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. INTRODUCTION
This is my story, sad but true. It’s not so much sad as pitiful really. For the protection of my friends and family, both in the real world and for those behind the screen, “I’ve altered the names. But you can call me Sunshine44.
I was involved in an auto accident in August 1995. For sure, the outcome could have been worse, but for me, at the time, the outcome still was life changing for my family, my friends and me. A few weeks before Christmas that year, I underwent neck surgery as a result of the accident. Before the day of my scheduled operation, my daughters and I brainstormed for a family Christmas present. They wanted a computer; I went along with the idea. After all, we were the only family in the United States who didn’t own a computer, and surely the only family who wasn’t “on line”, utilizing the “information superhighway”.
We were always technologically challenged, always behind the times. Before the widespread use of the personal computer, it seemed we were the only family who didn’t own a VCR. I came to realize that the kids were right; it was a good time to join the ranks and buy our own family computer. I wouldn’t be driving for a few months after surgery, which meant I couldn’t drive the kids to the library to work on homework or special projects. I even gave thought to starting a home business in which I could utilize the computer. I bought books researching the idea. We decided on an inexpensive Hewlett Packard computer. The kids were happy and they couldn’t wait to show me how to use AOL.
When the computer, monitor and printer boxes were brought home, I realized I knew nothing about computers, least of all how to hook it up. If anything, I was afraid of them. I didn’t understand their capabilities. I didn’t even understand the term Internet. I quickly found out. I gave it my own definition. Inter: dependent upon, connecting with. Net: a trap, something that captures or pulls in. With this meaning of the word “Internet”, I decided to write my journey of the year I spent dependent on something that captured me and my life. More than once, my daughters told me how much they regretted introducing me to the computer. I got lost in it. What was supposed to be a “family” Christmas present for all to enjoy, sadly became my life.
It was hard to come to terms with an addiction. I was a Registered Nurse and I was quite familiar with the many kinds of addictions people faced. I found it difficult to comprehend, let alone ADMIT, to an addiction to the computer and especially to America Online, or “AOL.”
It has been many years since I first took a screen name and signed onto the Internet. My story is not only about becoming addicted to the Internet, but it also touches on the teenage years, teenage pregnancy, divorce, as well as romance. I knew I could share a lot of insight into this type of addiction, as I lived the life of an Internet junkie. I once read an article that stated “It’s a silent addiction that sort of creeps into your home.” This same article shared how it consumed people’s lives and how support groups similar to AA and Narcotics Anonymous were springing up. I couldn’t believe it, yet somehow, I could. It affected every aspect of my life that one could imagine. Its affects were felt financially, emotionally, mentally and physically. Yes, physically because it was possible, once addicted, to be online to the point of only getting a few hours sleep a night as well as skipping meals.
I began to hear more and more stories. A friend of one of my teens checked her email every 15 minutes! After all, she never knew who would decide to write to her. An attorney found himself addicted and in between court hearings, client visits and phone calls, he would be in chat rooms. I even heard of a five year old who wanted to play games on the computer non-stop. Gradually, I didn’t feel as bad. I began to see that I was not the only one who owned the problem--it had infiltrated our society!
This book is about life and although initially I wanted to only write about the addiction, I found that I couldn’t do that without sharing my life story. People get addicted for many reasons. I think mostly to fill a void. So I decided to reflect on my life as it had been and how it was after the computer. I firmly believe and still do, that with physical and emotional addictions, people are trying to fill big gaps in their lives. They do it by overeating, drugs, alcohol, overspending, and in my case, trying to find an escape through a computer monitor. I still check my email every day but I can actually go on a vacation now without wondering how I will survive without signing on and hearing the “Welcome, You’ve Got Mail” automated voice. I thought I had made lifelong friends online. My daughters referred to them as my “fake” friends. I will always be endeared to those hearts, minds and souls who allowed me to come into their lives and for me to do the same, even if in the end we lost touch. They were far from fake; they were real people with real hearts.
Sometimes I am awed and bewildered when I think of the year I spent online. I guess that is what it feels like to be captured; you can’t imagine how you ever got where you did, let alone how to get out.
SUNSHINE44
Only eighteen more shopping days were left before Christmas! As was my norm, I had purchased little gifts throughout the year and I had hidden them in all sorts of places at home. There were presents hidden under the bed, in the attic and in closets. When I really wanted to be sneaky, I hid presents in the trunk of my car. One of my favorite seasonal rituals was putting up a freshly cut pine tree. As we entered through the front door into the living room, a beautiful ten-foot tree would be there to greet everyone who entered, decorated with all of those precious ornaments from past holidays.
December 6th was quickly approaching. That was the day I had scheduled my neck surgery. In preparation of the big event, I took extra care to make sure that everything would look just perfect when I got home from the hospital. The operation would entail a piece of bone being grafted from my right hip, and the fusion of my neck. The auto accident had turned out to be a real inconvenience! I bemoaned that I just had to do a nursing visit the morning after a Florida hurricane. If only I had just chosen to stay home and enjoy my day off instead! After all, I was given a choice.
I was scared the morning of surgery. I knew I would be experiencing pain and I also would be confined for a while. I was very independent. Going through two divorces and taking care of four children will do that to you whether you like it or not. Many a day I wanted someone to take care of me. It seemed like it had been ages since I was mothered. As a child someone else meets all our needs. We all want to be big and then we get our wish and then wish we could go back again into the safety of childhood, or at least I did. Along with growing up comes responsibility. Some of us took it better than others and that was why I was raising four daughters by myself. I wouldn’t have had it any other way after becoming divorced. I wanted my children in my life.
I remember waking up in the recovery room and having trouble breathing. I was making a God-awful noise, which in medical terms was called “strider,” or a high-pitched harsh sound made while trying to breathe. To me, it sounded like a noise that a cat would make, and it was scary to think that the offending noise was coming out of me. I remember thinking that maybe I was dying. I remember voices saying, “Call a doctor”, and “Get an x-ray stat”. The next thing I knew I was in my room. I was not in my comfortable room at home, but in ICU. I heard various machines and saw my children around my bedside. I remained in ICU for a day then I was transferred to the orthopedic floor.
I couldn’t really see too much around me, especially while lying down, as I now had a brace on to support the fusion as it healed. It was called a Miami brace and it held my repaired neck in place, with no movement. I couldn’t look up or down, left or right. I just learned to look straight ahead for what would seem to be an eternity. Now that I look back, it probably was a good road map to just look straight ahead!
I was a home health nurse and loved my job very much. I loved people, period. Those who knew me sometimes referred to me as “Miss Mary Sunshine,” perhaps because I always felt glad to be alive even when things weren’t going right. I thanked God everyday for “allowing” me to roam around this wonderful planet called Earth. I considered it a privilege. I really did! He had given me the ability to see mountains, the ocean, a newborn baby, beautiful flowers, falling snow, as well as the look of love as it shines from one human to another. I felt like I was “chosen” to live on this Earth. Lucky me!
A few months prior to my surgery, a large truck had plowed into the back of my VW Jetta. As a home health nurse, you can really rack up the miles on your personal car, so I had purchased the Jetta just for driving around town to do my nursing visits. A few weeks after the accident, I began to notice changes. One of them was pain. Previously, I didn’t even know I had arms or legs. I began having pain in my right hip and left arm, both coming from injured discs in my neck and back. The neck was fixable they said. So, not knowing what I was REALLY in for, I agreed to the surgery. Besides, I was told by the Orthopedic Surgeon that I could become a quadriplegic if I didn’t have the surgery. That was a no-brainer, especially since I tend to be on the clumsy side.
Four days after the surgery, my daughter Elizabeth, who was eight-months pregnant at the time, drove me home. Despite the hard days that I knew would be ahead of me, I was happy as I gazed at the beautiful Christmas tree when we entered the living room. I was glad that I had prepared well for my homecoming. It was hard having major surgery just weeks before the holidays but I was glad to be home, real glad. The doctors didn’t clue me in on how to sleep at night. It was rough enough at the hospital, but sleeping at home was even more challenging! It was looking like I might have to either sleep standing up against a wall or just not sleep at all. Knowing that neither of these were viable options, I had my surgeon order a hospital bed and something for my nerves. He ordered Ativan, which was an anti-anxiety medication. I told the kids to take a picture of the hospital bed in my family room and send it to Better Homes and Gardens. I had to have a sense of humor because this situation was anything but funny. The bed maybe looked strange but it did allow me to sleep at night.
