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DEDICATION
I lovingly, and with great appreciation,
dedicate this book to Patrick McEachern,
and Jocelyn Brewer.
Patrick helped me save my life, which you will read
about. And he agreed to let me share his less-than perfect
behaviors, in service to the greatest good. But
most of all, he has put up with me as I have waded
through my old “baggage” trying to tell my story.
Thank you, Patrick!
Jocelyn spent three years pouring over every word of this
book. Her genius with language has transformed my
story into a literary work.
Thank you, Jocelyn!
Many thanks to Joel Gallob,
Sybil Beale, and Vicki McCown for their edits and
literary input. Additionally, many thanks to all those
who invested monetarily, and/or with love and support,
to get me to market.
Thank you, Dr. Lendon (Dunny) Smith, for participating
in our mission, for validating our beliefs, and for the
rich friendship you gifted me with. Rest in peace, Doc.
We’ll take it from here. You are my hero!
And goodbye to another healthy-eating icon. I am
proud to tell you that the delightful William Dufty
(author, Sugar Blues) called me before he died. He
beamed that he loved my book! It was a thrill for him to
read about his impact on my life. Thank you, Dufty, for
your deep sacrifices for the greatest good.
Most of all,
Thank you, God!
THERE WAS STEAK
My mother painfully admitted that I was an unplanned child. I wish I could ease her pain. That knowledge didn’t hurt me. The fact that my father talked the doctor into inducing labor so that he could dash off on his hunting trip hurt me, especially since he loved to tell the story in my presence.
Karma kicked his butt, though. My mother ended up staying in the hospital for a week and he got to bring his new little bundle of joy home…alone! Mind you, he also had a four-year-old, a five-and-a-half-year-old, and a full-time job. My Aunt Eileen graciously helped out, but he still had plenty of alone time with his kids, which created the backdrop for his other favorite story.
Oh how he’d roar when he told this one at parties. He thought it made him appear quite ingenious. So did I, until a therapist pointed out with disgust that it had nothing to do with ingenuity.
David (my father) loved his sleep and had no intention of sacrificing any of it for a screaming, hungry newborn. When he was ready to go to bed he would heat me a bottle. If I dozed off while he was feeding me he would violently shake me awake until I had consumed the whole thing. He claimed that I always slept through the night.
This is a man who would lie down on the couch in the middle of the living room after dinner and state, “Wake me up when it’s time to go to bed.” The family’s antics never woke him; neither did the biggest tornado to ever rock the East Coast. Chances are I had a number of wet, hungry, sleepless nights before my mother returned. To my knowledge that was the last time that my father ever actively participated in feeding me, other than paying for groceries or meals in restaurants when we would travel.
For the record, I never called him “Dad” if I could avoid it. I spoke of him as my father and I have referred to him as David my entire adult life. To me, “Dad” describes a relationship we never had. David was a good provider, but not a dad.
He was always too busy or too uninterested to participate in my life, so I thought. I have come to realize that it had more to do with his emotional baggage than indifference. He had never gotten to be a kid, never gone away to camp or played with a neighborhood gang, and his mother had deserted him when he was very young.
Instead of wanting his children to have everything he never had, he wanted us to endure the same magnitude of suffering that he had endured. He thought it would build character and a healthy respect for work and money. It appeared that he had never healed his rage at his parents and we were convenient whipping posts.
We did eat well, though. David would complain as I would order steak or lobster from the menu, but ultimately he would relent and pay the bill. The underlying message was “Of course we love you; we feed you steak, don’t we?”
Sweets and snacks were bargaining tools. “If you’re good at church I’ll buy you some candy.” “If you eat all your dinner you can have some ice cream for dessert.” Sugar became a subconscious symbol of “I am loved, I am good.” That bears repeating. Sugar became a subconscious symbol of “I am loved, I am good.”
The family rule was that you had to eat all the food on your plate or go to bed without dessert. I remember many evenings spent sitting over a cold plate of glop for hours (sorry, Mom), trying to get Duke’s attention (my childhood best friend, our dog).
I learned to eat in large quantities to please my parents and I learned to love God in pursuit of my drug of choice – sugar! I looked forward to our pilgrimage to the candy store each Sunday after church. Actually, it wasn’t really a candy store; it was a pharmacy, a drug store.
My brother, Sam, taught me how to turn a buck at a very young age. He was the consummate entrepreneur and I followed his lead. There was always a yard to rake, a driveway to shovel, or a lawn full of apples to pick up.
Each new windfall prompted a manic trip to the candy store, pedaling as fast as my little legs could go. I would buy as much as I could afford or carry.
I tried to ration my booty, but even at the ripe old age of eight I was an out-of-control addict. Fortunately, I was so active that I stayed thin.
Halloween, of course, is the sacred holiday of sugar junkies. I worked it for all it was worth. I would usually come home with a half a pillowcase full of candy.
My m other would ration it for us, so we got wise to her and stashed some of the candy in our secret fort before returning home.
Eventually my teeth started to give way. David made us pay him five dollars for every cavity and we were not allowed Novocain. (Penance for our sins.) What I learned from all this was that I had to keep the money rolling in to support my habit, and that there were some painful consequences to my addiction. None of that slowed me down though. I was hooked, a junk food “junkie!”
Mine wasn’t the only household where I was force fed. Like every neighborhood in Westchester, New York, ours had the consummate Italian family, the Andriolas. I deeply loved these people. The food thing had a different slant at the Andriolas.
Lois, Mrs. Andriola to me, spent her life in the kitchen. She’d clean up one meal and start another. When I rolled in to play with her sons she would always offer whatever was on the stove. God forbid you were already fed or full. She took it as a personal insult if you didn’t eat what was offered. And it wasn’t enough to politely accept a bite. You had to eat until you were nauseous. Her heart was full of love, but it seemed she could only express it with food. Lois died of complications from her obesity. She was a dear soul.
Then there were the Abers. God bless them. As if five children weren’t enough, they always had another half dozen in tow because they had a baseball diamond in their back yard. They frequently ended up feeding me or driving me someplace or paying my way. I felt like a part of their family until the day I overheard Mrs. Aber complaining that my parents never invited her kids over to play because they didn’t want to sacrifice their manicured lawn or have to pop for a meal.
It was the truth, but it hurt me deeply. (Worse than that, the Abers weren’t invited to our house because they were Jewish.) From then on I tried to be invisible during meal times at the Abers. I could have lived without the meals, but I could not have survived without the Abers.
I was also force-fed at school. Once you forked over that lunch money to the commandant, you were locked in. They determined how much they piled on your plate and they patrolled the lunchroom to make sure you ate it all.
When my father was out of town my mother would treat us to pigs-in-the-blanket (little hot dogs baked inside biscuits), pizza, KFC or McDonald’s. Guess it was her way of making up for David’s behaviors, another subconscious symbol that food is more for our emotions or our entertainment than for nourishing our bodies.
So, let’s recap. At my house and school you had to eat it all or you were in trouble. At the Andriolas’ you had to eat until you were sick or offend someone you loved. And at the Abers’ if you ate you were a burden to the family. The only common thread was that everybody rewarded me with sweets if they thought I deserved it, if I was good!

My parents: David Moser and Patsy Ann Martin.
Weren’t they a dashing couple?

That’s me at my 2nd birthday party, already deep in my sugar
addiction. Check out those Rosacea cheeks!

Paula, little Denise and Sam. My siblings were pretty darn cute.

Duke and I in our manicured backyard.

Every day was a bad hair day with David and his
bowl and scissors for my barber.
FOOD FOR THOUGHT...
The emotional roots of my food addiction seem pretty obvious to me. My parents weren’t capable of warmth or demonstrative love. Sugary treats were the only display of affection that they could muster and their most powerful tool for control.
I hadn’t considered that my sugar addiction might be hereditary. My father liked an occasional bowl of ice cream but really didn’t seem to be too interested in sweets, and I don’t recall that my mother had any driving need for them either, although they both indulged at an occasional social event. I now realize, though, that their daily consumption of alcohol was actually a sugar addiction, which I may have biochemically been born into.
What strikes me most, though, is that my parents knew refined sugar was bad. They rationed it to us and for themselves because they knew for sure that it rots our teeth and suspected that it was linked to many health problems. So how come they gave me something that they considered bad for me as a symbol that I was good? I imagine it was because the whole culture was doing it and they probably never even gave it a thought.
