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Madeline Sharples
When my older son Paul died by suicide in 1999 after a seven-year battle with bipolar disorder,
I knew I had to find ways to keep myself busy and productive or else I would wallow away in my grief.
At the time of his death I was writing grant proposals for a homeless shelter, but I found too many
reminders working from my home office. The solution, I thought, was to work outside my home.
After two false starts at part-time jobs outside – writing grant proposals for our local free clinic
and managing capital campaigns as a fundraising consultant – I decided the way for me to live with
the death of my older son was to get rehired by the aerospace company I retired from in the mid1990s where I had worked off and on since the mid 1960s. When a job opening came up in January
2003, I jumped at it and was hired.
My job was to help my company produce proposals, a huge document or set of documents,
meant to persuade the government to hire us to do their needed work. The job was challenging,
meaningful, and very stressful – all necessary to keeping my mind so occupied with other things I
would have no time to grieve. Each proposal project had a defined beginning, middle, and end so it
gave me the opportunity to work with ever-changing proposal teams. I thrived on that socialization,
the respect others had for my work, and the challenges of training engineers how to write in English.
Meeting stringent deadlines made me stronger, and keeping my mind on the job stopped me
from dwelling on my loss. Plus, I gained skills in setting goals, organizing work and the people I
worked with, and managing to a deadline – all skills necessary to my writing career now.
But I kept feeling the draw of creative writing. I had studied journalism in high school and
college, I had taken many writing classes and workshops, and by 2009, I was already shopping a
memoir I had written (in my “spare” time) about the death of our son and how our family survived.
So I started to think about retiring from my day job again. Except I kept hesitating. I was afraid to take
that step. I was afraid I would fall apart without my full-time job crutch.
Even though I asked myself: why was I doing my company’s work – of taking men and women
back to the moon? Why should I do this work instead of working on my own writing projects? Why
was I sabotaging my creativity and healing? I rationalized that I needed the structure, the
socialization, and the money. I rationalized that I wouldn’t do well working from home again – alone.
But it was none of those. I just plain refused to find out if I could live and survive on my own and as
the full-time writer I so longed to be.
Well, I finally did retire, but it took me until April 2010, to do it. When I look back at all those
years of indecision, I realize I just couldn’t make the final decision until I was good and ready. Until I
felt comfortable enough with myself. Until I stopped carrying around the grief and sorrow.
And the timing was perfect.
Two months after I retired I got a publishing contract for my memoir Leaving the Hall Light
On: A Mother’s Memoir of Living with Her Son’s Bipolar Disorder and Surviving His Suicide that I
had been pitching for over two years. Almost immediately I was knee-deep in revising my book and

© 2012 Sonia Marsh • www.GutsyLiving.com• All Rights Reserved • Page | 1

getting it ready for publication and getting more and more involved with the social networking
necessary to publicize my book. Best of all, after my book was published, I was able to move on to the
career I’ve wanted to have since I was a teenager: as a journalist and creative writer.
I like to think that Paul’s death gave me the gift of this new career and a new mission in life. I
created a book with the goal of helping others who have experienced a loss like mine; I am working as
a web journalist for several online sites that deal with survival, healthy living, and being a vibrant over
60-year old; I’m busy writing a novel, and I discovered my most important work of all: helping to
erase the stigma of mental illness and prevent suicide with the hope of saving lives. If my writing
helps attain that mission, it will all be worth it.

Madeline Sharples Bio: Madeline studied journalism in high school and
college and wrote for the high school newspaper, but only started to
fulfill her dream to work as a creative writer and journalist late in life. In
the meantime, she worked most of her professional life as a technical
writer and editor, grant writer, and proposal manager. She sold real
estate for ten years while her boys were growing up, and instead of
creative writing, she took creative detours into drawing and painting,
sewing, quilting, and needlepoint.
Released in hardback in 2011, her memoir, Leaving the Hall Light On: A
Mother’s Memoir of Living with Her Son’s Bipolar Disorder and Surviving His Suicide, is available
through Dream of Things in paperback and eBook editions. You can also purchase her memoir at Red
Room or Amazon.
She also co-authored Blue-Collar Women: Trailblazing Women Take on Men-Only Jobs (New Horizon
Press, 1994), co-edited the poetry anthology, The Great American Poetry Show, Volumes 1 and 2, and
wrote the poems for two photography books, The Emerging Goddess and Intimacy (Paul Blieden,
photographer). Her poems have also appeared online and in print magazines. Madeline’s articles also
appear regularly in the Huffington Post, Naturally Savvy, PsychAlive, and Open to Hope. She also
posts at her blogs, Choices and at Red Room. She is currently writing an historical fiction book, but
her main mission is raising awareness, educating, and erasing the stigma of mental illness and
suicide, through her writing and volunteer work, in the hopes of saving lives.
Become a Facebook fan of Madeline Sharples (for book news and writing tidbits). Her two blogs
are: http://madeline40.blogspot.com/ and http://www.redroom.com/member/madeline40.
Visit her website, and Tweet her @madeline40
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Bob Lowry
What started as a terrifying failure ended up being a defining moment in the life of my family.
The decisions my wife and I made at that time of high stress affected everything that followed.
In 1982 our young family was living in Salt Lake City. Our home overlooked the Great Salt Lake,
with its flaming red and orange sunsets and storm clouds roaring in from the west. We felt
comfortable living here. Unfortunately, things at work were not going as well. I was employed by the
broadcasting company owned by the Mormon Church. That wasn’t the problem; it was my inability to
work well in a large corporate structure that kept getting me in hot water.
After finally admitting to myself it was time to find a different job, I accepted a position to run a
new research company for a small but growing broadcasting company located in Tucson, Arizona. I
would have a major say in the success of the research division and the growth of this company. The
challenge was exciting and the lure of no more snow was powerful.
From the first day things began to fall apart. One of the key people I had hired changed his
mind and decided to immediately go into competition with us. The grand plans to build a major
broadcasting group faltered and quickly crashed. By this point a fair amount of money and time had
been invested in the research division. But, without the radio stations it served little purpose. So, five
months after moving to town I was fired.
Suddenly I was faced with every breadwinner’s nightmare: two very young children and wife, a
new house in a new city far from any family, and absolutely no source of income. Since we had just
moved from Salt Lake a good chunk of our savings had been spent on the move and all that entails.
The job I left behind was no longer available.
After a week or so of panic, I settled on the only logical thing I knew how to do: start my own
consulting business. I developed a budget for all the printed materials, a business phone line, post
office box, and marketing expenses. Then I began making the rounds of graphic design businesses,
copy shops, and office supply stores to figure out what I had to do to produce business cards,
stationery, proposal booklets, and all that goes with a new endeavor. Since this was well before
personal computers and the Internet, I was completely dependent on others to come up with a logo
and package that looked professional. The total costs were substantial and bit even more deeply into
our dwindling savings.
Next were calls all of the people I had ever worked for to let them know I was now on my own. I
sent letters (there was no e-mail) on my expensive new stationery and followed up with more phone
calls. I poured over a 500 page directory that listed every radio station in the country. I picked those I
thought might consider giving me a chance and made almost daily trips to the post office with stacks
of proposals and plenty of prayers.
Weeks, then months passed with no positive response. This had to work. We couldn’t afford to
move and we couldn’t afford to stay without a steady income. We had decided early on my wife would
be a stay-at-home mom with the kids and changing that would be a desperation move. I remember
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quite clearly that first year we pledged to not go to the shopping mall. The temptation to spend money
we didn’t have was too great. We didn’t go out to dinner for that year either, choosing to stay home
and consume lost of macaroni and cheese and casseroles.
Finally, two small radio stations responded. The amount of income wasn’t enough for much
more than our monthly food budget, but at least there was a positive response. I redoubled my
mailings and calling. Every time a radio station was mentioned in one of the trade newspapers I’d
send a note to the manager hoping to raise my visibility. Slowly, a few other stations became clients,
partly due to my experience but maybe more so because of the bargain- basement rates I charged.