The first week was really difficult. My throat hurt, I had the worst heartburn of my life and my right side hurt from the bone graft. Worst of all, I was beginning to feel a bit sorry for myself. Every time I would feel sorry, I would try to feel gratitude instead, as women from the church brought us meals during that first week home. Friends are God’s medicine for whatever ails you. They don’t have to live with you, and yet they learn to love you for whom you are. One special friend brought me some laughter by suggesting I get involved with a support group for people with neck braces and said the group could meet some place where they had swivel chairs. Every time I pictured that in my mind, I would smile.
At the end of the first week home, my 78-year-old dad was rushed to the hospital, and they advised me that when they discharged him he should not go home alone. Now that I was sleeping in the family room in the hospital bed, I had a vacant bed in the master bedroom, so I told him he could come and stay with my daughters and me. My brother resided in New Jersey, and it wouldn’t have made much sense to send Dad to the cold weather in the condition he was in. So we both decided it would be best if he remained in sunny Florida. My daughter drove me over to his assisted living apartment where I directed the kids to move furniture and pack Grand Pop’s belongings to be brought to our home.
My oldest daughter, Elizabeth, who was twenty, was living with me at the time. At the end of her second year at college, she came home pregnant. The father, a classmate she had known at college, was young and scared like Elizabeth. After an agonizing few weeks, Elizabeth came to the only decision that she would be able to live with; she was going to have her baby. I knew how her life was going to change forever because of this one night, and I was going to help her any way I could. She had found out that it was going to be a girl and she immediately named her Hannah. There wasn’t a day that went by that Elizabeth didn’t get sick. I felt for her, as I knew how hard it was going to be alone. Years later, Elizabeth told me that she knew it was going to be hard, and she knew it was going to probably be harder than she thought, but she never really knew how hard it was going to be.
I began to think that this was a mini-hospital tucked away in a Florida subdivision. We had the Orthopedic ward in the family room, the Gerontology ward in the west side of the house, and Maternity found rest at night on the east side. After a few weeks, I felt like the whole home was a Psych ward. To complete this picture of a happy home at Christmas, I had three other daughters ages seventeen, fifteen and three years old. Oh, and let me not forget the seven-year-old Yorkie, “Buster.”
I was also in the middle of filing for a divorce from a second marriage that had lasted for four years instead of to “death do us part”. I spent nine years with Doug. Prior to that, I had been married for 15 years to my first husband, Anthony. He had eventually found greener pastures and went for them, and her. Some days, when I was laid-up, I reflected on the last twenty-four years. I just didn’t understand it all. A friend once said her life had been like a big snowball that had gathered speed as it was going down hill and then plop! There she was! I related to that.
I knew that many women out there were maybe not quite in my particular circumstance, but nonetheless life had been a mystery to them as well. Our society had run amuck with women trying to raise men’s children by themselves. Even if the child support check came like clockwork, it still didn’t pay for the disappointment and broken hearts of children who knew they had somehow been cheated in life. It didn’t matter that society was saying that the single-parent family had become the norm. It just didn’t make everything better. It never felt normal to me. I firmly believe that part of the Master’s plan was to have a mother and father to provide balance to a family. I never really felt balanced trying to raise the kids on my own. I am a softy. I always gave in too easily. I gave a thousand and one chances. I didn’t always follow through on my threats. My kids knew that about me. It took more than finances. As they say, it takes a whole village to raise four children.
I didn’t want to be another statistic. It was bad enough to have been divorced once. In the beginning, I used to hate to check off “divorced” on any kind of application. It sounded, well, yucky. It made me feel like the supreme loser, and I knew my self-esteem would be pulled down a few more notches than it already was if I went through with this second divorce.
I thought about my youngest daughter day and night. I wondered how I could prevent this from happening for her sake. But the whole situation with Doug had been a nightmare for the last three and half years. We had lived together somewhat peacefully for almost five years before we had married. Then we had Molly. By the time Molly was a year old, calls to police had been made on several occasions when my safety and that of the kids seemed in question. We had two teams in our home, the “stepdaughter” team, and the “stepfather” team. Little Molly and I watched from the sidelines as her sisters and her father verbally destroyed each other. They used whatever weapons they could. There was no real physical violence but the emotional and mental abuse was there. They would call each other names. The kids would call Doug “four-eyes” as he looked at them with rage through his eyeglasses. He called them both “metal mouth.” I worried about my teenage daughters and what this might do to their self-image. I also worried about little Molly. I knew one of my gifts in life was emotional strength and endurance. I reminded her many times over that whatever happened, she was loved by a lot of people, and especially by me. I knew I had to do something! For everyone’s sake, I had to do something! It was a hard decision to make but eventually I obtained a court ordered injunction to keep Doug and the older girls separated. Anything to restore peace!
Before I had the surgery, we had decided that instead of gifts for everyone, it would be a good idea to buy a computer. So, on December 16th, the computer was officially connected to America Online, or “AOL”. We could send and receive email, research topics and chat with other AOL subscribers. My kids were ecstatic, because upon signing up, they customarily gave customers ten free hours of use to start. After the ten hours were up, they’d assess $2.95 per hour, payable directly from a credit card provided at sign-up. It sounded cheap to me. After all, a few hours a week wouldn’t be so bad for the kind of information this technology was capable of delivering. The kids gave me instructions on how to use the computer; I caught on quickly.
The two teens at home, Alexa and Sandy, were scheduled to leave a few days before Christmas to visit their father on the east coast, so it gave them a few days to play with their new toy before heading out. But it didn’t quite work out that way. After showing me how to get into “chat rooms”, I was just amazed at what and whom I found. There were “rooms” for physicians, and I could ask questions about my current health condition. I also found a room called “Over Forty” and there were people my age who had been divorced and who were going through yet another divorce and knew exactly how I was feeling. The best part was that people online recognized me for what I truly am: a vivacious, funny, good-hearted lady who slept in a hospital bed. They saw the inside of me, the part of me I love most: my thoughts, my heart and my soul. I thanked God they couldn’t SEE me.
I used up the ten free hours within the first twenty-four hours, so the additional charges kicked in pretty quick. The kids enjoyed talking with other kids about alternative music and other things that were important to them. I, on the other hand, really “loved” the chat rooms, and I found adult company. I found men and women who looked forward to me signing on. They were capable of writing me an instant message that would trigger a bell to ring and messages such as “Hi Sunshine! How are you today? Hope you are feeling better. You sound like such a nice lady. Hope to get to meet you someday.” All of these messages would fly across the screen and brighten my day. This is how the addiction began.
I would go on the computer when I first woke up, even before my first cup of morning coffee. Turning on the computer became my caffeine. It made me feel alive, and I began to feel hope instead of hopeless. I felt accepted and intelligent. I felt things I hadn’t felt in years and even felt younger. I knew there was a life beyond the struggle I had been dealing with at home, even if the life was on a screen. I didn’t see it as a dead end; I saw it as a way to meet people. Exciting people who lived thousands of miles away wrote to me. I chatted with attorneys, doctors, nurses, housewives and military personnel. I was convinced, and so was my family, that in a week’s time, I had chatted with all 35,000,000 people signed on to AOL.
It took awhile, but I got used to my neck brace, although I couldn’t drive until early February. I resigned myself to the fact that if I could not drive anywhere, I could at least visit them online. I was showing my friend Marion, a fellow R.N., how neat my computer was on one of her visits and as I was instructing her, an instant message flew across the screen, “I like your profile. I would like to get to know you.” Upon seeing the message, Marion and I giggled like two schoolgirls. On AOL, if you choose to, you can set up a profile that gives information (that you have provided) about who you are and what your interests are. “Jack” had seen mine and was intrigued. I checked out this gentleman’s profile and I liked what I read. It was potential love at first “sight unseen.”
Jack was from Kansas. I teased him about his home state, The Land of Oz. He was five years younger than me, so I was immediately flattered that I had caught his attention. Jack had never been married. He had a way with words, and what started out to be an instant message, became a way of life. He worked late hours at a correctional facility outside of Wichita. We began to meet up “online” after he got off work at 12:45 a.m. After a few days, we decided we wanted to hear each other’s voice, so we started our phone romance. I made the first call because I didn’t want to give out my phone number to him yet, because he was still a virtual stranger. Our first call lasted five hours. He had a very pleasant voice and his laughter came easy. My next month’s phone bill reflected $38.65 for that first call and there were many more calls that followed. We spent at least two hours online at night, or in reality, $5.90 a night for each of us, which translated to just two hours. We shared our lives over a screen; we talked about everything. I had never been a night person before, so it was a real switch for me! Ten o’clock had always been my bedtime, eleven o’clock on rare occasions.
