiting for me so we could begin evening prayers before supper. Evening meals on Sundays were relaxed affairs, usually an assortment of salads, meat cuts from roasts or those that came with the special hamper box. I was welded to the image in the mirror staring at me, the trembling muscles of my face and hands barely perceptible. Dread filled my eyes. Maybe, just maybe, if I didn’t leave the bathroom it wouldn’t happen.

			‘Let’s begin, sisters,’ I heard Mary-Jane say, followed by rattling of rosary beads being extracted from deep pockets in chocolate-coloured habits.

			The prayer chants filled the small chapel which shared a wall with to the bathroom.

			‘In the name of the Father and of the Son …’

			As the evening prayer ritual continued, the phone rang in the office adjacent the chapel. It was our practice to let it ring during prayer time, as the answering machine would record messages. The ringing finally stopped, but the caller didn’t leave a message. As the prayer session drew to a close with the traditional closing prayer, ‘Hail Holy Queen,’ the ringing began again.

			‘Mother of mercy …’

			Ring, ring!

			‘… our life, our sweetness, and our hope …’

			Ring, ring!

			‘To Thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve …’

			Ring, ring!

			‘… to Thee do we send up our sighs, mourning and weeping in this valley of tears.’

			I heard the unanswered ringing and then the message through the bathroom door. I knew. I was still stuck to the mirror.

			‘This is Graham, Naomi’s brother in Vancouver. Can you call me back as soon as possible?’

			As the sisters filed out of the chapel after evening prayer, I cracked open the bathroom door.

			Mary-Jane replayed the voice message and turned towards me.

			‘Do you want to phone your brother in Vancouver?’ she asked.

			I shook my head and said, ‘No. I’m not ready yet.’

			Mary-Jane got through to Graham quickly, and I heard her litany of exclamations as I stood listening with the others.

			‘Oh, I’m so sorry. When did it happen? How’s your mother?’

			She beckoned me with her free hand, but I couldn’t leave the doorway. I was frozen. My barely perceptible head movement said NO.

			The phone conversation continued.

			‘She’s in the bathroom. Yes, we’ll get her to call you as soon as she’s able. Do tell your mother that we’re praying for you all.’

			The sisters’ heads swivelled towards me. One little nun, Sister Janet, gently placed her arm around my waist and guided me into the closest seat in the living room. Her words seemed muffled through a low booming in my head.

			‘Your father collapsed suddenly from a heart attack. He was ambulanced to the hospital but could not be revived.’

			All religious communities deal with news of death and other grief with rituals that balance kindness with a barely-concealed conviction that the grief will be short-lived. Sadness is filtered through the sieve of communal prayer, building a certainty that those who die in God’s grace will already be up there gazing upon his face. For the recently deceased, there’s the promise of eventual reunion with God and loved ones after an indeterminate time in purgatory. Hence the barrage of prayers for the dearly departed.

			The rest of the evening was a blur. I had vague memories of sitting silently in the chapel with Sister Janet. Someone brought me a sandwich and a cup of tea. A while later, they asked me to join them in the dining room. Supper must have been eaten because the table was cleared of everything except cups of tea.

			The sisters’ memories flowed.

			‘We’re so grateful that we had the opportunity to meet your parents, and for their generosity,’ Mary-Jane said. ‘It was such a treat when they took us all out for dinner at the Prairie Grill Restaurant.’

			Georgina added, ‘He was so jolly that night. I remember that his laughter was so infectious. It made me laugh.’

			‘Yes, your father’s big car would seat six but not ten, so he hired that twelve-seater bus so we could all travel together.’ Lucy chimed in.

			There was a pause at the mention of my father’s car. My mind returned to that afternoon when my parents’ silver Rolls-Royce had purred up our long winding gravel driveway; they’d driven all the way from Vancouver. Well, who wouldn’t be happy having a long drive encased in the shamelessly soft leather?

			‘We are truly grateful for his financial support,’ Gemma, the treasurer, leaned into the group and said, ‘We would not have been able to buy a decent tractor without that.’

