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It’s a Good Day Not to be Dead 
 

There is a difference between thinking about suicide and actively 

pursuing it. People who think about suicide are usually still here 

because they think about the hurt their death will cause their loved 

ones and they can’t bear to put them through that pain. 

People who pursue suicide usually think about the hurt their existence 

is causing their loved ones and they can’t bear to put them through 

another day of that pain. In other words, they see their life as a burden 

to others and their death as sweet relief, a gift to those they love. 

At least that’s what I thought.  

The meeting was just what I needed. It always is. I kissed my 11 year old 

daughter good-bye and drove down the winding road and over the old 

drawbridge to the center of my quaint little town. It’s funny how I love 

this little speck of a shoreline town so much. The main street is dotted 

with tiny, trendy shops that hold unique treasures – great for gift giving 

and bemusing away a lazy afternoon. The restaurants and coffee shops 

are the perfect places to sit and share a laugh with a friend or to enjoy a 

great meal with out of town guests. Every eatery has outside seating so 

you can people watch and take in the sounds and smells of the south 

Florida riverfront town.  

What’s funny about my love for this little quaint town is that I lived in 

one very similar to this as a teenager. And I couldn’t get away from it 

fast enough. There are some major differences of course. My childhood 
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town was on the shores of the Long Island Sound in Connecticut. The 

tourist season up there begins when the Florida tourist season ends. 

The shops were old and stodgy, at least that’s how they seemed to my 

vibrant 16 year old brain. The people were stuffy, the styles were stiff 

and uncomfortable and everything shut down by 8 o’clock. 

Here the people are friendly, warm and chatty – even those who 

haven’t been drinking. The styles are trendy and comfy, all gauze and 

flip flops. And the shops, oh the shops… they stay open ‘til at least 9:00 

and even later in season. So in reality, not much difference. But from my 

perspective – two entirely different worlds. One I couldn’t wait to leave. 

One I hope never to leave.  

I arrived at the corner building where our meetings are held and 

grabbed a seat amidst a bunch of much older women. Okay, sort of 

older. I’m in my 40’s and it’s getting harder to tell how old some of my 

women friends are. I have totally lost touch with young people’s ages. 

They all look somewhere between 16 and 25. I kind of lump people into 

categories by decades now. Yeah, he was in his 20’s, or early 30’s. No, 

I’m certain she was eligible for Medicare. That’s about the best I can do 

nowadays. 

The speaker was a woman who looked quite put together. I had never 

seen her before but she had several years of sobriety under her belt and 

she looked very comfortable at the podium. She was a little older than 

me, so somewhere between 45 and 55ish. She was attractive, petite 

and dressed in clothes that said she was casual and put on no pretenses. 

She began by introducing herself and then told the room that she had 

recently lost her 21 year old daughter to suicide.  

My heart jumped into my throat the same way it did almost every time I 

heard someone say those words. There are so many sad stories of 

suicide and overdose, which are often one in the same, in the rooms of 

recovery. So many people who struggle with addiction, alcoholism and 

other isms can’t bear the pain of living and take their own lives. I 

watched as the speaker kept talking, keeping herself very well 



SCRAMBLED 

5 

composed. 

“At first it was very hard,” she said, describing the immediate reaction 

to her daughter’s death. “I had a hard time accepting this as part of 

God’s plan.”  

I had heard that many times, also. Life hits us hard. Even though we 

lucky ones have the tools to deal with some of the tougher blows, they 

still leave a mark. Sometimes a permanent one. Death is like that. I have 

seen so many people struggle with accepting loss as part of God’s plan. I 

don’t know that I could. Fortunately, I haven’t had to take that test yet 

but know it’s just a matter of time. I’m not sure if I’ll pass or fail. 

“She tried to kill herself many times in the past.” The woman continued, 

describing her daughter’s years long struggle with drugs and alcohol. 

“We tried to get her help and she would get clean for a little while, but 

then she would relapse.” 

I remembered hearing of a man who had a year clean and sober. I had 

seen him around and thought he was doing okay. Until he drank himself 

into a stupor and decided to set himself on fire in his trailer. The news 

left many dumbfounded. Why hadn’t he called someone in recovery? 

Why hadn’t he reached out to his sponsor? Why hadn’t he done 

something, anything other than that? 

The woman went on. “Then there was the eating disorder. Every time 

she would get a little sobriety her eating disorder would kick in and that 

would take her back out to the drugs and alcohol.” The mother spoke 

softly and with purpose, making eye contact with us other mothers, 

daughters, sisters in the room. We could all relate in some way or 

another. 

I looked around and noticed another woman who had recently shared 

about losing her son to a drug overdose. The death caused her to 

relapse and now she was struggling to get her sobriety back. I didn’t 

know how people did it. How did people who lost children maintain 

their sobriety or sanity at all? I could barely hang on to either on a good 
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day. I don’t think I would be able to keep it together, no matter how 

many people were in my life holding me up. I would be too pissed off at 

God. 

She continued. “I couldn’t understand why God, the God I had come to 

trust in this program, through recovery, why that same God that took 

me out of the miry pit would allow my daughter to die.” She spoke 

softly and looked off over our heads as she talked. “It made no sense. I 

was so mad at Him for letting this happen, so mad at Him for taking her 

away from us. He had saved her so many times in the past. Why 

couldn’t He save her just this one last time?” 

Some women in the room nodded knowingly as others dabbed their 

eyes with tissues. Every eye was locked on the speaker. She was so real, 

so honest, so eloquently and elegantly understated as she sat cloaked in 

shadows of grief. But there was something else about her. There was a 

brightness, a colorfulness that shone through the gray areas. 

“It took a long time and a lot of therapy, meetings and talks with friends 

and my sponsor. But I finally found peace in her death.” 

You could hear every heart skip and every breath suck in. All butts were 

on the edge of their seats just waiting for her to tell us how. How did 

this woman find peace in the midst of the most horrible thing that can 

happen to a human being? 

“I figured that every time she tried to kill herself she was crying out to 

God to take her, just take her away from all the pain. And every time, 

He said no.” The woman sat back in the chair and you could almost see 

her daughter in her mind. Her face softened and she smiled slightly as 

she spoke. “And this time, this last time, I think He got tired of my 

daughter asking and just decided, ‘Okay, I’ll take you home!’” 

The speaker laughed and we all laughed with her. She went on to talk 

about life after her daughter’s death but I don’t remember what she 

said. All I remember is how she reconciled that incredible loss. It was 

the most beautiful thing I had heard in a very long time. And I believed 
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it. 

Suicide affects so many people. And yet so few people will talk about it. 

People who have suicidal thoughts are afraid to tell anyone. People who 

love suicidal people are afraid to ask them about their thoughts. And 

those left behind, those grieving the loss of someone who finally went 

home are afraid of so many things. They are afraid they are to blame, 

afraid they will be ridiculed, ostracized, and consumed with guilt for the 

rest of their lives. They are confused, angry, hurt and heartbroken. And 

they don’t know what to do about it. 

It is not an easy topic, suicide. It’s not a, “Hey, do you want to get a cup 

of coffee and talk about those suicidal thoughts you’re having?” type of 

conversation. It isn’t something you bring up at the kids’ school either. 

“Oh, Suzie is fine. Even though her Dad just tried to slit his wrists, we’re 

all good.” 

I used to believe there is a big difference between people who talked 

about suicide and those who attempted or succeeded at it. The winners 

were the ones who were truly in pain. The other ones just talked about 

it for attention. I’m not so sure anymore. I’m not sure someone’s 

thoughts of pulling the trigger are any less serious than my actually 

swallowing the pills. I’m not sure the difference matters. 

The only thing that matters is the pain that precedes, accompanies and 

lives in and around suicide. It is with people when the thoughts first 

arrive and lingers like an unwelcome houseguest. It taunts, bullies and 

torments a person until that person either evicts the pain through 

spiritual, physical or emotional healing; or decides death is a sufficient 

relief valve for the excruciating, overwhelming, fatal pain.  

Many people believe suicide is a cowardly act. I disagree 

wholeheartedly. I think it is selfish and leaves countless victims in its 

wake. But I don’t believe the people who take their own lives are 

cowardly. I believe they are just so tired of living in constant emotional 

pain. I believe they don’t want to hurt you or themselves. They just 
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don’t want to hurt anymore. I believe they just want to go home.  

The speaker was amazing. She was living proof that no matter what God 

gives us or what He takes away, it is okay. It might suck like hell for a 

while, but in the long run, it is for good. I never want to forget that 

woman’s attitude. I never want to forget the look of peace in her tear 

stained eyes. I never want to forget that the mind can accept anything it 

chooses to accept. I never want to forget that a tragedy doesn’t have to 

kill us.  

Years before, I had failed at my suicide attempt. But the pain that 

accompanied my suicidal thoughts stayed with me long after the 

hospital visit. Some years the pain was stronger than me and other 

years weaker. For a while there we were on even ground. It wasn’t until 

I found recovery and God that I finally got lasting relief from the 

excruciating pain of being me.  And that’s a good thing because I’m not 

ready to go home yet. 

I left the meeting and let the balmy Florida air warm my air-conditioned 

skin. The river danced with the light of a thousand diamonds as the sun 

glistened on its deep blue face. I walked down the quaint downtown 

lost in thought and the aroma of delicious food. It was a good day not to 

be dead. 
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Batman Turns 21 
 

 

 

 

Batman Turns 21 
 

I wake up the same way on the same three days each year. The dates 

are insignificant to everyone but a select few. They are the dates my 

children were born. Before I even open my eyes something comes over 

me. I lay in bed and think about the transformation that took place that 

day. Not only for me, but for the child that grew inside me and was 

forced into our busy, loud world. I think about the moment of the birth, 

the loneliness with one, the fear with the other and the damned 

impatience with another. I remember the pain, the sadness, the joy of it 

all. I remember yelling at the doctors, grabbing a husband’s hand tightly 

and drinking half a beer to speed things along. But mostly I remember 

the years since those days.  

I awoke in August on my oldest son’s birthday with thoughts of him as 

he is today, an accomplished, fiercely independent 21 year old jazz 

musician. Thoughts of his recent challenges, his pain and his smile filled 

my sleepy head. I kept my eyes closed as images of him crying on a fall 

day with his six year old bowl haircut and overalls appeared, followed by 

more images of his horn-rimmed glasses and facial hair.  
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All of these thoughts and more filled me up before I awoke and let the 

morning air seep into my consciousness like the smell of strong coffee 

and waffles. This is how I awake on each of my children’s birthdays. It 

doesn’t matter where they are, how old they are or how much they 

have pissed me off. I still think of those snapshot moments, those 

National Lampoon Kodak moments each of my children have posed for 

over the years. I step out of bed with excitement even if the only 

birthday wish will be received through UPS without me being able to 

deliver the hug or kiss.  

My best friend’s birthday is just days away from my son’s. Hillary lives in 

Connecticut and as the years have passed our visits have become less 

frequent. Time, children, responsibilities and finances have prevented 

me from always prioritizing things correctly. I used to fly up all the time. 

When I first left my girl, after ten blurred years of parties, weddings, 

births and marital fights, I would pack the kids up and hop a plane at the 

slightest emergency. Mean husbands, emotional breakdowns and bad 

haircuts were cause for immediate action. Sometimes I would fly by 

myself and other times with my miniature entourage in tow. My 

favorite way to arrive was by complete surprise. 

I loved planning these little trips, especially the last minute ones, 

without telling anyone but a few strategic accomplices. I would inform 

the driver from the airport and the person putting me up, who were 

usually one and the same. But I would then surprise the target, whether 

it was Hillary, my sister Lisa or my parents, by showing up at their work 

or home unannounced. One year, I caught Hillary so off guard that she 

actually wanted a do-over because her initial reaction to my being there 

was less than picture perfect. When she turned and saw me standing in 

her kitchen on this particular visit, she gave me a look that was a mix 

between, “What are you doing here? I’m very confused… and Did 

someone just fart?” 

But as time rolled on, marriages fell apart and new ones were formed, 

the spur of the moment gatherings, the reliving of girls’ weekends from 

our youth, all seemed to take a back seat to making a living and keeping 
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the lights on. And so did taking the dogs to the park, having a picnic or 

sending a card for no reason. Hallmark used to love me. There are other 

card distributors too, that miss my patronage - the funnier, crass, 

wenchy girl cards that make me laugh for hours in the card aisle. I would 

send them all. I used to send a card a day the week before Hillary’s 

birthday. Then I would send one on her birthday. Now I send a FB post 

or a text message. How impersonal. How lame. 

How would my son feel if I did that? Hey son, so glad you made it to 21 

and accomplished so much in your short time here. I couldn’t be 

prouder of you. So to show you just how much I love you, I’m gonna 

post HB on your FB page. TTYL. 

How lazy and disconnected we have become. In a world where we can 

reach and communicate with people like never before, our language has 

become so impersonal and cold. There are no handwritten messages on 

a text or tweet. There are no colored drawings or refrigerator art from 

our youth tucked neatly in a birthday email. These personal touches, 

these special treasures can only be delivered and gifted with effort. The 

only way I can remind my son of his infatuation with Captain 

Underpants is by sending him the original book he read in second grade, 

which, of course I still have. 

My children’s birthdays make me think hard about their lives and how I 

have performed as their mother. I don’t think they got a completely raw 

deal by any means. But sometimes I think they could have done better. 

Their birthdays are annual reminders of my successes and failures as a 

parent. I know they’re coming. Every year like Christmas, my children’s 

birthdays are on the same days. And yet I always wait. I used to plan 

and go a little nuts preparing the perfect parties when they were 

younger. And I must say, they were quite impressive. One included 

Barney, one was a medical themed fete complete with a life-size patient 

with full surgical attire costumes for all in attendance. And one had a 

real life Batman flying off our porch and onto our lawn. At least that’s 

what my 21 year old son remembers. 



Jennifer Wilson 

12 

It was my brother Mark who was coerced/bribed in a “we’ll give you 

unlimited beer if you do it” sort of way to wear the leatherette Batman 

costume. Zack was four and had been living, eating and breathing 

Batman for nearly a year. He made me tie his blankies around his neck 

so they would flow like a cape when he ran down the hall. I finally 

decided to make him his own cape with a Velcro neck so he could don it 

himself and because it was a tad safer than a ligature. Everything he 

watched or played with was Batman related and he had stopped 

answering to his own name, insisting we call him Batman.  

On Batman’s fourth birthday, the guests arrived to a decorated garage 

full of batman plates, cups, napkins, cookies, batman masks and of 

course a batman cake. I had made cartoon POW, KA-BOOM and 

WHAMMY signs in starburst shapes and hung them throughout the 

transformed room. The children ran around outside while the parents 

sat drinking beer and assorted cocktails. Juice boxes and sodas were 

scattered here and there and after a while, Uncle Mark disappeared into 

the house unnoticed. When we got the bat signal, we called the children 

and adults into the backyard. We lived in a raised ranch and the front of 

the house was one and half stories and the back was two. The deck was 

off the second story and overlooked the yard.  

We gathered below the deck and looked around. Little Batman’s 

homemade mask, which was much better than the paper masks the 

guests wore, hugged his round face and his blue eyes sat open wide 

with anticipation. His batman outfit and cape hung loosely on his thin 

frame and his pin-straight hair moved like blades of grass in the hot 

August breeze. “What Mommy? What is it? Is it a surprise?” 

Then a voice boomed from the top of the deck and all eyes flew to the 

edge of the porch. Batman, the slightly buzzed but still well within his 

senses Batman stood in front of the railing. The full head mask and 

shiny black outfit gleamed in the sun as the large cloth cape flapped like 

a proud black flag. The huge oaks and elms provided a thick green 

backdrop to the masked man. It was truly a glorious site. 
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Big Batman raised his gloved hands and spoke from a freshly shaven 

mouth. He shaved. My brother who had moments before been sporting 

a scraggly beard had actually shaved his face for the charade. “I’m 

looking for the birthday boy. Does someone here have a birthday 

today?” He said something along those lines. Twenty-one years is a long 

time and the beer and excitement have blurred my memory.  

I stood holding little Batman in my arms as his father videotaped the 

whole scene. Zack threw one hand in the air as his other hand found his 

mouth and the fingers wiggled inside as they always did when he was 

nervous. When Big Batman saw the hand fly up, he turned abruptly, 

moved to the top of the stairs, threw his cape behind him with a snap 

and glided down the stairs. He actually kind of jogged down them. But 

to this day my son swears Batman flew off the second story railing and 

down to the soft earth below.  

This is the beauty of being a parent. No matter how I see the memories, 

flawed, sloppy and duct taped together, my children will almost always 

see them differently. They will see them from their child perspective, 

their starry eyed vision of the past. They will only remember a snippet 

of actual experiences. The rest will be a mish-mash of shoved together 

recollections, photographs and stories they’ve heard over the years. 

From these they will make their own collage of memories.  

These will be their truths. These will be the stories they share at the 

holiday table when they tell their children about Gramma and Papa, 

about Uncle Mark, about their youth. These will be the patchwork quilts 

of life experiences that shape their dreams, their fears, their insecurities 

and their deepest desires. These subjective flashbacks will be ingrained 

in their hearts and minds and influence their behaviors, their thoughts 

and their actions. Some I will prefer over reality, some I won’t. But these 

belong to them, not to me. I’m merely a guest in their pasts. 

My children will look back on their lives with their own snapshots, 

tinged a color of their choosing, in the same way I look back on their 

childhoods with my own brush stroke. Sometimes mine will be more 
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accurate, but almost always it will be more inadequate. I will see color 

outside of the lines where they see vibrant experiences. I will see holes 

in the collage where they see no gaps between pictures at all. I will feel 

sticky glue guilt when I think about their childhoods while they will feel 

the good-enough glue that held them and us together.  

So on his 21st birthday, I sat in bed thinking about all of that. Barney, 

Batman, my best friend, Hallmark and guilt. I thought about the hand 

drawn birthday banners that are a tradition in our family, the Iron Giant 

movie and the Captain Underpants book my son would be receiving 

courtesy of Priority Mail. And I was grateful. Grateful that I have my 

memories and that he has his own, sometimes softer, sometimes more 

critical memories. 

The day after his 21st birthday, my son took the more generationally 

appropriate route and wrote a long Facebook post about how he spent 

the milestone day. He had been hired to play saxophone at a funeral for 

a man he had never met. The family was Asian and, as my son said, had 

very good taste in music. Zack is a perfectionist and is sensitive to 

people’s choices in music. So he played and listened. The funeral lasted 

five hours. The family didn’t eulogize Ben in the traditional manner. 

Instead they sang, read poetry, played instruments and celebrated his 

life in an artistic way, as an homage to the man who loved music and art 

but earned a living as a technical engineer. 

Zack left the funeral exhausted, mentally and physically. He wrote about 

how the funeral made him feel depressed. But then, hours later, he 

realized that it was a beautiful tribute to a man who lived a life of art. 

Zack wanted to do that. He is an artist, but as he put it, he wants to live 

artistically in every sense of the word. He spent the rest of his birthday 

bar hopping with friends. Since he doesn’t drink and was being offered 

free drinks all night, he chose to give them away and instead drank in 

meaningful, artistic conversations about life with interesting people.  

That is how Batman spent his 21st birthday. He spent it playing music for 

a dead dreamer. He spent it listening to fine poetry and mediocre 



SCRAMBLED 

15 

singing. He spent it talking with people, giving to others and engaging 

with the artistic side of humanity. What a lovely thing to do. 
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Don’t look at the tray 
 

When I was a waitress I was taught the proper way to carry a tray of 

drinks. Walk steadily and keep your eyes on the target, the table you’re 

going to. That’s what they told me. “Whatever you do,” they said, 

“don’t look at the tray.” I found out why. Every time I looked down at 

the drinks to ensure they were safely contained in their sparkly glasses, 

they would jump over the thick clear walls and splash onto the 

corkboard tray. Then I would stop, giving them time to settle down, 

before I would begin walking again, purposefully, intently, toward my 

table. The beverages would behave momentarily, but as soon as I began 

moving they would once again jump ship. I eventually let go of the fear 

of them spilling onto the tray and realized that my patrons were thirsty 

and I had to get the drinks to them one way or another, or at least what 

was left of the drinks. 

So on I marched, eyes on the happily thirsty customers and not on the 

tray. And I was shocked that the drinks behaved. They didn’t jump, 

didn’t squirm and didn’t fly out of their glasses. Nope. They stayed put, 

calm and serene as if to say, “See, this is what we needed.” They arrived 

mostly intact and I had learned my lesson. Until the next time I had a 

large tray of drinks. 

Even though I had discovered, in that instant, that the more 

experienced wait staff had been right, something that I of course never 

admitted to them, I still found myself glancing down at the tray on 

future missions. I do that in life too. I know that my tray is full of many 
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colored beverages, none of the alcoholic variety, but colors and flavors 

that rival a bag of Skittles. The things I carry are guilt, fear, hope, 

excitement, worry, sadness, hesitation and ignorance. Sometimes my 

tray holds all of these and more. Sometimes I just have a simple order of 

judgment and criticism and I deliver these to everyone in the room and 

serve a double to myself. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “You don't have to see the whole staircase, 

just take the first step.” I get that. I can do that in many areas of my life. 

When I’m driving, for instance, I know I can’t see my destination until 

I’m close. But I still drive, only seeing the road that is within my field of 

vision. This is especially true at night when the headlights of my car only 

illuminate a scant few hundred feet. I could be heading anywhere, but 

all I see is the few hundred feet ahead of me. And that’s all I need to 

see. I always get where I’m going, for the most part.  

When I’m getting things done around my house, I can apply the same 

principle. I cannot see the clean carpet underneath all the white dog 

hair. I know what it looks like because I have seen it on occasion, usually 

for about fifteen minutes after a fresh vacuuming. But when I start the 

task of sucking up all the wiry hair, I can’t see the carpet underneath. 

But I go along, one sweep of the vacuum at a time, knowing that I will 

get where I intend to go. I don’t stop and check the vacuum along the 

way, worried that it might be overheating or filling up too fast. I trust 

that it will be just fine, do its job if I do mine, and I will have a clean, or 

at least somewhat cleaner, carpet. 

Despite all of this knowledge, I still get overwhelmed with my tray. 

Sometimes it’s as if someone has added things to it when I wasn’t 

looking. There are more tasks, more obstacles, more things that need to 

be carried or addressed as I make my way to my destination. As a 

writer, I don’t really always know what words are going to come out of 

me when I sit down to write. If I stop and look at my tray, I see all the 

typos, the disconnected thoughts, the bad flow and lost messages in my 

words and I want to fix them and settle them back in their respective 

glasses. I start to think about the difficulty I will face getting the book 
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finished, published and out there. I look again at my tray and see a pile 

of bills for things I don’t even have yet. I wonder how on earth I will pay 

these. My journey slows and my writing stutters. I am distracted by the 

items on my tray and I take my eyes off of the destination – writing.  

I do this in so many areas of my life. I start a new diet and exercise 

program religiously every 3 months or so. I own nearly every 90 day 

program sold by Beach Body and other major fitness conglomerates. I 

don’t intend to buy them, honestly. But something happens to me on 

Sunday mornings when I’m up early enjoying a cup of coffee and not 

loving myself entirely. I flip through the channels and see all the 

programs out there that I know God is telling me to buy. They will solve 

all my problems. I know that self-love and acceptance should come from 

inside. And they do. The problem is, with every few pounds I add on, it 

takes longer and longer to get inside Jenny and pull self-acceptance and 

love out. I need a faster delivery system. 

I watch the thin healthy people who just 90 days before had been heavy 

and out of shape, tell of their miraculous transformations and praise the 

fitness guru that created the magical programs. Yes, I think. Yes, I say 

out loud to the dogs. That is all I need. Even though it is practically the 

same thing I already own six of, just with a different guru and a different 

color package, THIS will be the one that makes all the difference. And in 

that moment, the moment between Yes, and order now and we’ll take 

off one payment, one hand is on my phone and the other is already 

reaching for the credit card. 

I don’t ever finish them. But out of respect to the program, I do wait a 

full ninety days before purchasing a new one. I think the problem is that 

I add things to my tray. The programs come pretty streamlined. They 

are made for short attention spanned people like me. They are designed 

for people who want immediate results. So they are relatively simple, 

ABC, 123 sort of deals. And I, as a good all-aholic, do exactly the same 

thing with every program. I complicate it. 

When it says work out three days a week, I add three more for good 
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measure. When it says walk 30 minutes a day, I add another ten and 

then throw in some squats and push-ups. When a program calls for 

moderate changes in diet, I purge all sugar and white stuff from my 

pantry and survive on cardboard bread, organic peanut butter and 

vegetables. I continue to add more items to my tray by weighing myself 

daily or weekly, even though I know that my goal, my destination will 

remain the same despite what my weight is each day of the journey. I 

throw on some new meditation, a change in work schedule, new church 

commitments and a few other dozen obligations to cover all the bases. 

And within three weeks, when I’m barely out of the gate and can still 

hear the clanging of the kitchen dishes, I drop the whole damned tray. 

I don’t drop gracefully. Crash is the most appropriate word to describe 

what happens. It’s not that one glass slides to the edge of the tray and 

spills over, getting me and others a little wet. Nope. It’s as if the tray, 

the tray that was so light and balanced, got instantaneously heavy. I am 

crushed under a sudden weight that is far too heavy for me to hold, 

never mind carry. I know I put all the crap on there myself; I loaded the 

tray up. But it doesn’t matter. I am still shocked when the whole 

shebang upends and glasses go flying. In that instant, before the glass 

hits the ground and shatters, before the beverages fly in graceful 

droplets into the air and come landing down on some unsuspecting 

person, extinguishing their serenity, I know that I did it. I know that the 

tray, the tray that was delivered in just 5-7 days directly to my front 

door, was meant only to carry the items it came with. I know that if I 

had kept my eyes on the destination, the target, that cute pair of jeans 

or that bathing suit and off the tray, I probably would have been okay. I 

also know the whole messy tray thing has to do with fears I’m unwilling 

to admit I have. 

Each of my children learned how to ride a bike kind of late in life. They 

were six. They had training wheels on and had mastered the art of 

riding at rip-roaring speeds while wobbling between the two rickety 

wheels sticking out the back of their bikes like little ears. But when it 

came time to ride without them, they grew fear the size of a giant. My 
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daughter was especially apprehensive. I don’t know if it’s because she’s 

the baby, or because she’s a lot like me.  

I had learned after the first two kids not to push my daughter to ride 

until she was ready. I had been beat down pretty badly by the life 

lessons delivered courtesy of my boys and was finally starting to get the 

message. I didn’t want the stress and aggravation that came from me 

pushing her into something she wasn’t ready for, the condemnation and 

criticism that would come out of me from an inherited place, the tears 

and yelling from both of us and the eventual shame and guilt I would 

feel. Nope, I had my fill. So I waited. 

She finally came to me one day and before I responded with the 

enthusiasm that had been safely tucked away in a little happy box inside 

me, before I found the key and unlocked that box, I dug around to see if 

I had any unresolved issues that were going to pop in like unwelcomed 

guests during a holiday dinner. I didn’t want any old resentments or 

pissiness to seep into the loose joints that hold my patience and 

tolerance together. That would make for a bad experience and a pretty 

crappy way to remember how she learned to ride a bike. 

I was satisfied that I could handle it and out we went. I didn’t get angry 

at the bike for fighting me while I tried to lob its ears off. That was a 

plus. I always know it’s going to be a lovely day when I end up having a 

knock-down drag out fight with an inanimate object like a vacuum 

cleaner, a coffee maker or a bike. I was good to go. I tossed the wheels 

aside and checked the tire pressure. With an all clear, I helped my 

daughter strap her helmet on and held the back of the bike as she slid 

gingerly on the pink and white seat. “Don’t let go!” she barked at me 

with fear in her eyes. What a scary responsibility it is to be the one thing 

in the world your child holds on to. I mean here she was, her little 

fingers death gripping the handlebars, but I was her God. I, in that 

moment, was the only thing that she knew would either keep her safe 

or let her fall. I was her giant, human safety net. And I’m sure in that 

very moment, I was way more scared than she was. 
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“I won’t,” I lied. How else would she learn if I didn’t let go? How would 

she learn to adjust her position, balance herself properly and trust her 

abilities? I had to be the father and the son. I had to let her fall and be 

fearful, let her feel abandoned and alone so that she could grow and 

flourish. It was a very sticky situation. 

We began in small circles around the driveway, her wobbling this way 

and that and me trying to keep my fingers awake. “Stop turning 

around,” I scolded knowing that every time she checked to see if I was 

keeping up my end of the bargain, she wobbled. “Watch where you’re 

going,” I said as I began to peel one finger after another off the back of 

her seat. She steadied herself and was actually doing pretty well when 

she caught me. “Mommy!” She screamed with a look of sheer horror in 

her eyes. I threw my hand back on and had no words. She felt betrayed. 

She slammed on the brakes and started wailing.  

“You promised you wouldn’t let go! You promised you would hold on!” 

She was right. I was a big fat liar. And nothing I could have said to her in 

that moment would have made one damned bit of difference. I took a 

breath and waited for God to refresh my patience. I was parched.  

“I’m sorry,” I said gently, knowing this hot head was not about to 

forgive. Not until she mastered that bike. We went around and around 

again until I convinced her to keep her eyes in front of her. I explained 

that her balance was better and she was more sure of herself when she 

kept her eyes on the driveway and not on the pedals or my hand. She 

rode with purpose, a heated angry purpose, but she rode. When she 

sped up to the point where I couldn’t keep up, I let go. She knew it. I 

could sense her elation, her contained joy as she rode a few feet 

without me. She stopped and turned to look at me, letting her 

excitement spill over, knowing before I spoke. 

I unlocked the box and took out the joy. “You did it! I knew you could do 

it! You did it all by yourself!” She smiled and nodded. She rattled on 

about how it felt, how she was worried about falling but she kept going. 

She told me how scared she was but she was determined, she wanted 
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to do it so badly. She said she felt the bike wobble but gripped harder 

and kept her gaze focused and she knew, she just knew she could do it. 