Christmas Day came quickly. My brother, sister-in-law and nephew visited from New Jersey and got a glimpse of the beginnings of my addiction. I showed them how to find people to write to or chat with. My brother just shook his head and smiled, as he saw his sister changing before his very eyes. He wasn’t sure who or what I was changing into, so he just smiled and said, “You’d better be careful with that computer.”
I felt happier in so many ways. I felt like I was someone who could be loved and admired, even if it was from two thousand miles away. As for my current real relationship, I had decided to try one more thing before going through with the divorce. As crazy as it may have seemed at the time, I invited my soon to be ex-husband home for the holidays. After being separated for almost eight months, this would be my final test. I had to see if we could possibly communicate and make some kind of sense out of our marital wreckage. The kids, except for Elizabeth and Molly, would be in New Jersey, so it would give us some time alone. He didn’t think it was fair that he had to come around only when the two teens were gone, but we also had a Court Injunction, which had barred him from being around Alexa and Sandy. He agreed to stay during the holidays and leave before the kids returned to Florida. Besides that, Doug was also an R.N., and the old Doug had always been there for me in times of illness whenever the need arose.
Doug worked evenings and would come home at 11:30 p.m. I tried on many occasions to open communication with him and invite him to lie beside me on the hospital bed. How romantic was that? He took me up on it one night but complained that it wasn’t comfortable for him. I was looking for some tenderness, some human touch, and some connection with this man that I had known for nine years, but he just didn’t get it. He said he wanted to remain married, but it was evident he didn’t have a clue as to the needs of his wife, let alone the needs of two teenagers who were still living at home. He appeared needless. He didn’t seem to need touch or the deeper level of intimacy and communication that I knew should be present in a union of a man and a woman. A marriage is not only a union of bodies, but also a union of mind and spirit.
For a while, I found it hard to call the attorney to say, “Go for it,” but that changed after one last attempt at communicating with Doug. The time after he got home from work seemed to be our only opportunity, because there was no interference from the kids then. He complained about being tired and headed to bed, once again not wanting to talk. I quietly got off the hospital bed and closed the family room door and signed on to AOL. I felt like I was cheating for a brief moment. After I signed on, a message from Jack appeared on the screen and I realized I was finally free from the pain of this relationship with Doug. I was free at last, the kids were free, but Molly was also going to be free of a mother and father living together in one home. I had finally let go. I knew the marriage was over, and I had done everything possible to save it. Marriage/family counselors by the dozen, weekend retreats, begging, pleading, everything in my marriage bag of tricks had failed, and it was over. Now as I reflect back, in a sense, I had to be grateful for being online; it allowed me to see a world outside of the small one mine had become. I will also always be indebted to my friend in Kansas for making me see my value as a person and most importantly at 43, my value as a woman.
I called the attorney a few days after Christmas, and finally told him to proceed. I had had enough, and the fight was over. In some strange way, I knew I had come out winning amidst the feeling of losing. I had won back my life! Unfortunately, I was only to lose it again in the next few months but this time it was for something much more powerful and alluring than a man: the computer. I was hooked. My New Year’s Eve that year was spent on the phone with Jack. I didn’t feel like I was missing anything by being home on the phone. The companionship and comfort that this phone call brought was worth all the noisemakers and champagne that others were enjoying at that moment.
I knew I was hooked. I wouldn’t dare admit to anyone, not even my closest friends. I thought they would think I was nuts. That was a funny thought, because people close to me didn’t think I was nuts, they knew it.
I began to sign on early in the morning by 7:30. Logging in to the “Hopelessly Romantic” chat room had become my morning ritual. I fell in love with what the room stood for: the never-ending quest for love. I had always looked at the world through what some would call “rose-colored glasses”. There were regulars in the room and sometimes before I even had my first cup of coffee, I would sign on and no matter what was happening in my real life, in this world on the screen someone said, “Good morning, SUNSHINE44”. Unlike at my home, where you could barely get eye contact, let alone a cheerful “Hello, Mom”, this room was like a balm to my aching spirit. It would ease the emotional and physical pain that I was experiencing, even if it was for only a few hours at a time.
I looked forward to the late evenings when I would write to Jack. He had a real life, which took him to real work every day. I didn’t. I was meeting a lot of different people and many were becoming a part of my everyday existence. I was making friends with the people I was meeting online. After living in Florida for almost nine years, I had made more "friends" online in a few months (or so it seemed) than I had in all of those years. Sure, you can meet people in your community, but it takes a lot of time to nourish and build a friendship. The difference with meeting people online was the quality of the time spent. Men and women shared more about themselves in a shorter period of time.
I had never had a male friend before going online. AOL gave me male friends. This was a new experience for me and it felt good to be able to share feelings with a guy for a change. His screen name was DCPENN. I loved to chat with him, as he too had had a surgery within the last month. He had broken his ankle and had to wear a cast for a few months. We would commiserate about our aches and pains, our love lives and also our feelings of being displaced in the world of work. It was good to be able to write or talk with him, as he understood, even when my family didn’t. As time went on, he would refer to me as his “sis” that he never had.
My children insisted that he wasn’t real. They included him with my ever-growing list of “fake” friends as they referred to people I was meeting on the computer. I refused to accept their view. They teased me that DCPENN was probably some teenage kid having a good time fooling an older lady. They suggested that there was really no real broken ankle to mend. It was only a figment of DCPENN’s imagination. I talked to DCPENN on the telephone as I longed to hear his voice for both me and also to prove to my children that they were wrong. I wanted to prove to them that he was as real as I was.
He was polite and courteous. He confessed to being in a loveless marriage but that he was staying because his world revolved around his two sons, of whom he was very proud. He told me a little about his wife of twenty years and about his best friend from high school who had been killed when he was 16. DCPENN had been in the car with his friend when the accident occurred and he survived which he felt guilty about. He couldn’t deal with his friend’s death so he turned to drugs and alcohol. A few years later he met a lady who tried to save him from his reckless living; she succeeded and they soon married. Twenty years later, he still felt indebted to her for saving him but he had never developed the kind of love for his wife that he wished would have been there from the start. I felt sorry for her, even though we had never met. I knew they had lost, a long time ago, the cement that bonded a relationship, as all parts of their union were showing signs of age and potential for total breakage.
I developed another online friendship with Nancy, a lobbyist from Oregon. She admitted to having just lost 60 pounds and said that it was a real struggle keeping it off. I could relate to her and her ongoing issue with weight loss. The Internet had brought me to people, like Nancy, that I probably never would have met in normal circles. I had only heard of lobbyists on the news and the word lobbyist didn’t have a very good connotation in my mind.
Nancy was a sensitive, kind woman. She and I became good online friends. She had four daughters and was imprisoned in a bad marriage of many years. I was beginning to wonder: Is there anyone online who had succeeded in marriage and love? Was everyone in their forties going through some sort of midlife crisis? In one of our online conversations, I finally asked her what it was that she lobbied for. She replied, “I lobby for Children’s Rights.” I breathed a sigh of relief as I thought how I might have responded if she was a lobbyist for something that I didn’t believe in. KINDHEART was “OK” on my screen. We continued our friendship and knew that someday we would meet each other in person.
I met another gentleman, who later would come to Florida to meet me in person. His screen name was RICHSPIRIT. His real name was Ralph. Ralph saw my name in the Hopelessly Romantic room and took a chance to write to me. We connected instantly. His picture showed a handsome man on the screen. He appeared tall, with dark hair, and had a distinguished look about him. He told me a story that seemed very incredible, but then the more time I spent online, nothing surprised me.
He was married, but like so many of the other men and women who were going online, he was in an empty marriage that was hanging on for dear life after almost two decades. I found that many of the folks were staying at this point because of the kids, the commitment they had made, or because of the pain they would feel closing the door on hearts that had shared a long history. In the end, the choice would have to be made but it would come down to which was the worst pain. I would read his words carefully and try to put myself in his or his wife’s place. I tried not to be judgmental, as I know life can be hard at times. Despite the popularity of life’s instruction books, sometimes the answers are not so easily found. We just refuse to listen to the answers to life’s questions already within our own hearts.
His incredible story revolved around a lady he had met online. Initially he had written to her just as a friend but then eventually they began falling in love. She was twenty years younger than him, showed a great deal of attention to him and as time went on, she professed her love for him before they had met in person. She had based these “love” feelings on hours and hours of written and phone communication. I now knew how it could happen but people who weren’t online couldn’t possibly understand. After all, I was beginning to feel that way about my Jack.