			I remembered that well. He was so proud of his financial success, and he enjoyed making generous contributions to worthy causes.

			Georgina, whose love of treats was clear from her wide girth and was matched by her jovial spirit added, ‘We shall always remember how your father personally organised a delicious care package to be delivered to us every month.’

			There were many hearts in our convent who grew up in less privileged circumstances than me, and they cherished each month’s carefully chosen care package. Georgina would list and shelve each delight, which she would then include in her monthly thank you letter to my parents.

			Sitting around the table that evening, the sisters assured me that my father had already passed by St. Peter at the pearly gates and was now settling comfortably into his new eternal life.

			My flight to Vancouver arrived on schedule in the early evening two days later. One of my brothers-in-law was waiting to meet me. We said little on the drive to the church, but he offered a cigarette. I have never smoked, but I inhaled deeply as if it was my lifeline.

			As evening passed into darkness, the church of St. Paul’s, in a leafy Vancouver suburb, filled up with mourners for the prayer vigil, a Catholic tradition held the night before the formal funeral service. The funeral requiem Mass the next morning was a solemn service intended as a conduit for the recently departed person to pass over into heaven. These rituals were designed for the mourners praying for the deceased person’s soul and asking for God’s forgiveness for his transgressions. The quiet hum subsided as I walked down the right aisle and slid into the front pew next to my mother. I put my arm around her and felt her body trembling with grief. She looked from me down to her clenched hands to acknowledge my arrival. As always, my mother was perfectly coiffed and well-dressed. Tonight, she was wearing a lightweight tweed coat. When I sat down next to her, the choir rose and the organ purred out the chord of the first hymn, ‘How Great Thou Art.’

			The prayer vigil for my father, Henry Morrisey, and his requiem Mass happened in the days when only priests spoke at Masses except for when special elders were appointed to ‘do’ the readings. Eulogies as part of requiem Masses only developed during the 1990s, so brief commemorative speeches were given during the prayer vigil the night before, fitted in around the hymns and the habitual, repetitive prayers of the rosary.

			The first hymn, ‘Hail Queen of Heaven’ is a hymn that honours Mary, whom Christians revere as the mother of God, and it has been sung with a unified intensity developed over more than one hundred years. It became popular in countries where people’s lives were closely associated with the sea, so it was no surprise that it was a favourite with my parents. Our forebears, grandparents and our family had crossed many seas, and now our family was huddled around my mother as if to protect her from her grief and what trials may face her in the future. The few in congregations who don’t know all the words of this hymn find it easy to join in by singing, ‘La-la-la-la-laaaar.’ This rhythm is repeated continuously. Only much later, I recalled shards of comments from the eulogy, which was delivered by Graham, the eldest son in our family.

			‘Devoted to his wife and children …’

			‘He made his home his club and so many people were welcomed there …’

			‘His priorities: God, the Catholic Church and family. In that order …’

			‘He loved standing at the barbeque in the summer months, overseeing the sizzling steaks and sausages. When it was hot and he’d forgotten to bring out his hat, he’d pull out his large white handkerchief, knot the four corners and place it on his head.’

			‘Even though he was getting balder and balder, he’d go to the local barber twice a month. Always on a Tuesday, of course, to get the seniors’ discount. In his Rolls-Royce Silver Spirit, which he usually parked right outside the shop.’

			During the communion, the choir delivered a mournful rendition of ‘Make Me a Channel of Your Peace.

			‘Where there’s despair, let me bring hope,’ they sang.

			The requiem Mass closed with another of my father’s favourites: ‘Faith of Our Fathers, Living Still.’



	

Chapter 3

			 

			Still leaning on the kitchen counter, I gazed out the big window, enjoying the calm of being alone and quiet. The kettle had boiled some minutes before, and I popped it again. I come from a line of people who believe that tea is only delicious if just boiled water is poured slowly over the tea bag, not dunking the bag into a cup or pot of boiled water.