“And I knew you would let go.” She knew I was going to let go. She knew 

that she might have to carry the load on her own, but she kept going. 

She couldn’t succeed until I let go. She couldn’t accomplish the feat with 

me holding her bike. She knew all of this and did it anyhow.  

I want to be a child. I want to just carry only what’s on my tray. Kids 

know that the more we add, the more difficult a task is. I want to have 

their fear, their determination, their clean, simple intentional 

fierceness. But I don’t want my God to let go. I can try harder to keep 

my eyes on the goal, and I promise not to look back too often. But I still 

need to believe I’m being held, even when I’m afraid I’m not. 
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GREAT Variations 
 

I owe an amends to about 30 people, probably more. I know this is part 

of my recovery process, to say I’m sorry to those I’ve harmed. But I 

doubt I will be able to find all of these people. Actually, I don’t really 

want to try. Even if I did find them, some may not think that I did 

anything wrong. “Oh, we just thought you were kind of flighty.” “Really? 

You want to apologize? But you had to leave due to an illness.” Some 

might even say, “You what? When? I don’t remember you at all.”  

That’s not the point though. The point is, if I don’t eventually suck it up 

and make an amends to these people, I will forever have feelings of guilt 

and shame. They might not overwhelm me and lead me to drink or pick 

up a happy pill, but they will definitely, as a woman once eloquently 

phrased it, eat my lunch. And I like lunch. 

These 30 or 40 some odd people are my previous employers. Many of 

them were actually brick and mortar employers, meaning I went into 

their establishments, interviewed with them face to face and got hired. 

Almost all of these B&M people loved me and I genuinely loved working 

for them. For about 18 months. That was my tenure. I never made it 

past that 18 month mark. Somewhere around month fifteen or sixteen 

something would twist inside of me and make me believe I had 

graduated and was now, as a successful administrative assistant II, 

ready to become a graphic artist, an insurance agent, a business owner 

or CEO. There was never a shadow of a doubt in my mind that these 
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moves were the most natural thing ever. In fact I wondered why others 

didn’t see their jobs as boring, unsatisfying stepping stones to glory and 

riches like I did. 

I don’t remember exactly when it began, just that I did that whole, 

“Thanks for the memories but I’ll be moving on now,” thing since early 

adulthood. I lived in Florida with my soon to be first husband when I 

landed a great job at a travel agency, no wait, print shop. Nope, wait, it 

was a hotel before that. Okay – so the first job that I remember when I 

was 19 was at a hotel. But before that, when I graduated high school, I 

worked part time at a printing shop. I worked in the bindery – the place 

where all the printed projects were finished. The bindery in this small 

shop was a two room basement where I could staple, punch and collate 

all day long while listening to Wharf Rat and Bob Dylan. It was, for a 

messed up Dead Head with no college education, heaven.  

But after about a year and half, I got the idea that I needed more. I’m 

not sure if I needed more money, more stimulation, more interaction 

with others. I just needed more. I was restless in a flip the switch sort of 

way. The job that had met all of my needs just days before was all of a 

sudden, the most mundane, uncomfortable hellish situation on earth. 

My first husband used to say that when I got an idea in my head there 

was nothing or no one that could stop me. I was determined to get what 

I wanted. That was the way it was with all of my jobs. The switch would 

flip and BAM – I would already be halfway out the door seeking the next 

best thing. I always stayed until I found another job and always gave at 

least a day’s notice. Quite generous, I thought.  

Sometimes, like when I left the travel agency… five or six jobs and two 

years after the aforementioned bindery position, I left in a blaze of glory 

complete with a three page, handwritten letter explaining the reasons 

for my departure. Reasons such as how I had been such a successful 

employee, had received rave reviews and still, had been chucked under 

the bus by the less qualified, better bull-shitter whose name escapes me 

some twenty-five odd years later. But nonetheless – they remembered 

me when I exited the scene. At least, that’s what I thought. 
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God’s funny like that – with my ego and pride. He works on me like a 

knotted ball of string untangling each strand by loosening it ever so 

slightly over time. I was certain when I left that fancy travel agency job 

at the ripe age of twenty that everyone there would miss me terribly 

and they would hang a picture of me on the wall for all future 

employees to see. The inscription would read something like, “Jennifer 

– the best employee we ever had.” They never hung the plaque.  

As it turns out, they didn’t even remember me all that much, if at all. I 

know because fifteen years later I was attending an event at Jackson’s 

school. He was in first grade at the time and the place was packed with 

parents, grandparents and siblings. One of Jack’s classmate’s was 

named Jett. I thought it was a cool name and started talking to the mom 

about it. She said her name was Toni and that her husband worked on 

John Travolta’s private jet and was an avid plane buff. Hence, the name 

Jett for their little boy. As we were talking, I noticed the grandparents 

playing with Jett on the other side of the room. The father looked so 

familiar and in a flash I knew it was my old boss from the travel agency. 

It was feasible, but highly coincidental, that I would run into him here as 

the town I was living in was 100 miles away from where the agency had 

been located fifteen years previously. 

I blinked and looked at Toni. Toni, I thought! Yep, that was my old boss’s 

daughter’s name. “Hey, is that your father over there?” I asked her, 

already knowing the answer. She confirmed my suspicions and I told her 

why I asked. “I remember the day you called freaking out about an 

alligator in your pool! I was the receptionist,” I said. Now, it never 

occurred to me at the time of my theatrical departure from that job, 

that a receptionist was not a CEO, a CFO, a UFO or any other fancy 

acronym that denotes recognition, respect or a plaque. But in that 

moment, saying it to grown Toni, I realized my mistake. A little 

embarrassed for my flowery exit years before, but still sure my old boss 

would remember me and throw his arms around me like Marlon Brando 

in the Godfather, I walked over and re-introduced myself to him. Not a 

flicker of recognition, not a blink, not even a hesitative tilt of the head 
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to pretend he knew who I was. Nada. 

I politely made my way back to my son and excused myself from Toni. 

We never chatted again and I still hold on to the belief that my old boss 

had developed dementia and was having a spell at the time of our 

chance encounter. I’m sure God laughed that day. He probably had a 

good old whopping, knee slapping, tear-jerking laugh. But as my 

husband says, he wasn’t laughing at me, he was laughing with me.  

I left the print shop and was on to a sales job, where, by no coincidence, 

I met my first husband. Then, after that, it was the barrage of stints in 

south Florida. When I returned to Connecticut after fleeing my future 

husband number one, I landed a comfortable waitressing job where the 

hours were good, the money was better and the flow of drugs and 

alcohol was endless. It suited me perfectly. But then the twelve month 

mark hit and I was instantly better than everyone I worked with. Serving 

cocktails and clearing tables was beneath me and I moved into a part-

time office job. It went on from there like clockwork. From one job to 

the next I hopped. I landed each one with ease, certain that it would be 

my lifetime career. I justified all the reasons for taking the job and 

touted the benefits of the great move. I shared my excitement with 

anyone who would listen, except my previous colleagues and 

employers.  

In my distorted mind, each move was the right move. It was the 

absolute best move. It was the only move. And it had been hand 

selected for me. I was the perfect candidate and the job was the 

opportunity I had been waiting for my entire life. I don’t know if I 

expected each new job to fix the discontent inside me. I don’t even 

think I was aware I was full of irritability and discontent. I just know that 

in that moment, in that moment when the switch was flipped, I was 

helpless to stop the momentum. I knew the move would occur and that 

it would be the best thing in the world – for about a year and a half. 

When I began freelancing in my 40’s, I figured I had found the perfect 

work schedule, or lack thereof, for my habitual job hopping. I could take 
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clients on when I wanted and if I got bored, move on to the next. 

Freelance writing fit that bill perfectly. Until I got some long-term clients 

and really good gigs. I did manage to hold out for two and a half years 

with one of them. Ironically, it was a therapy company so I know for 

certain God orchestrated that one. “Oh no Jen, you’re not going 

anywhere anytime soon,” He probably said. “I’m doing the best I can, 

but I think you still need outside help.” God, always the humble one. 

But even in my freelance career, which has lasted an amazingly long 

time, I still have bailed unexpectedly and unprofessionally from client 

projects. Some were for legitimate reasons, like episodes of bipolar. And 

some were for what I still have a hard time accepting as legitimate, like 

episodes of bipolar. I know I have limitations. I know I have a mental 

illness. But the Alpha me doesn’t like admitting I’m incapable of doing 

some of the things I know the fully functioning me is capable of doing.  

I found some measure of relief in one of my Dr. Google marathons. I 

was smack in the middle of some serious mood cycling and tried to get a 

handle on stability by finding some people I could identify with. I 

learned in recovery that identifying with other people who have been 

through what I was going through is one of the best forms of medicine. 

So off I went, for hours and hours on end. I couldn’t work because my 

brain was shooting in a million different directions. I was either bed 

bound with the weight of a thousand fatigues, or I was certain I’d just 

come up with five of the next million dollar ideas and needed to patent 

them immediately. 

Dr. Google was kind enough to lead me to a website that offered a quick 

bipolar test. You had to answer all the questions and then score yourself 

to see if you fell in the bipolar spectrum. Although I knew I would, I 

figured maybe I could learn some more about the crazy mood cycling I 

was experiencing. One of the questions required I respond with Not at 

All, Somewhat, Moderately, Quite a Lot, or Very Much. The qualifier 

was: There have been GREAT variations in the quantity or quality of my 

work. I responded with an Abso-frigging-lutely!  
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It was the story of my life. I was 46 when I stumbled upon this little 

ditty. And it described the past 30 plus years of my life. I had always, 

always, always had GREAT variations in the quantity and quality of my 

work. Ask any of my dozens of previous employers or clients! I was 

thrilled to know that it was a symptom of my illness, and not just 

laziness or ego. But when the excitement wore off, I realized it didn’t 

matter. It didn’t matter if my work history fit neatly into a little check 

box question on a bipolar disorder questionnaire. It didn’t matter if it 

was pride or laziness. It didn’t matter if it wasn’t.  

All that mattered was that now, 30 years later, I still held the guilt of 

having left so many employers in a less than professional way. All that 

mattered was that even if they, like my travel agency employer, didn’t 

remember me, I remembered them. I remembered the look of shock 

and disappointment when I told them I would be leaving for bigger and 

better things. I remembered their frustration for having invested so 

much time and money into me. I remembered their anger when they 

realized that just weeks before I had told them that I was so happy at 

the job and couldn’t wait to see what the future held. I remembered all 

of it. And it was eating my lunch. 

So this is for all of you previous employers, clients and colleagues who 

invested your time, money, energy and hope into me. I’m truly sorry for 

the difficulties I might have caused you, your other employees and your 

organizations. I’m sorry for the way I pulled the rug out from under you. 

I’m sorry for making you doubt your judgement about any future hiring 

choices. I’m sorry.  

Oh, and that bull-shitter? Her name was Julie. It just came to me. And 

no, I’m not apologizing to her. Now, can I please have my lunch back? 

 

  



SCRAMBLED 

29 

 

 

 

 

 

I’m a Good Mom 
 

I don’t think I’m that great of a mom. But I do think I’m a pretty good 

mom most of the time. I didn’t used to think that ever. I actually 

thought my children had been sent to teach me a lesson. Or they were 

being punished for future acts yet to be committed by them. With the 

months of having to tip toe around mommy because she’s tired and the 

years of not knowing which mommy will greet them, my kids have every 

reason to think they got quite shafted in the mommy department. But 

they don’t. 

I am always amazed when my eleven year old daughter looks up at me 

with her dark blue eyes and tells me how much she loves me. I’m in awe 

of the fact that she wants to spend time with me more than anyone else 

in the world. What’s wrong with her? Is she really that crazy? I make a 

mental note to start saving for her therapy now every time she does 

this. But it still has an amazing effect on my heart. When my daughter, 

my goofy, freaky little bit of me bounces around the house and freely 

shares her unconditional love for me, it turns my heart inside out. It 

shakes off all the rusty armor on the shell of my frailty and replaces it 

with the supple, pliable, healthy pumping pink muscle that keeps me 

alive.  

My heart is a pretty important part of who I am, and yet I neglect it. I 

forget to tell it how happy I am it decided to show up for work. I forget 

to treat it with gentleness and exercise. I don’t always feed it well and in 
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general, take it for granted. Sorry, heart. But in the moments of 

breathlessness, when my little heart with arms and legs tells me that I’m 

the best mom in the world, I feel the smoothness of my heart. I don’t 

feel the jagged edges of my insecurities or my sense of less than. They 

are swallowed up by pure love, love of the heart, love of her heart. And 

all I feel is strong, safe, stable, certain love.  

How did I get to this place? It’s not like I ordered a 90 Days to a Better 

Heart program on pre-dawn TV. I didn’t catch a YouTube video showing 

me how to turn my heart from hard to happy. I didn’t click on a link 

advertising Gentle Hearts for Bitchy Moms. My heart became more 

flexible with practice. And the practice was painful. Imagine going from 

not being able to touch your toes to comfortably doing a full split. It 

doesn’t happen in a day. And it doesn’t happen without a lot of tears 

and cursing. 

It started I’m sure, when my first child was born. Maybe even during 

labor. Maybe the second I saw the ultrasound or the line on the pee 

stick. The mommy heart began it’s usurping of my weak self-love when 

the zygote inside me began doing the same to my physical body. And it 

evolved from there. My heart was way more flexible then, as is 

everything when we are young. It bounced back from pain quicker and 

was lighter, less burdened with failures unrealized and pains yet to be 

experienced. However, it was showing signs of barnacles and crustiness. 

But when my first child was born and looked up at me with his big blue 

eyes and his translucent alien face, I felt some of the crust crumble. 

Over the years, I was given the opportunity to fill my reservoir of 

inadequacy many times over. And I ran with it. But again, each time my 

toddler or his little brother or sister wrapped their tiny little fingers 

around my thumb or fell asleep in a pool of sweat on my shoulder, the 

moments of yelling at them or wishing I could send them back got 

smaller and I didn’t feel so crappy about the mom I was trying to be. As 

my children grew, so did my shortcomings and my heart’s capacity for 

self-hatred. It wasn’t their fault. They didn’t tell me I was a lousy 

mother. They didn’t yell at me for being pathetic, lazy and depressed. 
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They didn’t look up at me as I cried on the sofa for days and say, “What 

the hell is wrong with you? Get off your ass and snap out of it!” Nope. 

They didn’t do that. I did it enough for all of us. 

Time has a funny way of changing my vision. Not only do I find I need 

reading glasses to see darned near anything lately, but I also find that 

my hindsight improves with every passing day. I don’t see the past as I 

did when I was closer to it and I especially don’t see it as I did when I 

was in it. I see it with a softer, more forgiving perspective, courtesy of 

my God glasses. The prescription is constantly changing, but usually 

involves regular meetings, sage guidance from a grounded sober 

woman who I lovingly call my Yoda, whining to by best friend, lots of 

God talks and not taking myself or anyone else too seriously.  

When I divorced my children’s father they still thought I was a good 

mother. They didn’t show it all that often, but I know they did because 

they never outright swore at me or told me they wanted to live with 

him over me. Even when I wanted them to, they insisted on staying. 

When elementary school plays turned into travel band competitions, I 

made every effort to attend and support my children. When homework 

was difficult, I was certain I was being a good mom by spending hours 

standing over my frustrated son, coaxing him to just keep at it, that I 

wouldn’t give up on him no matter what. Until I did. 

I was absolutely positive that taking the family vacation and getting the 

new Xbox would make me the mom that I knew my kids wanted. At 

least I would be the mom that my kids deserved. But vacations and 

video games don’t have anything to do with me. My children can enjoy 

both of those just as easily, and probably more, without me. Back then 

though, I saw those as achievements. I believed if I was able to give my 

kids the things I thought a mother should give her children, then I would 

be a good mom. It didn’t matter that I yelled until I was hoarse or 

smoked pot in the bathroom. It didn’t matter that I drank my children 

away on nights I couldn’t deal or that I left the band competitions 

before the last song so that I would avoid all of the better parents that 

had newer Xboxes. 
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There’s a book entitled “How to Talk So Kids Will Listen & Listen So Kids 

Will Talk” that sits neatly on my bookshelf between a dozen other self-

help books, some Stephen King novels and a lot of dust. I’m proud of 

the dust, actually. I gave up reading self-help books when I found out 

what was wrong with me. Once I discovered that I was an alcoholic, 

bipolar, flawed human who believes in God and is unsure how faith 

works, I was good to go. But I bought the book after my first born went 

mute at age 15 and before I discovered I was imperfectly perfect. 

It happened a few months after he told me something deep and dark. It 

didn’t come out of him in a, “Hey mom. Gotta minute? I need to talk to 

you,” sort of way No. It came out in a scary, fierce way that caused 

violent shaking and burst blood vessels. He was barely 15. We had just 

returned from the perfect vacation that should have made me feel like 

an awesome mom, during which he had decided to stay in his room for 

a week and not smile or speak. Fine with me, I thought. Less talking, 

more drinking for me. 

We returned, my new husband, my five year old daughter, 12 year old 

son Jack and the Dementor. It was just me and 15 in the house. He was 

sharing a room with Jack at the time and the two were like oil and 

water. Zack was water, all cool and cooperative. Jack was oil – thick, 

sticky and difficult to work with. I’m not sure what the catalyst for the 

outburst was, but regardless, Zack came into the living room and stood 

in front of me as I watched Oprah, Dr. Phil or somebody who I thought 

could fix me.  

He paced like a Ferrell cat and kept wringing his thin hands as he 

muttered under his breath. “What’s wrong Zack?” I asked him, certain it 

was a friend, school, or Jack issue. But as I watched him, I realized he 

was balling his hands into tight fists. After a few more passes in front of 

the sliding doors, he stopped on the cold tile as the crisp afternoon light 

kissed the dark green leaves in the back yard. And then he told me one 

of the scariest things I had ever heard up to that point.  

I’d like to pause here to say that after having gone through three and a 
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half puberties since then, mine included, I can honestly say that what 

Zack told me wasn’t that frightening. But at that moment, it shocked me 

to my core. As my tortured son spewed his venomous words into the air 

between us, I sat stone cold still. Literally, my heart went cold. I felt a 

chill run up my spine and experienced genuine fear, for him, for me, for 

both of our sanities. But I knew I couldn’t show it to him. He stood in 

front of me, spent of words and breath, his large blue eyes rimmed with 

pink and his cheeks wet. He was still shaking and trembling. 

It was the first time in my parenting experience that I was at a loss for 

words. No, wait. It was the second. The first time was a decade earlier 

when he had asked me if mute people make noise when they hiccup. I 

honestly still have no idea on that one. So I sat, afraid to speak and 

afraid not to. The seconds ticked by in a surreal, slow motion way. 

Never had I seen my child, any of my children, in pain and not reacted. 

Not once had I sat quietly and not opened my mouth to offer advice, 

guidance, direction. I had never not tried to fix the situation.  

Maybe it was because this was such a big, heavy deal that I knew there 

was nothing I could do to fix it. Maybe it was the fact that I was quite 

worried about the mental state of my kid. Maybe it was the grip of God 

on my throat, his words coaxing me, “Easy Jen. You are way out of your 

league here.” I wasn’t familiar with the term ‘outside help’ back then. 

But I was intimately familiar with psychiatric treatment and I felt that 

might be a good option – like right now - at that very moment. After the 

divorce, the boys had been to see a therapist to talk through their 

feelings and play neat games. I had continued to offer that to them 

occasionally when I was out of ideas. So I went for broke. 

“Do you maybe want to talk to someone about this?” I asked, still 

clutching the remote while God loosened his grip on my throat. I 

waited, unable to take a deep breath and unsure what Zack’s response 

would be. His head shook a little more than the rest of his body so I 

assumed that was a yes. After a few more moments of scary silence, I 

went up to him and put my hands on his shoulders. I rubbed his back 

gently and told him to calm down the same way Ralphy’s mother told 
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him to calm down in a Christmas Story after he got into the fist fight 

with Scut Farkus. But I didn’t hug Zack. His hugging skills declined rapidly 

as his teen hormones kicked in and I knew that might make things 

worse. 

I bought the book after that episode. Not right away, but months after. 

When my drinking, my insanity and my control issues caused Zack to 

withdraw from our family unit. He became a shadow of a child, glimpses 

of him appearing right before his bedroom door closed or the bus left. 

He never kept his door open and spent more time with friends than 

with us. He rolled his eyes, talked in clipped tones and was short and 

cold. He was me when I was 16. And I hated it. I talked at length to my 

mother during Zack’s extended vow of silence and she commiserated 

with me. I also apologized profusely for being such a cold, whiny bitch 

to her. She agreed that I had been. 

The book helped. It gave me a good foundation in the field of listening. I 

have since gone on to earn multiple degrees in the area – the art of 

listening. It will be a lifelong education, I’m sure. But I have made great 

strides. I have learned that my children, or most people that share their 

feelings with me, like friends and my husband, don’t want my opinion. 

They don’t want me to criticize them, tell them what they did wrong or 

should have done. They certainly don’t want me to say, “Suck it up 

Sally,” or “I told you so.”  

The best way I can listen to my children is with a closed mouth. And 

that’s still really hard. When they hurt and are in pain, I want to tell 

them what to do to overcome it. When they fall and are bruised and 

bleeding, I want to tell them to look to the future, that there is so much 

they can learn from the experience, that their misery will help someone 

else. When they want to kill someone, I really want to tell them all the 

reasons they shouldn’t, that the other person may be struggling, too. 

But what I usually say is, “I’ll miss you when you go to jail.” 

The state of shock my first born put me into that afternoon was unique. 

I have yet to experience another one like it. But I have had opportunities 
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to do so. I’ve had each of my children tell me things so deep and 

intimate, so foreign to my traditional, un-supple heart and brain that 

the impact of the words hitting my cerebral cortex should be enough to 

send me into a tailspin. But they don’t. I don’t react in front of them. I 

might grip the steering wheel – by the way, why do they always wait 

until we’re in the car to drop the bombshells? I might grip the steering 

wheel, or the remote or my coffee cup just a little tighter as my muscles 

clench and my heart prepares for battle. Then I call God or the people 

he has sent here to help me, like my sponsor, my friend, my husband or 

other people as equally screwed up as I am. They always know just what 

to say. I spew out all the fear, worry and concern and feel better. I tell 

them everything I want to tell my children. I tell them everything I’m 

thinking, all the worries about what will happen if my kids don’t do this 

or if they stop doing something or start doing something else.  

Then I’m reminded by all of my Yodas and sages that my fear is 

irrelevant. It’s normal and human. But it is not going to change the 

situation one bit. In most cases, if my children are aware of my panic 

and worry, it will make matters worse. Besides, unless they have asked 

for my opinion or guidance, it is not my place to give it to them. Period. 

That sucks. 

My daughter is in middle school. It is a time of mean girls, mature 

content and lots of hormones. It is a season of growth – which can be 

painful and confusing for both of us. I picked her up from school the 

other day and drove her to dance class. After spending an hour and a 

half dancing her heart out, we got back in the car and headed home. I 

think kids have a switch, like the one that triggers the passenger air bag. 

It goes off when they get in the car and it gives them the green light to 

spill their guts. So she did. 

This time, I didn’t grip the steering wheel all that tightly. I didn’t freak 

out inside and mentally book a therapist appointment for either one of 

us. I didn’t stop breathing, not even a little. I just listened. One of the 

things I read in that book was that if you let a kid talk long enough, 

without interruption, just adding some Ohs and I Sees for affirmation, 
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they will most often find a solution to their dilemma on their own. 

Imagine that. This little nugget of wisdom has worked many times on all 

three of my children since, especially Jack. He needs to get things out 

but doesn’t ever let guidance in. And it’s probably better that I don’t 

give him advice because he is infinitely more intelligent than I am.  

I drove on and listened to my daughter intently, intentionally, adding an 

occasional “I see,” and “Well.” We reached a stoplight and I looked over 

at my little girl as peace washed over her flushed cheeks. 

“Whew, I feel so much better now. That was a big weight off my chest,” 

she said, obviously relieved of the burden of her secret. We chatted a 

little more, her asking me questions and me responding in generalities, 

trying to focus on my experience and not the future. As we got closer to 

home, my daughter did what she so often does. She managed again to 

turn my heart inside out. 

“You’re the best mom in the world,” she said, looking straight ahead. “I 

mean, there are so many people who can’t talk to their moms about 

anything, especially big stuff. So many moms would just say things like, 

‘it’s not important,’ or ‘you’re crazy,’ or other mean stuff. But you don’t. 

You just listen and let me talk. That always makes me feel so good to 

know that I can talk to you about anything… Anything!”  

I thanked God in that moment, thanked Him for the trials I put my boys 

through as I was learning the art of listening. I thanked Him for giving 

me another chance to do it even better with Zoe. I thanked Him for 

giving me all three of these miracles, for their love, for their uncanny 

ability to help me realize that sometimes I’m actually a pretty darned 

good mom. 

As we rounded the corner on our street Zoe looked over at me again. “I 

love you mom,” she said. And I grabbed the steering wheel just a little 

tighter.  
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We're not getting a pool 
 

It’s funny how I always hear what I need to just when I need it. It’s like 

those Christmas gifts Santa left that we didn’t know we would love. 

They might not have been on our list or what we had begged for. But 

when we open them on Christmas morning, we soon find we cannot live 

without them. 

This happened again recently at a meeting. I had been feeling kind of 

stagnant, kind of stuck in my recovery. I know when that happens 

because the itty-bitty-shitty committee convenes a meeting in my head 

and I insist on attending. My family was annoying me a little more, the 

dogs were irritating me and I had visions of switching careers or moving 

the furniture – all clear signs that I might not be in the best spiritual 

condition. So I did what I know works. I dragged my ass to a meeting 

and listened. And I heard a woman share a story that I knew was meant 

just for me. It went like this… 

I had been struggling a lot in early recovery. My temper was off the 

handle and my husband and son were getting the brunt of it. I was being 

a colossal witch to everyone.  

“But I don’t feel like I’m making any progress,” I whined to my sponsor. 

“Trust the process,” she said, pissing me off even more. 

“How will I know this whole recovery thing is working?” I asked, hoping 
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there would be a neon flashing sign or I’d get an achievement badge like 

the girl scouts get. Instead, I got a B.S. answer from my sponsor. 

“You’ll know.” 

Thanks, you’ve been muy bueno helpful! What the heck was I supposed 

to do with trust the process? How does that make my life better? Oh 

sure, I could tell my husband not to worry about the steak knife I was 

holding over him. 

“It’s okay, babe. I’m trusting the process to keep me from slitting your 

throat because I can’t stand the sound of you chewing.” Yeah, that will 

go over really well. 

And with my son, no worries there either. “What honey? Why is Mommy 

meaner now than she was when she was drunk? Because she is losing 

her mind! Because she can’t handle all of these flipping emotions that 

are trying to drown her! Because she can’t settle her nerves and calm 

down with a  nice shot of tequila or a cold beer! That’s why!” 

Son cries softly huddled in the corner of his bed. 

“But don’t worry honey. Just trust the process.” 

Nope, don’t think that will fly. And it probably won’t go over too well at 

yoga class, the grocery store or any other place I had to deal with other 

human beings. 

But, being the good newbie that I was, and one without any other viable 

options, I really had no choice but to trust the stupid process. And then 

one day I got my badge. 

The turtles had lived in our yard for a long time. I just didn’t know it. My 

son wanted a pool and we had been talking about it for some time. A 

few months into sobriety my life had started to settle down and after 

consulting my sponsor, my therapist, my higher power and my husband, 

we all decided that I was up for the challenge of coordinating the 

installation of an in-ground pool. 
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My son was delighted and we began the process of deciding where we 

wanted it. We looked at the layout of the yard, the patio and the house 

and analyzed the position of the sun in the morning and evening. We 

didn’t want too much sun but didn’t want the pool entirely in the shade. 

After a few crude drawings and some hasty consideration, we decided to 

put the pool against the long side of our patio, leaving us plenty of back 

yard for our son to play in. 

The surveyors came out and began doing what they do. They propped up 

yellow tripods and ran chalk along the ground. The cable company came 

out and marked where their underground cables were and the power 

company left little pink flags where the power lines were. I didn’t realize 

that digging a hole and filling it with water required so much planning.  

A few weeks after we settled on a contractor and had the land surveyed, 

the crew came out to give it a final once over and get started on digging 

the hole. That’s when things got complicated. 

“Um, sorry ma’am, but you have turtles in your yard,” said the nice man 

on the hole digging team. He had already dug himself a little deeper by 

using the word ma’am.  

“Oh, thanks for telling me.” I didn’t really give a flying fart that we had 

turtles, as long as I didn’t have to feed them. 

“No,” he continued. “You have turtles living in the area marked out for 

the pool.” 

“Okay,” I said. “So move them.” How dumb was this guy? I could feel 

myself getting agitated.  

“You don’t understand, we can’t move them. They are protected 

wildlife.” The man just looked at me. 

I blinked a few times, not sure how to respond. A few choice words came 

to mind and then I remembered what had been drilled into my head in 

recovery – the first, second, third and probably in my case, the fourth 
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and fifth thoughts will be wrong. I got to the sixth and was satisfied that 

it wasn’t entirely bitchy. 

“Well, if you can’t do your job, then I will.” Looking back, I probably 

should have let that one go, too. 

“Well, you can do whatever you want. But we are not allowed to touch 

protected wildlife.” 

Now he was really pissing me off. I was paying this idiot thousands of 

dollars, tens of thousands of dollars to put a stupid watering hole in my 

back yard. All he had to do was remove some dumb animals. Or, here’s 

an idea – move the pool! 

I was completely disgusted that he was earning money for being so 

entirely ignorant. “How about you just move the pool?” I said in my 

nicest – you are the stupidest person on the face of the earth – voice. 

“Well,” he said, looking over his shoulder to the back yard. “We really 

can’t put it anywhere else going over the setback.”  