Ralph finally met his online love at a hotel in the Philadelphia area and the passion flared. After all the hugs and kisses they both wanted to be physically intimate, but Ralph explained to me that things hadn’t worked out as he had fantasized. He had trouble performing sexually and he left feeling embarrassed and humiliated. He began to feel old as he was going to be celebrating his fiftieth birthday soon. I read and reread his words on the screen. I tried to feel what it must have felt like to be almost fifty, employed with the same company for thirty years, under a heavy mortgage and feel that somehow life had passed you by. I also felt sorry for his unknowing wife. I too, had dealt with a husband who lost passion for me and went outside of our marriage looking for it.
In many ways Ralph was still growing spiritually and intellectually. From all appearances, he was a family man. He was involved with a prison ministry at his church. He attended all of his children's school functions. But, he was also a fence sitter as I had been for almost four years. He had cheated on his wife and was continuing to cheat by going online and talking with other women. Before I got my second divorce, I knew what it felt like to be in a cold and damaging marriage, one that no longer felt safe and where the relationship did not bring out the best in both of you. But cheating is cheating.
As RICHSPIRIT wrote to me the story of the hotel encounter and then shared with me the many love letters that had passed between him and his online love, he told me how lonely of a man he had become and how this online lady had filled his emptiness. In one of his e-mails to me, I could hardly believe the ending. He wrote to me that Carolyn, his online love had gotten ill very suddenly and died. He was beside himself with grief and I felt that sadness come through the screen. I found myself crying as I read all that his heart had put into words on the computer screen. The worst part was that out side of writing to a computer friend, Ralph couldn't tell a soul. He had to bear this agony alone.
RICHSPIRIT wrote to me every day. He called me from his work. He e-mailed and sent instant messages to me at night. I told him all about Doug and he would tell me that Doug had lost a wonderful lady. His support and encouragement meant a lot. As we both continued to write, we continued into a friendship that helped fill huge voids in both of our lives. I knew he cared about me. He read up on my family problems, health concerns, and divorce issues and then he would write lengthy heartfelt words of encouragement.
I didn’t care what the kids said anymore about my online friends. At this time in my life, I didn’t derive my value as a person from my daughters; I probably wasn't supposed to any way. When it came to them, I felt like a human ATM. I also had the functional capabilities of washing clothes, cooking meals and acting as a referee when needed. I felt used and abused, except by Molly. I learned, in talking with moms from every walk of life, that those feelings were common. It almost made me want to quit my job as a mother. The pay was bad and the hours were long, but the lack of recognition was the worst.
In between the new friends I was making online, I remained close with my friend Marion. I also had a long-standing friendship with a former nursing school classmate, Rose, who lived in the Midwest. In addition, I had a mentor and best friend in New Jersey, Kate. I found it increasingly difficult to give time and attention to my real live friends though. Kate or Rose would call me from out of state and if I happened to be online, I would try to talk and write at the same time, not giving them my full attention. The addiction would not allow me to sign off and talk to my friends on the telephone. I would finally have to make a decision, as I couldn’t do both and give quality time to either. Most times, sad to say, it was the friends that I had had for years and years that I would abandon. It would become obvious to Kate, Rose or Marion that I was distracted and sometimes I could hear their hurt feelings or annoyance with me. I figured that I would be able to call them back and make everything better, after all, I was a nurse.
My friend Rose would call me and I would tell her how much the computer could offer her. She had four children, a struggling third marriage and she worked long hours in a Heart and Lung Transplant Unit. Life didn’t go easy on her. I would tell her to sign online because she would be able to meet people who would be kind to her and make her feel like a worthwhile human being again. She said it sounded good but asked me when I thought she would ever find the time to use the computer.
Kate and I met when I lived in New Jersey. Our daughters were now in their early twenties. We first met during a Brownie meeting. I had some of the best times of my life sitting in her beautiful kitchen and talking over sips of coffee. Kate had depth and spirit. She had a daughter named Ann, and at the time we first met, I had Elizabeth, Alexa and Sandy. We all cared deeply about each other. My daughters saw Kate as a substitute mother when I wasn’t available and I thought of Ann as my own daughter.
Kate and I supported each other through all kinds of life changes. She went through a messy divorce and it was to her home that I ran after I found out that my first husband Anthony had been having an affair. I remember driving over to her home with screams reverberating in my yellow Super Beetle. I can recall the hot tears that wouldn’t wash away the fact that an eighteen-year relationship was now over. He had been carrying on with a waitress that "understood" him. He was leaving in the morning, case closed. There would be no more discussion. Kate gave me a glass of wine and tried to console me the best that she could. This was not going to be a quick fix. I didn’t know how life would go on and it didn’t even matter that life had gotten hard in the last year or so, it was still the only life that I had known for so long. To face it now, alone with three little girls ten and under seemed unbearable.
Kate helped me through those dark days. I was a midnight-shift float nurse at the time, which meant that I went wherever the hospital needed me. Kate watched my children at night while I worked. One night in particular I had to go to Pediatrics and I called Kate and cried and cried. I didn’t feel like I could finish my shift. I wanted to go home, but I knew there was no one there waiting for me. Anthony was never coming back. He had found another life. Kate gave me the strength and encouragement that I needed that evening so I could make it to the morning. Yet here I was years later, finding that an addiction was putting up a wall between those that had always been there for me. I really felt guilty but the computer and what it had to offer was winning me over.
Marion just accepted me for what I was and for what I was becoming. She had and continues to have a special love for me. But how much was my poor friend supposed to take from me? How many times had I told her that I would call her back when I was engaged in a computer conversation? Marion would listen to all of my online dilemmas and be supportive to a world she knew nothing about.
Yes, I was blessed with friends. They all could see that the net was capturing me and saw that I was not even trying at this point to get out. They all continued to love me for me. They would try to be there when I found the time in between signing on and off the Internet. I guess they all knew that it couldn’t go on indefinitely. The cost was becoming too great, both financially and emotionally.
I would make breakfast in between writing to my new friends. An instant message would appear on the screen and I would go into the kitchen to flip the French toast for Molly, then hurry back to see a reply message. This was in addition to reading messages that all the people in the Hopelessly Romantic room were writing. It was one long scroll of continuous thoughts of all those in the chat room. Molly would eat breakfast and sometimes sit on my lap as I wrote. She would then scurry away to watch Barney and would forget that she was losing her mother to the computer. Later I would take her to preschool for the day and I would return home to sign online again. I would remain online until the teens came home from school.
As I was going through yet another divorce, these chat rooms made me feel that wrong choices didn’t negate the possibility of finding the right person. People in the chat rooms were not vulgar; they were sensitive, romantic and caring people. I began to have feelings for these people that I had never met. I didn’t know anything about them except what their hearts would allow them to share with me. Everyone was looking for love; we all wanted to be able to hold that someone special in our arms. Most of the folks in the room were in their late thirties or early- to mid-forties and had experienced long-term relationships. They wanted that feeling that comes when the sun shines on your face on a spring day, the warmth that is reflected and makes you feel glad to be alive. But mostly, we all had wanted to be able to look into someone’s eyes and feel the passion come alive and stay alive forever and a day.
I didn’t schedule any real early appointments or plan anything that would take me away from my online friends. The center of my life was the computer. I spent the late hours writing to JACKC38 and the biggest part of my day was spent chatting in any number of my favorite chat rooms. I didn’t watch the clock to keep tabs on how much this was going to cost because it was only $2.95 an hour.
I would sign on late at night and wait for Jack. After a few weeks, he asked the dreaded question: “When are you going to send your picture?” He wanted to see me. I couldn’t let him see me the way I was! When he asked about my weight before, I just told him it wasn’t polite to ask a lady how much she weighed and laughed it off.
The pressure was on. He told me he had just sent out his picture and he would be looking for mine in the mail as well. I took out the photo albums and looked for the perfect picture, which of course couldn’t be found. Even the most flattering picture was a few years old. I kept telling myself that it was still “me,” even if it wasn’t a recent likeness. Who was I kidding? Finally, I selected one and sent it in a pretty little pewter frame decorated with flowers, hoping that he would focus more on the flowers instead of the picture of SUNSHINE44.
With neck brace in place, I would walk slowly to the mailbox and wait for the picture of JACKC38 to arrive. Finally, the envelope arrived. The handwriting was neat and enclosed were a few snapshots of him and his family on an Alaskan cruise. It wasn’t a close-up but it gave the much-needed face I needed to attach to a screen name. He was neither handsome nor unattractive. I would venture to say that he was like most of us, falling somewhere in between. I was satisfied. He had enclosed a beautiful card and I kept it in the kitchen, where I would see it several times a day. I did this so I would know that this wasn’t all a dream; the picture made it all seem so real.