			I was barely used to the pleasure of living in my own home, on a quiet street, only a mile from my office. This environment gave me plenty of time for reflection.

			Telling my story has been a step-by-step series of firsts in the process of creating a new life for myself. My convent sisters knew little about my life before I lived with them. They knew the exterior facts: My wealthy parents lived in Vancouver. I had many siblings. I had worked in Japan. Our accents told them that we had migrated from Australia to Canada. Even when I told my convent superiors about my decision to leave after twelve years with them, I didn’t reveal the many heartaches I’d experienced before my life with them. When I returned to Vancouver after leaving the nunnery, I didn’t open up to my mother or siblings about what led me to leaving. I lived with my mother for a few months until I landed a job in Queens Lake and moved there.

			I still went to mass every Sunday, so my family realized that leaving the convent wasn’t a rejection of my Catholic faith and traditions. The aftershocks would come later.

			The radio interview wasn’t my idea. Kalann, my work colleague in Queens Town put my name forward and persuaded me to agree when Jerry’s office requested an interview. Kalann is the first person I have trusted with my story. As she came to know me first as a colleague, our friendship developed. She told me sometime later that she was puzzled by the two Naomi’s she experienced: the professional colleague who was bright, knowledgeable, fun and a dedicated and intuitive therapist, and the social Naomi who was withdrawn, sullen and even fraught.

			And over the months, her caring personality and experience as a psychologists guided her questions that incrementally revealed my story.

			Of course, I knew that Jerry’s program was not a forum for talking about traumas and Secrets. But as I sipped my tea in my kitchen in the days after the interview, I realized how insightful Kalann was. My conversations with her over time revealed the huge reservoir of painful memories that were edging to spill over the weir of my silence.

			Over the years, details of our family stories developed into legends about my father growing up in the Great Depression and transforming himself into a successful and wealthy businessman and philanthropists. Each of my siblings inserted different details that were shaped by their attitudes to the memories they celebrated, and other events they never wished to discuss. My story is no different. I try to be objective, but of course that is impossible.

			My parents, Henry and Johanna Morrisey, were both born in Sydney, Australia. My father’s mother was a child of Irish immigrants, and my mother’s parents were born in different counties in Ireland.

			Henry was one of two boys struggling on the edge of poverty in the inter-war decades. He left school at the end of Grade 9 and began working as a packing boy in a downtown department store. By the time WWII broke out in Europe in 1939, his energy and intelligence had been recognized by his superior and he was transferred to the small appliance department as the assistant manager even though he was only in his early twenties.

			When the war declared, he enlisted, and within a year his ability to procure supplies and organize distribution were recognized. He was promoted to an officer and a quartermaster and never posted overseas.

			Johanna, my mother, was the only child of a prosperous couple who owned and operated a local pub hotel in Sydney’s inner city. She finished her education at a private Catholic girls’ high school. Her father died before the war, so the hotel was managed by a hardworking, honest Irishman, Mr. Keating, who was beginning to show his age.

			Johanna and Henry met when, as a soldier on leave, he visited a Catholic social club in downtown Sydney. She was working as a canteen volunteer. I never heard any specific details about how their courtship developed, but they were married before the end of the war. When my father was demobbed he decided to go into business for himself by taking over as manager of the pub after dear old Mr. Keating retired.

			Part of the family legend is that Henry had a genius for recognizing trends long before other businessmen. He constantly updated his equipment and operation practices well ahead of most other businessmen in Sydney. He eventually converted the pub into a hardware store. By the time I started high school, my father’s business had expanded and he had several big hardware stores all over the city’s suburbs.

			Around 1998, my oldest sister, Trish, wrote her memories of growing up. About half that story reads like a history book. Trish’s anecdotes mostly focus on our father. She remembers Henry as a gifted storyteller who kept his increasing number of children enthralled and quiet as they were packed into the family car on the regular Sunday picnics. From when Trish was five, the family moved house every year or eighteen months for the next nine years. When Trish was fourteen, my parents bought a large house on Princes Street, in a leafy, well-established suburb. By the time the family settled into Princes Street, we were a family with ten children. Our youngest sibling, Eloise, was born two years later.