Almost a year to the day after losing my job, a major radio station in a large east coast city
called and asked me to meet with them and make a personal pitch. Scared out of my wits and knowing
that this was the one break needed to save the life my family was trying to build, I flew east and met
the executives. By the end of the next week, I had their signature on a contract. While still not nearly
enough income to cover all our expenses that station’s hiring began to open the doors.
Within the next year, the business began to show a small profit. A few years later I was handling
over thirty radio clients and had become one of the better-known figures in the radio consulting
business. Eventually I consulted over 200 radio stations. Things were going well enough that I could
retire in 2001 at age 52 and began to enjoy my satisfying retirement.
When I think back to the loss of that job and being faced with the greatest challenge of my
young married life, the reason for success was simple: I had no Plan B. I was trained to do nothing
else. I had a family depending on me to make something work. I also had a wife who believed in me
and kept telling me it would happen while mending the kids clothes for the umpteenth time and
getting hand-me-downs from others to keep herself clothed.
The lessons learned were ones I used in every area of my life from that day forward: belief in
myself, perseverance, support from my family, and a strong faith in God. A dash of luck and being in
the right place at the right time didn’t hurt either.

Bob Lowry Bio: Bob is the founder of the #1 blog for Satisfying
Retirement information. His e-book, Building a Satisfying
Retirement, is now available from Amazon. Also included is his new
book, 65 Things To Do When Your Retire, as featured in Money
Magazine, on CNNMoney.com and PBS’s Next Avenue website.
Please join Bob Lowry on Twitter, Facebook and Google+.
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Sherrey Meyer
“Mama and Her Arsenal”
To say my family was dysfunctional is a mild use of the word. My father was raised in an
orphanage where little affection was demonstrated, so he was tentative with his affections. Mother
was Scotch-Irish and full of spit and vinegar. Mama was incapable of disciplining in moderation or
controlling her temper. Fear was a required ingredient in punishments meted out, as well as threats
of physical contact and verbal abuse.
Memories come floating back often, but remembering her threats of suicide ranks high on the
list. When at her angriest, Mama threatened to kill herself if we didn’t comply with her demands.
Measuring up in our world wasn’t to see how much we had grown in height; it was to gauge our
responsiveness to Mama’s demands and expectations. A report card with less than all A’s and just one
B was never good enough.
“Is this the best you could do? You want to appear stupid? This card could prove that! ”
A sense of being loved because you were her child was never felt. Self-worth was a casualty of
her battles to be a mother.
Therefore, not all my decisions were good ones. I married young to escape life with Mama.
Unfortunately, I married her counterpart. After five years and a child, life was less than tolerable. I
yanked up my courage and left, but went back to my parents’ home allowing Mama to resume her
domineering role.
During this time of single parenting, a trusted employer and friend helped me to look forward
rather than back. He understood the inner workings of my home life, and often counseled me much
like a father would.
The one thing I took away from this friendship was the knowledge that somewhere there was
someone who would love me just for me. After years of trying to please and measure up, this sounded
impossible.
After eight years of single motherhood and hard work, I met someone. Someone with
gentleness much like that of my father. He too had experienced a failed marriage and between us, we
had stories to tell.
When we announced plans to marry, we were met with Mama’s rage. Although 34 years old, I
still had no more worth than when I was a child.
Mama fought to stop our marriage. Angrily she argued, “How can you possibly think of
marrying this man? He’s been married and has two children!”
“Mama, I’ve been married, divorced, and have a child myself. What’s the difference?”
“Don’t sass me! You think you’re smart because you went to college. I have more life
experience, and you’re not taking my grandson into the mess you are creating.”
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I quickly rebounded. “I suppose you forget that I am a child of a blended marriage. You and
daddy were both married before. You had a son; he had two daughters. Show me the difference
now!”
My words were like a spark held to a pilot light. Her emerald green eyes blazed, and her jaw
locked in determination. I didn’t care this time. I had had enough.
I knew exactly what was coming. Mama pulled out the old and often used “I’ll kill myself if you
don’t do as I say” routine. No matter how often used, it was still frightening but by now I should have
known it was an idle threat. Still my heart pounded. My palms grew sweaty.
I walked into the kitchen and found her there with a butcher knife in her hand, pointed at her
chest. Mama yelled, “You can’t do this to me. If you do, I’ll kill myself!”
Now was the time to let her know I was her equal and my life was mine to live. I took a bold
step to show that I was not going to be cowed by her threats.
“Go ahead,” I said calmly.
“You can’t mean that. I’m your mother. You’re supposed to love me enough to stop me.”
Her emerald green eyes flashed with vile anger and a vicious desire to control. Did she not
realize loving her wasn’t easy?
“And you’re supposed to love me. But I’m not sure you’ve ever thought about it.”
She inched the knife closer to her body as if ready to end her life. But I could see her fear as I
felt my own. I thought to myself, “No more scrabbling for love. No more control like this.
Understand? No more!”
Chief among my fears was that my son would climb out of bed and find us in this standoff. I
didn’t want him to witness such a scene. Quietly, I took small steps toward her as you’d approach a
wild animal.
“Mama, you don’t want to do this. You can’t be willing to give up everything and not see your
grandchildren grow up.”
At this Mama began to cry. Slowly, I removed the knife from her hand and breathed a sigh of
relief. Her cries turned into sobs.
I felt a power I’d never felt before, but I was afraid it wouldn’t last. I placed my arms around
Mama’s shoulders and held her until she calmed enough to turn in for the night.
Foolishly, I thought perhaps there was a change in the wind. But change isn’t easy. There
would be more threats, more attempts to forestall our marriage. And as long as she could get a
reaction from me, Mama would continue on as life had always been.
Two years after we married a job change took us to Oregon, putting 2200 miles between Mama
and me. Distance made it difficult for her to use physical threats. However, her verbal assaults
continued over the phone. With time and the compassion of my loving husband, I understood this
was her problem and not mine.
I believe that bold step in the kitchen decades ago and seizing my life for my husband, son and
me provided the different vision of who I could be as I looked into my soul.
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Sherrey Meyer Bio: A retired legal secretary, Sherrey Meyer grew tired of
drafting and revising pleadings and legal documents. She had always dreamed
of writing something else, anything else! Once she retired she couldn’t stay
away from the computer, and so she began to write. Among her projects is a
memoir of her “life with mama,” an intriguing Southern tale of matriarchal
power and control displayed in verbal and emotional abuse. Sherrey is married
and lives with husband Bob in Milwaukie, OR. They have three grown children,
four grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren. Their tuxedo cat, Maggie,
rules the roost. You can reach Sherrey Meyer on her websites: Not Just A
Name and Letters to Mama; or Tweet her @Sherrey_Meyer, or connect with her
on Facebook. Sherrey is also on LinkedIn.
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Belinda Nicoll
“Something That Made My Life Take a Different Direction”
I’ve learned that personal transformation can be inspiring, unless the forces of change set you
adrift and you lose sight of yourself. Early in the year 2000, enjoying new-found independence thanks
to my belated career as a copywriter, I decided to end my twenty-year marriage. I’d been married
since the tender age of nineteen, and my husband and I had drifted apart. I trusted that our two
children aged nineteen and seventeen were capable of dealing with the family break-up. What I did
not anticipate, though, was that my decision would mark the start of the most distressing period of
my life.
When I shared the news of my marital troubles with a colleague, she suggested that the two of
us and another male colleague sign up for a self-empowerment workshop offered by a rather eccentric
guru. By the end of the course, the three of us had formed a close bond. Shortly after, our male
colleague accepted a job in Saudi Arabia. I kept in touch with him via e-mail, and by the time I’d
finalized my divorce our friendship had turned into a long-distance romance. At the end of that year,
he returned to South Africa to marry me.
His return coincided with my daughter finishing school and getting ready for a year abroad as
an au pair. She’d applied to go to America, but fate intervened and she ended up with an offer from a
family in Cologne, Germany. Ten years later, I’m still shaking my head at the irony of that
development, because no sooner had she signed the contract than my fiancé got a job offer from an
international healthcare advertising agency in San Francisco. While his employers sponsored his H-1B
visa, which would permit him to work in the U.S. as a professional in a specialty occupation, I would
get an H-4 visa, which permitted me to be a spouse. He said not to worry about the ‘spouse’ thing,’
that we’d sort it out as soon as we were settled in the U.S.