Yeah, this was a setback alright. After pretending to know exactly what 

he was talking about, I told the dunce to show me what the heck he was 

talking about. We walked around my yard and saw that if the pool was 

put anywhere other than we had wanted it, it would violate code and 

property boundaries. 

Shit. I was screwed. I told the man to leave and that I would talk to my 

husband and let him know what we decided. Then I went to find the 

little buggers that were ruining my day and my son’s pool. I walked to 

the spot the hole digger had cordoned off with orange tape and 

stopped. The whole area was less than two feet wide by three feet 

across. It was smaller than the size of the floatie we had already bought 

for the pool. 

Are you kidding me, I thought? This was insane. I stared at the turtle 

home and couldn’t even see any turtles. This man was out of his mind. 
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Maybe he had been drinking, I thought. I tried to remember if I had ever 

had visions of turtles in my wet days and couldn’t recall any. But then 

again, I never ate the worm. 

I couldn’t anything in the green grass. There was not one turtle head, 

not one turtle foot, not one darned turtle shell to be found. I was about 

to go inside and find another contractor when a small movement in the 

grass caught my eye. I bent down to get a closer look. That’s when I saw 

the hole. And peeking it’s head out of the hole was a turtle no bigger 

than the palm of my hand. The little sucker crawled out of the hole, 

which I’m still not sure the hole digger didn’t make, and made its way 

onto the soft grass. Within minutes it was joined by three other tiny 

turtles.  

They were all the same size, these mud turtles. They were cute, harmless 

and defenseless. I knew I could take them. But I had tackled wildlife 

before. And I had learned that if you were going to remove them, you 

had to take them very, very, very, far away. I looked back down at the 

turtles and decided to do the next right thing. 

“Dad, I need your truck.” He was silent on the other end. He had lived 

through enough of my antics to know better than to ask for what. I 

explained the situation to him without prompting. “And there’s no way 

I’m putting those dirty little things in my car.” 

My father arrived an hour later, just as my son got off the bus from 

school.  

“Yay, Poppa’s here!” he squealed joyfully. Yeah, I thought. Just give me 

the danged truck so we can get on with this whole pool thing. I was sure 

my son would be devastated if he even got wind of the fact that the pool 

had hit a snag. And I knew for a fact that I didn’t have the patience to 

deal with his trauma and drama. I was barely keeping my own sanity 

intact. 

“Yeah, yeah, go have fun with Poppa,” I said, shooing him away. My 

father picked my son up and looked over at me with eyes full of, I’m not 
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sure what. I just know that he shook his head and smirked as he turned 

and walked inside. 

Whatever, I thought. He already had a pool. I grabbed a box from the 

garage and made my way to the back yard to do the deed. I got to the 

orange tape and set the box down.  

“Okay suckers, come to mamma.” I took a garbage bag and put it over 

my hand and found a stick to prod the little buggers with. I managed to 

get one, two and three of them into the box when my son came 

bouncing into the backyard.  

“Mom! Are they starting the pool? Are you helping?”  

Yeah, I thought, I’m helping the project along nicely. Now just step away 

from the crazy lady with the stick and go back inside and play with your 

poppa. First thought…. Let it go. 

“Uh-huh, they are.” I poked the ground sharply as I tried to herd the 

remaining three turtles into the box.  

“What are you doing?” My boy came up beside the box. He looked down 

at the stick and opened his mouth wide. “Look! Look at the little baby 

turtles!” 

“Uh-huh,” I said, trying to accomplish my mission. I wonder if they 

offered an achievement badge for turtle herding.  

“What are you doing mommy? Why are you putting those baby turtles 

in the box?” 

“Because honey,” I said. Couldn’t he just go back inside? I only had one 

more turtle and then we’d be in the clear. 

“Because why?” he asked. Questions, always a million questions. Why 

can’t kids ever just leave well enough alone? 

“Because they can’t be here. This is where the pool is going so we have 
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to move them.” 

“Move them where?” he asked. 

“Far away honey.” Now, for the love of God and your safety, just go 

inside, kid. 

“But this is their home.”  

“Not anymore.” 

“But why can’t they stay?” He looked up at me with those awful, 

pathetic, heart tugging six year old eyes. 

I put the lid on the box and kept my eye on the one straggler as I turned 

to my son. “Honey, if the turtles are here we can’t get our pool. So we 

have to move them far away or they’ll come back. And if they come 

back, then we can’t get our pool. So either way, they have to go if we 

want our pool.” 

I said this only to shut my son up. If he wasn’t there, I wouldn’t have to 

explain and could go about my business. You see, I was on a mission. I 

was determined to get the pool. I was determined, as I had always been, 

to get what I want when I want it. And the pool was what I wanted. Not 

for me, not for my husband. But for my son. I wanted to get this pool in 

because he wanted a pool. And nothing, nothing was going to get in my 

way. 

“I don’t want the pool if the turtles have to go far away.” 

Wow. He didn’t want the pool. He would rather have the turtles. My 

little, tiny, six year old son chose to preserve the life and home of 

harmless, defenseless little turtles over his own desires. This wonderful 

little human being decided, without any thought whatsoever, that the 

life and well-being of these little turtles was far more important than his 

pool. Duh.  

I put the stick down. I took the lid off the box. I let my son take each 
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turtle out one at a time and place them on the ground. I let him name 

them. I picked the empty box up and turned to walk into my house. My 

father was standing just inside the open door and through the doorway, 

across the green grass and over the miracle of what just happened, I 

saw a look I had never seen on my father’s face. It was a look of pride. 

I walked inside and straight into his arms.  

“You did good,” was all he said. But that was enough. 

And he was right. I had chosen life over my own need to control a 

situation. I had chosen to live and let live, literally. I had chosen to get 

my own selfish self out of the way so that others could feel joy. I had 

chosen not to have what I want when I wanted it. 

I knew in that moment, that moment of feeling the pride my father felt 

for me, I knew in that very moment that there was hope. I knew that I 

was changing. I knew that the whole turtle, son, father, pool thing was 

so much more than a story. It was evidence of my progress. 

I trusted the process and we’re not getting a pool. 

I left the meeting, went home and kissed my husband and the dogs. I 

walked past the unfolded laundry and instead sat for a while on our 

unmoved furniture and read with my daughter. Then I looked out past 

my pool to where our turtles lived and smiled. The committee was 

adjourned. I wasn’t doing too badly after all. 
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Sometimes they just want me to listen 
 

It was a Sunday. I had the opportunity to shine and I failed. I didn’t fail 

miserably. I didn’t go down in a blaze of fire and brimstone. I just kind of 

floated down like ashes from a dead fire. We all saw the ashes, but I 

noticed them more than my friends. I was acutely aware of just how 

pale, gray and full of failure they were.  

My best friend was having a bad day. She was having an utterly crappy 

day. Her emotions were raw and full of regret, fear, worry, guilt and 

sadness. My heart hurt for her. I didn’t know what to say. So I offered 

unsolicited advice, suggestions and contrite, neatly packaged solutions I 

had witnessed in other people’s lives. After several minutes of soft 

crying and subtle sarcasm on her end of the phone and resilient 

problem solving and strategizing on mine, she lost it. 

“All I want is for you to listen! I don’t want your advice. I don’t want 

your suggestions. I don’t want to hear what you went through. And I 

don’t want to hear any more frigging stories about people you know 

who have gotten through something like this. I don’t give a shit about 

any of them! All I want is for you, my friend, to let me scream, cry and 

vent. All I want is for you to JUST LISTEN!” 

I sat down and took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m listening.”  

After five minutes of only offering a sympathetic, “Oh,” or “wow,” I 

interjected. 
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“Can I say something?” 

“Sure,” sob, sob. 

“I’m so sorry.” And I was. I had taken my friend’s bruised heart and 

stomped on it, inadvertently of course. But still, I stomped on it. I knew 

what I had done and knew also, that I had to make it right. I swallowed 

my pride and continued.  

“I’m so glad that you trust me enough to tell me that. I’m sorry I gave 

advice and stupid stories. I want to be a good friend and give you 

exactly what you need when you need it. So thank you for loving me 

enough to tell me when I’m being an ass.” 

Our talk lasted another thirty minutes and was a well-rehearsed, 

flawless performance of conversation, empathy, compassion, love, 

support and trash talking that only occurs within the treasured walls of 

a 25 year old friendship.  

After we were spent, I was still left with the residual effects of 

helplessness. I wanted to help my friend and fix her situation, but I 

couldn’t. All I could think to say was, “I want to clean your heart and 

cushion it with gauze, wrap it up in bubble wrap and stick a big Hello 

Kitty Band-Aid on it.” I don’t even like Hello Kitty, but that’s all that 

came to mind. She got the point. 

Earlier that day, another good friend was discussing her love life with 

me. She had been in the same relationship for a little while but was 

struggling with some past hurts. She wasn’t sure if she should continue 

in the relationship or move on. If I were in her situation, I would be torn 

too. It was a sticky, difficult, yucky decision and she was the only person 

that could make it. 

We met for lunch and she told me her doctor had run some tests and 

found elevated levels of stress in her bloodwork. I wondered what they 

measured that against? Don’t all adults have elevated measures of 

stress? Don’t all women over 40 have high stress levels? Don’t all 
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women have stress? Is there such a thing as normal stress levels? After 

all, isn’t stress of any kind bad? I was confused. 

Her doctor told her that the stress was evident not only in her cortisol 

levels, but also in her blood pressure, heart rate and metabolism. I 

rolled my eyes, incredulous at the dirty tricks God chose to play on us 

women as we aged. Maybe He thought that since we could handle living 

with Adam we could handle anything. 

My friend went on to explain how her doctor could tell, just from 

physical and physiological testing, that she was under an enormous 

amount of stress. “What do you do to relax, for fun?” he asked her. 

Fun? Fun? She rattled off a bunch of things she did to maintain her 

lifestyle and her physical appearance, like aerobics, swimming, helping 

out at her church and heading committees.  

I looked across the table at her and saw a beautiful woman struggling 

with what many of us do. Fun. It’s like a dirty word for us. We can take 

fun things, like kickboxing, yoga, bike riding – and make them chores in 

very short order. Even something as innocently pure as baking cookies 

for a Christmas bake sale can become a nasty little task. My friend had a 

lot of experience in this area. She had a full life, a full schedule and tons 

of activities that could easily reduce stress. Most of them were designed 

to do just that. But she had managed to take them and twist them into 

heavy, unattractive responsibilities and chores. And in the process, she 

had sucked the fun right out of them. 

As I watched her fade over her mocha-chai latte, I felt the knot of 

discomfort. It might have been pride, I’m not sure. It was something 

though. Something inside me said, “Hey, she needs you. She’s suffering. 

She could really use some help here.”  

“Why don’t you try yoga?” I suggested. My friend looked at me as if I 

had just eaten my own booger. “It’s very good at reducing stress and 

helps you relax.” I was a living testimony. I had felt much more relaxed 

the three times I had done it. 
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She looked down at her drink and then back up at me, suspiciously. I 

continued to piss her off. “What about taking a road trip? Like, just 

spontaneously taking off for the day with no agenda whatsoever?” 

“I do that already,” she countered. 

“How about taking a class of some sort?” I knew she’d like that one. 

She volleyed back, “Nope. I’m done with classes.” 

She sighed heavily and then let it out. Her heart, her hurt and her 

indecision spilled over her latte and onto the table in front of us. She 

was so uncomfortably undecided. I watched her squirm and tried to 

ease my own discomfort by throwing in a few other suggestions, all of 

which were immediately returned to me in a nice little “no thank you,” 

package. 

Bless my friend. She’s much nicer than I am. She’s much more reserved 

than my other friend. Maybe it’s the fact that we’ve only been friends 

for a few years rather than a few decades. Maybe it’s the fact that she 

has a different approach. Maybe it’s a difference in personalities. 

Maybe she just doesn’t trust me enough. But she didn’t lay into me the 

way my other friend did. Instead she gave me a quick hug and thanked 

me while avoiding eye contact, which was much more painful than a 

tongue lashing. I watched her leave and knew that I hadn’t helped her. I 

just wasn’t sure what I had done wrong. 

My mistake was revealed later that night on the phone when my best 

friend yelled at me. Then I knew. I knew the moment she put me in my 

place and told me what she wanted from me as a friend. I knew in that 

instant that I had failed my other friend earlier in the day. She hadn’t 

wanted my suggestions. I know this because she hadn’t asked for them. 

She hadn’t wanted my advice. Again, she never once asked for it. All she 

wanted, all I think she probably wanted was my time and my attention. 

Instead, I made it about me. 

He’s done it so many times in the past that you would think I would see 
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it coming when God uses my big, fat ego to make a point. But I don’t. I 

am always blindsided like I was on this particular Sunday. I took both 

those situations, those beautiful opportunities to shine, to be a Jesus 

like friend to my girls in need and instead, I threw Jen right in the middle 

and messed them all up.  

I think we do that as women. I think many of us feel the need to fix, to 

help and nurture. When someone we love is hurting, we jump right in 

and try to do anything, say anything to make the situation better, to 

minimize our powerlessness, to lessen our own discomfort. We offer 

advice, tell stories about other people who have gotten through. We 

force our discomfort on our hurting friends. We heap our helplessness 

on top of their already burdened, broken hearts. When all they really 

want is our attention. Mostly our silent, supportive attention. And that’s 

really hard to give.  

I read somewhere that the worst thing you can do for someone who is 

grieving is to leave them alone. Most people don’t know what to say 

after someone dies. They don’t know what to say to the widow, 

widower, parent, child, family of the departed. So they avoid them. 

They show up at the house and make food. But they avoid eye contact 

and never utter a word. Without even realizing it, they abandon them. 

Or, they go to the other extreme and offer tons of contrite, regurgitated 

advice like, “this too shall pass,” or “everything happens for reason,” or 

worse yet, “it will get better.”  

I know because I’ve done it. I’ve abandoned and bombarded. I’ve failed 

people because I was uncomfortable. But I’ve learned that my 

discomfort is an opportunity for growth. It’s funny how that works. I 

always used to think that growth came through pain, through hard 

work, through major life trials. And it does.  

But sometimes growth is as subtle as a summer breeze. It is quiet, light 

and airy. It comes in the back door of my awkwardness and delivers 

messages of love, support and “I’m here,” to those who crave to hear 

only that. When I can do that, when I can capture that moment of 
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growth and ride it, I succeed in being the type of friend I’m called to be, 

the type of friend I want to be, the type of friend my friends need me to 

be. And the ashes of my failures melt into the ground like snowflakes on 

a warm day. 
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Oh… the shame of it all 
 

I knew I was losing my mind and I was helpless to stop it. Going insane 

feels like holding on to a rope while someone is pulling it through your 

bloody, calloused, blistered hands. The good news is that I didn’t go 

completely, entirely psychotic. The bad news is that I didn’t go 

completely, entirely psychotic. Instead, I teetered just on this side of 

insanity so that I could watch myself lose my mind. That was the most 

painful thing I have ever experienced. More painful than giving birth. 

More painful than recovering from a cesarean section. More painful 

than wanting to kill myself. More painful than finding out my husband 

had been unfaithful. More painful than my marriage ending. 

Knowing I was losing my mind and being utterly, wholly unable to stop it 

from happening – there is no other pain that comes close. There were 

signs, of course. They were subtle to me but far more obvious to those 

around me. My husband saw me morph into a different person over the 

course of months. My children watched me slip into silent moods and 

irritable tirades over the weeks preceding my break from reality. Even 

my colleagues could sense something was wrong.  

But I had denial. Me and denial have always been close. When the walls 

started closing in and the first whiffs of depression danced around my 

senses, I dismissed them. When I backed out of commitments and 

begged off of holiday gatherings because I couldn’t stop crying, I told 

myself I was just having violent PMS. I rationalized the overwhelming 

fatigue and feelings of hopelessness as by-products of an emotional 
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upheaval in my personal relationships and some major life changes. In 

other words, I co-signed my own bullshit. 

It wasn’t until I was at work one day that I thought maybe I was in over 

my head. I was an insurance agent at the time and would spend my 

mornings in sales meetings and then head out the door with fifteen 

other lackluster salespeople, less than eager to sell final expense, long-

term care and Medicare insurance to old folks in manufactured homes. 

All day long I would sit in front of elderly strangers and compliment 

their afghans and doilies so that I could win their trust. Uncontrollable 

crying was frowned upon as a sales tactic. During the months of my 

denial, my work record had been less than stellar. 

On this particular morning, I had decided to sweep my pathetic self out 

the door of my hovel and actually make an appearance at our morning 

meeting. I had no intention, however, of actually making sales calls and 

instead, planned on returning to the safe, isolated cave of my 

depression and locking myself behind the doors of my mind for the rest 

of the day. 

I stared at the backs of the other salespeople’s heads as our manager 

went on in the front of the room. I watched one newbie with an attitude 

and expensive clothes, fidget with her $500 purse. She had been 

nothing but combative, cocky and rude since she arrived. I didn’t like 

her from day one. She was older than me by a decade or so and made a 

point of flashing her affluent lifestyle, her BMW and the fact that she 

didn’t need to work – she wanted to. Bull shit. 

If she wanted to work, she would actually work and not just complain. If 

she had a lot of money and was affluent, she wouldn’t need to tell 

everyone she had a lot of money. The beamer – I’ll give her that. But I 

bet it was leased or soon to be repossessed. That’s what I held onto. 

Every word out of her mouth was condescending and snobby. Even 

when she was silent I was certain she was thinking snobby thoughts.  

For some reason I became fixated on her during that particular meeting. 
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My head filled with the usual feelings of inadequacy, financial stress, 

lack, failure and less-than. I ruminated and chewed on these thoughts 

while I stared at the back of her frosted head. Before I knew it, my mind 

was flooded with images of me scaling my desk and the three desks 

separating hers and mine. I saw myself leaping across the desks, 

grabbing a fistful of her hair and slamming her head into the desk 

repeatedly. 

This all happened in my mind in a matter of seconds. But it was enough 

to dissolve the final layer of denial. I had already been seeing a 

psychiatrist and had been prescribed medication. It was this moment, 

this hallucination, fixation or whatever it was, that caused me to return 

immediately to the psychiatrist. I realized that I needed more. And I got 

it. Over the next eight months I received excellent care. I worked closely 

with a great therapist and a psychiatrist who looked at the whole of me 

to determine what they could do to help.  

The diagnosis was clear – I was not right in the head. Bipolar, 

depression, hypomanic, bipolar depression – all of these terms were 

thrown around. I didn’t care what you called me. I just wanted to get 

better. After months of hard work, I did. Until my disease reared its ugly 

head again. And again. And again. 

This final, head bashing into the desk hallucination was not the first time 

I fell into a bad head place. I had been seeing psychiatrists, therapists 

and anyone who I thought could help me for 25 years. I knew the signs 

and symptoms of depression. I knew, after having several episodes in 

the past, that I could definitely have one again. I just refused to allow it. 

I wouldn’t let myself become depressed. I was working a great job, 

making good money. I had survived infidelity, divorce and poverty and 

had arrived at a place of happiness and some semblance of financial 

hope. I would not let depression come busting in and ruin it. Nope, not 

gonna happen. 

But depression had other ideas. Even since that episode, since the dark 

cloud lifted and I returned to the land of the living, I have since had 
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several other episodes of really crappy mental health. It’s more like un-

health. And it sucks. Not because I’m embarrassed about it. I’m not. I’m 

not at all ashamed to say I have bipolar or depression, or bipolar 

depression. I’m not embarrassed to tell you that I’ve gone insane on 

more than one occasion. I’ll gladly tell you my whole sordid psychiatric 

history over a large cup of coffee. Really – no shame around that at all. 

No. My shame has a different home. It lives inside the belief of what I 

think I’m supposed to be. When I bring the reality of my limitations and 

who I really am into that home all hell breaks loose. The two Jens – the 

one that I still think I’m supposed to be, the Imagined Jen; and the one 

that I am as a result of my mental illness, my experiences, my me-ness – 

the Real Jen – they don’t always see eye to eye. When they get 

together, it’s ugly.  

Imagined Jen is that woman in the office, just nicer. She is put together, 

financially secure, physically fit, smart and savvy. But my reality doesn’t 

permit me to be those things, at least not all at the same time. Mental 

illness is my reality. And that reality is in stark contrast to the supposed 

Jen I have conjured up in my sick mind. 

Having mental illness means never knowing what I will be like from one 

day to the next. It means work that is easy today may be impossible 

tomorrow. Mental illness requires that I stay fluid to the changing, 

evolving, and devolving levels of my aptitude, attitude and cognitive 

function. It demands constant, unquestioning, unwavering acceptance 

of my abilities and my limitations at any and every given moment. It 

cuts me off at the knees when I want to reach for the stars. It drops me 

like a lead weight when I am high as a kite. It hurries me to go nowhere 

in the drudgery of a slow world. It confuses my words, fills me with 

tears and tells me I am nothing. Those are the bad days. 

On good days, it sits like a dust bunny in the corner of my mind, hiding 

behind doubt and what-if. It waits for the door of insecurity to open up 

and send a draft of air across the floor. It sits in anticipation of the 

moment I will slip into discontent and latches on to the feet of the 
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furniture that I must move again and again to bring order to my chaotic 

mind. And then it grows. It bands together with other hanger-outers of 

dissatisfaction, failure, uncertainty and self-loathing. It grabs on to them 

and snowballs into a big, bad, hairy monster. Then it knocks me down 

again. And the cycle continues. 

I am supposed to be able to work. I am supposed to be able to provide 

for my children and family. I am supposed to be able to talk to a friend, 

lift another human being up, make my bed. I’m supposed to be able to 

do all the things normal, non-mentally-ill people do. But I can’t. 

Sometimes I can’t even take a shower. That’s where my shame lives. It 

is planted firmly in supposed-to, is watered by self-hatred and flourishes 

in isolation. 

I’ve gotten better with the whole shame thing. I used to be a lot worse. 

It wasn’t until about a year into recovery that I realized I couldn’t do the 

things my mind and body wanted to. I was getting better mentally and 

emotionally. I was developing a healthy, not entirely dysfunctional 

spiritual relationship with God and things were cruising along 

wonderfully. I began to take on more clients and a semi-solid financial 

footing was finally back in my sights. Things were really looking up. For 

about a month. But then I got overwhelmed and couldn’t function. 

I have never dropped things gracefully. I was never one of those people 

that could just beg off from a commitment here or there with grace and 

class. Nope. I would be the magician spinning twelve plates at once. I 

look great, captivating you while you stare in complete awe. But when I 

stop, it’s pretty noisy.  

Thank God I learned I could do that differently. God, recovery and very 

patient, kind, compassionate drunks and mentally ill people have told 

me that I don’t have to drop all of the plates at once. I don’t have to quit 

everything and drop into my rabbit hole ashamed, embarrassed and 

disgusted with myself. I can make a graceful exit. More importantly, I 

can stop at 5, 4 or even 3 plates. 



Jennifer Wilson 

56 

I didn’t drop all the plates that first year in sobriety. I set them down. All 

of them. I placed them gently on the table and told the server that I was 

not able to finish and could he please remove them for three or four 

weeks because just the sight of them threw my head into a tizzy. I 

realized in that moment, in that month-long, PBS type educational 

moment, that my illness puts limitations on me. There will be some days 

that I can’t go to work. There will be some days that a shower is the best 

I can do. There will be days that I have to give something up that I really 

enjoy because I am mentally incapable of doing it. And that’s okay. I am 

learning, slowly, stubbornly, how to not be ashamed of that. I am ill and 

cannot do certain things as a direct result of my illness. It doesn’t make 

me bad. It doesn’t make me a failure. It makes me someone who is 

doing their best to manage their illness. 

I have other limitations that are self-imposed. They include knowing 

when I’m overwhelmed, not going too long between psychiatric visits,  

recognizing my stress thresholds, limiting the amount of time I allow 

myself to sit on the pity pot. These are set in place by my need for 

sobriety, sanity and serenity. Without them I would crash and crash 

hard. I don’t always like them. I still want to go fast and spin a bunch of 

plates. But they, like speed bumps, protect me from driving too fast and 

crashing. They keep me on the road to recovery. They keep me headed 

in the direction I really intend to go, toward peace and serenity. They 

keep me sane. And there is no shame in sanity.  
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Piggy Bank 
 

Zachary, my first born, was a textbook child literally. He did everything 

the exact way it was outlined in all the parenting books, as if he had 

read them in the womb. He slept like a dream from day one. He tucked 

himself in at night at age two. He even gave himself a time-out the one 

and only time he misbehaved at age three. 

Then came Jack. Jackson, a bundle of blond, bouncy curls, big blue eyes 

and sun-kissed skin. He was perfect in every way. Except for the colic. 

And then the insomnia. And then the ADHD. And then the defiance. And 

the cutting. A whole book could be written on each of my children and 

just might be someday. But for now, it will suffice to say that Jackson 

was unconventional. He spent his entire life coloring outside of the lines 

– with permanent marker.  

When Jack entered middle school, the atmosphere in our home went 

from exhausted and frustrated to defcon-5. He refused to shower, 

refused to eat, screamed for hours at the top of his lungs and did 

everything he wasn’t supposed to do. He was a powerhouse of 

disobedience and distress – all 85 pounds of him.  

Being the good emotionally unstable, alcoholic, controlling mother that 

I was – I tried to fix him. Again. I don’t know why I thought screaming 

louder and crying harder would do anything. It hadn’t worked for the 

past ten years. It hadn’t worked for my mother when she raised her 
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own Jack. It hadn’t worked for anyone I knew. But it was all I had so I 

hurled it at Jack with every ounce of energy I could find. And I struck out 

time and time again. 

When we finally landed in the last therapist’s office – he told me to 

throw in the towel and ship Jack off to school. I told him I couldn’t do 

that.  

“Well, that’s your choice. But you’re throwing good money after bad. He 

doesn’t want to change.” 

The therapist was right. I had spent more money than I had trying to fix 

my little child. I had used every trick under the sun to get him to comply 

with homework. My husband, Josh, had tried every approach to get him 

to shower, eat and go to school. The more we meddled, the faster 

things nose-dived. I finally surrendered. 

I began researching schools within driving distance because there was 

no way in hell I was sending my little man off to another state. Christian 

schools were too lax, military schools were too expensive and reform 

schools only took kids by referral. I considered how we might get him to 

screw up badly enough with the law to get him in but dismissed that 

train of thought quickly. The only option left was a school the therapist 

had mentioned. 

Samaritan Center for Boys was located near our home and only a few 

minutes from our church. I imagined the benefits of that as I picked up 

the phone. Moments later I hung up, disappointed to discover that the 

admission age only went up to ten.  

“But,” the director told me. “We modeled our school after another one 

that takes older boys. It’s called Shiloh.” 

I got the information for the school and the name of the contact person 

there. Shiloh was only an hour north of us and was a Christian based 

youth ranch for boys. I had no idea what that meant but figured I’d give 

it a shot. I called the director, Brother Hinkle. We spoke for less than 
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fifteen minutes but I was left with much needed information, an 

appointment for an interview and a small nugget of hope. 

Jack wasn’t thrilled about going. He didn’t want to look at schools away 

from home which I thought was odd considering he didn’t like the 

school or home he was in at the time. With little fanfare, we drove up 

for the interview. We arrived at the ranch, Josh, Jack, me and Jack’s dad. 

We had been divorced for a few years but still communicated regularly 

on matters regarding the children. We figured sending Jack away to a 

boarding school fell in that category. 

The school sat on 56 acres of farmland dotted with white buildings of 

different shapes and sizes. We drove through the white fence and past 

the Tabernacle, parking just to the side of the Dining Hall. I got out and 

looked around at the neatly mowed lawns and shrubbery. I noticed a 

pond on either side of the dining hall and a small white building with a 

wooden sign reading “Office.” 

Brother Bill appeared and I strained my neck just to see all of him. He 

was well over six feet tall and had legs up to my neck. His red plaid shirt 

and shiny belt buckle completed the cowboy look and complimented his 

dark features. He introduced himself and led us into the office to a back 

room with a conference table. Brother Hinkle appeared moments later. 

I’m not sure what angels look like, but I’m sure I met my first one that 

day. Brother Hinkle was around 70 at the time. He had been a pastor at 

different churches in the Midwest when he received a calling from God 

to open a ranch in Florida. He followed the urging and several years 

later had a 56 acre ranch with a school for troubled boys. The school 

housed only 12 boys at a time, all of whom lived at the school during 

the week and went home on weekends. The boys wore uniforms, 

studied the bible, completed classwork at their own pace and worked 

the ranch in the evenings. They ranged in age from 12 to 17.  

Brother Hinkle had been running the ranch for 40 years and had worked 

with dozens of boys who had difficulties in traditional school settings. 
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The rules were simple – the kids had to show up on time, do all their 

classwork, all their homework and respect all the rules. Kind of like 

recovery. You only have to change one thing – everything. Regardless, I 

was hooked. I sat back entranced by Brother Hinkle’s storytelling 

finesse. He told us about the early days of the ranch. He talked about 

some of the boys who had come through and how they were similar to 

Jack. And then he got to the tuition and I could feel a well of panic and 

fear grow deep inside me. 

“When I started Shiloh, I felt God put it on my heart to only mention the 

need for financial support once,” said Brother Hinkle in his polite, soft-

spoken way. He too was six feet tall. But his soft skin and kind eyes 

made him appear much smaller and more approachable than Brother 

Bill. 

He continued, “And so, 40 years ago, I put a donation box on the wall at 

the back of the church for people to use if they want to. We have 

survived 40 years without ever having to ask for money, advertise or 

endorse anything. God has provided.” 

I couldn’t believe what he was saying. I had been going to church for a 

little while, but I had never heard anything like this. No tithe? No fees? 

Was he implying that there was no tuition?  

“You mean there’s no tuition?” Jack’s dad asked what I had been 

thinking. Of course, he would be on the hook for half so he had an 

interest, too. 

Brother Hinkle confirmed my disbelief. And then this man, this man who 

had already brought tears to my eyes with his stories and hope to my 

heart with his grace and compassion, this man sprouted wings by telling 

us the story of the piggy bank. 