			Over the next few years, this house was renovated and extended, a tennis court and swimming pool were added around a large patio where my parents entertained extended family and friends each weekend. The Sunday drives and picnics ceased. Several of the siblings still refer to the ‘Princes Street Years,’ which they revered as a type of Camelot.

			Henry became increasingly important in both the Catholic community and the business world. As Kalann read my copy of Trish’s book, she commented that up to Trish’s marriage and when I had just graduated from high school, there was little specific mention of Johanna. The anecdotes are all about Henry being the one who orchestrated the family. In many of Trish’s memories, he came across as a jovial and generous host. Kalann’s impression was that my father was the disciplinarian in the family. Trish remembers times when one of us were in trouble and our mother would say, “Wait till your father gets home.”

			Trish’s memories from when Eloise was born seem to focus on the elaborate lunches held at the family home, by then a mansion. She mentions various holidays, including a four-month trip around the world in 1965, an elaborate summer home on the waterfront with an indoor and outdoor swimming pool, and a large motor yacht with sleeping accommodation for sixteen, all the family plus a crew s three.

			Life seemed to be getting grander and grander.

			Trish recalled that the family’s life revolved around rituals of the Catholic Church. There was the obligatory nightly recitation of the rosary, a common prayer in the Catholic Church at the time. It was thought to have been developed in the thirteenth century to help illiterate Catholics remain devoted to the church. It was comprised of fifty Hail Marys divided into five sections called decades. Each decade began with The Lord’s Prayer, followed by ten Hail Marys and ended with one Glory Be and another prayer about saving them all from the power of hell. Trish remembered the nightly recitation being very boring. Everyone would be kneeling, each holding their rosary beads so they could keep count of the repetitions. Most were leaning on a chair for support, anxious to get it over with.

			Trish and her brother, Graham, who was only a year younger than she was, had come to an unspoken agreement that they’d try to speed up the pace to get the rosary finished as quickly as possible. They would see how fast they could go and try to skip one of the beads so there’d be less repetition before Henry realized they were racing through and they’d all have to stop and begin again.

			Every day Henry went to the local church for morning Mass. Johanna would be at home, of course, getting the family up and ready for the day. She didn’t have to prepare breakfast because a cook would come in early to do that. Trish mentioned that she went with her father to morning Mass for a few years to earn his approval, but she stopped going sometime before she started high school. Some of the younger kids took over this morning ritual with their father. Speaking of which, Trish’s account of Sunday Mass at their parish church was interesting. Our family always sat in the left front pew. It seemed that even when we arrived just on time to a mostly full church, the left front pew would be waiting for us as we marched down the centre aisle.

			Trish gave the impression that she enjoyed being looked at by everyone in the congregation, or so she thought, when she was younger. She noted that there were many big families in that parish. Eight, nine and ten were common, and it seemed that she and her siblings were proud that their family had the most children. By the time she was at university she hated this ceremonial Sunday march, so she’d stay over at a girlfriend’s place on Saturday night as often as she could to avoid this Sunday tromp past all the pews.

			Another reason, not surprisingly, was so she could avoid the restrictive curfews that Henry enforced. Even when Trish was in her early twenties, our father wouldn’t allow her to be out later than one o’clock. When she protested, Henry would say that there were all the other kids after her and standards had to be maintained. She mentioned an argument she had with Henry about this. She seemed proud about what she thought was her killer argument: “Dad, what do you think I’ll get up to after one in the morning that I can’t do at 8 a.m.?”

			Kalann’s comments about these rituals and religious traditions helped me realise what a portrait of paradoxes Trish painted about our father. In all these details about his tough discipline, there were these stories of the lavish twenty-first birthday parties, weddings and other parties where often hundreds of people were invited. He seemed to revel in his reputation as a generous host and contributor to many worthy causes. Catholic ones, of course. Kalann noticed that Trish mentioned Johanna much less than Henry, so she doesn’t come into clear focus.