The social pressures connected with sugar and junk foods are quite vicious. We serve sugar at churches, schools, social events and holidays. Rarely is there a second choice. It’s either have sweets or be left out. We have long forgotten how to celebrate without sugar or alcohol. I remember my father being furious with us once because we had given our cousin Dick’s horse some sugar cubes. David was booming, “You could kill him by feeding him that stuff!”
I didn’t get it at the time, but it sure jumps up and screams at me now: “Here, Denise, have a candy bar, but for God’s sake, don’t give any to the horse. We don’t want to lose him!”
Not everyone chooses sugar as their drug of choice. But for those who do, it is a very Destructive love affair since it is everywhere, in everything and it’s legal.
JUST FOR FUN...
Two cannibals are sitting by a fire. The first one says, “Gee, I hate my mother-in-law.” The second one suggests, “So, try the potatoes!”
Taken from “The Edge” – The Oregonian, Portland, OR 11/1/97
A MEDIUM IS BORN
Although I lived in terror of my father, part of me really wanted a relationship with him. I rarely ever got to hang out with him unless he was drunk and we were pounding on the piano together. That only happened a few times a year (the piano thing, that is), but it was fun. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t sing worth a damn; he sang loudly instead.
David didn’t play all that well, either, but as with his singing, he compensated with volume and it brought him great pleasure. “This Old House” and “How Great Thou Art” were his favorites.
A relative told me that my father was a deeply religious person before going off to war to serve as a Hell Diver in the South Pacific. They said that he was standing on street corners, straight out of college, preaching the Gospel. I had thought that religion was just a status thing for him. I never heard him talk about God or what it meant in his life unless he was speaking as an elder or deacon of the church. I did, however, sense his reverence for God when he sang “How Great Thou Art” — it moved him.
In recent years I have discovered that my mother is a very spiritual person and shares many of my beliefs, but I don’t recall ever hearing her discuss God as I was growing up, either. Like most families, we went to church and that was it. We attended services every Sunday until we moved onto a golf course. Then, religious observance often gave way to tee times. I was a very spiritual child but really didn’t recognize it as such. I certainly didn’t relate to the fear and damnation that the Sunday school teachers were cramming down my throat. But the minister of the Presbyterian Church we attended was a wonderful being who treated me with a lot of love and respect.
The real church for me, though, was just past the stone wall in our backyard. I was acutely in tune with the nature spirits I played with in the woods behind our house. My experiences in the woods were more than just those of a fanciful child playing make-believe. There was something out there that interacted with me, an energy that embraced me and made me feel loved and at home.
My other-dimensional playmates brought me a lot of comfort, as did the companionship of my fellow scouts. Being a Girl Scout provided me with a lot of rich experiences growing up. I especially treasured the opportunities to get away from home for a weekend of exploration or a few weeks during the summer to attend camp.
One particular campout changed my life forever. My spirituality crossed the line into the realm of the paranormal. The counselors sent home a very different child than the one they had received.
It was called a roundup. Girl Scouts came from all over New York, but I was the only one from my troop. As was customary for young girls at such gatherings, we decided to have a séance. What wasn’t customary was to pick a subject to contact who invoked so much intrigue.
Pam Lacaruba wanted us to contact her grandfather. She said that her mother had been trying to contact him for years by hiring mediums. It seems that Pam’s grandfather had changed his name and absconded with the family fortune before he died. Pam’s mother wanted to find out what he had changed his name to so she could chase down her inheritance. Thus far she had been unsuccessful.
There were seven or eight of us sitting cross-legged in a circle as one girl led us into a deep meditative state. I don’t remember her now, but as I pull up this memory I am impressed with what a mature storyteller she was at such a young age. We were all around the age of twelve or so.
Shortly after she started her litany, several things happened to me. I started feeling sharp pains in my forearms, my hands began to cramp and curl up, and visions were popping into my head. (Pam told me later that her grandfather had debilitating arthritis in his hands throughout his life.)
I began sharing my visions with the group, my eyes wide open most of the time. As I described the person and the home that I was seeing, Pam excitedly exclaimed, “That’s my grandfather and that’s his house!” These weren’t educated guesses I was spewing out. I could describe the floor plan of the house, the arrangement of the furniture and the design of the wallpaper. I still remember some of the details to this day. Not only could I describe Grandpa and emulate his arthritis, I was feeling his emotions. He and his deceased mother were acting out some cosmic play in my head. What I was sensing (which Pam’s mother confirmed later) was that this had been a very abusive relationship between Grandpa and his mother. She had been wicked and mean. Also, I was perceiving that he had not seen her for many years previous to her passing on.
In my vision, Grandpa was experiencing a great deal of fear. He had a key in his hand and he was standing at the foot of a long staircase that led up to a locked door. Somehow I knew that when he opened that door he was going to be face to face with his mother for the first time since her death or his.
My heart raced a little faster with each step he took up the staircase. I had become Grandpa. If you’re having a hard time swallowing this, believe me, I understand. I lived it and I am still incredulous every time I tell it, and it gets even more unbelievable!
When Grandpa opened the door at the top of the stairs I felt the most extreme terror I had ever experienced in my life. This evil-looking woman was standing there, oozing rage. I looked up at the innocent girl across from me and watched in horror as her face took on the countenance of the old woman, and I wasn’t the only one who saw it. I screamed and jumped out of the tent, which was up on a platform about four feet off the ground.
I flopped around in the dirt like a fish out of water with my hands cramped up in knots as the rest of the girls stood and watched in horrified silence. One girl, Debbie Woods, went into shock. She seemed catatonic, with her eyes stuck open and a lit flashlight in her hand. She couldn’t speak or move her gaze from the glow of the flashlight, becoming manic if someone tried to take it from her. We had to summon help. This was out of our league.
I came out of my shock and my “arthritis” abated, but Debbie was not coming around. The counselors took her somewhere to get her medical attention. When they returned we were cautioned to “Never do anything like this again” and, of course, “Forget this ever happened.”
The rest of the weekend was uneventful, comparatively speaking. We returned to our respective homes, honoring the inflicted code of silence.
On Monday, I got a call from Pam Lacaruba’s mother. She wanted me to come to their home for a séance (that’s not what she told my mother). Come Friday, my mother drove me the thirty miles or so and deposited me for what she thought would be a weekend sleepover with a new friend. Twenty-five years later I told her the real story. She believed me to the best of her ability.
From the moment I walked in the door of Pam’s house I was treated like royalty. After greetings and the offer of a beverage, I was walked to the dining room table. Pam’s mother had covered the table with hundreds of photographs.
She said, “Show me what you saw.”
I had no trouble picking out Grandpa, his mother and the house, describing the furniture and the wallpaper again in flawless detail. Mrs. Lacaruba declared, “Child, you have a gift!” As I recall she gave me a list of things to do to develop my psychic powers. I didn’t do them and I don’t remember what they were. I wish I did.
We went on to perform the séance. Mrs. Lacaruba was sure that I would be able to come up with the elusive name she was hunting for. Nothing happened. I felt bad for letting her down, but I imagine that I was too terrified to actively participate.
As the dutiful child I was, I buried the memory for the most part and went on with my life as if nothing had happened. But inwardly my entire belief system had been rattled.
FOOD FOR THOUGHT...
One belief has changed for me since then for sure. I no longer believe in accidents or coincidences. Here’s an example of what some might consider a coincidence. You decide.
As I was editing this book, I had some doubts about whether any of the girls at that séance would remember it now that nearly thirty years have passed. My fear was that if they didn’t, it would cast doubt on the validity of all my memories. I was also concerned that they might have buried this traumatic memory, as often happens with children.
That same week a package came for me from my mother. There was no note or letter included, just a collection of a few mementos of mine from childhood. Amongst the items was an old autograph book. Back then young girls enjoyed gathering signatures and quips from friends. This particular autograph book was filled with entries from the girls at that roundup. Four of them mentioned the séance in their writings and one of them even drew a picture of what my arthritic hands had looked like. I was jubilant. It was the validation I’d craved.
My mother didn’t know I had included that story in this book or that I was anxious about it. She was just cleaning out a drawer and thought I would like to have these things. Was it a coincidence? I don’t think so. I think God, Great Spirit, the Universe – whatever your concept
of a supreme power is – responded to my needs.
JUST FOR FUN...