“So many boys come here from very difficult living situations,” he said. 

Josh, Jack’s dad and I all looked around as if there was someone else in 

the room. Brother Hinkle certainly couldn’t be referring to us. 
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“There might be fighting, drugs, alcohol, abuse, control, anger, issues 

that make home a less than safe and loving environment for a boy.” 

Oh my God! He was referring to us! I calmed down realizing that this 

was probably just what he said to everybody. But, there was something 

about this man. 

“They expect so much of their boy. They expect them to be polite, be 

respectful, be a good student, be helpful, be everything. They demand 

it. All the while, their boy is being taught by video games, television, 

movies, friends and everyone and everything else because mom and 

dad are too busy working, fighting, trying to figure themselves out.” 

I listened intently. I was falling in love with this man even though I was 

certain he had bugged my home. 

“But mom and dad keep making withdrawals. I see each boy like a piggy 

bank. Parents, teachers are always withdrawing and taking things out. 

But they rarely put things back in. They don’t make regular deposits of 

love, affection, attention, respect, laughter, guidance, discipline. They 

demand and withdraw and wonder why they are getting bad stuff out. 

They just don’t understand that their boy is empty. He’s got nothing 

good left to give.” 

Wow. I was speechless and breathless. In less than five minutes, Brother 

Hinkle had described Jack’s life to a tee. His father and I hadn’t divorced 

because we had the perfect marriage. Far from it. We had so many 

challenges – issues that we didn’t hide that well. Even though we didn’t 

fight in front of the kids often, the cold wall of hatred that built up 

between us was like molasses and made our home an emotionally sticky 

place for our children. We also spent much of our time trying to fix our 

relationship instead of making deposits in our little piggy’s bank. 

When I met Josh I was so wrapped up in the newness of the relationship 

that I again neglected to make regular deposits into my son’s emotional 

and spiritual bank account. After the honeymoon phase, the alcohol 

increased and took away my ability to fill up Jack’s reservoir. But my 
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anger and control were always there, daily, hourly, demanding 

withdrawals of subservience, obedience and respect. It’s almost 

laughable when I think about it now. But it was anything but laughable 

then. It was tragic. 

I have guilt about having had to send Jack to that school, sure. But it’s a 

healthy guilt. It’s a back-burner, almost completely dealt with guilt. I 

know that my shortcomings as a depositor are not the only reason Jack 

ended up at that school. That school was divinely placed into our lives. 

Heck, it was divinely breathed into existence – I have no doubt about 

that.  

God orchestrated it all for His purpose. I love when that happens. Wait, 

not exactly when that happens, at the time it is happening. No, I don’t 

always love that. I love when I look back and see how it was all for good. 

That’s the part I love. The living in-it-while-it’s-happening part – that’s 

tough. But God is good. He used Jack’s character, his uniqueness to 

bring me to my parenting knees. He used my inability to parent Jack the 

way he needed to bring us to Shiloh. He used Shiloh as an opportunity 

for me to surrender to Jesus, which I did. He used all of these 

experiences, all of these events to bring us closer; me closer to Him, 

Jack closer to Him, me closer to Jack.  

I will never forget that piggy bank analogy – or is it metaphor? I will 

never forget how that hit me square between the eyes. In the first few 

months after the initial interview, I would walk by Jack on the 

weekends, pat him on the back and compliment him on something. I 

would make a conscious effort to tell him that I was proud of him or 

that he did a good job at school that week. It spilled over to my other 

two little piggies as well. And to my husband. And to my friends. And to 

my church. And to strangers. I realize, because of an angel named 

Brother Hinkle, that we all need regular, steady deposits of love, 

kindness, compassion, honor and respect. Without them we are empty. 

Several months after Jack began attending Shiloh, the change in him 

was visible. Everyone around him saw it. But I wasn’t sure he did. Until 
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one day at church. This was the last place Jack wanted to be on the 

weekends home from Shiloh. But it was a requirement for attendance at 

the school. They insisted we take our boy to church every weekend.  

Jack and I were sitting next to each other listening to a guest pastor 

speak. He began talking about a Christian radio disc jockey that had 

received a letter from a young teen. The letter went something like this. 

“I’m a teenage boy and I’m having a hard time believing in God. I have 

been abused, neglected, raised by alcoholics. I’ve been in jail and have 

dropped out of school. I’m addicted to drugs now and live on the street. 

My entire life has been horrible. I feel like I shouldn’t be here and don’t 

know why God created me. I am a loser and a failure and want to kill 

myself. I know they say that God doesn’t make junk. But this time, I 

think he did.” The boy signed it: The Mistake. 

Tears flowed down my face as Jack and I I listened. I was overcome with 

gratitude and looked over at my son as he, with grateful knowing in his 

eyes, smiled back at me. 
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Close to God 
 

I go to a lot of recovery meetings. They are the cheapest form of 

medicine I’ve found. I take medication, too. My family makes sure of 

that. But meetings are my quick fix, my immediate gratification. There 

are tons of meetings in the small town where I live. People come here 

from up north and always marvel at how many recovery meetings we 

have.  

“You have so much sobriety,” they say. I’m not sure what that means 

because really, we all only have today. But I see why they say that. Our 

meetings are filled with lots of old timers, people with decades of 

sobriety. We have our fair share of newbies, too, as does every town. 

But we are blessed to have so many meetings and so many people in 

recovery. 

One of my favorite meetings reads out of a book called 24 Hours a Day. 

It is a simple black book with a page for each day of the year. Each 

reading consists of a Thought for the Day, a Meditation for the Day and 

a Prayer for the Day. Although they are geared toward alcoholism, any 

issue can be substituted for the word alcohol. It is one of my favorite 

reads and despite the fact that I’ve read it for many years, I still get 

something new from it each time I read it. 

A perfect example of that was when I attended a meeting on November 

5. The reading was nothing special and I’m sure I’d read it a handful of 
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times before. I sat quietly, absorbing the words and sipping on my 

coffee with my handy dandy notepad and pen on the table next to the 

book. I carry a pen and notepad with me everywhere I go. It’s a writer’s 

stethoscope. I would never be able to do my job if I didn’t jot down the 

thoughts and ideas as they occurred. One place my mind is constantly 

prompted is at meetings. 

Before I go any further, I want to clarify something. Recovery meetings 

are anonymous. I have chosen to break my anonymity for my own 

personal reasons. However, I don’t break other people’s anonymity. 

What I do though, is jot down important nuggets of wisdom I hear in 

meetings because my brain is getting a little faulty and I never 

remember most of the good stuff the second I leave the meeting. The 

things I hear are varied and range from funny to poignant to 

heartbreakingly sad.  

If someone says something that I think can help me, I write it down. If I 

hear someone talk about something that gets my wheels turning, I write 

it down. If a person shares about a specific situation that reminds me of 

something important in my own life, I write it down. I also write down 

the thoughts that come after. So really, what I put in my notepad are 

prompts of sorts. They jog something loose in my head and then things 

start falling into place. When I begin each writing day in my office, one 

of the first things I do is open my handy dandy notepad. Then I pray for 

God to remove me from the equation. He’s still working on that one. 

It was a Thursday. I remember because I met a friend at that particular 

meeting and we were going for coffee after. The Thought for the Day 

was interesting, but didn’t provide any big “Ah-hah” moments that 

warranted a place in my notepad. Then we got to the Meditation for the 

Day. The first line read, "The world would sooner be brought close to 

God." It went on to read, "His will would sooner be done on earth, if all 

who acknowledge Him gave themselves unreservedly to being used by 

Him." 

I sat back and took in what I had just read. The rest of the paragraph 
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fleshed out the message by talking about how we are not close to God 

because we are living backwards lives rather than allowing ourselves to 

let God work through us. But the initial sentence was what made it into 

my notepad. That was what planted itself in my brain like a little missile, 

just waiting to blow up into a bigger idea.  

I sat through the rest of the meeting listening as my mind chewed on 

that one sentence. I thought about all the years I had tried to get closer 

to a higher power, to plug into something greater than myself. I figured 

if I got loud enough, sick enough, desperate enough, maybe God would 

notice me and reach down and help me out. I had tried to be bigger so 

He couldn’t ignore me anymore. I tried using problems. I had plenty so I 

figured I was pretty well armed. I hurled them at God one after the 

other.  

“My son is defiant! Help me!” 

“My husband is angry and mean. Help me!” 

“My weight is out of control! Help me!” 

“My depression is taking me over! Help me!” 

I cried out from the recesses of the darkest times and screamed, begged 

for help over bonfires and beers. Yet God didn’t listen. My cries went 

completely ignored. What did happen was that things got worse. Every 

time I cried out for God to come to me and help me, my problems got 

bigger. 

First it was my son. I couldn’t handle him. I needed help. I begged and 

pleaded for God to help me and fix him. Then things went from bad to 

worse. 

Next it was my job. I was having a very difficult time selling insurance 

and was so sure I was supposed to write instead. I dreaded going to 

work every day and was torn between writing and selling. My heart 

wanted to write and my head worried about bills. So I pleaded to God 
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and eventually He answered. I believe there is so much truth in the 

saying, “God does for us what we can’t do for ourselves.” But it should 

also say, “God does for us what we don’t want to do, are unwilling to 

do, are scared shitless to do, for ourselves.” 

Because just when the money started flowing, just when things were 

looking up all the way around with work, finances, our home life, the 

kids, that’s when all hell broke loose and I fell into the darkest 

depression of my life. I was so depressed that I couldn’t work. After 

several months, I needed to earn an income and still unable to work, 

decided to look for work online. My dream of writing was reignited and 

since I could do it all through the computer, I could earn an income 

while battling depression in my pajamas. That was the beginning of my 

full-time writing career and looking back, I believe God did for me what I 

was too scared to do for myself. But at the time, I hated Him more than 

ever because the depression was hell. 

I cried out again. This time it was depression, finances, my marriage, my 

children, my sanity. It was everything. I called out and cried out and 

threw every hope I had on Him. And He heard me. He had actually 

heard me all along. But this last time, I heard Him. He spoke to me 

through a Rascal Flats song, but I’m sure it was Him. “God Bless the 

Broken Road,” was what He used and I heard the message loud and 

clear. 

I picked myself up, dusted myself off and began the long road back to 

mental health and the land of the living. Slowly things began to look up 

and the world got a little less dark. Over time, I found myself going back 

to the church I had been actively involved in just one year before. I 

began showing up and participating in various programs. It was this 

slow, steady path up and out of darkness that finally brought me to the 

doorstep of recovery. 

As I sat in the meeting that day I pondered all of this. No wonder I didn’t 

hear much else of what was shared. My mind was focused on recalling 

my vain attempts to bring God closer to me. I thought back to how 
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being the victim, being the alcoholic, being the martyr, being the control 

freak, the perfectionist, the over achiever, the worrier, the good parent, 

the bad parent, the abused – how none of it elevated me above the 

path I was on and got Him any closer to me. 

I thought about how being depressed, anxious, drunk, high, right, 

wrong, indifferent, invisible – none of it helped me step above the 

insanity and onto a higher path of right living. Even dressing up and 

showing up to church didn’t help. Singing in the choir, helping hand out 

flyers and attending pot lucks didn’t do anything either. None of these 

activities helped me get noticed by God. None of them brought Him 

closer to me. 

It was only through recovery, through the actions and words of others 

just as messed up as me, that I realized how to close the gap between 

me and God. First, I had to accept that I was going to be the one doing 

the moving. God was, is and always will be perfectly positioned. I could 

spend the rest of my life expecting Him to move and I’d be out of luck. 

So I had to be the one on the move. 

I also came to realize that He didn’t need to get closer to me. I needed 

to get closer to Him. "The world would sooner be brought close to God." 

I realized that if I wanted to rise above the fray a little, I had to do His 

will and let myself be used by Him. That meant I had to move out of my  

current state of stagnant misery. That meant I had to get intentionally 

and uncomfortably active.  

Sure, singing in the choir, showing up to church and helping out were all 

noble and worthy things. These acts allowed me to be of service in a 

comfortable, staying in the box way. They didn’t stretch me. They didn’t 

require effort. They didn’t force me to go back to the places that I was 

in when I screamed at God, to go back to those scary places and find 

diamonds in the darkness. Those easy acts didn’t make me go digging in 

the mines for black gold, for nuggets of rough wisdom. 

Only recovery showed me how to close the gap by doing that. I was 
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taught to venture back into the coal mine, but this time with the hand 

of another human and the powerful hand of God. I was shown how to 

go back in there and chip away at the hard surfaces until a found a flint 

of silver or a speck of gold. I was shown how to reach down deep and 

pull out the blackest rock and love it, cherish it and be kind and patient 

with it until I could see the beautiful, flawless perfection of it. Then, I 

was taught to share those precious stones with others. I was shown, 

step by step, how to take what I had hated, what I had been ashamed 

of, what I had buried deep within the caves of my soul, how to take 

those beautiful gems out and share them with other people still stuck in 

their mines.  

 

That was the type of service I learned about in recovery. That was I was 

instructed would bridge the gap. That was what would make a 

difference in my longitudinal position. I could still sing in the choir and 

could certainly help out at the church functions, and should. But unless I 

allowed God to use the parts of me I thought were useless, unless I gave 

Him an all access pass to my heart and soul, all the singing in the world 

wouldn’t get me any closer to Him. 

“The world would sooner be brought close to God.” I like that.  
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Thanksgiving Shit Show 

 

The kids went to their dad’s the night before Thanksgiving. It had been 

that way for nearly a decade. One year they would be with me and Josh, 

the next year they would be with their father. He moved a lot, their 

father. Sometimes they would spend the holiday in an apartment, other 

times in a rented house or with his girlfriend’s family. But this year they 

were to be at his father’s new home. He and his girlfriend had 

purchased their first home together earlier in the year and they were 

hosting a full family gathering for Turkey Day. 

Knowing his girlfriend somewhat, I could only assume that she was 

ecstatic about having all of her children and grandchildren under her 

roof for the meal. Chris is an amazing cook and loves to entertain. She is 

an impeccable decorator and no detail is overlooked when it comes to 

special occasions. I imagined Thanksgiving would be no exception. 

Josh and I had already done an early friend, family, sort-of Thanksgiving 

the week before. In reality, Josh was craving a turkey really badly and 

couldn’t wait for the big day to arrive. So he cooked one with all the 

fixings ten days before and we invited some friends over and had a 

small but casual feast that went off without a hitch. 

When the night before Thanksgiving arrived, Josh and I were almost 

giddy with anticipation. With two kids at home, one working and one in 

school – each with various schedules, we rarely had time alone. So 

Wednesday night was to be our night to go out and immerse ourselves 

in the culture of our small town. We planned on walking through the 

little main street hand in hand as we took in all the holiday lights and 

sights. We were especially looking forward to people watching. I 

expected a throng of locals and tourists all in for the holiday and knew 

the little artery of our small town would be thriving. 

Wednesday came and we took the kids out to the highway to meet their 

father. Then Josh and I set out to enjoy our luxurious twenty hour 
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staycation together. Like the smell of turkey that lingers in the air on 

Thanksgiving day, the lure of the night to come teased our every sense. 

“Where do you want to eat?” he asked. 

“I don’t care. All I know is that I’m starving.” I said, willing to leave the 

decision making up to him. 

“Well, you want to people watch, right?” 

“Of course,” I said. That was part of the fun. That was almost better 

than the meal. 

The rain started as we made the ten minute journey from parent-drop-

off gas station by the highway to downtown. 

“Hmmm, what do you think?” Josh asked as we rounded the corner into 

the little street lined with quaint shops and eateries. 

The rain was coming harder and the streets were all but empty. I looked 

around and pointed out all the usual spots we had eaten at dozens of 

times. 

“Duffy’s?” I said, gesturing to their covered patio area that would still 

give us a prime viewing spot for the one or two people that might pass 

by in the now pouring rain. 

Josh shook his head. “Nah,” was all he said. 

“Mulligan’s?” 

He looked and then said, “Wasn’t too happy with the last meal I ate 

there.” 

We drove around, me pointing and him shooting down. After a few 

passes around the block we made our way to the busier road that led 

toward the mall.  

“Chili’s? Panera? Ruby Tuesday’s?” I suggested three more well-worn 
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spots all to no fanfare. 

“How about Red Lobster?” Josh suggested. 

“Red Lobster?” I looked at him, unsure if he was kidding or not. “For 

what?” 

Neither Josh nor I liked seafood. Well, that’s not entirely true. Josh liked 

some seafood, but I hated it.  

“They have more than seafood,” he said. Oh, he was serious. 

“No,” I said, unwilling to subject my ravenous appetite to poorly cooked 

chicken and the smell of fish and lobster. 

We drove for a few minutes more, rejecting every small and large 

restaurant we saw. It was approaching nine o’clock and we knew if we 

didn’t make a decision soon we would be out of luck. 

“Fine,” I relinquished. “I’ll eat the cheddar biscuits.” I did like Red 

Lobster’s biscuits. 

“Let’s go a little further,” he suggested. 

“Oooh, what about the Ale House? You like their fish and I like 

everything else!” I said. 

Josh smiled and nodded. We had a winner. We entered the restaurant 

and were greeted by a nice young lady who sat us at a roomy booth. 

Josh and I had plenty of people to watch, good food and each other’s 

company. Most of the time, that is enough to keep us ecstatically 

happy. I joked with him and he made me laugh until I cried, as he so 

often does.  For a few moments we were free. We weren’t parents, we 

weren’t employees or bosses. We were free and life was good. 

We repeated the same charade the next day. After waking up lazily and 

enjoying breakfast and the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, we toddled 

around the house and then headed out for lunch and a movie. After we 
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ate, we sat down with our chocolate and overpriced sodas to watch a 

movie about an extremely dysfunctional family coming together for 

Christmas. The plot was predictable. The family lied and kept secrets. 

They held resentments and fought like cats and dogs days before and 

during the holiday. Then tragedy struck and they all came together 

realizing that despite their flaws they were family and they loved each 

other. It was sappy and mediocre, but enjoyable. 

We left the movie and went to pick up our children, hoping they would 

be rested, full and happy after a day of eating too much and visiting 

with family. I don’t know what we were thinking. Looking back, I should 

have realized my expectations were far too lofty. I can’t remember the 

last time I was relaxed, calm and peaceful after spending a holiday away 

from home with too much food and too much family. Yet, I expected 

that from my children.  

“What type of mood do you think they’ll be in? On a scale of one to ten, 

how bad do you think it will be?” Josh asked as we neared the parent-

pick-up location.  

I’m bipolar and struggle mostly with the depressive side of that. 

Optimism is not my go-to emotion. But sometimes, in my relationship 

with my husband, I have to be the positive one. Josh had been under an 

enormous amount of stress at work and at home. And he had, after-all, 

been living with me for a decade and it was obviously taking its toll. 

I sucked it up, realizing that God had allowed me the gift of rebounding 

from low to high for a reason. Now was my chance to take advantage of 

the up-swing and use it for good.  

“I think an eight,” I said quite confidently. “I’m sure they’ve had a great 

day, got to see Chris’s family, who they love, got to eat a great meal and 

chill,” I said trying to convince myself. “Yeah, definitely an eight.” 

Josh just smirked. He didn’t say it but I was pretty sure he wanted to put 

money on that. I’m glad he didn’t make the offer because I would have 

lost my shirt. 
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We greeted the kids as they piled into the car and waved good-bye to 

their dad. According to him, everything went terrific. So far, so good, I 

thought. Then we started driving. 

The temperature in the backseat dropped at least twenty degrees 

before we even got out of the gas station. Josh and I made small talk 

and asked polite questions. I wanted to ask more personal, extremely 

nosy questions, but took the advice of my sponsor and kept to my side 

of the street. Besides, anytime I ventured down that road my daughter 

would always remind me: “That’s between me and Dad.” Damn, I taught 

her well. 

Zoe responded with enthusiasm and Jack ignored us, preferring the 

piped in dialogue he was receiving through his earbuds. Okay, I thought, 

no conversation from Jack and lots from Zoe. I’d say we’re at about a 

five right now. I looked over to Josh. He knew what I was thinking. But 

we weren’t home yet. There was still hope that they could get it up to 

an eight. 

We pulled into the garage and Jack hopped out first in the typical, 18 

year old, I can’t wait to get away from my family – fashion. He was 

followed by Zoe and then me and Josh. I’m not sure if it happened 

before we closed the door or after, but it was within seconds of us all 

being in the house. Jack walked down the front hallway and twisted the 

top of his drink. The burst was barely audible, but the sound of the 

metal chair hitting the tile floor resonated throughout the house.  

“What the hell! That’s frigging great. God damn it!” Jack spewed out a 

slew of other profanities as he shook his soaking wet hands.  

“Watch your language.” I said that because that was my knee-jerk 

reaction every time any one of my kids used God’s name in vain. I felt 

kind of like a prude when I did that. But now that God and I had become 

friends, I tried to have his back as much as I could. 

“What?! Well I’m pissed! Jesus Christ!” Jack retorted back, somehow 

implying that just because God and I had gotten all chummy didn’t 
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necessarily mean that Jesus and I knew each other. 

“Hey!” I yelled, immediately correcting him and letting Jesus know that I 

was there for him, too. 

Jack righted the chair and fumed as I made my way past him into the 

kitchen. Josh had retreated to the bedroom to let the dogs out of the 

crate and add more chaos to the scene while Zoe sat primly at the 

kitchen counter. I saw her mouth open as I approached and knew that 

whatever was about to come out would be bad. But I was too late to 

stop it. 

“Oh well, that’s what you get!” 

Jack’s reaction was like a bomb exploding. I’m not sure if he threw my 

friends in the mix again, but he defiled several other polite words as he 

tossed the chair and began punching the wall.  

I walked over to Zoe and said, “You get what you deserve from him if 

you choose to make nasty comments.” 

She retorted, “Well he’s mean to me all the time!” 

Then, she threw in the zinger, “Did you have a cigarette today?” 

I had recently begun smoking again and had confessed it to everyone in 

the family. The truth was received with disappointment by all, but  with 

heartbreaking sadness from my daughter. “I’ll never trust you again!” 

she yelled when she found out. 

I looked out her in shock. How dare she ask me if I smoked? That was 

my business and not hers. “Yes, I did,” I confessed. What was I doing? 

Why was I playing into her sick little game? 

Bang, bang, bang. Jack pounded harder. 

The dogs ran out giddily, skidding and sliding on the tile. After jumping 

on Zoe and me they made their way to the sugary concoction on the tile 
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floor and began assaulting it. Jack yelled, Zoe screamed, the dogs licked. 

Bang, bang, bang. 

“Take it outside!” I yelled to Jack. He threw the front door open and 

began punching the wood siding on the front of the house. 

“I can’t trust anything you do ever!” Zoe screamed. 

Bang, bang, bang. The dogs ran around on their newfound sugar high. 

Josh stood stoically watching us devolve.  

“I don’t have to tell you anything I do. I’m the parent and you’re the 

child!” I yelled, making sure I was heard. 

“Get back in here!” I yelled at Jack. 

He came back in the house, slamming the door behind him. The dogs’ 

nails clicked loudly on the floor. Zoe cried, I cried, Jack fumed. Josh 

stood screaming in silence. 

I took the opportunity to be the voice of reason. “It’s not acceptable 

that you go to your father’s and are on your best behavior all day long. 

Then you two come home and we get the shit!” 

Zoe screamed, Jack pounded the counter, I screamed. The dogs lapped 

and Josh rocked back and forth, wondering if and when he should jump 

in. 

We argued, shouted and cursed. Well, I cursed. Then I looked to Josh, 

giving him permission to help out. He said just enough to raise the shit 

show to a whole new level. 

Zoe cried, yelled and ran to her room. Jack pounded the counter, rolled 

his eyes and gritted his teeth, then disappeared to his room. I cried, 

shook my head at Josh and went outside to have another cigarette. 

Slam, slam, slam went all three doors. Josh disappeared into the 

bedroom, followed by the dogs. Slam.  
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We had been home ten minutes. Ten minutes was all it took for all four 

of us to go from being nestled next to each other in a cozy car to 

isolating as far away as we could, each locked in our own world of hurt, 

certain that the other was wrong and we were oh, so right. 

I sat on the porch as the rain continued its performance from the night 

before. My cigarette was wet with tears and my breath hitched as I 

inhaled. So many thoughts went through my head. It wasn’t fair. It 

wasn’t fair that they were so good for him and so difficult, so shitty, so 

kid-like for me. It wasn’t fair that he got to see them at their best and 

we got everything else, all the time. It wasn’t fair that I was 

overburdened with guilt, that I wanted them to feel like they could say 

anything to me, no matter how painful, and I would still love them. It 

wasn’t fair that I wanted this home to be their safe place and that 

included allowing them to be brutally honest and be who they 

sometimes were – stressed out, messed up, angry kids.  

Whaa, whaa, whaa. I heard voices in my head. Under the circumstances 

I wouldn’t have been alarmed. Voices in my head were nothing new. 

But these voices were different. They were rational. I looked at the 

cigarette wondering if someone had given me a funny one. The voices 

were soft, calm yet firm. 

“Suck it up, Sally,” they said. “Life isn’t fair. Kids are kids. They aren’t 

grown up. They don’t have all the tools, the emotional control, the 

experience to handle everything life throws at them.” 

I nodded to the voices, realizing that they were right. They kept talking. 

“Heck, you don’t even know to behave most of the time. How can you 

expect them to get it perfect all the time?” 

Yep, right again. 

“And they aren’t shitty all the time,” the voices said. “They are 

beautiful, wonderful, joy-giving amazing children who you value dearly 

and you wouldn’t trade a second of your time with them for anything in 

the world.” 
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Right again. 

“Besides, you don’t know how they feel. Sure, you were 11 and 18. But 

you didn’t have divorced parents. You didn’t have step-parents. You 

didn’t grow up in the same house they did. You have no earthly clue 

what these kids think about, struggle with, hold in every day.” 

Darn, the voices were right. I was parenting from a place of assumption. 

I assumed because my children had a day away from me and Josh, their 

usual boring routine, that they would look forward to it and enjoy the 

heck out of time with their father and his girlfriend’s family. I never 

once thought that maybe being away from their home, their beds, their 

comfortable, safe place wasn’t so easy after all. I never considered that 

maybe they would want to wake up in their own beds, chill out with us 

on our sofa with its messy pillows and dog hair, and do nothing but 

watch the parade and play on their phones. I never thought that maybe 

they would want to stay in their pajamas all day and eat crap instead of 

dressing up and sitting down to a formal dinner. I never thought. I never 

asked. 

“I’m sorry,” the voices said. “I’m sorry I said that.” What? What had the 

voices said? 

Zoe appeared and sat down next to me. “I’m sorry I got mad, mom.”  

The rain and tears slowed. “It’s okay. I’m sorry, too.” I said. We sat and 

talked softly under the weight of the heavy clouds and the guilt of our 

actions. Jack made a quick appearance to add his apologize to the mix. 

We all apologized and we all forgave. But the sting of our actions, the 

mess of the shit show hung around for a while like memorable scenes 

from a bad movie. 

In the immediate aftermath, there were chairs to pick up, floors to mop 

and extra hugs to give. There were boundaries to clarify and eye contact 

to be made. But in the days following, there were things to be 

discussed, deeper, more personal and meaningful things to discuss. The 

spilled drink and the forbidden cigarette were just the ring on the top of 
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the can. Pulling on them opened the lid a little. Losing it on Thanksgiving 

night ripped it off entirely. It took days to sort through the contents.  

There were more talks, more tears, more stressful moments. It took 

almost a week for the show to leave our family theater entirely. When it 

did, I was glad. I was glad that it was gone. But also glad that it had 

come and I had gotten a front row seat. Heck, I had even been given a 

small part. And that was okay. I had learned. I had learned that 

sometimes the show is not everything it appears to be. There are tough 

roles that take years to learn and even then, still might never get 

mastered. There are props that drop and spill and egos that get bruised.  

But ultimately, the show must go on. And if I can just realize that my 

part is just that, my part and my part only, it’ll all be okay.  
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The 2 Year Silent Treatment 
 

I was quite a bitch to my mother when I was a teenager. So when my 

oldest went through his “I hate you,” phase, I’m sure my mother found 

some tiny bit of satisfaction. She didn’t enjoy seeing me hurt. She didn’t 

take any pleasure at all out of watching me have my heart ripped out of 

my chest and stomped on. I know for sure that she didn’t. But 

somewhere deep inside, I think the other mother in her did a little 

happy dance for a second or two. After all, she is human. And I treated 

her like complete shit for a long time. 

Zack was about fourteen when he changed into someone I hated. I was 

rather surprised at the abruptness of the shift. It was as if he had his 

first man period. But instead of lasting five to seven days, his lasted two 

years. I can’t pinpoint the exact moment of transition but the change 

was in full swing when we set out for our vacation to North Carolina. I 

had planned and successfully pulled off the vacation of a lifetime. I had 

booked a cabin on a lake in the North Carolina mountains.  

The plan was for me, my husband Josh and our three adoring kids to 

spend a week relaxing on the dock, floating in the canoe and tooling 

around the lake in a rented boat. We would roast marshmallows at the 

campfire and tell ghost stories on the porch. We would fish, cook out 

and bond. My sister and her son were joining us for a few days and we 

would make memories that would last a lifetime.  

It didn’t come off completely as I had envisioned it. The cabin was 

wonderful and it was actually on the lake. It just wasn’t anywhere near 
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the mountains. We did roast marshmallows, but the bats ate them. We 

did fish, but it was catch and release only. We did relax on the dock and 

cruise the lake in the boat. And we made lots of memories. Most of 

which I remember. 

The beer flowed steadily before, during and after my sister’s visit. My 

two younger children, Jack and Zoe, spent hours on the lake floating in 

tubes and jumping off the dock into the cool fresh water. We had 

decided that there would be no electronics during the vacation. This 

meant no cellphones. Tablets, smart phones and other gadgets had yet 

to be invented. It also meant no video games or television. The only 

entertainment would be conversation, the great outdoors and an 

occasional family movie night in the living room.  