			As Kalann and I discussed Trish’s memoir, my childhood became clear. However, looking through the prism of my painful experiences, some of my memories were very uncomfortable.

			~ ~ ~

			My first major purchase after moving into my small apartment in Queens Lake was an old upright piano. I’d always longed to create the mystical sounds some of my siblings made on the grand piano which held a prominent place in the large living room of our family home back in Australia. As the sixth child of eleven, I was literally stuck in the middle. My parents decided that I didn’t have any musical ability, so they arranged for weekly elocution lessons. I enjoyed elocution, and I even competed in and won some competitions. But I never lost the urge to be able to create beautiful music. When I had my own ivories to tinkle, I remembered the years of creeping quietly in corners close to the family’s grand piano while three of my siblings sailed up and down its magical keyboard. Their sounds seemed so wonderful. Why did they get to create such beautiful music, but I didn’t?

			The house in Queens Lake was the first home I’d ever bought for myself. I sought advice from my colleagues who become my friends, but I made all the financial and practical decisions without seeking advice from Graham, who was also a successful business man. I survived the first appointment with a bank manager to organise a mortgage. Stories from older women warned me that I would have a struggle, as a single woman, to secure a mortgage. Only a few years before my house purchase, banks stopped demanding that for a single woman to qualify for a mortgage she must have a male relative co-signing for her. The bank manager only required from me what he did of all applicants: written confirmation from my employer that I had a permanent contract.

			With the home purchase finalized and a move in date set, I delighted in my first experience of shopping for home furnishings, linens and kitchen supplies and gadgets, all of my choice. However, my greatest delight was trading in my old upright piano for a second-hand baby grand piano that was in excellent condition. I placed it in a position of honour in my living room, near the ten-foot-wide front window, so I could see out the front and back dining room sliding glass doors as I was tinkling away.

			As I was starting to feel settled in my new life, loving my job and my home, I began to develop a sense of who I am, and that I was worthwhile. I stopped sometimes, still surprised that I was still building and growing in my mid-forties when many others my age were becoming empty nesters and downsizing. I was gradually discarding the rope that had tethered me to the blind obedience expected by my family and the church for so long.

			I delighted in finding myself standing in my kitchen alone. My comfortable oversized T-shirt and baggy old gym shorts didn’t match. Gone was the uniform brown that everyone around me wore. I no longer needed to look around me to make space for and to consider the feelings and needs of others before my own. I loved living alone.

			On weekends, I savoured my slow brewed coffee at a time and pace of my choosing. I loved sitting quietly with my coffee in the dining area that adjoined the kitchen. As I was gazing through the double sliding glass doors past my small veranda, through the wooden framed chain-link fence surrounding my yard and beyond to the clumps of trees, various grassland and the winding, isolated path to the river, I couldn’t help but wonder, what’s next. Every Saturday and Sunday I’d hike out the back of my house and follow the meandering river path for several miles till it reached what the locals called Fairy Falls, a steep, undulating waterfall. I thought of it as my mini-Niagara Falls. From there, the path wound steeply uphill. Some days I ventured uphill to the unknown terrain beyond. I didn’t have to keep pace with companions or to explain why I wanted to stop for a while and follow on later.

			I made a simple supper after work each evening, and I settled into my comfy recliner with a glass of wine to watch the news. Then Jeopardy! I joined Alex as he asked questions to answers he already knew. I was fascinated by the reverse process that he and his team of techno-whizzes used, and by the array of contestants who must frame their answers as questions. My approach to life had been to first identify the questions that mattered to me and then search for the answers. Maybe I’d been doing it all backwards. Maybe my compulsion to watch the contestants search for answers every evening harkened back to my earlier days of knowing what had happened to me but not why.

			Then I played on my ivories for an hour or more. The repetitive waves rolling up and down the keyboard settled my thoughts about past, present and future. Since
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