Speaking of coincidences, renowned author and speaker, Alan Cohen, told this story when he spoke at the Living Enrichment Center in Wilsonville, Oregon. Alan is the author of thirteen books about living life fully, including my favorite, Are You As Happy As Your Dog? about his dog Munchie’s joyous slant on life. In my words here is the story Alan told:
For Thanksgiving, Alan had put on a big spread for his mostly vegetarian friends. Someone, however, had brought a large turkey. It seems little Munchie was the major benefactor of that offering and feasted on turkey for a month. When the stash was gone Munchie had no intention of going back to his old diet of “little pellets.” Alan noted, “It's like life. Once you've seen the big turkey, you won't want to settle for little pellets!” As a vegetarian though, Alan couldn’t see himself trotting off to the market to buy a turkey, so he left it in God’s hands.
A few days later, Alan was driving to his home in Maui and noticed a police car behind him in the mirror. He apparently hit a time warp in his mind and found himself stuck in sixties paranoia, frantically searching for nonexistent contraband. He pulled himself together by reciting this affirmation, “The police are my friends, the police want to help me.” The police car passed him up, not even noticing Alan.
One evening not long after, Alan pulled up to a police roadblock. It seems that they tip a few too many in Maui and the police department had come up with an incentive program to reward sober drivers. After chatting with Alan and inspecting his paperwork, the officer shouted, “Hey, Joe, come here.” Alan had a bit of concern as to why this officer needed Joe, but recited his “the police are my friends” mantra and kept calm.
Joe leaned in the window of Alan’s car and asked, “Do you want a turkey?”
Alan laughed, “Is this a joke?” Officer Joe explained that they were giving away turkeys to anyone whose paperwork was in order and who wasn’t drunk. They only had six turkeys so apparently they weren’t too confident they’d find many qualifying candidates that night. Alan had his picture taken with officer Joe and his frosty new Butterball and laughed all the way home.
Upon being greeted by Munchie, Alan proclaimed, “You are a great manifester. You got the police to give you a turkey!” Was it a coincidence or was it an answered prayer for Alan and Munchie?
“PUBERTY” MUST BE
GREEK FOR “HELL”
Physically, I hit puberty at twelve, which was considered early in 1969. These days, little girls are sprouting breasts and menstruating at eight, thanks, in my opinion, to all the steroids and hormones in the dairy products and the meats.
Apparently, 1969 was not to be my year. Whether it was ghostly experience at camp, the new rush of hormones, my father’s crap, I don’t know, but this shaped up to be the worst twelve months of my short life.
Along with the new breasts (I’m talking puberty, not implants) came a boyfriend. Robby Moravec spent most of his energy trying to get his hands on the new breasts or get me in bed. He spent hours talking dirty to me on the phone every night. I don’t remember why we broke up, but I do recall getting quite worn out on the sex talk and trying to fight him off. Interestingly enough, a few years later, I dated one of Robby’s best friends, Robert Pastor. He eventually dumped me because I was too “fast” for him. I was frustrated because he was too shy to kiss me or even hold my hand. Go figure.
Boys weren’t my only challenge at this point in my development; men were even worse. My father derived great pleasure from humiliating me in front of his friends, our neighbors. My descent into puberty furnished him with a plethora of new materials.
As I revisit those memories of him and his friends laughing at me over some demeaning comment he would make about my breasts, I wonder whether these men were really as cruel as my father was or just didn’t want to risk offending him. David was a powerful man, a top executive for Texaco.
Each year, from the time I was twelve until I got my first real job at fifteen, my parents bought me a new winter coat, shoes and some boots. My mother, God bless her, would dip into the grocery money (David never knew) and buy material to sew me up some fabulous garments to supplement my wardrobe. She also popped for a few new store-bought items each fall.
Shopping was a very grown-up privilege that my parents had bestowed on me. They wanted to teach their children how to be responsible with money (a lesson that has been lost on me thus far). I was given twenty dollars a month to purchase the remainder of my wardrobe. But we also had other expenses for which we were accountable.
As kids, we were charged a nickel every time we left the room and left the light on, a dime for each outgoing phone call, and then there were those “five dollar per cavity” dental bills. I could spend what was left of my allowance on movies, candy or whatever. Rarely was anything left over. But I did odd jobs and babysat throughout my childhood, and so was able to keep the money rolling in fairly consistently.
Perhaps it was a good theory for fostering responsibility, but I think a child should concentrate on reading, writing, arithmetic and play, instead of pulling down a living to pay off Daddy.
Anyway, if I could get myself the five miles to downtown Valhalla, (my hometown, which I understood loosely means “Heaven” in Norse mythology), I could get on a bus and ride the twenty miles or so to White Plains to go shopping. I usually went with a friend whose mother would drive us to the bus stop. Sometimes my mother would drive us or we would walk.
On this particular day I went to White Plains with Nina, the most popular girl in the school. I had twenty dollars on me. I don’t know how much she had, but I imagine it was at least that much.
We decided to steal something for the thrill of it. I stole a pair of socks. I think Nina lifted a bra. I remember standing in front of this post that had mirrors on all four sides. I was holding a sweater up to my chest and admiring it in the mirror. After stuffing our ill-gotten booty in our shopping bags we headed for the door. There was a young woman walking ahead of us who looked like something out of Laugh In with her mini-skirt and go-go boots, and an old woman walking behind us.
As soon as we stepped out the door, they grabbed us. They were undercover security officers for Alexander’s Department store. I later found out that the mirrored posts were hollow. Security people stood in them to watch shoppers. And I thought I had been so clever the way I had been admiring that sweater in the mirror while I slipped the socks in my bag. To this day I can’t seem to keep a decent pair of socks in the house — more karma I guess.
I experienced a level of terror that was even a step up from the séance. These women scared me, but that wasn’t it. The six-foot-five store manager scared me, but that wasn’t it. The threat of the police scared me, but that wasn’t it either. I knew that eventually they would turn me over to my father. That scared the hell out of me. So, I did the only thing that I could think of in my terror — I lied. I gave them a false name, address and phone number.
Meanwhile, they were extracting information from Nina in a separate room. The woman who was questioning me walked across the hall to Nina and asked, “What’s your friend’s name?” I was toast.
The store manager was then called in to intimidate me. He said that he was going to call the police because I had lied and made matters worse. I think I told him that I would rather face the police than my father. So, of course, he called my father.
Amazingly, my parents seemed pretty calm. I was told that they were on their way to a football game. I was to take the bus home and wait for them in my room. It’s incredible how time stands still sometimes. Perhaps it was the longest football game ever. It was certainly the longest day of my life.
As their car pulled into the driveway, my blood ran cold. They came to my room. I expected my father to be out of control with rage and fury. He wasn’t.
My mother tried to get me to admit (attempting to help me I’m sure) that Nina had pressured me into doing this. God only knows why I chose that moment to find some integrity. I assured her that I was a willing participant, not a victim. I thought I’d score a few points with my father for that one. Apparently, I was too far behind in the game; any points I may have picked up did not impact the outcome.
David sat down on the bed next to me and began this calm, cool and collected speech. His oration included statements like I was the most disgusting person that he had ever met, and he was ashamed to be my father. I was grounded for a month, at which time we would reconvene to determine if I had learned anything from this experience.
I was in shock when they left my room. I thought, “What just happened?” I had expected a vicious beating or some time at the rock pile or something. Visions of Sing Sing had danced through my head. Earlier in my childhood we had stopped to see Sing Sing, the infamous prison in Ossning, New York. I was petrified at the time that David would leave me there.
I vividly remember thinking on the day of my so-called arrest. “No matter what happens to me for the rest of my life, it will never be as bad as this day.” So far, that has rung true. When times get tough I have had the comfort of thinking, “It’s not as bad as that day!”
During the month of my sentence I wasn’t allowed out of my room for anything except school and meals. My father ate in the living room, and we were fed in the kitchen. He felt that he shouldn’t have to be bothered with children after a long day’s work at the office, so I saw very little of him in that thirty days.
Being grounded was no big deal. I had plenty of toys and imagination and enjoyed playing by myself. I did the time with ease. At the end of the month, David came to my room. He asked if I had learned my lesson. I said, “Yes.” I was paroled, or so I thought. Some time passed before I actually noticed and registered what was going on. It was very subtle. If David passed me in the hall, he would look the other way. If I threw out a comment, he would ignore it. If I was out late babysitting, he would turn off all the lights and go to bed, never even checking to see if I got home safely. The cold war was on.
This continued until I went off to college six years later, with the exception of a handful of occasions. In all fairness to David, I will take a moment to tell you about those occasions, but first I must commend him on his ingenuity. By ignoring me he had inflicted on me the most painful punishment known to man, and I hadn’t seen it coming. It was a setup to rob me of my self-esteem. For him I ceased to be as a person. Duke got more attention than I did. It hurt for decades!