I’ll never forget the thrill of our prospective adventure. But I had my trepidations, too, about
separating from my daughter, leaving family (not least of all my son) and friends behind, saying
goodbye to my country, and putting my career on hold. The next few weeks turned into a huge rush:
we got married, packed up our personal belongings, advertised my husband’s apartment as a
furnished rental, said our goodbyes, and left—we’d booked our departure to coincide with my
daughter’s flight to Germany.
My husband’s promise to me was that our expatriation would be a short-term stint, a year or
two, three at the most. But how could we have known that our arrival as expats would coincide with
one of America’s biggest disasters—two hi-jacked planes crashing into the World Trade Center? The
event and its aftermath numbed us as much as it impacted the nation’s future, leading directly and
indirectly to a string of personal setbacks that kept us from returning to our home country. It took
more than three years to get our green cards. Caught up in changes in our host and home countries, as
well as the global economic decline, over the next ten years we’d relocate from California to the North,
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South, and Midwest, my husband pursuing his career in advertising and I making more than a few
career changes as a trailing spouse.
We’re U.S. citizens now. My son still lives in South Africa. My daughter returned home after her
year as an au pair in Germany, but only to finish her studies as an occupational therapist, before
moving to Ireland to marry the love of her life whom she’d met in Cologne.
Even now, as I take stock of all the personal and global changes, I can’t help wondering about
the significance of the upheaval in my life and the uncertainties in the rest of the world, and what it all
means for the future. But it doesn’t help to mope about it; change also presents opportunities—in the
last ten years, I’ve traveled to many exciting destination, locally and abroad, excelled as a life coach
and writer, finished my Masters in Fine Arts in Creative Writing, and published my first book. Life,
good or bad, always presents us with many learning curves.

Belinda Nicoll Bio: Belinda is originally from South Africa and has been
a citizen of the United States since 2010. She and her husband love
traveling and share a keen interest in cultural diversity. Their journeys
and careers have taken them to various parts of the world. Belinda holds
a BA degree in the social sciences and an MFA in Creative Writing,
works as a creativity coach, is writing her first novel, and recently published
her memoir—Out of Sync—a story about personal transformation and
global change. Check out her Website and Blog (she writes about creative
writing, personal coaching, and expatriation). You can connect with her via Facebook, Twitter,
and LinkedIn, too. Belinda shares an excerpt from her book here.
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Mary Hertslet
“Life Lessons Learned”
On the registration form for my 50th high school reunion, in the year 2000, we were asked to
finish the sentence, ”If I had it to do over again, I would - – - ” When completed, our answers were
collected, compiled into a booklet and given to each of us. I completed the sentence with, “I would not
change anything.” I was surprised to see that many others had completed the sentence in the same
way. They seemed to be happy with the life they had, as was I. Also, I added a bit of advice I had
already given to some of the younger generation, which was my own mantra for life: “Take advantage
of your opportunities, follow your passions, and never stop learning.” A caveat to this, of course, is
that you have to prepare yourself first, so that when that opportunity does come along, you will be in a
position to accept it.
Together, working as a team through hard times, hard work, and with perseverance, my
husband, Hersh, and I were able to start reaching some of our goals in life by taking advantage of
opportunities that came to us. Sometimes, when I felt downhearted, he would say things like,
“Don’t worry, we have our whole lives ahead of us”, or “The world is our oyster”. I believed it too.
After three years in the Marine Corps during WWII (two years in China), Hersh completed
college and received his masters in geography. Meanwhile, I brushed up on my office skills, preparing
ourselves for opportunities we might have of a career that would take us traveling. Travel was our
passion. When he saw a magazine in the college library, listing positions for teachers in foreign
countries, he immediately sent out applications.
In 1955, Hersh and I flew across the South Pacific, to the island of Guam, where he was under
contract as a high school geography and history teacher, and I was a secretary at the school. This was
the beginning of a six-year adventurous life, during which time we traveled the world.
At the end of each two-year contract, we had a three-month R&R (Rest and Relaxation) that we
used for travel. This was a time before jets flew across the South Pacific, before air-conditioning,
computers, etc. It was also before many people had traveled throughout Southeast Asia or explored
the islands of the South Pacific as we did with our five-month-old son, Steve. We made a trip around
the world later when Steve was two years old. Not much had been written about exotic places like
Egypt and India. Nepal had just opened their borders. We were some of the first outsiders to enter
their country.
Traveling through the world in the 1950s was difficult and rigorous, especially with a small
child. Hersh was a consummate geographer, wanting to see countries and islands of the world from
the viewpoint of the people and their lands, and not just as a tourist. It was also the most educational
six years we would spend.
We lived in a pre-globalization era. We traveled during a time when the past was on the brink of
colliding with the future. It was an opportunity we had then, that no longer exists
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Meanwhile, island life on Guam for six years was enjoyable. Living in a Quonset hut in a small
village, without telephone, TV, etc, was a culture shock, to say the least. However, we adjusted quickly
and loved every minute of our life there.
After six years abroad, we returned to the States in 1961 and resumed a more normal life with
our son who, by then, was five years old and ready to start school. Hersh returned to college at
Rutgers University where he acquired another degree that enabled him to change his career.
Afterward, we moved to the Washington, D.C. area where he began working for the Department of
Defense.
Had we not taken the opportunity that was given us early in our lives, we would have missed
this great six-year adventure completely. In 1976, my husband was diagnosed with Parkinson’s
disease. After 24 years of marriage we spent the next 33 years living with this insidious disease. He
died in 2009.
Now, as I look back to a time long ago, when we took advantage of an opportunity, I can
remember our great adventures during those years when there was a time for us, and the world was
our oyster.

Mary Hertslet Bio: I grew up in Independence, a small town just
outside of Kansas City, Missouri. While working at a bank in
Kansas City, I met my husband on a blind date (the first and last).
After three years of marriage, Hersh and I went off to see the world
and live on a beautiful South Pacific island for 6 glorious years.
After returning to the States, we settled in Maryland, bought a
house and raised two wonderful children. I am also a proud
grandmother of twin granddaughters. In the 1980s I started a
business in arts and crafts that lasted over twelve years. Finally I had to give it up to become a full
time caregiver for Hersh until he went into a nursing home.
To help with my grief of knowing he would never be home again, I decided this would be the best time
to start researching and writing a memoir. As I wrote, I took pages to read to him. He was no longer
able to speak, but I could see the sparkle in his eyes and sometimes even a few tears. I continued
writing and reading to him until his death in 2009. At that point, I stopped writing my memoir. After
57 years of marriage, it was impossible to write through my tears. I have started writing again this
year, mostly essays and short stories, hoping it will bring me back to finishing my memoir. Mary can
be reached via e-mail at: clemmary1@yahoo.com
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Juanima Hiatt
“The Monster in Me”
Inside, I trembled like a child caught in a bitter, winter wind. A blanket of numbness spread
rapidly across my hands, arms, and face. We were still a few miles from my uncle’s house for the
Christmas party, but the iron fist around my lungs was closing tighter, cutting off more of my air
supply. I could already hear the chatter of twenty people buzzing like a swarm of locusts in my mind,
and I knew that when I arrived, I would be pulled into it, and have to fight for hours to save myself. I
knew relatives would corner me and ask how I am, and what have I been up to lately; they would not
be able to handle my truth, so I would lie. I would smile and say, “Great!” and then hide in a back
room, hoping no one would miss me.
As we sped along the freeway, I watched the trees rush by in a blur. My vision changed,
marking the familiar descent out of the present where anxiety overwhelmed, into a more protected
place. My surroundings became a haze, and sounds began to dissipate.
“You okay?” My husband, Mike, asked. He knew social functions were hard for me. Even if
it was family.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Yes, I’ll be fine.” I wished for once I could just be honest with him. I
wish I could scream, NO! I want to go home! But I refused to be a killjoy.
“Mama?” A sweet voice called from the back seat. I turned and smiled at Lacey, her six-year-old
charm bubbly and irresistible. “I’m glad you came this time.”