God was on our side because the cabin was located in an area with zero 

cell service. I was thrilled. Zack wanted to take his own life. One month 

shy of turning 15, Zack had rebelled furiously about taking this vacation. 

He had insisted he would be better off staying with his father. He didn’t 

particularly like either of his siblings and couldn’t imagine how he would 

survive a week without friends or enemies to buffer the experience. 

When he found out about the no-electronics rule he about died right on 

the spot. 

I didn’t have much compassion for him at the time. But I realize now 

what torture that must have been. If my mother had insisted that I 

spend a week locked up in a cabin in the middle of the woods with my 

siblings I don’t think I’d be here today. Add to that a week with my 

parents?! Hell, no. 

The twelve hour car ride was uneventful. We did the usual – played the 

license plate game, played twenty questions and I Spy. Zack didn’t speak 

once and I was kind of glad for his silence. I didn’t realize he was 

practicing his skills for a marathon mute session. We arrived and found 

the cabin and property to be everything it was on the internet and I was 

thrilled. The adults and little kids headed straight for the lake. Zack 

found his room, closed the door and only came out to eat and pee. I 
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don’t think he even pooped once the entire week. 

After a few days I bullied him out of the room and insisted he join us on 

the dock. Zack is fair skinned by nature and was missing out on some 

glorious, bearable sun. Living in Florida you get kind of used to staying 

indoors during the summer because the heat is so oppressive. But the 

weather on the lake was perfect. Casper finally relented and joined us 

California raisins on the dock. He found a tube, sat his skinny butt in the 

hole and floated for exactly the full thirty minutes I insisted he spend 

with us. He never smiled once. 

When we returned home the silent treatment continued. Over the next 

several months Zack and I butted heads about everything and nothing. 

My first born, my baby boy, my sweet child who loved me 

unconditionally, who laughed at my jokes, held my hand and snuggled 

with me was gone. He had been replaced by THE OTHER. The Other was 

cold, callous, spiteful and frustratingly silent. He was kind of like one of 

the Death Eaters or Dementors from Harry Potter, all willowy, dark and 

sinister. 

Zack would slip into his room and disappear for hours, only to come out 

at the smell of food or in time to catch the bus. He would invite friends 

over only under extreme duress, and even then, would barricade 

himself as far away from me as he could. It was as if my voice, my scent, 

my very existence made him turn to stone. The more I pushed for him 

to talk, communicate, open his frigging lips, the further away he got. 

But I knew all wasn’t lost. Slivers of the old Zack would appear when 

Josh would joke around with him or when a family member would come 

to visit. I would see my little boy, taller and with a deeper voice, I would 

see his jovial, kind spirit appear and interact – actually interact with 

people. And then, when I got close, it would disappear. It was like trying 

to catch a firefly. His light would go out every time I got close. 

I couldn’t figure out what I had done and why he was being so 

horrifically monstrous to me. 
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“He’s just trying to find himself,” my friends would say. Or, “He’s 

detaching and becoming independent.”  

My mother chimed in with, “Oh Jenny, I’m so sorry. I know how it feels 

and it is horrible.” Thanks mom. And I was almost over that 30 year old 

guilt. 

About a year into Zack’s vow of silence I decided to take action. I went 

into his room and starting rifling through his papers. Zack was an 

impeccable dresser and had definite OCD tendencies. But he was also a 

16 year old boy and his room lived up to that. I found some school 

papers, some notes from his girlfriend and other boring teenage crap.  

And then I found the letter. I can’t remember who he wrote it to. It 

might have been to his girlfriend or his therapist. Or maybe he just 

wrote it to get it out. I sat on the floor in a pile of crumpled paper and 

dirty laundry and began reading. The words were large and untidy – 

very unlike Zack’s normally neat and tiny handwriting. My hand went up 

to my mouth and the tears burst from my eyes as I tried to keep my 

heart from breaking into a million little pieces on his bedroom floor.  

I won’t share the contents of the letter here. I won’t share them with 

anyone because they are not mine to share. And because I can’t 

remember them all. But they were horrible. They were what every 

teenager feels about that one person in their life that they hate and love 

at the same time. They are the rantings of a scared, angry, lonely, hurt, 

irate, raging, confused, uptight, pressured teenage boy of a divorced, 

alcoholic, mentally ill mother.  

I grabbed the phone and called my best friend in hysterics. Then I called 

my sister. Then my mother. Somewhere in between there I called my 

husband, Josh. I thought I would feel better when I got it out but I 

didn’t. The pain was so deep, so raw and so familiar. I was experiencing 

the worst of my son and the worst of me all over again. It was 

Armageddon. I turned to cigarettes and beer and only found temporary 

answers.  
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The worst part of it all was that I couldn’t tell him I’d read it. I couldn’t 

unleash the wrath of mom on him when he strolled his unhappy little 16 

year old ass in the door in a few hours. I couldn’t beat the shit out of 

him for taking healthy action with his teenage feelings rather than 

unhealthy action. I couldn’t do anything to the mute. All I could do was 

avoid him and try not to die. 

I held myself together for a few hours that night, which I thought was 

quite remarkable. Then I got the advice I needed but didn’t want and I 

got it from the least likely place. My ex-husband’s girlfriend had also 

struggled with one of her sons. He was a few years older than Zack and 

the two had butted heads violently during his transformation from 

caterpillar to butterfly. Today they were best of friends and had a 

remarkably close and loving relationship. 

“Just love him through it,” was her advice. 

“What?!” I said. Did she mean love him through it while branding the 

words “I Luv Mom” on his ass? 

“Just love him through it. No matter what. Don’t get mad. Don’t get 

nasty. Don’t let him walk all over you, either. Just love him no matter 

what and wait it out.” 

I hung up and hated that she was right. I called my mom the next day 

and apologized again for being such a wretch to her. She accepted 

again. I don’t think I can ever apologize enough for that. I hope she 

never stops accepting. I know I was worse than Zack. Not only did I give 

my parents the silent treatment, I also scared the crap out of them over 

and over again. I threw drugs, school suspension and other goodies into 

the mix just to be sure I got their attention. 

The scars I left on my parents’ hearts have healed. At least that’s what 

they’ve led me to believe. The scars on my heart have healed as well. 

Today I have a very close, loving and respectful relationship with my 

parents. And also with my son. So do so many people in the world that 

have been fortunate to learn how to live differently. We learn that past 
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mistakes can be healed and forgiven. We discover that the nasty 

behaviors of people in our lives might have a little something to do with 

our reckless selfishness and they might not. We realize that no matter 

how many times our relationships go through the blender they still have 

the potential to come out as healthy, delicious and satisfying to our 

soul. 

One of my favorite books has a passage called The Promises. In it, the 

author talks about how we drunks, drug addicts and lifetime losers will 

begin to receive the fruits of our good choices when we start walking a 

righteous path. We will begin to have better relationships, less worries 

and we will know peace. These are the gifts of recovery. I have found 

that for me and many others, these gifts come in the most interesting 

packages. Mine comes in the form of an almost daily phone call from 

my grown son who found his voice when his mother got sober.  
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Back Burner Faith 
 

I have a hard time letting go. When something really gets me going, 

when I get a sick high from my anger, your pity or empathy, I’ll hang on 

to it like a pit-bull with a chew toy. I’ve learned that God can’t get in 

there and do His thing if I’m in the way. And I’m almost always in the 

way. I couldn’t understand the whole Let Go and Let God thing at first. I 

thought it was quite laughable. How on earth could I let go of something 

like my anger toward that relative or the bitterness I felt toward that 

friend who abandoned me? And did God really expect me to let go of 

my boss, my past hurts, my kids?  

This is what they told me I had to do. Actually, they told me I had a 

choice. I could let go or be dragged. I liked the sound of that the second 

I heard it because I could visualize it. I saw myself hanging on to the 

back of an 1976 Caprice Classic, fingers wrapped tightly around the 

silver bumper, being dragged over the rough pavement until I was 

bloody and battered. I saw myself clinging on to that bumper despite 

that fact that I was barely clinging to life. I would die before I let go. 

When I saw that in my mind it made perfect sense to me. 

I had been hanging on most of my life. I had been hanging on to pain, 

resentments, anger, self-pity, shame, guilt, judgment and a host of 

other stuff. I had a carry-on full of crap that I had been carting around 

with me for as long as I could remember. It was fashionable, sort of. You 

wouldn’t notice my stuff right away. I had most of it tucked inside 
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trendy luggage or a cool messenger bag, but it was there. I gripped my 

stuff until my fingers turned white but you couldn’t tell because my 

nails were always manicured. I preached freedom and honesty to my 

children and friends but could barely breathe under the burden of my 

own junk. 

My first foray into the 12 steps taught me about letting go and giving it 

to God. I ignored that completely. Several months later my first sponsor 

tried to beat that message into me again. I rolled my eyes, stomped my 

feet and told her that I would make the stupid God Box she kept telling 

me about and that I would start putting my stuff in it. I didn’t do either. 

Shortly after that, she showed me her God Box. It was a tiny, wooden 

box with pretty writing and pictures on it. It was smaller than a slice of 

bread and had a miniature gold latch to keep all the junk from getting 

out. I complimented her on it but could not imagine how a box that 

small could hold all the shit I had. 

Then I heard the saying – let go or be dragged. I listened as older, more 

mature, sober women spoke about the consequences of hanging on to 

problems, anger and people we couldn’t fix. I heard stories about 

weights lifted and freedom found all by giving it to God. I didn’t truly 

believe any of them. But I wanted to. I wanted to believe that if I could 

just give God my troubles I would be completely free of them. I wanted 

to believe the frustration, fear and worry would all be gone. I wanted to 

believe that Santa Clause would come down my chimney and fill my 

tree with presents for my kids.  

I knew none of it was going happen but I was desperate. I had already 

ignored my sponsor, my close friends and family members. I was ready 

for some serious advice that I just might be able to take. After hearing 

the women speak of their God Boxes and letting go, I decided to take 

action. I went home and opened the closet where I keep my wrapping 

paper and gift boxes. I thought of my sponsor’s God Box and knew that 

would not suffice. I needed something bigger – much bigger. I looked at 

the shoe boxes and dismissed them knowing they were not big enough 

for my in-law issues. I had, after all, been married twice.  
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I reached for the shirt boxes. This might work for the teenage boys. But I 

still had a daughter who hadn’t even hit puberty yet. I put the box back 

and closed the closet door. Aha! We had just received a package in the 

mail and it had come in a large box. I ran to the garage and grabbed the 

box out of the recycling bin. It was twice the length of a shoe box and 

wide enough to hold all of my issues. Perfect. 

With the box in hand, I went back to the closet and grabbed some silver 

and white striped wrapping paper. This box had to be special. I couldn’t 

put all my fears, worries, children, people I love in that box without 

making it a nice, pretty place. I wrapped the box like a treasured present 

and set it on the counter in front of me. It was done. I moved the tape 

and scissors aside and surveilled my work. Not bad, I thought. This 

would do just fine. 

Preparing the box was the easy part. Filling it was hard. The whole 

reason I had made the box was because I needed the visual reminder, 

the tangible proof that I was actually giving my worries over to God. I 

had tried and tried to give them to Him in my mind, but it never worked. 

I never really let go. I thought I gave Him my child only to realize 15 

minutes later, as I was yelling at my son again, that I had never let go. I 

was still holding on to him, controlling the situation and blocking God 

out. I was so tired of playing games and wanted to physically place my 

child in the box. Or at least a piece of paper with his name on it. 

I took the most pressing, worrisome issue I’d been struggling with and 

scrawled it out on a square piece of note paper. I folded it in half and 

slid it through the large opening at the top of the box. Then I waited. I 

didn’t feel better. Maybe it took time, I thought. I put the box on the 

book shelf and walked away. When I passed by it again a short while 

later, I checked to see how I was feeling. I could sense something was 

different but I didn’t feel free. 

It took less than an hour for me to dump the box upside down and take 

the paper out. Stupid box, I thought. I knew it wouldn’t work. I was 

about to chuck the whole project in the trash when I realized my 
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problem. I was stubborn. I was determined. I was a pit-bull with a chew 

toy. And how do you keep a pit-bull from getting the toy? You put the 

toy in something that the dog can’t get to.  

I grabbed the box, the paper and the tape and quickly made the 

necessary modifications. I took several other pieces of notepaper and 

scrawled details of problems and names of people on them. I folded 

them up into a little wads and squeezed them through the tiny hole at 

the top of the box. When I was done, I grabbed the box, held it upside 

down and shook it violently. Nothing came out. The hole at the top was 

so small that the only way I could take my problems back was if I 

surgically removed them from the box. I felt better almost immediately. 

My first sponsor taught me many things about letting go. She taught me 

that my freedom is in direction proportion to the extent I’m able to let 

go. She taught me what happens when I don’t and how drawn out and 

excruciatingly painful it can be. She taught me how to let go swiftly with 

the God Box. And she taught me how to let go slowly with the back 

burner. 

Did I mention I am stubborn? My sponsor and I got into many 

disagreements and nasty exchanges of words early in my recovery 

because I didn’t want to listen to her. I didn’t want to take her 

suggestions. I didn’t want to do what she told me. And I didn’t want to 

tell her, a day or two later, that she was right and I should have listened. 

So It came as no surprise to either one of us that there were some 

issues that I absolutely refused to let go of. 

“If you’re not willing to let go, are you at least willing to put them on the 

back burner?” she asked a defiant, disobedient me. 

“No. What? What does that mean? I don’t know.” I refused to give in 

completely. I tightened my grip on the chew toy. 

Bless her soul. She was so unbelievably patient with the immature, 

intolerant, adolescent sober Jen. It was not her first rodeo and she 

wasn’t about to back down. 
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“I mean,” she said, knowing that I wouldn’t commit to anything, “If 

you’re not ready to entirely let go, are you willing to put this problem on 

the back burner of your mind for a while? In other words, stop focusing 

on it. You don’t have to give it up entirely. Just stop stirring the shit 

pot.” 

Hmmm. I liked where she was going with this. I had no idea why I held 

onto some of the bigger, more challenging messes I had absolutely no 

power to fix. My sponsor told me there was a payoff of some sort. I’m 

sure she was right but I didn’t tell her that. All I knew was that there 

were certain things that I didn’t trust God could fix. I knew that I 

couldn’t fix them but I wasn’t completely sure He could either. I wanted 

to keep an eye them just to cover all my bases. 

“You can still have them. Just stop focusing on them so much. See them 

in a pot and move the pot onto the back burner. Let the kids, work, your 

recovery, other things that you can do something about, let those stay 

on the front burner. Move the other pot to the back, put the lid on it 

and see what God can do with it. If you’re not happy with how it’s 

turning out, move it back up front.” 

I listened intently, liking the idea more and more. I wasn’t sure I was too 

thrilled with the whole cooking analogy, although it was quite 

appropriate. I was a terrible cook so it would make perfect sense for me 

to get my hands off anything that I would like to see turn out right. I 

especially liked the idea of keeping my issues on my stove. There was a 

huge sense of control with that. 

I saw myself take the biggest pot, the one that had been bubbling over 

and making a mess in my life, taking that one and sliding it to the back 

burner. In my mind, I put the lid on it and turned the heat down low. 

Then I moved more important, more manageable pots and pans to the 

front of the stove. I was feeling better just knowing that the big, bad, 

messy pot wasn’t the first thing I saw in my mind’s eye. I felt the 

beginnings of hope. Hope that I could actually loosen my grip on some 

of my problems. Hope that maybe if I turned the heat down, they 
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wouldn’t bubble over so much. And a little spark of hope that maybe if 

there weren’t so many cooks in the kitchen, God would want to come in 

and create something delicious. 

That’s how my faith is sometimes. It’s not always on my knees with 

scented candles. It’s not always decorated in pretty paper and wrapped 

to perfection. Most of the time it’s messy like my cooking. There are 

pans full of sticky prayers and pots bubbling with fear. I chop my 

concerns up into little pieces and only sprinkle some of them on the fire 

of my faith. I scrub, scrape and scratch dried dreams off dishes that 

should have been thrown away years before and wonder if I will ever be 

able to make them shine like new again. 

My faith isn’t always full of savory flavor and scrumptious joy. It is 

sometimes bitter and makes my tongue feel like I’ve just burned it on 

hot coffee. I usually believe God has my best interests in mind but don’t 

always believe that He believes in me. I know what I’m supposed to 

believe. But the distance between what my mind knows and what my 

heart believes is the same as the distance between the front and back 

burners on my stove. And sometimes back burner faith is all I can cook 

up. 
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The World Needs Whisperers, Too 
 

I’m not a whisperer. I was a little concerned about the whole anonymity 

thing when I first entered recovery because I have quite a big mouth. 

When my best friend was pregnant with her first child, I was the first 

one to congratulate the soon-to-be grandfather. That was how he found 

out. More recently I made the mistake of talking about the impending 

arrival of another friend’s baby in front of their only child who had no 

idea that sacred status was about to expire. 

It’s not that I can’t keep a secret. I usually can. Getting older has helped 

tremendously with that because half of the time I won’t remember 

what you told me anyhow. But the other half of the time, I won’t 

remember that what you told me was supposed to be kept secret.  

When I first got into recovery I was so excited about all the changes 

happening in my life. God pulled me into recovery through a backdoor 

in His house. I wasn’t in AA, NA, CODA or any other fellowship yet. I was 

merely attending church. We had a Celebrate Recovery ministry at our 

church and I had heard about the poor, pathetic people that went 

there. They were all drug addicts, alcoholics, sex-aholics, gamblers or 

other forms of degenerates. I knew I wasn’t one of those people. But, 

after coming out of the most horrific depression of my life, I figured the 

least I could do was go over to that CR thing and help those poor people 

learn how to better manage their issues. 
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God likes to use my soft, squishy spots to His advantage. I signed up for 

a Celebrate Recovery step study class designed to take us through the 

12 steps of recovery. I arrived ready to show these women how it’s 

done. I left there holding my head low with my humility tucked between 

my legs. I was almost embarrassed at the ridiculous amount of ego I 

walked into that room with. Looking back, I’m surprised I didn’t need a 

second chair for my pride. God had taken my ego and pride, and used 

them to get me in that seat so that he could work on those squishy 

spots and mold them into something better. And boy did He. 

The step study class was phenomenal. I spent a year getting to know a 

group of strangers, God and myself and it was without a doubt the best 

thing I’ve ever done for myself. I was so excited with the changes, with 

the discoveries I unearthed each week that I could hardly contain 

myself. I would share the good news of my progress with anyone who 

would listen. I managed to send several people running for cover for 

fear I would come after them with a 12 Step book or a bible, but did get 

a few semi-willing recruits to join up. They did it out of either a desire to 

improve their own lives or shut me up, I’m still not sure which.  

As I progressed through the class, I realized that I needed more. Alcohol 

had become more than a social acquaintance and I realized that the 

once a week step study meetings were not going to help me overcome 

my nearly daily drinking. So off to another fellowship I went. This is 

where it got tricky. I should have had some clue by the name of the 

fellowship, that the organization was based upon anonymity. But I 

didn’t get it. I was living in the glow of a new life, rebirth, that feeling 

you get when you’ve just lost a ton of weight or gotten the best haircut. 

I wanted everyone to know. So I regularly broke my anonymity. 

I know now that breaking my anonymity is a personal choice. I also 

know now that breaking other people’s anonymity is a violation of the 

code of any recovery program. And that was a difficult line to tow. 

Because I was always surrounded by other people in recovery, I was 

unsure if it was okay to introduce them to other friends or family 

members in that context. I didn’t know who I could tell was in which 
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group. Could I say I knew alcoholic friend from a class and my Step 

Study friend from church? Did I have to make stuff up if I saw them in 

the grocery store or with their family members out to eat? Would they 

run away if they saw me coming for fear I would blow their anonymity? 

Recovery is a weird microcosm. It is truly its own little world. It has its 

own rules, its own laws, its own species and even its own air, the air of 

hope and second chances. It also smells like drunks, drug addicts and all 

other types of humanity. It is full of trial and error and grace and mercy. 

Thank God for that. Because as I was getting better, as I was coming out 

of the darkness into the light, I made a boat load of mistakes. I lied, 

cursed, cheated and avoided doing the right thing as often as I could 

without completely falling off the beam. I did everything I could to get 

fired by my sponsor and tried to wiggle my way out of the more difficult 

steps. Some days I wish I’d been ejected from the whole recovery game. 

But it doesn’t work like that. You can’t get fired. You can only quit. 

As time went on, I settled into the recovery world and began to find my 

niche. I felt comfortable moving away from the seats located in denial 

aisle and actually made small talk with people in the front rows. Over 

the first few years I got to know more people and eventually had several 

friends who knew me by first name. Things were going well. I had a 

comfortable spot in my church’s Celebrate Recovery, helping out in 

leadership and hiding just behind the scenes. I was known by a few 

people in my other fellowship and had a small circle of friends with 

whom I could hang out and blow cover. 

Then, just as things were falling into place I began writing. I’ve been a 

writer for over 20 years. But I’ve only written for half of those. After first 

discovering my writing abilities and passion for writing in my mid-

twenties, I began actively pursuing freelance writing. But just when 

things started moving forward, life pulled up with a  car full of fear and 

doubt and I jumped right on in and drove along for another dozen years. 

It was only when I couldn’t stand it any longer, when I knew I would lose 

my mind if I didn’t write, it was only then that God did for me what I 

couldn’t do for myself. He allowed me to fall into the deepest, darkest 
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most hellish hole of depression I had ever experienced. It was January 

when I lost my mind completely and for the next five months I had to 

take a leave of absence from my job and was housebound. 

Because my husband and I had a dual income home, I needed to make 

money. It was then, during the height of my depression, that I heard 

God’s voice. It sounded something like this, “I told you to write a dozen 

years ago. And you didn’t listen. No, you had to do it your way. Well, 

how’s that working out for you?” 

I got the message. I picked up my computer and began looking for 

freelance work. To my surprise there were ample opportunities for me 

to use my very rusty, very immature writing skills. Car dealerships, 

plumping companies and even penis enhancement manufacturers were 

the staple of my existence in the beginning. Eventually I moved up the 

ladder and secured more meaningful work with more reputable clients.  

After several years I found myself working for one woman on a full-time 

basis but still hadn’t published my own work. All my manuscripts, half 

written and completed, all my essays and ideas were piled up on hard 

drives, file folders and in the corners of my mind, just waiting to be 

brought to life. But the car of life I had jumped into years before was 

still my daily driver. Even though I had come a long way and had 

managed to unload a lot of the baggage, fear and doubt were still my 

constant companions.  

I finally reached the point of not being able to take it another minute. 

My boss was extremely talented, incredibly creative, highly innovative 

and entirely insane. She was bat-shit crazy. I was her right hand 

everything person and was being paid very well considering I was 

working only part-time hours for a full-time paycheck. But everything I 

did for her, every piece of content, every sales letter, everything I wrote 

was being rewritten and destroyed. She was good at what she did, but 

she was not a writer. And it hurt. It was like watching someone take a 

piece of art, a fine piece of pottery that you have spent hours spinning, 

molding and firing to perfection, watching them take it and smash it 
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onto the floor saying, “Now, that’s better.” 

The irony of this analogy and how it must have looked to God was not 

lost on me. I got the message and promptly decided I needed to finish 

my work and use the talents He gave me for Him, not for this woman or 

anyone else. And so I began writing publicly. I wrote about my faith, my 

mental illness, my recovery. I wrote about my struggles and my 

victories. I wrote about my family, my friends and God. I wrote openly 

and honestly on my blog and on social media. And it felt good. I even 

managed to finish a few books and get those published.  

During this time, people in town who connected with me on social 

media began to recognize me. Some of them didn’t like the fact that I 

was being so open, so vocal about being in recovery. These programs 

are, after all, anonymous. One woman in particular was quite put off 

that I was writing such personal stories and sharing so much about 

myself and my recovery. 

When I first heard her comments I was concerned. I thought about what 

she said and wondered if perhaps I was being too open, too authentic, 

too loud. It wasn’t until I attended a Christian women’s conference that 

it all fell into place for me. The first speaker of the evening was open, 

authentic, bold and loud. She held nothing back. She brought us all from 

gut-busting laughter to heart felt tears. She was amazing. Right after her 

another speaker came out and she was the complete opposite. But she 

also brought us from laughter to tears. 

I looked over at my friend who had attended the conference with me, 

my much quieter, more reserved friend and smiled. I knew she was 

thinking it too. I was the loud one and she was the soft-spoken one. 

Both were amazing. Both were inspiring. Both touched us and reached 

different people in their own, unique and different ways. It’s not about 

being the right fit for everyone. That’s why shoes come in so many sizes. 

It’s not about being the perfect flavor for everyone’s palette. That’s why 

God made spices.  
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God made me loud and that’s okay. But the world needs whisperers, 

too. Because that’s what it’s all about. It’s about being authentic, being 

loud, being quiet, being a shouter, being a whisperer. It’s about being 

who we are so that God can use us to reach other shouters or 

whisperers. It’s about being us, just as God made us. It’s about being the 

perfect piece of pottery, lopsided or evenly molded, beautifully fired 

and carefully carried to the top of the mountain for the world to see. It’s 

about never letting anyone take us and smash us into a million little 

pieces. Because we are perfect just the way we are. 
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Table for 1 
 

My daughter rocks. But she didn’t become a rock star overnight. It took 

years of my grooming and nagging to get her to comply with my whims, 

my aspirations for her character. I don’t think I was shooting too high. 

All I wanted was for her to be respectful, honest and brave. I wanted 

her to be true to herself, kind to others and stick up for righteous acts in 

unrighteous circumstances. I figured by eleven she would have it down 

pat. 

For the most part, Zoe abided by my wishes and submitted to my 

requests. Until she was about 2. Then all hell broke loose. The little 

strong-willed demon inside of her, the minnie me appeared and 

demanded to have cookies and refused to go to bed. The little blonde 

haired monster screamed for hours at the dinner table when anything 

resembling real food was put in front of her. She threw toys, jumped on 

beds and held her head in her hands when things got rough and said, 

“Oh my goodness, oh my goodness.” We had only watched Annie a few 

times, but apparently the phrase stuck. 

As she matured from toddler to kiddom, Zoe began to fall in line. She 

obeyed rules at school and chose only to defy them at home. She was 

really a good kid and on most days, there was enough room in the 

house for both of our wills. But the tween years ushered in a new level 

of subtle defiance and ground standing. I had always hoped Zoe would 

grow up to be brave. And during the tween years, she was. From about 

8 to 10 Zoe took some mighty steps across my boundaries and dared to 
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defy me on several occasions. She got mad about the tiniest things and 

her favorite words were, “Just a minute” and “I don’t want to.”  

Now, as a parent I firmly believe that I do not owe any of my children 

explanations for my actions. That blatantly violates the sanctity of the 

parent-child relationship and undermines all of my credibility. It also 

makes me look weak and squirmy so it rarely happens. But as Zoe 

entered tweendom and I entered recovery, I felt obligated to share my 

insights into certain actions with her. This didn’t mean I had to explain, 

per se. Rather I wanted her to gain the wisdom of the lessons I was 

learning as I was growing up in recovery. I looked at it kind of as two 

sisters entering the scary world of puberty together. I needed her to 

hear me and she needed to listen. 

For a while it went alright. She kind of heard me and sort of took my 

suggestions. But in the same way you can’t shame an alcoholic into 

getting better, you cannot force a child’s will to bend to your liking. I 

know this from years of trying and failing. When the novelty of my 

longwinded, hippie styled explanations began to bring blood to her ears, 

Zoe would shut me off and tune me out. “I know Mom, you already told 

me that.” She was usually right because it was at this same time that old 

age started kicking in my memory began its gradual decline.  

My memory was always sharp as a whip. But once I hit 45 or so, it chose 

to start cashing in all the sick time it had accrued my entire life. So when 

Zoe began challenging me, I wasn’t sure if she was honestly pissed off at 

my redundancy or if she was poking my weak spots. Regardless, I didn’t 

stop my barrage of anecdotes.  

Here’s the deal. She was getting old enough to spread her wings and 

make her own decisions. But she was also getting old enough to make 

bad decisions, suffer the consequences and totally embarrass me. I 

wouldn’t have any of it. Somehow we managed to dance without 

stepping on each other’s toes too often. But when we did, I chose to use 

my trump card. I Mommed her.  
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There were several times this occurred, but one particular night will 

forever stand out in my memory. “Why not?” whined Zoe as I rushed 

into Cumberland Farms to get my cigarettes.  

“Because,” I said, not having any desire to buy her crap or spend any 

money I didn’t have to. Cigarettes were still a necessity at this time, not 

optional. 

“Why not?” she whined again, hanging on to me like toilet paper on the 

bottom of my shoe.  

I stood at the counter getting more and more irritated with my little ten 

year old angel. I smiled politely to the clerk while Zoe stood a few feet 

away, glaring at me with her arms crossed. Was this the same girl I 

kissed goodnight and rocked to sleep just years before? I was having a 

hard time seeing that little baby now as the bride of Chucky stared me 

down. 

“I’m not getting you anything, now let’s go.” I paid for my cigarettes and 

turned to walk out of the store, certain Zoe would follow because she 

was a little too young to walk the mile to our house alone. Besides, it 

was dark. 

“You’re mean,” she uttered as she brushed past me through the door 

and toward the car. I stood there stunned by the icy callousness of her 

remark. I knew I wasn’t mean. I knew I was just being a mom. And 

although being a mom can be a very rewarding, gratifying, joyful job, it 

can also be the most thankless job.  

I watched the evil one put her hand on the back of the car, the car that I 

worked to pay for, the car that drove her little butt everywhere she 

wanted to go, the car that she threw up in and I cleaned, the car that 

hid her Christmas presents, her birthday presents and her deepest 

secrets shared with me and best friends on trips to Chuck E. Cheese and 

practice. I watched and something inside me clicked.  