During that six years I would feel physically nauseous while sitting in the same room with David. I also discovered alcohol and drugs shortly after my parole. Abandonment digs very deep.
My feelings about David were pretty extreme way before the shoplifting incident, though. I truly hated and feared my father. I can remember being eight and sitting in front of the TV watching the news when David was out of town. I was hoping to hear that his plane had gone down — pretty serious thoughts for an eight-year-old.
I also revered my father. He obviously was not cut out to be a parent, but he was outstanding in every other category of his life. He was a great businessman who demonstrated integrity, honesty and loyalty in business as well as in his friendships. He was a decorated war hero, a community leader, highly respected in the church and a darned hard worker. The fact that he was so cruel to me was especially hard to swallow when I had to watch him be such a stand-up guy to everyone else.
He did break down on a few occasions though and treat me lovingly. He came to my room one morning and barked, “Get dressed, we’re going out.” Man, I was scared. When we got in the car his tone changed.
I had wanted to take piano lessons for as long as I could remember. I watched enviously as my older sister, Paula, went off to her lessons. I loved to listen to her play. But David wouldn’t let me take lessons because Paula had quit after six years, so I had taught myself to play.
Paula had a piano in her room. I’d ask her to show me which note was middle C and then I would follow the notes up the scale on the page with my finger as I advanced to the next note on the keyboard. I’m no Billy Joel, mind you, but I can read music and pound out “In the Garden” or “The Maple Leaf Rag” to my great delight.
During that unnerving car ride, David said that he had been wrong for not letting me take lessons just because Paula had quit. He also expressed that he was proud of me for sticking to it and teaching myself how to play. He took me to a piano store and told me to pick a brand new one. He paid cash for it and had it delivered.
Of course, the piano turned into a power struggle eventually – a gift with a million strings attached. But I am crying as I remember that brief moment of love he showed me.
My parents gave the coolest party every Fourth of July. They called it a Treasure Hunt. Fifty couples were invited to attend. It was the most talked-about event in their circle.
Two couples were paired up and given a cute, whimsical clue to start with. If they figured out the clue, it would take them to a spot somewhere in a five-mile radius of our house – a goal post at the high school, the flagpole at the post office, or something like that. There they would find a Texaco oil can with a new clue in it, until they got to the last location and clue that would lead them home. If they couldn’t figure out one of the clues, they could call in for the answer, but would have twenty minutes docked off their time. The winning car received $100, $50 for second place. Then the eating, drinking and dancing would start.
Those were grand times for my parents. My father could be a real blast when he was looped. The code of silence was lifted each Fourth of July, and I truly enjoyed the bond I felt with him once a year.
There were two other occasions in my life (that I remember) when my father treated me with warmth and value. One was the week before we moved to Texas. My sister was off at college and my brother had run away from home (a long-established pattern for Sam by now).
David put his arm around me and apologized for being such a lousy father. He said that things would be different when we got to Houston. It would be my turn to be spoiled. Unfortunately, things got worse in Texas.
The other occasion was at the little country church that we attended, outside Houston, when David wasn’t golfing. At fifteen I was a deacon in that church and got to be “Minister For A Day” one Sunday. I gave a sermon, played the guitar and sang, and was quite the little leader. My father beamed with pride and gave me some wonderful strokes. His feelings were sincere and were never retracted or used to manipulate me. That was heaven!
Anyway, back to hell, I mean puberty. I had one friend named Susan who seemed to be as miserable as I was. She was overweight and had deep family problems. Between the older boys she hung out with and my brother, we could usually get our hands on a bottle of whiskey.
Susan’s parents would let us sleep in the camper in their driveway on weekends. We would hold our nose and chug that whiskey until the bottle was empty. We usually puked and passed out, but it was still a welcome reprieve from the emotional pain we were carrying.
My other friend, Nancy, who lived next door, was a year older than I. She ran with even older guys so she got her hands on marijuana and speed.
Nancy’s mother was a wonderful loving person, sometimes. The rest of the time she was a falling-down drunk. She would come up to us on her hands and knees and beg for booze. It was pitiful.
One day Lois Andriola found Nancy’s mother face down in the back yard in the snow. When Lois turned her over, a liquor bottle rolled out of her hands and she went crawling after it. Needless to say, Nancy had some emotions to sedate. So did I, especially after her mother took us on a wild, drunken ride home one afternoon from the swimming pool. I needed a drink by the time we pulled into the driveway.
It took me many tries to get high on pot, but the speed got me off the first time. I remember running up Greenwood Lane feeling like an Indian warrior. I could have run forever. I was a little scared, but I liked the feeling.
So let’s see. At the advanced age of twelve I had a number of addictions to support. I still had my candy fetish (which stayed with me for another twenty-six years),I drank heavily on weekends, and I smoked pot and tried whatever hard drugs Nancy could rustle up. My brother told me then that he would kick my ass if he ever caught me smoking dope. A year later he was sharing his best weed with me.
FOOD FOR THOUGHT...
It seems that people are getting tired of the abuse excuse because it has often been exploited in the courtroom. I argue both sides of the issues depending on which trial we might be discussing. I do think, however, that I have offered sufficient evidence to support my belief that I came by my addictions rightly. I take full responsibility for choosing to abuse sweets, alcohol and drugs, but the alternative was to cope with all these emotions straight, alone and without a crutch. I couldn’t do it, especially in puberty.
My mother and I had a conversation about drugs a few years ago. It was her belief that kids try drugs looking for a thrill and then get hooked. I disagreed. I believe that a child who is loved and nurtured can go for a joy ride with drugs and walk away. It is those of us who are trying to use drugs, sex, money, work, whatever to fill the hole in our hearts who get hooked. The answer is more love, more love, more love.
I think that we need to stop raging at and blaming troubled teens for their behaviors. Let’s try to help them through this difficult time. Puberty is when we really start to develop a sense of ourselves as a person. The shift in hormones can cause great physical turmoil along with all the emotions that arise concerning the passage out of childhood.
We accept that women have major mood swings because of the rise and fall of our hormones each month, but we don’t give adolescent children any slack when their bodies are being hammered by hormonal shifts. I believe that the support we give children throughout puberty is one of our greatest tools for raising happy, healthy adults.
JUST FOR FUN...
On the subject of stealing…
A burglar broke into a house one night. He shone his flashlight around, looking for valuables. When he picked up a CD player to place in his sack, a strange, disembodied voice echoed from the dark saying, “Jesus is watching you.” The burglar nearly jumped out of his skin, clicked his
flashlight off, and froze. When he heard nothing more after a bit, he shook his head, clicked the light back on, and began searching for more valuables.
Just as he pulled the stereo out so he could disconnect the wires, clear as a bell he heard “Jesus is watching you.” Freaked out, he shone his light around frantically, looking for the source of the voice. Finally, in the corner of the room, his flashlight beam came to rest on a parrot. “Did you say that?” he hissed at the parrot.
“Yep,” the parrot confessed, "I'm just trying to warn you.”
The burglar relaxed. “Warn me, huh? Who the hell are you?”
“Moses,” replied the parrot.
“Moses,” the burglar laughed. “What kind of stupid people would name a parrot Moses?”
“Probably the same kind of people who would name a Rottweiler Jesus,” the bird answered.
An Internet jokester
FROM “YOUS GUYS”
TO “Y’ALL”
The three years following the Alexander’s incident are pretty much gone from my memory. I don’t remember most of my teachers or classmates. I recall little or nothing about the sports I played or the activities I participated in. I can’t even remember any crushes or boyfriends I had, other than the “too shy to hold hands” guy, Robert. I walked through those years an empty shell.
In the middle of my freshman year of high school in New York, I was informed that we would be moving to Houston, Texas. David had been asked to develop a safety division for Texaco. To his credit, I recall his being quite overwhelmed by the whole thing. He admittedly knew nothing about the department he was about to create and head up. But as the consummate professional that he was, he ended up doing a stellar job. In later years I found the courage to master many projects that were out of my league. I thank my father for that courage. As you can see, the love/hate relationship I had with him has been the source of much of the turmoil in my life.
My parents had decided to wait until the end of the school year to make the move so as not to disrupt my studies. I was anxious to go, considering my father’s heartfelt comment about how I would be spoiled in Texas. I spent many nights dreaming of the horse he would buy me and the beautiful country estate we would live on. I thought a change of venue would change my life. Oh it did, but it wasn’t exactly what I had envisioned.