“I’m glad, too,” I lied. I looked to the seat next to her, where her two-year-old sister, Jordan, sat
transfixed on a toy in her hands. As if feeling my gaze, she looked up at me and smiled with her whole
face, flashing two rows of widely-gapped baby teeth. I chuckled at her goofiness. My girls were
beautiful, that was certain, but I wondered how they would fare this disorder of mine. I turned back
towards the window, feeling the sting of tears in my eyes. Tears because I didn’t want to go to our
family Christmas party; tears because I hated what was happening to me. Then I pushed them back as
I always did, trying to hide the agony swarming and tearing at my soul. Trying to prepare myself for
the act I was about to put on for my loved ones. The act I put on almost every day.
This is Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and it was triggered by Jordan’s traumatic birth
in 2003. That event blew open the vault door to the abuse I had endured as a child, and I never saw it
coming.
After fourteen years of peace with my past, my mind was suddenly plagued on a daily basis with
vivid memories of rape and abuse; and not just memories, but reliving the events, where terror and
pain consumed me mentally and physically. I lived on edge, jumping at any sudden sound or voice.
Fear, panic and anxiety grew like a second skin – I walked in it constantly. But the anxiety became the
most difficult to conceal. My level of patience existed at my throat, and anything could set me off – a
180-degree turn from who I used to be.
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The rage that suddenly existed inside me shocked and horrified me, and there were times I
couldn’t diffuse it. I would never hurt my girls, but the rage sat weightlessly on my tongue, and I
would not know it was there until they pushed my tolerance too far. One squabble, and the rage
sprung out in a frightening roar before I could stop it, jolting my girls into tears. Then crushed with
massive regret, I’d scoop them into my arms with profuse apologetics.
My entire being overflowed with guilt and shame for this thing I could not control, and for the
person I’d become. I grieved deeply for the woman I had been: softhearted, patient, and kind. Led by
dreams and ambitions of being a singer and a writer, and owning a house in green country.
Not anymore. Dreams gave way to nightmares, and daily torture by flashbacks of frightening
things I wanted so badly to forget, but could not. There was no peace in my heart, no joy, and it would
get much, much worse before it ever got better.
The typical stages of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance took five years, while
I unwillingly succumbed to the symptoms of PTSD, panic disorder, agoraphobia, and social anxiety
disorder. I lived in a bubble, and the plunge I took into depression and despair was so deep, I nearly
took my life.
But then I faced a life-changing question: How would I feel if my daughters experienced the
same pain? The idea of my daughters ever enduring this clawed my heart into shreds, and from
somewhere deep inside a righteous anger rose. I knew I needed to protect them. I knew that sexual
abuse is a generational curse, and if it is to stop, someone in the cycle must dig their feet into the
ground and face it, fight it, and heal from it. That someone needed to be me.
I chose to fight, and I have never looked back. I will never again be the woman my husband
married; I will be someone better. After all, I know who I am now. I know what I am capable of. I
know that by doing hard things, I grow in leaps and bounds. By choosing to live, I have developed
courage, perseverance, and an iron will. My faith is stronger than it has ever been. I have educated my
daughters about sexual abuse, but I am also determined to help as many people as possible by sharing
my story. My hope is to shatter the stigma of PTSD and abuse, and inspire others to break the silence.

Juanima Hiatt Bio: Juanima Hiatt writes from Oregon whenever she can grab
precious silence. She is a member of Willamette Writer’s Group and the
critique group, Scribophile. Juanima has a special place in her heart for kids
– especially teens – and a fervent desire to help people. She loves movies, flyfishing, hunting, nature, and any activity with her husband and two
daughters. Her memoir, The Invisible Storm, portrays her battle with PTSD
and what it takes to overcome the disorder. It’s currently available at Amazon
and Barnes&Noble. She also enjoys writing screenplays, children’s books,
and is currently working on a YA novel series. You can find out more about
Juanima and her books on her websites: juanimahiatt.com and theinvisiblestorm.com. Please follow
Juanima on Twitter@jhiatt4, Facebook and LinkedIn.
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Heidi Morrell
First indication:
When my twins were but two and a half, I was pursuing a further acting career in voice over
because Hollywood doesn’t like women over forty in front of the camera. While in a one-on-one
coaching session, I noticed my mouth involuntarily moving too slowly once or twice. My teacher and I
agreed it was probably because I was tired. But it kept happening as the weeks went by. I managed to
record a good demo CD, but that career was not to be.
My father is a retired surgeon and my mother was a nurse, so I knew intrinsically that
something was not right. I went to a Ear Nose and Throat MD when my mouth began to slur almost
daily. After finding no organic structural flaws she gently suggested I consult with a neurologist. In
the parking lot after that, my stomach made a fist and my breath came in more shallow as I hung my
head. I’m married to a rare, patient man in the music business and he comforted me upon returning
home that evening.
The neurologist was gracious and kind, as I literally burst into tears when he entered the exam
room. All the response tests he gave were fine, even the EEG. But he did want to rule out Multiple
Sclerosis (MS) or a brain tumor/lesion, so he scheduled a MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) for me.
It came up negative for any lesions or tumors! I was joyous, my father and sister were joyous. My life
returned to it’s busy normal self as we had two toddlers to raise and contend with. I had a nagging
feeling however, and a garbled mouth, aka: disarthria.
Second indication :
Walking along down my residential street heading to the local village area, my left thigh
hesitated ever so slightly when it was supposed to return, in its stride, up to the forward position. The
moving body, in its stride, is an amazing thing. Heck, any mammal’s body is sheer wonder if we
would only stop for a moment and consider it! Seems only during the Olympics or during marathons
do we stop to think, to marvel at the human body, the wonderful creation that it is.
But that hesitant thigh/knee was the dire confirmation clinching my dread, my awful suspicion
that something was happening to me - to my body. About this time, my husband’s music company
requested he transfer to NYC, offering a quasi promotion and moving expenses. So we headed there
amid speculation on my status, since my neurologist could find nothing on retesting and a second
MRI. He only contended that something must be going on, and eventually something would show up
on the MRI. How long before I would find myself in a wheelchair, I asked him? Maybe five years or
so… I was by this time, an emotional wreck and that neurologist steered me to a psychiatrist for my
unstable depression.
Before we moved to NYC area, I had my father arrange a referral for me to a good neurologist.
Turned out he found one of the best at a leading hospital, Columbia Presbyterian in upper Manhattan
near the Bronx. I went there to try and find a diagnosis. The neurologist specialized in movement
disorders and we, my father and I, presumed it was something about that - since my leg was getting
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stiffer by the day. In fact, after foolishly rushing in the parking lot after a movie, I tripped and fell,
breaking my ankle against the hard wood heel of my slip-ons. My not-so-graceful butt came down
hard against my ankle, impacting wood. Ouch! Of course I had to have surgery for a plate installation
since it was a fragmented break. I felt a little like an automobile in for repairs.
My kids were to enter kindergarten that September, so we found a house in Scarsdale and
moved in. My sister visited and she and I went to have the PET scan the new doctor ordered for
diagnosis. I had planned the scan appointment around her visit. My husband was working nonstop,
but he did accompany me to many of the doctor appointments.
Insult to injury, the PET scan cost $4,200, which my insurance refused to pay. I was still walking
at that time, and I remember taking time to amble up a lovely tree-lined path with my sister to the
scan facility. She and I gazing at each other and rubbing shoulders over and over as if to recognize it
was all true. And it was true.. I had MSA, a rare Atypical-Parkinsonian disease. (One can Google the
condition to learn about it).
I’ve survived a lot longer than the seven to ten years typical of this (wahoo!), and I have a great
movement neurologist at UCLA that’s caring for me now that we’ve moved back to Southern
California.
One doesn’t know what’s next on the journey, so have tolerance for those who are struggling.
I’ve changed tremendously since 2000, but change is inevitable. You learn from it and gain humility.
Being disabled provides a landscape of perspective where once, there was none.
The Take Aways:
-Appreciate what you have right now.
-Respect your body, what it can do.
-Everyone has some mess in their lives.
-Family is the best support you have.
-It can always be worse.
-Go out into nature for the refreshment of your soul.
-Always hold on to hope.