Jack collected baseball cards. He was really eager to find one card in particular and there just happened to be a baseball collector’s store about two blocks from my home. Molly and I walked hand in little hand to look for the card one morning when I was feeling up to it. I felt dumb walking to the store with a neck brace on because I wasn’t able to look in any direction except straight ahead. I love little three-year-old hands. For most little ones, the pains of life haven’t touched them yet. Molly was my little partner in crime, as I couldn’t dare ask either of my older daughters to drive me to a baseball collector’s store to buy a $45.00 baseball card for a guy I had never laid my eyes on.
Jack called me on a Saturday afternoon to thank me for his much sought after baseball card that he had just received in the mail. He also said, “I got your picture today.” I asked, “And?” I was holding my breath, “and?” He replied that the picture was nice and commented on my broad shoulders. Well, I guess I did have broad shoulders, but, well, it wasn’t the reaction I was hoping for. After all, I had found a picture of me holding Molly in my arms when she was about eight months old. I had a duplicate, so I had removed her picture and sent my face to Jack. As it turned out, I guess I neglected to cut off some of my “broad shoulders”. The nerve of him to put that above anything else! I wouldn’t have said that in a million years to someone. Even if HIS nose were too big for his face, I would never have let him know that!
After weeks of nightly writing and phone calls, in which we told each other all about our childhoods, hopes and disappointments, love history or lack of one, the writing and phone calls began to fade. I knew something was wrong and I swore it had something to do with my shoulders. My picture told him what he really wanted to know about me, my weight. He was looking for someone who was 5’4” and who weighed about a hundred pounds. Was he serious? If he was looking for that in me, then he was about ninety pounds off. I had started a Jenny Craig program but I couldn’t expect to go from a size eighteen to a size twelve in a matter of days or weeks. Everyone knows that it just doesn’t work like that—at least anyone who has ever had a weight problem. He had told me he had never been overweight. Good for him! If only I could be thin I could combine the “nice lady”, the one with the beautiful heart, soul and mind into a nice acceptable body. Oh well.
Jack finally told me that maybe we should just be friends because he was getting scared of being close to me. He explained that he had only one or two serious relationships in his 38 years. I was convinced that the “broad shoulders” were scarier than an intimate, loving relationship. So, in the second week of January, there were no more late night interludes, at least not with Jack. I would sign on late in the evening and hope to see his name appear on the screen but would finally give up and find a chat room in which to pass the time instead of sleeping.
During this time, I decided to throw away the pictures he had mailed to me. I figured, “What sense was there in keeping pictures of a man I was never going to meet? Our initial plans had been to keep the computer relationship going until we could meet on the 4th of July. Jack was a romantic and had suggested we meet in Washington, D.C. or Disney World. I thought about those conversations as I ripped his pictures into little bits and threw the face, arms, legs and smile away that I was never going to see in person. I felt sad and felt weird for feeling sad. It didn’t make sense, my pining for someone I had held in my arms only in dreams.
I took walks around my neighborhood in hopes of losing a third of my body weight. I listened to Annie Lennox sing her heart out and the faster I walked (still looking straight ahead), the more tears would start to fall. I felt so alone, yet for all practical purposes I had been alone even during my cyber romance with Jack. As comforting as it was to have the online love affair, it was also a very lonely experience.
In “real” life, when you break up with someone, it takes awhile to date or find someone you may consider to be right for you or vice-versa. When you confine your love life to online, you can wipe the tears away and in moments you can encounter another possible friendship. Broken hearts are soothed by a stranger’s words as they come across the screen.
A week after Jack’s goodbye, I was writing to an attorney from somewhere in the United States when a message appeared on my screen: “I miss speaking with you.” “I miss you a lot.” It was signed, “Lost in Kansas.” Well, hopeless romantic that I was, I fell for it. My thinking was that I had been missed and possibly valued after all. They say absence makes the heart grow fonder. I was so deeply touched. The writing and staying up way past my bedtime continued once again.
After a lot more conversations, it became apparent that Jack seemed to be the non-committed type. True to form, one evening, out of the blue, Jack dropped a bomb on me! He told me that he had decided that he could never be a husband number three. This hurt me terribly; because when we first began our writing online he knew I wasn’t a 43-year-old virgin. I had told him I had been married two times. So the love affair that really never was ended. The whole experience, which seemed to have taken place over months, in reality, had only occurred inside of six weeks. I came to the conclusion that if someone were to fall in love with me again, on or off line, they would have to take me as I was, not for what they wanted me to be.
As I lay in bed that night, I began to feel like Jack was right and I was in an untouchable category. Who in their right mind would want a lady with four children, a neck brace with some residual disability and one whom society has said would be identified as a two-time loser? Maybe no one would want to get involved with a lady who couldn’t seem to get it right after twenty-four years of marriage involving two different partners. It made me feel sad, but now I had a new way to pick myself up when feeling down about life, be it with children, responsibilities, love or health. I had found a new way to feel better. All I had to do was to sign on and I was there. “There?” I had found a place where if one person didn’t seem to love me anymore, there were countless others who would and all I had to do was to go online to find solace and relief from the pain and loneliness of my life.
There was a huge cost to my new way of dealing with life. My first credit card bill arrived and for the few moments before opening it I focused on the reality of all the hours I had spent online. I began to calculate them into real dollars and cents, but I was spared the shock for one more month, as the AOL bill had not been included with that month’s billing.
As much as I felt alone for the love of a man, it was at this time that I met someone who would be my cherished friend for life. JCRN came to me by way of a gentleman I had chatted with in a Christian Fellowship chat room. He told me about a woman who lived near me in Florida who shared many similar experiences. She, too, was an R.N., had had neck surgery a couple of years before and was in the process of going through her second divorce. I wrote her an email to introduce myself.
The moment I wrote to JCRN and received her email back to me, I knew I had met a special lady. She knew exactly what it felt like to be both confined and with a neck brace. She knew what it was like to be a single mom. She knew the disappointment of feeling like a two-time loser and she knew the heartache of wanting to be somebody’s treasure so bad you could taste it.
She worked crazy hours in the hospital as an ICU nurse. We would catch each other online and write instant messages as she was getting home from work in the morning or on her days off. Every day was a day off for me at this point, so I was flexible. We talked about the day when we would meet. Weight never entered into it with women I met online. We just accepted each other.
I made a mental picture of her. My mind had created a 5’6” lady with long brown hair, with a medium build. This is the image that would come to my mind when JCRN and I would talk online or on the phone. I couldn’t wait to meet my new friend. I shared my painful experience regarding my online love. She would just say, “Forget the jerk,” or “He’s a momma’s boy.” It wasn’t really that easy, but I did try to just see it as something crazy, something not real, in order for it to become easier to deal with.
January saw my two middle daughters, Sandy and Alexa, getting increasingly angry with me. They said I didn’t pay them any attention. They would fight the teenage fights over CDs, clothes or whatever else they chose to fight over while I retreated into computer land. This was comforting; teenage fights were not. I chose comfort. I wasn’t in a position to dish it out, as I had been able to before my surgery. I had been Super Mom. I had worked as a Home health nurse. I carried a beeper so I was always accessible to my family. I cared about their physical, emotional and spiritual well-being. I still really cared, but I could no longer cope with THEIR changes and MINE too.
My daughters went through a phase where they got into piercings. It seemed that they were trying to put holes in all kinds of places that one wouldn’t even think possible! They would go out and tell me they were going to a mall and then come home with a new piercing. They didn’t obtain parental permission and I was too beat down to just yank the jewelry out of their nose, lip or tongue as many parents might have done.
They both had the most beautiful hair color: brown hair with golden highlights. Many women pay professionals big money to duplicate this. Sandy threw some Manic Panic into her hair and the brown turned to fluorescent purple with a weird shade of pink as highlights. I pleaded with them not to color their hair these outlandish colors but they would just walk into the bathroom with their God-given brown hair and walk out with a different color not given naturally to any human being. The shower curtain, tub, sink, toilet and linoleum also acquired a punk look from the splashes of the dye.
More and more, I retreated into the company of my online computer friends, as they could understand my frustration. The more the kids rebelled, the more I escaped and the angrier with me they got. It was one big vicious cycle. The worse part was that I knew in my heart of hearts that they could have been acting out SO much more than they were. I couldn’t just pack my bags and leave the situation, but I could leave their world that seemed to consist of a daily encounter with Halloween.
Grand Pop witnessed it all. Despite having a poor memory, he would wake up in the morning and rat me out to the girls. The kids’ bedrooms were on the opposite side of the house; Grand Pop slept closest to the computer. I would try to type quietly but the clatter of a keyboard could still be heard. His sense of hearing was still very much intact.