We ended up living in a very pretty place on a championship golf course. Fabulous, if you happened to be sixty or better and have a wardrobe of plaid pants and fire-engine-red sweaters. Not exactly a teen haven.
I made one friend in Texas before I ever even left New York. My parents had gotten Susan White’s name and address from the real estate agent. We became pen pals. Her family lived just a few blocks from our new house.
Our first day at the house, we found that the furniture hadn’t shown up yet (it was basking in the Kentucky bluegrass or someplace), so my parents decided to go off to the nursery to get some shrubs and plants. They left me behind at the house.
The temperature was a moderate 110 degrees, typical for August in Houston, as I was to find out. I was standing in the backyard (which actually was the rough of the fifth fairway of Champions, one of the top golf courses in the country) when a golf ball came flying into the yard, barely missing the wall of windows on the back of the house. Not knowing squat about golf, I picked up the ball and chucked it back onto the fairway.
A few minutes later, here came Mickey Rooney, in the most ridiculous outfit I have ever seen, looking for his ball. He was quite pleased to discover where his shot had landed (with a little help from a friend). I was thinking, “Cool. The first person I met in Texas is a movie star. This place is gonna be a blast!”
A little while later I noticed a whole group of black men coming down the fairway with golf bags slung over their shoulders. I burst out laughing. My father was the most bigoted person I’d ever met. I thought, “Wait til David sees the neighborhood he bought into. This is great!” It turned out that on Mondays they would let the caddies play the course.
My next encounter was with Agnes Weeren, the real estate agent. She was a pip and as pure Texan as they come. Agnes had the beehive hairdo, that wonderful knack for hospitality they all seem to share, and the thickest drawl I have ever heard. My mother used to joke, “How do you make a three syllable word out of Pat?” (Pat is my mother’s name.)
Although I haven’t seen Agnes since I was a teenager, I hear she still circulates this story too. I don’t know if I can do it justice on paper, but I’ll give it a go.
My parents had gone to Texas to house hunt without me, and apparently Agnes had gotten the impression that they didn’t have any children (my siblings were no longer living at home). That first day in Texas, while I was alone at the house, Agnes stopped by. She introduced herself and asked me my name. I replied, “Denise.”
She noted, “That’s (pronounced “they ats”) nice honey, but what’s your naa…yah…mmm?” (Another three syllable word.)
I repeated, “Denise.”
“I see, but what’s your na…yay…mmm,
huh…ney?”
I didn’t speak the language. After some further discussion I finally deduced that she thought I was trying to relate to her that I was their niece. And so it began. That was my first day in Texas. Besides being scorched by the heat, I had concluded that my father had bought a house on the wrong side of the tracks, met a movie star, and was now convinced that I was in a foreign land, unable to communicate with the natives.
Other than Agnes, the real problem wasn’t the accent or semantics (Y’all every other word instead of Yous Guys), it was the pace that was the biggest problem. I spoke so fast that they didn’t have a clue what I was talking about, and they talked so slowly that I didn’t have the patience to hang around for the end of the thought.
In time my parents returned and the furniture arrived. We began the task of getting settled into our new home. A few days later I met Susan White face to face.
I was excited about meeting Susan. I had developed quite a fondness for her through our correspondence and a phone call or two. She, too, was a native with a southern drawl, but hers was adorable, not impossible to decipher.
By this time, puberty and my sugar addiction were taking their toll on me. I was a little overweight, had short, uncooperative hair, mild acne and my self-esteem was in the dirt. The new breasts were quite large now, offsetting my excess weight a bit, but I would have gladly traded them in for a size-four body and clear skin.
When my mother showed Susan into my room, I stared. Son-of-a-bitch if she wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous. Susan was tall and thin. She had porcelain skin with just the right splash of freckles and legs that went on for miles. Goody. If that wasn’t bad enough, she was so sweet that I couldn’t find it in my heart to hate her. God knows I tried. Worse still, she was aspiring to go to modeling school.
I had a knack for befriending the most beautiful girls in the school. It must have been a manifestation of that invisible me that had ceased to “be.” Try hanging out on a Friday night with two or three of the most beautiful females on the planet and see how much attention you get. Actually, the guys gave me a lot of attention. They wanted inside tips on how to get in so-and-so’s pants. Instead, I ran interference for my friends and began my career as a caretaker/bodyguard.
Cindy Sempe and Kathy Abbott were two of the most stunning females I have ever met. We all sang in the choir and hung out together. Cindy had black, silky hair down to her butt, gigantic brown eyes, a tiny little body and a radiant smile. Kathy Abbott had thick, blond hair down past her waist, enormous “come hither” blue eyes and a body like Pamela Anderson’s (except Kathy’s breasts were real).
They both sang like birds. I sang okay. I was the smart one, the funny one, the tough one. Much as I wanted to hate them too, I loved them. I learned a lot by hanging out with them. I would have lopped off my right arm to look like either of them, but their beauty did have its price.
They were a lay, or a trophy, that almost every male wanted to score. Some of the really cool guys they were interested in never even asked them out, evidently suffering from the “she’d never go out with me” complex. Cindy and Kathy were rarely admired for their wit, their talents or their opinions. The guys couldn’t see past their physical beauty and the girls hated them for it.
As if Susan, Cindy and Kathy weren’t bad enough, Farrah Fawcett’s family lived down the street. I vividly remember my father remarking one day, in my presence of course, “Her parents are so lucky to have such a beautiful daughter.”
Despite the fact that I had a lot of firsthand knowledge about the pitfalls of beauty, I still believed it would gain me my father’s approval. I’m no ugly duckling, by the way, but admittedly a notch or two down the scale from Farrah, Susan, Cindy or Kathy.
I was a good student, aspiring to go to medical school. I sang in the top choir in the state, designed a lab manual for the science department, played the piano and the guitar, played a number of sports well, and was the youngest assistant manager that Big H Fried Chicken ever had. It seemed that none of that stacked up against Farrah’s beauty. That comment did more to drive my addictions and my eating disorders than any other event in my life. It stayed with me like a record with a scratch, playing endlessly in my head, for twenty-five years.
When Farrah made a couple of questionable appearances on late-night TV a few years back, the tabloids claimed that she was high on cocaine and crucified her. I felt guilty for wishing her ill all those years, and finally let it go. I’m sorry Farrah; it wasn’t your fault.
Farrah obviously has aged gracefully. I can’t help but wonder how Susan, Cindy and Kathy have fared. I sincerely hope that they are all healthy, happy and as beautiful as Farrah. But now that I am sleek, with clear skin and long hair, I have to admit that it would be poetic justice to find them all overweight and saggy, with bobbed haircuts.
Halfway through my first year in Texas, which was my sophomore year of high school, came another of those life-altering events. I was told that I would be participating in a fund-raiser for the choir. They handed me a box of those oversized chocolate-almond bars to sell, twenty-five pounds of them. That is akin to giving an ounce of cocaine to a coke addict to sell for charity and saying, “Now don’t do any.” Yeah, right! I may have sold a bar or two to my parents or a neighbor, but should the truth be known, it is my recollection that I devoured the bulk of them.
Having to pay for the chocolate bars out of my own pocket was nothing compared to the twenty-five pounds I put on, the vicious acne I got, and the negative emotional roll it put me on. With each pound I gained my father became more distant. He was dreaming of a child who looked like Farrah Fawcett; I was not even close to measuring up. He not only didn’t speak to me (a longstanding habit by now), his energy reeked with disgust.
My mother turned me on to saccharin and my father made little remarks to try to curtail my eating. If I ate too much or reached for a snack, he made some snide comment. If I skipped a meal, my mother would insist I eat. I couldn’t win.
I truly believe they meant well. They knew my being overweight in college and in the work force would hold me back, but their efforts just made matters worse. I did more drugs, more alcohol and more junk food.
I turned to God, that ever-present voice that had guided me through childhood, that love and presence that I could always count on. I prayed and prayed. The voice had stopped. The presence was gone.
I got angry with God. I raged at him, “How could I have ever believed in you? A loving God would not let children be treated the way I have been treated. A loving God would not ignore the call of a desperately lonely teenager.
How dare you abandon me now!” I became an atheist and entertained thoughts of suicide. It was as if I had this little devil standing on my shoulder who kept a constant, negative, running dialogue going; a litany of my father’s voice and my own, expounding the shortcomings of Denise. I couldn’t stop that voice and I couldn’t hear God’s. But apparently God could still hear mine. He sent my brother home. I had an ally.