Heidi Morrell Bio: Heidi Morrell is a former T.V. actress, short film
maker and college graduate in English. After having been diagnosed
with an atypical movement disorder, MSA, she had to retire from
acting and deal with her condition; however, she still and always has
written fiction, poetry and essays. Heidi writes a column on disability
and other topics, for examiner.com as: ‘LA disability’ examiner,
please subscribe: http://www.examiner.com/user-hbmorrell. Heidi is
married, has boy and girl twins age twelve and lives in the Los
Angeles area. Her disease has caused her to lose her basic walking
ability (walker only), her sense of balance and speaking clarity. “Comedy is the key to facing reality,”
she says. Being disabled provides a landscape of perspective where once, there was none. Please check
out Heidi’s website. You can also reach her on LinkedIn or Facebook.
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Sharon Lippincott
“Grabbing Grannie’s Dishes”
At one time Grandmother Rene had enough dishes to use a different set each day of the week.
My favorite of all of them was her Franciscan Ivy china. “Someday you can have those,” she promised
when I was young. I never imagined what that would entail.
The summer we were married, we went to visit my grandparents. I showed the dishes to my
husband and whispered, “Someday those will be mine.” By then I realized they had more than
sentimental value. Franciscan had discontinued that pattern after only a few years of production.
They had already become a collector’s item.
The year she was 83 I hopped on a plane for a long overdue visit. We had a ball, just the two of
us. It was almost like time had stood still and I was ten years old again, visiting by myself in the
summer — one of my most treasured memories. Now she taught me how to tat. We looked through
trunks of her old clothes, and I took pictures of her wearing her squaw dresses. She made the one with
elephants on the bottom tier to wear as a delegate from New Mexico to the Republican National
Convention in 1956.
She told me stories about family members and her life and friends from early years. She cooked
bizarrely creative meals on the two burners of her electric stove that didn’t have pans fused to them
from when she left the heat on high a couple of times. She served this glop on the ivy dishes, which I
had all but forgotten.
“I remember these dishes. They’ve always been my favorites!” I exclaimed.
“You can have them someday,” she promised again. With her, one never knew for sure.
Three years later, I went back. She surprised me. “You can take those dishes home with you if
you still want them,” she offered. My heart sank. Checking them through on the airline, especially
with two changes en route, seemed like a bad idea. “Maybe I’ll ship them to you,” she said. I knew
better than to hold my breath.
They were still in her cupboard when I returned the next year. “Do you want to take those
dishes home?” she asked again.
“I just may do that.”
This time I had a plan. By now my sister lived nearby, and I was staying with her. By a quirk of
fate, my brother came to town while I was there, and the two of us took off to hang out for awhile.
“Let’s go to Mailboxes for boxes and peanuts, and then go get those dishes,” I said. Eager to see
the outcome of this edgy idea, his face glowed with anticipation. When we arrived at Grandmother’s
house with two flattened boxes and an enormous bag full of something, her mouth fell open.
“What’s that?” she asked, eyes narrowing in suspicion.
“Stuff to pack those dishes,” I answered, trying to sound breezy while holding my breath. She
was famous for changing her mind, always keeping people off guard and guessing what she’d do until
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the last minute. This was the last minute. I realized I was on thin ice; there was a strong chance she
would never have made the offer if she’d thought I would actually take them, and she could change
her mind. I was daring to call her bluff, a move nobody had ever dared to make. We stood in
uncharted territory.
She stood staring for several seconds, then softened and shrugged. “Okay,” she said, turning
toward the kitchen. She set aside a few odd pieces, then gestured at the rest, telling me I could have
“all of those.” To my delight, “all of those” amounted to all four remaining place settings and several
serving dishes. She helped pack and double-box them, and they fit perfectly. There was no room for
those extra pieces if she had given them to me. I taped the boxes securely, and headed for UPS, giddy
with relief that things had gone smoothly.
“That went well,” said my brother as we drove away. “I really didn’t know what to expect.”
“Nor did I.”
When the box arrived a week later, I anxiously surveyed it. It looked unmarred. A blizzard of
peanuts flew through the air as I pulled out piece after piece, going limp with relief when all were
intact. I left them on the counter to admire for weeks before finding a place in the cupboard, still
hardly daring to believe they were finally mine.
Standing up to an occasionally ornery old lady may not seem like a big deal, but flying in the
face of family tradition is. As far as I know even now, nobody ever questioned Grandmother Rene or
tried to rush her by stepping ahead of her schedule. The way I read things, if she hadn’t specifically
offered to help me pack them, she had reserved the right to change her mind, a likely outcome if
anyone crossed her. Taking the initiative in this situation was a huge step, and one that took some
terror out of dealing with future curmudgeons.
After her funeral five years later, I brought home the remaining pieces. Her Indian jewelry and
other valuables had mysteriously disappeared, so I’m sure I would not have gotten a single dish if I
hadn’t acted when I did, which reaffirmed the lesson I had learned.
Those dishes will always be among my most treasured possessions. I would buy them new in a
heartbeat, and they remind me of her. That makes them special. The memory of calling her bluff to
get them makes them priceless.
Sharon Lippincott Bio: Sharon is a lifestory and memoir writing
instructor and coach, and the author of The Heart and Craft of Lifestory
Writing, a handbook on transforming memories into meaningful stories,
and numerous other stories and instructional material. Her blog, The
Heart and Craft of Life Writing includes over 500 essays and tips on life
writing. Her latest book, Writing With All Your Senses is due to be
published in January 2013. She serves on the board of National
Association of Memoir Writers and serves as adviser for the Allegheny
County Library Association’s 2012 “One Book, One Community” project
to start lifestory writing groups in libraries county-wide and across the
country. Please check out Sharon’s website , and join her on Twitter, and on Facebook as well
as LinkedIn.
© 2012 Sonia Marsh • www.GutsyLiving.com• All Rights Reserved • Page | 17

Barbara Ehrentreu
“The Night I Changed My Life”
During my senior year of college I spent half of it with my boyfriend. Then he left to go to New
York City to take a job so he could make enough money to come back for the following year. Every
night we talked on the phone for hours and though nothing had been said, we were each so involved I
knew this wasn’t any ordinary relationship. When at last I returned home for spring vacation, my
parents had a long talk with me one night. They were concerned that I was wasting my chances with
this young man who had just come back from serving in the military and hadn’t graduated from
college. The year was 1965 and my parents wanted me to date other men. The argument went on for
hours with me trying to explain why I was drawn to this extraordinary man, and how he had affected
me. They were worried that maybe he was going to dominate me and I wouldn’t reach my full
potential. He had said some really dumb things in an attempt to be controversial as some young men
who are rebelling within society will sometimes do. So my parents were worried and urged me with
their angry voices to stop this nonsense and give him up. I wound up with tears streaming down my
face staring my parents in the eyes and telling them I couldn’t stay there one second more.
In 1965 young girls did not wander around at night alone. I could barely see from the tears
blinding me and I grabbed a few things and ran out the door screaming to them that I was leaving,
and going to my boyfriend who lived in an apartment hotel in Manhattan in a very seedy area. I lived
in Kew Gardens, Queens, and had to take two subway trains to get to him. I walked outside to a dark
and empty street and hopped on a bus to the subway. I called him from a pay phone and said I was
coming. We were very much in love so he was thrilled to have me come over to him. I didn’t care that
it was past midnight and the subway was filled with the usual characters. There were homeless men
who sat alone in the middle of a circle of empty seats. There were the entertainers who went from car
to car trying to get people to give them money and of course there were the normal people who rode
the subway with vacant eyes. I, not even 21, though a veteran subway rider during the day, had never
been alone on the subway at night. I gritted my teeth and tried to be as invisible as possible as I rode
the train to the hotel near 14th Street. When I got up the subway stairs to the bustling street I had a
moment of panic. What was I doing? Would my parents ever talk to me again? I had no other place to
live until I had to go back to school.