My twenty-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, was due to have her baby in the middle of January. By the 26th, no baby had arrived. Dr. Marsh, our Family Medical Doctor, suggested that she go to the hospital and be induced into labor. Dr. Marsh was a middle-aged man with the character and integrity that was such a rare combination in our present day society. He gave a new definition to the term “bedside manner”. He treated the unborn, to the elderly and in this family he had done just that. A few years before, Dr. Marsh had stayed by Grand Pop’s side for nearly six hours while he clung to life in ICU. I will never forget his supreme act of kindness, tempered with his infinite wisdom, as he stayed in the Unit and held both Grand Pop’s hand and mine. He displayed the same compassion and kindness towards Elizabeth and never judged her for being an unwed mother for whom Medicaid would pay his fees. If there turns out to be a special place for doctors in heaven, I am sure that Dr. Marsh will be greeted with open arms and will be offered the rest and relaxation that he so much deserves for the caring and time he offered to the sick here on Earth.
I couldn’t help but think about how I was going to be able to be the support I knew Elizabeth needed, and stay with her and leave the computer alone for a few days. Once she had the baby, she was going to need me. I fought a constant battle in my mind about what was the right thing to do versus what I wanted to do. I couldn’t do the right thing any more than an alcoholic could stop drinking, a gambler could stop gambling, or a drug addict could refrain from the use of drugs. They all knew about what was right and what was wrong, but feeding an addiction did not allow for moral rightness.
Elizabeth was getting angry with me too. Many days she would suggest that we go out and do something together, but I couldn’t pull myself away from the computer long enough to take a simple ride with her. She wanted my attention and I fought constant battles with myself to be there for her and yet I was pulled toward the screen. I still carry the guilty feelings for that. I should have been having a real live chat with my real live daughter who was able to sit in my real living room on a real couch.
We signed into the hospital admissions office at about 3:00 p.m. Elizabeth was given a medication that was supposed to begin labor sometime the next day. We were assured that the actual pains would be delayed. But approximately one hour later, the pains began in full force. They did not stop until far into the night when Hannah was born at 3:30 a.m. the next morning.
While Elizabeth was in labor, my friend Marion, my minister Lilly, and I stayed by to coach her. We all took turns either holding Elizabeth’s hand or rubbing her back or legs. We all tried to do whatever we could to bring her comfort. In between her screams of pain, I would think of the computer, as it had become my escape and release when life had became uncomfortable. As one hour rolled into another, I thought of the cartoons I watched as a child where the hands went round and round on the face of a silly looking clock.
Within twenty-four hours after delivery, Elizabeth was given her discharge orders. Times had changed; it had become customary to release a new mom with her baby only hours after birth. This practice had proven cost-effective. I held very strong views on current discharge policies because I had seen the reality of early discharge first-hand as a home health nurse. New mothers run the risk of hemorrhage and should be monitored closely as well as the newborn should also be monitored for jaundice.
I stayed at home that Sunday morning so I could have the house ready to receive Elizabeth and Hannah. Elizabeth’s loyal friend Tom said he would bring them home. Tom cared very deeply about Elizabeth, but had grown up in a very dysfunctional family situation that, comparatively, made ours look like Leave it to Beaver. After all of the family therapy sessions, I had learned a little something from all of them. With Tom, my main concern was that if he had not learned to live in a functional way, the possibility of repeating the cycle was great if he didn’t seek help. He had suffered mental and emotional abuse as a youth and he had shared his story with Elizabeth. In turn, Elizabeth had filled me in.
I also had a secret bad feeling towards Tom. He had said at one time he had used the online service and went under the name of Barbara. I was agitated at that thought and told him that I thought it was horrible for him to misrepresent himself on the computer, as many people would believe him. I told him that he was playing with people’s heads and emotions. He laughed and said, “Well, they shouldn’t believe me!” I told him that the people I wrote to were as real as he and I and that was the way I looked at the whole Internet thing. Sure there were jerks online (and at this moment I was thinking of Tom), but for the most part, people were who and what they said they were.
One other thing came to my mind as I spoke with Tom. I sincerely believe that those that misrepresent themselves online, more than likely would do the same in the real world. I would never have gone online to tell those who wrote to me that I was anything other than what I was.
Elizabeth had been given a wheelchair to get to the front of the hospital where Tom’s car awaited. Elizabeth arrived in the foyer of the hospital with her new baby holding roses that had been sent to her by her dad. When she was almost to the car, a young lady approached her and asked if she could have one of her roses. My daughter, who was always taught to share, left the hospital minus one rose. Elizabeth felt like the woman must have needed that rose more than she did.
God has given us mothers the ability to have amnesia when it comes to childbirth pain. As I think back now, it is with great guilt and sorrow that I couldn’t help Elizabeth more. Nowadays, childbirth pain can be virtually eliminated with the modern epidural type of anesthetic. My online bills were starting to come in and one month’s usage would have almost paid for Elizabeth to have the epidural, but I told her I couldn’t help at the time. It was partially true. But the harsh reality was that it was just a matter of where I was putting my money.
Hannah was born on Doug’s birthday. For the life of us, no one in our family could figure out this part of God’s plan. Hannah was born ten days past her due date, and yet not only was Hannah welcomed into the world that day, but many years ago so was Doug. He had caused a lot of emotional pain to Elizabeth but we all knew that God didn’t make for coincidences. We all knew that someday the reason would become apparent to us, but for now, January 27th, 1996, the reason remained a mystery.
I was addicted all right. This is what an addiction does to you. Webster defined me as “devoting or surrendering (oneself) to something habitually or obsessively.” At this point, if I had gone to an Internet Anonymous group (which they now have), I could have honestly said, “Hi, my name is SUNSHINE44. I am addicted to AOL. I spend approximately ten to fourteen hours a day communicating with people I have never actually met nor probably ever will meet in person. I am escaping. I am neglecting the needs of my family. I am caught in the net."
It was that time of day when I made the long trek to the mailbox to check my mail. As I grasped the bunch of mail, I observed that the potentially offending credit card statement had finally arrived. I was afraid to open it. Reality was quickly approaching. As I read the amount on the statement, all I could think of was that it almost equaled a mortgage payment, and that I could have gone on a small vacation. I was now in debt for $647. This amount was for just a little over one month’s usage.
The kids used a little of the time (very little, I must add), but realistically when were they able to sign on with me growing roots at the computer? I held myself responsible. I thought I could pay it off in a few months; after all it was only $50 a month. The thought occurred to me that if I continued on at the rate I was, that next month the combined bills for AOL would be over $1000. I didn’t know what to do. The sensible thing would have been to just cancel the service so I wouldn’t get further in debt, but I couldn’t. It wasn’t that AOL wouldn’t let me, but I wouldn’t let myself.
It was early February; I was not working yet but was due to see the doctor soon. A day before the scheduled appointment on the 6th, the office called and rescheduled my appointment for the 11th. I had anticipated not wearing the brace anymore, but I figured I could stand it for one more week. What choice did I have?
February 6th was also an anniversary that my oldest three girls remember; it was the day their father left for good. I always knew the date as the years went by because the kids had made it some kind of memorial. I am sure it wasn’t meant to hurt me. Alexa would come running to me as a small child and say, “Mommy, do you know what today is? It’s the day that Daddy left.” I would just reply, “I know Alexa,” and would get a wistful look in my eyes that seemed to say that I hadn’t figured it all out yet, not that I ever would.
I arrived at my doctor’s appointment early on the 11th. I dreaded going to this doctor, as he had the bedside manner of a slab of marble. Actually marble wouldn’t even be an appropriate comparison, as marble may be hard but was smooth to the touch. Marble felt good. I always felt like I was imposing on his valuable time. I even felt like he didn’t like me. Maybe he just didn’t like himself. I think he suffered from the Napoleon syndrome; he was all of 5’3”. Anyway, the visit with him always made me feel uncomfortable. I was locked into the Worker’s Compensation insurance because I had been injured while en route to a nursing visit. He removed the neck brace and told me that I could now use a soft collar totally for a month, then to use it off-and-on for the following month. I felt like hugging him, but of course I didn’t. I got back some of my freedom. I could drive again, except now that I could, I didn’t want to go anywhere because it would take me away from the computer.
I emailed JCRN (Chris), and I told her the good news. I decided that my first venture out in my car would be to meet her. We had talked about it for the past month. I headed south down the interstate. It was pretty easy because I didn’t have to turn my head too much. I never again would be able to turn my head as most people could. It is one of those things that most people take for granted, the ability to look around. Once again, the kids said to me, “You just wait; she might turn out to be a man or a weirdo. Then the joke will be on you.”
I knew my friend without ever seeing her and knew I would be safe. We had developed a friendship that would last a lifetime. I found her street, which is when apprehension set in, thanks to the kids. As I got out of the car, I took a deep breath and I felt proud of how brave and adventurous I had become in my older age. It felt good, real good.