Just before we had moved to Houston, Sam had run away from home. He had made it to California and found work as a chauffeur for a wealthy doctor. Once back in Houston, Sam rented a small house, which I helped him decorate. We painted a mural in the bathroom, shellacked the kitchen walls with old newspapers, plastered black light posters everywhere and filled the waterbed. It was our oasis. Just as the last can of paint was being drained, Sam got busted. He was arrested for possessing half a joint of marijuana.
The district attorney gave Sam two choices — go to jail or join the Air Force. After we finished white-washing the freshly decorated house, Sam headed off for Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio, Texas, after doing time (apparently they call it boot camp) in Biloxi,
Mississippi. I felt abandoned again. I fell deeper into hell.
My last two years of high school are pretty much a blank. I’m sure the shrinks and psychologists would have a lot to say about this. My read on it is: If you spend every waking moment hating yourself to the core of your being, who the hell wants to remember it!
When I went back to Houston eighteen years later, Sam was really hurt that I couldn’t remember most of the fun times we had shared. All I could remember was that I had two best friends my junior and senior year: Susan Pugh and Steve Fischer. I had a couple of memories of Susan, but considering that we had been inseparable for two years, they were few. She was now working in the oil industry.
Steve had become a prominent doctor and was married to a psychiatrist. I was terrified the day my sister-in-law took me to see Steve at his office. I was afraid that I wouldn’t recognize him. He looked familiar, but if I had run into him on the street I wouldn’t have had a clue who he was, even though physically he hadn’t changed much based on his old high school pictures.
Over dinner that night, his wife asked me what I remembered about Steve. I said that I remembered that we had been lab partners for nine months and hung out nearly daily for two years but I had no memories of those times. Steve showed me a movie that he and I and a bunch of our friends had made together. I had no memory of it and didn’t recognize any of the people. We were both stunned.
High school had not been the “time of your life” for me. I worked long hours and spent a lot of time on my studies and my artwork. I never attended a prom, a homecoming dance or a single school social. I slept with older men who used me for sex after pumping me full of drugs.
Besides its oppressive weather, the language barrier, and my horrible life there, Texas had a few other drawbacks. The bugs were the size of small dogs, the snakes were big enough to saddle and the humidity caused you to sweat like a pig the moment you walked out the door. The way I usually describe my run in Texas is that I died and went to hell for five years. (No offense intended towards those who love Texas. It just didn’t work for me.)

Me at my heaviest (high school graduation). I thought
that I was too fat to walk the planet.
FOOD FOR THOUGHT...
What happened to me as a result of bingeing on chocolate was not unique. We now know that refined sugars depress the immune system and often our mental health and our spirits as well. It is the sudden swing of the hormones (insulin) to balance the sugar in our blood that can actually trigger anger, violence, a psychotic incident, depression, Attention Deficit Disorder and more. (Sugar spelled backwards is ragus – rages us!)
I wasn’t really given a choice about selling the candy bars or I would have declined. I knew I couldn’t control my addiction. Let’s get kids and teens out selling earth-friendly products for fund-raisers, instead of having them peddle this highly addictive substance for cash.
Without a doubt, sugar was a gateway drug for me. If we want to fight the war on drugs we have to look at the reasons that kids get hooked, and address them, regardless of the legality (or not) of the substance they choose. More love, more love, more love is the answer.
JUST FOR FUN...
On the lighter side… In tribute to plaid pants and fire-engine-red sweaters, this is a good spot for a golf joke. Reverend Mary Manin Morrissey, founder of the Living Enrichment Center in Wilsonville, Oregon, slipped this one into a recent sermon.
Jesus and Moses were playing a round of golf. When they came to a particularly long hole, Jesus pulled out a seven iron. Moses tried to convince him to use a wood for this drive.
“Nonsense, if Tiger Woods can do it, so can I.”Jesus drove his ball into the water.
“I’ll get it,” Moses said, and he parted the water and retrieved Jesus’ ball.
Jesus wanted to try the drive again. Again he pulled out his seven iron, and again Moses suggested he use a wood.
“Nonsense. If Tiger Woods can do it, so can I.” Jesus drove his ball back into the water.
This time Jesus muttered, “I’ll get it.” He walked across the water, reached down and fetched his ball.
Meanwhile, a foursome had come up behind the pair and witnessed this last scene. One of the golfers said to Moses, “Who does he think he is, Jesus Christ?”
“No,” replied Moses, “he thinks he’s Tiger Woods!”
FLUSH
I chose Austin College in Sherman, Texas, (sixty miles north of Dallas) because it had a great reputation for pre-med, and partially because it was a dry town (no alcohol served there). I thought it would keep me from drinking. As my teen-age friends would say, “Not!” It was a short walk across campus to find a fraternity bathtub full of Everclear (pure grain alcohol) that someone had driven the thirteen miles to Oklahoma to get.
Once again, I thought a change of venue would change my life, and once again, it did. Another giant step backwards.
Although I had always been a straight-A student in math, I flunked calculus my first semester, apparently not my cup of tea. Though I had managed to squeak through chemistry in high school, it was now a monster also.
Besides my studies I had a couple of other teensy-weensy challenges. I had no money, so I had to sling hash at Denny’s on the graveyard shift. I had no wheels to get there with, no time to study. And I broke my right arm, so I couldn’t write.
My classmates, who were some of the thousands of applicants I would be competing against to get into medical school, seemed to be well funded. I was not. The reason I was broke, however, was a bigger issue than the fact that I had no money.
Not long after Sam returned to Houston, I had come home from school one day to find him and my mother waiting for me at the door.
“We’re going to the bank,” my mother stated.
Somehow this didn’t feel like a good thing. I wasn’t sensing that we’d won the lottery or had received a visit from Publishers Clearing House. Apparently my brother was in some sort of trouble. My mother wanted to eliminate the problem without my father finding out. It required money. I was told, not asked, to give the $1000 I had in my savings account to Sam.
I was a sophomore in high school at the time, saving for college. I dreamed of being a thoracic surgeon. I loved my brother. We had always run interference for one another and I wanted to help, but I also wanted to realize my dream.
“Okay, I’ll do it, but I want the money back before I go to college.” They agreed, but it wasn’t until twenty years later that I would get my $1000 back.
I could have earned more money before college except that my father made me quit my job at Big H Fried Chicken not too long after Sam wiped out my savings. David said that I was spending too much time at work and good grades for college were more important.
When I went to college, my father paid my tuition, but I had no money for books, supplies, shampoo, tampons, snacks, anything. I tried to get a student loan, but because my father made so much money I wasn’t eligible. I had no choice but to get a job, hence, Denny’s.
Now for my broken arm excuse: My brother had been quite good on the trampoline and I pretty much did everything he did. Though I wasn’t as good as Sam, I wasn’t bad. I was unofficially coaching some students at Austin College on the trampoline, as I had the most experience. I taught them how to catch by locking their arms in front of their chest. If someone were to come flying off the trampoline towards them they could block with their forearms and keep the person from leaving the mat.
One day one of the guys participating in our trampoline group came back from swimming practice very tired. My intuition was to tell him to wait for another day. I ignored my inner voice.
He did a couple of sloppy layouts (a three-quarter back flip that lands you on your belly) and started another one. He ended up flying off the trampoline towards me. He was destined to land on his back on the bars and then tumble to the floor. Instead of doing what I had taught everyone to do, I panicked and threw my hand up and hurled him back onto the mat. I sensed that something was very wrong, but I felt no pain.
When I looked down, my wrist was about an inch around, all my bones were in a pile and my fingers were sticking out at a ninety-degree angle. They aren’t designed to go that way! I freaked out and took off running. My fellow gymnasts caught up with me and treated me for shock. I was taken to the hospital. I wanted a local anesthetic, but the doctor insisted on giving me general anesthesia, which meant that I had to spend the night. To my knowledge, I had never spent the night in a hospital before. I slept soundly after the surgery until about 2 a.m. when a nurse came in and woke me to ask if I wanted a sedative to help me sleep.
I barked, “I was sleeping fine. No, I don’t want any drugs. Why did you wake me up?”
Now I found myself wide-awake. After several sleepless hours I called her back demanding that she
“Bring me some Demerol!” She did, and they triple-charged me for it. This was the first of my many experiences with the corrupt medical profession I thought I wanted to join.
Tips at Denny’s picked up significantly as I waited tables with my wrist to shoulder cast. There’s nothing like a little plaster to open up those wallets. My studies didn’t flourish, however; my grades were pretty dismal.