“Zoe,” I shouted. She spun around immediately. “Come here,” I said, 
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drawing her in. She turned and started walking back as a smile began to 

soften her lips. I could tell she was glad to see I had come to my senses. 

Okay, I thought. I can play along. “Come inside,” I said, holding the door 

open wide for her. Yes, I thought, come inside and get some candy little 

girl. She had no idea what I had in store for her. Once she had crossed 

the threshold, I grabbed her by the arm and leaned in very closely, too 

closely. I saw the terror in her eyes as her whole body stiffened. 

“Now, you listen up young lady,” I whispered in clipped tones just to 

scare her even more. “Don’t you ever give me an attitude like that 

again. When I say no, it means no. How dare you disrespect me and 

treat me like crap when you don’t get what you want? How dare you?” 

The words ‘I’m sorry’ fell out of her mouth as fast as the tears from her 

eyes. I was having none of it.  

“Now,” I said raising my voice just enough for the two clerks to hear as I 

pointed to the ATM machine by the front door of the store. “Go stand in 

the corner against that machine and don’t move for 10 minutes. When 

your time is up you can come outside and join me and your brother in 

the car.” 

The look on her face was priceless. I think it would be the same look a 

lottery winner would have if they were to watch their winning ticket 

engulfed by flames. There was no turning back the clock. The deal was 

done. I believe she squeaked a final plea of, “m – o – m – m – y,” but I 

didn’t turn around to see. I was busy talking to the clerks. 

“Excuse me,” I looked at her name tag. “Excuse me, Marion, but would 

you mind doing me a favor?” I was pretty sure she would because 

Marion and the other clerk had been watching the whole exchange with 

mouths open wide. Neither of them could believe I was about to make 

my tween stand in the corner of a store for 10 minutes for mouthing off. 

I mean my tween? Who does that to kids nowadays? What if one of her 

friends walked in? Oh, if only I could be so lucky. But it was after 9 on a 

school night so the chances of that were slim to none. The sick side of 
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me thought about calling her friend’s mother and asking her if she could 

run the little girl up here just so I could shame Zoe a wee bit more. But I 

let that thought go reluctantly. 

Marion just nodded, still in awe of my ballsy parenting maneuver. “My 

name is Jen and that’s my daughter Zoe,” I pointed to Zoe in the corner. 

“Turn around!” I yelled as Zoe quickly averted her eyes and hung her 

head against the machine in a prayerful pose. I’m not sure if she was 

praying for forgiveness or just praying no one would see her. I didn’t 

care, as long as she stayed put. 

“That,” I continued talking to Marion as Dave, the other clerk, looked on 

in stunned silence. “That is my daughter and I would like to leave her in 

the corner for ten minutes as punishment for being disrespectful to me. 

I’m parked right there.” I pointed to my car at the gas pump just outside 

of the windows.  

“I will be in the car with my son the entire time and can see Zoe through 

the windows. But I really don’t want to have to stay in here with her.” I 

think this remark elicited a soft sob from Zoe, probably because she 

realized I was really going to do this. 

I looked at Marion’s wrist, making sure she had a watch. “Does that 

work?” Marion nodded. 

“If you wouldn’t mind, could you please just let her know when the ten 

minutes are up?”  

Both clerks nodded. Then Marion smiled as if I had just taken the gold 

medal for our team. I figured she was a mom, too. Dave was an older 

guy and I heard him say as I walked out the door, “Wow, it’s about time! 

I wish more parents did that!” 

I returned to the car and got in. Jack asked, “Where’s Zoe?” I explained 

what had happened as I pointed to the ATM machine and the huddled 

form of a little girl, shaking against it. I got a nod and sixteen year old 
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approval in the form of, “Cool.” 

Zoe returned to the car when the ten minutes were up and apologized 

profusely. That night was a lesson for her and one she has not 

forgotten. She brings it up as much as I do. It has instilled a deeper 

meaning of the importance of respect and manners. So it comes as no 

surprise to me when Zoe gets complimented on her good manners. I 

don’t believe she is polite because of that one night. Rather because of 

all of the nights and days that have led up to today. She is polite 

because she wasn’t one day and was the next. She is polite because 

someone wasn’t polite to her and because she has suffered the 

consequences of not being so herself. 

Recently, Zoe has been complimented many times on her politeness 

and how respectful she is, once by her dentist and another time by a 

clerk in a store. When the dentist and clerk both saw me, they then 

complimented me on what a polite young daughter I have.  

“Thank you,” I said, smiling and stroking Zoe’s hair like she’s a cat. 

“That’s very kind,” I said, flattered to the point that I could almost feel 

my head swell up. I was so honored and delighted that I was finally 

reaping the rewards of years of training. My child was finally displaying 

the behavior I had worked so hard to beat into her. And at last, I would 

be getting the praise and honor for it. If I had made a lunch reservation 

at that very moment, I would have most certainly needed a table for 

two because my pride had taken on a life of its own.  

We left the store and went about our day, me still basking in the 

limelight of her maturity. It didn’t hit me until the next morning when I 

was writing my gratitude list. I listed Zoe’s politeness as one of the 

things I was grateful for. As I wrote, I realized that even though I was 

grateful for it and I was grateful when other people noticed it enough to 

compliment her and me on it, I had not taken the time to compliment 

her on her amazing politeness. I, her mom, the one who helped mold 

and shape it, the one who she craves approval from more than anyone 

else in the world, more than the dentist or the store clerk, I had not told 
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her that I thought she was polite and respectful. 

I put the pen down and called Zoe out from her room. She was getting 

dressed for school and I got the typical, “Just a minute.” I let that one go 

because she did say it with a kind tone. 

She came to the kitchen and I stood across from her leaning against the 

counter. “Zoe, I want to tell you something.” I immediately got the 

uncomfortable, unsure if I’m in trouble or if this is gonna be a lovey talk, 

look.  

“Okaaaaaaay,” she said slowly, still keeping her distance. 

“Remember when that lady at the store complimented me on your 

manners and when the dentist did too?” 

Zoe nodded, pretty sure this was the lovey talk. 

“Well, I just want to apologize because I accepted their compliments as 

if it was me who was responsible for your manners. And it isn’t. You are 

responsible for your manners and I owe you an apology for letting my 

pride get in the way.” 

“Okaaaaay,” Zoe said with one foot ready to return to the safety of her 

bedroom. 

“And,” I continued as I walked over to her. “I want to thank you for 

being so respectful and polite. I realized just now that other people 

compliment you all the time on your manners and I don’t. So thank you. 

You rock!” 

“Okay,” she said, glad it wasn’t too squishy and lovey. “Can I go finish 

getting dressed now?” 

“Sure,” I said dismissing her from the awkwardness that is and will so 

often exist between parent and child. I returned to my gratitude list and 

made one more entry. 
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Grateful that I only need a table for one today. 
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The Christmas Present 
       
I always wanted the Hallmark Christmas. I wanted the picture perfect 

snapshot memory of me and all of my extended family, dressed in our 

finest holiday attire clinking glasses and laughing through the snow 

speckled window of our tastefully decorated home. I imagined the view 

a passerby would have on a chilly winter Christmas Eve. They would 

drive past and catch a glimpse of my finely orchestrated magical 

Christmas through frosted panes adorned in twinkling colored lights. 

And the tree would always, always be in the picture window, decorated 

with glass ornaments and fancy ribbon. 

It wasn’t the scene that I wanted, really. It was the feeling that scene 

elicited, that feeling of being part of, being missed and welcomed at the 

same time, that feeling of being loved and pretty. Most of my 

Christmases have given me that. But very few of them looked like a 

Hallmark movie. Some years the trees were fat and bald like that great 

uncle that makes you laugh really hard. Other years brought trees so 

majestic that they had to be tethered to the wall for fear of taking out a 

window. 

One year in particular, stands out in my memory. Not because it fulfilled 

my Hallmark aspirations. Not because I got everything I asked for. It 

stands out because it taught a snotty, bratty teenager the true meaning 

of Christmas.  

Growing up, Christmases in my house were always big. Not big in the 

sense of big ticket items. But big meaning a lot of presents smiling up at 

us on Christmas morning. With five kids, even a few presents for each of 
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us meant a big haul. My parents weren’t rich. They worked hard, 

provided well and gave us what we needed, but not always what we 

wanted. God is like that, too. And like God, my parents gave us some 

things we never asked for but discovered we couldn’t live without. 

My family always opened presents on Christmas Eve. After a big turkey 

dinner, my parents would dress us in our best clothes and take us to 

Christmas Eve mass. We were catholic and even as a kid, I was drawn to 

the colors, smells and sounds of Jesus. The stained glass windows held a 

special kind of appeal on Christmas Eve and the green garland and red 

poinsettias that lined the altar were mesmerizing. I would listen as the 

choir sang Silent Night and Hallelujah Chorus from the balcony. My 

mom’s strong alto would rise above the other voices and I would lose 

myself in a smooth, sweet blush of embarrassment and pride.  

Some years, when we had been really good, God blessed us with snow. 

After the service, the church doors would fly open and we would rush 

outside, bombarding each other with snowballs in our Sunday finest. 

The parents would laugh and chatter, making conversation with even 

those making only an annual appearance. It was, after all, Christmas and 

even though hypocrisy and pretentiousness often lived in the church 

the other 51 weeks a year, in preparation for his first born God had 

cleaned house. The children would laugh and my brothers and sister 

and I even liked each other for a few miraculous minutes. 

The air was so crisp those Christmas eves. I remember breathing it in 

and feeling it fill my lungs with cold, liquid thickness. Those were good 

times. My nose would fill with condensation fueled icicles and my 

fingers would freeze. We would get in a few more snowballs as our 

parents ushered us to the waiting station wagon. After arriving home, 

we would get changed and hop into bed, eagerly awaiting the sign of 

Santa’s arrival… the sleigh bells. When the sleigh bells rang, we knew 

Santa had come and we would pile down the stairs and attack the loot. 

Christmas was officially on. 

Looking back, I can’t even remember what I got most years. But one 
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year in particular sticks out in my mind. It was somewhere between my 

Michael Jackson phase and Grateful Dead period and I had asked for a 

jean jacket. I didn’t want anything else. At least, that’s what I told my 

parents. All I wanted was a jean jacket. I didn’t think that was too much 

to ask. I knew it was expensive, maybe fifty dollars. I figured that since 

my parents had five kids to buy for, I was kind of doing them a favor. 

They only had to get me one thing and then – done. On to the next kid.  

Every year I asked for at least one big ticket item. Some years I got 

everything I wanted and other years I didn’t. My parents were masters 

at instilling lessons in us. 

I remember one time when I was in high school, my older sister, brother 

and I had wanted to go sledding. School had let out early due to the 

heavy snow and we were anxious to head down to the country club 

known for its incredibly steep and dangerous hill. What better activity 

to do on a snow day? We begged my mom to let us go. 

“They closed the schools for a reason,” mom said, implying that the 

roads were too dangerous to drive on and we would be complete idiots 

to take my brother’s car there. She had a point that I, now as a parent, 

can see quite clearly. But our young eyes were clouded with visions of 

perfect moguls and frosty cheeks. 

“Fine,” she relinquished. “But if you get an accident, don’t expect me to 

come get your asses.” My mother used to say she had eyes in the back 

of her. But she never told us about her clairvoyant skills.  

We left the house and began our mile long drive to sledding paradise. 

We were within sight of the country club when my brother’s car skidded 

off the road into a telephone pole. Fortunately we were in front of a 

house we knew and being circa pre-cell phone era, we assessed 

ourselves for damage and once we realized we were intact, headed into 

the house to call home. 

“I told you I’m not coming to get you and I meant it. Find a ride or walk 

home,” was the kind response we got from Mom.  



SCRAMBLED 

109 

We weren’t sure if we were still in shock from the impact of the 

accident or not. Had we heard her correctly? But within seconds, our 

heads cleared and we agreed. Yep. Mom wasn’t coming. And it was 

exactly like her to do that. We ended up hitching a ride with the tow 

truck driver.  

That wasn’t the first or last time mom stood her ground. And Dad was 

no better. He would warn us and then wait for us to screw up. It was 

almost as if he took some sick satisfaction in getting to say, “I told you 

so.” That is another thing that today, as a parent, I can totally identify 

with.  

The lesson they tried to impart every Christmas was to understand that 

we aren’t always going to get everything we wanted. My parents would 

prep us for that in the weeks and months leading up to the big day. We 

knew we weren’t the Rockefellers and had finally realized that despite 

our every effort to find one or grow one, we didn’t have a money tree. 

So rather than indulge our every childhood whim, my parents opted to 

use Christmas as an opportunity to buy us all the stuff we really needed, 

like socks, underwear, new backpacks, lunchboxes and personal hygiene 

products. This would add volume to the display of gifts under the tree. It 

was pretty ingenious, actually and I have to admit, I too have used the 

same tactic many years with my own children.  

Most years, I would still get most of the big stuff I asked for or knock-off 

versions that did the trick. But there was something about the jean 

jacket, something about that particular, brand name, Levi’s red tag jean 

jacket that required it be that specific, original label, top shelf number. I 

gauged my chances of getting it by my mother’s reaction every time I 

mentioned it to her. When I brought it up, my mother responded with a 

look that said, “You’ll look like a tramp in that.” That wasn’t a good sign 

but I still held out hope. 

A few weeks before Christmas, my mother came to me and my brothers 

and sister and sat us all down. She told us about a family who lived in 
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town who didn’t have much. The lady was a single mother who fostered 

several children. Mom told us where they lived and I remembered 

driving by the house every day on the bus ride to school. The house was 

pretty beat up and derelict toys lay haphazardly on the front lawn and 

porch. I thought I had even seen messy looking kids playing there. 

Mom went on to tell us that the woman took these children in because 

they didn’t have parents that could care for him. I knew nothing of 

foster parents or the system and was touched that people like that 

existed. It was the next line that I didn’t like so much. 

“The children do not have new clothes or fancy toys,” Mom said. 

Neither do we, my pre-teen mind thought as I fidgeted in my sister’s old 

jeans. 

“I was wondering if you would like to share some of your old toys with 

them?” 

What? Was my mother asking if we wanted to give up our stuff? I was 

barely thirteen and had just gotten my own bedroom for the first time 

in my life. I was having a hard time wrapping my mind around this 

whole giving my stuff away concept. This whole foster thing sounded 

very suspicious to me. 

“Go through your toys and find some that you would like to donate.” 

She left us to our own thoughts as we dispersed to our rooms like 

zombies. My older brothers and sister looked unfazed by the idea of 

parting with their possessions. But I was shocked, almost offended. 

Then I remembered the jean jacket. Oh, this was her way of making me 

work for it. Maybe she was actually going to sell the toys to this Mrs. 

Foster and then use the money to buy the jean jacket. I could play along 

with that. 

I quickly went into my room and grabbed a few old odds and ends. I 

found a broken doll, a puzzle missing some critical pieces and other junk 
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that was just taking up precious closet space. I tossed them in a bag and 

set them on the dining room table. 

“Hmmm,” said my mother. “These are pretty shabby looking.”  

“Well, I can clean them,” I said, imagining myself cleaning them in my 

new jean jacket.  

My mother looked disapprovingly and then tilted her head in a sort of 

shake, nod, you’re about to learn a lesson, way. “Okay, if you want to 

give these kids with nothing, these little children these old broken toys, 

you just clean them up then.” She was a master guilter. 

I grabbed the bag and put it back in my room as I fumed. I stuffed the 

bag in the back of the closet and tried to put it out of my mind. The days 

went by and every morning, as our bus took us by the house with the 

foster kids, I started to pay closer and closer attention to the condition 

of their home and surroundings. I saw them sitting on the front porch 

with its peeling paint and missing boards. I was especially drawn to a 

little girl and would watch as she played on the rusted swing set and 

rode the old wobbly tricycle. Part of me wanted to think Mom had 

orchestrated their charade for my benefit, but the rational side of me 

knew better. Finally, after several days of this torture, my heart 

softened. I realized what I had to do. 

I went home and grabbed the bag from the back of the closet and threw 

it out. The toys inside, the broken, incomplete toys simply wouldn’t do. I 

began searching my high shelves where I kept the treasured toys from 

my youth. I pulled down soft, plush stuffed animals and dolls. I rifled 

through stacks of books that had kept me company on lonely nights and 

found the most loved stories from my childhood. I pulled together a few 

other items that I held dear and looked at them lovingly as I placed 

them in the bag. 

I spent the next few days looking, picking and reorganizing the items I 

had selected. I cleaned and repaired them and made sure everything 

was in working order, the ending to the stories and final puzzle pieces 
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there. I took meticulous care wrapping them in the brightest, most 

festive paper we had. Mom had told us that she had gotten permission 

from the foster mother to deliver the gifts on Christmas Eve and as the 

days lingered on, the anticipation grew. 

On our way home from church that special Christmas Eve, my father 

pulled the car onto the hard grass along the side of the road and turned 

off the lights. My mother went to the trunk and pulled out our bags, 

handing them to us one by one. Each bag held the gifts we had selected, 

the gifts we had specially chosen for the children without.  

We linked up like a group of preschoolers, hand in hand as we crossed 

the street. Mom held her finger to her lips and signaled for us to be very 

quiet as we sneaked across the street and onto the creaky porch of the 

house that was much smaller than our own. We took turns stepping up 

to the doorstep, each placing our bag of goodwill in front of the other. 

We were as quiet as church mice. 

I don’t know if my parents’ desire to commit this random act of 

kindness stemmed from the fact that my mother was adopted and had 

lived without parents of her own until the age of five. Perhaps it 

developed out of a closeness to the church, and understanding the 

needs of others. It could have even been good, old fashioned catholic 

guilt. Or, did it come out of a need to teach their own five, sometimes 

selfish and ungrateful children, the real meaning of Christmas?  

I remember that we ate our traditional Christmas breakfast of waffles 

and ice cream the next morning. I remember that I got some toys, but I 

can’t remember what they were. However, I can recall, as if it were 

yesterday, sitting at the table in my new jean jacket wondering to 

myself if the little girl in the tiny house enjoyed the doll that I had loved 

for so long. I wondered how big her smile was when she saw all of the 

toys under her tree on Christmas morning. I wondered how safe the 

story books would make her feel tucked under her covers on a lonely 

night.  
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I outgrew the toys by Easter and the jean jacket months after. They 

were material gifts with shelf-lives. There is only one gift that I can 

clearly remember receiving that year that has stayed with me through 

the decades, one that I have tried to pass onto my children like a fragile 

and cherished family heirloom. The gift of giving. 
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Little Bits of Goodness 
 

There are several points of entry in my home. There’s the front door, 

the garage door, a set of French doors and some sliders. I use all of 

them on different occasions but swear the front door and garage door 

are special. They are portals filled with nastiness. But only when I pass 

through them from the outside to the inside of my home. I know this 

because when I return from the outside world, from church, from a 

meeting, from coffee with friends, the store, anywhere just about, when 

I return and pass through these portals, all the goodness that was in me 

gets washed away and replaced with nastiness the second I cross 

through to the other side.  

An example of this occurred not too long ago. I had been singing with 

the Celebrate Recovery band and totally getting my worship on all night. 

I had been feeling God, grooving with God and really enjoying a great 

night of fellowship, laughter and good times with my friends. Then I 

came home and in less than five minutes I had managed to criticize, 

demean and degrade my husband and son with the most callous, 

sarcastic, snide remarks.  

I said things like, “Wow, you guys obviously enjoyed your night alone 

because it shows!” I scanned my eyes across the four dirty dishes while 

saying this. 

I also said, “Did you get around to making the coffee or doing the 

dishwasher?” I got a firm no on both fronts so decided to follow-up 

with, “Did you at least find time to feed the dogs or are they starving?” 
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Another no from both. “Okay, I’ll get to it.” I threw in some feigned 

martyrdom there for good effect. As I walked past my husband I asked 

him why he was wearing the shirt he was wearing. It was a Bart Simpson 

shirt and he knew I hated it. “Just wanted to get in touch with your 

inner child again?” I said sarcastically. 

I bustled around the kitchen because I was so important and as I did, I 

managed to toss in a few more nasty, cutting remarks. That’s when my 

son stopped me.  

“Wow mom,” he said from his spot at the center island.  

“What?” I asked, completely unprepared for what he was about to say.  

“You’ve been home for less than 5 minutes and in that time you’ve 

managed to degrade, insult and offend both of us several times.” 

I was shocked. “No I haven’t. What are you talking about?” 

“Yeah, you have,” he said, offering no explanation. Boy genius knew 

that even someone with my IQ could figure this one out. 

“No,” I lied. “I was just teasing.”  

“No you weren’t mom. You were being sarcastic. There’s a difference.” 

I felt the sucker punch as if he had actually hit me. I got very 

uncomfortable very quickly and made my way back to my bedroom. I 

wasn’t sure if I was uncomfortable because I had just done the same 

thing that other people I couldn’t stand being around did or if I was 

uneasy because my son was right. I knew it was both. Ten minutes ago I 

had been enjoying the buzz of a good revival and was still glowing in the 

goodness of my faith and righteous living. Now I was slapped in the face 

with the reality of who I was inside my home – a nasty, sarcastic, critical 

person that I would never want to be seen with let alone live with. 

I’m not always that bad. It was just a top notch performance that night. 

I had an encore a few months later after returning from a weekend 
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away at a Christian women’s conference. I was high from the energy 

and the estrogen. I had just spent 48 hours with 30,000 women, 

laughing, crying, singing and getting real. It was an awesome experience 

and I couldn’t wait to take everything I’d learned about myself and bring 

it back home to my life.  

But to get home I had to cross through the portal. And again, the 

goodness got washed away and replaced with nastiness. In record time I 

condemned, judged and demeaned those who love me most. I took the 

Jen who had been transformed and filled with God’s grace at the 

conference and I must have left her in the car. She was nowhere to be 

seen. This time, however, I realized my mistake and apologized to my 

family. It stung when they took it quite cavalierly, like they had seen it 

all before, it was nothing new. It reminded me of how I felt when my 

kids would apologize for their whiny outbursts. Yeah, yeah, whatever. 

I’ve heard that before. 

Every time I pass through the portal, a lot of the goodness gets washed 

away. Something strange happens when I go from the outside world, 

the world of who I want to be, who I want you to see, to the inside 

world of who I really am to those who matter – my family, my kids, my 

husband, my dogs, my God. That’s the real me. And each time I go 

through the portal, even though the goodness I’ve picked up from 

lessons, conferences, recovery and church, even though a lot of that 

goodness gets washed away like beach sand, some of it stays stuck to 

me like beach sand, too.  

There’s a saying that goes something like, “I’m not the person I’m 

supposed to be but thank God I’m not the person I used to be.” That’s 

how I see the portals. They remind me that each time I pass through, 

the inside Jen is becoming more like the outside Jen. I see that 

metaphysically too, both ways. The outside Jen and the inside Jen are 

becoming the same person. In other words, there is less difference and 

distance between who I am on the inside of my physical and spiritual 

homes and who I am on the outside of both my physical and spiritual 

homes.  
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When I was early in recovery, I discovered just how crazy these 

contradictions can be. I was living a conflicted life and didn’t even know 

it.  I had been taking a Celebrate Recovery Step Study class at my church 

and was four months in when I realized it. As I had been strengthening 

my faith and was believing more and more in God and His love for me, I 

was also slipping further into a the guilty cycle of alcoholism and denial. 

Then, one day in class, we read Janet’s story out of the Celebrate 

Recovery bible. The last line was what did me in. 

“If I hadn’t heeded the guidance of the Holy Spirit, I too would still be 

blind to the crazy contradictions between my beliefs and my behaviors.” 

– Celebrate Recovery Bible, Janet’s Story 

I had been living those crazy contradictions forever. I had been spending 

months in the class cultivating and growing my faith. That alone was 

weakening my ability to live a double life. It was that line that described 

the insanity of my alcoholism. It was that line that saved my life. It was 

that line that took the tiny sliver of willingness in my heart and ripped it 

wide open. A week later I admitted my powerlessness over alcohol. 

Since then I’ve recognized many more contradictions in my life. I can tell 

you I’m compassionate but I really have a hard time tolerating annoying 

family members. I want you to think that I’m full of humility but on the 

inside I want you to know I’m a bad ass writer, super proud of my 

accomplishments and will gladly accept any and all forms of flattery. I 

want you to think I’m secure in my sense of self and don’t care what you 

think about me when in reality, your opinion does affect me. I want to 

be physically fit but still binge on Peanut M&Ms. 

Crazy contradictions still exist in my life and probably always will. I still 

struggle with the portal. But I know that being a woman of integrity 

means being the same person outside of my home as I am inside my 

home – all my homes – physical, spiritual and emotional.  



Jennifer Wilson 

118 

I also know that it means I should hold onto all the little bits of goodness 

that get stuck in my crevasses and in between my toes every time I go 

through the portal. Goodness in the form of fewer sarcastic remarks or 

less time to apologize . And on days when the contradictions are too 

much, I can turn to God, and say, “Hey Big Daddy, I’m kind of faking it 

here, feeling a little like a fraud. I could really use your gentle guidance, 

or, if you see fit, a good, hard shove to get me closer to reconciling my 

behaviors with my beliefs.” 

And when the portals are especially needy l can take the back door.  
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Sometimes Life Sucks 
 

“Life sucks… and then you die.” This is what I heard in my youth, during 

the days of the first Star Wars movie, ET and land lines. This was back 

when kids had the freedom to play outdoors without a microchip or cell 

phone. I’m not sure if it was a saying from the seventies or if it just 

resonated with my very young, still forming less than optimistic view of 

the world. I might even go so far as to say this little snippet of linguistic 

poetry is self-prophesizing. I know for a fact that when I said those 

words out loud, things sucked. I didn’t actually die but whatever goal I 

had, project I wanted to accomplish or dream I hung my hopes on, died. 

That saying is kind of like the words from the cult horror movie 

Candyman. If you say his name three times into the mirror he’ll come to 

life. I said Life Sucks way more than three times. 

And life did suck. Not all the time, mind you. But enough for me to 

believe that life was pretty crappy all the way around. When I entered 

my teen years, I began searching for an escape from the inevitable 

sucky life and impending death. I looked to friendships, alcohol, Grateful 

Dead jams in my bedroom with my bloodshot eyes closed lazily. I looked 

to sex, drugs and rock and roll for my pink cloud in a dark and dreary 

world. What I found instead was that the pink cloud eventually turned 

gray too. So I got my head out of the clouds and in my late teens, began 

accepting that life was just life and it had its fair share of both ups and 

downs. 

I relied on that belief to carry me through said ups and downs for many 
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years. I, somehow, had managed to adopt a sort of healthy, not too 

depressing view of life at this point. I know it had something to do with 

my first psychiatrist and might have had a little to do with the settling 

down of adolescent hormones and childish ways. I’m pretty sure the 

psych meds played a part, too. But life went on and I went with it. I met 

the man I would marry and until that point, aside from some sexual 

molestation and a few near rapes (which may or may not be discussed 

further in future writings), I hadn’t been in too many seriously sucky 

situations that were the result of other people’s actions. Most of my 

sucky life dilemmas were self-induced. 

I’d like to go on record here to say that I am not a codependent person. 

In other words, I don’t usually try to fix people or clean up their 

mistakes. Unless you are my friend, child, husband or parent. My first 

husband was not only my instructor in a lifelong journey of 

codependency, he was also my sparring partner. He set the stage for me 

to put on a happy face and make sure that everyone was still intact and 

safe amidst the flying daggers and breaking dishes.  

I was nineteen when I met him and fell head over heels in love. At the 

end of six months, I had discovered his other side, which I realize now is 

just a mish-mash of his genetic gene pool. Unfortunately, the pool 

hadn’t ever been cleaned and it was quite toxic. For all the charisma and 

charm he had, my husband also had equal parts anger and rage. When 

things got too hot in the kitchen, he would wait until we were hosting a 

dinner party with a house full of guests, and then he would break the 

dishes, call me all sorts of names and leave in a puff of pissed-offed-

ness. I, being the gracious hostess, would wipe my cheek with a trendy 

little oven mitt, blink back the tears and turn to face my guests, saying 

something along the lines of, “Oh, please excuse my husband. He’s had 

such a long day and he thought the party was tomorrow. My fault.” 

Smile, smile, nod, nod. “Can I get you another drink?” 

We never actually had dinner parties. Not because things like that 

would happen. Just because we were more the Sunday football beer 

and nachos type of people. But it didn’t matter the venue, the show 
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always played out the same way. This is when I began to build the 

resentments – toward him and toward me. I would resent him every 

time one of these episodes occurred. And they occurred a lot. Holidays 

and restaurant meals were his favorite occasions. I’m not sure why but 

since he is a good guy at heart, I’ll say it was just his way of dealing with 

stress. And I was no picnic to live with. 

My way of dealing with his behavior, however, was to cover for him. 

Duck and cover. I would cover for his anger, his verbal abuse, his fits of 

rage. I would explain away why the chair was overturned and broken 

rather than tell the truth. I would make excuses for his absence at 

Thanksgiving rather than tell my family that we had gotten in a big  fight 

because he chose to go golfing instead. I would dismiss his early exits 

from holidays and parties when questioning eyes probed me. “Oh, he’s 

just tired.” 

I became so good at it that I didn’t even realize that I was doing it. Every 

excuse, every explanation laid another brick in the very high wall of 

resentments I was building toward him. And toward me. As time went 

on, I got so mad at myself for covering for him. I was mad that I let him 

ruin our holidays, our vacations, our meals. I was mad that I was stuck 

there, feeling like an idiot, holding the Butterball and picking up the 

pieces of my children’s broken hearts each and every time he went on a 

tirade and flew the coop. With each new incident, my rage and 

resentment built.  

The affair was the final straw. I made him be the one to explain his 

abrupt departure from our home to our two young sons. We had split 

up many times before, for a day or a week. But we’d always been able 

to make up excuses to the children. Now though, at the ages of 10 and 

7, the boys were wise enough to know and their father was getting an 

apartment, not couch hopping. As he sat them down on the sofa with 

tears streaming down all of their faces, I grew angrier and angrier. I 

watched as he ripped their little hearts out and cut them up into a 

million little pieces. I watched as they fell to the floor, soaked, stained 

and ruined forever. I watched and my anger, my resentment, my rage 
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grew. 