Approaching the apartment hotel, I felt a little awkward. Nice girls didn’t go into these places at
night and especially to a man’s hotel room alone. I felt almost cheap and nearly left. However, I
sucked in my breath and walked through the lobby to the desk clerk and asked him to notify the
room. Riding in the elevator, I still had second thoughts. But when I found the room and my
boyfriend opened the door and saw me I walked into his arms. We spent the night together and the
next day we went for a walk on a horse path near the hotel. He seemed nervous and unsettled. Finally,
a little way down the path he stopped and got down on one knee with a ring box in one hand. He
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asked me to marry him and placed the ring, his grandmother’s pearl ring with diamonds on either
side of the pearl, on my finger. I said yes and hugged him so hard we almost couldn’t stand. I knew
then that my life had changed forever. I had made a decision to spend the rest of my life with this
firebrand of a man and it went against all my parents had wanted for me.
Nothing was ever the same again and at that moment I said goodbye to the girl I had been and
became the woman I was to be. The future was an open book and I was very happy to open it and
begin my new life.
My life has had its ups and downs since that day and I have been at the side of this man as my
husband since the day we married. We have navigated a very unusual life that has not been quiet or
uneventful and he has never stopped being the same opinionated and argumentative man. My parents
are long gone, but after that night they eventually learned to love him too.
Barbara Ehrentreu Bio: Barbara, a retired teacher with a Masters
degree in Reading and Writing K-12 and seventeen years of teaching
experience lives with her family in Stamford, Connecticut. She has
been editing for 4RVPublishing for several years. When she received
her Masters degree, she began writing seriously. If I Could Be Like
Jennifer Taylor is Barbara’s first YA novel, published by MuseItUp
Publishing.
In addition she has a story in the anthology, Lavender Dreams, and three poems in Prompted: An
International Collection of Poems. Barbara was a NY Literature Examiner for Examiner.com with
several articles for them. Her blog, Barbara’s Meanderings, is networked on both Facebook and Blog
Catalog. She hosts Red River Writers Live Tales from the Pages on Blog Talk Radio every 4th
Thursday. In addition, her children’s story, “The Trouble with Follow the Leader” and an adult story,
“Out on a Ledge” are published online She has written book reviews for Authorlink.com and several
of her reviews have been on Acewriters and Celebrity Café. She is a member of SCBWI. Writing is her
life! You can find her on Twitter and on Facebook, and LinkedIn.
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Laura Dennis
“Becoming a Mother”
Even before I was completely sewn back together, I held my newborn. In those first moments of
hormones, love, and crying baby, I knew with my entire being that I could not, would not, ever let her
go. How could anyone give up such a precious little girl? How very devastated would I be if I had to
relinquish this person who I’d just made, who was mine, all mine?
And yet, that was exactly what my birth mom did to me.
Of course, I knew she’d loved me. That’s what my adoptive mom always said, “Your birth mom
loved you enough to give you up. And now I love you.”
The adoption agency told us that my birth mom even wanted to hold me before I was taken
away. Meaning that, on some level, I had in fact been wanted. Even for my child’s mind, this was a
very important distinction indeed.
Agencies peddling closed adoptions encouraged the birth mom to forget about the baby, to
move on with her life. They reassured the adoptive parents that the bond of love offered by the welleducated, stable adoptive mother replaced that of the birth mother. The infant lacked cognitive ability
to know there’d been a switch. If introduced to her new mom early enough, she would bond with no
problems.
What psychologists are coming to understand is that newborns are capable of learning, and
therefore capable of memory. If a newborn can remember, then the mother-child bond is there. It’s
preverbal; she won’t even be able to articulate it once she can talk. Nevertheless, that primal
connection exists.
It turns out that the child’s bond with the adoptive family is in addition to her original bond
with her birth mother. And there’s enough love to go around.
When I reunited with my birth mom as a young adult, I was inexorably drawn to her, connected
on a profound level. In her presence, I knew I was whole, and I knew she had loved me all those years.
I understood that even though she didn’t have her baby with her, even though she didn’t know her
child, she was still a mother.
At the time, I didn’t have children. In fact, directly after meeting my birth mother, I broke off
an engagement to a man who was ready start a family. I for one was adamantly not ready to be
pregnant; as evidenced by the stupid act of starving myself so thin that I didn’t menstruate, thereby
becoming (temporarily) infertile. Besides, I planned to adopt a perfectly healthy baby. As a dancer, I
wanted to remain thin and agile, and certainly couldn’t do that with a huge pregnant belly. No need to
“ruin” my body, I argued.
This semi-delusional thinking took years to unravel. Finally, I came to accept the stark, but
simple, reality that closed adoption is deeply flawed. Children are meant to be with their biological
mothers, to look into the faces of people who look just like them, and to know that they belong.
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Yes, adoption as an institution is necessary. Yes, it will always exist. Yes, it gives “unwanted”
babies to loving parents who otherwise couldn’t start a family. Fine. I get it. But I won’t adopt a child.
Being adopted and having had experienced the same loss of identity would not help me raise an
adopted child.
With this in mind, I married a wonderful man, and we agreed to start a family. I can’t say I
enjoyed being pregnant, but I did it. I grew a nine pound baby inside of me. She was likely too big, in
fact, for a natural birth, my OB advised. On the appointed day, I was terrified. I hate hospitals, I hate
blood and guts and gross bodily functions. But the baby had to come out, I reminded myself over and
over.
I hadn’t felt like a mom when I decided to start a family. I hadn’t felt like a mom when I was
pregnant. Then, while the doctor was finishing up my scheduled caesarean, I held my daughter and I
knew it could be hell-and-high-water and I’d never let go. Those immature, selfish predilections I’d
held onto well into adulthood melted away as I realized my life was no longer just my own anymore.
In other words, I knew I was a mom.
The sun set on a gloomy February day, and I sent my husband home. I wasn’t scared to sleep in
the hospital without him after all. I invited no one to visit me. I had my baby: the only person I
wanted to see. The night nurse offered to take her to the nursery so I could rest. I politely declined.
The thought of being away from my baby was unbearable, as if I would die.
I slept little that first night. I kept imagining the hospital room on the day my birth mom
became a mother. Even at the age of seventeen, she felt distinctly that giving birth was the proudest
moment of her life. She didn’t have any visitors, either. My birth was a secret. On the day I was born,
she’d held me, even took a few photos before the nurses realized all of that might not be okay.
Then she let me go. But she never forgot me, and she would always be a mother.
When did my adoptive mom become a mother? The morning I was born? The day she received
the call that her baby could be picked up the very next day, she’d better go buy an infant car seat? The
moment the social worker put me in her arms?
For my two moms and me, that moment was the same: holding our daughter for the very first
time. With the birth my baby girl, I had joined their ranks of irrevocably binding, fierce-as-a-lioness
motherhood.
Laura Dennis Bio: Laura Dennis was born in New Jersey and raised in
Maryland, but she learned how to be a (sane) person in California, where she
lost her mind and found it again in 2001. A professionally trained dancer,
Laura gave up aches and pains and bloody feet in 2004 to become a stylish,
sales director for a biotech startup. Then with two children under the age of
three, in 2010 she and her husband sought to simplify their lifestyle and
escaped to his hometown, Belgrade. While the children learned Serbian in
their cozy preschool, Laura recovered from sleep deprivation and
wrote Adopted Reality. You can join Laura on her sites by clicking the
appropriate one: Facebook, Twitter, Laura’s blog, LinkedIn, and to order her book, please visit
Laura’s website.
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Thomas Cirignano
A Boston TV show, “New England Magazine,” featured a story about an ultralight aircraft that
was easy to fly, and no pilot’s license was needed to fly it. Instantly, I knew I had to have one.
With instruction, I learned to fly the twin-engine, single-seat aircraft at the field where I
purchased it.
The flight manual specified a minimum runway length of three hundred “unobstructed” feet; in
other words, a football field. But, I was determined to find a way to fly it from somewhere close to
home, where I wouldn’t have to dismantle and transport it.
A Little League baseball diamond that was a few hundred feet from our home was nowhere near
three hundred feet long in itself, but it bordered the waterfront where there was a drop-off to the
ocean. I figured, “If I get the wheels off the ground before I reach the seawall, I will be just fine
heading out over the open water.”
Coming in for a landing on that small field would be tricky, but I decided to worry about that
later. I always felt that if I overanalyzed everything I wanted to do, I would eventually talk myself out
of taking any chances in life. Besides, I was confident that I could pull this off.