When my quarterly report card reached my father’s desk, I was summoned home to explain my grades. Instead, I stalled, saying I couldn’t get away from my classes for a few weeks. I was hoping for an earthquake or a nuclear attack or something that would save me from this meeting with my father. Although I seemed to be an expert at manifesting disasters, nothing happened. So I had a nervous breakdown instead.
Faced with the looming encounter with my parents, I didn’t sleep for seven days. My mind and body were breaking down. So I grabbed three of my roommate’s stomach tranquilizers, in keeping with my lifelong theory that if one is good, three times the recommended dose must be better.
I slept like a baby for ten hours or so. When I woke up I stumbled to the dormitory bathroom. I was splashing water on my face when I realized that I was blind. I couldn’t see my own reflection in the mirror or my hand when I held it up to my face. I was also so desperately thirsty that I couldn’t get two feet away from a water fountain without having to go back for more water.
My roommate got me to the campus infirmary. The nurse there noted that temporary blindness and severe dehydration were the side effects of overdosing from these pills, according to the Physician’s Desk Reference. And they weren’t all that convinced on the temporary part. I was scared. Fortunately, they agreed that involving my parents would not help the situation, as they were the source of my anxiety. In a few days my vision returned and my thirst backed off.
I still had to go face David, though. I now had my sister’s car, which I had hitchhiked to Iowa to get. I was to deliver it to New York for her in a month or so. I was exhausted by the time I got in the car to drive the three hundred miles from Sherman to Houston. I had attended school that day and then worked all night. I picked up a box of No-Doze for the drive.
I popped the No-Doze (which contains concentrated doses of caffeine) like M&M’s the whole way. I was so buzzed that I pulled into my parents’ driveway, stepped out of the car and fell to the ground.
“Oh this is going well,” I pronounced loudly to myself.
Soon I was standing in the den like a war criminal facing a firing squad. My parents were somber and seated. I explained that my job and my broken arm had interfered with my ability to maintain my grades. My father wanted to know why I was working. Where had all my money gone?
My choices were to betray my mother and brother’s secret or to take it in the shorts for something that wasn’t my fault. I took the heat. I told him that I had squandered it.
I listened to an endless verbal assault about my stupidity and headed back to school the next day. A few months later, about to flunk a final exam, I decided to bag the whole college thing and move back to New York, where Paula was.
Once in New York, even with 2000 miles between us, I about collapsed when I called my parents to tell them that I had left school. I don’t remember any of that conversation.
It felt good to have Paula’s support, but we hardly knew each other. It had been six years since we had lived together on Greenwood Lane in Valhalla, New York. She had left home to go to college when I was twelve. There is a big gap between twelve and eighteen. We didn’t have much of a relationship then, nor did we stay in close contact after she went off to school.
Of course Paula had the right to go to college, but my twelve-year-old mind hadn’t registered that. All I knew was that she had left me there with them, and I had never really forgiven her for that.
Now, six years later, we were reunited. We didn’t know each other at all as adults. She was about to undertake twenty years of being my surrogate mother, shouldering this burden out of guilt, because she had dared to leave home to go to college and leave me in an abusive situation.
Shortly after I arrived in Albany, Paula and her boyfriend Teddy took me out to their neighborhood watering hole for a drink. Teddy and I each ordered a glass of beer. Paula had her usual Canadian Club and ginger ale. When Teddy went to the bathroom, I turned to Paula and stated, “When Teddy comes back I think I’ll ask him if he wants to chug a beer for a buck.”
She remarked, “Oh, he drinks a lot of beer.”
“So do I,” I told her. She didn’t know that Sam had gotten me a false Canadian I.D., which enabled me to get into bars at fifteen. (I spoke enough French to pull it off.) She also didn’t know that Sam had taught me to chug pitchers of beer. I was good!
When Teddy came back I challenged him to a chugging contest. The loser was to buy the winner another beer and a shot of Tequila and pay one dollar. He laughed and put his dollar on the bar. Paula would be the official timekeeper. When she gave the signal I hoisted my mug, poured the beer down my throat and returned the mug to the bar in my usual time – two seconds.
Teddy had not even taken a single sip from his glass. He was stunned. Thus began my career as a professional drinker. Every guy in town had to challenge me after the word got out. Nobody could beat me, so they nicknamed me “Flush.”
I could go out every night, drink until I puked and come home with a profit. One night I was so drunk that I ended up lying on the bathroom floor of the bar at 4 a.m. They were trying to close up, but the room was spinning too fast for me to get up and leave. I told the bar owner to just lock me in, promising not to touch anything. Of course he wouldn’t. It became apparent that it was time for me to get a life.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t the last occasion that my drinking got out of hand. There was the time I went to a party with Paula and Teddy, deeply depressed because I couldn’t find any work. I spent most of the time by myself drinking wine.
Later, I was walking down a steep hill in the dark, towards a lake, looking for a tranquil spot in which to continue my “Oh poor me” roll. I stumbled and fell and ended up face down in the water. I remember lying there in the water thinking that my arm was broken, but I never made any attempt to pull my head out so I could breathe.
I must have made quite a commotion during my drunken tumble, because Paula and a few others came running. She thought I was dead as she lifted my head out of the water. She was so traumatized by the event that I quit drinking for a while. Alcohol was one of the few substances that I could walk away from at will, because it was fattening and often made me sick. I preferred drugs.
I took the last of my money, moved out of Paula’s trailer and rented a room in a boarding house. I had twenty dollars left for food. I stocked the little kitchen I shared with an old man and the young guy down the hall. The old guy would try and pour whiskey in my milk when I wasn’t looking, and the young guy ate all my food, even though he made twenty-five dollars an hour working for the railroad. I just couldn’t seem to turn things around.
One day I saw an ad in the paper for the job of my dreams. A new dinner theatre was opening in Albany. They were looking for people who could sing, dance and wait tables. I really didn’t believe that I was good enough, but I went for it anyway.
It was slated to be an old English dinner theatre. When I called about the auditions, they told me that I should show up prepared to sing the tune of my choice – a cappella. I spent days in front of the mirror practicing “Loverly” in my best cockney accent. I really didn’t expect to get the job, but on the other hand, I planned to be devastated if I didn’t.
When the auditions started, they asked for a volunteer to go first. I threw my hand in the air. I could tell that they were in a hurry, so I thought that jumping out of my chair would score me some points. To my horror though, they stopped me halfway through my song. I was about to go into a manic depressive roll when the woman running the auditions said, “You’re hired,” then turned to the rest of the applicants and announced, “That’s the kind of talent we’re looking for.” They didn’t need the best of Broadway, just people who could carry a tune, a tray and some exuberance for a few hours a night. I was in heaven!
Trouble was, I had no food and no money with several weeks of rehearsals to go before ever seeing a tip or a paycheck. I moved in with one of the other girls from the show, but she had no more money than I did. So, we set up an account with the local mom-and-pop grocery store down the street. They let us charge up a jar of peanut butter here, a pack of cigarettes there. When we’d get really low on smokes, we’d pluck all the butts out of the garbage can, dump the tobacco out and roll a fresh cigarette. If there weren’t enough butts we’d just smoke the ones we had down to the filter.
I loved the job at the dinner theatre. I learned the dance numbers quickly, so the choreographer had me teaching the others at times. Finally, a little self-esteem was creeping into my life. Not for long, however. The show packed up for Miami in a few months and I was not one of the chosen few invited to go on the road.
About this time, my sister hosted a reunion of a bunch of her old buddies from around the country. I ended up having laryngitis the weekend that they all showed up. I could barely gravel a word. Tom, one of Paula’s closest friends, had traveled from Colorado for the reunion. He and I fell in lust. We spent the whole weekend together without my uttering a word above a whisper. After he returned to Denver we wrote long, mushy letters almost daily. It seemed we had fallen in love. He was nearly six years older than I, and 2000 miles away, but that didn’t seem to matter.
In the meantime, Faith had come into my life, a woman with two children who lived in the ghetto. She was quite functional when it came to dealing with the government in an effort to get her welfare, but she had never known anything else. A continuous stream of welfare checks and food stamps was as big as she could dream.
I went to visit her one night in the ghetto. Her very large, very abusive boyfriend was there. This guy reeked trouble. Faith indicated that there was a warrant out for his arrest for seven counts of armed robbery.