I rang the doorbell and instead of a short person with long brown hair and brown eyes, there appeared a tall, thin lady with curly reddish hair, green eyes and a warm, beautiful smile. We hugged each other and I said, “So, this is you!” She led me into her home and into the computer room to show me how and where she had been communicating. I had this wonderful system at home with a beautiful color monitor. Chris’s desk displayed a dilapidated, dinosaur of a laptop computer. I said to her, “You write to me on this?” I didn’t mean to be offensive, but she just laughed in her usual Chris way. She replied, “Cool, isn’t it?”
While enjoying the view from a pier-restaurant overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, we were able to chat for real. She shared her life in an hour’s time, and when I drove back home, I could only thank God for blessing me with this wonderful new friend. As I heard her life I knew my life had been one big walk in the park. It had been difficult at different times, but she had to bear things that had given her formidable strength as I looked into those big green eyes. The alcoholic father, the two broken marriages, the miscarriages, her critically ill child who had undergone over one hundred operations for an illness that attacked her as a toddler, and the cancer battles that Chris had fought and won. She had endured all of these and had come out a stronger person through it all. In that hour, I realized that she had told me about her life as just “things” that had happened to her. She gave me strength and hope.
She then proceeded to tell me what it was like to have her eighteen-month-old child go from a bouncing, tireless toddler to a child who clung on to life by a thread. Only then did I see a tear slowly slide down her cheek. I reached for her hand, and in the silence she knew that my heart felt for hers. I realized how different life had really been for us. I knew I would always be able to learn from my new friend.
As Valentine’s Day was descending upon all of us lonely hearts, I met someone I shall refer to as Cupid. I was writing to people in the Hopelessly Romantic room when a female by the screen name of ELLENNC emailed me a note saying that she had a dad who was 52. She asked if I would consider writing to him. She had checked my profile and decided to act on her dad’s behalf. I was still feeling kind of scared from the Kansas romance, but said to her, “Sure, why not? Tell him it is ok to write me.” His screen name was EBLACKNC.
I received a very gentlemanlike email from Edward Black of North Carolina. He had been divorced for ten years, after ending a twenty-year marriage. Prior to his divorce, his wife had had an affair and left him with two teenage children. He was employed as a graphic artist and his children were now in their twenties. One of his sons was also divorced and Edward had a 5-year-old granddaughter named Kaitlyn. He had not dated in the last ten years. He had put up a wall to prevent any further damage to his heart. When I heard this, it made me wonder why I had not put up walls considering the discouraging relationships I had experienced. I came to believe that the reason is that I still believe in love. I knew and continue to know that it is out there for me.
Edward wrote me on a regular basis. He was kind and a real gentleman. We talked about sending pictures of one another and then meeting sometime in the future. This picture-thing on AOL was really, really hard. I sent pictures fearing disappointment and rejection. The funny thing was that the other person was also feeling the same thing. “What if I am not good enough?” Edward received my picture and seemed genuinely pleased with my appearance. I no longer had to send a “broad shouldered” picture; I had a recent photo in which the effects of the Jenny Craig program were now apparent.
I received snapshots of Edward and his family. I felt confusion and began to learn about “chemistry”. It had to be there between two people. You could have the most perfect blending of hearts, minds and souls, but you needed this chemistry thing as well. It made me very, very sad not to be able to detect the "chemistry" with Edward’s picture. We had conversed on the telephone and my mind had made up a composite for him just as I had done with Chris. In my mind, Edward was tall, reddish-blond hair with freckles. This is what his voice made him out to be, but the picture was of a short, overweight man in his fifties, who was quite bald with some remnants of brown hair. It is funny, but he had disclosed all of this, but I guess I wanted to make him into what my mind wanted instead of what was true. I knew I could easily be a friend with him, but it caused a terrible feeling inside because I knew he wanted it to be more. I didn’t want to hurt him. He had bared his heart to me, yet I knew I could not be what he wanted me to be in his life.
We had many talks. He was a spiritual man and a romantic. We had similar interests, but the old chemistry thing wasn’t there. No matter how many talks I had with myself, I couldn’t make it be there.
I told Edward that his family was wonderful and he looked like a nice man, which was so true. He would instant message me and I would be slow to respond and feel guilty. I felt all this guilt for someone I had never met in person. He had given me strength during all of our writings. We continued to write, but after the picture exchange, it was never the same.
Valentine’s Day came. I had sent Edward a Valentine’s Day card through the mail. I also, for whatever reason I don’t know, sent Jack a card and gifts a few weeks earlier. I didn’t receive a card from Jack, but I did receive one from Edward. I had no expectations for candy or flowers. Valentine’s Day did turn out to be much different than what I thought it was going to be.
Early on Valentine’s Day I met a gentleman from Arizona while I was in the Hopelessly Romantic chat room. His screen name was DESERTGUY. He had had an affair a few years back and it had ruined his marriage. He had four children and only dated occasionally. He was very involved in his children’s lives.
We exchanged instant messages. The time flew. He had a sense of humor that I just loved. I downloaded his picture that he had scanned and had sent over the screen. He was cute with beautiful blue eyes and a wonderful smile. He was bald but it fit him. The chemistry was definitely there for me. We would smile and laugh at all of the witty comments we both would write. He kept asking for a picture. Besides not having a scanner for fast delivery, I also told him that I had none to offer at this time. I did tell him that I would forward one eventually. In the last month, I had lost about ten pounds but this was hardly a dent into what I had to lose. I felt so insecure about the weight, so I kept assuring him that he would receive a picture of me soon.
A few hours into our conversation online, I received a message that said I had mail. I clicked on the mailbox icon and to my surprise, DESERTGUY had sent me a dozen beautiful red roses on the screen. No scent could be detected through the screen, nor could I feel the softness of the petals, but the thought was there. The fact remained that I had received roses, even if they weren’t real. In real life, my idea of pleasure would be to go to a rose garden and to admire their beauty. I enjoyed the colors: the pale oranges, yellows and pinks. Roses were indeed lovely to look at, but they die. A beautiful arrangement, days later turns into brown, tattered flowers. I kept in mind that fake roses at this stage of my life were surely better than none at all.
In the afternoon, DESERTGUY (Mike) said he had another present to give me for Valentine’s Day. It was a computer program called Way to Go. He said this present would save me a lot of money. It was a download that allowed instant messages to be sent for free. Without Way to Go, the cost was $2.95 an hour to use chat rooms, write email, and send instant messages or to browse the web. I had learned the hard way how expensive instant messaging could be. He tried to write to me online to tell me how to install it into my computer. Being computer illiterate for the most part, I was at a loss how to use this program, which would enable me to feed my instant messaging addiction for free. He said if I called him he would walk me through it.
It was exciting to call someone in Arizona, let alone a gentleman that was a Purdue University graduate and who owned his own computer software business. That call ended up being three hours in length, with middle-of-the-day rates. The phone bill I received the following month reflected $35 for that call. At least by the end of it, I had Way to Go. I told myself the cost of the phone call was well worth the program that would now allow me to instant message for free.
Sandy and Alexa came home from school that day angrier with me than usual. They told me that I had now mastered how to spend more money than just being online. They could see that I was using the portable phone talking long-distance in the middle of the day to a man I had never met from Arizona. The computer was on as well, as I was being instructed on the Way To Go computer program. They made nasty comments that Mike could hear from Arizona. I felt embarrassed and I thought for sure they were trying to sabotage a brand new friendship. This day began a new relationship and something to look forward to—for a while.
I wasn’t really lonely anymore. I had my online friends writing to me every day: EBLACKNC, KINDHEART, DCPENN, RICHSPIRIT, DESERTGUY and JCRN and others. Every time I went online, I had the capability of meeting new people. I had to draw the line somewhere because with the new men came more email to answer, and more instant messages to respond to. Ma Bell also reaped benefits from my addiction. This whole thing was taking up so much of my time but time was all I had on my hands.
Each morning, soon after getting into the HR room, an instant message would flash on my screen. DESERTGUY would wish me good morning, and this simple phrase was like a shot of adrenalin. He made me feel special and intelligent. We would go back and forth with instant messages and make each other laugh with quick wit and humor. I would pull up his picture on the screen and see this clean-cut gentleman squatting down at a ball field where he was a coach for his son’s soccer team. The Arizona mountains loomed in the background. His smile was wonderful and he looked trustworthy. I knew he was honest and was someone I would eventually want to meet even if he was almost three thousand miles away from the Atlantic Ocean.