This sucked! I had to live with these boys, care for them, love them back 

to health because of something someone else did to them. It wasn’t 

fair. I had to lay awake at night with unending reels of 8 millimeter 

video of him and her playing through my throbbing head. I had to keep 

secret the gut wrenching pain, the heart breaking agony of having my 

life destroyed, keep that secret from the 30 women who would be 

coming to my home in four days for my baby shower. I was eight 

months pregnant when I found out about the affair. And it sucked. 

My best friend went through similar agonies with her husband. She 

suffered tremendously because of the actions he took. Her children 

suffered tremendously because of the actions he took. And we are not 

alone. Many, many, many families, many people suffer and have to deal 

with the awful, unjust, painful consequences of someone else’s actions. 

It is not fair, it is not fun and it sucks. 

I’m no saint, either. I have put my husbands, both of them, through 

years of emotional waterboarding. I have choked the security out of all 

my children by living in financial turmoil. I have parented out of fear, 

guilt and anger and made no apologies for it.  I’m not always that 

person today, in the same way my ex-husband and others who have 

hurt me aren’t the same. But the roads I traveled getting here are still 

littered with wreckage and innocent victims.  

The actions people take aren’t what always suck. Often, it’s the 

decisions we have to make because of those actions. The affair sucked, 

yes. But the fact that I chose to kick my husband out and therefore, 

destroy my children’s little dreams, that sucked. When someone you 

love is addicted to drugs, that sucks. When you ask that person to leave 

the home and therefore take them away from their children, that sucks 

too. When a friend lies to you, that sucks. When you make the decision 

to end a very dear, long friendship because of the lie, that really sucks. 

When I go into depression, that sucks. When my family has to go on 

with life and do things without me because I’m being moody, that sucks 
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for them. 

These decisions are made daily by millions of people. Decisions based 

on other people’s actions. They are almost always prudent, sane, 

rational and good decisions. But that doesn’t make them any less sucky. 

I hate that people do things that affect me negatively. I hate that I might 

have to make decisions based on those negative things. What I don’t 

have to do, however, is take responsibility for the other person’s 

actions. I don’t have to make excuses, explain it away or put on a fake 

smile and offer you some spinach dip. 

Today I have come to accept that sometimes life does suck. But when it 

does, and it only does occasionally, I can get up, remind myself that it’s 

not my fault and make grown-up, big girl decisions to soothe the 

suckiness. Then I can get back to living. Because I’m not ready to die yet.  
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Camping with Jesus 
 

I’m a pretty good friend. Just not to everyone. I have a few friends I’ve 

known since my teens and early twenties that I still stay in touch with. 

They live in different parts of the country, but we call, catch up and visit 

occasionally. They are my secret holders. I’ve done things with them 

that I’m glad weren’t ever caught on video and posted to Facebook. The 

indiscretions we carried out together bring back fond memories of pure 

embarrassment with a dash of shame. But we look back and laugh, 

grateful that we are not as young or dumb today and extremely grateful 

that we dallied in delinquency before camera phones were invented. 

These are the friends whose calls I will always answer. I’m notoriously 

horrible at answering my cell phone. I’m not sure if it’s because for 

years after my divorce, when the bill collectors were the most frequent 

callers to my landline, that I developed the well-honed skill of avoiding 

the phone. I think it has something to do with the fact that I don’t 

always have pockets and carrying my phone in my bra is just a little 

inconvenient at times. And really, I’m not that important after all. I’m 

not the President or the Pope. If someone really needs to find me they 

can track down one of my kids who carry their phones like appendages. 

But for these old friends, these dear to my heart secret holders, I 

answer. I am a good friend to them. I listen, mostly. I offer advice 

usually only when asked. I laugh, hurt and cry with them. I chuck their 

spouses under the bus when they hurt my girlfriends. They are the only 

ones that I ever let insult my children. They are love. They are the ones I 
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camped with. 

In my early twenties, during the youth of my first marriage, my family 

camped a lot. We first started out tent camping when the kids were 

little. Then we upgraded to a pop-up camper after we got tired of 

sleeping on the ground. Purchasing that camper was one of the 

highlights of my life. I was still in that frame of mind that I needed to 

catch up to people with bigger, better, nicer stuff. My models of success 

were people who had either cashed in big early in life through hard 

work or trust funds. But I also aspired to have what grown-ups in their 

forties and fifties had taken decades to acquire. I expected, that at the 

ripe age of 27, I too should be entitled to having a $35,000 camper with 

a fully detailed matching truck to pull it. After poring over our finances 

and a lot of crying on my part, I accepted that I could wait for the big 

mother and settle for a brand new pop-up and minivan. It was better 

than the hard New England ground. 

We camped mostly at a large resort campground in the Connecticut 

hills. They offered a few hundred fully equipped sites with electricity 

and water, all tucked under canopies of large oaks and elms. There were 

additional remote sites for those poor saps in tents and then still other, 

more prominent spots for the elite who could afford a park model. 

These were not campers in any sense but little mobile homes trimmed 

out to look like log cabins, complete with French doors, lofted 

bedrooms, full kitchens and decks for grilling and drinking on. We had a 

pop-up. 

My parents had always camped and unlike me, had progressed slowly 

from tent to pop-up and finally, in their fifties, to fifth-wheeler and 

diesel truck. The campground was located about forty minutes from our 

little town on the shoreline and my parents decided to become seasonal 

site owners. They found a wide corner lot and parked their camper on it 

and all the children would rent the sites around it, bringing tents and 

campers up for long weekends and holidays. Mom got busy about the 

business of beautifying the site, adding a garden along the rock wall and 

paths of gravel leading up to the new deck Dad built against the camper. 
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They filled the space around the fire-pit with crushed stone and hung 

plants from the railing of the deck. It was a beautiful escape and the 

perfect place for them to go to ignore each other on weekends and 

spend quality time with the grandkids. 

Drinking was a focal point for me and my sister’s and friend’s families 

when we would go. Back then we planned most of our getaways around 

alcohol. The kids would play in the dirt, hike in the thicket of trees 

between sites and spend hot summer days at the over-chlorinated 

pools. My friend and I took long walks through the campground, 

pushing babies in strollers and sipping on cold beers as day would turn 

into night and the smell of campfires would hang in the trees. Over the 

years, that campground became a cedar chest of memories. My oldest 

son Zachary, learned how to ride a bike on the dirt road across from the 

ball field at that campground. It was where I discovered Jackson’s 

allergy to bug bites and where my sister’s marriage fell apart. I grew 

closer to my family and more distant from my fears of the life. That 

place was my escape from the cold asphalt world of not good enough.  

My favorite part of camping was sitting around the fire at night. The 

kids, worn out from a dirty day of playing hard and eating s’mores 

would pass out in the campers surrounding our flame. When we 

stopped talking long enough to get lost in the fire we could hear their 

quiet chatter or snores through the netting of the camper windows. 

These were the moments that I felt most at peace, most at one with 

myself.  

What I didn’t know then, what I didn’t even think about during those 

breadcrumb moments of serenity, was that God was there too. He was 

in the flame, licking, lapping at my consciousness. He was in the 

laughter that overcame us when the water pipe exploded and soaked 

our camper inside and out. God was hanging in the breeze and riding on 

the distant sounds of motorcycles and bingo.  

When I moved to Florida, the camping stopped as abruptly as the snow. 

Recreational activities went from cold nights around campfires to hot 
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days in the pool or on the water. But the drinking remained. It was 

always with me.  

When I finally got into recovery and began thinking about all the things I 

used to love to do, camping was one of the first things to come to mind. 

But I was terrified. I was scared to death to be around the sounds, the 

smells of camping. I had never camped without drinking. I had never 

camped sober. I was certain that was an impossibility. In fact, I don’t 

think I had ever known anyone who had done it successfully. 

Then I remembered the perfect family. I had seen them one year during 

our time at the resort campground. It was a mild summer day and I was 

walking up to the concession stand with my boys as I passed a cute 

family in a nicer pop-up than ours on a more expensive site than the 

one we were currently on. Trust fund, I instantly thought.  

I pushed the stroller and walked past them, trying not to stare. I 

remembered I had seen them a few months before, on another 

prominent spot with their shiny, pretty camper and perfect children. I 

looked and noticed the bikes, the checkered table cloth and harmony in 

the way they interacted. They had something I wanted. They had 

everything I wanted. I hated them. 

I looked over my shoulder as I made my way onto the concrete floor of 

the giant gazebo that housed the greasy food and bingo, noticing that 

this family, this little nuclear unit of perfection didn’t have a cooler full 

of beer and a cardboard box full of empties. They were drinking sodas.  

“Oh, that explains it.” I said to myself smugly. They were just weird, 

non-drinkers. At that point in my life the words weird and non-drinkers 

were synonymous. I did not have the mental capacity to grasp how 

anyone could function or want to function in life without the glorious 

gift of alcohol. Or at least a joint every now and then. I thought maybe 

that’s what it was. They were pot-heads. But I knew better. They were 

just weird. 

This memory came back early in sobriety, this image of that family. The 
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woman had curly black hair and the children big brown eyes. I don’t 

recall what the husband looked like. But my focus wasn’t on him. It was 

always on the person I was jealous of, the person I thought I should be. 

And I certainly didn’t want to be a man. Just a different me. 

I thought about that family and the fact they had camped seemingly 

successfully without getting shit-faced. And they probably weren’t the 

only ones. I wondered if I could do it. I let the thought go and tucked it 

away in the back of my mind, making a mental note to add that to my 

bucket list. Camping sober. Someday. 

A few years into my recovery I got involved in a step-study and worked 

through the steps a second time with a different group of women than 

the ones who had carried me through my initial journey. It was during 

this step-study that camping again came up.  

One of the women in the group was a believer, but doubted that Jesus 

really had her back. Cathy had suffered a lot as a child and now, as a 

fifty-something year old, she still struggled with parent, child and 

personal esteem and relationship issues. She knew Jesus was the 

answer but just didn’t see how she could get closer to him.  

As the months went by, the women in the group began opening up like 

flowers. The petals bloomed and fell off, revealing new, softer, more 

delicate parts of themselves. They watered and fed each layer, taking 

care not to damage the creations they were becoming. When they 

reached the point of taking a personal inventory, the miracles really 

started popping. Women who had been in denial and holding back for 

months suddenly fall open gracefully. Others who had cried 

uncontrollably were finally able to let go of resentments and wash 

themselves in God’s mercy.  

But Cathy, she was a sight to see. She didn’t just change and grow. She 

burst through the ground and rose up like a sunflower, reaching high to 

touch the face of Jesus. Her aura was brighter, her posture straighter. 

And her smile. Oh her smile. You could see God in that smile. His light 
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beamed out of her as if she was riddled with a million tiny pin pricks and 

filled with oceans of glorious God-ness. 

Cathy stayed that way right on through the end of our year long journey 

together. As the group wound to a close, she informed us that she 

would be missing a class. She had planned a little vacation and would 

return the following week. When she got back, we asked her where she 

went. 

“I went camping with Jesus,” she smiled though her words, eyes glowing 

like fireflies.  

“Camping with Jesus?” asked the bolder women as my heart listened. 

Cathy went on to tell us how she planned a camping trip for herself, a 

mini retreat a few hours north. She arrived on a Friday night and finally 

got all set up and nestled into her tent. She was looking forward to 

reading the Word, meditating and focusing on herself and God. But 

fifteen minutes in, a rowdy group of younger people showed up and 

began camping the way I used to. 

At first, said Cathy, she was disturbed and annoyed. She tossed and 

turned, wishing they would shut up.  

“I almost went over there and told them to keep it down.” 

We listened, nodding in agreement.  

“But then, it started raining, very softly. And even though those kids 

were still loud, I couldn’t hear them anymore. I zipped up my tent, 

turned off my flashlight and all I could hear was Jesus.” 

I looked at Cathy a little closer, wondering if she had relapsed.  

“I spent the whole night with him. Just me and Jesus. The next day, we 

went for a walk together down by the river. We talked, we laughed, we 

ate, we sang. Just me and Jesus.” 
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Maybe she had gotten too close to the young people and had 

experienced a contact high. That had to be it. 

“It was beautiful,” she said, smiling with more peace than anyone 

should be allowed to have. 

I left the group that day a little worried for Cathy. I thought about what 

she had said. I thought about the family I had been jealous of a decade 

before. I thought about what kind of friend I was. I thought about 

camping with Jesus. I thought about my bucket list and how I might 

need to add one more thing. 
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One Invitation, Two Weddings 
 

I’m a new Christian, an infant. I use that line a lot as an explanation for 

my immature faith. I also hope it buys me some free passes when I 

screw up in life and do unchristian like things, like swearing, yelling, 

hating myself. When I first became a Christian I wore my faith proudly. I 

told everyone around me, in the aisle in front and behind me at church 

at least, that I had recently been saved. I shared with anyone who 

would listen, in the lobby of that church, that I loved Jesus and was so 

glad God was now taking over the controls of my life. 

I just had one teeny, tiny problem. I wasn’t quite ready to talk about this 

new love, this miraculous thing outside of the glass doors of my church. 

I didn’t feel qualified to talk about the saving grace of God or the 

sacrifice Jesus made for me. I didn’t feel qualified to share the good 

news with anyone or even, at times, to tell them that I, me, this screw 

up, was part of God’s family. I didn’t feel qualified to tell anyone 

because I didn’t believe I was qualified to be loved by God, fully. 

Christians are often referred to as believers. We believe that God loves 

us, and that he sent Jesus Christ to die for our sins. However, the term, 

so casually used by my fellow Christians, was quite off-putting to me. I 

actually thought, and still do think it sounds kind of cultish. Although 

I’ve been a believer for many years now, the term still scratches me a 

little, like a new dress.  

When I was barely an apprentice in this role of Christian, I kept my 

mouth shut and only made casual references to my faith as I saw fit in 
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front of friends and family members. I didn’t talk about God or Jesus or 

flaunt them like eye candy or fashion accessories. I didn’t make little 

lighthearted Jesus jokes like I did with my church friends. And I certainly 

didn’t try to convert people or cite bible verses like the lyrics to a 

popular song. I didn’t even know any bible verses. 

I was an unqualified Christian and felt that I didn’t have the appropriate 

credentials to discuss God’s saving grace. But a ring I wore on my finger, 

with a cross shaped opening in it, displayed my newfound role 

prominently. I purchased it a few months after I got baptized and wore 

it not to show others what I had become but to remind myself of why I 

had made the commitment to Christ. Many people wear crosses around 

their necks. I prefer mine on my finger, where I can see it many times 

throughout the day because I have a built-in forgetter. 

Soon after I started wearing the ring, I traveled up north for a close 

friend’s wedding. While there, I immediately fell into my not-so 

Christian habits. I socialized, gossiped, partied a little too much. 

Apparently I packed light because I didn’t bring any good Godliness with 

me and acted as if I had no idea who God was. I only thought about Him 

when I saw my ring shine brightly every time I lifted a drink to my 

mouth. But none of my friends, all of whom I’m sure noticed the new 

ring, mentioned it either. And I, being yes, a little embarrassed of my 

new faith, pulled a Peter and hid my ring under the sleeves of my shirt, 

wanting more to be loved and accepted by them than to share the 

knowledge that I am always loved and accepted by God. 

This, and many other acts like this, are why I believed that I was 

unqualified to be a Christian. But did this make me a bad Christian? I 

don’t think so. As a matter of fact, I think the word bad and Christian are 

synonymous. We are sinners, after all. We turn our back on what we 

know is right, and blessed or cursed with the power of free will, we 

choose to sin. I had a choice, that whole weekend, to proudly display my 

ring, talk about why I wore it, and share the comfort and peace that God 

brings me. I had the choice to not take that last drink, make that 

criticizing comment, or use the language that easily flowed from my 
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mouth. I had a choice to pack an extra bag of courage, faith, grace and 

mercy. But I didn’t. Instead I only brought a travel sized God. 

My friend had asked me to read a bible verse at her wedding and I 

obliged. I stood in front of the guests and if I had lingering doubts of 

being fully unqualified for the role of Christian, I confirmed them solidly 

by continuing my hypocrisy and reading the verse all the while making 

sure everyone in the audience saw my magnificent cross ring. 

Apparently I needed more than a travel sized God to help me see the 

error of my ways. I acted as if it were entirely natural to spout bible 

verses, flaunt a symbol of faith and then proceed to go about the 

evening as if God hadn’t been there at all. And the reality is, I’m not sure 

if He was. 

I returned from that trip ashamed of how I had treated God. I couldn’t 

understand why I would do that to Him when I was so head over heels 

happy to be called His child. I realize now that no matter how wonderful 

my infant faith was, I was afraid of what other people would think of it, 

what they would think of me. I was still trying to get used to the 

Christian world, the faith community, the lingo and the whole hands up 

in the air thing. Despite the fact that I knew without a doubt that I was a 

loved child of God, at that time, I was also a scared child of God. I liked 

the brand name label of “Christian,” but it still didn’t seem to fit quite 

right. 

The next year, when my daughter was six, she was asked to be the 

flower girl in my brother’s wedding. She was excited even though she 

had only met her uncle two or three times in her whole six years. After 

asking me exactly what the responsibility entailed, Zoe thought about 

her role and said, “Well, I’m a little nervous; but if I get to wear a fancy 

dress, I’ll do it.” 

As the day approached, we started shopping and finally found the 

perfect dress. She looked like a princess. The dress was made of taffeta 

and satin, the bodice crisscrossed with ivory pearls in a basket weave 

pattern. The skirt was lined with crinoline, and the back displayed a 
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beautiful bow. Zoe was so excited when she saw herself in it the first 

time she all but forgot the slight itchiness of the stiff material. But while 

she admired herself in the mirror, she stopped mid twirl, the gravity of 

the impending moment sinking in. “Mommy, how many people will be 

there?” She asked, hands softly stroking the satin. “Mommy who’s 

gonna be looking at me?” Her eyes got bigger, her hands moved slowly 

toward her face. “Mommy, I think I might get scared.”  

Zoe loved the dress; she loved feeling royal and regal in her dress and 

was proud to romp around in the safety of her own home. She loved 

having her hair pinned up in the most beautiful style. She loved the new 

earrings and jewelry and special shiny shoes that matched her dress 

perfectly. But the role she had to fill in that new dress began to frighten 

her. I tried to encourage Zoe to focus on how special the new dress 

made her feel; not to worry about the big day. I told her, “If you get 

nervous keep your eyes on me. Don’t look at anybody else, look straight 

up at me, I’ll be right there with you.” 

When it came time to stand up in front of the church and walk down the 

aisle, announcing the beauty of the bride, Zoe forgot everything I told 

her. Instead of walking slowly like she had practiced so many times, 

instead of looking at me knowing I was her rock and I would be proud of 

her no matter what, she chose to look straight down at the floor and 

run full speed down the aisle leaving fistfuls of rose petals in her wake. 

For me, part of being a new Christian is trying to get comfortable in that 

dress in front of other people. Oh, I can parade around in it at home, I 

can wear it stunningly in front of my bathroom mirror when I’m all 

alone, twirling and spinning wildly, gleeful of how it makes me look and 

feel. But walking down the aisle with a church full of people, being 

proud to display my new dress for the reasons that I have it, that didn’t 

come quickly. 

I won’t lie. There are times that I still run down the aisle. And that’s 

okay. I know now that I can run down that aisle as many times as I need 

to and eventually my eyes will start to look up. Over time, my dress 
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won’t be so itchy. I’ll become more comfortable walking in it. I’ll take it 

slow and acknowledge the people in the crowd. And one day, as I 

mature, I will won’t want my dress to flatter me. Because my role, like 

my daughter’s, is not about me. My role is to announce the glory and 

beauty of another. And as long as I keep my head up, I will be able to 

hear my Father say, “Keep your eyes on me. Don’t look at anybody else, 

look straight at me, I’ll be right there with you.” 

I got to go to two weddings with God. And at each one, He gave me the 

opportunity to see different sides of my faith, good and bad. I can’t wait 

for the next invitation. 
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My Mother’s Daughter 
 

I swore I would never be like my mother. I love my mother very much 

and always have. But when I was a teenager and then a smart-ass know-

it-all young adult, I didn’t like my mother that much. She was okay. Kind 

of like a Tootsie Roll on Halloween. I really wanted Reese’s and Snickers, 

but if all that was left at the bottom of the bowl was a Tootsie Roll, I’d 

take it. That’s how I was toward my mother during those years. 

This was no fault of hers. My mother was an excellent mother. She got 

married at 21 and by the time she was 29 she had five kids under the 

age of six. Dad was in the military and was gone quite a bit. During 

those early years, Mom gave us everything she had. She kept us fed, 

clothed and alive. That’s saying a lot. She immersed herself into military 

life and it suited Mom. Most of our friends were through the military 

and all of the pictures from my early childhood were from either 

scouting, church or family events. Not a bad way to grow up. 

But something happened on the way to adulthood. When I entered my 

teenage years – or should I say – when the gates of hell opened and 

sucked me in, I started to see my mother for what she was; human. I 

started to see her fallibility. Her previous motherly sternness became 

bitchiness. Her endless attempts at trying to get my brothers to do their 

homework became nagging. Her toney voice that echoed beautifully 

from the balcony in the church choir became something of an 

annoyance. I even began to dislike her physical appearance. My mother 

has always had a thin frame but was gifted or cursed with large boobs. 
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As a teenager, I had an athletic frame and very adequately proportioned 

boobs. I knew for certain that I had dodged that bullet. 

It got to the point that I didn’t even like or respect my mother’s 

entrepreneurial spirit. Just years before I entered adolescent hell, my 

mother had started a town wide tag sale that was so successful it got 

written up in the paper. Decades later the tag sale still rolls on every 

year. My mother started so many things like that, from choral groups to 

businesses. Everything she created became successful. She is and always 

was good at creating something fantastic from nothing. But as a 

teenager, all I remember is that Mom was busy. I would come home 

from school and want to tell her something and she would be in her 

office on the phone. I would get the snap and finger point. That was the 

sign that she couldn’t talk and I was to leave. It was quite a smooth 

move actually, all in one motion. Snap, finger point. I hated it. 

When I moved out and began a life of my own, I swore I wouldn’t 

become my mother. I have three brothers and one sister. And if you 

looked at us all, you could tell instantly that I am my mother’s daughter. 

My Mom and I share the same face and we even have the same slightly 

crooked front tooth. My sister inherited my dad’s genes. Physically she 

looks much more like my father’s sister and her personality is definitely 

more closely aligned with the military engineer type than mine.  

Still, during my early adult years I was certain I could avoid becoming my 

mother. I would remind myself of all the differences time and time 

again. I had depression, she didn’t. I smoked, she didn’t. I drank, she 

didn’t. I had done my fair share of drugs. My mother had to have them 

explained to her. I had brown hair, she had red. I liked rock and roll, she 

liked old people music. Her boobs were really big, mine were still 

manageable.  

My mom was adopted when she was five years old so I had no way to 

tell that the genetic gun was fully loaded and I was fighting an uphill 

battle. My maternal grandparents raised her well and quite properly. To 

say they were odd would be an understatement. My grandfather 
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seemed normal enough. I have very fond memories of playing in the 

backyard with him and helping him find wood for the giant brick 

fireplace. I remember sitting on his lap while he let me sneak a sip of his 

beer. He had a shock of white hair and a favorite television chair. He 

died when I was only ten but all the memories of him were good. 

My grandmother, on the other hand, did not leave me with the same 

warm fuzzies. I don’t think my grandmother could be any more different 

than my mother. My grandmother was a martyr and a victim. 

Everything was everyone else’s fault. She had a tiny little poodle named 

ShooShoo and she would refer to him as our cousin which I found 

extremely disturbing and a little scary. What was weirder was that she 

loved the dog more than she loved us, her only grandchildren.  

She also kept secrets. We believe my grandfather might have had an 

alcohol problem because he never drove, ever. It was never talked 

about but there was something in his past that was alcohol related. My 

grandmother also told us that her only brother Charlie had died many 

years earlier. Then one summer my sister and took the train up to visit 

our grandmother and we went to Uncle Charlie’s house for dinner. That 

was quite a shock for a twelve year old.  

Mom had a love hate relationship with her mother over the years. They 

fought about the state of my grandmother’s home, how bad we kids 

were, how strict my grandmother was, everything. My mom avoided 

visits and calls as much as possible even though they only lived twenty 

minutes apart. When my grandmother reached her 80’s, she would call 

our house and simply say, “Call your mother,” and then she would hang 

up.  

My grandmother had been gone a few years when my mother turned 

50. She had promised herself that as a birthday present, she would start 

looking for her biological mother. She found her within the year and 

Rhea flew out from California to meet my mother and all of us. The 

minute we saw her we knew; the resemblance was uncanny. She even 

had the same crooked front tooth. One day while she was visiting, all of 
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us were sitting on my parents’ large front porch and my father looked at 

my husband and said, pointing to me, mom and Rhea, “See? That’s what 

your wife will look like in 25 and 50 more years!” 

I rolled my eyes, certain that would never happen. I was in my late 

twenties at the time and refused to believe that I would cut all my hair 

off, grow big boobs and shrink three inches. Not gonna happen. Fast 

forward twenty years and I’m astounded at God’s sense of humor. So 

much has changed since then. First and foremost, I’ve outgrown most of 

my childish moodiness and see my mother through more mature, 

gentler, kinder eyes. I see her beauty not only on the outside, but on the 

inside. I see her entrepreneurial spirit as something to be admired. I see 

her spunkiness and feistiness as something to cherish and be proud of. I 

recognize that her short patience is just a side effect of years of 

childrearing and living with difficult teenagers.  

I say all of these things not only because I’ve matured, but also because 

despite my best efforts to become the complete polar opposite of my 

mother, I’ve turned into her. Today, several decades after swearing I’d 

never become her, I have cut my reddish brown hair short many times. I 

too have little patience for young children and nasty teenagers. I 

haven’t had a drink in years and recently quit smoking. My athletic 

frame left me years ago and my bra size has increased with age. And 

God as my witness – I’ve been singing in the church band for years. Oh, 

and I often catch myself sitting in my office, across the desk from my 

own daughter, as I point to the door and snap my fingers.  

I love my mother. I have always loved my mother. I just didn’t like what 

she represented to me back then. When I was trying to rebel and be 

different, I didn’t want to be her. When I was trying to find myself and 

forge my own path in this world, the last road I wanted to take was the 

one she sent me down. I tried and tried to avoid becoming who she 

was. It wasn’t until just recently, when my head finally cleared of all 

substances, guilt and resentments, that I could be comfortable with 

who I was born to be.  
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God will let us stray from the plan He has for us for only so long. He kept 

me safe while I spent a few decades wandering and experimenting with 

life. He waited patiently knowing that when I came back to Him, I would 

also come back to who He wanted me to be, who He had created me to 

be from the moment I was conceived. That person isn’t my mother. It 

isn’t a carbon copy of her either. He created me to be me, unique and 

original. But also to be my mother’s daughter. That means that today I 

can look at those things, those interesting character traits that we 

share, and laugh about them. I can take a breath when she is impatient 

and see that as a gentle reminder not to be. I can smile politely and with 

honest acceptance when she doesn’t show interest in the things I enjoy. 

In other words, I can respect her for who she is. I can respect her 

hardships, her accomplishments, her humanness.  

My mom and I don’t always agree on everything and we certainly don’t 

understand everything about each other. We are from different 

generations and have different experiences. I will never understand the 

feelings she has surrounding the adoption and she will never 

understand what depression or bipolar feel like. But neither of us has 

to. We just have to be willing to respect the other’s experience. We just 

have to be kind and open hearted and sympathetic when we cannot be 

empathetic. We just have to let each other be who we are. And I think 

we’re pretty good at doing that. 

My mom comes to visit us in Florida twice a year, sometimes more. The 

visits are wonderful. We sit and talk, do puzzles, do some shopping and 

generally catch up. And we eat way too much chocolate. She likes to 

blame us for her extra weight gain and swears she will always start the 

diet when she gets home. Sometimes we have some tense moments 

during these visits as I am still learning to how to be respectful to my 

mother when we clash on parenting or other issues. But this is part of 

the deal, right? I mean, I will always be my mother’s daughter and will 

always be learning what to do from her, around her and because of her. 

These are the life lessons she will never stop teaching and the lessons 

that I will pass on to my daughter. 
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The visits are short, a few days to a week. They are just long enough for 

us to reconnect, spend some quality time together, have a meaningful 

conversation or two and then say goodbye before we both get squirmy. 

It’s not that we wouldn’t want the visits to last longer, but I don’t think 

either of us would want the visits to last longer. We have lives and get 

set in our ways. And just like I wouldn’t want to live in someone else’s 

fishbowl for more than a week, I’m sure she doesn’t want to live in ours. 

The goodbyes are always heartfelt. I am always a little sad to see her go 

but know that we have the phone and email. My kids love having 

gramma visit and are also bummed most of the chocolate and puzzles 

will be packed up when she goes. Zoe usually goes with me to drive 

Gramma to the train, her latest mode of transportation. She boards and 

gets comfortable in her mini-sleeper car, waving to us on the sidewalk 

next to the track. I usually smile a satisfied smile, like the kind you get 

after a good meal. It was just enough, but not too much.  

When the train pulls off I look and see my mother, shorter each visit, 

getting cozy in her way. She grabs her books and her blanket. She puts 

on her sweater and pops open a can of her favorite, Coke. I grab my 

daughter’s hand and pick up my Diet Coke, laughing at the irony of it all 

as we make our way back to our fishbowl. 
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Do Not Disturb 
 

When I get depressed I want to crawl into a hole and disappear from 

the world. In the absence of an actual hole, a pile of blankets and a bowl 

of Cap’n Crunch will usually do the trick. Sometimes I disappear in bed, 

sleeping all day and night. Sometimes I will disappear right before your 

very eyes, like a magician performing the greatest trick of all. 