Her adorable little girls were about three and five. Steve, the boyfriend, was calling Faith a whore in front of her kids. To this day I don’t know what came over me. I picked up an ice pick and told him to leave. He stared me down for a moment and decided that maybe I was crazier than he was. He left. I became the new head of this brood.
Faith had leukemia and couldn’t care for these children on her own, so I moved in. I had taken a job as a caregiver making $100 a week. I paid the rent of $100 a month, my car payment, insurance, the electric bill, and tried to put food on the table. Some days I had to steal food to get everybody fed. Faith ate first, then the kids. The stray dog and cat and I fought over the leftovers.
I slept on the couch with a spring sticking in my back. The kids slept on a bare mattress, they each had a sheet. Faith had a bed with one blanket. We had an ice pick stuck in each door jamb for security. We used the stove to heat the place, and after the toilet blew up we had to squat outside. It was definitely not heaven!
A friend of Faith’s named Phyllis Frey showed up from Massachusetts with a boyfriend in tow. They couldn’t find work right away, so I was now feeding four adults, two children and two animals. We lived on potatoes, ramen and bread. I dropped a few pounds but I was still about twenty pounds overweight and suffering from malnutrition.
Phyllis was about forty pounds overweight and one tough biker chic, but I liked her. We forged a bond that lasted for seven years. To this day, I consider Phyllis the best female friend I have ever had. She taught me about honesty and friendship. Her boyfriend left before long and it was just us gals.
I was scared to death of getting stuck in the ghetto. My father had been traumatized by the Depression and held tightly to the fear of poverty. I thought that if I didn’t get out soon, it would become a lifetime struggle of trying to break free. I was saving my pennies to move to Colorado to be with Tom, planning to take Faith and the kids with me.
Instead, Faith fell in love with a medical student from NYU and decided to stay behind, so Phyllis planned to join me instead. I had lost my car to the bank after getting behind on the payments. Phyllis and I saved a few dollars and set out to hitchhike to Colorado — anything
to get out of the ghetto.
The change-of-venue theory was working so well for me that I decided to give it another shot. It was a pretty good gamble that things couldn’t get worse. On to Colorado…
FOOD FOR THOUGHT...
It was a real eye opener for me to be living in extreme poverty after the abundant life I had experienced as a child. The most startling discovery for me was to see that Faith’s children were happy!
They only had a few toys but we all put a lot of energy into playing and talking with them. Faith didn’t have any money to provide them with a comfortable life, but she was by their side, all day, showering them with love and strokes. They were much happier than I had been, living in the luxury of Westchester, New York.
Perhaps that is one of the messages that I picked up along the way that caused me to choose poverty for so many years, thinking it was a noble gesture. My work in the dinner theatre was fun, but the applause didn’t have much effect on my infinitesimal self-esteem. I could barely hear the applause over the thunder of my inner demons screaming for my attention. All I could do was keep acting out, hoping somebody would eventually save me from myself.
JUST FOR FUN...
In tribute to my brief stint in show business, I’ll share one of my favorite jokes from childhood.
There was a sweet old man named Jake who worked for the circus. Day in and day out for fifty years he had followed the elephants around and cleaned up after them, furiously shoveling away.
One day his close friend, Abe, approached him and said, “Jake, why don’t you retire and enjoy the fruits of your labor? You've earned it.”
Without missing a shovelful, Jake exclaimed, “What, and give up show biz!”
ROCKY MOUNTAIN HIGH
Phyllis and I did a lot of hitchhiking during our friendship. We became quite the team. We were some place in Pennsylvania, on our way to Colorado, when a drunken old man picked us up. Before long he was making crude comments.
Listening to sexually offensive come-ons by men is sometimes the nature of the beast when hitchhiking, but this guy crossed the line. He looked at me and said, “Well, maybe I’ll just rape you.”
Before I could even formulate a response, Phyllis pulled out a big buck knife and raged, “Well, maybe we’ll just kill you and take your truck! Now pull over, you @#$%!” I didn’t know her well enough to know if she was bluffing or not, but he believed her!
Hopefully, I've already talked you out of ever hitchhiking. Suffice it to say, you’d better be as tough as Phyllis or I before you ever consider putting your thumb in the air. Even then, it’s a serious gamble. Rape and murder aren’t the only dangers of jumping in with strangers either.
One time I was hitchhiking in Houston when an older man in a brand new Cadillac picked me up. We were on a major four-lane freeway. He was so drunk that he would bump the guardrail in the middle and then swerve across four lanes of traffic and hit the guardrail on the other side. I tried to get him to pull over, but like most drunks, he was in denial about his condition. It seemed highly likely that he was going to kill us both, so I prepared to jump.
I grabbed the keys out of the ignition, threw them in the back seat and waited for the car to slow down a bit. I opened the door just as I saw a patch of grass approaching and executed a perfect tuck and roll. Believe it or not I didn’t get so much as a scratch. Did I stop hitchhiking? No.
You’re probably thinking, “Geez, this girl had a death wish.” You’re close. I was a danger junkie. I was addicted to my own adrenaline, the Cadillac of my dysfunctions. I could produce my favorite high just by revving up my thinking. Consequently, I was always in a state of excitement. Crisis was normal for me; I knew how to cope with it. It made me feel alive when there wasn’t much else in my life that made me feel at all.
After years of being a nonentity in my family, the pulse and excitement of the danger was welcome. Fear, even terror, were feelings that I had an intimate relationship with. The threat of getting harmed or killed wasn’t a big deal, but the fear of being unnoticed was suffocating.
Phyllis and I arrived in Denver at Tom’s house on my twentieth birthday. He met us at the door with a gun. Tom was not comfortable with fear. He slept with that gun on the nightstand and greeted every ring of the bell with it. He also was not comfortable with my coming to Denver, especially with our being homeless and jobless in his living room.
Loving me from a distance on paper and dealing with a three-dimensional woman in an intimate relationship were two very different things. Admittedly, I am not an easy person to have a relationship with. I demand that people dig deep when they are around me, and I had enough emotional baggage to fill a cargo plane at the time.
Tom retaliated the same way my father had. He waged a cold war. A week into my stay in Denver he would climb into bed and shove his back in my face, and not say a word. I was afraid of losing him and he was afraid of overtly hurting my feelings and offending my sister, whom he considered to be one of his dearest friends.
Although I eventually moved out, Tom and I continued this charade for a year and a half. I didn’t have a shred of self-esteem left by the time he finally told me it was over. Many years later he apologized for the hurt he had caused me. It was evident that the guilt he had carried was every bit as heavy as the pain I had felt.
In the aftermath of this split I had plenty of offers for one-night-stands and/or romance, but it was two years before I even considered facing a relationship again.
In the meantime, I worked. I had beaten the poverty mentality, for a while anyway. I made good money slinging drinks and food. My wild personality and numerous stories and pranks were usually good for a generous tip or two. My employers loved me because I was efficient, a workaholic (yet another addiction for my collection), and would always volunteer to work the holiday shifts. I had no family around, other than Phyllis, so I dreaded holidays.
I loved waitressing and bartending. It was like being on stage all the time. I had a captive audience at each table or on every stool. Also, I was in control.
I waited on the rich and powerful on many occasions. After growing up with David, I wasn’t automatically impressed by their position or their money. In my mind, power and money don’t necessarily afford you the “Good Joe of the Year” award. They had to work for my respect, and I usually earned theirs.
I was waiting tables in an Irish Pub in downtown Denver, reputed to be the hub of the big boys of the oil industry. One day a party of four distinguished-looking businessmen was seated in my section. They all had on $1000 suits, but one of them was obviously “the dude” and one of them appeared to be his “yes man.” The yes man seemed annoyed with me. Apparently I wasn’t treating his boss with the expected servitude. He called me over and said, “Don’t you know who this is?”
I responded with my usual flippant tone. “No, does he know me?”
The yes man stood up, trying to exert his nonexistent power over me. “This is Joe Blow (I don’t remember the man’s name), the president of Shell Oil Company.”
I looked Mr. President up and down, then remarked, “That’s okay, I like him anyway,” and smiled. Everybody but the yes man roared. Mr. President loved it.
I have learned that very powerful and/or wealthy people are sometimes very lonely. Everybody around them kisses their ass and tells them what they think they want to hear. They are often starved for some genuine human interaction.
I pulled my best pranks on Mr. President throughout lunch, including my all-time favorite. Timing for this gag was everything. I brought out the entrees and parked them in front of each diner, while asking if I could bring anything else right away. They indicated that they were fine. I left the table and walked to the other side of the room where I could see Mr. President clearly.
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