That morning, my young bride slept in, deciding she wouldn’t watch what she considered an illadvised take-off attempt. She actually used stronger words than that when I told her what I was
planning to do. But nonetheless, she raised her head off the pillow and whispered, “Have a good
flight.”
Quite a group of friends and neighbors gathered at the field to watch me launch the plane and
render moral support. I started the two engines and strapped myself in with the seatbelt, shoulder
harness, and put on my helmet. It was time to go for it. I gave both engines full throttle. My friends
guided the wing until I got moving.
It was as if everything happened in slow motion. The engines roared loudly, and I was going
faster and faster. The end of the field, and the ocean, were approaching, but I still was not in the air.
But, I was mentally committed. I knew I could make it!
My friends were all yelling, “Shut it down! Shut it down!” They thought I wasn’t going to make
it off the ground. I had dreamt about trying this for way too long. I wasn’t about to
shut anything down.
Just feet from the edge of the seawall, the front wheel lifted off! I was airborne, and smiling!
Gaining altitude, I glanced below me at the jagged rocks passing harmlessly under my butt. I felt I had
safely achieved my goal as I reached twenty and then thirty feet of altitude.
Suddenly, a sick feeling set in. You know—the feeling that takes over your gut the moment you
realize things are about to go downhill fast. As I got out over the cold seawater, I felt a sinking
sensation, in more ways than one. I failed to consider a basic fundamental of flight. Air over warm
fields rises, but air over cold ocean water falls, causing down-drafts.
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Losing altitude, my heart sank with disappointment. There was nothing I could do. I realized it
was hopeless. I was going to crash.
If I hit the water with those propellers spinning at thousands of RPM’s, they would shatter into
pieces, possibly hurting or killing me. I shut down both engines just prior to hitting the water and
took a really deep breath.
Because the heavy engines were mounted up high, behind my head, the aircraft instantly
flipped upside down and sank like a rock to the bottom, coming to rest on the ocean floor. Hanging
upside down, I was strapped into my shoulder harness and seatbelt, wearing my helmet. Under ten to
twelve feet of ice cold water, I knew if I panicked while fumbling to undo all the clasps of my safety
gear, I was a goner. Still holding my breath, I thought to myself, “Everything better go smoothly.”
While underwater and restrained, time stood still. I experienced an eerie feeling of
total aloneness, much different from the euphoric, all-alone feeling I had expected to enjoy while
flying. In the darkness, I blindly searched for the release clasps and easily found them. It was
something I had practiced, just in case the need ever arose. I undid my shoulder restraints first and
then my seatbelt. All buckles and straps released without a problem and I swam away from my seat.
Attempting to surface, I found myself trapped under the fabric wing, so I dove back down and
swam to the side until I could safely surface. That was a move I remembered from reading a section in
my flight manual, titled, “In the event of a water landing.”
My friends began clapping when my helmet popped through the surface of the water. I was
surprised to see everyone nice and dry on shore, just watching. Nobody was rushing to assist me.
Wearing a long face, I walked home by myself to get rope. At the house, I checked on my wife.
She raised her head off her pillow, saw me soaked from head to toe, and smiled. She simple stated,
“How was your flight?” It was her way of saying, “I told you that was a stupid idea,” I returned her
smile, saying, “I’ll fill you in after I get the plane out of the ocean.”
Feeling quite downhearted back at the field, I dove in and tied the rope to the plane. My friends
dragged it out of the bay. Once home, I flushed and washed everything out with fresh water. Then,
just to be safe, I decided to ship both engines back to the factory and have them rebuilt with the “high
performance upgrade” that I originally opted not to pay for. Those few extra horsepower would have
kept me in the air.
Tom Cirignano Bio: Thomas M. Cirignano was born in Dorchester, MA,
in 1952. As a young man, he moved to South Boston to take over the
family’s auto repair business. While living and working in Southie,
Tom experienced, first-hand, the unbridled crime and violence related
to Mobster Whitey Bulger’s reign of terror. During the years of “Forced
Busing,” Tom lived directly across the street from South Boston High
School and saw the resulting violence unfold right on his doorstep. He
survived the stress and violence related to running a filling station in the heart of Southie during the
oil embargo and gas shortages of the 1970s. Thomas Cirignano studied journalism. He has been a
contributing writer and served as an advisory member on the New Bedford Standard-Times Editorial
Board. He is a certified scuba diver, ultralight aircraft pilot, has owned several motorcycles, and loves
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boating. Tom is the author of two books: The Constant Outsider: Memoirs of a South Boston
Mechanic, and 67 Cents: Creation of a Killer. Both titles are available in print, and on Amazon
Kindle. You can also find his books on his website. Please join his Facebook page.
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Tracy Leigh Ball
“Trip to Nowhere: An Unforgettable Journey”
As I look back throughout those memories of Nashville, the hard lessons I have learned then
and along the way have made me truly thankful for each and every step that I have had to take to
make me who I am today. Nashville did not change me but the events surrounding my life at that
time, did. However, this does not excuse any parent from the idea that it is alright to send their child
out into the world alone without supervision, to live out a dream, whether it be their dream or the
child’s dream; and not expect there to be consequences to follow. Do not be naive to the idea that
nothing will happen to your child because things do happen and if you think closing your mind to
such thoughts will make you feel better, guess again!
I saw horrible things at age sixteen that no child should have to ever witness, I saw kids my own
age walking the streets with guitars hanging off their backs, begging for food, waiting for the chance
to be heard, to be discovered, only to be ignored, walked over, passed by; and I often wonder how
many of those innocent souls made it out alive.
One afternoon, a man came into town claiming to be a talent scout out of Nashville, Tennessee.
His name was J.T. Willy. My parents talked it over with me and asked if I wanted to audition for this
man and that they would be willing to allow me to do so. My heart was pumping because this was a
chance of a lifetime for me. I wanted to go to Nashville and I felt I was ready, so my dad made the
phone call and this gentleman and his wife showed up at our doorstep. He was a big man, not much to
speak of. He was a smooth talker and his wife was mousy and did not say too much. He made himself
comfortable in my parents’ living room, while I sang my heart out for him. J.T was also a singer and
he sounded just like Johnny Cash, and after I was finished, he complimented me and told my parents
“I can make this young lady a star.” He then invited us to a place in Madison, Wisconsin, where he
was performing with some friends and wanted to see how I would do with a live audience and my
parents agreed. When we arrived, there was another man present, his name was Casey. After being
introduced, I was then thrown up on stage with the band and again, I sang my heart out without fear,
capturing my audience without incidence.
Here is where the problems began; my parents were told they had to pay $250.00 upfront in
order to confirm my position within the company. We then signed a contract without any lawyer
present, which is an absolute no-no. My parents believed that what they were doing for me was a good
thing and had no idea the contract was bogus and just for show.
My first road trip was to Bismarck, North Dakota, with J.T and his wife. My second trip, J.T.
decided to send me out with Casey to Redwood, Minnesota, to perform for a week with a band, and I
ended up coming home three days after because Casey tried to take advantage of me in a hotel room.
When I denied his advances, he dumped me with the band and left. The band put me on a bus and
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sent me home. You can imagine how horrifying it would be for a sixteen-year-old to have to
encounter this type of situation and be far from home.
Nashville bound! A dream of a lifetime, or so I thought. Once I arrived, my nightmare began.
One lie after another and the so-called company was office space they rented on Music Row above
another Record company. They had a cot set up in a spare office for me to sleep in. Months had gone
by and nothing, I went into the recording studio and recorded Hey Big Man, and Baby With You…but
later found out that all I did was record my voice over someone else’s. When I started demanding
answers, and wanting to do more, they became frustrated with me; in return, they sent me on a bogus
trip to Florida, informing me that this was a hotel circuit job. I had no idea it was a one way ticket to
nowhere.
I arrived back in Nashville to a locked building with an eviction notice. I was ditched. I decided
I had to fight back and survive and I did just that. I hid my luggage, walked the streets, worked in a
soup kitchen, and survived. There is more to this story but the main point is never send your child
away with someone you barely know.