The kids and I were becoming more and more alienated from each other. I would, for the most part, continue writing to people for most of the day. I only wish I could have had the strength to sign off a few minutes before the kids arrived home from school so I could give them some quality time, but I couldn’t and didn’t. When they arrived home, their mom would be socializing with lots of people she had never met in person, with the exception of Chris. They would make snide remarks and would tell me how addicted I was, which made me turn them off more. At one point, they said, “Why don’t you just put an eight x ten glossy on the back of your head so we know what you look like?” They had a sarcastic, biting sense of humor and when I laughed at the comment, they got even madder. They said I just didn’t get it. I guess to some degree, I was like Doug in that way; I just didn’t get it.
I would make dinner but I would keep the computer on so I could either see the screen in case someone instant messaged me or the bell would ring and announce I had mail. Sometimes I would not sit down at the dinner table, I would just continue on writing. I knew it wasn’t right, but I couldn’t help it. I would feel especially bad when my minister Lilly would stop in to see how our family was doing. It seemed that no matter what time she would stop, she would find me on the computer. I would tell her I was just checking my mail, but then an instant message would show and I would just have to answer it. Kind person that she was, she would make a little joke about me being online but never really gave me a hard time. I knew that she knew what was going on, but I guess she thought I would find a way out of the net that was covering me. Little did she know that it was going to take months and thousands of dollars for me to finally see the light.
One morning before DESERTGUY contacted me, a male friend KENKAN from the HR room instant messaged me. After reading his problem, I actually felt my stomach getting nervous. I wanted to do something for this person. All I could do was what all counselors tell you anyway, just listen, or in this case read. Like me, he had gone into the HR room early in the morning. Unlike me, he was at work. He was an executive somewhere in Kansas. He traveled a lot. He had written that he had an out of control teenager and a bad marriage (what else was new?). He was getting help for his daughter, but held no hope for his marriage of almost 17 years. He had no plans to make any changes involving his marriage. He said it had been bad for almost ten years and he could probably “keep going for another 10.” I felt saddened that people would live their life like that, waiting for the big escape! I never knew the answers when I read about the troubled lives over the screen. There was a phrase that was going around a lot, “What would Jesus do?” Well, to be quite honest, I don’t have a clue what He would do with all of these problems. I guess that is why we pray, because we don’t have all the answers.
I always looked forward to hearing from KENKAN. I tried to give him whatever words of wisdom I had gathered through my own experiences. He told me that after using force to get his daughter in his Bronco, he had driven her to a treatment center located about four hours away from their hometown. They had found out that the out of control behavior was not only from her Attention Deficit Disorder, but she had also been abusing drugs. This 14-year-old daughter of this very successful businessman was hurting very deeply. I identified somewhat, because Sandy also had A.D.D. These children are impulsive and your family life is always in turmoil. Since Sandy’s birth, this was one of the hardest things I had had to deal with especially when I desire peace so much. I tried to console him online, but my stomach was in knots thinking about the whole situation.
DESERTGUY and I continued to communicate. We spoke on the phone a few times and he was as funny offline as he was on. I could detect a real self-assurance that he swore was not there in real life. I received a few postcards from Arizona, which showed beautiful sunsets and breathtaking mountains. I studied his handwriting as it told me a lot. It told me he was real and he would never cause me any harm.
In the last days of February, DESERTGUY and I were writing to one another. The words were happy and flew onto the screen. Sometimes it seemed as if I didn’t have a care in the world, only this funny bald man from Arizona, whose main purpose was to bring humor into my life. He constantly made bald jokes, and told me he would feel forever cheated not having any hair. The words continued for about an hour and sometimes we would touch on intimate kind of talk. We would mention that we hadn’t had any hugs and kisses for a while, let alone other things. I thought sometimes that we were both beginning to long for each other, even though we had never met. I remained at a distinct advantage; I knew what DESERTGUY looked like. In the last weeks, I had put off sending a picture, as I was so afraid it would ruin everything. I feared that I wouldn’t be “right” for him. I had since learned that that is all it is: being right for the right person. Everyone was right for someone.
As our writing drifted into the loneliness of our lives, we wrote about how good an embrace would feel. He then wrote something that stopped me dead in my tracks. He wrote, “DESERTGUY doesn’t have any STDs” (sexually transmitted diseases). I stared and stared at the screen. He kept writing “Are you there?” “Is something wrong?” He knew my fingers typed with lightning speed, but I wasn’t able to touch the keyboard at that point. So, this is where this online dating thing could go. People had to eventually expose themselves.
He had opened the door for honesty after he had opened up the door about STDs. I shared with DESERTGUY that a "friend of mine" had been infected with genital herpes. I waited for his response. Finally, he wrote that he had had a girlfriend once with a similar problem and he had really liked her a lot. He had gotten information about the disease and then decided that he just couldn’t deal with it. He said he was a shallow person and he was sorry for that lack of character about himself. Maybe, I had touched a raw nerve. He said he had to sign off because he had work to do.
I didn’t go on the computer for the rest of the day. DESERTGUY’s comments about herpes as well as being shallow, haunted me. The kids thought they had me back when they came home from school. It had been weeks since they had come home from school to find me making cookies like they had found so many days pre-computer. For this one day, they were grateful that the gray screen was not dividing us.
I couldn’t change the way DESERTGUY felt about this issue. It is funny, but online when you write, everyone is all caught up with HIV testing. It was the killer disease of the 80s and 90s. Nobody demanded a herpes test, besides there is only a test to identify an outbreak. It all was dependent upon honesty. Maybe in some ways my Arizona friend was right. He at least didn’t sit on the fence about the issue; he took a stand.
I could bring up the roses on my computer screen anytime I chose. This computer romance that seemed to have gone on for weeks and weeks, only totaled about two weeks. Online, you go miles and miles with another as you share your heart, soul and feelings, and yes, two weeks of being in love seemed like two months. I wrote to him about the shallowness he had exposed. He said he would always cherish me for a friend. I didn’t doubt that for a minute. You can’t have enough friends, you know?
Pretty soon it was going to be March. I couldn’t believe all that had happened since going online. The funny thing was that I never left my home, let alone my computer chair, and so much had happened. It all happened right there in my living room. I rarely thought about Doug anymore, except to wonder how I had withstood the pain. My daughters had also paid a dear price. I also felt guilty for allowing it to go on for so long, all in the name of keeping a new family together. I hadn’t grown up in a divorced family situation and now it was happening twice with me. All I knew was that after twenty-four years of being in long-term relationships I didn’t really know what love was. I thought I had. But then, if I had, I wouldn’t have been sitting alone at my computer at 2:00 a.m. still “looking” for love at 43 years old. For the moment, I was trying to find a new life.
A new screen name surfaced in the HR room the last few days in February. His name was MINNROB (Rob). I was glad to finally meet someone from my state. He lived on the west coast of Florida, about 3 hours away. We struck an instant friendship. He had moved from Minnesota a few years before. He had been divorced for a few years. Like my friend Edward, Rob didn’t date too much. He had two teenage sons and a few cats. He was a manager in a food service company. Over the screen, I saw kindness and, once again, a gentleman. I only met gentlemen thank God. He told me he had had it with women. His wife of twenty years had left him for a new life, as the life she shared with him and the boys no longer excited her. What a shame!
I could tell that the two years since his divorce had not erased the pain and heartache. He was still hurting and lost. I tried to be a friend to him and would always tell him not to give up on love. His business brought him over to the east coast of Florida sometimes and we agreed that we would have lunch someday.
I had lost about 15 pounds and with each pound that I lost I was finding who I was. I learned early on that weight wasn’t a number, but it was a feeling. As I felt better about myself, the scale mattered less and less. Wow! I was going to be able to meet a real live man for lunch. I was getting excited about the possibility. It had nothing to do with sex; it was just the excitement of meeting a man, period. I was not used to the dating game and the computer was a way to hide for a while, as I regained my self-esteem and confidence. I knew I couldn’t hide forever behind this screen.
I was beginning to like the person SUNSHINE44 was becoming. She had humor, intelligence and was fairly attractive. As I was home with limitations due to the accident, I was able to write online about my work as an R.N. People would ask me what a visiting nurse did, and I would tell them how good it felt to “visit” the sick and dress their wounds, give them their medications and comfort them when they were lonely. I felt I was making a contribution to humanity and I loved my work.
At times, I felt that $2.95 an hour was the cheapest form of psychotherapy available. The best part of all was that when the hour had passed, unlike real counselors who would say “end of session”, I could write well into the night if I had to, and someone was always there to read and listen with their eyes. There were millions of people online. They could relate to my pain. They could encourage, and support, all for $2.95 an hour.
*****
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