“Attention folks, get ready for the most amazing spectacle you’ve ever 

not seen! The disappearing Jenny!” Poof! Up I go in a puff of silent 

smoke. In my imagination, it’s like fairy dust rather than smoke. Sparkles 

would fly up as I vanish and then float to the empty space below, the 

space where Jenny was. 

You could be talking to me when I disappear, or more likely, talking 

around me as is so often the case when I’m stuck in the vacuum grip of 

depression. I am like a barnacle on the bottom of a boat. The boat sails 

on, people get on and off, the party continues. Nobody pays attention 

to the barnacle. They know by now that the barnacle won’t answer, it 

just is. So the revelers just keep rolling along. 

That’s what life is like in my home when I’m depressed. Thank God for 

children and spouses. I couldn’t imagine how deafening the silence 

would be if there were no one else here. Even the click of the dogs’ nails 

on the tile provides some backdrop to the ominous quiet that hangs 

over our home when I go dark.  

It wasn’t always like that. It used to be scary quiet. Everyone would stop 
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talking when the monster would appear. That’s the last thing in the 

world I need. That’s the last thing in the world I want. It is worse than 

my depression, that God awful silence that surrounds me when my 

husband, my children avoid me. They don’t party. They aren’t reveling 

in my misery. They live with me and therefore, by osmosis or just plain 

bad luck, they get the shit that comes along with this despicable illness. 

When I was younger and mothering only two very young children, it was 

easier on all of us. At least that’s what I tell myself. At six years old, Zack 

took the reins when Daddy was at work. I was a stay at home mother at 

the time. I had worked on and off during both of my boys pregnancies 

and when they were very young. But at this particular juncture, when I 

lost my mind at thirty-one, I was trying but barely fulfilling my duties as 

a mother.  

“Shhhh,” became one of my least favorite words during that time. Zack 

would try to wrangle his always active three-year old brother Jackson 

into some sort of calm or gentle choke hold. “Mommy’s tired.” 

I grew to hate those words. Not because I wasn’t tired. I was. I was 

overwhelmingly, to the core, in the marrow of my bones exhausted. But 

that’s not why I hated them. I hated the words because I didn’t want to 

be bedridden, sofa ridden, laundry room with a six-pack and cigarettes 

ridden because of the sickness that danced in my head. I didn’t want to 

look at my children and know with my heart of hearts that God had 

made a mistake giving me to them. I didn’t want to face my life, the life 

that was filled with emotional short fuses, not good-enoughs and 

general suckiness. I didn’t want to watch my children parent themselves 

because I couldn’t.  

When my next severe bout occurred a decade later, the boys had grown 

into little men and I had brought a daughter and a new husband into the 

torture chamber. This time, the hideous sound of “shhhh” was gone, 

absent from the vacant dialogue in our home. And so were all the other 

words that made any kind of conversation whatsoever. Aside from my 

six year old daughter, no one else spoke. They retreated to different 
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corners of the house, as far away from me as they could. I don’t blame 

them. I wanted to get away from me, too. 

My daughter would hide in her room or hang out with her step-father, 

unsure what to ask but satisfied at his simple sort-of lies. “Mom’s not 

feeling well.” Fortunately he is a soft-spoken guy and I didn’t overhear 

those conversations often. Those too would have sliced my heart to 

finely grated shreds. 

But the silence that entered our lives was just as deafening and ear-

splitting as the “shhh’s” from previous visits. The guilt always came with 

the silence. Depression is crafty like that. It is opportunistic. It sees an 

opening and pounces, pouring in just enough salt to sting like hell.  

“Ahhh, she’s good and down now. Let’s add a little shame and guilt to 

the mix. That should stir things up nicely.”  

And it always did. I would be so overcome with guilt that now no one in 

the house was talking. I wanted to be the barnacle, just hanging on as 

they carried on. But it didn’t happen. So I did what I knew how to do 

best. I yelled and criticized them. Well, in honesty, I yelled at and 

criticized my husband. The poor man. He didn’t know how to handle 

me. I was like some sick advent calendar. Every day you open a door 

and you never know what you are going to get. But there was no saving 

grace on the last day with this one. It never ended. 

He recoiled when I lashed out. My stellar decision to chastise him 

worked about as well as trying to quit drinking on my own. At the urging 

of family, friends and my own therapist, he got himself some help. He 

talked to people, other than me. He researched. He got time away from 

me. I think a small part of him accepted the fact that he couldn’t make 

me better. And for him, that was huge. My husband is the nurturing 

type. He can actually keep plants alive and pets like him. He wanted, 

needed to fix me. But he couldn’t. All he could do was learn how to help 

me. 

Instead of forcing me into conversation or prohibiting it entirely from 
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our home, he gently nudged me when he needed to and let me stew 

when I was non-compliant. Over time, I got better and the chatter in our 

home increased. It wasn’t until a few years later, when I began writing 

about my experiences, that I came across one of the most brilliant 

inventions I had ever seen. 

I was cruising around the internet looking up information on bipolar and 

came across a Facebook page for someone selling Bipolar Bands. I was 

curious so I clicked the link and found a page showing a simple rubber 

bracelet, like the Livestrong ones Lance Armstrong made famous back 

when people liked him. The bracelets had the words Bipolar Band on 

one side and when you flipped them over, there, on the other side, 

were the words that said it all - Do Not Disturb.  

I sat back in stunned awe. Do Not Disturb. So simple yet so elusive. I had 

searched for these exact words, words that could explain what I needed 

without me having to break down into tears or feel guilt and shame. I 

had searched my own pretty vast vocabulary for the perfect blend of 

empathetic, kind but firm words. I had looked for years, grasping at an 

occasional word or phrase, hoping I could adjust it to fit when the 

shittiness came calling. And here they were. Hanging in front of me like 

the sign on a hotel door. Do Not Disturb. 

The idea behind the band is that you can wear it and when you find 

yourself in a bad place, that place where everything makes your skin 

crawl and you are certain if someone even touches you that you will 

shatter into a million little pieces. You can flip it over and signal that you 

want to be left alone. If you find yourself there, knowing the dam is 

about to break, simply flip the band to the Do Not Disturb side and 

people who try to help but can’t, might beg off for a while. 

When I first saw them, the bands were only available in red and green, 

with red being the “leave me the hell alone or I’ll do something we both 

regret side” and green being happy, sunshine side. Or at least the “I’m 

safe to be around for the moment,” side. They’ve since come out with 

various colors, but I’m preferable to the universal red-green 
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connotations. What they all still have in common though is the triangle 

with the exclamation sign, another universal sign that the shit’s about to 

hit the fan. 

I’ve never ordered any of these bands because I don’t like to sweat and 

rubber and Florida heat are not a good combination for my skin. 

Instead, I’ve taken the principle and applied it to those situations in 

which I become the person even Satan wouldn’t want to be around. 

Rather than yelling and screaming, letting my blood boil or drinking at 

my illness and everyone I’ve infected, I smack my lips together tightly, 

avoid eye contact and remove myself from the situation. I put myself 

into Do Not Disturb mode. 

I know that I can’t stay gone forever. I can’t hole up in my office or at 

the coffee shop for days or weeks. The dogs need to be fed and 

eventually I’ll want to eat something other than Peanut M&Ms and 

morning glory muffins. But in that moment of utter mental messiness I 

can remember the words Do Not Disturb. I can say calmly, sometimes, 

that I need to be alone for a while, need to get away. I can quietly-ish 

grab my purse and keys and get in my car, leaving my family bruised but 

not completely battered. I can retreat just long enough to lick my 

wounds and let theirs heal. 
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God Walking 
 

When I met my second husband, I was instantly attracted to his dark 

features, tall, tan, muscular physique and stunning blue eyes. Oh, those 

eyes. We met at a bar several years before I got sober and just weeks 

after I left my husband of 18 years. I was a newly single mother with 

short brown hair, blue eyes and capris pants. My future husband hadn’t 

been in a relationship in four years and wasn’t looking. The last thing he 

wanted was to be with a divorced woman, especially one with more 

than one child. He was attracted to long red hair and green eyes and 

hated capris pants. It was love at first sight. 

We spent our first few weeks and months together getting to know 

each other. I discovered that he was raised by a single mother and had a 

brother and sister. I thought that was funny because I was a single 

mother of two boys and a girl. I also found out that his mother had 

some traumas and issues that she struggled with that weren’t entirely 

different from my own mental health issues. I thought all of these 

similarities were pretty cool and never stopped to think about the 

Oedipal parallels. Josh was tall, dark and smoldering hot. He had a great 

smile, a soft spoken demeanor and he loved me despite the fact that I 

was a hot mess at the time. I realized later that the hot mess part was 

just what he needed. He is a fixer. 

One of the things that first attracted me to Josh is the fact that he 

listened. As I struggled through the rocky terrain of divorcing the father 

of my children, Josh sat stoically, supportively quiet and listened. I cried, 
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I screamed, I broke down and complained that I didn’t know what to do. 

I wanted advice, I wanted answers, I wanted help. It never occurred to 

me to turn to God. Instead I turned to friends, beer, Josh. But even 

though I didn’t invite God in, he showed up. 

I have always talked to myself. I never thought too much of it until I 

began working a sales job. When the other agents would leave, I would 

often stay in the back office and catch up on paperwork. Our 

receptionist would sit out front and listen to me. She would always 

make little comments about how weird it sounded. I didn’t think 

anything of it. Didn’t everyone talk to themselves? I remember being 

thrilled when I had Zack because now, when I was talking to myself in 

the car, at least other drivers wouldn’t look at me so funny. 

On I rattled to myself at work, at home, everywhere. Then we hired a 

new sales agent. She spoke English and Spanish. She stayed behind at 

the office one day and was sitting in the back with me. I heard her 

chatting away here and there but was kind of lost in my own self-

dialogue. When I went out to the front office to make some copies, I 

heard it. I stood by the copy machine and listened as Ana began carrying 

on a full conversation with herself. She was speaking in both Spanish 

and English which made it even more bizarre. I turned and looked at our 

receptionist, who just nodded at me with her eyes wide open.  

“You’re right,” I said. “That is creepy.” 

When Josh first entered our lives, my self-talk turned to Josh-talk. It was 

almost the same because Josh didn’t answer much either. The 

difference was that when he did, he was kind. He just sat quietly and 

said, “What can I do to help?” 

He never jumped in and told me what to do. Not once did he say, 

referring to my soon to be ex, “You should sue for more money,” or, “do 

you want me to kick his ass?”  

There were no mean, antagonizing words from Josh at all. It was 100 

percent support and tolerance. All without a 12 step program. I soon 
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began to realize that Josh was that person, that one that I had been 

talking to all of my life. He was the person listening all of those years. I 

just hadn’t met him until now.  

Our relationship grew into infatuation and I quickly found myself madly 

in love with this man, this single, never married, childless man who was 

also nine years younger than me. I would lay in his arms and look into 

his brilliant blue eyes and say silly things like, “You are perfect. I love 

everything about you.” I was so blinded that I think I even uttered, “I 

would never want you to change, ever.”  

Thank God Josh was wiser. He laughed and told me that in six months, if 

we were still together, I would want to change all the things I loved 

about him now. And he was right. 

We grew closer as the puppy love grew into adult love. I saw his flaws 

and he saw more of mine and we loved each other through it all. We 

hurt each other and ourselves and got to know, dislike and even love 

each other’s families. We blended. We meshed. We became a unit, him, 

me and the kids. Josh, always the silent, serving one putting other’s 

needs before his own. They call it codependency but I haven’t told him 

that yet. Me, incredibly independent, motivated and assertive which 

can be easily confused with bossy. 

A few years into our relationship when Josh asked me to marry him, he 

said something so startling, so shocking that I could only reply with a 

yes. The proposal was spur of the moment. We had been talking. We 

can talk for hours and always have been able to. We were sitting on the 

porch talking, talking, talking. After many hours of deep, meaningful 

conversations about work, life and whether we preferred cans or 

bottles, Josh got down on one knee and proposed.  

He said, “I don’t have a ring right now. But I know that I want to spend 

the rest of my life with you. I want to be with you all of the time, 

everywhere, forever.” And then he laid out the line that I had never 

heard before. “You make me want to be a better man.” 
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That was the clincher. Me? I made him want to be a better man? I was a 

nut job, a complete emotional disaster barely clinging on to sanity and 

hardly able to put food on the table. Anybody could be a better man 

than me. I wasn’t sure what he meant when he said it, but it sounded 

sweet and beautiful and I said yes. 

We were married six months later and have supported each other 

through some serious shit. I fell into Josh’s trap and tried for years to 

change all the stuff about him that I thought was cute in the beginning 

but irritated the crap out of me a year later. He tried to fix my 

depression and learned the pain of powerlessness. We found a new way 

to bond for hours without a bottle between us. We’ve raised children 

we love and many times children we don’t like very much. But we’ve 

done it and done it together. I believe we are perfect for each other in 

every way. We complement each other’s weaknesses.  

We joke around that we will be each other’s eyes and ears when we get 

early-bird special old. I am terribly nearsighted and can’t even recognize 

my own children if they stand more than three feet away. Josh is going 

deaf and has a hard time hearing the television or other sounds and 

voices. Despite that, he can still make out a sarcastic comment hurled at 

him from the other end of the house. 

Josh is also blind, but in a good way. He is blind in ways that I wish I was. 

He is blind to my flaws. He actually sees them all, it’s just that he 

doesn’t see them as flaws. I’ve always had a good body although I didn’t 

realize it until it left me around 40. I had taken a desk job, quit smoking 

and increased my drinking exponentially all in a six month span and the 

weight piled on. Since then, I have struggled with the same 30 pounds 

or so and have serious self-hatred issues when I pass a mirror or try on 

clothes. Josh however, sees skimpy little dresses in store windows and 

tells me how great I would look in them. 

“Are you kidding?” I asked one particular day as we passed by a trendy 

little dress shop.  
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“No, you would rock that!” Josh said, looking at the rail thin mannequin 

and then to me. 

I looked at the slinky number held together by two thin straps and a 

crisscross patterned opening on each side. I imagined my fat pushing 

through like sausage trying to get out of its casing. 

“I don’t think so,” I said, trying to bring him to his senses. 

“Yep, you’d make that look amazing!” He said, squeezing my hand a 

little tighter as we walked along. 

Josh does this all of the time. I try to avoid Victoria Secret but it’s next to 

Josh’s favorite store in the mall so every time we go I’m stuck dodging 

the beautiful models plastered on the window. But Josh sees them in 

their pretty, frilly bras and always tells me how great those would look 

on me. He never says that those things, the dresses, the clothes would 

make me look better. He says I will make them look better. His level of 

delusion surpasses any I’ve ever known. 

I used to get uncomfortable when he said those things. I didn’t have 

enough self-esteem or self-confidence to feel that good about myself. I 

saw what the mirror threw back at me and didn’t like it. He saw me 

every day and loved all of me. He had never noticed my insecurities 

tucked in my rolls, my fear hidden in my cellulite, my lack of self-esteem 

in what my best friend and I call a front butt.  

We coined the term decades before when we both had resilient bodies. 

We would gossip about and point fingers at older women who had lost 

their waistlines. Some had let themselves go so far as to lose their 

midsections entirely so that their bellies were bigger than their butts. 

When they wore tight pants it would create a belly cleavage of sorts 

which resembled an ass crack. Hence, front butt. I never imagined in my 

wildest dreams that I could ever, would ever have one of my own. But I 

do. It’s small and only appears when I wear really tight pants, but it is 

there nonetheless. 
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Josh doesn’t see it. He doesn’t see any of it. I know I’m the blind one, 

but I’m getting seriously concerned. Old age is rapidly approaching and I 

was counting on him to by my seeing eye dog. I’m going to be the ears 

and he will be the eyes. That’s the deal we made years ago. And I know 

he can see just fine. He sees perfectly. He sees through God eyes.  

I didn’t know it when I met him, but Josh was sent to me by God, hand-

picked just for me. I was a mess so God sent me a fixer. I was blind so 

God sent me a man who could see for me. I was critical and judgmental 

so he sent me a tolerant, compassionate, kind man. I was loud and 

talkative so I got Josh, quiet, reserved. I’m independent and selfish with 

my time and attention. Josh is dependent and wants nothing more than 

my time and attention. Just like God.   

I don’t believe Josh is God. I might be slightly insane most days but I 

haven’t lost it completely. But I do believe God walks with Josh and acts 

through him. He uses Josh’s kind, selfless acts to remind me to be less 

selfish. He uses Josh’s need for my attention and time to remind me to 

share those things with Josh and my kids and Him, God, more. He gave 

me Josh to help me learn how to see myself through a kinder, more God 

like lens. 

God knew what I needed long before I did. He had my soul mate picked 

out before I even realized I was looking for him. All those years I had 

been talking to myself, it had been God. And when Josh was old enough 

and I was ready, it was Josh. God has been walking through my life all 

the time. He uses people like Josh, my in-laws, my children, my ex-

husband. He uses the easy ones and the ones that are gristly and hard 

to chew. But God uses them all to help me become a better, more 

patient, compassionate, selfless person. I’ve got a long way to go. 

Josh doesn’t believe in divorce. So he’s stuck with me forever. Thank 

God for that.  
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Reclaimed 
 

It is natural for me to want to drink an ice cold beer, smoke pot and 

freak out. It is NOT natural for me to go to God, breathe, pause, use my 

tools. I’m a bipolar alcoholic control freak with an addictive personality. 

This is a fact. This is who I am. It’s like expecting a brunette to look like a 

natural blond the first time she dyes her hair. It’s probably not going to 

happen. It might take lots of experimentation and years, decades of 

getting the color, tone and highlights just right before the hair looks 

natural, looks as Maybelline would say, like she’s born with it. 

That’s the way the tools of recovery, my Christianity, my faith work. 

Because that’s what my life is, a recovered, reclaimed life. My journey 

has not given me a new Jen entirely, Being born again means that I do 

have a new life in Christ. But I still have the same old body, the same old 

personality and the same old struggles. I like to see my new life as 

reclaimed. I’m taking something old and kind of marred and beat up, 

and beautifying it the best God and I can. I’m polishing out the hard 

edges and rough spots and shining the areas that are dull and lifeless. 

I’m removing any jagged edges and splinters. Then, most importantly, 

I’m moving the wood from the trash pile to a prominent spot where it 

can be admired, cherished and loved. 

It’s natural for me to yell and scream at my family when they piss me 

off. It’s natural for me to wallow in the poor me’s and wish my life was 

better and everyone in my home behaved nicely. It’s not natural for me 

to pause and think things through before reacting. Or to say the 
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Serenity Prayer or phone a friend. 

It had been an especially tense week in our house. My husband had 

recently lost his work-wife to another company, the holiday lights were 

not cooperating and puberty had made its third appearance. The 

tension had been thick and none of our moods had returned to normal 

since the last full moon.  

After days of difficult spats and cold shoulders I decided to pray. I asked 

God to bring peace and harmony to our home, to bless the home and 

our relationships with love, tolerance and understanding. I sat on my 

porch looking into my house, half expecting to see a shift in the air, like 

in one of those old television dream sequences where the scene goes all 

wobbly. Instead, I was moved on the inside. As I sat there as humbly as I 

knew how, asking God to bring us some help in the form of kindness 

and love, I realized that I had the answer in the form of the Prayer of St. 

Francis. 

I didn’t need to have harmony in my home… I needed to be the 

harmony. I didn’t need to have every one of my requests understood. I 

needed to understand. Instead of expecting the physical air in my home, 

the air that we all breathed, to magically shift into an emotionally 

healthier blend, I would have to a breathe a healthier, more harmonious 

air into our home through my words, my actions and my tolerance.  

Wow, that was some heavy stuff. I opened my eyes and looked up at 

the sky, past the tree tops to the invisible space where I’m pretty sure 

God has a seasonal home.  

“Is that the best you’ve got?” I asked. “Really?” 

This wasn’t the answer I wanted. I didn’t want to be told I had to do the 

heavy lifting. What was the point in praying? I still think that God should 

realize that when I come to Him it’s usually after I’ve exhausted all of 

my earthly options. When I can’t do any more work, when I’m tired and 

done, that’s when I need Him to step in and perform some cool Red Sea 

magic. That’s the type of answer I want. It’s rarely the kind I get. 
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I sat there watching the trees blow lazily. Sometimes God really pisses 

me off in the same way my sponsor does.  

“Well, you know what to do,” she’ll say. Or, when she really wants to 

watch my blood boil she’ll toss a casual, “You might want to be kind to 

that unkind person… just a suggestion.” I hate that. 

I usually stomp my feet and pout like the brat that I am. And then I 

remember the words of my first sponsor, the words that I detested but 

cherish to this day. Why? I would ask. Why do I have to? Her reply was 

always the same, passed down to her from grand-sponsors like a 

generational story laden with lessons.  

“You don’t have to. You get to.”  

Oh, I thought. Now I get the guilt trip, too. Fabulous. But she was right. I 

didn’t have to do anything. I had the opportunity to do the right thing if 

I chose. I had the chance to take the high ground if I could see clear of 

the mountains of pride and entitlement I hid behind. I didn’t have to do 

anything. But because someone had shared with me, held my hand and 

led me to God and my reclaimed self, I got to do the right thing. It was a 

privilege. 

I sat on the porch and tried to remember where I put that prayer of St. 

Francis card I had gotten at a meditation meeting years before. I knew 

the prayer but not well. I knew it was about being on the giving side of 

needy. I had read it and heard it dozens of times but never turned to it 

with purpose, with the idea that it would be a privilege to act that way. I 

was still stuck somewhere between righteous victim and wanting to 

show them how to do it the right way out of spite. It was not an 

attractive place to be in but it was comfortable. Until it wasn’t anymore. 

That’s another commonly wielded phrase in recovery. It worked until it 

didn’t. I was happy until I wasn’t. These sound so stupidly simple. 

Thank-you Captain Obvious. Of course it works until it doesn’t. That IT 

could be alcohol, drugs, anger, sex, shopping, chocolate. Chocolate 

always works. Just like alcohol used to. I recently bought my brother a 
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wall hanging for his new home. He shares a lot of my depressive nature 

but is not an alcoholic. He can have just one or two beers. Insane, I 

know. 

I bought him a sign that says: Beer always understands. It did for me. 

Until it didn’t. When it stopped working, I had to find another way. 

When drugs, sex, shopping stop working, stop numbing the pain or 

bringing pleasure, when there is no high in the high, we have to find 

another way.  

With the situation in my home, the disharmonious, icky, icy, nasty vibe 

situation, I knew the resentment and spite I held onto had stopped 

working. They worked for 24 hours, which is the exact amount of time 

my sponsor tells me to wait before making a major decision or reacting. 

So I waited and held onto the anger, the righteous bitchiness, the 

confusion and hurt. I held onto it until it stopped working. Which, 

coincidentally, was about 24 hours later. Then I went to the big guy. 

He gave me the answer I needed but not the one I wanted. I rolled my 

eyes at Him and then found a copy of the Prayer of St. Francis on the 

internet. I read it and waited. Nothing happened. Damn. I guess He 

wanted me to actually do the things it suggested. I tucked that thought 

in the back pocket of my consciousness and carried it with me for the 

next few weeks. Most of the time I didn’t remember it was even there. 

But every now and then, I felt it poke me or scratch me a little and I saw 

the words in my mind. I even practiced them a little.  

A few weeks after that lovely God moment, I attended the same 

meditation I had first received the prayer card at years before. As the 

meeting opened they asked for a volunteer to read the Prayer of St. 

Francis. My hand immediately shot up and I knew God would be proud 

of me. I walked up to take the card and realized that they were not 

asking for volunteers to read, they were asking if anyone needed a copy 

of the prayer. I took my card and slinked back to my seat, searching for 

any shred of humility I might have brought with me and laughed inside 

at the irony of it all.  
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That’ll Do, Donkey 
 

When I took my first step-study, our facilitator had told me that I would 

make a great sponsor. I laughed, certain she was joking. 

“No, really, you would be a really good sponsor,” she said in all sincerity. 

The other women in the group nodded their heads in agreement. I 

sniffed my punch to see if Marie had spiked it. She was sneaky like that. 

I had enjoyed the year-long class with these women. I had grown to love 

them, love Jesus and even like myself a little. I had, as they say, peeled 

the layers of the onion off, crying all the while, to reveal the center of 

me. I will always have layers to peel. There will always be more 

revealed. But one of the core principles of recovery is giving back.  

We are encouraged to give what was so freely given to us by God, by 

our step-sisters, by strangers, drunks, derelicts and other travelers. One 

way to do that is by taking another woman on the same journey and 

sponsoring her as she navigates her way through the steps layer by 

layer. I had a sponsor and tried to imagine me doing what she did with 

me. I had seen other sponsors in our Celebrate Recovery and thought 

they were all so nice and kind. I could never pull that off. And then I 

looked at our facilitators.  

One was a South American firecracker who were six inch heels and low 

cut dresses. Her personality was thicker than her accent and she was a 

bundle of energy. The other facilitator was tall, slim and stylishly quiet. 

She knew just what to say and when to say it without making us feel like 
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we were drinking bible Kool-aid. She was subtle, gentle and centered. I 

was nothing like her. 

Sponsoring was not what God put me here to do, that I was sure of. I 

didn’t have the patience to deal with a me. I didn’t have the tolerance 

to handle the defiance we wear like armor in early recovery. I could 

barely keep my own armor locked in the closet. I was certain that God 

had other areas of service for which I would be better suited. 

As our class closed I began attending Celebrate Recovery regularly and 

eventually convinced the band to let me join them as a back-up singer. I 

love singing and if someone can play the music and sing my part for me, 

I can usually stay within range and not hurt too many people. The two 

women singers had me audition and we found I was a perfect addition 

to their band. I was thrilled. I was giving back by doing something I 

loved. God should have been very proud. 

Shortly thereafter I joined a small group of women who met regularly to 

discuss recovery. One of the girls in the group approached me and 

asked me to sponsor her. I was caught off guard and didn’t know what 

to say. I really liked her and we had become friends. I knew if I 

sponsored her that would end. I would have to do what my sponsor did 

in the beginning. I would have to don the drill sergeant whistle and put 

on my waders. It would be tough work for both of us and I wasn’t sure I 

was ready. But as it so often does, my ego won out. 

A month after I started sponsoring her she fired me. It came as a 

complete surprise and I didn’t know how to take it. I was hurt, confused 

and a tad bit pissed off. I had told this girl what she needed to hear, not 

what she wanted to hear. I had showed her what steps to take and why 

not to take ones she wasn’t ready for. I had sponsored her the way I had 

been sponsored. And it didn’t work. 

Sponsoring is like dancing. Each partner must move gently, gracefully or 

even jerkily, keep up with the pace and not step on each other’s toes. 

When it’s two women doing the dancing, it’s even harder. I loved my 
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sponsee and was sad to find out that a month after firing me she 

relapsed. She spent the next year in and out of recovery and jail. When 

she got back, she again asked me to sponsor her. This time I kept my 

distance. I said maybe and asked her to do a few simple things, like call 

me and show up. She did neither. She ended up in jail again.  

I’m a slow learner. So when she got out a year later and asked me again 

to sponsor her, I said yes. But only after I discussed it with my new 

sponsor. I was afraid to sponsor her because it had turned out so 

disastrously before. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to parent her well, to 

guide her and tell her what to do without coming across like a mean 

bitch. I was afraid that my judgment and disappointment would come 

through the same way my mother’s did to me when I was making 

mistakes. 

“Experience, strength and hope,” said my sponsor. “You’re not there to 

teach, to preach, tell or yell. You’re simply there to share your 

experience, strength and hope. And treat her like an adult.” 

We talked a bit more about this whole adult thing and I think I got it. 

She had told me if I came at my sponsee from the angle of parent, I 

would bring out the child in her. If I came at my sponsee or anyone from 

a child angle, I would bring out the adult in them. Neither of these 

scenarios would end well and I could clearly see where these behaviors 

had wreaked havoc in so many other of my relationships. 

My sponsor went on, “When you speak as an adult, rather than as a 

child or parent, you speak to the adult in her.” Wow. That blew my 

mind. It, like so many things I’ve learned on my recovery journey, was so 

simple yet so powerful. 

I gave it another college try with my favorite sponsee. But within weeks 

she was forging her own path and we parted ways again. This time it 

was different. We remained friends. We still talk and wish each other 

well, pray for each other and celebrate each other’s victories. I was not 

meant to sponsor her, at least not right now. 



SCRAMBLED 

161 

I have other sponsees today. They are women who I value as friends, as 

adult friends. I don’t tell them what to do unless they ask. I don’t 

chastise them or scold them. I just love them and try to honest and 

authentic with them. But that is the easy service. The hard work comes 

at home. 

Being of service to those I live with is challenging. It’s like stroking a 

cat’s fur the wrong way. I wasn’t made that way. I don’t think about my 

husband’s needs before mine. I don’t go out of my way to be extra kind 

to him or generous with my compliments. I am stingy with my time and 

attention. I thought that was okay. Until I learned that service begins at 

home. I can be a sponsor and sing in the band. I can serve at church and 

in the community. I can do a lot of things that still manage to feed my 

ego just a little bit. But service at home is where the rubber meets the 

road. 

Parenting can be a thankless job. So can being a good wife, a good 

daughter, sister, aunt. I don’t get kudos for calling my parents to check 

in. I don’t get rave reviews for giving up an hour of writing time to play a 

game with my kids. I don’t get an ‘atta girl for spending an hour 

snuggling with my husband and Netflix when I’d rather be blogging or 

reading. These are hard acts for me. And yet, these are the ones that 

matter most. 

I can help and serve outside of my home. But will I find the peace I 

crave? Will I get closer to God and feel like I’ve done a good job? I’m not 

sure. Will I get a “Well done, good and faithful servant,” when I get to 

heaven? Maybe not. But that’s okay. If I do it right, if I do the hard 

service in my family and home, then I just might get a “That’ll do, 

donkey.” And that will be good enough. 
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