Make sure you do your homework first before you dive into something that you think looks
really good. What happened to me has happened to many others and I am sure my story sounds
cliché. I am leaving so much out and what this did to me years ago. The self esteem issues I dealt with,
feeling like a failure and loosing the one dream I lived for the most. I had to walk away from singing
forever. I buried these memories for many years because it hurt too much! Nashville is the place to go
to showcase your talents, but in the heart of it all, the darker side is rarely seen unless you actually
have lived it. Trust me, it is not as glorious as it seems!
I am sharing my story today so that I can help prevent others from doing the same thing my
parents did. I am over the blame game as it should be now. But I was only sixteen! What did I know?
Tracy Leigh Ball Bio: Tracy Leigh Ball was born and raised in the
beautiful state of Wisconsin and still reside there today. Currently
a full time student earning her BA in English at Ashford
University, Tracy plans to become a Teacher of Creative Writing.
Tracy is a published author of 4 books; three poetry: Expressions
of Life, Silent Whispers: Poetry from the Soul, and Dancing with
Words, and her first Fiction/Mainstream novel:
The
Disappearance of Vera Dressler. Tracy hopes to one day run and
maintain her own magazine strictly for writers of all genres and
she hopes to teach all ages about writing, and inspire everyone to
believe in their dream of becoming published authors. Everyone has a story to tell, it is how you
present that story that will forever form the relationship between you and the reader. Tracy believes
that anyone can tap into their creative side if they just believe! You can connect with Tracy
on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and finally the PenAndPaperWorld Poetry Site.
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Jonna Ivin
“Role Reversal”
“What’s wrong?” I asked rushing into my mother’s room.
She placed a finger over the tracheotomy tube that had been inserted into her neck a few
months before and struggled to form words, “It’s…” She began to fiddle with the trach tube moving it
around.
I tried to move her hand away to get a better look. “Don’t touch it. Let me see.”
Mom didn’t listen. She kept her finger where it was, forcing her breath to make the words.
“Feels crooked.”
“Your trach is crooked?” I asked.
She rested her head back on the pillow and nodded having used up what little energy she had.
I took a closer look. “It doesn’t look crooked.”
Mom glared at me and covered the hole once again. “Crooked.”
“It feels crooked on the inside, like in your throat?”
She nodded, her eyes indicating with frustration, how many times do I have to repeat myself?
“Do you think I should replace it?” I asked, hoping she would shake her head no.
Instead, Mom shrugged, as if to say, “Beats the hell out of me.”
The hospital had sent us home with boxes of new, sterile tracheotomy tubes. The problem was I
had never actually switched one out before. A nurse spent five minutes talking me through it before
they released Mom into my care. That was my training. I took a deep breath and told myself, I can do
this. What can be so hard—just take one out and put another back in, right?
I pulled on a pair of gloves and carefully undid the ties that kept the trach securely in place. I
wiggled it a little; it seemed loose enough. Just give it a soft tug, it would slip right out; pop a new one
in, tie it off, and I’d be done. Simple.
“You ready?”
Mom shrugged. Go for it.
I pulled gently on the tracheotomy tube; just as I’d hoped, it slid out easily.
“Oh. That was easy,” I said feeling quite proud of myself while tossing the old trach into the
trashcan.
Relieved, Mom inhaled deeply.
And then I watched in horror as flaps of skin growing around the edges of the incision were
quickly sucked into the hole blocking her airway. Mom’s eyes grew huge as she realized no air was
entering her lungs. I froze, staring at her and thinking, Oh Dear Lord, I’ve just killed my
mother. Mom stared back, no doubt thinking, my stupid kid is trying to kill me.
I panicked and did the only thing that came to mind: I stuck my index finger into the hole. In all
my life I never imagined that my finger would be in my mother’s throat. There had been numerous
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fantasies throughout the years involving my foot up her ass, but never once did I imagine finger in
throat.
As I removed my finger the skin flaps followed, clearing her airway. As long as I held the skin
pulled back she could breathe.
I looked down at her “It’s OK. We’re cool,” I said, trying to convince myself as much as her.
She nodded.
Unable to let go, I stretched out my free hand, blindly searching for anything that might help.
On the table near the bed, the tips of my fingers were able to reach a small, clear, plastic tube that was
meant to go inside the larger tracheotomy tube. I inserted it into the hole; as I did, the skin flaps
disappeared back into her neck. Fortunately, she was still able to get air through the tube.
Unfortunately, the tube was the diameter of a drinking straw. The hole in my mother’s neck was the
diameter of a dime. If I let go it would slide down her throat.
My mother had taken care of me my entire life; now she needed me to step up and return the
favor and I was failing miserably. I didn’t trust myself to go back to the original plan of inserting the
new tracheotomy. As calmly as I could, I called to my boyfriend in the other room. “Adam? Hey,
Adam. Could you do me a favor,” I said, “and call 911?”
It wasn’t long before eight huge firefighters crowded into my mother’s small bedroom and
gathered around her hospital bed.
The Captain stepped forward asking, “What seems to be the trouble?”
“I took out her tracheotomy.”
“Why would you do that?” he asked in a very deliberate tone.
“I was trying to change it, but when I took it out these two flaps of skin sucked into the hole, so
I grabbed this tube and I stuck that in the hole. But now if I let go, it will slide down her throat.”
The firemen exchanged glances then looked at me. Mom and I looked at each other then back at
them. I guess they were expecting me to elaborate, but that’s all I had.
The Captain spoke directly to my mother, “Ma’am are you OK?”
She smiled and nodded. I got the feeling she was enjoying the attention.
“Do you have the other trach?”
“Yes,” I said pointing to a box out of my reach.
Another fireman pulled a tracheotomy out of the box and handed it to the Captain.
“So what do you need me to do?” the Captain asked.
“Um… put it in?” I replied.
He shoved the package at me, “Oh, I can’t do that.”
I pushed it back, “Of course you can.”
“No. I can’t.”
Mom’s eyes followed the box like a tennis match.
“You’re the fireman.” I reminded him.
“I don’t know anything about trachs. Are you her caregiver?”
“Yeah.”
“Then you know more than we do.”
“Clearly,” I said, indicating the situation, “I’m not qualified.”
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“We can take her to the emergency room. You can ride along and hold the tube.”
I was petrified of making the situation worse, but felt backed into a corner. I screwed it up so I
had to fix it. “Fine. I’ll do it.”
The captain put on gloves, asking “What do you need me to do?”
“When I pull this tube out, you to poke your finger in the hole and…”
“How about if I just hold the tube?” He said, cutting me off with a smile.
I nervously joked in return, “Fine, ya big chicken, I’ll do the hard part.”
I shifted to the other side so he could hold the tube.
“Take it out slowly,” I said as the other firemen crowded around to get a better look. My hands
shook but I was able to work the sides of the hole and ease the skin out along with it.
“Okay… um… hold the skin back.” I mentally said a quick prayer: Please dear God, don’t let me
fuck this up; then asked Mom, “You ready?”
If she was scared she didn’t show it. I tried to be as brave as she was, but my trembling hands
gave me away. Slowly, I slid the curved end of the trach into the hole and down her throat. When I felt
it was all the way in, I held up my hands, stepped back, and asked Mom, “Does that feel OK?”
The entire room exhaled with relief as Mom answered, “You did good.”
Later when the house was quiet. I sat by my mother’s bed. I could see she was tired. We both
were. She looked into my eyes and I couldn’t hold back the tears as I whispered, “I am so sorry.”
I covered my face with my hands and pressed my forehead to the edge of her bed. Then I felt
her hand gently rubbing the top of my head, telling me everything was OK. It was a lie, of course.
Nothing was OK. She was dying and we both knew it. But no matter how sick she was, or what little
time she had left, she was still the mother and I was the daughter that needed comforting.
Jonna Ivin Bio: Jonna Ivin is the author of Will Love For Crumbs – A
Memoir. Her crime thriller, 8th Amendment, is also on Amazon. She is
the editor of Loving For Crumbs – An Anthology, now available on
Amazon. Jonna is a freelance story consultant and available to help you
write your memoir or fiction novel. You may contact her via email at
jonna@jonnaivin.com, and link to Jonna on Facebook
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